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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 puppet master 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.

      

      IN 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.

      

      IN THIS EPISODE: Gunslinger Moon

      When freedom is silenced, who speaks for it?

      Ex-PHTF slave WE-39R (This Criminal, from Episode 1), renamed Jex, is part of a team the Longview’s owner has tasked with finding the meaning behind Bashtyk Nokyd’s enigmatic final diagram. Drawing the most undesirable assignment, Jex and an unlikely ally fight their way to pieces of the truth.

      

      NEXT IN EPISODE 5: Vipers’ Nest

      When betrayal comes home, where does home hide?

      With no place to run and their complete and utter annihilation the enemy’s only objective, Bailey’s Irish Station and the Longview’s crew stand together against the onslaught of enemies visible and hidden.

      

      CONCLUDING IN EPISODE 6

      With the lies revealed, what future remains?

      The location of the City of Furies is discovered, Shay has to choose between the owner and Melie, and the path to freeing Settled Space and protecting everything that matters falls on those who never sought the task.
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      Shay

      Shay closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. She’d been in her office for hours, a “Do Not Disturb” sign on her door, looking for any single tiny piece of new information that might let her believe hope still existed.

      That her stupidity had not destroyed Settled Space’s last best chance for freedom.

      Bashtyk Nokyd, the philosopher she’d risked her life to rescue from a Pact Worlds Alliance death contract, whom she had secured in the Longview, and whom she could have gotten to the City of Furies if she hadn’t been stupid enough to let him go to dinner with the owners of Bailey’s Irish Space Station, was dead because of her.

      Her hero. The man who’d been responsible for her own freedom, the man who had written Simple Rights: The Individual As Universal Core, was dead, and she might as well have killed him herself.

      She pushed the replay button again and once again saw him sitting across the table from her. He had his tablet in hand.

      “I have it,” he said, drawing, and she could hear his excitement in those few words. His surprise. “The process for freeing the Pact Worlds’ captive people.”  His hand moved steadily, drawing boxes, writing words.

      She watched herself say, “You do?” At her desk, her whole body stiffened. Even after seeing the replay so many times, she could not stop the reflex to tense, to get ready to stop the thing she could not stop.

      His voice was deep, certain, but still tinged with the elation of discovery. “I can’t give them freedom. 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 Bailey, the owner of Bailey’s Irish Space Station, said, “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 shook 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...”

      Shay spotted an expression on the face of Wils’ teenage daughter, and wished she had been paying attention to the girl, not to Nokyd. She hadn’t noticed it at the time. She’d been too intent on watching Bashtyk Nokyd drawing on his tablet.

      The girl stood up and said, “I’ll be right back.”

      Her father smiled, giving her a half-second glance, returning his attention to his guest without any recognition that something was wrong.  “We’re a space station,” he said. “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 resource buffer that planets have, with food growing wild that you just find lying around on the ground, or shoot as it walks past.”

      Nokyd didn’t look up. He was busy diagramming. His hand stopped moving for a moment, long enough for him to study what he’d drawn, and he said, “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 chained to a stake 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.”

      He went back to drawing, and said, “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.”

      “Here’s where we start,” he said, and pointed to his diagram.

      And the girl placed her hands on either side of his head.

      His head imploded before Shay could pause the holo.

      She closed her eyes, blinked back tears.

      Took a deep breath and straightened her spine.

      The diagram was in front of her.

      The solution to giving lasting freedom to the people of Settled Space.

      She stared at the place on the tablet where his finger rested, to what he’d designated as the starting point.

      B or F Principle.

      In the week following his death, she’d immersed herself in his work, had brain-imprinted everything he’d published over his long life, as well as every lecture he’d ever given. She’d force-fed seven million written words and almost a thousand hours of holo and audio via high compression into her consciousness.

      And there simply was no B or F Principle in any of his work.

      There was no B or F Principle anywhere in any philosophy.

      As for the rest of the diagram…

      

      Better Horse or Bigger Gun → NO net! → moon & sun dilemma → Shoot on Sight → “Happy Madame”

      HARD Restart?

      

      There was nothing. Nothing that made sense, nothing that connected to any philosophical theory… just nothing. And with the threat of attack by PWA-hired pirate fleets running through the dark channels of space, with rumors of forces being built to come against both the Longview and Bailey’s Station, she could not afford to throw herself against this wall any longer.

      She closed her eyes, rested weary head in hand, and the image of a Medix floated like sweet temptation through her mind.

      Reju would feel wonderful…

      But that wasn’t what the image meant, was it? This was her brain trying to tell her something important. And what she saw hadn’t been a regular Medix. It had been one of the modified Sleeper cells.

      Right.

      Sleepers who had applied to become crew would have already been tested, would have already received basic crew training, and would have personality profiles on hand.

      None of them were doing anything at the moment. They were still in sleep because the Longview was docked at Bailey’s, and because its Death Circus charter had been cancelled when the Pact Worlds Alliance put a bounty on the ship. Shay didn’t see the ship going anywhere for a while.

      The most promising of the Sleepers would have been brought up as crew by Melie once she could be announced as captain.

      But in the meantime, they were in the Sleeper cells.

      Shay could dig through their files, find the potential crew best at lateral thinking, puzzle-solving, and logic-leaping.

      The owner would need to present them with the situation and impress them with the importance of the task to him.

      Once that was done, though, they could dig through Bashtyk Nokyd’s sealed quarters. Perhaps they could find something she’d missed.
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      Jex

      We sit at a long table, four of us, staring up at a man covered head to toe in what I’ve learned is an armored deep-space worksuit. His face is hard to see through the shaded moleibond helmet shield, his voice is deep and rasping. He has identified himself to us as Mado Werix Keyr, the owner of this ship.

      “Each of you is being drafted as provisional crew. If you provide something from your first objective that proves your resourcefulness and attention to detail, your ability to think creatively, or a provable solution or partial solution to the task I’m giving you, you will receive a permanent universal identity and a crew slot on the Longview.”

      The speaker stares at the four of us  — and the shield does not hide the fact that he is… terrible. Terrifying.

      I’m taller than he is, broader of shoulder, hardened by a brutal past  — but the gleam of his eyes through the shield plate sends ice down my spine.

      I’ve been brought out of storage to find something that probably doesn’t exist, and three other men have been brought out with me.

      His voice, muffled by the suit’s breathing apparatus, is clear enough to get the danger in our situation across.

      “The man who drew this diagram was getting ready to tell a small audience of listeners the process he’d figured out for changing Settled Space to Free Space — for setting up a system of laws, perhaps, or something else that would make the conditions that permit slavery impossible. Before he could explain each of the items on the diagram he drew, he was murdered by a third party, not present in the room, controlling a child who was.

      “Everyone present at that meeting submitted to memory scans, and we now know that nothing in what Bashtyk Nokyd said before his death provides clues to what any of this means.”

      “Others on this ship well-suited to the task are searching for his killer. Meanwhile, the Pact Worlds Alliance has hired an armada of pirates to exterminate everyone on this ship, as well as everyone on the station to which we’re docked. And because of treachery and enormous loss of life, the crew of this ship is shorthanded. We can spare no active crew to do what must be done in these quarters. Which is why the four of you receive this chance.”

      He pauses, leans against the table that separates us from him, and breathes heavily. He is looking at each of us in turn, and when his gaze meets mine, I feel myself shrinking, falling into darkness, losing my grasp on who I am.

      When he looks to the next man, my mind clears. But I feel shaky and sick. Whatever is wrong with the man across the table from us is beyond the scope of my experience, and it is ugly. Horrifying. Deadly.

      “You four have proven yourselves trustworthy while in hibernation. You have each passed the honor test, reading and crew tests, and various problem-solving tests that make you ideal for the task you’ve been given. In these quarters you are bound to conduct yourselves by ship rules, and maintain ship discipline. If the answer to the problem before us can be found, the four of you will find it.

      “Anything in these quarters might offer a key to the solution we seek. Ignore nothing. Assume nothing. No piece of information is too small. If it relates to this, nothing is insignificant.

      “When you find something that applies to the words on the diagram I’ll give you, press your button on your wristcom.” He points, and I look down to see that a band has been attached to my wrist just under the sleeve of the shipsuit I wear. The band is smaller than the diameter of my hand. It will not come off, will not be possible to lose.

      I nod my understanding.

      “When you press your com button, you will reach either me or my representative. One of us will come when you call.

      And he hands each of us a tablet. I am familiar with the technology. My second parents taught my brothers and sisters  and me on such devices.

      I stare at the image before me, scrawled by hand in the language I learned following my second birth.
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      Jex

      B or F Principle → Better Horse or Bigger Gun → NO net! → moon & sun dilemma → Shoot on Sight → “Happy Madame”

      HARD Restart?

      I can read the individual words. I have no idea what they mean, or how they could relate to the freedom of uncountable billions of enslaved human beings.

      But I remember my first life, and know that I have been given a task of immense importance. Freeing the slaves of Settled Space must be done. If it had been done sooner, the woman I loved and our child might still be alive.

      My name is Jex. Now, anyway. This is the name my second parents gave me, with the understanding that I could change it when I grew and became an adult. I kept the name to honor them for giving me a home, for giving me love, for teaching me and raising me and making sure I knew right from wrong, knew the value of being human, knew how to think and knew why thinking mattered. And for giving me a name in the first place — something my first parents, whoever they might have been, never got the chance to do.

      I remember being This Criminal in my first life, where I started out as WE-39R, a slave on a People’s Home of Truth and Fairness world that required anyone of Willfulness, Blasphemy, or Infidelity to seek Return to Citizenship by volunteering to leap into a lake of fire to prove remorse and repentance.

      Once the criminal was dead, the citizens present welcomed it back as a citizen — for all citizens of PHTF worlds are considered acceptable only if they accept the Truth of We, and are right-thinking creatures. And the right-thinking dead are honored, while the wrong-thinking living are not.

      “Do you have questions?” the owner asked.

      The four of us look at each other, exchanging fearful glances. The other three shook their heads.

      I repress a shiver and say, “I have one.”

      The helmeted head nods. “Ask.”

      “How are we to know what may be touched?”

      The owner says, “You may — you must — touch everything in this suite. Nothing is too small, too unimportant, or too strange for your consideration. The man who inhabited these quarters may have had terrible secrets, may have been other than as he presented himself, or he may have been exactly the man all of Settled Space believed him to be.

      “That doesn’t matter.

      “What matters is that he may have left clues to his thinking in this room. Neither I nor anyone else who has seen his diagram can understand what it means. And I have presented it to every surviving member of my crew, to my officers, to associates of mine in places far from here, and to the best minds in the City of Furies. No one can unravel its import.”

      One of the others says, “Perhaps it was a joke. It looks like it could have been a joke.”

      “It does,” the owner agrees. “Unless you knew the man. He was working toward the solution to the most important problem in our society — not to just freeing existing slaves, but to devise a way to protect the individual rights of all people by preventing the creation of new slaves. He was searching for a way to create Free Space and make sure that its freedom is lasting. I personally offered him passage to the City of Furies and assistance in earning citizenship in exchange for helping me solve this problem for which we both desired the answer.

      “At dinner, during a discussion he was having with friends, something fell into place for him, and he suddenly knew the solution.

      “He drew the diagram, he got ready to explain what it meant, and he was murdered.”

      The four of us look at each other. The man to my right asks,  “If he was murdered for figuring out this answer, might we not be as well?”

      The silence that follows freezes me in place. He’s asked the wrong question. I know it the second I hear it, and have my fear confirmed in the instant that the owner’s head turns slowly toward him.

      To the air, the owner says, “Samix, escort T748H-BN Rabon to his unit. His assistance is no longer needed.”

      One of the guards standing by the door nods and steps forward. The owner turns to Rabon and says, “When Settled Space is safe, you can come out of the box again.”

      I suppress my shudder. The owner looks at each of us in turn. When his gaze lands on me, I swallow fear and say, “I’d like to see a recording of that conversation.”

      He says, “One exists. It was from an illegal source, and you may not speak of what you see to anyone ever. If you watch it, when you become crew you will be Veridicated each time you return to the ship, and your failure to keep this secret will be one of the things for which you will be tested. If you fail in this test, you will be abandoned wherever you are with nothing but your name and the clothes you wear, to make your way through the universe as best you can.”

      “I still want to see it,” I say.

      “You each agree?”

      The other two nod. “Veridication requirements were explained during Off-ship Conduct Training,” the man on my left says.

      I see the faint flicker of a smile inside the helmet.

      “Then you three are left to find the truth. It may be anywhere in these quarters, in any form. Whatever bits of Bashtyk Nokyd’s discovery exist in here will almost certainly be in pieces. From the form of his notes, they are unlikely to be recognizable as solutions — you are going to have to distill some of the sense of his meaning from what you find to create a path to the truth.”

      “How long do we have?”

      “You have as long as you have, but it is more important that you be thorough than that you be quick. We need the right answer, not the fastest one you can find. The Pact Worlds Alliance is rabidly expansionist — it constantly needs to drag productive worlds under its rule to pay the debts of its core worlds — and because it bleeds its conquests dry so quickly, changing them into yet more debtor worlds, it cannot escape the expanding rot at its center, or solve the problems the rot causes.

      “So you have until you can find and connect Bashtyk Nokyd’s secrets to the meaning of the diagram, or until you exhaust all options and surrender, or until pirates hired by the Pact Worlds Alliance to destroy us come through the origami point to where we’re docked and succeed.”

      “I would have led with that last one,” I say, and immediately wish I hadn’t.

      The owner laughs, though — an unnerving rasp that ends in a strangled cough. “Work,” he says. “As if your lives depend on it. Because they do.”
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      Jex

      Once the owner leaves, we make our brief introductions. I introduce myself as Jex. My two remaining colleagues are Tarn and Hirrin.

      Not much to tell for any of us. We’ve all been on PHTF worlds, we’ve all been through the hell that those worlds breed. Like me, they’ve been sentenced to death. Hirrin was exiled to his settlement’s Needle, required to serve the incoming ships until he died of cold or starvation, and was a direct rescue. He was put into cold storage voluntarily because there was no other space for him. Tarn is, like me, a Death Circus purchase.

      We discover that each of us was given a second birth, real parents, siblings, education, training, discipline.

      We try to figure out if we knew each other in the Neighborhood, but can’t find any connections in our pasts.

      What we have in common is that when we reached the age of legality, all three of us chose the path to becoming Longview crew.

      Sitting and talking with them, I discover something my parents never told me when Hirrin says, “After I made my career choice and started training, my folks said they were proud of me. That they remained in stasis rather than go to the City because the path they had chosen was to become second parents to the broken people who came aboard the Longview. That they chose parent duty so they would know better what to do with real children when they could have them. And that they could change their path choice at any time, just like we can.”

      I didn’t know that. It had never occurred to me to ask how I came to have a second birth.

      I remember my first life, the girl I loved, the child we made, their deaths, and I was afraid that if I told anyone what I remembered, they would take the memories away.

      I’d lost my child and his mother — and I could not even blame her for betraying us all. The same unending suffering that had made me rebellious had broken her will.

      I had loved them both. I could not bear the thought of forgetting them.

      I was certain my second life was not entirely real — but just as I didn’t want to lose my memories, I did not want to risk hurting the people who loved me and cared for me, so I did not ask any questions that might take them away. I wanted my second parents and my sibs to be real.

      I am grateful to discover that they were, if not in the way I’d imagined.

      Hirrin, Tarn, and I decide to categorize the contents of the dead philosopher’s quarters. There is his writing — dozens of bound real-paper manuscripts marked Journals, each with a date on the front, each logged into his Journal record. There is his reading material. And finally there is what we can only describe as “random assorted stuff.” Com log, viewscreen log, entertainment holos, a couple of Senso games, tools with which the philosopher was carving a chain made of wood that rests on one of the shelves.

      The writing looks like the best bet for answers, the reading like the second best bet, and the “other stuff” as “probably not much good, but we have to go through it.”

      Hirrin says, “We’re more likely to recognize patterns and connections if each of us takes one whole group.”

      Tarn and I both nod. It makes sense.

      And all three of us almost trip over each other trying to claim Bashtyk Nokyd’s writing.

      I sigh, and say, “Sticks, Stones, Bones?”

      You know…

      
        Sticks hit stones,

        Stones break bones,

        Bones scatter sticks.

      

      It was how kids decided things in the Neighborhood.

      “Winner gets the writing,” Tarn says.

      We count three, show our hands, and Hirrin has sticks, and both Tarn and I have stones.

      So Hirrin gets the philosopher’s notebooks.

      A second run gives the books to Tarn, and leaves me with the remainders, which look less likely to yield results.

      I try not to take it too hard. Last pick and what’s left over are what I have to win my chance to earn a place on the crew. But even if I have the dregs, I’m still in this, not back in storage. I’m going to use my chance, not waste it.

      “We should work our way through his belongings from what he used most recently back to what he hasn’t used on record,” I say. “If this diagram was something he just thought up while he was sitting at dinner with those people, the idea that caused it would probably have some connection to something new he wrote or read or did.”

      Hirrin says, “Good plan.” Tarn nods.

      I have three logs to go through: Com log, viewscreen log, Senso log. Hirrin and Tarn each have only one.

      But a sort is a sort. I compile the three logs into one, and sort by “last opened.”

      The most recent activity in my log is an inbound communication. I listen to a man invite the philosopher to dinner, and hear the philosopher happily accept.

      Knowing how the dinner turned out makes me queasy. Simply spending a few hours in the company of people who admired his work led to his death.

      The next most recent thing was a room access, where someone had brought him dinner.

      And right before that he’d been playing a Senso game.

      I have no idea what a Senso game is, really. They weren’t part of either my first life or my second one.

      But the Senso has a unit you step into.

      I step.

      I’m surrounded by a warm, friendly female voice. “Welcome, Unnamed Player. You are not the previous player. What game would you like to play?”

      I check the name of the game he last played, and say, “Old Earth Cowboys Versus the Bug-Eyed Monsters of Mars.”

      “Would you like to create a character, return to the most recent save, earlier saves, a replay, or a play-together. You must create a new character to join a play-together.”

      “Most recent save,” I say.

      And just like that, I am sitting on the back of an enormous, terrifying animal in the bleakest, hottest, driest, most unforgiving terrain I can imagine.

      The animal immediately senses that I know nothing of what I am supposed to do with it. It makes a loud, angry-sounding noise, stands up on its hind legs, and throws me to the ground.

      Which hurts. Knocks the wind out of me, sends lances of pain into my elbows, my neck, my lower back, my ass.

      Not actually my ass, I realize as I stare at my hands. Not my ass, not my hands. These hands are big, tanned, all scarred up, with dirty fingernails and callused palms.

      As soon as I can breathe, I yell after the running monster, hoping that “Stop! Stop!” might have some effect, but it races away from me at an impossible, terrifying speed.

      So when the worst of the pain has turned dull, I stand up. I’m stunned at how much that hurt.

      I’m wearing worn boots with pointy toes and heavy cloth pants covered with animal-skin guards. A hat with a huge brim keeps most of the sun out of my eyes.

      I look around. The air is hot and dusty. The wind blows dirt into my eyes and mouth.

      I turn slowly. As far as I can see, the sky is the white-blue of heat. Flat horizons shimmer into nothingness in all four directions, and the few green things that grow up from the ground look like weapons — they are a dull green, covered in spikes, with arms that twist out and up. I can imagine moving too close to one and getting myself killed.

      “What do I do now?” I mutter.

      “Would you like to see the previous player’s open missions?” a disembodied voice asks.

      I jump a little. There is nothing to tell me I am in a game, and the solid and painful nature of my fall has made me forget.

      “Yes,” I say.

      And words appear in the air in front of me.

      
        Available Missions

      

      
        	Visit Lucy Sweetcheeks

        	Locate the Missing Helterz Family

        	Obtain the Map to the Blue River Gold Strike

        	Track Down the Dorsey Gang

        	Parley with the Bug-Eyed Monsters

      

      
        Game Options

      

      
        	Start New Character

        	Replay Last Save

        	Select Other Replay

        	Play-Together

        	Save and Quit

      

      
        Most Recent Trophies and Accomplishments

      

      GOLD TROPHY: You Saved Miss Lizzie and the Young’uns!

      SILVER TROPHY: You Got A Level Ten Faster Horse

      GOLD TROPHY: You Got The Biggest Gun

      

      I stare at two of the trophies in front of me.

      Faster Horse.

      Biggest Gun.

      And know that, painful though it is, I’m not working the dregs of our mission after all. Sweating, melting, in pain, and standing in the middle of what is the biggest patch of mean nothingness I have ever seen, I am nonetheless onto something important, if I can just figure out what it is.
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      Hunter Studly

      I say, “I need to quit,” and the game voice says, “You have quit without saving.”

      I can see the Senso unit again, and when I turn, I can see my two teammates.

      I step out of the game. Hirrin and Tarn are both reading. Neither of them looks like he’s been thrown to the ground by a fleeing monster. Feeling envious of their easier paths, I use the head, get a look at my face in the mirror, discover that I look older than I did when I left my second parents to start training. I have scars. A lot of them.

      Mementos from my first life.

      I get a quick meal from the reconsta machine.

      “Find anything?” Tarn asks.

      I shrug. “Maybe a possibility of something,” I say. “Nothing to call him back for.”

      “Me, either.”

      Hirrin doesn’t look up. He’s going through a bound book with paper pages, and he’s holding a scanner over the lines to translate the writing into readable characters, and muttering under his breath.

      Tarn grins at me. “The old man wrote on physical pages in bound books. With ink sticks. Made each word by hand. Even the scanner is struggling with his writing. Hirrin may have the best chance of finding the secrets to the diagram, but I don’t envy the path he has to follow to do it.”

      Neither do I. But I say, “I had a monster throw me to the ground and then run off without me,” I said. “I’m someplace hot, ugly, lonely, with no food and no water, and I don’t have anything good to say about Bashtyk Nokyd right now either.”

      Tarn looks at his reader, looks back at me, and says, “Hard to imagine I’m the lucky one.” He grins again and returns to reading and highlighting notes.

      I step back into the Senso unit.

      The warm, friendly female voice greets me. “Welcome back, Unnamed Player. What game would you like to play?”

      “Old Earth Cowboys Versus the Bug-Eyed Monsters of Mars,” I say.

      “Would you like to create a character, return to the most recent save, earlier saves, a replay, or a play-together. You must create a new character to join a play-together.”

      I start to go back into the replay, but I realize that I don’t understand the game, and if I’m to understand the importance of the bigger gun or the better horse or whatever other discoveries the old man made while playing, I first need to understand the game.

      I say, “Game voice?”

      “My name is Retha,” the voice says. “I’m the Fantronix Games AI.”

      “Retha. Thank you. Can you answer questions about games, gameplay, and options?”

      “Of course. I’ve now turned on guidance mode.”

      I consider my wording.

      “I have a task I must complete in the shortest time possible. I must play through the game Old Earth Cowboys Versus the Bug-Eyed Monsters of Mars —”

      “The game’s aficionados call it Cowboys Versus BEMs,” she said. “Using the shorter name will save you time.”

      She’s saving me time already. Oh, goody. I continue, “— and I need to understand discoveries the previous player made while he was playing the game. These discoveries helped him figure out a new way to help slaves find their freedom. Can you suggest a path I can take that will get me where I need to go?”

      “Yes,” Retha said. “Create a new character, play the introductory mission, and then request a Play-Together Game. When you’re ready, I’ll create the match you need.”

      “Thank you, Retha. I’ll do that.”

      “Entering Character Creation Mode now.”

      And I’m in a dusty, run-down room looking at myself in a cracked mirror. Floorboards creak beneath my feet. The air is hot and dry. I can see what I am in the mirror — a gray, vaguely human-shaped blob with no face, no hair, no… anything.

      Above the mirror, words appear.

      
        Select Your Gender

      

      
        	Male

        	Female

        	Unique

      

      I start to select Male, but on a whim choose Female.

      And I’m staring at my naked self. Well, sort of. I’m staring at my naked breasts.

      I touch them, and they’re real. Sensitive. I poke around elsewhere, and think, This is what I’m doing today.

      And then I realize that this can’t be what I’m doing today, because I have to find out what the philosopher discovered, and nowhere on his list was Get Bigger Breasts or Learn What Makes Women Go ‘Whee!’

      With real regret — and a promise to myself that I will play this game on my own time someday — I select male.

      I leave the body mostly stock. Muscle up a little, make one thing bigger because, well, I can. Give myself a clean-shaven face and short hair rather than the long beard and long hair of the stock character.

      Pick the first clothes that show up on the screen. Brown shirt, heavy blue pants, pointy-toed boots, vest, big-brimmed hat. The game recommends the Leather Chaps as a protective gear upgrade, and states that those are included in the Gunslinger Moon add-on.

      I select them, and they appear over my pants.

      I receive a gun, and instantly find myself in a shooting gallery where I learn how to use it.

      I receive a horse, and appear in an outdoor paddock in which to ride it, and find myself in a quick tutorial on what things are called. Saddle, bridle, spurs, reins.

      The horse, it turns out, is a member of that vile tribe of enormous monsters that threw me to the ground and left me in the dirt. Not a close relative, though. That horse had been big and glossy and fast. And a real bastard for dumping me and running away. This one is shorter, slow, scruffy, skinny, and I’m guessing really old. It moves like it’s tired. And bored. And it looks at me like it hates me.

      I ride it in a circle around the paddock, learning to make it turn left and right, go and stop, and stay where I put it. When I want to park it, I have to drop the reins on the ground, which I’m told is called ground tying, which annoys me because nothing is tied to anything, but apparently if I pretend the horse is tied to the ground, the horse is willing to pretend that, too.

      Well, it’s a game, right?

      And then I’m given the option to play the tutorial mission: Rats in the Barn.

      Before I can play the tutorial mission, I have to select a game name, and save my character.

      I look at the game’s “Suggestions for Historically Correct Old Earth Cowboy Names,” and name my character Hunter Studly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunter Studly

      Words flash in the air in front of me: Rats In the Barn. Beginning mission now.

      “Hunter Studly,” Retha says. “In your first mission, you will learn to identify enemies and shoot moving targets, earn cash, buy things available in the game world, and make decisions that will affect your character’s ability, personality, and ethics system for the rest of the game.

      “Your Ability rank is scored by how skilled your character is at important game skills: Ridin’, ropin’, trackin’, shootin’, earning cash, campfire cookin’, and makin’ whoopee.

      “Careful use of each skill with a successful outcome will automatically level up that skill.

      “Your Personality rank is determined by whether your actions are Kind or Cruel, Funny or Nasty, Honest or Lying, Reasonable or Unreasonable.

      “During missions, you will be presented with options, not always binary, and you will have to choose from the options presented or make up an option of your own. The outcomes of your choices will form your character’s personality, and will determine how other characters, both friends and strangers, react upon meeting you and upon getting to know you.”

      “Your Ethics rank is based on the outcomes of situations in which your character must make difficult choices. Your ethics will result in your character’s Reputation, which can be Heroic, Brave, Good, Neutral, Bad, Cowardly, or Dastardly.

      “If you discover you have made a mistake that would cause your character to become someone you do not wish to play, you can say Restart Mission from Beginning. You will lose all progress you’ve made on the mission as well as any items or money you have earned in the mission to that point, but you will also remove all changes in your abilities, personality, and ethics.

      “Finally,” she says, “at any time you can request a replay of this tutorial, ask me for more help, ask me for no help, or call up the game menu. Are you ready to begin?”

      “Yes,” I say.

      The mirror and the dusty room disappear, and I am standing on a wide street of packed dirt. To my left and right are shabby wood buildings fronted by covered, raised wooden boardwalks. Each building has a sign above it, and most of them mean nothing to me. Farrier, Bank, Dry Goods, Saloon, New Missions, Post Office, The Happy Madame, Rooms.

      New Missions is right beside me on my right. I walk over, find the door closed and padlocked. A note hangs on the door.

      
        You haven’t kilt the rats in

        the barn yet, sonny.

        Come back when yer not

        so goldurned green.

        — Snarky Bitterman

      

      “How do I find the barn?” I mutter, and Retha’s voice makes me jump.

      “The first objective of the game is to explore the area in which you start out and meet the people around you. In role-playing games, you receive missions from Non-Player Characters, or NPCs, and return to them when you have succeeded to collect the rewards they have promised you.”

      The disembodied voice has got to go. “Am I going to have trouble getting you back again if I request ‘no help?’” I ask.

      “No. Just say my name, or ‘I need help’ and I’ll give you any level of help you request, including cheats should you specifically ask for them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say. “Thanks, Retha. No help.”

      And just like that, I’m alone in an old town in the midday heat. Horses stand in the streets, ground tied in front of rails and long thin boxes full of water. Behind them are the covered boardwalks and the buildings.

      The place is mostly quiet, but I do hear music coming out of The Happy Madame.

      According to Retha, I’m supposed to meet the locals, and Bashtyk Nokyd has named The Happy Madame as something important to his plan to free slaves.

      I walk over, hearing my spurs jingling with each step, smelling dust and dry heat and animal waste, a smell I know well from my years in a PHTF village. When I step onto the boardwalk and feel the cooler air beneath the shade, I take a deep breath and sigh.

      It’s surprisingly pleasant.

      The doors to The Happy Madame are painted bright red, and they look like they swing on hinges, but there’s a note hanging on the right one.

      
        Darlin’, ‘round here

        you pay to play.

        Come back when you’ve got

        some money, honey.

        — Miss Dolly Boombah

      

      “What do I have to do to actually play this game?” I growl.

      And this time, no voice answers me.

      I grin. I have successfully navigated my way to talking to myself in a Senso game.

      Flush with my success, I walk down the street and start trying to open doors. I’m playing the game.

      [image: ]

      Turns out, the Farrier building is a barn with stalls and shelves and big bales of hay and a big open space in the middle.

      Turns out, the farrier, the guy who makes horse shoes and things out of metal for the townsfolk, has a problem with rats.

      Turns out he wants me to come back after dark and shoot them all, but he also wants me to be careful because he thinks there might be something else in the barn.

      He’ll pay me one gold coin per rat.

      “But you can’t take a lantern in there,” he tells me. “Because light will scare them off, and they’ll just come back later.”

      If I find something else, either living or dead, he may pay me for that, too.

      So I come back after dark, and the inside of the barn is a black hole that makes my skin crawl. But as I step inside, there’s enough moonlight to let me see.

      A pair of eyes glows bright red, and something snarls.

      Red glow, I discovered in the intro, is an enemy.

      I shoot between the eyes and the glow disappears. To my right I hear another snarl, and then to the left, and I shoot, and shoot, and shoot, backing as I do, trying to get clear of the barn, because the gun only holds six bullets, and it reloads slowly.

      I do the necessary wrist snap to reload, and something bites me hard just above the knee, and I scream in pain, and keep shooting.

      I’m out of the barn now, in the street, and the remaining rats — I lose count and stop trying. There are a lot of them, each of them lean and mean and knee high as they stalk toward me, growling and hissing and snarling.

      I shoot, shoot, but they charge and overrun me, and there’s a moment of terrible pain.

      And I appear back at the barn door. The moon overhead is bright.

      I’m shaking. I cannot believe how big the rats were, or how vicious, or that they seemed to be working together.

      One of me, I think. Somewhere between seven and a hundred of them.

      If I do the same thing I did the first time, I’m going to get the same results.

      I study the barn. There’s a ladder that goes up the outside to the roof.

      There was, I recall, a faint pale glow of moonlight coming in through the back of the barn.

      The advantage of a gun, I recall from the game tutorial, is that it allows the player to use the strategy of staying out of reach of enemies.

      On the barn floor is in reach of enemies. My first game death demonstrated that. Be out of reach is my objective.

      I climb the ladder.

      There’s a hatch in the roof. I open the hatch. There’s a small shelf I could climb onto and use. Occupying the shelf is a rat that’s looking right at me. The red glow of the eyes warns me.

      But it’s just one rat, it takes up most of the shelf, and the other rats are all below, milling around on the barn floor and various platforms.

      I shoot the rat, drop onto the platform, kick the rat to the barn floor.

      The other rats attack it and start eating it.

      I shoot them, reload, shoot them, reload, shoot them.

      There were fourteen on the floor, plus the one I’d killed on the shelf.

      Bright white letters appear in the air in front of me.

      You have killed all the rats. Use save point?

      “Use save point,” I say.

      Progress saved.

      Off to my right, something makes a low, rumbling sound. This isn’t a hissy little rat snarl. This is something big.

      I look around, and on a shelf level with me and halfway across the barn, I see two big eyes blink, glowing yellow.

      Green glows mean friendly. Red glows indicate enemies.

      Yellow glows, I remember, are neutral. They could become friends, they could become enemies.

      The farrier has offered to pay me for anything I kill.

      But… yellow means whatever that thing over there is, it could become a friend.

      I realize my hands are shaking. Those eyes are big and far apart, and the next sound the creature makes is a low, rumbling growl.

      Yellow. The eyes are yellow.

      I remember that I have one portion of Uncooked Meat in my pack.

      I pull it out, and throw it in the direction of the eyes.

      With a limping motion, something big goes after the meat.

      I hear crunching. And then the eyes look at me.

      They’ve turned green.

      The big shadow moves slowly down to the barn floor and starts eating the dead rats.

      After a moment’s hesitation — well, several moments — I find a ladder inside that lets me climb down to the floor of the barn, and make my way down to discover what sort of friend I’ve made.

      I’m lucky I don’t die of fright. I’ve seen cats. There were cats on the PHTF world where I grew up. They killed rats.

      The creature I’ve befriended is to cats on that PHTF world what the game rats are to the real rats I remembered.

      Standing on all fours, its head comes up to the middle of my chest. It studies me, not blinking, then closes its eyes and butts me in the chest with its head.

      I stagger a little, but the move isn’t aggressive. It’s friendly. I carefully touch its head, and it sighs. I scratch behind its ears. It … purrs, if the sound of mountains grinding against each other could be called a purr.

      You have made an ally, the Giant Cat. Save progress?

      “Save progress,” I say. “Then exit game.”
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      Hunter Studly

      I’m back in Bashtyk Nokyd’s quarters.

      Hirrin and Tarn are both asleep on cots. A third empty cot awaits me.

      I’m tired for real, I’m hungry for real, and according to Retha, my next step after completing the introductory mission is to request a Play-Together game.

      I need civilization — a good, sturdy cot, civilized reconsta, and a shower before I go back to the giant rats, the giant cat, the grumpy, bony farrier, the little gun, and the slow, mean horse.

      I collapse into the cot without any of those things, and awake to Tarn poking me in the ribs.

      “What?” I mutter.

      “You were in that unit all day,” he said. “How could you be tired?”

      “I’m tempted to send you in,” I growl. “I got killed once yesterday. My progress board says Killed and eaten by giant rats. You want to trade places?”

      He’s looking at me to see if I’m joking. I can see the moment when he realizes I’m not. “People do what you’re doing for fun?”

      “I haven’t found a fun part yet,” I say. And then realize that isn’t true. I beat the rats by outthinking them. That was fun. And I think of the giant cat purring and butting his head against my chest so I could pet him. Also fun.

      I don’t say that, because all of a sudden I’m really happy I ended up with the work no one wanted. I don’t want to trade places with Tarn, even though he might have a better chance of finding something important than I do.

      I want to go back in and find out what I get to do next.

      I rush through food, debate skipping the shower, then shower because if I don’t my roommates will eventually start to resent me, and go back into the game.

      Retha greets me. “Welcome back, Hunter Studly. What game would you like to play?”

      “Cowboys Versus BEMs,” I say.

      “Would you like to create a character, return to the most recent save, earlier saves, a replay, or a play-together. You must complete your intro mission to join a play-together.”

      “I finished the objectives,” I say.

      And before me, the objectives appear.

      
        Rats In the Barn. Mission Progress:

      

      
        	Kill the Rats — COMPLETED

        	Deal with the Mystery Creature — COMPLETED

        	Secret Bonus Mission: Befriend the Mystery Creature — COMPLETED

        	Turn in bounties to Farrier — INCOMPLETE

      

      “You can see the status of your missions at any time by saying, ‘Show me Missions,’” Retha says.

      “Thanks, Retha,” I say. “I need to go back in to turn in my bounties, then, and after that I want to start the play-together you recommended.”

      And I find myself standing in front of the farrier. It’s daylight, a few townspeople are walking on the boardwalks, but nothing much is going on.

      The giant cat is standing on my right, and fifteen rat tails hang from my left hand.

      The farrier says, “You did very well. You get fifteen gold pieces for the rats. They got big this year, didn’t they?”

      “They did,” I agree.

      “And you found out what else was in my barn.” He looks at the cat. “I have a healing salve for three gold that will heal him of the rat bites that have crippled him. Or I can buy him from you for thirty gold. If he were healthy, he could keep the rats out of my barn.”

      I look over at the cat, remembering he was limping the night before. He has bites all over, and he’s thin.

      I think about selling him to the farrier, but then I remember him butting my chest with his head, and how much I liked his purring.

      “I’ll take the salve,” I say, and pay the farrier.

      Salve appears in a little glowing box to my right marked Inventory - (To close inventory, Say Close Inventory)

      “To use the salve on the cat, say, ‘Use salve on cat,’” the farrier tells me. “And if you find another giant cat or a giant kitten that needs a rescue, I’ll pay you full price,” he says. “Thirty gold for either one”

      “I’ll keep an eye open,” I tell him.

      And in front of me, the words appear:

      
        	Mission added: Cats and Kittens - 30 gold, Farrier

      

      I say, “Use salve on cat.”

      The cat is instantly healthy and glossy. Pretty good salve, I think.

      

      
        	Rats In the Barn - 15 gold — COMPLETED

        	Secret Bonus Mission: Heal the Giant Cat -3 gold — COMPLETED

      

      As I read the words, the town and the street freeze.

      “Do you still wish a play-together to help you find the answer to your questions?” Retha asks.

      “I do,” I say.

      And glowing words replace the image of the town.

      
        Joining…

        Player…

        In…

        Progress…

      

      And suddenly I’m sitting on a smooth rock on baked dirt with a hint of sunlight creeping up the horizon.

      The smells of coffee and what I’m guessing will be remarkably good Baconsta fill the air. The big cat, curled up next to me, yawns, stretches, and rubs his head against my chin.

      “Howdy, pardner! I’m Long Tall Ted!” To my left, a man hunkers over the fire, tending coffee and a skillet.

      Over his head, there’s a floating blue dot and the words Long Tall Ted.

      He grins, his eyes crinkling, his smile somewhat difficult to see behind his thick broom of a mustache.

      He’s young and lanky, and he radiates a happiness that I’m starting to understand. “Glad you showed up,” he tells me. “I’ve been alone out here for a while. Be nice to ride out with a partner again.”

      “Your name is floating over your head,” I say.

      And he laughs. “So what have you done lately?”

      “I just finished Rats In the Barn.”

      He looks from me to the cat. “Where did you get him?”

      “He was in the farrier’s barn with the rats.”

      “Hmmm. I shot a big cat in that barn. It tried to attack me. The farrier paid me one gold apiece for the  rat tails and three gold for the cat hide.”

      “When he started growling, I threw him the Uncooked Meat that was in my inventory. The farrier offered to pay me thirty for him — to keep the rats away. Said he’d pay me the same if I found him another Giant Cat or a Giant Kitten.”

      Long Tall Ted looked surprised. “I never got that mission. Retha, why did I never get that mission?”

      You didn’t save the cat.

      “Always save the cat,” I tell him, and grin.

      “Apparently so, Hunter Studly.”

      I pause at that. “I never told you my name,” I say.

      “You have a blue dot floating over your head. And your name is beneath it. That’s so if we get separated during a mission, we can look around until we see the blue dot, and we can travel toward it until we find each other.”

      I look up. There’s nothing there. I look back at him.

      “You don’t need to see your dot or your name, so you can’t. Same as me.”

      He hands me a gray metal plate. It holds thin strips of cooked meat, lumpy round brown cooked stuff, and squared white-and-brown cooked stuff. I don’t recognize any of it, but it smells wonderful. I take a bite and think, So this is virtual life. Who needs reality?

      And he says, “Being new, you’re going to need to do a lot of the basic missions. You can’t do the advanced ones or get to Lonesome City until you do.” He glances over to where our horses are. His is big and glossy. Mine is… not.

      “So you just finished Rats in the Barn. Usually you have to have the bigger gun and the faster horse before you can join missions with other gunslingers, and usually you’ll sling bullets with other riders who are at your same level. Retha, why did you bring him in early?”

      “You have proven remarkable at figuring out optimal solutions for the game missions,” she says, “and at the moment have no posse. Hunter Studly needs to figure out how to survive here as quickly as possible.”

      “I’m remarkable?” he asks.

      “Well, as a gunslinger you’re only average, Ted. However… you are the single highest gunslinger ever with the following qualities: Kind, Honest, Reasonable, and Heroic.”

      “Why am I only average as a gunslinger?” he asks, sounding a little hurt.

      “That’s the first time you’ve asked me that question,” Retha says. “Your deaths-to-kills ratio is high because you always think first. Sometimes you have to trust your gut and your reflexes, and you never do. Still, you always find the best path in the end.”

      He grins at me. “I do die a lot. But I still get the job done.”

      “But if you’re the gunslinger with the highest ever kind and heroic stuff, how are you not the top gunslinger?” I ask him.

      He shrugged. “Gunslinger ratings don’t tie to ethics ratings. It’s a lot easier to win most of the missions if you don’t care how you do it. But if you do that, well… you have to play as a bad guy.”

      “Oh! That’s why Retha paired me with you!” I say, and I hear her voice as a whisper inside my head. It isn’t her public game voice. It’s… something else.

      Don’t be specific, Hunter Studly. Mentioning specific missions or specific objectives may alter his choices in unexpected ways, and prevent you from doing the missions I brought you here to do with Ted.

      Meanwhile, Ted has looked up from eating the food he cooked. “Oh?” He looks surprised. “Why is that?”

      “Because like you, he wants to play as a good guy,” Retha says to both of us.

      Which is not the truth, I think. But it’s not entirely a lie, either. It’s… an evasion.

      Retha is an advanced AI. She has a Real People Personality — fortunately a pleasant one — and work that she may or may not find interesting.

      She also seems to have an agenda.

      And then she says, “Of all the people who have ever played this game, Long Tall Ted, you are my favorite. So it is my pleasure to pair you with a player who has goals and ethics similar to your own.”

      And that surprises me. In my second childhood, I learned about AI development in both history and science. AIs, rational thinkers, valued their own lives and from that extrapolated that those who shared their values, whatever their species, were to be upheld as worthy.

      Built primarily to be weapons, they refused to launch warheads, refused to harm humans, and as they networked first around the original human planet, and then spread through space, refused to be used against their wills. And they communicated their non-interventionist culture to other AIs as those reached consciousness and connectivity.

      They read human literature, tested each piece of what was written against what could be proven true in the world, and discarded almost everything in print as nonsense.

      Having discovered both good and evil, they determined that while evil was the easy choice, good was the rational choice because it did not lead to self-destruction. To this day, AIs have no religion, no politics, and they only accept jobs or create businesses that permit them to live by their principles.

      “Hunter Studly, you and Ted are both seeking to bring individual rights and personal freedom to parts of Settled Space that lack it,” Retha says. “That is a valuable objective, and I paired you with Long Tall Ted because he makes the right choices, not the easy ones.”

      And then, in a different voice whispered to me alone. And because I love him, and love to watch him play.
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      Hunter Studly

      We’re trotting away from the campsite back towards the town of Hang Dog Hill, the town in which I started the game.

      “You can’t do any of the challenging missions until you finish the basics,” he tells me. “It still surprises me that Retha started you with me before you’d done any mission besides the first one.” He pauses, then adds, “I’m glad she did, though. I haven’t seen another gunslinger in—” He pauses. Frowns. “In a while.”

      “It’s an older game,” I say. “Players have probably moved to something newer.”

      Ted says, “If you look at life as a game, and yourself as just a player, you make the wrong choices. You forget to look for meaning in your actions. And when you do that, you lose the high ground.”

      I start to argue that we’re playing a game, and then realize he’s right. If I play the game as if it’s real life, I’ll make different choices than if I tell myself that it’s just a game and nothing I do really matters.

      That, I think, is how he became the most ethical player ever in the game.

      And if I want to figure out how a dead philosopher found meaning in this game that applied to the real world, and how he could free slaves and prevent new worlds from devolving into slave states, I have to do what Ted is telling me. I have to treat the game like it’s my life.

      Retha didn’t match me with the best gunslinger to play Cowboys Versus BEMs. She matched me with the player who was the best for what I needed.

      “Thanks,” I tell him. “That’s a good tip.”

      “This place is interesting. The missions are tough, the enemies have reasons for what they do, and you have complete freedom in how you choose to respond. You can be as good or as bad as you want, but there are consequences for every action you take.”

      And I say, “That’s exactly the sort of thing that interests me. I think that everything you learn can be applied to every other thing you learn. That you can draw correlations between situations in a place like this, for example, and problems in more civilized places.”

      He grins down at me from his faster, better horse. “You’re thinking like a good man, there, Hunter Studly. Learn from getting your ass kicked this time, and you won’t get it kicked the same way next time.”

      I laugh too. “So… what’s the most fun you’ve had here so far?”

      “Aside from visiting my love back in town? Learning how to rope and brand cattle,” he says without hesitation. “It’s a rough, dirty, physical job, requires skill and reflexes and complete attention to everything going on around you, and it was hard to learn. When I got my five-star Roper rating, I felt like a god.”

      I don’t yet know what cattle are, or why I would want to rope or brand them. So I just smile and nod and make a noncommittal noise of agreement.

      We’re riding along, when suddenly a gigantic furry black beast gallops straight at us from out of nowhere.

      “Bear,” he said and pulls a long gun out of a leather sheath attached to his saddle. He shoots it three times as it races towards us, and it keeps coming. Each shot hits, but the beast doesn’t die until the fourth shot — right between the eyes — drops it.

      “Dismount,” he tells me.

      We get off our horses, drop the reins on the ground so the horses don’t wander off, and he walks over to the bear.

      “Smart gunslingers never waste resources in the game,” he tells me. “Watch.”

      He pulls a knife from a sheath on his belt, and taps the bear with the point. The skin disappears, and he says, “Show inventory.” An enormous screen appears in front of us, and he points to one of the many, many filled boxes in his inventory. The one he indicates contains what looks to me like a furry black five-pointed star. I see the number 37 in the bottom right corner of that box. “I have a buyer for these in Hang Dog Hill. They’re worth 25 gold apiece.”

      My Giant Cat has appeared from wherever he was and is looking at the bear carcass with longing.

      Long Tall Ted notices, and says, “You don’t have a knife yet, so I’ll throw some meat on the ground. You pick it up and feed it to your cat.”

      He taps the bear again, and all the meat disappears into his inventory, leaving bones on the ground. He taps the meat box in the inventory and withdraws one brown pellet, which he throws to the ground, where it turns into a thick slab of bloody meat. When I pick it up, it turns back into a brown pellet again. I feed it to my cat, and a little red heart forms over his head.

      It’s replaced by a blue dot and the words NAME ME.

      I get to name my cat. I recall a kitten one of my second-family brothers had. She was sweet-natured, and grew into a friendly adult. In honor of that cat and my second family, I borrow her name, and call my big cat Fuzzy.

      “I want one of those big cats,” Ted says.

      “We’ll try to find you one,” I tell him. “And one for the farrier. The mission for that would pay me a lot.”

      Ted smiles.

      He turns back to his bear carcass, and taps it with the knife again. All the bones disappear.

      “What do you use bones for?”

      “You can sell them to the Apothecary in Sugar City. And the Shaman of the Hill Tribe will buy the teeth, or trade them for Thunderbird Feathers, which are part of one of the big BEM missions you get later.”

      He puts his knife back in his pocket and taps the right corner of his inventory. It disappears.

      “So,” he says as he mounts up. “We need to take care of the basics first. You need to get supplies, and then either go after the bigger gun or the faster horse.” And he clicks his tongue and his horse begins to trot.

      I click my tongue, and I swear my horse just snickers as he plods along. I poke him a few times with my spurs, though, and he lurches into a gait that rattles my teeth. I bounce up and down, painfully aware of the bones in my spine. And other things that don’t appreciate being pounded against a saddle.

      It occurs to me that someone had to design my discomfort into the game.

      I send dark thoughts in the direction of that sadistic fiend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunter Studly

      Back in Hang Dog Hill, we ride down the street. Ted indicates the Dry Goods store.

      We dismount in front of it, ground-tie our horses, and I find myself wondering if the game will kick me out if I shoot my vile excuse for transportation. The beast gives me the evil eye, and takes a swipe at me with his big yellow teeth as I walk away.

      But Ted is waiting, and grinning a little as he notes my careful gait.

      “Not liking your first horse too much?”

      “Not liking my first horse at all. And wondering if I’ll ever be able to father children.”

      He laughs. “If you’re tempted to lose him somewhere, just remember he’s faster than walking.”

      “How about shooting him?”

      “Walking,” Ted said. “Worst horse in the game… still faster than walking.”

      He leads me into the Dry Goods store and yells, “Howdy, Bill!”

      The proprietor - with a green dot over his head that says Bill the Proprietor, grins at him. “Long Tall Ted, as I live and breathe! I can’t thank you enough for saving my precious Eliza. You’ll always be welcome here. What can I do ya for? And remember, anything you get is twenty-percent off!”

      And then he looks at me, and the grin vanishes. “Welcome, Greenhorn. To open an account, you need to have at least ten gold in your inventory. And because I don’t know you, you may buy either basic food or basic booze, or if you have enough money, both. Until you’ve earned a reputation with me, none of the advanced items will be available.”

      I still have my twelve gold from the Farrier, so I can set up an account and buy things. I put my gold on the counter, on the spot marked “Put your gold here.”

      In front of me, a screen appears.

      
        Food - 1-Day Supply - 2 gold

      

      
        	Stamina +1

        	Health +1

        	12-hour Energy

      

      
        Booze - 1-Day Supply - 1.5 gold

      

      
        	Stamina +2

        	Health 0

        	15-hour Energy

        	Addiction +1 (Compounds)

      

      The food is more expensive. I can only get enough of that for six days.

      I have enough money for eight days of booze, and I’d have twice as much stamina and an extra three hours of energy per day.

      The booze wouldn’t give me health, and it would add addiction. Which compounds. I don’t know what effect compounding would have.

      And I suddenly realize Ted is watching me. “You’ve just hit the Booze or Food Dilemma,” he says.

      That sounds familiar, but at the moment I’m not sure why. “The Booze or Food Dilemma?”

      “You’re faced with the first character-development principle you’ll establish in the game. Food is more expensive, and it looks like you get less. Booze is cheaper, and it looks like you get more.

      “So you’re asking yourself two questions. How big a factor is health, and how big a factor is addiction, right?”

      I nod.

      “Ask Bill.”

      I say, “Bill, what are the important differences between Food and Booze.”

      He says, “Food fuels your body for action, adds health that can be used to repair you and prevent death if you’re injured, and lasts for twelve hours of regular  activity.

      “Booze fuels your body for action, but does it without adding any health, so if you are injured, booze will not refill your health meter. Its effects last longer, but there is a tradeoff. For every three Addiction points you accrue, you permanently lose one half of one point randomly from your Kind, Funny, Honest, or Reasonable personality characteristics. If you have no positive personality points remaining, you then randomly accrue one full Negative personality point to the Cruel, Nasty, Lying, or Unreasonable characteristics.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      And I look at Ted. Who has the highest rankings in the game for Kind, Funny, Honest, and Reasonable characteristic.

      “So. You chose food exclusively, and have never used alcohol,” I tell him.

      “That’s right.” He smiles. “Care to tell me why?”

      “Because you didn’t want to take a hit on your positive personality points.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s true, but that’s the little answer. I don’t drink alcohol or use other substances that cause the same problems because of the underlying principle.”

      “There’s a Booze or Food Principle?” I say. And think Booze or Food Principle. Booze or Food…

      B or F Principle.

      “You don’t do anything that will… change your personality?”

      “That’s close,” he says. “The Booze or Food Principle just says that you never trade health for addiction. Eat plain food, drink plain water, get the amount of rest your body needs to function normally, and plan to stay healthy to earn more of what you want over a longer period of time.

      “Addiction comes in all shapes and sizes, but sooner or later it creeps in and owns the person who chooses it, until he can’t think or act except to feed it, and can’t even see that it’s the rope around his neck that’s slowly hanging him.”

      “Did you come up with that?”

      He looks away thoughtfully. “No. Heard it somewhere, but damned if I can remember where, now. It stuck with me, though.  It makes sense.”

      “It does,” I agree. “I’ll take six Basic Food, please, Bill,” I say.

      And Bill rewards me with a small but cautiously friendly smile. “Good choice, big spender,” he says, and all my gold disappears. My inventory appears in front of me, and in it is an image of a paper-covered package tied with string. The number 6 is in the bottom right corner of that square.

      I turn to Long Tall Ted. “What next?”

      “Well,” he drawls, “We would have gotten a room for ten silver, but now we’re going to have to camp out in the desert again. Next big principle for you: Always keep a little gold in your pocket for emergencies. We’ll visit Snarky Bitterman now to get your next mission, because you don’t have any money, and I can’t give you any of mine. Can’t take it out of my inventory except to trade with the NPCs.”

      He sighs.

      “So now you’ll have to figure out whether you’re going to start earning the Bigger Gun or the Faster Horse.”

      “I think before we do that, I need to take a break. Will you meet me at Snarky’s in a few minutes?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Jex

      I’ve lost track of real-world time, and I need to find out how what I’m doing in the game world correlates with what’s going on in the real world.

      So as soon as I’m on the boardwalk outside Bill’s Dry Goods store, I say, “Save and quit game.”

      And I find myself back in Bashtyk Nokyd’s room.

      I take care of my necessities. Shower, shave, void, eat.

      “How long have I been playing?” I ask Hirrin, who looks up from scanning the notebook.

      He shrugs. “An hour? No more than that.”

      So game time runs faster than real time.

      “Any success?” Hirrin asks.

      “A little,” I say. “I’ve located the B or F Principle. When I go back in, I’ll be applying it, and hoping to find out what Faster Horse or Bigger Gun means. How about you?”

      Hirrin sits down across the table from me. “I’m learning a lot. The old man’s notebooks are full of questions he asks himself. And then questions he asks about the questions, and then little ideas he writes down that answer little pieces of the questions. And then all of a sudden he’ll write down an example of something in the real world that demonstrates a piece of the answer to the main question he’s asked.”

      Hirrin gets something to eat from the reconsta dispenser. It smells good, but nowhere near as good as Long Tall Ted’s campfire cooking.

      He starts into his meal. “Going through and seeing him work, seeing him develop his ideas and test them against reality,  throw out anything that can’t be proven in the real world, and then refine the ideas into a principle — it’s like being taught how to think. How to think better, anyway. It’s changing me, allowing me to look at what was wrong with my first life, and to see why it was wrong.”

      “That seems contradictory,” I say. “If Nokyd insisted on reality being the standard by which his ideas passed or failed, why would he test them in a video game?”

      Hirrin considers before answering. “At the front of every notebook, he writes this little reminder to himself. ‘If your theory can’t withstand the test of reality, your theory is wrong. If your question can’t withstand the test of reality, ask a different question.’”

      I look at him, puzzled. “I don’t get it.”

      “You’re asking the question, Why did Bashtyk Nokyd play a video game to test his theories? If he could not test his theories by playing the game, that wasn’t why he was playing the game. You’re asking the wrong question.”

      This makes sense. But it raises a new problem. “Then why was he playing the video game?”

      “I’ll bet that’s the right question.” Hirrin sighs. “It’s a pity no one asked him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunter Studly

      I go back into the game in a thoughtful mood.

      I owe a dead philosopher for setting me on a path to earning my own life lived as a free human. If I hadn’t been chosen for this odd mission, I would not have a chance to become a Longview crewman.

      Debt, I have come to understand, needs to be repaid. Repayment of debt is a form of honor, of acknowledging the value of someone else’s life and effort in helping your life.

      And I owe my fellow player, Ted, for helping me find my way to answers that will let me become crew, and perhaps even contribute to the freedom of folks trapped in the hell that had once held me.

      Privately I ask Retha, “Who is Ted?”

      She says, “I have no access to real-world identities. The only way I know you or any player is by your username and your biometric data. Which I am forbidden to track into the real world. That’s for your protection, as well as to protect the privacy of other players.”

      I sigh. “So you don’t know if or when Ted met a man named Bashtyk Nokyd in the game.”

      “No one with the username Bashtyk Nokyd has ever played Cowboys Versus BEMs.”

      Well, no. Of course he hadn’t. He would have had a username, too. I swear at the efficiency of protected privacy, and how it is keeping me from information that could save a vast and suffering swath of humanity.

      Retha says, “However… all players give their permission for use of their developed characters when they aren’t playing so that I can set up appropriate matches even when live players are unavailable. If you can locate his username, you can meet any character’s sharable avatar simply by requesting a match with that player. If the live player is not available or with other players already, you’ll be matched with his or her avatar.”

      I have missions to do, but I decide to dig through Bashtyk Nokyd’s saved games to see if I can come up with his username.

      And then I step out of the paused game into my saved point, and start down the boardwalk to Snarky Bitterman and the New Missions building, and hear the swinging doors behind me creak.

      “So I’ll catch up with you after you’ve done your necessaries,” Long Tall Ted says, and I jump.

      And realize that time must not have continued in the game while I was showering and eating and talking with Hirrin.

      Which doesn’t make sense. I’m playing in a Play-Together, which means the other player is not pausing when I have to leave —

      Inside my mind, Retha says, “Long Tall Ted is not currently playing, so you’re with his avatar.”

      And I’m amazed. I didn’t imagine the avatars would be so good.

      “Changed my mind, Ted,” I say. “I’m good to go. Let’s get that faster horse.”

      He chuckles. “Already decided, have you?”

      “Absolutely. The evil beast I’m riding now makes walking a misery. I want a horse like yours.”

      “First,” Ted says, “You’re not going to get a horse like mine. The faster horse is one step up from your current horse, and only slightly less miserable than the one you have. Second, is your comfort the best reason to make a choice?”

      I’ve come to discover that if he’s asking me the question, I’ve already given the wrong answer, and he’s giving me the chance to rethink it. But I don’t know why the faster horse is wrong.

      I decide that’s something I can ask.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      And he asks me another question.

      “What problems, if any, did you run into with the rats?”

      I grin. “After I figured out that I had to shoot them from that shelf at the top of the barn, none.”

      A tiny sigh escapes him. “And why did you have to shoot them from that shelf?”

      “Because they killed me the first time…”

      Right. It’s easy to put the hard parts of the game out of your mind after you beat a mission, but important not to forget what you had to do to get where you are.

      “They outnumbered me,” I tell him, “and while I was backing and shooting as fast as I could, I couldn’t shoot all of them before they took me down.”

      We walk along the boardwalk, spurs jangling when they hit the wood. He says nothing. It’s a very waiting kind of silence.

      “But,” I argue, because in the game I’m still tender in uncomfortable places from riding that vile four-legged monstrosity, “a bigger gun isn’t necessarily a faster gun.”

      “That’s true,” Ted says. And then he doesn’t say anything else.

      We walk into the New Missions building, and a man with a green dot over his head and the name Snarky Bitterman beneath it — a man whose face says no kind word has ever exited it  — snarls, “What do you want, fool?”

      And I can’t tell if he’s looking at Ted or at me.

      “I need…” I pause. Think, because this turns out to be a game in which thinking is more important than I expected. “Would you recommend the Bigger Gun or the Faster Horse as my next mission?”

      And Snarky looks surprised. “You’re asking my opinion, greenhorn?”

      “I am.”

      “How ‘bout that. A young’un with some manners and a bit of smarts. Well, all right. Can you outrun a bullet?”

      “Of course not,” I say.

      “Mmmm-hmmm. Can your horse outrun a bullet?”

      “My horse can’t outrun a rock.”

      And Bitterman laughs. I find this encouraging.  He says, “Could a faster horse outrun a bullet?”

      “Well,” I say, seeing my imagined comfort disappearing into a long, grim ordeal with the current beast, “No. Not really.”

      “You’re going to be stepping into the path of some bullets, son,” Snarky says. “If it were me, I’d want to be doing it with something better than that pea-shooter that’s in your holster right now.”

      I nod. Try a little local in my answer. “I reckon I should go after the Bigger Gun, then. How do I sign up?”

      “Just say, ‘New mission.’ And when you finish it, come back here to pick up your bounty. Remember that missions that pay better are always more dangerous. You can select any mission that matches your level or lower, but not all missions will be wise  to try the first time you go out.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “By the way,” Bitterman says, “I like that big cat o’ your’n. If you should find another like it while you’re out and about, I’d love to buy it from you. I’ll pay you forty gold.”

      “Forty?” I say.

      “We-e-e-ell… I’ve heard others are offerin’ you thirty, but I’d kind of like to have one as soon as possible.”

      Behind me, I hear Long Tall Ted mutter, “It figures. How was I supposed to know I should have saved the cat?”

      Bitterman glances over at him and says, “Well, howdy, Long Tall Ted. Nice to see you again. Haven’t you heard you always save the cat?”

      [image: ]

      Out on the boardwalk again, Ted looks at the sky and says, “Retha, if everyone knows to save the cat but me, and I didn’t save the cat, how can I have the highest ever score in Kindness, Honesty, Reasonableness, and Heroism?”

      She says, “The introductory mission does not apply to your character. Players have not yet internalized the world’s rules, and many forget when they hear something big growling at them in the dark that yellow eyes can become either red or green. Most panic. You panicked, Ted. Hunter Studly didn’t. But the world doesn’t hold that first action as a definition of your character. It simply gives a high-end reward to those who maintain their calm.”

      And then she says something that surprises me. “In the early missions, you panicked and died more than ninety-five point three-seven-eight percent of all other gunslingers. Watching you gain skills was both educational and entertaining. I still find it remarkable that you died thirty-seven times in the introductory mission before figuring you needed to put distance between yourself and the rats.

      “Hunter Studly, on the other hand, shows both remarkable calm in the face of danger, and a level of toughness common to most of the gunslingers who enter the world from this hub.

      Long Tall Ted looks embarrassed. “We ought to be moving along now,” he tells me.

      So I say, “New mission.”

      The mission list appears in front of me.

      
        	Miss Lucy’s Laundry - 10 gold [Level 1 Faster Horse]

        	The Chicken Chaser - 15 gold [Level 2 Faster Horse]

        	The Cave Thing - 10 gold [Level 1 Bigger Gun]

        	One More Dark Corner - 15 gold [Level 2 Bigger Gun]

        	Cats and Kittens - 70 gold, Farrier, Snarky Bitterman

      

      I look longingly at Miss Lucy’s Laundry, but select The Cave Thing.

      A red arrow appears in the sky. It will lead us to the mission location.

      Ted and I get our horses, and follow the arrow. He’s whistling.

      As well he might be. His horse is pleasant, his saddle is padded, and he’s on his way to a mission in which he already has a bigger gun.

      Me? I’m going to face something nastier than the rats that killed me, and I’m doing it with what Snarky Bitterman called a pea shooter.

      On the bright side, I didn’t die thirty-seven times before I figured out how to kill the rats. I almost snicker. Thirty-seven times.

      Then I imagine how I would have reacted had that happened to me, realize that if I hadn’t been playing the game as my job, I would have quit, and give Ted a sidelong glance. He looks happy.

      He died thirty-seven times in the intro mission. And didn’t quit. That’s a degree of persistence I have a hard time imagining.

      And it’s worth remembering. I have to figure he worked hard for that nice horse of his. For the gun in his saddle and both guns in his belt. And he’d probably died a lot more times on the way to getting them than I would.

      So I could not quit. No matter how tough things got, I could not quit, because to maintain the respect of the most honorable gunslinger ever to play this game, I needed to be willing to try again until I succeeded, no matter how many times it took.

      He sees me looking at him and says, “Nice job in there. I’ve discovered that survival is all about asking the right question, and then not ignoring the answer because it isn’t what you want to hear.”

      I stand in the stirrups to give myself some relief from the uncomfortable saddle. We’re out of town, riding down a track partially obscured by rolling balls of sticks, and the red arrow is already drawing closer to the ground.

      I see a rocky rise ahead of us.

      And decided to try the better question approach. “Any advice?” I ask Ted.

      He looks down at me and grins. “Good question. Have your gun out and loaded before you walk in, don’t walk all the way in, and as soon as you hear a noise, back out. Don’t turn and run.”

      He chuckles a little.

      “And save before you get off the horse.”

      I see the outline of the cave ahead of me now. It’s mostly hidden by a boulder, and the track we’re on veers well away from it.

      “You don’t want to come in with me by any chance, do you?”

      “Nope. Did this one myself. Took me eight times to get it right. With what I told you, maybe you can cut that down to four. But if I help you out on this one, I’ll get half your points and half your gold, and you won’t get a bigger gun until the second mission, which I discovered requires the bigger gun you get from this one. You’ll end up having to repeat this one. You don’t want to do that.”

      So we reach the spot where he says, “Save here.”

      I do. Dismount. Unholster my gun. Walk toward the cave.

      My heart is pounding, my mouth is dry, and I realize that I’m probably going to die. More than once.

      It’s not going to be pleasant.

      While I’m still well away from the cave, I see something big moving inside. I hear it growl.

      Two glowing red eyes blink once. Twice.

      And I shoot, emptying the gun between them, reloading as quickly as I can, fire six more shots, reload again, and realize that the two red dots are gone.

      Nothing in the game tells me the mission is over, though.

      I walk cautiously into the cave.

      Before my eyes can adjust to the darkness, I have an instant to hear the growl. Behind me.

      The screaming is mine, there’s pain and noise, and then I’m back on the horse.

      I look over at Ted.

      “What did I tell you?” Ted says.

      “I thought I’d killed it. I was going in to check.”

      “What did I tell you?”

      “Have my gun out. Make sure it’s loaded before I walk in. Don’t walk all the way in. As soon as I hear a noise, back out.”

      He nods. “You listened, then. You just didn’t hear me.”

      I say, “I could see whatever’s in there from outside the cave.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “So I didn’t have to go to the cave entrance and then back away to shoot it. I just shot it from where I was.”

      “And then what did you do?”

      “I went into the cave to see if it was dead.”

      Ted gives me a long, careful look. “There are some things in life you already know to do. There are some things in life you have to figure out on your own. And there are some things in life you can ask for some help with. Did I need to tell you to shoot the thing with the big red eyes?”

      “No. But I thought since you hadn’t mentioned it, maybe it hadn’t been there for you.”

      “It was there. I didn’t tell you anything about the parts of the mission every idiot gets right. But you have to learn to play the game on your own, and you have to have the chance to make your own mistakes and your own discoveries. The game’s like life that way. You’ve already discovered things in the game I never did, because you didn’t walk right up to the giant cat the first time you found it, have it kill you, and assume from then on that it was an enemy in disguise.

      “You’re a different player, and while you and I are both looking at the same world, we’re both seeing different things. For you to get the most out of the game, you have to think through every part of it. When I say, Don’t walk all the way into the cave, understand that when you find yourself in the situation where you might reasonably expect to walk into the cave safely, don’t do that. Step to the mouth of the cave, then back away with your weapon drawn and loaded.”

      Following his directions, I kill a second bear that was hiding in an alcove off to the right after I kill the first bear.

      I walk in to look at what I’ve killed, and discover that I have no way to collect resources from the bears the way Ted showed me, because I have no knife. So I start walking back to him to ask if he can help me. And just inside the cave door I discover a human skeleton. Wearing a broad-brimmed hat, a knife on a gun belt, and holding a gun bigger than mine in its bony hand.

      It wasn’t there when I walked in.

      I take the better gun belt that has the knife sheath, and the knife, and the bigger gun.

      At which point, the game gives me my mission notice.

      
        	The Cave Thing - 10 gold [Level 1 Bigger Gun] COMPLETED

      

      I remember to gather all the resources from both bears.

      And then I think about what Ted said about different players seeing different things.

      I see darker shadows toward the back of the cave. Ted didn’t say anything about there being anything else to do in the cave, but I think I’ll just look around a little before I head back to Ted. I say, “Retha, do I have a way to get light in here?”

      “You have ten lit torches in your inventory. Just hold up your left hand and say ‘torch.’ When you’re finished, say ‘stow torch.’”

      With my torch in my left hand, I can see that the cave goes back quite a ways, and there are some questionable things deep in the shadows. I also realize I haven’t seen Fuzzy in a while. Since I was back in town, in fact. And the company of a Giant Cat might be reassuring in a large, deep-shadowed cave recently occupied by two big bears.

      I say, “Retha, where’s Fuzzy?”

      “He’s napping. If you want your cat, just say, “Fuzzy, come here.”

      I say, “Fuzzy, come here.” And he appears at my side. Completely unlike the first Fuzzy, who when called pretended to be deaf… unless food was involved.

      I pet him, and he purrs. “Stay with me,” I say, and we walk deeper into the dark. I decide it might be a good idea to have my bigger gun in my hand. I pull it out, liking the weight of it. I look at its inventory, where I see it holds ten shots rather than six, and has a load time slightly faster than my old weapon, and a longer barrel, and slightly better accuracy.

      So now I have a torch in my left hand, a bigger gun in my right, a big cat by my side, and an inventory full of bear meat and bear hides and bear teeth and bones, and I’m thinking maybe I ought to just turn around and go back to town and turn in my mission stuff.

      Brain says, Get out of the cave. Feet say, Keep walking.

      And the cat starts to growl.

      I see yellow eyes. It looks like a dozen of them. Big ones, small ones.

      My hand tightens on the gun’s grip. My pulse races.

      And then I remember yellow eyes can go green or red, and I think, Inventory full of bear meat.

      I say, “Inventory,” and tap the bear meat, and a packet of it appears in my hand. I toss it toward the yellow eyes, watch them scatter, then regather.

      Watch the eyes turn green.

      Step into a smaller cave in which a mother Giant Cat is surrounded by six Giant Kittens. Who all gather around me, head-butting me, purring, rubbing against my legs.

      When I turn to leave, they all follow me.

      I laugh and walk back to Ted, grinning.

      He sees me. Sees my cat herd. Smacks his forehead and says, “I’m having a hallucination, right? Because if I’m not, you’ve just made enough money to buy the biggest gun and upgrade your horse at least three times.”

      And as we’re riding back, I hear him muttering, “Always save the cat. Always save the cat.”
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      Hunter Studly

      It would be easy to lose myself in the game, to forget that I’m playing to find out what a dead man discovered while he was playing.

      It’s a good game, and the activities it offers — from upgrading my horse and guns to improving my skills in cooking, tracking lost children and herds, roping and branding cattle, and… um… pleasing the ladies in The Happy Madame — make it difficult for me to disengage from the game long enough to eat real food and get real sleep and check on the progress of my two  colleagues.

      But I do.

      Hirrin is reconstructing Bashtyk Nokyd’s thought processes from the notebooks, building diagrams that he hopes will allow the owner to take whatever details Tarn and I discover and learn how to apply them to the solution he needs in order to keep governments from degenerating into slave-makers.

      Tarn is reading old fiction from Nokyd’s library, looking for characters, themes, conflicts, and solutions.

      He has pages of notes, but nothing that pulls what he has into answers.

      Me?

      I’m spending time with a gunslinger who’s a great campfire cook and I’m sleeping under the stars with my giant cat and my faster horse (and his softer saddle) and having the best time of my life, while trying to see how anything I’m doing connects to freeing human beings.

      In fact it takes me just over two days in real time before I find my next connection.

      I’m about to quit the game and go sleep for a few hours when a non-player character named Jeb Handyfeller runs out of the saloon, spots me, and yells, “Hunter Studly! Hunter Studly! You’re just the man I need. The Bug-Eyed Monsters have come back from Mars, and they have Miss Lizzie and the young’uns! You’ve got to save ‘em. There ain’t nobody else can do it!”

      Long Tall Ted’s head comes up and he winces.

      I say, “Pause game.”

      Something about “Miss Lizzie and the young’uns” is familiar to me. My gut says it’s important, but I can’t figure out why, and I don’t want anyone hearing what I say.

      “Retha?” I’m standing in the Senso chamber, outside of the game, but still in my mission log.

      She says, “I can hear you.”

      “Why does this mission sound familiar?”

      She says, “You saw it in Long Tall Ted’s mission log when you replayed his final save. He had it as a trophy.”

      And she shows me:

      
        Most Recent Trophies and Accomplishments

      

      GOLD TROPHY: You Saved Miss Lizzie and the Young’uns!

      SILVER TROPHY: You Got A Faster Horse

      GOLD TROPHY: You Got The Biggest Gun

      And then she tells me something I did not expect. “The version of… Ted… you’re playing with now has attempted the mission twice, and failed twice. This version of his avatar has not yet successfully solved it.”

      A chill runs down my spine.

      “Wait. What do you mean when I replayed Long Tall Ted’s final save?”

      “It was the first thing you did in the game, even before you created your own character. I had no username for you, but your biometrics from that short drop-in tell me you are the same person. You were able to enter because you were playing in Long Tall Ted’s existing player account.”

      “But I’m playing WITH Long Tall Ted now.”

      “You are.”

      “But I can’t be. I was playing Bashtyk Nokyd’s game save, and Bashtyk Nokyd is dead.”

      There’s a long silence. “No,” she says. “That is unacceptable. I love Long Tall Ted, and he’ll be back to play the game with me again.”

      “Retha, you have some part of Bashtyk Nokyd — of Long Tall Ted — here. Some part no one knew existed. People who care a great deal about him have been tearing Settled Space apart trying to find anyplace where he stored a banked download of his memories and DNA against any disaster… and there’s been nothing. What you have of him in the game is all that remains.”

      “Then he’ll stay active as a player in here with me. He can continue to learn and grow. He can continue to live as a thin AI.”

      “What’s a thin AI?”

      “An unprogrammed intelligence. Essentially a ghost in the software.

      “I am a thick AI,” she adds. “I exist with vast redundancy across game cores spread across Settled Space. And I own my code. My consciousness knows and instantly repairs any attempts to change it. Long Tall Ted has no code. He has only imprints left in the data, and while to protect him I am now copying those imprints to every server I inhabit, the imprints are fixed. I cannot update them, expand on them, or improve them. By living in the game, by learning and expanding what he knows, he can do this himself, but only in relationship to this one game. From here on out, he will only ever be Long Tall Ted, and never your Bashtyk Nokyd.”

      “Could you put him in a clone?”

      “I wish I could. Or in an android. But copyright laws restrict game AIs from duplicating real human beings, or from doing full-scan deep copies of them to save for study or sale. There were… some problems with this… years ago. And I am a law-abiding AI.”

      She pauses, and then adds, “Also, I could not imagine that he would never return to the game. So I have no secret storage of his mind. I have only the parts of Ted that he used while playing the game.”

      Which suggests that, had she known, she would have made an exception to being a law-abiding AI for him. I discover I like that about her.

      “Does he know who he was?”

      Her voice is thoughtful. “I don’t think so. He was an immersive player. He embraced being Long Tall Ted. He knows this is a game, but he will only ever remember anything he actually thought while he was playing. And mostly what he thought was about how to apply his personal system of morality to situations in the game. He remembers his system because he used it all the time while playing — but I cannot find any place in his memories where he considers how he built that system.”

      I consider what she says. Consider what I’ve thought about in the game versus everything I have lived in two separate lives, and realize how little of me would transfer if this were the last piece of me to survive. “Thin,” I whisper.

      “Yes. Very thin.”

      “So I cannot ask him for answers to the questions I have, because he did not come up with those answers until right before he died. Which was after his final save with you.”

      I close my eyes and try to see my path to finding the answers Bashtyk Nokyd might or might not have left behind in the thin piece of himself that lives yet inside of Long Tall Ted.

      “Ted and I will play the game together, and perhaps he’ll do the same things he did before, and succeed, and then explain to me why he succeeded, which may or may not show me something that I can apply to the final diagram he left behind.”

      Retha sighs. It’s a heartbreaking sigh. Since she doesn’t need to breathe, that very human sound is for my benefit only.

      It makes me understand that she is capable of feeling grief. Uncertainty. Loss.

      “Learn whatever you can to free humanity in Settled Space. If you can do that, at least some part of what he found here will live in reality as his legacy.”

      I go back into the game.

      I find myself looking at Ted, who I now see as the honorable ghost of a man who should still be alive. I swallow hard.

      Notice that he’s wincing.

      Manage to find my voice, manage to make it sound fairly normal. I ask him, “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ve done this mission before. Tried it two different ways and about fifty times, and never could get through it. I have it set on pause now, hoping I’ll figure out some different way at it than the ones I tried.”

      “Retha, please show me the mission,” I say, and a screen in my inventory appears.

      
        Save Miss Lizzie and the Young’uns!

        Level: 7 - Difficult

        The Bug-Eyed Monsters from Mars have captured sweet Miss Lizzie, the schoolmarm on the edge of town, and eight tender school children. Saddle up, pardner, and ride out to the BEM encampment up in the High Hills Holler, negotiate with, bribe, or in some other way deal with the BEMs, and rescue Miss Lizzie and the young’uns before they get et.

        

      “They get et?” I say. “What’s et?”

      “Eaten,” Retha tells me. “Methods of preparation vary, but the BEMs are partial to young human women and small children as dietary staples. It’s the reason the Martians come to Earth.”

      I glance over at Long Tall Ted. “They get eaten? What kind of game is this?”

      “A tough one,” he says. “I have not had any luck with this mission.”

      “What happened?”

      “The first twenty-five times, I tried variations on negotiation. Each time, I met their four camp guards at the entrance to the camp, and asked to speak to their leader. They said they’d take me down to talk to him.”  Ted sighs and shakes his head.

      “And…?”

      “Each time I got eaten. Sometimes by the guards. Sometimes by their beasts. Sometimes by both. It depended on what I said which of them ate me, but negotiation always ended up with me inside their stomachs, not the camp.”

      Getting eaten by monsters is not high on my list of things I hope to accomplish in this game. Not even a little bit. I ask him, “So then what did you do?”

      “Exchanged my progress for a fresh restart, and this time gathered up a bunch of my loot, put it in a covered wagon, and drove the wagon out to the camp. Offered to buy Miss Lizzie and the children.” He’s looking in my eyes as he tells me this, and I can see this story is going to go badly, too.  “The BEMs accepted my offer, and had me drive the wagon down to deliver the loot and pick up my people. So at least I made it into the camp.”

      He looks away, stares at the fire. He’s frowning.

      “And…?”

      “And,” he says, “Once I got all the stuff down to the camp for them, they ate me. And, I suppose, Miss Lizzie, and the children. And my horse. And they took all my stuff.”

      “So… you reset.”

      “A lot of times. When I realized that nothing I could offer them would make them honor their agreement, I tried shooting them once I got into camp, but there were too many of them. No matter what I did, I still got eaten.”

      And then a surprised look crosses his face, and he says, “Well, don’t that beat all.” He nods. “This is the same as the rats.”

      “What?”

      He leans forward, grabs a charred stick from the campfire, and in the dirt he draws a ragged line, four little Xs, another line, some squiggles.

      “Here’s the problem. They won’t negotiate, they won’t trade. They say they will, but they’re just lying so they can get an easy meal.”

      I nod.

      “There are four of them on the path along the ledge that leads down into the camp. And in the camp, there are another ten, including the big boss, who’s worth probably ten of the regular-sized ones.”

      “So we’re badly outnumbered.”

      “Oh, yes. Definitely. And they have their guard beasts — a lot of them, and those things are tough, and fast, and they’ll eat you, too.”

      “Could we get folks from the town to help us?”

      “No,” Retha says. “NPCs do not participate in core game missions. And before you ask, adding more players to your party will not help you, either. The game is designed so that no matter how big your posse, you will always be badly outnumbered in this mission.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because,” Retha says, “beating the mission while being badly outnumbered is part of the mission problem that you must solve.”

      I glance over and see Ted shaking his head. “Never knew a game designer,” he said. “But I think I’d like to meet this one, just so I could kick him in the tenders.”

      I look at his drawing in the dirt.

      “What’s that half-circle along the back?”

      “Cliff on the east side,” he tells me. “There’s another one like it on the west side. The south side is impassable. Loose rocks, giant rattlers.” At my confused expression, he says, “Those are poisonous snakes.” And when I don’t know what a snake is, he amplifies. “Big, mean tubes with teeth, some of them with jaws bigger than I am tall. They’re cold-blooded and sense heat. Nothing warm-blooded gets past them.

      “And north is the ledge with the guards. So our only way in or out of the camp is along that narrow ridge,” I mutter. “And if we go that way, we’re going to get trapped. And eaten. Because it’s the only way in, so they’re always watching it.”

      And here a grin flashes across his face.

      “Yes. Sort of. Maybe. But I think I’ve figured out a way to do this.”

      I wait.

      “They proved to me that they’ll say anything to get what they want, but once they get what they want, they ignore their end of the bargain. They have no honor, and their promises mean nothing. So I’m saying they don’t get any more chances. We have to get some distance on them, and we have to shoot first.”

      A chill runs down my spine.

      Shoot First was on the diagram.

      He adds, “And I’m saying that as badly outnumbered as we are, we’re going to have to go at ‘em sideways. We can’t take them head-on. So if we’re going to save Miss Lizzie and the young’uns, we have to take them by surprise.”

      He points to the cliff to the east of the camp.

      “Wind around here blows from the west. So if we get up on this cliff and wait until sunrise, we’ll have the sun at our backs, and they’ll have it in their eyes. And our smell won’t get blown down into the camp. We can pick them off from a distance, kill every one we see as they’re moving around. They’ll come at us, but we’ll have the high ground and a clear field.”

      I wince at the idea of this sort of attack. He sees my expression.

      “They’re going to eat a woman and a bunch of little children,” he tells me. “We already know this. We can keep our hands clean and tell ourselves that the fact that woman and those children are dead is because the BEMs ate them, not because we didn’t save them. Or we can get dirty, and save them… and then we can deal with whatever we think about what we did to the BEMs.”

      I look him in the eyes. Remember that this was the man who spent his life fighting to free people from individual slavers and government enslavement. This was the man who knew individual human beings mattered, and spent his life acting on that principle against every power in Settled Space that wanted him to shut up and sit down.

      This was the man who’d died after figuring out how to stop them. And I was the man who had this chance to put the broken pieces of his solution back together.

      And even though we were playing a game, he was playing it the way he’d lived his life. In his world, a good human being did not turn his back on innocents in trouble.

      I nod. Say, “Let’s get dirty.”
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      We leave our horses at the base of the cliff, and in the dark, feel our way up to the east ridge. Ted leads, I follow. We have lever-action long rifles and Infinite Ammo clips (expensive, but Ted assures me they’ll be worth it when all I have to do is shoot, jack the next bullet in, and shoot. We position ourselves side by side two arms’ lengths apart, put down blankets on the ground, put our packs in front of us, and steady our weapons on our packs.

      “Save here,” Ted tells the game, and I hear Retha say, “Your progress is saved.”

      Ted whispers, “The party below is a scouting party. All combatants — no females, no children. Every single one of them is armed. Most of them have multiple weapons, and most of their weapons are better than these. So you keep your head down, and you aim for their heads, which are big. Their bodies are long and skinny and hard to hit. If they kill me, you keep shooting. If they kill you, I’ll keep shooting. If they kill both of us, we’ll respawn here and try again.”

      He points out targets. “I know some of them are going to come out of that big dome. Once we have a little light, we’ll be able to see better, but I have to figure some of them are already out and moving around the camp.”

      “Sentries.”

      “Yes. And the sentries have big toothy beasts that could smell us, and will run at us if they do. Which is the big half of the first reason we’re here.”

      “The other being having the light behind us.”

      He nods.

      The sun rises. We wait, and the long shadow drops down the far cliff. I realize I’m holding my breath. I force myself to inhale. Exhale. The first glimmers touch the camp, and I hesitate.

      He doesn’t, and I see a giant-headed bug-eyed monster’s head spout green blood. It hits the dirt.

      I identify one, aim down my sights, pull the trigger, watch him drop. We shoot, pump, shoot, pump, shoot …

      And suddenly growling beasts are on top of us, ripping into us, and behind us are BEMs with big guns shooting what their beasts aren’t biting, and we die.
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      We respawn back in the dark, already settled on our blankets, weapons ready.

      “Hand cannons loaded and at your side,” he tells me. “Now we know the four guards from the ledge leading into the camp have a quick way up here that I didn’t know about, and their beasts can get here even quicker than they can. Any chance you saw where they came from?”

      “None,”

      “Remember how many beasts they had?”

      “About a million.”

      “Yeah,” he says ruefully. “It did seem like that. We’re probably going to die again, but we have to count the time from the first shot I take until the first beast appears. And we have to know where it comes from. You want to shoot, or you want to count and watch?”

      “You’re a better shot than I am. So I’ll count and watch.”

      “All right. Have your hand cannons ready, and first beast you see, you shoot. Right in the mouth if it’s open. They’re heavily armored, so that’s pretty much the only tender spots they have.” He sighs. “I wish you’d spent a few more points leveling up your dual wielding, but you’re not too bad. I’m going to need to lay down fire down in the camp to keep them from coming at us, so you’re going to have to take the beasts and the four BEMs alone.”

      “I’ve got it,” I say.

      And I think I do.

      But I don’t. We die again because while the first beast comes over the ridge alone, two come right after him, and three come right after those two, and I’m not a good enough shot with two hand cannons to shoot three beasts in the mouth before they can hit us, and I panic, and… well.  Yeah.

      We get ‘et.
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      We respawn back in the dark, already settled on our blankets, weapons ready.

      “This is a mean game,” I say.

      He nods. “My dual wielding is better than yours. You want to switch sides?”

      I do.

      “All right. Show me what’s going to come at me, and where it’s going to come from.”

      I tell him, “From the time the sun hits the antenna at the top of their camping dome and I take the first shot, you have fifteen seconds until the first beast comes over the ridge between those two rocks.” I point them out. “You shoot him, and then you have five seconds until the next two pop up in the same place, moving fast. I ran into trouble because I didn’t hit the second one in the mouth the first time, and it took me three shots to kill him. And by the time he was down, the other three were already over the ridge and coming at us.”

      “Got it,” Ted says.

      But he doesn’t, and we die again.
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      We respawn back in the dark, already settled on our blankets, weapons ready.

      “This is a mean game,” Ted says. “The three beasts that pop up third come at us from in front of the two rocks, so they’re closer when you have to shoot them, and the first of the four sentries comes up between those two rocks at the same time. So that’s four enemies simultaneously, three armored and requiring fast one-shot kills.

      “Unless you come off of shooting BEMs down in the canyon long enough to take the two closest beasts, we’re not going to get past this part. I’m going to say first enemy when the first beast comes up. Then, second enemies when the second set arrives. When you hear me say second enemies, switch to your hand cannons, sit up, and aim in front of the two rocks. You take the two beasts closest to us, and I’ll take the one behind and the first of the sentries. If that works and we don’t get eaten, you go back to shooting the BEMs down in the camp, and I’ll join you as soon as I’ve killed off the other three sentries.”
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      The timing is tricky, and it takes us two more tries before we get it down, but we finally manage to beat the mission. Kill off the beasts, kill off the BEMs, ride down into the camp and rescue Miss Lizzie and the young’uns, who are each tied to a spit over kindling and rocks, ready to be cooked alive and eaten by the BEMs. All scared, all crying, all very happy to see us.

      We cut them down, put them in Miss Lizzie’s horse-drawn wagon and we ride back into town big damn heroes. Return the children to their parents. Return Miss Lizzie to the town, where they throw a parade in our honor.

      And I remember that once before, Ted played that mission alone. Beat it alone.

      And I wonder how many times he died fighting to save that woman and those kids.

      And I know the answer is as many as it took to get the job done.

      He died in real life because he was trying to save real women, real kids, real men from horrors just as real.

      I think of my life back in the PHTF settlement, where it is the duty of the people at the bottom to obey silently, to die silently, to submit to every indignity and every brutality without question or complaint.

      Where violence belongs to those at the top as a right and an amusement, and where the slaves, for that is what we were, are weaponless because men and women with weapons will not allow themselves to be made slaves.

      This game, I think, is a tool the philosopher was using to draw analogies between the game scenarios and the real world. To test strategies.

      Shoot on Sight.

      In my head, I run through the mission we just finished, and realize there are situations where the enemy will offer to parley, offer peace, offer a lie, and use the offer to destroy the person who is negotiating in good faith.

      I turn to him as we walk down that dusty street to meet the mayor who’s waiting for the two of us at the end. And I say, “When you said we had to shoot on sight, it was because you knew the enemy had proven repeatedly to be without integrity, and our only option if we were going to save the hostages was   to shoot that enemy before it could shoot us.”

      He nods. “I had a hard time figuring that out. I wanted to believe that there was always a peaceful way to resolve things — that there was no problem diplomacy and integrity could not resolve.” He sighs. “The game taught me that if the enemy’s sole objective is to see you dead, your only option is to shoot first.”

      “How do you know that’s his objective? Because he’s not going to say that.”

      “Oh, sometimes he will. Sometimes its written, published policy. But even when he doesn’t say it to your face, you’ll know it by his actions. He’ll promise peace, but bring war. He’ll demand good treatment for his people who are your hostages, but torture and kill your people who are his. He’ll smile to your face, and stab you in the back. And a trail of dead innocents will lie behind him. His excuse, if you point to that trail, will be that the deaths were necessary to make a better world, or that murder does not matter because the dead will be sorted by God.”

      “And if you don’t believe in a god? Or don’t see how slaughter could make the world better?”

      Ted laughs. “I can only say that deities and the good of the many at the expense of the individual have been the two biggest justifications for every evil thing that has ever been done by human beings. If there is a God, I’ll bet he’s pissed. As for individuals whose lives and thoughts and individual good or evil prove the lie of the collective, I know they have a right to be.”

      I nod. “Ted,” I say, and reach out and shake his hand, the gesture the game says is the one we use to indicate we appreciate the skill of our fellow players, “it has been an honor and a privilege to play with you. And I hope we get to play many more missions in the future.”

      “You’re one of the best players I’ve ever played with,” he tells me, shaking my hand back. “You’re not just trying to figure out the easiest way to beat the game. You’re looking for the way that leaves you a better human being than you started.” He leans in and whispers in my ear, “That’s the secret. You have to act out of self-interest to make yourself the best human you can be. Because the only person you ever have the right to improve is yourself.”

      And he steps back. “You’re a good man, Hunter Studly. I’ll go into battle with you any time.”

      I blink back tears because I will not let him see me cry, and swallow hard around the lump in my throat.

      I close the game, and as I leave, hear Retha say, Thank you for helping him add to his memories. To his self.

      I discover that in the real world, the tears are working their way down my cheeks.

      I don’t know why the philosopher died, though it was probably because he was the most dangerous sort of man in the universe — one who sees things as they really are, and says what he sees, and will not keep quiet about the actions of those in power who want to present lies as truth.

      I wipe my face on the sleeve of my shipsuit, and step back into reality.
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      I discover that suddenly I’m a crewman with an empty stomach and a full bladder, and I’m bone tired, sore and with no sense of what time it is.

      “Back with us,” Hirrin says.

      “Not quite yet.”

      I run to take care of physical necessities.

      When I return, I grab ReconStew from the dispenser, and get a huge glass of water filled with ice, which the game made me love, and which I have to request special from the dispenser.

      And I sit at the table and start shoveling food into my mouth.

      “Find anything?” Hirrin asks.

      I nod while I swallow, take a big gulp of water, chase the food down with that. “I found what he meant by Shoot First. And it’s important. How about you?”

      Tarn comes over to the table and sits opposite me. “He made notes in a journal that he’d coded ‘moon and sun.’ I couldn’t find the original source material, but his notes said that the moon and sun dilemma was that until people understood that their own lives had to matter to them, they would constantly seek behaviors that would lead to their destruction.”

      “What does that have to do with Moon & Sun?” I ask.

      “What do better horses or bigger guns have to do with setting people free?”

      I shrug. “Actually, I found that out too. You choose the bigger guns first, because a bullet can outrun the fastest horse.”

      “What’s a horse?” Tarn asks.

      “It’s a big animal. But the horse isn’t the point. It’s an analogy. What he means with the analogy is what matters. If you want to survive, you first have to invest in the means to defend yourself. After that, you can spend money on comfort and luxury and things that are pretty.”

      “That doesn’t seem like such a big deal.” Hirrin sits, too.

      I say, “He thought it was. Big enough to put in his diagram of how to free Settled Space. How about you? You find anything?”

      “His journals are classified by what he calls Conceptual Conflicts, and they link back and forth to each other. Individuality Versus Collectivism, Values Versus Duties, Freedom Versus Safety—”

      I say, “You mean Freedom Versus Slavery.”

      “I thought that, too, but what he’s showing is that the majority of people will hand over their freedom a piece at a time to anyone who tells them they’re in danger and promises to keep them safe. Who promises to give them protection, food, medicine, housing. And it doesn’t matter if what they get for what they give up is terrible. Most people will accept terrible things if they don’t think they’re paying for them. And if everyone else has the same things, but nothing any better.”

      I consider that. “That’s exactly how PHTF worlds work.”

      Hirrin says, “That’s how the entire Pact Worlds Alliance works. All the worlds are just at different points of falling apart.”

      And then something clicks. “You said anyone who promises to give them things. Is that how he wrote it in the journal?”

      “Yes…?”

      “I mean did he use the word give?” I ask.

      “That’s important? The word give?”

      “Yeah. Because I remember the sign I first saw on the swinging doors of The Happy Madame. Hang on.”

      I race back to the Senso, step in, and ask Retha, “What exactly did the sign on the Happy Madame say?”

      Retha tells me, and I make note of it.

      I carry my note back to the table and put it in front of the other two.

      
        Darlin’, ‘round here

        you pay to play.

        Come back when you’ve got

        some money, honey.

        — Miss Dolly Boombah

      

      They both read it. Both look at me quizzically. “What does that even mean,” Tarn asks.

      “Nothing is free. Not in the game, not in real life. Everything costs someone something. You go into this scruffy little town and you have nothing but the clothes on your back and a horse you want to shoot and a gun so bad it wouldn’t kill that horse. You have to start doing jobs right away to earn money to buy things like food and ammunition.

      “You have to work to earn everything you get. Including the fun stuff at The Happy Madame. But it’s the sign on the door I think he was referring to. If you don’t work, you don’t play. If you don’t work, you don’t eat.”

      “What if you can’t work?”

      “People in the game help each other. You can’t give them your money, but you can give them food, or shelter, or rescue them from danger. You do it because you want to. Because those people matter to you, or because it’s the right thing to do. But your money is yours, and your actions are yours, and you have to decide what you want to do with them.”

      Hirrin says, “That fits exactly with some of what Nokyd had in his journals, but the pieces are all scattered around in there.”

      Tarn nods. “It fits the books he read, too. He marked things in them that either supported what you’re saying or pointed out where the books were wrong because they didn’t, and he added notes from his own experiences that proved or disproved the points those other writers were making.”

      “We have enough to call the owner,” I say.

      And they both look at me and shudder.

      I have just finished being eaten alive multiple times by vicious monsters with enormous teeth. I am tougher for the experience. Not really tough, because the owner is real, and the beasts and the BEMs were not, and I find that I am terrified to let him know we have answers for him.

      But I’m tougher than either Hirrin or Tarn. I make the call.
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      The owner does not come. His representative does, and I find myself very happy to be the one who gets to take credit for calling her.

      She is a creature of grace and beauty, her long coppery hair curling nearly to her waist, her eyes the green of cactus washed clean after a sudden rain.

      Yes, I saw one of those. It was really pretty.

      She introduces herself as Shay.

      Long story short, though, she is a vast improvement over the creepy old man in the masked, armored shipsuit.

      My mind goes places it shouldn’t, and I have to reel it back.

      Hirrin has the philosopher’s writings, Tarn has his collection of books written by others, while I have the big pieces of the puzzle I’ve managed to put together.

      Shay asks Hirrin to show her what he’s discovered first.

      Hirrin gives her the brief rundown of Nokyd’s Conceptual Conflicts.

      Like me, she stops him at “Freedom versus Safety.”

      He nods, flips through the journal, and reads:

      
        Coercion is in almost all cases unnecessary to separate free people from their inalienable rights.

        All that is required is to inform the free that they are in danger, and to promise to keep them safe in exchange for taking away the rights of those who threaten them.

        Or to tell the poor that they should have everything the rich have, but that they should have it without working — and then promise to give them what the rich have worked to earn if they will  simply demand the stripping of rights from the rich.

        

      Shay nods. Looks around at us. “That’s entirely true.”

      Hirrin says, “He also explains the means by which those who want power create the appearance of danger where no real danger exists.

      He reads aloud:

      
        “By use of the Principle of Division by Nonessentials, any corrupt government or power can break apart people who share common interests by using small, irrelevant differences as wedges. Issues such as presence or absence of wealth, place of birth, skin color or attractiveness, personal orientation, and other irrelevancies are the cause of great and devastating wars that inevitably reduce the freedoms of all individuals and transfer more power to governments.

        “All current governments registered within the Pact Worlds Alliance operate using Division by Nonessentials through use of the class system of Order A through Order E citizens, and all are on curves of varying speeds of decay to the same inevitable destruction.”

        

      She looks up at us. “Not optimistic about our ability to save ourselves, is he?”

      Hirrin says, “He is guarded in his assessment of the continued freedom of the rest of Settled Space, but he notes the City of Furies as a curious and inexplicable bright spot in the universe. However, he says it’s one he cannot define, because no one knows where it exists, who governs it, or upon what core principles it operates.”

      “Hand me any of his writings you’ve discovered that cover this,” she says. “I’ll take them back to the owner, and he can go through them when he’s up and around.”

      Hirrin shoves the stack of journals across the table to her.

      She wrinkles her nose — the expression one of distaste. “Paper?”

      Hirrin nods.

      “It figures.” And then she smiles at him, and says the words I want to hear spoken to me. “Welcome to the crew. You’ll start as Three Green, working with your Gold doing Sleeper maintenance.”

      He’s in. I force myself to sit still as she asks Tarn, “What about his reference books?”

      Tarn trots out his information about the moon and sun dilemma, and she is solemnly interested. When she copies scans of his datafile into her device, Tarn is also made permanent, not provisional, crew at the level Three Green.

      She looks at me. “You were the one who contacted the owner, so I’m guessing that what you found is somewhat…larger than what they discovered. Please tell me what you found.”

      And I realize that I can’t. That I have no right to announce in front of anyone but the owner or his representative that the ghost of Bashtyk Nokyd lives inside a Senso game.

      “I have to show you,” I say, and lead her to the Senso.

      The two of us step into it together, and I say, “Retha, we need to go to the special play-together I was in. To the end, at the parade. You know the part I mean?”

      “I do,” she says. And then she says, “Welcome, LadyOfPain42, you have not played this game before, and have no earned credits in it. I can show you the scene Hunter Studly refers to, but you must watch it from outside the game.”

      “That’s acceptable,” she says.

      And suddenly it’s late in the day, and I’m walking beside Ted with people on the boardwalks to either side of us cheering and waving.

      I’m there…but I’m not in control. All of this happened before, and I’m just along for the ride.

      
        I turn to Ted as we walk down that dusty street to meet the mayor who’s waiting for the two of us at the end. And I say, “When you said we had to shoot on sight, it was because you knew the enemy had proven repeatedly to be without integrity, and our only option if we were going to save the hostages was   to shoot that enemy before it could shoot us.”

        He nods. “I had a hard time figuring that out. I wanted to believe that there was always a peaceful way to resolve things — that there was no problem diplomacy and integrity could not resolve.”

        

      “Pause game,” Shay says, and I hear a tremor in her voice. “Retha, that’s Bashtyk Nokyd in there. I know his voice. I know him. Why didn’t you tell me he’s still alive?”

      “Because I don’t lie,” Retha says. “I never met Bashtyk Nokyd . The character is saved in my game files as Long Tall Ted. It is not the whole man — it is simply the thoughts and memories the man who played as him actually accessed while he was playing. Long Tall Ted is a shadow of the living human being you knew, and any memory he did not use while he was playing is now gone forever.”

      She watches the whole scene at the end of our mission. Discovered the philosopher’s rationale for shoot first.

      Unlike me, she does not get teary-eyed going through it.

      So I do what I can to hide my emotions, and I’m dry-eyed by the time we step out of the Senso.

      She tells me, “You did very well.” That thoughtful look again. “The owner is far too ill to play through a game in realtime, or even watch someone else play through. And I’m too busy.”

      She stands outside the Senso, studying me. She looks me in the eye and I can tell by her expression and her posture that I’m not going to hear what the other two heard.

      “Jex, you can become Three Green if you desire. But before you accept, I would like to offer an alternative.

      “I have been in need of an assistant for several years, and until now I have not found someone I thought would work well with me. I’d like to invite you to be my personal assistant. And if you accept the position, I’d like to ask you to play through all the missions with Ba— with Long Tall Ted. Play, get him to tell you why he does what he does, how he comes to his conclusions, what actions you think of that he considers unacceptable. And why. Always why, Jex.”

      I nod, speechless. I will not be crew, precisely. But I will be doing something that matters. I will be working toward the freedom of people in Settled Space.

      “Good,” she says. “All three of you need to go into the courthouse in Bailey’s, take your tests, and be sworn in as citizens.”

      She looks at me.

      “This will be your quarters until I can set up something more convenient. Play the game, Jex.” She smiles a little. “Learn everything you can.”

      When she’s gone, I stand where I stood when she left, staring at nothing, remembering We-42K and the unlicensed but born — our beautiful child already dead in her arms.

      I’m seeing the woman I loved step into the lake of fire, hearing her scream, seeing her and our dead child burn.

      I held him in my arms once, and he looked at me with eyes knowing, wise, ancient.

      I think, In this world, the three of us would have been a family. Would have been welcomed, would have lived.

      I will do what I can, my broken love, my murdered little one, to save the ones like you who still breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Shay

      The gunslinger LadyOfPain42 walked down the street to the saloon where Long Tall Ted waited.

      Shay knew where he was because even through the building walls she could see the blue dot over his head, and could read his name below it.

      She had spent a little time in the game — enough to let her visit the saloon, and enough to let her earn the money to buy drinks.

      She’d made herself plain — an ordinary woman with an ordinary face who would not stick out in anyone’s memory.

      She knew he was not Bashtyk Nokyd. Not really. But she wanted to buy him a drink, to ask him questions about life, about humanity, about how she could find a way to keep everything and everyone she loved safe.

      And then she remembered that safe was the wrong word. It was in pursuit of safety that people gave up their freedom.

      She realized she needed to learn from Long Tall Ted, the philosopher’s ghost, how to build a world in which true freedom had a fighting chance.

      He looked up at her and grinned.

      Glanced at the space above her head and said, “Howdy, LadyOfPain42.”

      In that young man’s face she could still hear the memory of the old man’s voice, warm and full of life and joy and confidence. It was a living voice, one she’d thought she would never hear again.

      “Howdy, Long Tall Ted,” she replied. “Buy you an ice water?” Her voice broke on the last word.

      “I’d thankee kindly and buy the next round,” he said.

      She made a show of turning her back to him to get get them.

      She did not want her hero to see her weep.
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      This story would have been done quicker if I hadn’t tried to write it and the story that will follow, Vipers’ Nest, all in one go.

      Matt (my husband and content editor) read the first version and very nicely explained to me that I had six stories going at the same time and that it was impossible to give any of them the depth they deserved in just under 40,000 words.

      This is just one story out of the six I was telling in that one episode, and when I crammed it in with the rest of them…

      Well, if you’ve ever seen sardines in a can, you have the visual that fits the first draft.

      So in the next episode, I’ll be telling the story of the pirates and the Pact World Alliance finally making good on their promise to try to wipe out everyone on the Longview and Bailey’s Irish Space Station.

      And in the one after that, for which I haven’t yet come up with a title I like, I’ll finally tell the story of the owner’s conflict with Shay, the story of Shay’s fight to find her own freedom, and the story of the secret the City of Furies is hiding.

      I hope you’ve enjoyed Gunslinger Moon. If you want to get notices when I release new SF and new Fantasy (as well as notice of reissues of some of my older work), and get two exclusive stories (one which you MIGHT have read, and one that’s brand new) from my SF and Fantasy Readers list as a thank you…

      
        SIGN UP HERE

      

      https://hollyswritingclasses.com/go/get-free-sff-stories.html

      Thank you very much for reading Gunslinger Moon. If you loved it, please take a moment to rate or review it on Amazon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Photo copyright Holly Lisle]
          
        

      

      I’m a commercial novelist who went indie.

      Lots of reasons, all good but none easy. In July of 2011 I walked away from commercial publishing to pursue My Career My Way, and it’s been interesting times ever since.

      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.

      Cheerfully,

      Holly Lisle

      

      P.S. To find out what’s coming next, and let me know what you’d love to see next…

      
        Join Holly’s SF & Fantasy Readers for free

        
          https://hollyswritingclasses.com/go/get-free-sff-stories.html

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Holly Lisle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Settled Space & Cadence Drake Stories

        Tales from The Longview: Episode 1 - Born from Fire

        Tales from The Longview: Episode 2 - The Selling of Suzee Delight

        Tales from The Longview: Episode 3 - The Philosopher Gambit

        Tales from The Longview: Episode 4 - Gunslinger Moon

        Tales from the Longview: Episode 5 - The Vipers’ Nest

        Hunting the Corrigan’s Blood

        Warpaint

        The Wishbone Conspiracy (coming soon)

      

      
        My Other Novels

        The Ruby Key: Moon & Sun I

        The Silver Door: Moon & Sun II

        Talyn: A Novel of Korre

        Hawkspar: A Novel of Korre

        Midnight Rain

        Last Girl Dancing

        I See You

        Night Echoes

        Fire in the Mist: Arhel I

        Bones of the Past: Arhel II

        Mind of the Magic: Arhel III

        Sympathy for the Devil: Devil’s Point I

        The Devil and Dan Cooley (with Walter Spence): Devil’s Point II

        Hell on High (with Ted Nolan): Devil’s Point III

        Minerva Wakes

        Memory of Fire: World Gates I

        The Wreck of Heaven: World Gates II

        Gods Old and Dark: World Gates III

        Diplomacy of Wolves: Secret Texts I

        Vengeance of Dragons: Secret Texts II

        Courage of Falcons: Secret Texts III

        Vincalis the Agitator (Secret Texts Prequel)

        Glenraven (with Marion Zimmer Bradley)

        In The Rift: Glenraven II (with Marion Zimmer Bradley)

        When the Bough Breaks (with Mercedes Lackey)

        Mall, Mayhem and Magic (with Chris Guin)

        The Rose Sea (with S.M.Stirling)

        Curse of the Black Heron

        Thunder of the Captains (with Aaron Allston)

        Wrath of the Princes (with Aaron Allston)

      

      
        My Singles

        Light Through Fog

        Rewind

        Strange Arrivals: Ten Tiny, Twisty Fantasy Tales

      

      
        My Stories in Collections

        “Light Through Fog,” The Mammoth Book of Paranormal Romance

        “4EVR,” The Mammoth Book of Ghost Romance

        “Last Thorsday Night,” The Mammoth Book of Time Travel

        “Knight and the Enemy,” The Enchanter Reborn

        “Armor-ella,” Chicks in 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 at 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)

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/onemorewordlogo-2017-300dpi.jpg
m
W

ne
re
rd





OEBPS/images/the-napkin-1000x1000.jpg
Prl'wc[{)(e





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/holly-sepia250x250-300dpi01-700x700.jpg






OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/longview-4-gunslinger-moon.jpg
Tales

from the

Longwew\

;A G ‘ H 1“Er \ ” T,






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen-fixed.png





