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 Catching Up?






The TALES FROM THE LONGVIEW Series
Overview

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






EPISODE 1: Born from
Fire

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.






WELCOME TO 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.






COMING IN EPISODE 3: The
Philosopher Gambit

When the mighty are monsters, what will
monsters become?






Dissident writer Bashtyk Nokyd
bought a pretty girl a dress to protest her execution—and earned
his own death sentence for doing it. But the owner of
The Longview has a
vision of how Bashtyk Nokyd can help the Longview’s mission, and rescues him
in secret—though the secret isn’t quite as secure as they
hoped.



CHAPTER 1






Transcript: Suzee Delight —
Preliminary Death Sentencing Interview #1






Danyal Travers, SPORC Capital
Offenses Interviewer, Cheegoth:

Prisoner, you have stated your professional
name and ident. For the record, who are you?






Suzee Delight, First Courtesan,
Court of the Diamond Dome, Mariposa Pleasure City, Cheegoth:
What I am was chosen for me when I was nine years
old, when the Educational Selectors discovered that I could sing
and dance and play musical instruments and draw pretty pictures—and
when they also discovered that my aptitude for science and
mathematics was even stronger than my aptitude for the arts.
Wishing to suppress my mathematical and science interests and to
encourage my entertainment abilities, my Selector removed me from
the General Consumer cohort, named me Tawny Girl, and placed me on
the Introductory Arts and Pleasures track. I was trained to be a
consort.






Because I exhibited superior skills and
ability to learn and equally because I was obedient, when I was
twelve I was placed into Advanced Arts and Pleasures and renamed
Sweet Silver. Along with my physical and entertainment training, I
began learning languages, courtesies, and what the Pleasure Masters
refer to as Polite Observational Skills.






Danyal (interrupting):
Spying.






Suzee Delight: I’ve heard it called that. I do not think that is the correct
word. My training teaches that as a consort and courtesan, my
service to my profession must consist of equal parts information
gathering and recording on my clients, and the providing of
entertainment and pleasure for my clients.






Third voice: Suppress that, Travers. That does not go into the public
record.






Danyal: I’ve deleted that. Prisoner, please continue.






Suzee Delight: By the age of seventeen, I had learned so far beyond the rest
of my Pleasure cohort that I was moved into Masters training in
Arts and Pleasures. At that time, I was renamed Suzee Delight, and
for the past six years I have been the First Courtesan of Diamond
Dome. I have served at the direction of the Pleasure Masters, and
at the pleasure of my clients.






Danyal: While the information you have given is true, it does not
answer my question. Who
are you?






Suzee Delight: I’m sorry. I don’t understand your question.






Danyal: You murdered the Administrators of the five most populous and
powerful Pact Worlds. You did so during a seduction dance performed
for all five men at once, using a knife that you could not possibly
have had, hidden beneath your costume and... on... on...






(The sound of the interviewer taking a deep
breath is followed by a long silence.)

(Audio resumes.)






You killed all five of them before any one
could warn the others. Our holos show that you never hesitated,
that you never missed a step, that not one of the men had any
inkling of his danger or made any move to protect himself when you
killed him.






Suzee Delight: Yes. I am a remarkable dancer. And I killed them quickly
because I wished to be merciful. I had always considered them dear
friends.






Danyal: Prisoner, I want an answer to the question I asked you.
Someone planted you in the Diamond Dome, someone gave you the order
to kill the Administrators, someone gave you the knife, someone put
you up to this. Who are you
really?






Suzee Delight: You are mistaken in several ways. First, I am not a
who. I am a
what. I am the product
of my training. Every moment of my life since I was tested at the
age of nine has been recorded; every action I have taken with every
man and woman who has paid for pleasure from me is available to you
in full holographic detail. Second, in every encounter with every
client, I have acted on my training, and I have done exactly what
that training has dictated I do—including the encounter for which I
am now here.






Danyal: You’re saying that you acted on your own—that you murdered
the five Pact Worlds Administrators because your whore training
required that you do so?






Suzee Delight: I am a courtesan. I don’t know what training whores receive.
My lifetime of training as a courtesan required that once I learned
and verified the truth about my old friends and longtime
clients—Radiva Kels, Stannal Bregat, Nethamatnu Ha, Soth Smithe,
and Kiero Chenzwa—I had to stop them before they could commit the
crime they planned.






And the only way I could stop them, because of
the enormity of the crime they were planning and how close they
were to committing it, was to kill them. They were going to
legalize sla—






Third voice: OH, GOD! Delete, delete, delete! Stop the interview, get her
out back to her cell, and delete that entire last bit.






(The sound of someone pushing buttons while
warnings sounded, and then a long pause.)






Danyal: Prisoner, we’ll resume this interview at a later
time.













 Suzee
Delight






I LIED TO DANYAL TRAVERS. I
know exactly who and what I am.

A courtesan is a whore with a good
education, and what I am is the best-educated whore in the Pact
Worlds—and the most famous one. I’m Suzee Delight, and from my
original songs and dances and my Paint
Beautiful Pictures as Suzee Delight Senso series, on through my instructional pleasure moves and
positions, and right up to my studio-recorded personal full-Senso
sessions with famous clients, my mass-appeal products sell to more
than three billion men and women across Settled Space. The Pleasure
Masters make a great deal of money off of me.

As for who I am...?

Well, I’m the woman who, as a little girl,
wanted to be a scientist and design custom nanoviral augmentations
for GenDaring on Bailey’s Irish Space Station.

When, during my Wish Conference back when I
was nine, I told my Educational Selector that I wanted to leave the
Pact Worlds and become a citizen of Bailey’s Irish so I could make
tiger people and pony people, he should have let me go.

Now—because he didn’t—I’m going to destroy the
whole poisonous, corrupt Pact Covenants system and every power
player in it.

The five great men who had entrusted me with
their pleasure and privacy had come to the Diamond Dome to make use
of me... but also to write law—to modify the final language of the
Covenants of the Pact.

They had a clever plan to become even richer
and more powerful, though at the expense of the people they
supposedly served.

And that's where I come in. The life I wanted
to live was taken away from me when I was nine.

In truth, it was taken away from me when I was
born, but I did not find out that I was an Assisted child and that
my government would choose my life path for me until my ninth
birthday.

My life—the life I wanted—was over a long time
ago. My execution—if that is where I end—will be the conclusion of
my long humiliation and pain.

But if I die, I’m going to bury the people who
did this to me right along with me.

How?

It starts with my comment during my interview
about me being nothing beyond the thing their training
created.

I put that into the interview with Danyal
Travers because I knew the new Administrator of Cheegoth was
listening in, as were my Pleasure Masters, the Educational
Selectors, and everyone else in the whole corrupt Personal Skills
and Educational Tracking and Optimization system.

By stating categorically that my training
required me to kill my clients once I knew and had validated that
they were planning to commit a crime against the Pacts of the
Covenant, I sent everyone responsible for my education back through
every bit of it from the day I was old enough to toddle into
General Consumer training at the age of two.

While they task ever more resources into
dissecting those stored holos and figuring out where I came up with
my justification for murder—and at the same time put more resources
into searching for outsiders who might have somehow implanted in me
a trigger they could use from afar—I have both the time and the
means to contact an old client who promised to help me out should I
ever find myself in a situation where I had to do something that
was both right... and criminal.













 Charlie






CHARLIE, THE LONGVIEW’S MANDATORY Pact Covenant Observer, sat in Passenger Room 5, her Longview
quarters, and on split screens watched what was being billed as the
holocast of the century, presented by ever-smiling Danyal Travers,
who had been covering the story for days. Each of Charlie's two
screens showed a different datastream of the same event.

On the left screen, she had the official Pact
Worlds coverage of the public confession and sentencing of Suzee
Delight, First Courtesan of the Diamond Dome, superstar goddess of
a thousand Sensos—some actually suitable for general audiences—and
reputed simultaneous murderer of the Administrators of the five
most important Pact Worlds.

On the right screen, she had the raw,
siphoned, underground version of the same feed. If Charlie's Pact
Worlds controller ever discovered that she watched unofficial feeds
of anything streamed from the Pact Worlds, he would recall her and
drop her citizenship level to F-10: Permanently Unemployable,
Sentenced to Minimal Survival Assistance Only.

However, as long as she was
assigned to the Longview
and had Passenger Room 5 to herself, she was
safe. If she did her job and made sure the Pact Worlds received a
steady stream of money in exchange for their sentenced criminals,
she could hope to remain aboard the Longview, where she was treated
better than she’d ever been treated in her life, for at least a
couple more years before she received mandatory rotation
orders.

Charlie's only objective where her controller
was concerned was to remain unremarkable—to do an average job, turn
in average numbers, and in all ways be an invisible cog in the Pact
Worlds' massive machine.

So she was content that the
Longview, rumored to be
the most profitable Death Circus franchise in Settled Space for its
owner, only managed to stay in the middle of the pack where its
profits on criminals bought and sold was concerned. How its owner
made his other money was officially none of her concern.

Unofficially…

…Well, anything she knew, she
might be able to use to her own benefit. And she’d made it her
business to know a lot.

Until she found a way to use what she knew,
Charlie had decided that if she received rotation or recall orders,
she planned to defect. Her defection details were fuzzy, but she
was getting them together.

Meanwhile, however, she was in a position to
make a difference for people the Pact Worlds considered
fodder.

So she watched, tense, anxious, and at the
same time hopeful.

Left-side Suzee said, “I am ashamed of my
actions. I betrayed the trust of five men I loved, and used my
position of trust to murder them because I envied them their
power.”

Right-side Suzee said, “I am not ashamed of my
actions. These five men betrayed the people they served. They
planned to use their positions of trust and power to destroy the
autonomy of the citizens they claim to represent.”

The cutwork on the official version had been
skillfully done. Charlie couldn’t see or hear the blending between
the segments that were actually Suzee's words, and those that had
been inserted.

Most of Settled Space would see the raw
version, would know the venom in Travers' voice as he asked her the
questions, would see his eyes glitter as he envisioned her eventual
fate.

Most citizens of the Pact Worlds, however,
would only have access to the official version, which had little
truth in it.

Left-side Suzee said, “I failed my government,
my educators, my selectors, my trainers, my clients, and my
profession as a courtesan—the highest calling to which any woman
can aspire.”

Right-side Suzee said, “I accuse my
government, my educators, my selectors, my trainers, and my clients
for creating laws that make being a courtesan the highest work to
which any woman can aspire.”

“Damned right,” Charlie muttered.
"You tell 'em, Suzee."

Charlie had been lucky enough to be born
homely and lacking in any discernible entertainment skills—she had
been channeled into a low-level government job from which neither
her intelligence nor her competence would ever elevate her. But her
other government-designated career track had been D-3 Convenience
Prostitute, and only the shortage of PCOs caused by the higher
suicide rate in the D-3 Pact Covenant Observer career field had
saved her from that fate. The people she had to watch burn
themselves to death on People’s Home of Truth and Fairness worlds
haunted her. The executions she had to certify haunted her. She
didn't question for an instant the reason D-3 PCOs had the highest
suicide rate of any career field in the Pact Worlds.

Her plan was to disappear from her job before
it devoured her, too.

In front of her, left-side Suzee said,
“Because I am guilty of five murders of men designated A-1, and
because I freely confess that I committed these murders by
intent...”

Right-side Suzee also said, “Because I am
guilty of five murders of men designated A-1, and because I freely
confess that I committed these murders by intent...”

Left-side and right-side Suzees both said, “I
waive my right to trial in order to save the Pact Worlds the cost
of such trial when the outcome is already certain, and instead
elect to sell my death to the highest-bidding Death Circus, where
my execution will be streamed for all viewers on all Pact Worlds.
All Pact Worlds citizens need to be able to see me receiving the
consequences of my actions.”

Charlie didn’t the hear Suzee’s last few
words, however.

She was out the door and shooting
herself onto the Longview’s
passenger bridge transport, screaming, “I need to
speak to the owner, I need to speak to the owner now!”

Shay, the owner’s representative, was on the
bridge waiting for her when the passenger transport
unlocked.

“Suzee Delight is selling herself
to the highest-bidding Death Circus now,” Charlie
shouted.

Both the captain and first mate looked back at
the two of them.

Shay looked startled, then pleased. “Oh,
that’s excellent. You and I will go to the owner’s quarters,
Charlie. His condition is bothering him again, so he won’t meet
with you personally, but you and I will talk, and he’ll watch us
and relay suggestions to me.” She paused. “I’m assuming that you’ve
brought this to me because you hope the owner will buy Suzee
Delight's execution.”

“Of course.”

“Because you want to be the one to
witness it?”

Shay's suggestion was as far from Charlie's
truth as it was possible to get.

But Charlie shrugged and nodded. “That... is
as good an explanation as any.”

The corners of Shay's mouth twitched. “You
have good entrepreneurial instincts. Come with me, then. I’ll let
the owner know we have an investment opportunity for
him.”







 CHAPTER 2






Suzee Delight






I’M LOCKED INSIDE A LARGE Senso recording studio with
four moleibond walls, a moleibond ceiling, and a moleibond floor.
My captors are recording every instant of my captivity, and are
selling the feed at several price-points, the least expensive being
“Suitable for all viewers,” and the most expensive, which does not
include any blurring or decency shielding, and which does include
full-Senso connectivity, being “Live Suzee Delight’s Last Days:
Credit Rating A and above only.”

My cell contains a luxurious transparent
bathtub and non-bubbling body wash; a Nestor Insta-Dress wardrobe
programmed to instantly create any of thousands of exotic costumes
for me—all of them see-through; a silk-sheeted bed; my musical
instruments and art supplies and the necessary equipment to use
them; a transparent dining table and chair; a small but elegant
reconsta unit with Bailey’s Irish Reconsta—because the Senso
viewers would complain and rate the Senso badly if they had to
taste sub-par reconsta while living inside my skin with me—and a
set of specific instructions on what I am to do with myself while I
wait to be sold.

Before I was locked in my cell, my final
Pleasure Master told me exactly what will happen to me while I’m
waiting if I do not obey that list. It will not be pleasant, but
there are certain Senso buyers who will pay a premium for the
experience, should I decide to indulge them by being
disobedient.

They are not the buyers I ever hope to
entertain.

So I am still doing the work I hate. Making
prison Sensos for Suzee Delight fans—and making one last fortune
for the Pact Worlds.

Because it amuses the Pleasure Masters who
have caged me to let me know how much money the Pact Worlds are
making from my imprisonment and will make from my execution,
they’ve placed a sales board for the feed and Senso on the control
corridor. I can always see it, but the viewers and Senso fans
cannot. To people looking at my world through my eyes, it will be
edited to read as a pretty wall.

Three hours after the Death Circus bidding
opened, my imprisonment recordings are already outselling
everything else I've ever done.

It hurts me that the same people who claimed
to love me are leaping at the opportunity to indulge in my
destruction.

I entertain them as I’ve been told to do, and
I watch the boards.

The Death Circus bidding has already started,
too—three hours in, low bids from small Death Circuses I’ve never
heard of have given way to bigger and more profitable
circuses.

The name of the ship I’m hoping to see has not
yet flashed across the board, though. Three hours in, twenty ships
have dropped out of a field of over a hundred. His ship is not
among them—and wasn’t even in the showing early on.

He told me his ship was a successful Death
Circus, but I have no idea how successful. Perhaps it will not be
able to afford to bid on me.

He told me if I ever found a need to escape,
he would find his way to me. And maybe he meant that, but something
is standing in his way.

Unlike many of my clients, he never made a
pretense of love. But he expressed great admiration for my skill
and intelligence. Perhaps he was only being kind.

Perhaps—like the words of so many others—his
words had nothing behind them.

Perhaps he wasn't as important or powerful as
he claimed to be, and now that I had put myself in his hands, they
were tied, and he could do nothing to get his ship to
me.

Perhaps I believed him simply because he never
hurt me.

And perhaps I’ll never know the
truth.

I murdered the five chief Pact Worlds
Administrators because it was the right thing to do. I do not
regret it.

But in the back of my mind, I held as my
private reward the promise that I would escape punishment for my
crime.

And perhaps—like every other part of my life
but one—this last piece of my existence will betray me.








 Charlie






CHARLIE SAT ACROSS FROM SHAY at the
owner’s table.

Shay was still arguing that the execution of
Suzee Delight would be profitable enough to consider as a major
investment, and though Charlie couldn’t hear the owner’s end of it,
Shay’s reactions demonstrated that he wasn’t convinced of the value
of this expense.

Charlie was looking through the Pact rules for
some sweetener that would get him involved. She had her reasons for
wanting him to win the bidding, none of which were what she’d
claimed to Shay. But her incentive was enormous, so even though the
cause seemed lost, she kept digging.

Digging through the two-hundred-screen
subsection of the Selling Of Execution Rights amendment of the Pact
Covenants addenda, she finally struck gold.

“Shay!” she whispered, “I’ve got
it. If he bids in the top one percent of all prisoner execution
bids ever, he’ll get exclusive control over the content, packaging,
formatting, distribution, and reselling of the entire execution,
plus relevant explanatory or investigative content produced or
repurposed by bidders’ contractors.”

Shay said, “Wait, mado, we’ve just discovered
the perfect investment format for you.” And to Charlie, she mouthed
the words, “How much?”

Charlie was streaming the numbers even as Shay
asked. “The aggregate of the top one percent of bidded executions
right now is $753,884,600 rucets. Rounding up.”

“Less than a billion rucets total,
then. So a one-billion-rucet bid will force the execution into a
private rights situation, mado,” Shay said. “If you win this bid,
you will acquire all presentation and resale rights of the entire
execution, from start to finish, in whatever format you wish to
offer it, along with related content you wish to have created.” She
listened, then turned back to Charlie. “He wants to know if rights
include choice of location of execution, type of execution, and
disposal of remains? He’s asking about her genome rights, physical
copyrights, and possibilities for entertainment
cloning.”

“It’s an all-rights package,”
Charlie said after a quick search. “The remaining Pact
Administrators won’t love the idea of him offering physical copies
of her—her being a five-strike murderer who killed their kind—but
if he pays the money and wins, he gets the rights.”

Shay passed that on, and a big smile spread
across her face. “He’s bidding now. One billion rucets. It may not
be the final bid, but he’s determined to have her. He’ll pay
whatever he needs to pay to get her.” Shay paused, looked
thoughtfully at Charlie, and said, “Helping us like this isn’t
going to create a problem between you and your employers, is
it?”

“I just got a minimum
one-billion-rucet bid on a criminal for my controller, who gets to
claim income I generate as his credit. In no universe would that
get me in trouble.”

She kept her mouth shut about the thing that
would.








 Kagen






THE LAST THING KAGEN REMEMBERED was the faceplate of a core unit on the Longview sliding shut above him, and
the captain standing over him saying, “Inhale slowly and count
backwards from ten.”

He awoke in a bed. An uncomfortable one, with
a hard, thin mattress, worn sheets, and a view that consisted of
water-stained acoustic ceiling tiles.

His nose itched.

Drowsily, he tried to scratch it, and
discovered that his hands were tied to the bed.

He was instantly and fully awake. Scared, he
began shouting, and voices to either side of him bellowed, “Shut
up, you lunatic!”

He tried to turn his head, and discovered that
he couldn’t do that either.

“Hey!” he yelled. “Hey! Someone!
Help me!”

That elicited a response. He heard footsteps,
and after a moment a woman dressed in gray striped coveralls moved
into his field of vision.

“Did you shout?”

“Yes,” he said. “Where am
I?”

She didn’t answer his question. Instead she
spoke into a bead implanted on her wrist. “305-C is
conscious.”

The voice on the other end of the bead said,
“Combative?”

“Not this time. Seems like he
might have come out of it.”

“Get a history if you can. I’ll be
down in five.”

“On it.” She turned to him, and
stroked her finger across the bead. It began to glow. She dropped
her wrist and said, “Ellah Tan, adding to case history on
Jondo-305-C-K7491-Smithside.” Her eyes focused on him and she said,
“My name is Ellah Tan. I'm your repair rep. State your name and
ident.”

“I’m Kagen...”
He paused. Kagen was his crew name, and went with his ident
as Longview crew. But he’d lost his place on the Longview over a woman he’d known as
We-T74G, whose new name was Lithra.

He had volunteered for long sleep in a core
unit just to have a chance at being with her again.

To the best of his knowledge, he no longer had
a crew name or ident—but his original name and ident would connect
him back to People’s Home of Truth and Fairness 14-B, the world
that had sentenced him to volunteer his own death either through
starvation or by stepping into the vacuum of space.

The woman was studying him. “Jondo, now that
you’re awake I need your name and ident to clear you and get you
back into the real world. I can see in your eyes that you know who
you are, but if you don’t tell me, you’re stuck here with no ident.
Someone found you on a side street down in Smithside, and as far as
we can tell, you don’t exist. Until you exist, you stay with us.
So. Do you want to stay tied to this bed?”

He didn’t. He decided an
out-of-date ident was better than none. “Name: Kagen.
Longview crew ident:
Rebus-47-Cargo.”

“Kagen R-47-C, that’s a short
ident.”

“Not a lot of
crew on the Longview.”

“Thank you.” She told him, “You’re
in the Smithside Emergency Center. When you were found, you had no
drugs or intoxicants in your system, you had no money or ID on you,
and whoever you ran into took the time to pound you into a pretty
fine paste. What were you doing in Smithside?”

“I don’t know.
I’ve never heard of Smithside. I don’t have any idea where I am. I
was supposed to be in a sleeper unit on the
Longview.”

“And
the Longview is...?”

“A space transport for convicted
capital-offense criminals.”

“It’s a good
thing Longview’s
dock records confirm you as crew. We’d hate to
have to treat you as a capital-offense criminal.” She shrugged.
“All right. I’ll check to see if the ship is docked, and if it is,
we’ll get you back aboard. But if it’s gone, you’re going to be
marooned here on an indigent pass. We don’t keep indigents. Which
means the city will give you temporary room and board, but from the
day you move into quarters, you have exactly thirty days to start
earning enough money to cover your room rent and your food, and six
months from there to get out of temporary housing and into your own
accommodations. If you fail, you’ll be put aboard the first
spaceship that docks that’s taking strays.”

Kagen knew all about his odds if he ended up
being designated a stray. Bad, and worse.

“I'll find work. I have skills,"
he said, then asked, “Where am I?”

“You got lucky,” she said.
“Whoever dumped you didn’t hate you. You’re in the City of
Furies.”

He couldn’t believe what she’d said. “There
really is one?” He sounded like an idiot, and he guessed the
expression on his face made him look like a man who’d just
discovered he’d won his own spaceship in a contest he hadn’t even
entered. But... “Really?” he whispered.

The woman—Ellah—smiled for the first time.
“Good reaction. You might do all right here.”

Ellah returned just moments later
to tell Kagen the Longview
had left a few days earlier, and that it would
not return until the ship had another special delivery for the
Pinnacle. She told him no ships were permitted to include the City
of Furies on a regular route, so it could be weeks, months, or
years before the Longview
came around again.

He was classed as Visitor, Trial Period
30.

Ellah told him he wouldn't be charged for his
Medix repairs because the city had been unable to identify and
arrest the person or persons who had damaged him. So to his
benefit, at least he had no starting debt.

She turned him over to the indigent liaison
for the Emergency Center. He set up Kagen’s housing, fused a
temporary com bead onto his left wrist and embedded an eario, and
provided him with a thirty-day provisional pass to the city. Then
he called transport for Kagen, and told the vehicle to use Tour
Guide mode before taking him home.

The sleek red one-seater floated Kagen up into
the traffic lanes, above a small but glistening city, colorful and
complex, surrounded by an octagon of shining gold walls.

He realized he had seen a painting of the city
during a recreational leave. He couldn't remember where he'd been
at the time, but he remembered stopping to look at it, to trace its
broad walkways and admire the details of its airstream traffic and
the artist's focus on the beauty of its buildings and landscapes.
No one had suggested the little city was real.

“Welcome to the City of Furies,”
the Tour Guide said. “We’ll begin at the Pinnacle, and spiral
outward through the Eight Arms, and I’ll tell you about the most
important buildings below us and how they affect the operation of
the city as we pass over them. Should you miss important details,
you may access this program again at any time during your stay via
your com bead, and take a walking tour or hire an aerovan to see
each location. On your right...”

Kagen lost the voice, let the words flow over
him without hearing any of them. He was in the City of Furies,
which was credited as the home of many of Settled Space’s most
controversial artists, musicians, writers, scientists,
engineers—hell, anyone who created anything that didn’t fit with
some government’s or religion’s Truth was rumored to end up
there.

But no world claimed the City of Furies. No
ships booked passage there. Most people—and Kagen had numbered
himself among them—believed the city didn’t exist. Reasonable
people assumed it was a name concocted by the wishful downtrodden,
who needed to believe there was some place in the universe where
people were truly and fully free and where someone gave a damn
about them.

“To your left, the long alabaster
building is the Open University of Unconventional
Studies...”

People said that the City of Furies
manufactured and exported free thinking—and those products,
stories, songs, holos, and other creations rumored to come from the
city were always better-made and better-functioning than products
from known origins. They were also always subversive in one way or
another.

They required that users look at themselves
and their lives differently in order to make their purchases
work—and those new ways always reminded users that their lives and
desires were meaningful and valuable to them. That the skills
they’d learned belonged to them to use for their own survival
first. That their thoughts were worthwhile even if they mattered
only to the individual thinking them.

City of Furies products told people they
mattered, not as parts of some bigger whole, but as individuals.
Not as cogs in a machine, but as people.

Kagen had thought it was a clever marketing
scheme. He had not been a believer.

And now he was in the city.

“The bright red building below and
to your right is the Howert Building. It began
manufacturing...”

The City of Furies wasn’t some imaginary
place, a figment of wishes and dreams. It was real, with real
deadlines and real demands—and his first deadline was to pull
himself together, understand how this place worked, and then
advance within its rules toward... something. Maybe something that
could someday let him earn his way back to his dream of becoming
the captain of his own TFN transport.

He needed to get on track quickly, because the
kinds of ships that took on strays usually sold them to slavers.
He’d found freedom too wonderful to conceive of losing it
again.

He did a mental inventory of his skills. He
was intelligent. He was competent. He was willing to work hard, so
long as he was able to reap the benefits of his work.

He didn’t let himself linger too
long on the question that was first in his mind: Why had the
Longview dumped
him?

He had no sense of time having passed, but he
realized that ten minutes or a thousand years could have gone by
while he was suspended in the core unit, and it would have been the
same to him.

If significant time had passed, perhaps Lithra
had died.

Or perhaps she had been freed.

Most likely, she was still in her
core unit on the Longview. Most likely, he had been
offloaded because the owner needed his unit for someone
else.

But when he was on his feet, he would search
for Lithra. Maybe he could find a way for them to be
together.
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Shay






“WE’RE LOOKING FOR THE FOLLOWING criteria: public execution with paid observers present;
subject awake and alert until the moment of death; subject able to
speak clearly until the moment of death; no face or head mutilation
because she still has to be beautiful when she’s dead; process of
execution causes visible pain and suffering sufficient to cause
distress to a significant portion of the observers; process of
execution lasts at least twelve hours and up to several days,” Shay
told Charlie, and watched her eyes go wide.

“Days! That’s horrible,” Charlie
said. “Why do we need to make it so… awful?”

The two of them were going to be studying case
histories of all the high-profile executions of Pact Worlds
citizens, looking into the setting up and marketing of the ones
that had been carried out directly by Death Circuses instead of
being sold to third parties.

“We’re going to
make sure people can see it’s horrible because it
is horrible,” Shay told
her. “Because Suzee Delight is a celebrity even outside the Pact
Worlds, and there are people from all walks of life who know who
she is, and who will watch her execution.

“And many of
those people know her in a way they have known few other human
beings—they have been
her through her Sensos.

“Those Sensos, and her music and
dance and paintings, and her famous clients from everywhere in
Settled Space, they all create a connection. Her death will command
the attention. And we need to prolong the execution in order to
make room for sponsor messages, and keep Suzee awake and alert and
able to communicate for the entire conclusion of her life, in order
to keep the audience connected to her for the longest possible
time. Minutes are money.”

“You’re talking about
torture.”

The look on Charlie’s face as she
said that told Shay that Charlie was closer to breaking than she
had suspected. The average tour of duty of a Pact Covenant Observer
on the Longview was about three years, after which they started hunting
around the ship, looking for ways to kill themselves.

Charlie had already lasted twice as long as
the average PCO, but Shay knew that Charlie had a sharp and clever
mind, and hope. And most importantly, a secret plan. Shay liked
people who had secret plans.

She said, “There might be other alternatives,
which is part of what we’re looking for. But it’s probably going to
come down to torture. Mado Keyr did not open his bid at one billion
rucets to kill Suzee Delight in one minute. If he wins the bidding,
he needs to recoup his enormous investment, and make a profit on
top of that. This has to be huge.”

Charlie closed her eyes. She looked both sick
and exhausted.

“Consider,” Shay said. “Her many
fans and admirers will want a spectacle because they imagine that
they loved her, and they’ll want to understand how she could have
done what she did, and then see her come to a memorable end for
doing it. If we can figure out a way to give them Suzee’s life in a
meaningful way, they’ll want to participate. To have their say in
what’s happening.

“Meanwhile,” she continued, “the
Pact Worlds’ many governments will want a frightening spectacle
with moral overtones, because Suzee Delight held a position of deep
trust, and used it to slaughter five of their top men. Nearly every
Pact Worlds Administrator or high-level official uses women or men
like Suzee, and some of them will have used Suzee herself. They’ll
want to be sure no consort or courtesan or citizen will ever
consider doing what she’s done. They’ll want their citizens to see
what happens to pretty young women who do such wicked things—and
they’ll hope to make sure that what their people see will deter
future murders.

“Finally,” she said, “Mado Keyr
will want a spectacle because he’s already hired a major production
company at considerable expense in order to tie them into an
exclusivity deal. For the money he’s already paid, as well as the
money he’ll pay if he wins the bidding, he’ll be getting 90% of the
proceeds on every minute of every subscription sold to the locked
data-stream feed of her execution. Plus income from the after-death
marketing of any private holos, Sensos, or other materials found by
his investigation team before her death and published
afterward.”

Charlie shuddered. “You’re so calm about this.
So… unbothered.”

Shay sighed. “I’m not. I have my own thoughts
about this, and my own issues. But the owner didn’t hire me for
what I feel. I’m going to make sure he gets his money’s worth out
of the execution, because that’s part of what he pays me to do.
Suzee Delight has to be executed. She chose to be executed via
Death Circus. In order to keep its franchise, whichever Death
Circus wins her is going to have to kill her publicly, and is going
to have to have one of you folks in place to verify her death. All
we can do within those limits is the best job we can
do.”

“You mind if I ask you a personal
question?”

“No.”

“What is your
definition of the best job we can
do?”

Shay gave her a sidelong glance. Charlie was a
thinker, a closet subversive who hated the Pact Worlds. Charlie hid
this, because she didn’t know whom onboard she could trust—but at
some point, she’d started to trust Shay a little. So Shay gave her
an honest answer. “I think the best job we can do is to let people
see who the real Suzee Delight is during the execution—and give her
an opportunity before she dies to say everything she wants to say
in a forum that the Pact Worlds cannot manipulate.”

Charlie stared at her own hands, considering
that. And then a broad, startled grin spread across her face. “The
locked feed. Everyone pays to see it, and everyone sees the same
thing.”

She was, Shay thought, a bright woman.
“Exactly.”

“So the Pact Worlds won’t have any
official feed. They’ll be able to cut off transmission, but they
won’t be able to manipulate what’s sent.”

“The contract between Death
Circuses and the Pact Worlds goes two ways,” Shay said. “If they
sell a prisoner to us, and then interfere with our profit from the
sale, they will be in breach of contract, and will become liable
for every rucet we lose because of their actions. The Pact Worlds
aren’t rich. They cannot afford to cut transmissions.”

“Oh, my…” Charlie whispered.
“Then… what does she have to say, do you suppose?”

Shay leaned back in her seat and
locked her hands behind her head. “She killed five of the richest
and most powerful men in not just the Pact Worlds, but all of
Settled Space. I think it would be interesting to hear her tell
everyone why.”

Charlie was watching her with narrowed eyes.
“And the owner… what does he want?”

“Much the same thing. For his own
reasons—controversy sells, and is immensely profitable; he does not
like the Pact Worlds or the slavers or the fact that executions are
an entertainment business; and—this goes no farther than you and
me—I suspect he knows Suzee Delight personally, and was in love
with her at one time. May be in love with her still.”

Charlie murmured, “Oh. I’m so
happy to hear that. He loves her, so we’ll pretend to execute her. I’ll verify
her faked death. I’ll be happy to do that. Though if you can hide
me afterwards, I’ll be grateful.”

Inwardly, Shay smiled. “I wish we could do
that,” she said. “But, no. We have to execute her. She has to die,
and die for real. Her death cannot be faked. The people who buy
tickets to see her execution live at the execution site must know
that she is truly dead. And the people who ordered her execution
must know she’s dead as absolute and inarguable fact.

“So she will die, and you will
certify her death by the method required by Pact Covenant law, and
she will be gone from this world in all but memory. What we have to
do in order to make her death meaningful is make sure that her
memory lingers.”

Charlie froze, staring for a long moment at
Shay. Then she hung her head. “I’d hoped that we could save her
somehow.”

She gave a good performance, Shay
thought. Woman Whose Hope Has Been Crushed By An Ally. But Shay’s
instincts told her Charlie’s hanging head and crushed expression
was just a
performance. “She’s an incredible human being,” Shay said. “She
deserves better.”

Charlie nodded, still not looking Shay in the
eyes. “Killing her would be the real crime.”








 Suzee Delight



I WAS AMAZED WHEN THE BIDDING hit a billion rucets two
days ago—an enormous jump from the twenty-four million rucet
previous bid.

At that point, the Pact Worlds announced that
the new bid forced a rule change. All bidders from that point on
had twelve Standard hours in which to present their next bids, and
each would present them at the same time—2400 Standard.

All bids would show on the board, each marked
with the name of the Death Circuses bidding. From the hundreds
competing when the auction opened, only eighteen were still in the
race once the bid hit one billion.

But I no longer cared. His bid was the
billion-rucet bid. I didn’t know why he waited so long to bid, but
knowing that he was coming for me, I could breathe
again.

Only, the situation has changed
again.

Two days later, I’m watching five
remaining circuses. They’re Rage Of
Angels, Bone
King, Joy of
Vengeance, Slaughteress, and
Longview.

The next bid is due in two minutes. The
current bid is over three billion. At this moment, I’m trying to
imagine what the bid winners can do to me that will be worth an
investment of more than three billion rucets.

I’m not naïve. I know the Death Circus that
wins the bid will gain tremendous promotional opportunities from
broadcasting my death.

My imagination is good, and well practiced in
going into dark places. My life has taught me to foresee horror and
understand how events can always be worse than the worst I could
imagine. I’ve been trained to endure pain, and have endured worse
than my training many times. I’ve been pushed past my breaking
point more than once.

And I cannot imagine I will comport myself
well when enduring more than three billion rucets worth of
pain.

At this point, knowing that I have
a friend aboard the Longview
becomes increasingly less valuable. The price is
too high to give me a clean escape. I’ll have to suffer publicly
and greatly to repay my benefactor for saving my life.

So I wait for the next bid, hoping
that this time it will be over—and that the Longview will win.

The board goes dark, and the new results start
to appear, one each minute, from the lowest bid to the highest. The
first bid lights up, only it is not a bid.

Slaughteress: DISQUALIFIED

I wonder what that means. What could someone
offering to spend fortunes do to be disqualified from spending
them? This is something I may never know. I have one full minute to
consider it, and cannot even come up with a theory.

The next bid appears in the top
slot, pushing Slaughteress
and its mystery down.

Bone King: R4,250,000,000

That’s a high bid. Far higher than
I’d anticipated. It might be the last bid. I might be going to
the Bone King. I
have no friends there.

But a minute later,
Bone King is pushed down
the board, and the next bidder lands.

Longview: R4,500,000,000

It is an extraordinary bid. I hope it is the
winning bid. I find myself standing, my knees locked, unable to
move. I breathe shallowly, clench my fists, stare at the board,
will it to remain unchanged for the next minute.

But no.

Longview slides down one space, and the next bid appears.

Rage of Angels:
R6,735,800,000

I shudder. And wait. The next
minute rolls past, but Joy of
Vengeance does not appear.

Only three bidders remain in this
round, and Rage of Angels
has made an all-out bid—nearly seven billion
rucets. It is unprecedented. In the next round, I expect to see
only one bidder remain.

The same one. The wrong one.








 Kagen






IT
WAS IMPOSSIBLE
TO ESCAPE
Suzee Delight in the City of Furies. Feeds in
every quick-eat and business lobby carried stories of the three
Death Circus franchises that were still in the bidding to get
her.

“If we had a space fleet, we could
wait until they finished bidding, then attack the ship that won
her, rescue her, and bring her back here,” the man who processed
one of his many work applications said, looking past him to the
streamed discussion on the screen at the front of the
lobby.

“If we had our own privateers, we
could attack the world where she’s being held and break her loose
before anyone purchased her,” one of the business owners who
interviewed him for work remarked. The woman then added, “It would
be more ethical that way, because then the government that is doing
this to her would not be rewarded with billions of rucets for the
evil it’s doing.”

“She killed monsters,” the man
next to him in line at the Happy Hunan quick-eat said. “Those
administrators were playing fast and loose with the lives of Pact
Worlds citizens. What she did wasn’t a crime.”

“It wasn’t?” Kagen said, but the
Happy Hunan diner had already moved on.

In any other place he’d been, Kagen guessed
that the people around him would have been speculating on the
manner in which she’d die, and cherishing the details of the
spectacle to which they would be treated when she did.

But every citizen of the Furies who talked
about Suzee Delight finished with some version of, “I wish we could
get her here. She’d fit right in.”

She’d killed five men, seemingly without
provocation, and the citizens of the Furies apparently approved.
Nothing he’d seen suggested this was a city of happy
killers.

Nothing anyone did suggested anything other
than that these were the hardest-working people he’d ever
met—excluding himself.

He knew the Pact Worlds were
corrupt.

He knew that citizens could only be classified
as Order A if each parent and grand-parent back four generations
had also been Order A; that Pact Worlds governments were
hereditary, run by the great-great-great grandsons of men who had
once been elected; that each franchised moon and space station
could be purchased by only an Order A citizen, or by a rich
outsider who first had to pay an enormous kickback to the members
on the Pact Worlds Committee of Finance to own that franchise; and
all legal businesses were owned by Order A citizens and rented by
people of lower orders who had to bribe the Committee to keep their
doors open.

He knew that bribery and cronyism were the
true laws of the Pact Worlds, and had been for a very long
time.

But when a woman dancing on a table-top
suddenly murdered all five men who were sitting naked around that
table sharing a three-hundred-year-old bottle of Tooki Scotch,
people generally didn’t say, “Good for her. I wish she was my
next-door neighbor.”

Granted, the City of Furies had been built by
Pact Worlds refugees and was exclusively inhabited by Pact Worlds
refugees. This was the reason that only a few trusted ships were
permitted to orbit the hidden planet that contained the City of
Furies, and that the city offered no way for people to leave or
arrive except via shuttles from those occasional trusted
ships.

Kagen realized that, although he’d only been a
part of the city for a few days, if he could not become the captain
of his own spaceship, he would be happy becoming a transport
captain for the Furies.

He didn’t know, then, what he thought about
Suzee Delight and her confessed murders.

But he did know what he thought about the City
of Furies. He wasn’t even a citizen yet, but he knew he’d come
home. These were his people. They’d been persecuted on their home
worlds—every single one of them. They knew what it meant to be
punished for their thoughts, to be beaten for their actions, to be
silenced, to be forced to work for the exclusive benefit of others,
to be turned into people they had no desire to be.

Here, they worked for their own benefit, every
single one of them. They did what they loved, what they were
passionate about, what mattered to them—and whether they did it
full time as their paid work, or on their own time while they were
developing their skills, they were alive with their goals and their
desires.

Breathing the air in the City of Furies was
like inhaling energy. The question one Fury asked another was
never, “Where did you study?” or “Who is your family?” or “Where do
you come from?” or “What is your rank?”

It was always, only, ever, “What do you
do?”

And in the lower city, filled with new
immigrants like him, the answer was, “I program transport routes,
but at night I’m working on a new self-terraformer—you drop it onto
a moon or lifeless planet and it spins out its first dome, starts
breaking down existing elements to create free oxygen, nitrogen,
and water, builds another bubble, connects the
bubbles...”

Or it was, “I teach new immigrants basic
Standard, but on my days off, I’m developing a way to upgrade
pingball data transfers to work with old-style Spybees, so that
even people living in tech-blocked systems will be able to receive
live datastreams using primitive equipment.”

Or it was, “I’m doing construction on new
immigrant units on the periphery, but at night I write songs and on
my days off, I perform at this little club over in Westside. Here’s
my card. You should come hear me.”

For Kagen, as he walked from business to
business through the crowded tech district, his answer to that
question became, “I’m still looking for work, but at night I’m
using my room terminal to continue studying and testing toward my
spaceship captain’s license.”

But when he walked past the Anja Mayre
Holographic Recording and Datastreaming building, he thought about
the people in the Furies, and about their comments about Suzee
Delight, and an idea flashed in front of him.

It wasn’t anything he could claim experience
with, but it was... well, he thought it was magnificent. On
impulse, he walked into the studio, where a young woman in casual
clothes and with her arms full of papers took his name asked him
what he did.

When he told her, she said, “I’m Anja Mayre.
This is my place. How may I help you?”

“It occurred to me that most of
the people in the Furies don’t want to see Suzee Delight executed,
and that many of the citizens here are famous across Settled Space.
And that someone might be able to make a real difference if he were
to sit down with the people who want her to live and record
interviews of them telling the universe why they want her to
live.”

“What experience would this
hypothetical interviewer have, and what budget would he need to
create these recordings?”

“In answer to
your first question, I have no experience whatsoever,” he told her.
“I’m still trying to get off my 30-day indigent listing after being
dumped here with nothing. But as a crewman on the space
transport Longview,
I was in firefights during pirate attacks, and
under attack when things went bad on the ground, and I was in
command of men and women who had to depend on me to get us out of
those bad situations alive. I made my way up the ranks to a command
position, and carried the highest rating throughout my tour with
the Longview. I
survived being born on a People’s Home of Truth and Fairness world,
and being sentenced to volunteer my death there. I escaped
alive.

“I don’t get flustered, I don’t
panic when meeting important people, and I want to make Settled
Space understand why the brilliant, hard-working, creative people
in this city want to see Suzee Delight survive. And most
importantly,” he said, “I’m willing to work for the lowest possible
wage that will get me off the indigent list and let me start
earning my citizenship.

“On your second question, I will
make this happen with whatever budget you give me. I suggest asking
citizens to come in and talk to me without payment, so that there
can be no hint of corruption attached to these
interviews.”

She studied him with narrowed eyes. After a
long, thoughtful silence, she grinned.

Just under an hour later, Anja had finished
walking him through her recording studios. “You’re going to be
dealing with some of the most famous people in Settled Space,” she
said. “I’ll contact them, ask them to let me know when they can
come in to talk about the pending execution of Suzee Delight, and
you’ll do the recording.”

She walked into an empty studio, past a plain
white chair set dead center in a standard holocorder cube, and
through to the control panel on the other side.

“This will have to be basic
stuff,” she told him, “because if we’re going to do any good with
these protests of yours, we need to get them into the datastream as
quickly as possible, and as many out there as possible. So you
won’t add image ghosts or sound effects, or sweetening, or play
with the lighting. These will have to go out raw, as
one-takes.”

“Will famous people do this if
they know that?” He thought of the rich and important people he’d
crossed paths with during various leaves, and suspected that famous
people would want all the sweetening and special lighting they
could get.

Her sidelong glance and low chuckle told him
she’d come across people of the same sort in her previous
life.

“We’re all immigrants here,” she said. “Including our famous citizens.
When the oldest of them got here, they had to build their own first
homes—little prefab domes. They had to set up their own reconsta
stations. They had to live hard and thin.”

She leaned in and said, “The famous folks here
escaped torture and imprisonment and censorship and death sentences
to get here. Just like you and me. And just like us, they’ll want
Suzee Delight to get here too.”

She showed him the buttons for starting and
stopping the recording, for presenting the interview questions that
would appear on the transparent screen between him and his speaker,
and the one that would package the entire interview and send it
automatically into the datastream.

“Try to keep each interview to
between ten and thirty minutes—but if you’re getting something
amazing, let it run,” she said. “Try to complete twenty interviews
per day.”

“May I work longer than your
regular hours?”

She grinned again. “You definitely belong
here. Yes, you can work extra hours, but at the same hourly
rate.”

He was fine with that.

He signed her contract, she marked his
“Employed” voucher and told him to request a housing transfer to
Westside Best Rooms to eliminate his commute, and said she’d cover
his first month’s rent.

And just like that, he became an official
resident of the City of Furies.
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Melie






ABOARD THE LONGVIEW,
MELIE—the Two
Gold crew on monitoring duty on the bridge—was watching
transmissions to and from the ship. The owner, transmitting
unencoded, was setting up a meeting in his quarters with someone
planetside, and was offering to provide transportation for his
guest.

There was the standard encrypted
stream setting up a banking link for the upcoming transactions
between buyers and sellers. They were docked above a Pact World, so
the Longview would be the buyer, and the various prisons would be the
sellers. No one was selling people, of course, or buying them. Not
on a Pact World. The Covenants demanded that no human being could
be sold to another—but was fine with selling commodity wrapped
around people. The commodity here was Packaged Criminal Transport
and Capital-Crime Disposal Options.

On the slaver worlds, the commodity was slaves
who could be executed. No fancy product labeling, no capital
letters.

The hypocritical conversion of neat, tidy
Options into slaves purchased for torture and slaughter with the
simple crossing of a border gave Melie nightmares.

She knew most of the people
purchased by the Longview
would never be sold, and she believed that
overall, her ship and job were not about trading in slaves. She
believed the Longview was part of something secret. Special. Good.

But the Longview still purchased some people
that it later resold for execution. If its turn-around time on any
given purchase was twice to three times that of any other Death
Circus ship, it did not change the fact that some people purchased
were in fact executed by slavers and those who bought from
slavers.

The Longview was docked above a People’s
Home of Truth and Fairness moon and in the process of buying
Options at that moment, so she was monitoring
transmissions.

Crew never took leave on PHTF worlds, so
usually the owner’s transmissions and banking details were the only
traffic until the Death Circus began and the owner started running
records on prospective purchases and began buying those that fit
his needs.

This time, however, two burst packets went
from ship to surface and from surface to ship immediately after the
banking stream closed. They were fast and they were encoded, and
they almost looked like the banking stream had hiccuped while
closing transmission—which sometimes happened.

If it hadn’t been that the first message was
outbound, Melie would have ignored the two blips
entirely.

Instead, however, she rolled the ship’s log
back to the two transmissions, and pushed them through the standard
decode algorithm.

Her screen flashed FAILED.

At that point, she went on alert.

“Shipcom,” she said, “run marked
transmissions against all possible encryption algorithms, and use
any cracks necessary.”

The ship said, “Working.”

She contacted the captain. “Sir, I have a
possible security issue on the bridge,” she said. “Can you come
take a look?”

“Right there,” he said.

The shipcom was still working on breaking the
encryption when he arrived.

Melie walked him through what she’d seen and
what she’d done.

“Isolate the origins of both
transmission for me,” he told her. “Meanwhile, I’m going to ask the
owner if he had anything going out that we shouldn’t look
at.”

She nodded and went back into the log.
Tracking back from the transmission port, she was able to isolate
the origin of the outgoing burst to Passenger Room 2. Room 2 held
five people, and was full at the moment.

She then pulled the pulse map from the log and
did an overlay of coordinates. A building not named in the
datastream popped up.

The owner’s representative, Shay,
arrived on the bridge. “He sends his regards,” she said, “but is
preparing to meet with an important contact. What do you have for
him?” And then Shay looked at Melie. “You found something
else?”

The last time Melie had met Shay, Melie had
lost her coveted Crew One position. But she’d still come out of the
encounter with a job, and with savings and investments intact—and
for that she had Shay to thank.

Melie said, “You can’t imagine how I wish
someone else had found this right now, believe me.”

And she walked Shay through what she’d
discovered.

When she finished, Shay said, “What did the
messages say?”

“Shipcom is still working on
them.”

Shay looked stunned. “Shipcom, how long have
you been working on unencrypting those messages?”

“Seven minutes, thirty seconds at
the tone,” the ship said. A chime sounded.

“What the hell do they have in
there?” Shay whispered. She told the ship, “Turn all but critical
resources over to unencrypting those messages.”

“Working,” the ship
said.

More than a minute later, the ship said,
“Messages unencrypted. Estimate of time to completion at regular
speed rounded to three days.”

“Thank you,” Shay said. “Hold
results until deck is need-to-know only. I have now linked to the
owner’s com. Please connect him to audiovisual and
data.”

“Completed,” the ship
said.

Shay looked from the captain to the Crew Three
man doing routine maintenance testing on the docking controls.
“Please tell your Three to leave the deck,” she told the captain.
And then she looked at Melie. “You can stay.”

The captain asked Shay, “Are you sure you want
her here?”

“The owner wants her here. Twice
now she’s demonstrated both a laudable suspicion of small wrong
details, and twice has captured information meant to be kept from
your attention, the owner’s attention... and mine. So while she
might have only rooted out someone’s overprotected invitation to a
surprise party, Mado Keyr wants to let her see what she’s
discovered.”

Melie felt a little thrill of pleasure at that
comment. “Thank you,” she told Shay.

The crewman left the deck, and the hatch
locked behind him.

“Let’s see what you found,” Shay
said. “Shipcom, report.”

“The send transmission contains
lists of Mado Keyr’s investments, properties, and financial
holdings, and a note that states the estimated maximum bid he will
be able to offer for Suzee Delight. These files are extensive,
though incomplete. The received file notes that the Pact World
administrators who are backing the bid of an unnamed Death Circus
can only go a billion higher than Mado Keyr’s highest estimated
bid, and asks for access to Mado Keyr’s larger accounts so that
these can be sabotaged.”

The silence on the bridge stretched
agonizingly after that announcement.

Shay had her finger pressed to her right ear.
She stared off into space, nodded several times, then said, “Yes,
Mado. I’ll take care of that.”

Her hand dropped to her side and she turned to
the captain.

“The owner has several requests.
First, he asks that you block all transmissions to or from the ship
except for those originating from or destined for Room 2. When you
close off transmissions, please give notice to ground and Needle
that we are upgrading to a Convex 8 system, and may be out of touch
all day.”

“We already have a Convex 8
system,” Melie said.

She glanced over at Melie. “We do. But neither
ground nor the Needle has any way of knowing that, and it makes a
nice excuse.”

She returned her attention to the captain.
“Mado Keyr is also setting special priorities for the shipcom, and
will require that you leave resource optimization off, in spite of
the fact that you will see some periods where some of the ship’s
functions push critical. He notes that, because we are docked, this
should be a minor inconvenience.”

The captain said, “I’ll leave things
alone.”

“He further requests that all
passengers in Room 2 be invited to join you for dinner tonight in
your quarters, and he asks that he be permitted to attend as
well.”

“Of course,” the captain said.
“I’ll be delighted to oversee this particular dinner.”

Lastly, Shay turned to Melie. “The owner has
instructed me that you are to be given a significant reward for
intercepting these transmissions. Captain, she is to come with me.
Do you need time to cover her position before she leaves the
deck?”

“If shipcom is taking over all
communications, then her position is covered until we resume
regular operation. She can leave with you immediately.”

Shay said, “Melie, come with me.”

Heart suddenly racing, hope rising, Melie
followed her.








 Kagen






“…AND SUZEE DELIGHT CANNOT BE held accountable for these five deaths. Individuals who are
not free to direct the courses of their own lives cannot be judged
or sentenced as if they were. Responsibility for any actions they
take lands on the heads of those who claim the right to control
them. The deaths of the five Pact Worlds Administrations are
therefore the fault of those same Administrators. They are guilty
of their own murders.”

“Thank you, Berramyn Chase.
Berramyn Chase is a citizen of the City of Furies, and the inventor
of the Modix, which is an internal cellular regeneration implant
that should become available within the next one to two Standard
years to individual residents on worlds that permit it. It will be
an emergency backup for in-box Medix treatment—people will survive
even massive trauma and self-heal from any injury that does not
destroy the brain. This implant, like Medix treatment, is already
banned on all Pact Worlds to citizens of Order B status or lower
under the Legend War Act, Section B: Mandatory Natural Lifespans,
and Section C: No Augmented Self-Healing.”

Kagen finished the recording, and as he had
done with every one before it, hit the Send To Stream button on his
screen.

Then he walked out to shake hands with
Berramyn Chase. She was young and attractive—but because the Furies
made access to Medix tech a priority for every Furies citizen, all
citizens stayed young and healthy, and any who chose to be so were
attractive. Berramyn’s true beauty was internal: she was driven,
obsessive, ferocious, passionate, and joyful in an oddly intense
way.

“Thank you for taking the time to
speak for Suzee Delight,” Kagen said.

“I’ve never met
her personally, but it’s impossible not to be aware of her work.
Whenever I’ve needed to close out the world and focus on
regenerating neurons, I’ve looped her Birds Flying instrumental
series—it’s incredible music, mathematically perfect but deeply
emotional. I cannot believe anyone will really allow her to be
executed.”

“I hope they won’t,” Kagen said.
“If she’s somehow saved, the story you told will play a part in
saving her.”

“I would do more if I could,” she
told him. “We all would.”

He’d found himself crying, listening to
Berramyn’s story of her own life before the Furies, of how she had
managed to find love on a PHTF world, only to have the man she
loved ripped away from her and sent to his death before she managed
to escape.

He’d heard more than two hundred variations of
that story, and as the bidding war to buy Suzee Delight dragged on,
he had interviewed once-persecuted, still-hunted luminaries of the
sciences, technologies, mathematics, literature, arts. But along
with the powerful and famous, he was also recording the stories and
protests of general entertainers, traffic controllers, food
processors, farmers, city programmers, construction workers,
science technicians, full-time parents, shopkeepers, small business
owners, and other ordinary people who had fallen afoul of the Pact
Worlds’ ever-more-restrictive “protective guidelines” for
citizens.

People like him.

Berramyn was his last interview of the day. He
was grateful. He was pushing himself harder and harder, working
eighteen Standard hours a day and sometimes even more, keeping
Anja’s front studio open just so he could make himself available to
everyone who wanted to speak for Suzee Delight. Fighting to save
her life had become his obsession—drawing the best out of every
single guest he interviewed had become his goal. He was directing
the interviews, but the interviews were changing him.

After each one, he studied whatever he could
about his next guest and wrote down questions—and for people who
had no available information, he had a standard set of questions he
started with, and he worked out from there.

He ate from the studio reconsta machine, slept
on his studio floor, and made use of the WashAll down the street to
keep himself and his clothes acceptably clean.

All he could think of was to keep the
interviews going out, to flood Settled Space with them, so that
someone who had the power to do something would hear the one story
that would make him change his mind and let Suzee Delight
live.

Suzee Delight could only receive justice from
those who shared the same rights she had, and lived under laws they
had created jointly, consented to voluntarily, and held in
common.

But Suzee Delight had no rights, including the
right of consent, and those who sentenced her were bound by no
laws. Those laws they created were only to constrain the actions of
others.

By that standard, every action the
Administrators of the Pact Worlds took had no legal value. Was, in
fact, criminal.

His head hurt.

He was tired.

But he dreaded the idea of slowing down. This
thing he had put together meant much more than he’d thought it did
when he walked into Anja’s studio—and he suspected that he still
only understood a part of how much it meant.

When Berramyn left, he started to turn out the
studio lights to catch a few hours sleep before his next interview,
but saw Anja standing in the corridor waiting to speak to
him.

“You’re doing amazing work,” she
said. “Incredible, nearly impossible work, actually. So... did you
once meet Suzee Delight? Is she a friend?”

He laughed wearily. “Not a chance. At no point
in the universe would her circle and mine ever
intersect.”

“Are you... a big fan of her
work?”

He grinned. “Not that, either. I’m one of the
fifteen percent of people who have an aversion reaction to Sensos—I
am completely incapable of letting my body relax into someone
else’s neural pathways.”

“Then, and please don’t take this
the wrong way, Kagen, but...” Anja slid her hands into the pockets
of the coverall she was wearing, and narrowed her eyes to study
him. “Why are you killing yourself on this project? You’ve lost
weight, you look like hell, the dark circles under your eyes are
starting to look like someone punched you.”

“It’s simple. It’s about getting
the truth out. Suzee Delight took an aptitude test when she was a
child, and that aptitude test said she should be a whore. She
turned out to be a very talented whore—but she didn’t choose to be
a whore. Some little functionary in her school or her dorm or
however they did it where she comes from chose that future for her.
She couldn’t quit, she couldn’t protest, she couldn’t walk away to
do something else.”

“But that’s true for every person
in the Pact Worlds who isn’t Order A. It’s true for nearly every
person who lives in the Furies—it’s what we all escaped from.
Everyone knows it’s the truth.”

“YES!” he said. “That’s exactly
it, but no one has questioned it. Only now, the famous Suzee
Delight has murdered five of the most important Order A men in
Settled Space, and she says what she did was required by her
training. Right now, people are questioning her training, they’re
questioning how no one ever considered her a danger to those five
powerful men—and they’re questioning how she managed to become the
most famous courtesan in Settled Space.

“People out in Settled Space are
listening now, so while they’re listening, I’m putting the stories
of every Fury I can get my hands on in front of those listeners.
People who escaped from worlds where someone else chose their lives
for them, people who are now something entirely different than the
things they were forced to be back home. I’m connecting each of
these people to Suzee Delight, and they’re telling me how they’re
like her—and why she needs to live, like they needed to live, and
what they had to do to get away.

“I don’t know if Suzee Delight
killed those men because they deserved it, or because she lost her
mind, or for any of a million other reasons, but I know this: She
is not the person who put herself in that room with them. She is
the one person who was in that room who had no choice about being
there.

“So that’s what I’m focusing on in
the interviews—and that’s what I’m getting from the people I’m
talking to. None of them chose to be where they were before they
were sentenced to death, or before they escaped. They support Suzee
Delight because they know where she came from, and the rules she
lived under. She got away. They got away.

“And somewhere
out there, someone in the Pact Worlds is looking at the stories
that are coming from here, and thinking, I can live my life if I get away from this place, too—if I
can just get through the people blocking me.

“At the same
time, some functionary or official or administrator out there is
thinking, I’m the person standing
in the way of the next Suzee Delight, or Mettor Helmyn, or Berramyn
Chase, and the minute that person realizes I’m the obstacle, I’m
dead. And I’ll never see it coming. And
his next thought will eventually become, I
need to get away from here and get my hands off of other people’s
lives before somebody kills me.

“Every story I
can get out there is one more voice from here talking to one more
person out there who didn’t take the other stories to heart because they
weren’t like his story. Or her story. But this story is. Anja, right now
Settled Space is listening. But I don’t know how long it’ll keep
listening. And I don’t know, if I lose this opportunity, if it’ll
ever listen again. And this matters. So I can’t rest. I can’t slow
down. I’d give up food and sleep entirely if I could.”

Hands in her pockets, Anja stood staring at
her feet, swaying a bit from side to side. Kagen watched her,
waiting while she worked out whatever was going through her
mind.

“Right,” she said after a moment.
“I’m taking you on full-time at full pay starting tomorrow morning.
I’m getting you a crew of nine more people, because that’s all the
studio space I have, and I’m plastering the city with, “Fight for
Suzee Delight” signs that send people here to tell their stories.
There are going to be lines out this building from now until Suzee
Delight’s story comes to whichever end it comes to, and you and the
people you and I train tomorrow are going to interview as many of
them as you can before we run out of time. Meanwhile, I’ll ask the
people to whom this matters to pitch in for studio and
datastreaming costs, and I’ll eat the rest of whatever this costs,
because what you’ve turned this into matters to me, too. It matters
to all of us.

“When it’s over, we will have done
what we could do—you and me and the Furies—and one way or the
other, our lives will move on. We will not come to our own ends
knowing once, long ago, we could have mattered but we chose not to.
Thank you, Kagen, for seeing a way the Furies could fight after
all.”








 Melie






MELIE ENTERED THE OWNER’S QUARTERS for the first time, and
took the seat at the small table that Shay indicated. Shay sat
opposite her and said, “Mado Keyr regrets that he cannot meet with
you personally, but he will monitor the conversation while you and
I discuss your future with the Longview. I will convey his
gratitude and his wishes regarding your reward for the service you
have provided him.”

Melie nodded. Her mouth was dry and her heart
raced. She had stepped into the den of the lion, and it was a
frightening place. The entire room, including the table and four
chairs that were its only contents, were black. Everything gleamed.
She could not locate the source of light, but it was muted and
indirect. One oversized door punctuated each of the room’s walls;
all four arched like identical gaping mouths, glossy black with
keyed ident locks. She realized that if she stood and walked around
the table, she could easily lose her direction and not know which
door she’d used to enter.

She looked at Shay. “How do you know which
door is which?”

Shay smiled. “That’s a secret I cannot share
with you. And it isn’t what we’re here to discuss.” She settled
into the chair to Melie’s right. “If you could ask for anything
from the owner, what would you request? Think about it before
answering.”

Melie didn’t even have to consider this. “I’d
want to be reinstated into my position as One Green.”

Shay laughed. “You do understand that you have
done a service for the mado that is worth billions of rucets to
him. Reinstating you to your former position would cost him
nothing.”

“I’m not
interested in costing him money. I want to captain my own ship
someday. To do that, I need my TFN pilot’s license, and I can only
get that by earning it. You know how I came to be here. Outside of
the Longview, I will never have the opportunity to earn that license, or
the money to buy my own ship.”

“Would you request anything
else?”

“The only other thing I would
request, the mado cannot offer.”

“Which would be...?”

“To get my family out of Sunray
City and off of Targa.”

Shay raised an eyebrow and cocked her head.
She studied Melie, an expression on her face that Melie couldn’t
identify. “We didn’t get you off of Targa.”

“I stowed away in the hold of an
outbound freighter, got dumped on the nearest needle when I got
caught, and managed to hang on there until you arrived and took me
on as a passenger.”

“You’ve heard from your family?
You know they’re still in Sunray City?”

Melie shook her head. “I don’t dare contact
them. My leaving the planet was a crime, but their being in contact
with someone who left the planet would be a bigger crime. I’m sure
my family reported me missing as soon as I left. If they tried to
hide what I’d done, they’d be...” She closed her eyes and shook her
head. “You know what happens. So they reported me. But they—we—were
all Order D. So nothing will have gotten better for them, though it
certainly may have gotten worse.”

Shay was staring through Melie, seemingly
frozen. Melie realized she was listening to the owner. After a
moment Shay said, “Yes, mado,” and then focused her attention back
on Melie. “You’ll give me the names of your family members and
their last known addresses, and the mado will contact allies who
will remove them to safety for you. They will be set up on a free
world with full identification, housing, and work. And when this is
done, you will be given leave to go visit them.”

Melie blinked back tears and swallowed hard
until the lump in her throat let go enough that she could speak.
“Please thank him for me,” she said.

Another pause. Then Shay said, “He
says you thanked him when you discovered and reported those
messages. He also conveys to you the following: You will not be
raised to Class One until your year has passed, unless the captain,
first mate, or One Gold leaves the Longview. However, you will receive
payment as if you were one One Gold, and as long as you have
completed both the One Gold and First Mate certifications by the
time your year is up, you will be jumped over the current One Green
into the One Gold position.”

“He’s going to jump-promote me
over the crew in one of those positions?”

“No,” Shay said. “But the offers
coming in for one of his top three people have reached astronomical
levels, and both Mado Keyr and I are nearly certain that a position
is going to open up in One Gold soon.”

“I’ll be ready,” Melie
said.

“I know.” Shay stood and smiled.
“You always have been.”







 CHAPTER 5






Captain Shore






THE DINNER WOULD BE INTERESTING, Captain Dermet Shore
decided. In the three months since Captain Willet stepped down and
he took the helm, everything about the job had proven interesting.
From the moment he signed his final nondisclosure agreement and
opened the sealed papers that explained to him the objective of
the Longview, the
universe had come to look entirely different to him. He could not
imagine that he would ever again have a job that would be so
dangerous, so challenging, or so worthwhile—and yet, the only
people with whom he could even speak about what he did were Werix
Keyr and Shay.

And mostly he could only speak to Shay, who
for reasons he could not explain made his skin crawl just a
bit.

But in just a few minutes, he would be
entertaining Werix and an unknown number of spies, and he would get
to see how the owner dealt with them.

Interesting. Possibly dangerous.

His first mate, Laure, would be armed. He
would be armed. And Werix, who suffered from a degenerative
condition not even Medix sessions could overcome, would be tucked
inside his moleibond flexsuit, impervious to anything that might go
wrong.

Over the com, Laure said, “I have arrived with
our guests, Captain. Are you prepared for them?”

He said, “Bring them in.”

Room 2 held five occupants, and all five
berths had been filled when the messages went out.

The five filed in, and Laure introduced them.
“Captain Shore, meet Celdica, Peret, Ersero, Jorje Ness, and Deesa.
Celdica and Peret were in the PHTF-112 needle when we took them on.
Ersero was a toss from Clewmass. Jorje Ness tried to stow away in
our shuttle when we were down on PHTF-28, and because we had a
berth, we brought him with us as a ride-along in the shuttle.
Finally, a crew member who remains anonymous to the other four
smuggled out Deesa in his carry-on when leaving Caynute Pleasure.
Deesa was a C-8 consort. You’ve had full reports on her—we ran the
most recent records worm at twenty-thirty-five Standard, and her
backtrail remains clean, though activity on Caynute Pleasure
continues as her employers attempt to locate her.”

Dermet nodded at each, and pointed
them to their seats. “Welcome,” he said. “I am Captain Dermet
Shore, and it is my pleasure to welcome you to my table as my
guest. Joining us will be the owner of the Longview, Mado Werix Keyr, who has
asked to share a dinner with you before you move on to your
destinations. Whenever he can, he joins a small group of his
passengers for dinner: he likes to meet them and hear their
stories.”

This was a pure lie—as best he could tell from
studying previous captains’ logs, the owner had never before met
with escapees. Werix would occasionally request a dinner at the
Captain’s table if one or two of the paid passengers were
especially interesting—when Dermet had been first mate, Willet had
told him about getting to meet the dissident holomaker Falstaff
Shottley, who he said had been the most interesting man Willet had
ever met. Dermet had not yet entertained a celebrity.

He was doing something different.

He was entertaining a spy.

And he wondered what role he would play in the
owner’s plan to uncover the identity of the one who had betrayed
his generosity in providing rescue, room, and board.

“Before the owner arrives,” Dermet
said, “I will go over protocol with you.

“The owner has a condition that
requires special consideration. When he arrives, the lights will be
lowered. I will introduce each of you to him. You will not touch
him, though he may touch you. You will not speak to him unless
spoken to. You will not raise your voice when speaking to him or to
each other—his hearing is incredibly sensitive.

“He must wear a special suit at
all times in order to survive—his condition is not treatable by
Medix. Please do not stare at him.”

His guests nodded. While they had been
cheerful and excited on entering Dermet’s quarters, they became
increasingly subdued as he laid out the restrictions on their
actions.

The shipcom said, “Mado Keyr requests
permission to enter.”

“Permission granted,” Dermet
said.

The room lights dimmed as his door slid open.
Werix passed from the corridor into Dermet’s entertainment room. As
soon as the door closed behind him, the corridor lights would
brighten again. Dermet found it strange to contemplate the owner’s
life, always surrounded by a ring of darkness that followed him
everywhere.

And yet, in spite of the difficulties he
faced, Werix had managed to accomplish things no one else ever
had.

The captain stood as Mado Werix Keyr walked
in, and each of the guests followed his lead.

Werix went from guest to guest, studied each
for a moment, introduced himself, and before he stepped away,
touched the arm or shoulder of each. “I hope you are enjoying your
stay,” he said each time before moving on to the next.

When he took his seat, Laure—acting as
waiter—brought covered plates and presented them, first to Werix,
then to Dermet, and then to each guest in turn.

As they ate, Werix entertained them with a
story of his visit, when he was a young man, to the vast city of
Meileone. “I went to Oldcity,” he told them, “though I did it
against the advice of my guide. And my guide proved himself a fool.
Oldcity was the only place I ever visited that had the perfect
amount of light for me, and it was endlessly graceful, lit by
man-made stars, and filled with gentle breezes and night gardens.
It was lovely—but far too crowded. Still, if ever a cure is found
for the illness that devours me, it’s the place I would love to
call home.”

He looked at his guests, and said, “Deesa,
you’re from Meileone. Did you ever visit Oldcity?”

“Frequently,” she said, and then
froze. “I didn’t... I’ve never... I’m not from
Meileone.”

“But of course you are. You were
there as recently as a week ago. Tell us all about your
trip.”

Her eyes opened wide. Her whole body had gone
rigid. “I... met... with...”

She acted as if she were fighting herself—as
if her mouth were moving against her will.

“My dear Deesa, if you keep that
up, you’ll hurt yourself. Simply tell us. I’m sure it was a
fascinating trip.”

The muscles of her jaw bulged, and sweat broke
out on her forehead—and then she slumped.

“I met with
representatives from the Pact Worlds who have set up a consortium
that is bidding against you through Bone King.”

“Of course they
are,” he said thoughtfully. “Rage
of Angels dropped out when it couldn’t go
over seven billion. But Bone King
kept bidding, always managing to stay close to my
bid, going over often enough to avoid the three-sub-bid
disqualification...”

Dermet felt a chill run down his spine. In the
dim lighting he could not see Mado Keyr well, but he could feel the
man’s rage as clearly as if sheets of electricity had wrapped
themselves around him. No one else spoke. No one else
moved.

“Someone found a way to track the
movements of my money into and out of my bidding account. It wasn’t
you, was it, Deesa?”

“No.”

“But you know who it is,
Deesa.”

“... Yes...”

“And who is helping you,
Deesa?”

Veins stood out in her neck, her muscles
locked tight, and the sweat beaded on her forehead ran down her
nose.

Dermet’s body locked in sympathetic
struggle—he wanted to answer for her, would have if he could have,
but of course he didn’t know whatever she knew.

“You want to tell me the truth,
Deesa,” the owner said softly. “You know you do.”

The little crunch that followed sounded like
an explosion in the dead silence.

Deesa’s eyes rolled back in her head until
only the whites showed. She began to twitch, bloody foam poured
from her mouth and nose, and her limp body toppled sideways from
her armless seat. She thudded to the floor.

The instant she hit the floor, Dermet’s
muscles unlocked. Without needing to think, he was out of his seat,
his hand hitting the button on the wall that brought the Medix out
of its hidden panel.

He lifted Deesa, dumped her into the unit
core, and set emergency auto-repair before anyone else had done
more than gasp.

Werix murmured, “She thought she
had a plan for everything, didn’t she? Silly girl. Well done,
Captain. Your skills and reflexes do you tremendous credit. Unless
I’m mistaken, that was a tatuka
nanovirus she had embedded in one of her teeth.
She might not yet survive—but if she does, it will be because of
you.”

Dermet said, “I’m... glad I could
help.”

Werix tipped his head toward the ceiling,
“Charlie? Did you witness all of that?”

Dermet heard Charlie’s voice over
the shipcom. “Every bit. I wish she’d implicated the worlds
involved in the bidding, and the person who’d leeched your banking
data. But I have enough to file a fraud suit against the
Bone King.”

“Please do that, then. I’m rather
enjoying this dinner, and I’d like to see it through to the
end.”

Dermet took a deep breath and sent Laure for
the second course.








 Charlie






CHARLIE HAD ALWAYS KNOWN the trick to maintaining her post on the Longview was to
avoid attracting attention.

And more than anything, Charlie wanted to keep
her job—because any other job she would have as a servant of her
world would be worse.

Yet she had willingly, as a favor
to Mado Keyr, witnessed and recorded the confession of Deesa at the
captain’s dinner. She had voluntarily filed suit in Werix Keyr’s
name against Bone King and the half-dozen worlds Deesa had named, as well as Deesa
and the crewman who had provided her cover story aboard the
Longview.

She had set up the Verilamp and
tamper failsafes, and once Deesa recovered from her suicide
attempt, had obtained both Deesa’s full confession and that of
the Longview’s Two Blue ex-crewman who’d helped her. And then she’d streamed
these holographed confessions to her controller in unencoded files
over open public datastreams, and had tagged the files as exactly
what they were.

As a result, every entertainment and news
source in Settled Space acquired the information for free, in
unadulterated form, and had it up for broadcast at the same time
that the involved Pact Worlds were discovering in their own
datastreams the files that implicated them in a massive criminal
cover-up.

Charlie had voluntarily made
herself the public face of the scandal—the single recognizable
person whose actions had brought more than a dozen Pact Worlds and
their governments to their knees; who had fed fuel to worlds that
had been Pact Worlds trading partners and who were now boycotting
the entire Pact Worlds system; and who had been the cause of the
bidding on Suzee Delight being dropped back to the last legitimate
bid, which had been to the Longview
Death Circus for seven-point-five billion
rucets.

Charlie was pretty certain she was attempting
slow public suicide, though she was equally certain that for the
first time in her life she was doing exactly the right thing—and
doing it with an absolutely clear conscience.

She wondered if this was how Suzee Delight had
felt, murdering the five men who’d plotted to turn the Pact Worlds
into slave worlds by another name.

Charlie wasn’t done destroying her career,
though.

The Longview had reached Cantata, where
Suzee Delight had been transferred following the implication of her
world in the bidding scandal.

And Charlie had asked Shay for a
favor.

“This call is encoded and
tight-beamed,” Shay said. “You’ll have to enter your contact
information, but you’ll get Gen-ID verification before your data
will go to the person you’re contacting. You have this room to
yourself, and when you seal it, no one will be able to hear you.
Will that be good enough?”

Charlie nodded. “This may take me a few
minutes.”

“You’re fine,”
Shay said. “Werix is grateful for everything you’ve done to help
him over the past week. Without you being willing to act in your
official capacity, the Longview would very likely have lost
the bid.” Shay rested a hand on Charlie’s forearm. “And I know that
doing what you did has put you at risk.”

Charlie laughed. “I can’t go back. They won’t
let me stay here and work this job, but I can’t go back.” She
shrugged. “I’m not sorry, Shay. I’m not sorry for one single thing
I did to help you.”

Shay said, “And the owner remembers the people
who help him. Don’t do anything stupid, Charlie. We’ll take care of
you.”

“I’m not going to hold you to
that,” Charlie told her. “Not you or Mado Keyr.”

“All right. But please remember
what I said.”

Shay left. Charlie sealed the room, and then
she called her contact down in the city of Meileone. They went
through the Gen-ID verification, and then she was face to face with
the one friend she had who’d managed to slip out from under the
monstrous thumb of the Pact Worlds machine to hide in plain
sight.

“Hi, Lee,” Charlie said, and
winced. “I’m hoping you can help me out.”

“Oh, Charlie. I thought I made
some trouble, but you—I’ve never seen anyone work so hard to
self-destruct.”

“I’m glad I did it.”

“For as much good as it’s going to
do you, so am I, and so is everyone I know. But you have to know
that with everything you’ve done on this Suzee Delight fiasco,
you’re going to disappear the instant you get back here,” Lee said.
In the year since they’d last met, Lee had changed her face, her
body, even her voice—but her mannerisms were the same. “You aren’t
going to get a trial or a sentence. You’re simply going to vanish
into the grinding gears of the world, and never be heard from
again.”

“I know that’s what they plan. I
have a plan of my own. But before I carry it out, I have to preside
at the execution of Suzee Delight. So I need to know if you ever
made any progress with that—project you were working on for
yourself.”

Charlie saw Lee’s eyes widen. “The insanely
dangerous one? With the DNA kicker?”

Charlie nodded.

“I have the recipe on file, but
none of it is tested. I’ll have to set up a port for each subject’s
DNA that you want to include in the kicker. And there will be a
delay before you can use the project.”

Charlie closed her eyes. Nothing was ever
simple. “How much DNA? How much time?”

Lee said, “I don’t think you’re
hearing me. I said insanely dangerous.
Isn’t tested. Times and amounts are best
guess because no one has ever used
this. Ever. Right now, this whole thing is
numbers and letters in a little file I have tucked away where no
one will look for it. I can’t promise that the kicker will work. I
can’t promise anything.”

“I got that. This is the only
chance I have.”

On the screen in front of Charlie,
Lee’s hands started waving, and her face sheened with sweat.
“You’re insane. You are insane,
and you are going to get yourself
killed, and there just
aren’t that many people left in Settled Space that I can actually
stand, damn you.”

“You owe me, Lee.”

Lee looked away. “Yeah, I owe you. And debts
must be paid. So, I’m going to repay you by getting you and some
unknown number of your friends killed. Fine. You saved my life,
I’ll make sure you end up dead. Helluva thanks. But I offered to
get you out of the system, and you turned me down. So on your head
be it.”

Charlie had hoped Lee would be a little less
dramatic. “It’s on my head, and I just might live. Walk me through
the process.”

Lee sighed. “Pull out one or two hairs from
the head or body of each person who gets the kicker, clip the hair
roots and bulbs off the end—you know what those are,
right?”

“I have hair.”

“Funny. Put the
hair roots and bulbs onto the DNA sieve, and shove the seals
closed. Make sure you’ve got them tight. Shake the
project. Wait at least
six Standard hours before you use it.”

“How much do you want?”

“Cash in
advance. Twenty thousand for the project and kicker port.”

Charlie exhaled. She’d received a large cash
thank-you bonus from Mado Keyr when he won his suit and the bid for
Suzee Delight. Twenty thousand rucets would have been impossible
for her before, but now it wouldn’t even dent the money in her
account.

“And when I’m
ready to use the project?”

“Open the
casing, give the contents one squeeze. One. Drop it on the ground
and walk away. Squeezing will activate the cells, the
project should bloom to
full strength in five minutes, hold for five minutes, and then die
off completely.”

“Should?”

“Untested,” Lee
repeated. “Untested, Charlie. Everything about this is hypothetical. If you don’t
understand that, don’t do this.”

Charlie thought about it for just an instant.
“Untested will have to be good enough. I’m sending the money to you
now.”

There was a pause, then Lee said,
“I have the full amount verified. I was really hoping when it came
down to it, you wouldn’t have the plunder. But you do, and that
suggests you’re into more than just doing your job. So...? Never
mind. How shall I get the project
to you?”

“How big is it?”

“It’ll fit in the palm of your
hand.”

“Pack it inside
a tourist welcome package, and send it via courier to
the Longview, care of Roget Major. Make sure third parties can sign. I’ll
tell one of the crew I have something coming in that my controller
can’t know about, and ask her to sign for it and get it to
me.”

“You’ll have it
tomorrow.”














Transcript: Suzee Delight — Final Pact Worlds
Interview






Danyal Travers, SPORC Capital
Offenses Interviewer from Cheegoth, assigned to the Suzee Delight
execution, in the city of Meileone on Cantata:

Suzee Delight, the Pact Worlds are deluged
with holostreamed demands for your pardon and release. Cities
across the Pact Worlds system are facing criminal riots instigated
to cause friction among the lower classes, and demands from these
under-citizens that government officials be removed from office and
tried as criminals. Our Pact Worlds are being boycotted by outside
systems that have been our trading partners for decades, and in
some instances hundreds of years, that are now demanding that we
dismantle the Covenants of the Pact or lose our status as Approved
Worlds and instead be classified as rogue slavers. Are you pleased
by the amount of trouble you’ve caused, Suzee?






Suzee Delight, First Courtesan,
Court of the Diamond Dome, Mariposa Pleasure City, Cheegoth, in the
city of Meileone on Cantata: We’re on a
first-name basis now? That’s interesting. All right, then,
Danyal. I’m twenty-three
years old and I’m on my way to my execution. Pretend you’re me. Is
there anything in the universe that could please you?






Danyal: Don’t evade the point. You murdered the five most important
men in the Pact Worlds, and much of Settled Space is demanding that
you be forgiven and applauded for what you did, and we, the
law-abiding citizens of a law-abiding planetary alliance, are being
called the criminals in your stead. You confessed to murdering five
great and beloved men—leaders of our worlds. You said in other
interviews that given the opportunity, you would murder them again.
And you demanded execution through the Death Circus, when as a
woman who was born in Order E but finagled your way into Order A
Equivalency, you could have awaited trial and hoped for a life
sentence. You are getting exactly what you asked for.






Suzee Delight: No, I’m not. I asked
to be allowed to transfer my citizenship to
Bailey’s Irish Space Station to work in the field of nanoviral
augmentation—






Danyal (interrupting):
You were seven when you requested—






Suzee Delight
(interrupting): I was nine. I knew what I wanted when I
was nine, and I knew where I could become what I wanted, and
instead, my government decided my many talents would best serve the
greater good if I were employed as a sex trade worker. So for more
than fourteen years, that has been my unchosen and unwanted
fate.






Danyal: Courtesans are treated as members of the highest level of
society. You live in palaces, you want for nothing…






Suzee Delight: You and I are both whores, Danyal. You’re voluntarily
sleeping with a corrupt government. I got drafted when I was nine.
Did you know that the average lifespan of an Order A Registered
Courtesan is twenty-nine years? Or that fully half of all
Registered Courtesans commit suicide before they’re twenty-one?
(Voice drops to nearly inaudible.) Did you know that most of those
suicides are actually murders committed by men in positions of
power who like to hurt women, and who will never be held
accountable for doing so?






Third Voice: Danyal, cut the interview and get her out of there. We have
enough holo to work with—there isn’t a single word of this that
we’re going to be able to use unedited, but she looks good, and you
can turn this into what we need.






Suzee Delight: Remember this interview, Danyal.






And know that I wish you a short and painful
career as the Pact masters’ whore. I wish you the ever-louder voice
of a conscience that reminds you that no matter what you choose to
call it, you have volunteered to hide the evil deeds of criminals
for a living, and to help oppress the people they were supposed to
serve. And before I go, since I now know I’m speaking just to you
and them, let me give all of you a final warning.






Alive, I can only walk and whisper. Dead I’ll
soar and sing. And every song from my dead lips will be another
torch to burn down your twisted, subverted Covenants of the Pact
and destroy everyone who gains and holds power from
them.







 CHAPTER
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Shay






SHAY HATED TO DO IT, but she could not allow any
unidentified cargo aboard the Longview. So when Charlie finished
her conversation with her friend Lee—a conversation as secure as
Shay had promised it would be, with the single exception of her
silent presence—she piggybacked through Charlie’s connection to Lee
and set a tiny worm to track and report everything Lee
did.

What Lee did was both fascinating and
terrifying. She broke into a government-secured nanoviral database
using a high-clearance researcher’s ident-encode, and broke into
the agency’s Class-V Restricted Nanoviral Agents Registry, wherein
she connected with one tiny file coded with a non-Agency tag. Shay
realized Lee was using her government’s strongest security system
to secure her own personal dangerous files, and doing it in such a
way that the rightful users of the system would never find what
she’d hidden there without a brute-force search. Lee then retrieved
her chosen file using a system-override-and-trail-erase routine so
fast and elegant it filled Shay with envy.

Briefly, Shay wondered if she
might recruit Lee to the Longview,
but reconsidered immediately. Lee was doing
interesting things right where she was, and needed to be left to do
them for as long as she could.

So Shay contented herself with copying Lee’s
copy.

She needed to know just what Charlie had
coming.

Before she killed the connection
to Lee, however, she set a little tag on Lee to let the
Longview know if
Charlie’s friend was ever investigated or arrested. Shay thought
she would be worth a rescue if she ever needed one.

And then Shay sat down with Lee’s file and
manually dissected the formula, working out by hand (but out of the
shipcom’s reach) what turned out to be a short-burst airborne
nanoviral crowd agent.

It was a nightmare—one designed by a woman
with much better bio-weapons skills than she’d let on, who
apparently planned to destroy any army that came at her down to the
last man.

And Lee was sending her weapon to
Charlie.

Shay smiled a bit.

Charlie might have hung her head when informed
that Suzee Delight had to be executed, but not for a second had she
considered letting that happen.

And she’d figured out a solution. One hellish
horror of a solution, granted, but looking over the formula and her
own extrapolations based on it, Shay had no doubt it would
succeed.

Shay’s only remaining question was how Charlie
planned to carry it out.








 Charlie






SUZEE DELIGHT WAS FINALLY only minutes and meters
away.

Surrounded by armed crew from
the Longview, Charlie waited at the exchange point in the neutral corporate
space station Abdex Trade and Security, trying to ignore the
incredible noise of thousands of people jammed into every available
space, all chanting, “We want Suzee, we want Suzee...”

Station sporcs in green uniforms lined both
sides of the outer skin of the temporary corridor through which the
prisoner exchange would take place, providing a human barrier to
keep the crowd from pounding on the moleibond, or doing anything
embarrassing.

The far end of the corridor remained clear—the
exchange was set to take place at 1200 Standard hours, and
according to the chatter in Charlie’s eario, set to the sporcs
frequency, the procession should appear through the open doors in
fifteen seconds.

She stared up through the transparent dome of
the station to the small shuttles and smaller dronecams that
hovered outside. She recognized logos on the hulls—the biggest news
agencies in Settled Space were well-represented, as were
organizations she’d never heard of. From the looks of some of the
shuttles, a few members of the ultra-rich had arranged front-row
seats for themselves, too.

The moleibond shielding and the sporc patrols
would reduce the risk of any incidents during the transfer, but
couldn’t eliminate them entirely. The Human Purity shuttle directly
overhead worried Charlie—that particular anti-sex group insisted
that all sex was perversion, that human beings existed in a state
of damnation, and that for any human to engage in intercourse even
once without Divine InterVenntion™ was to invoke an automatic death
sentence. Human Purity sold Divine InterVenntions™, of
course—sterile programmed clones of their leader, Statius Venn,
available in both male and genderflipped female versions, which
followers could purchase for an ungodly fee so that they could
engage in holy sex while avoiding the doubly damned sin of
reproduction.

Every Impurator™—the Human Purity term for a
mating or reproducing human anywhere in Settled Space—was going
straight to HellVenn™. Charlie thought it funny that in the eyes of
the Puritites, eternal damnation could only be truly horrible if it
was trademarked.

But that particular group could be dangerous.
Charlie was trying to figure out whether the Puritites were up
there to take a shot at Suzee Delight with some new weapon, or if
they were simply cheering the pending death of one of the most
visible flaunters of their religion, when the doors on the far end
of the corridor slid open and a wall of green-uniformed sporcs five
across marched toward Charlie.

She swallowed hard. It was impossible to see
Suzee. She was somewhere in that tall mass of green, moving
forward. The roar of sound that had hammered Charlie’s ears
doubled, trebled, quadrupled as the block of men—only men—moved
solemnly forward.

The men split off and lined the inside of the
walls as they neared Charlie, and suddenly, there was Suzee,
dressed in a green gown, her long black hair tumbling in curls down
to her waist, her eyes dark and for just an instant startled as she
recognized Charlie.

She hid it well—Charlie had been looking for
the reaction, but she thought there was a good chance no one else
would see it.

Charlie did not smile. Suzee did not
smile.

Then the guard outside the
moleibond barrier parallel with Charlie’s position turned and began
cutting his way through the barrier with a moleibond cutter,
screaming, “Suzee Delight, I love you! I’ve come to save you!” From
Charlie’s perspective, he provided a welcome diversion. His fellow
guards tackled him, and in the chaos, Suzee stepped behind Charlie,
Charlie imprinted the transfer documents with her Gen-ID, and the
crew of the Longview, skipping solemnity and pageantry, hauled ass into the
Longview before things
got any crazier.








 Suzee Delight

 


A SMALL, STRANGE, DANGEROUS CLIENT once promised me that if I ever had to take a stand—if I ever
had to do something that I knew was right but that was criminal, I
should do it, then demand public execution by Death Circus, and his
ship—the Longview—would come to rescue me.

I’d done something unforgivable in the eyes of
the Pact Worlds elite and many common citizens, but I had done it
for what I believed to be just and compelling reasons.

And as promised, the
Longview won the bid and
came to rescue me.

But it was Charlie—my Charlie—who was standing
there watching me walk toward her, waiting to take me away from my
nightmare. Seeing her waiting to greet me and get me out of the
reach of the Pact Worlds let me know everything was going to be all
right.

I had never dared to hope that I would see her
again. Discovering that my only love waited to sign with her blood
to buy my freedom—that was the moment when my life became a fairy
tale.

I hid my joy. If I had been able to bend the
whole of the universe to my will, I could not have made that first
sight of her more perfect, more wonderful, or more
welcome.

Before, I had hoped. Now, I
knew. I was going to
escape. I didn’t know how, but Charlie and Mado Keyr were going to
save me.
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Charlie






SUZEE DELIGHT AND CHARLIE MARCHED side by side through the
airlock to the ship and entered the bridge, where Captain Shore,
First Mate Laure, Two Gold Melie, and Owner’s Representative Shay
waited to greet them. They did not touch. They did not look at each
other.

They had to pretend they had no previous
connection, and neither of them wavered in the least.

Shay explained to Suzee that Mado Keyr was
suffering from his condition and regretted that he could not meet
her in person. The captain, stunned by her beauty, stammered a
short greeting, then flushed bright red. The first mate bowed and
said nothing. Melie said, “You’re more beautiful in person than you
are in your holos.”

And the two women moved on, accompanied by
Melie.

Charlie, having walked prisoners to the core
units hundreds of times before, thought she knew the drill, but
once they were off the deck and headed toward the sleeper units,
Melie said, “The owner told Shay the two of you were to complete
the documentation of Suzee’s arrival alone. So, Charlie, please
call me when you’ve filed the paperwork and I’ll join the two of
you at the sleeper cores. If you have any problems, you only have
to notify shipcom, and I’ll be there.”

Charlie nodded.

Melie left.

Once they were off the bridge, Charlie took
Suzee’s hand. As their fingers interlocked, Charlie began to
smile.

They reached the sleeper unit designated for
Suzee, and Charlie opened the core.

She and Suzee faced each other.

“Oh, Charlie,” Suzee whispered.
She wrapped her arms around Charlie and kissed her.

Charlie kissed her back. “I love you so much,”
she whispered.

“I love you, too,” Suzee told
her.

From the time they were two, Suzee and Charlie
had been best friends. Their ident numbers had been
Bellowary-Mews-K-42G85N and Bellowary-Mews-K-42G86N, so they’d
shared a bunk in their dorm from the day they’d been taken from
their mothers and put into their General Consumer cohort. As they
grew up, they’d whispered all of their secrets to each other, held
hands, made promises that they would be best friends
forever.

They were the two most intelligent students in
their cohort. Because they were girls, that was like being the two
most intelligent fish in a fish tank. They were still fish, so no
one cared.

When they turned nine, Suzee’s beauty and
entertainment skills had lifted her out of Charlie’s life, and for
years, neither of them had word of the other, or any idea of the
other’s fate.

Then Charlie, barely eighteen, was
assigned to the Longview
as a Pact Covenant Observer, and with access to
open datastreams, discovered that her one-time best friend had
become famous. And an Order A citizen, if only in name.

There was no way Charlie could contact Suzee
legitimately. Order E citizens were forbidden to attempt any sort
of fraternization with Order A citizens.

But Charlie had a plan.

From her receipt of her first payment from the
Office of Licensed PCOs, she had lived on ship rations, slept in
her assigned quarters, skipped off-ship travel, and in every other
way hoarded her money toward one single, impossible goal. Shay,
noticing that Charlie never went anywhere and never spent any
money, asked her why—and Charlie had told Shay she was saving up
for something special. Shay had offered to let her join the crew’s
recommended investment plan, and had sworn she would never tell
Charlie’s controller or anyone else that she was earning extra
money.

Charlie had poured every rucet she made into
the plan, and had rolled all her profits back into her
investment... and she had profited greatly.

When she’d earned enough—which took her four
years—she bought her dream.

She purchased the Ultra-Deluxe Suzee Delight
Package, which was one whole week alone with Suzee Delight, with no
public or client-identified purchasable Sensos of their time
together, no monitoring except for vital signs (to guarantee that
Suzee lived through the week), no public appearances.

One whole week.

And Charlie had purchased an Order A ident
through a trusted source used by a crew member who’d escaped from
Norel, a minor Pact World.

For one week, Charlie and Suzee were together.
Suzee played guitar and mariole and sang for Charlie; Charlie read
novels she’d loved to Suzee. They told each other everything about
their lives, the bad as well as the good. They discovered they were
still best friends—but more, they discovered that they loved each
other.

For that one week, they pretended their dreams
had come true, that they lived as permanent partners on the space
station Suzie had so hoped to reach, and that Suzee designed body
modifications while Charlie built hand-crafted in-system
planet-hoppers.

They talked about their imaginary work, held
hands, kissed, and shared each other’s bodies. Woke up together.
Fell asleep together.

Knew what it meant to love and to be
loved.

It was the life Charlie would have given
anything to have.

And then she had to leave. She’d known before
she got to the Diamond Dome that she would never again have the
means to repeat that one perfect week. At most, she could hope for
another year or two from her controller before she was recalled and
reassigned to a different ship, or to some PHTF world monitoring
the care and feeding of murderers, rapists, pedophiles, and
thieves.

That one week had become Charlie’s whole
life.

Her time with Suzee was everything she’d
wanted, everything she could have dreamed of, everything every
instant of her existence had forbidden.

She loved Suzee with every cell of her
being.

And she would be damned if she would let her
die.

She’d tried to figure out a way to fake
Suzee’s death, to certify her execution, put her still-living body
in the wooden box, and to get her out of the coliseum where she was
scheduled to be executed with no one the wiser.

But Suzee was to be executed by Deathmasters,
and Deathmasters could not be bribed, could not be threatened,
could not be cajoled.

So Charlie had found another way. It would
mean killing every single person in the coliseum except for Suzee
and Charlie herself—but the Deathmasters would be there to kill
her, the audience would be there to cheer her death, and the
administrators from the Pact Worlds would be there to
gloat.

To Charlie’s way of thinking, they all
deserved to die.

The crew of the
Longview shuttle that
took Suzee and Charlie to the coliseum were another issue—but
Charlie knew what she was going to do about them.

So when their kiss ended, she put her finger
to her lips, then pulled two hairs from Suzee’s head. She clipped
the base of each hair into the receptacle on the side of Lee’s
little invention. When she was done, she yanked two hairs from her
own head, and clipped the important ends into the sieve with
Suzee’s. She sealed it, then dropped it into her pocket.

Suzee took Charlie’s hand, and
with a finger, wrote What did you
do?

Charlie, following Suzee’s lead,
wrote, I just saved you.

When Suzee nodded and smiled, Charlie said,
“You need to get into your core. I have to make sure your Gen-ID
from the unit is logged into the database so the Pact Worlds can
verify that you’re confined and alive.”

Suzee winked and climbed into the core. The
straps slid in place over her arms, legs, chest, and forehead. She
looked startled.

“Don’t panic,” Charlie told her.
“You’ll sleep until we arrive at the coliseum.”

“Coliseum? How
are you going to—” She mouthed the words rescue me. “—You know... from
there?”

Charlie almost laughed. But because she knew
someone was probably listening, she simply smiled, kissed Suzee
once more, and said, “Dream of the future, my love. I have this
under control. You’re going to be all right.”








 Shay






SHAY WATCHED CHARLIE SEAL SUZEE Delight into the core and
sighed.

Charlie hadn’t opened her weapon in the
ship—yet, anyway. Shay, though, had become certain that Charlie
planned to use it in the coliseum, to have her vengeance on the
Pact Worlds Administrators who were sure to be present, and to wipe
out those in the audience who had come to cheer Suzee’s
death.

Which meant Shay had
two extra problems to
deal with, and just less than ten hours to solve both.

Suzee first. She waited until Sleeper Level
One was empty, then blocked all ship tracking on herself, went to
Suzee’s core, and pressed her fingertip against a hidden square
tucked behind the core’s data panel.

The top of the core opened without registering
that it was open, without awakening Suzee, without causing so much
as a blip in the core diagnostics that fed almost constantly into
the Pact Worlds’ monitors.

Shay took a lumpy white patch out of her
pocket, peeled off the bottom protective cover, and pressed the
patch against Suzee’s neck. Beneath her fingers, the lump beneath
the top patch quickly flattened. Shay held the edges down until the
squirming stopped and the lump disappeared. Then she lifted the
flat white square that was all that remained of the patch, checked
for marks on Suzee’s neck, and reassured that there were none,
shoved her trash into her pocket.

Shay closed and sealed the core unit, then
changed the settings on it so Suzee would be kept unconscious
instead of in suspended animation.

Shay tapped twice against the hidden access
panel. The unit gave a soft cheep. From that moment on, anyone
tampering with the unit would once again set off alarms across the
ship.

One down.

Shay returned to her quarters. There,
datastreamed interviews from the City of Furies protested not just
the execution of Suzee Delight, but the injustices that had caused
it. These interviews, now numbering in the thousands, had set off a
firestorm of other protests, both in the Pact Worlds and across the
rest of Settled Space.

They’d sparked more than five billion unique
holovid protests tagged through pingball traffic. And those
protests were a fraction of the nova blast of voice pings and
screen demands bombarding the Cheegoth Administrative Center, from
which the planet was run.

Threats of riots on Cheegoth;
threats of trade boycotts by non-Pact Worlds against
all the Pact Worlds and
systems; demands from even Order A Pact Worlds citizens for the
replacement of Administrators...

...It was everything she had dared to hope
for.

But it wasn’t, and could not be,
enough.

For any of this to matter, injustice would
have to be fed.

Suzee Delight’s death was the injustice that
would feed it.

Shay checked ticket sales to the live event,
had the shipcom vet each ticket application, then got to work on
the solution for her second problem.









Transcript: Danyal Travers Reports on the
Execution of Suzee Delight











Danyal Travers, SPORC Capital
Offenses Interviewer, The Voice of the Pact Worlds, on assignment
in the Arena of the Ritalath Free City:

Welcome to Ritalath, and to the Arena of the
Kings, one of the largest coliseums in Settled Space.






I am honored to be the commentator
chosen by Longview owner Mado Werix Keyr, the wealthy and mysterious
entrepreneur whose Death Circus enterprise is only part of an
empire that includes art, commerce, and industry.






We are here today to witness the execution of
Suzee Delight, confessed spree murderer of the administrators of
the five most powerful worlds in the Pact Worlds system.






This is the most-watched event in human
history.






Above us, the dome is closing over the
arena—rain, thunder, and lightning would have interfered with
today’s proceedings, and with the 227,450 observers who pack the
stands today and who have paid tens of thousands of rucets apiece
for their seats.






Thirteen Pact Worlds Administrators, including
all five replacements for the men murdered by Suzee Delight, are
guests invited by Mado Keyr. They have the only arena-floor box
seats, just meters away from the execution.






The Administrators are waving to
the holovid operators. Unlike most executions, the execution of
Suzee Delight is being brought to you only by FurioCity Entertainment, a
private production company hired by the Longview’s owner to do all of the
promotional work surrounding this execution.






Meanwhile Universtat-verified datastream
purchase links confirm that more than twenty billion households are
paying for the access-locked live feed, which is being simulcast by
closed LokStream technology through origami points to every world
capable of receiving it, for an estimated audience of nearly a
trillion total viewers.






We are only minutes away from the moment when
Suzee Delight will be brought to the center of the
arena—






—Wait! The Longview shuttle is opening, and all
the screens surrounding the arena have lit up. We can now clearly
see Suzee Delight, her right arm bound to the left arm of the
now-well-known Pact Worlds Observer Charliss Bellowary-Mews of
Cheegoth.






Suzee is wearing a white gown, and her hair is
loose. According to my sources, the gown is a Pertha Fyne original,
valued at twenty-five thousand rucets. It is a gift from Bashtyk
Nokyd, well-known dissident writer who was an Order A1 citizen of
Meileone on Cantata before he broke the Covenant of Peaceful
Speech, then escaped his own death sentence. The criminal Nokyd,
still at large, has been one of the most vocal supporters of Suzee
Delight, and one of the loudest in demanding her pardon.






Suzee Delight looks… young. Twenty-three
Standard years, her birth record says—she would have turned
twenty-four in thirty-seven Standard days, but right now she looks
much younger.






She is stepping up to the
recorders positioned just outside the Longview’s shuttle.






Clamor of questions from news
scriptors: “What do you have to say for
yourself?” “Have you heard about the protests?” “Are you going to
be pardoned?” “Do you think you deserve to be executed?” “Who’s the
last person you sexed?”






Suzee Delight: “I have been brought here to die. I chose to claim my
actions, I chose to confess my deeds, and I chose to sell my death
to the highest bidder.






“I accept that I will die for my
actions, even though I believe that what I did was both right and
just.






“I place myself in the hands of my
executioners, certified Deathmasters from the Slaver world of
Trabinknya. I didn’t know about the protests, I don’t know about
any possible pardon. And those are all the questions I wish to
answer.”






Danyal Travers:
I have just been handed the Official Order of
Ceremony for today’s execution. The dozen Deathmasters before you
will be executing Suzee Delight by the Death of the Hundred
Knives.






The order of the ceremony states that Suzee
Delight will be bound to the frame assembled in the center of the
execution dais, in such a fashion that she can neither move nor
collapse. Bannaman Billion-Point holographic recording equipment
and VanTarka audio capture is already in place, and Suzee has been
fitted with InfinaFeel Sensodine neural recorders…







 CHAPTER 8






Suzee Delight






JUST BEFORE WE STEPPED OUT the door, Charlie told me, “We
have to get to the center of the arena. So just give them a good
show, tell them what they want to hear, and once we’re in position,
I’ll put an end to this nightmare.”

I thought I would be frightened.

But I stare up at the stands of a coliseum
that has seen more death than I can imagine, and I discover the
crowd is not faceless. Behind the private boxes, a woman with my
face on her gown weeps openly into her hands. Nor is she
alone.

I see many people waving signs—mostly in
Standard, but some also in Mergotte, or Kaithe, or Hannish—and they
say things like, “Thank you, Suzee!” and “We’ll Fight On When You
Are Gone,” and “You Become Infinite Today.” I don’t believe in the
Infinite, where all our purported selves from a multiverse of
infinite lives are supposed to join into one all-knowing Self. I
don’t believe in the multiverse either.

I believe what I can prove. I think that when
we die, we are simply gone, and all that we might have become dies
with us. But I do appreciate my unknown supporters’ attempts to
give me comfort.

I try to find the signs that call for my
death, but there are none. Not one.

I try to find the faces of the people who hate
me, the ones who are eager to see torture and horror and death, but
except for the Administrators and their many guests and supporters
in the center-front-row box, I cannot find one.

The rivers of sound pour down from the stands
and batter me, too loud to be heard. They can only be felt as waves
pounding against my skin.

The sound in my head is my own breathing,
which is slow and steady. I find this odd. My heart always races
before a performance, but for this performance, I am impossibly
calm.

I am suddenly aware of smells. Sunlight on the
grassy arena field. Heat-baked dirt from the flat bare patch of
ground in the center where the Deathmasters have erected the frame
to which I’m supposed to be bound. Sweat and food carried by
coliseum vendors up and down the aisles. Charlie’s hair, which
blows in the little breeze brushing against my skin. From the day I
was taken away from my parents, she has been the only human being I
ever loved.

She is with me.

She came for me. And I don’t know what she has
planned, but I trust her. When we are done with this, the two of us
will be together for the rest of our lives.








 Charlie






THE AUDIENCE WASN’T THE SCREAMING MOB of death-worshippers Charlie had anticipated. Front and
center sat the gloating Administrators, come to see the final
destruction of their most famous victim. But once Charlie looked
beyond their gathering of rich and powerful cronies, everyone else
appeared to be on Suzee’s side. Charlie could only read the signs
that were in Standard, but each of those—every single one—was
either calling for Suzee’s pardon, or promising to carry on for her
once she was dead.

This wasn’t right.

Charlie knew who paid to watch executions.
There were two groups. People who liked to see things suffer—who
liked to hear them scream and beg for mercy before they died—they
made up the big group. Family and friends made up the little
group—people who sat in the stands and begged deities and fate and
anything else that might move the hand of the person with the power
to grant a pardon to offer a last-minute reprieve and a refund of
the money paid by the Death Circus to win the execution.

Charlie knew as fact that Suzee didn’t have
family: all Order E children were removed to education centers and
boarded in dorms when they turned two, and the breeders who gave
birth to them were permitted no contact. As for friends, Charlie
was it.

Only, the people in the stands suggested that
Suzee had a whole universe of friends. The people in the stands
were just the very rich ones.

There were over two hundred thousand of
them.

The palm of her right hand began to sweat. The
tiny, deadly package in it began to take on the weight of every
innocent man and woman standing above her.

Beside her, Suzee walked quietly, confidently,
trusting Charlie to save her life. Charlie could not be so calm.
Her heart was in her throat. These were not the people who needed
to die. They were cheering for Suzee, shouting, “Pardon, Suzee!
Pardon, Suzee!”

But she didn’t have any more time to think.
She had tampered with the controls of the Longview’s shuttle—a
clumsy bit of programming on her part that had fused the hatches
shut the instant they closed behind Suzee and her.

Everyone on that shuttle was competent,
though, and the instant they tried to open a hatch, they would
discover it was locked, and they would find and reverse Charlie’s
program.

She hoped she’d made enough of a mess to keep
them inside the safe air for half an hour. She did not want anyone
who had helped her reach Suzee, who had made it possible for her to
get back to the only person she had ever loved, and to the only
person who had ever loved her...

The longer she hesitated, the more
chance one of the crew would discover what Charlie had done. The
more chance her people would be harmed if she went through with her
plan.

If she murdered two hundred
thousand plus innocents.
That was her plan.

It was a bad plan.

She wouldn’t be killing the death-chasers, the
ghouls, the cheering bloodthirsty bastards who had attended every
other execution she’d been required to certify.

She would be slaughtering two hundred thousand
plus innocents... and if there had been only one innocent in the
stands, if the only person who had come to offer comfort was the
dowdy, sobbing woman just back of the Administrator’s private box,
wearing her shabby clothes, waving her misspelled sign that said,
“I WILL ALWASY LOVE YOU, SUZEE DELIGHT!”—a woman who from her
appearance had almost certainly spent every rucet she had to get
here to let Suzee know her life had mattered to someone
else...

It would still have been a bad
plan.

If Charlie murdered
one innocent to save the
life of the woman she loved, she would be no better than those who
claimed their right to slaughter innocents for their twisted
visions of some “greater good.”

Charlie realized she was crying, realized that
her pace had turned from a steady walk to a
near-standstill.

Realized in the same instant that her face and
Suzee’s were on every enormous screen that surrounded top of the
coliseum, and than on that screen she could see Suzee looking
steadily at her.

In the instant she saw the two of them
together on the big screens, she recognized the expression on
Suzee’s face as one of resignation.

Suzee knew.

Charlie began to cry harder, and felt the tug
of the binder on her left wrist as Suzee’s fingers intertwined with
her own. Felt a squeeze that was meant as comfort.

Charlie realized that she had a choice. Not a
good choice, perhaps—but a choice that would allow her peace of
mind. She could live a monster—and Settled Space had enough
monsters. She would not join them.

Or she could choose to die human.

She would take that option.

Charlie slid her right hand over her pocket,
pretending to scratch an itch. The canister was gone when her hand
dropped to her side again.

She looked at Suzee, and Suzee gave her the
smallest of smiles, and squeezed her hand once more. In a whisper
loud enough that the holocasting and amplifying equipment could
pick it up, Suzee said, “Charlie, understand that none of what
happens to me today is your fault. Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t
choose your work any more than I chose mine. But... please... when
this begins... stand where I can see you. I want your face to be my
last vision and memory.”

The holocasting and amplifying equipment
broadcast Suzee’s whisper to the crowd. They fell
silent.

Charlie and Suzee reached the execution frame,
and the waiting Deathmasters. Unable to think of anything else to
do, Charlie undid the binder at their wrists, and let go of Suzee’s
hand. She stepped back and turned Suzee over to the Deathmasters,
gave her Gen-ID confirmation on their pad, watched them confirm
that Suzee was also who she was supposed to be.

Half of the recorders were trained on her—she
knew everyone could see the tears running down her own cheeks. They
could all see that she had allowed the unpardonable to happen. She
cared about one of her prisoners.

If the Administrators had not planned to have
her quietly murdered before, they certainly had reason to condemn
her now.

One of the masked Deathmasters took her arm
and said, “The prisoner has requested you over there where she can
see you.”

He placed her directly in front of the
Administrators’ box, blocking the view of some of the replacement
Administrators. Those men immediately and loudly demanded that she
be removed so they could have a good view of the
proceedings.

The Deathmaster who’d led her there turned to
stare at them. The black mask he wore, featureless except for the
eye holes, was a symbol of terror across Settled Space. He was
Death without mercy, Death without pity, Death as pain prolonged,
Death as suffering heightened past breaking.

Not even administrators of worlds were immune
to that silent stare, that stare that judged them and found them
wanting.

The Pact Worlds most powerful men, who’d been
standing and shouting, grew quiet and sat down.

It seemed to Charlie that the whole of the
universe took one slow inward breath, waiting to see what might
happen next.

In her eario, Shay’s voice said, “You did
well. We’ll take care of you, Charlie.”









Transcript (excerpted, seven hours from execution
start): Danyal Travers Reports on the Execution of Suzee
Delight






Suzee Delight: (sharp cry of agony, then silence)






Danyal Travers:
The Death of the Hundred Knives continues. That’s
six knives now, at a rate of exactly one-point-two knives per
Standard hour. As a reminder, each blade has been coated in a pain
agent said to be unbearable. Because Suzee has been able to
maintain her silence after being run through with each knife, the
head of the Association of Registered Deathmasters—to demonstrate
how these knives work—has provided recordings of previous
executions where this technique has been used.






Further, after a protest from the Pact Worlds
Administrators present that the knives had been altered to make
things easier on the prisoner, the Head Deathmaster demonstrated on
the Administrator from Burnell’s Rock, using one of the knives
prepared for Suzee and permitting the Administrator to pick the
knife to be tested. The Deathmaster merely scratched the skin of
the Administrator, not even drawing blood.






The Administrator had to be removed from the
arena because his incessant screaming, even after the
administration of pain blockers, interfered with the recording
equipment.






Blood tests of Suzee Delight have shown that
she has no drugs or pain blockers in her system, and neuro-reads
indicate that she feels every bit of this.






The Deathmasters have been instructed to make
her death last for five days, and I can see the pain on her face.
Everyone can. It’s hard to imagine her enduring five days of this.
But—aside from the moment when she is run through with each knife,
she’s not making a sound.






Because she isn’t screaming, or begging for
her life, or doing anything except standing there in silence, the
producers of this event have been showing previously unreleased
recordings of her life as a courtesan.






If you’re joining us in progress, Suzee
Delight has just taken another knife, and in the most extraordinary
execution I have ever seen, is bearing the pain silently. Now
another recording has gone up on the big screens.






The note I’ve just received from one of the
producers says that this recording is reputed to be the events
leading up to the five murders—






Look! The Administrators have just stood up,
and are attempting to leave their box, but the guards around their
enclosure are refusing to let them. And now the recording has
started.






From Recording: Radiva Kels, Chief
Administrator of Cheegoth

This is the simplest thing in the world. We
just change the law to require that all citizens accept government
nutritional services in order to make sure everyone is cared for
equally. We have justification for it as an expansion of the No
Hungry Child program, basing this expansion of services on the
outbreak of Order B women across the Pact Worlds who have starved
themselves to death because of body-image disorders.






It’s the change of one single line
in the existing law: “mandated for the
benefit of each citizen child of Orders B through E from birth to
age nine” becomes “mandated for the benefit of each citizen of Orders B through
E from birth to death” that expands its
reach to all ages and full life-spans.






From Recording: Stannal Bregat,
Chief Administrator of Cantata

My God, that’s brilliant, Radiva.
We simply help them. Everyone wants help.






Meanwhile, the instant they are put on
birth-to-death government support, their Order listing drops to E,
though of course there’s no need to point that out. We want them to
keep working at their existing jobs, after all—and we’ll have to
change employment laws to make Order E citizens eligible for Order
B, C, and D employment, though of course at Order E pay. At that
point, all of their work will go into taxes to support the programs
that will support them. We can lower the mandated standard of
living to keep costs down.






From Recording: Soth Smithe, Chief
Administrator of Third Earth

We can make this even better. By
mandating lifetime nutritional coverage, we’ll also have to
institute lifetime medical coverage, so people like those poor
women can be forced into medical treatment for their own good…






From Recording: Radiva Kels, Chief
Administrator of Cheegoth

That is better. When we reach that point, we
write the laws that allow us to act unilaterally for the greater
good.






Within the next few years, we’ll need to make
our terms in office permanent just so we can ensure our programs
remain funded.






We’ll add additional programs as necessary to
keep one hundred percent of the Order E population taxed to the
point where they have no alternative but to stay on the programs.
By keeping them on the programs, we can force them to do what’s
best for themselves.






One line of law—and we can amend that line
without it raising so much as an eyebrow. Everyone loves No Hungry
Child, or at least the idea of it. We’re just making it a tiny bit
better.






Danyal Travers:
That’s slavery! Suzee Delight told me that’s what
they were doing, and I called her a liar. Administrators of the
five most important worlds in the Pact Worlds system really were
conspiring to enslave everyone in the Pact Worlds.






I’m Order
B.






They were going to do that
to me...?












 CHAPTER 9






Suzee Delight






THEY SEE WHAT I SAW. Hear what I heard. Not just the
people in the stands, but everywhere in Settled Space.

Through the weight of pain so terrible it
almost stops my thinking, I find my voice, and call the nearest
Deathmaster over.

“I want... to speak to them,” I
say. “May I?”

He does not hesitate, but moves one of the
holocorders directly in front of me, then holds it up so I can
speak into it easily.

“No one,” I say, “no person... no
religion... no government... no business... no organization... has
the right to own one second... of your life...

“... Or to demand that you spend
one... instant... of your precious time in any... pursuit you do
not choose.”

I falter, but looking at Charlie standing
before me, I find my strength, and push down the pain, and aim my
words at her.

“Your life... belongs only to you.
Live it to... bring yourself joy. Live it... to create something...
wonderful.

“Live it... so
that in your last moments... you can truly say... I have
lived... I have loved...

“And... I have... no
regrets.”








 Shay






THE FEEDS WERE LOCKED, which meant that they went directly to every person who had
subscribed. Nothing could block the signal. The Administrators had
insisted on this. The Pact Worlds officials had expected the
execution of Suzee Delight to be a cautionary tale for anyone
thinking of acting against them.

Instead, in cities and villages across Settled
Space, people had just heard Suzee’s words, and now Shay was
feeding them more parts of the life Suzee had lived but had never
owned.

She gave them the dark side of the life of
Suzee Delight.

Shay was carefully and slowly building a
fire.

Across Settled Space, that fire was getting
hotter. Suzee’s crowds were growing and their rage was
spreading.

In the stands above the trapped Pact Worlds
Administrators, an ugly mood had taken the crowd; they were
demanding that Suzee be pardoned, and while they had not yet moved
to block in the Administrators and their cronies, their shouts were
getting louder.

Every secret recording of Suzee demonstrated
that, for all the unsavoriness of her work, she had been gentle and
kind, talented and hopeful, young and beautiful, and it became
clear with every grim segment of her private life laid bare before
the audience that she’d had to fight to make the most of the life
that had been allowed her. Between beatings and torture by
“clients,” between ordeals of humiliation and shame, she had pushed
herself above that life. She’d studied the science and math she
loved, even though she was not permitted to use it. She was kind to
those of her clients who did not mistreat her, and did her best to
create real relationships with them.

Suzee had not been exaggerating in the least
when she’d described the five men she eventually murdered as
friends. From her perspective they had been, though it was clear
from conversations recorded in their private suites in the Diamond
Dome that they did not hold her in the same high regard.

Shay pushed through half a dozen of these
looks into the secret life of Suzee Delight, going ever deeper into
her past, showing her as a young woman, and then a teenager, and
then a young girl—showing what had been done to her every step of
the way.

Outside government buildings across the Pact
Worlds, mobs were trying to stop the tragedy of the death of
someone who had earned a better life.

Shay had the Longview’s shipcom feeding her
constant updates—and events were happening far faster than she had
anticipated.

For the first time, Suzee Delight was being
made truly human to billions of viewers across Settled Space. No
one could see her any longer as the pampered whore the
Administrators had claimed her to be.

In the hours since the start of her execution,
she had become the daughter, friend, confidante, or lover that
people of both genders and all ages discovered they’d always
yearned for.

And they were determined to make those in
charge of the Pact Worlds pay.

Pact Worlds officials had wanted to make sure
everyone everywhere knew the cost of killing a Pact Worlds
government administrator.

It turned out it was nowhere near the price of
publicly executing a whore.

Now, with riots in the streets, with every
world that had previously threatened to boycott the Pact Worlds
making good on that promise, along with hundreds of worlds that
hadn’t even considered boycotting before, the Administrators who
had not attended the execution of Suzee Delight were fleeing their
worlds if they could, or hiding if they could not find the means to
escape.

And the twelve Administrators who remained in
the celebrity box directly in front of the execution frame cowered,
silent.

Shay had feared Suzee would have to suffer
through the whole five days and the whole hundred knives for the
mood of the majority of the inhabitants of Settled Space to reach
this point.

But the rage of a few had become the rage of
all of free Settled Space.

The time had come to show the beginning of the
story in order to bring about its end.

Shay selected the recording she’d deemed the
most important in Suzee’s history, and placed it in the queue, so
it would show immediately before the next knife. She could not tell
the Deathmasters how to do their jobs.

She could only present them with reasons to do
it differently than they had planned.









Transcript (excerpted, nineteen hours from
execution start): Danyal Travers Reports on the Execution of Suzee
Delight






Danyal Travers:
Not a single person in the stands cheers as the
Deathmasters convene. An ugly mood has taken the crowd as we wait
for the next knife. A silent mob has now surrounded the private box
occupied by the Administrators and their friends. They have not yet
done anything more than whisper, “Pardon her, pardon her,” in the
intervals between each recording of her life.






So far, the Administrators have made no move
to take their suggestions—which to this reporter seems an error in
judgement.






We have a short time to go before Suzee takes
the next knife, and we are now being shown her classification
interview, recorded when she was nine years old. We see a little
girl, dark-eyed, pretty, and cheerful, who has cut her hair very
short and is wearing the uniform of a boy. She looks happy as she
walks into the classification chambers.






From Recording: Educational
Selector Veral Timothy:

You are Order E, ungraded, age nine,
Bellowary-Mews-K-42G85N. Is that correct? Your ident says you’re
female, nicknamed Tikka. Why are you dressed in a boy’s
uniform?






From Recording: Suzee Delight, age
9:

The olders in the Mews say that girls always
stay here, but boys are sometimes classified for space stations and
other places far away. I want to do science. In Bailey’s Irish
Space Station, GenDaring scientists make new kinds of people, and I
want to do that. So I want to be a boy.






From Recording: Educational
Selector:

We don’t change people’s genders so they can
chase after nonsense. You were born to serve your world, and you
will be classified where you are most needed. Science—no. We don’t
need scientists here, and science is the work of men, anyway. But
we always have work for pretty girls. You can sing?






From Recording: Suzee, age
9:

I am second in my group in singing
and dancing, and fifth in drawing and painting. I am learning the
guitar, though it hurts my fingers. But I am first in math and science. Those are
much more fun than dancing or painting.






From Recording: Educational
Selector:

No one is going to waste an Order E girl on
science. You have good thick hair, and when it grows back out,
you’ll be popular enough. You have bright eyes and a pretty mouth.
You’ll learn how to please your betters, and if you’re as smart as
you think you are, you’ll like it. I’m placing you in Introductory
Arts and Pleasures, and starting you as a
consort-trainee.






From Recording: Suzee, age
9:

What is that?






From Recording: Educational
Selector:

It’s the only kind of work your sort should
do. (Speaking to someone offscreen) See that she goes to House
Tarleymin. In Stonehill Corners. Right. (Speaking to Suzee again)
I’m naming you Tawny Girl. I’ll drop in on you from time to time to
make sure you’re learning your work.






From Recording: Suzee, age
9:

You’ll come visit me? You’ll be my
friend?






From Recording: Educational
Selector:

(Laughing) Yes, pretty child. I’ll
be your friend.






Danyal Travers:

(Under breath, but still clear)
Someone needs to kill that bastard. Wasn’t anyone
ever there to look out
for her?






Crowd in the stands:

(Blocking out all other sounds) Pardon Suzee!
Pardon Suzee! Pardon Suzee!






Danyal Travers:

Wait! Something is happening near the frame
where Suzee Delight is bound.






The Deathmasters are
all going to their
knives. I’ve never seen this before. Each of them is taking up a
knife. There is going to be no chance for a pardon. They’re getting
ready to finish this!






Shay, Owner’s Representative for
the Death Circus ship Longview, over the coliseum’s sound system
from inside the Longview shuttle:

The following section comes from
the execution clause in the contract between the administrators of
the Pact Worlds and the owner of the Longview.






“Against the direct request of
Mado Werix Keyr, owner of the Longview, the representatives
negotiating in the interests of the Pact Worlds as regards the
execution of Bellowary-Mews-K-42G85N, known as Suzee Delight, do
hereby declare that no circumstances can exist in which a pardon
can be granted for the aforementioned criminal, by anyone,
anywhere, and that the condition of her death by execution must be
met publicly and her death witnessed by a certified representative
of the Pact Worlds. Any reversal of the death sentence by pardon,
or any requested delay, if obeyed, will render forfeit the lives
of Longview owner
Mado Werix Keyr, every crew member of the Longview Death Circus employed at
the time sentence was to be carried out, and any subcontractors
hired by the Longview to assist in carrying out this sentence. This by order of the
administrators, sub-administrators, and negotiators for the Pact
Worlds Alliance.






“Three hundred seventy-two Pact
Worlds representatives’ Gen-ID signatures follow this clause, and
copies of the complete clause—along with the contact and location
information for each of its signatories—are now being made public
through this locked datastream.”






Danyal Travers:

(Whispering) There can be no
pardon.






The Deathmasters have their knives in hand,
and are approaching Suzee Delight. They’ve stopped. They’re pulling
off their masks. Deathmasters never take off their masks, but each
man present has removed his—






They’re crying? Each man is kneeling to kiss
her feet. Each is begging her forgiveness for what they must
do.






They are confirming that they cannot save her.
There can be no pardon. They must kill her.






The last one is asking if she has any final
words...






She... does.

















 CHAPTER 10






Suzee Delight






I’M DONE.
ALL HOPE
IS GONE.

But Charlie is standing there, her fists
knotted, her face the color of bone.

The unmasked Deathmaster holds his knife to
one side, and through tears asks me if I have last
words.

I do. They are only for Charlie.

I look into her eyes. “I lived...” I tell her.
“I loved. And for every act I chose that I committed...”

Now I am
afraid.

Now I
have to fight for breath, and all the air has gone.

“...I have no regrets. I love
you.”

The head Deathmaster looks at me, questioning,
and I nod. I am finished. I have nothing else to say.

They surround me and draw their
knives.









Transcript (excerpted, nineteen hours from
execution start): Danyal Travers Reports on the Execution of Suzee
Delight






Danyal Travers:

They’re…oh, god, they’re killing her. She’s...
oh, god. Oh, please, no. There has to be some way—






I was wrong. I was wrong to say I would cheer
her death. I was wrong to say she had betrayed her city, her state,
and her world.






We were wrong, all of us who thought Suzee
Delight deserved to die. She deserves to live. She deserves to be
spared, healed, loved…






There’s been a signal, the Deathmasters have
pulled back, they’re calling for the Pact Covenant
Observer—Charlie—the one Suzee spoke to at the end.






(Audible whisper) Oh, god, I’m so
sorry.






The Pact Covenant Observer faints as it looks
like the execution has been… has been successful…






Three Deathmasters, still unmasked, kneel
beside the Pact Covenant Observer and help her to her feet. They
are bloody, they are crying.






The Pact Covenant Observer is heading toward
the frame where the body of Suzee Delight will remain bound until
her death is certain. The Pact Covenant Observer—Charlie, her name
is Charlie—wobbles a bit, then steadies.






The crew from the
Longview shuttle are
walking toward the frame now, carrying a plain wood box, required
so that there is no chance Suzee Delight can be revived by
Medix.






The Observer runs her scanner over the body of
Suzee Delight. The scanner readout is up on the screens…






There is a flicker. No. It’s gone.






It’s gone.






It’s gone.






Suzee Delight is dead.






The mob and the Pact Worlds Administrators’
own guards turn and attack the Pact Worlds leaders—








 Charlie






SUZEE DELIGHT WAS DEAD.

Charlie did her job, certified the death, saw
to the placement of Suzee’s bloody, lifeless body into the plain
wooden box in which she would be transported to the disposal
site.

The wood box was the Pact Worlds’ guarantee
that Suzee could not be revived by Medix technology.

All hope was dead.

Charlie’s world and dreams died with
it.

The mob behind her was making sure that the
Administrators and their friends would not go home.

The innocent would live. Charlie had not
murdered anyone.

She held that thought close.

She was not a monster.

She had not chosen to be a monster.

She stood beneath the hot field lights under a
starless sky, exhausted and broken. She stared at that wood box,
and at Suzee lying face-up in it, her body bloodied and punctured
by the knives of her weeping killers.

Charlie had lived through the ordeal of
watching the only human being she had ever loved die horribly, in
pain, a spectacle for all of Settled Space.

She became vaguely aware of one of the
Deathmasters standing beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry
that she’s dead, and I’m sorry that I was part of her
death.”

“You did your job,” she said
dully. “I did my job. We all did our jobs. It wasn’t our fault—but
she’s still dead.”

He had pulled the knives from her body, had
shoved them beneath the belt of his long black robe.

She turned her head to look at him, to offer
him the same forgiveness Suzee had given her. But all she could do
was look at those knives.

She thought of the feel of Suzee’s
still-warm skin as she’d helped lower her into the box, and
whispered to Suzee, “The only part of my life I don’t regret is you...”

...And pulled one of the knives out of the
Deathmaster’s belt, turned it on herself, and ran herself
through.

The pain devoured her. She screamed until
nothingness claimed her.
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Kagen






HE’D
RESIGNED HIS
JOB TWO
DAYS earlier, right
after Suzee Delight’s execution ended, even though Anja had not
officially accepted his resignation. He hadn’t gone back in to
work, though, so he was pretty sure she now understood he’d meant
it.

He had a week left on his rent on the room
he’d never had time to live in, but he was once again unemployed,
and since he wasn’t going to look for another job, there was no
reason to pretend he was going to make rent, or to tie up the
apartment Anja might need.

He would go back to the indigent center, and
he would let them ship him wherever they wanted to ship
him.

He’d started out using Suzee Delight as an
excuse to get the stories of the lives of people like him in front
of the rest of Settled Space, but by the end he was fighting for
Suzee Delight with every bit of imagination and strength he had in
him. He’d given his best, had run himself on nothing but air and
water the last few days, had in the end brought most of the rest of
space with him over to her side—he and everyone in the Furies who
had made a stand for her.

He had come to believe in Suzee Delight
herself, in her innocence, in the possibility of her pardon. He had
watched the execution, and had seen that he’d been right to
believe.

Suzee Delight had deserved to live.

And she had still died.

Innocence meant nothing. Justice meant
nothing.

He was checking drawers to make sure he hadn’t
left something in one of them when someone knocked on his
door.

Might be Anja, he thought, coming to show
someone through the place.

He opened it.

It wasn’t Anja.

It was Shay.

“You’re an idiot,” Shay
said.

For an instant, he lost the power of speech.
When he got it back, he managed to fake a calm he didn’t feel.
“Nice to see you, too. What are you doing here? And why the hell
did you dump me here?”

Shay raised an eyebrow. “I’m here because I’m
a citizen of the Furies, and the city called a critical
vote.”

Then she growled, “And
dump you? In the City of
Furies? Do you know how much people are offering to pay to come
here? Dump you
here? I put you where you fit, you moron—and you fit perfectly. You
did something I don’t think anyone else could have done. You saw
what it was about the City of Furies that made the people here
special, and then you took their stories, and put them in front of
the blind, complacent, oblivious masses of Settled Space and you
showed those complacent drones that every single one of their lives
mattered.

“You showed them that they had the
right to live their own lives, no matter who they were and no
matter where they were, and you gave them someone they never knew
was like them. You made Suzee Delight a real person to most of
Settled Space, and you did it by introducing Settled Space to the
other real people who had lived her same pain.”

She pushed past his door, and
moved closer, staring into his eyes. “You made them care—and you
woke them up to see that the people they needed to care about and the people
they needed to
fight for were not strangers someplace far away.

“You made them
see that they are Suzee Delight
too.

“They don’t get to choose their
own lives, but they’d never noticed before. They don’t get to be
the people they want to be, but everything in their lives was
designed to hide that truth from them. Their governments and
religions and schools and families and even their friends tell them
everything they can’t do, and make them pay for the privilege of
living out their lives in somebody else’s chains—and you’re the one
who made them see that.”

Shay paused. Shook her head.

“And now they are finally fighting
back—and doing it in numbers large enough that their religions
can’t slaughter them and their governments can’t imprison them and
schools can’t detain them and their families can’t guilt
them.”

Shay took a deep breath and took a
step back from him. “This was your
vision, Kagen. This was your project. It worked, and people
are fighting for their own lives and their own freedom to live
those lives as they choose...and now you’re going to
quit? When the citizens
of the City of Furies voted you early citizenship with honors
because of your magnificent campaign—your magnificent vision of how
to give the people here their voice in what happened to Suzee
Delight? Your magnificent appeal to all of Settled Space to wake up
and live?

“You’re going to quit now, when
Lithra is here? When you have earned the right to be with
her?”

Kagen stood there, unable to find a word to
say. What she’d just told him started to sink in, and his knees got
wobbly. There was a lot he wanted to know, but only one thing that
really mattered.

“Lithra
is here?”

Shay took two steps back, leaned
out the doorway, and said, “He hasn’t completely lost his
mind.”

And there she was, in the doorway. Lithra. His
Lithra.

“You’re here,” he
whispered.

She stepped into his arm, and rested her head
against his chest. “And so are you. Please don’t give up, Kagen.
Please.”

“I won’t. But I... failed. I
fought so hard. And after everything, Suzee Delight is still
dead.”

Behind him, Shay said, “Yes she is. And so is
Charlie. And you need to help make damn sure they stay that way,
because your campaign to save Suzee got bigger than anything I ever
imagined. Suzee Delight made some terrifying enemies in her last
few hours, enemies who would rip space apart to get at her if they
ever got even a hint that she might still be alive.”

He stood in the room with Lithra in his arms,
and felt his heart skip a beat. He frowned, studying Shay’s face,
puzzling over her words.

“I...didn’t fail?”

“Suzee Delight is dead. And
Charlie is dead. But then, the man who was We-B93Y back on a
hellish PHTF world is dead, too.” She smiled at him. “And so is the
woman who kissed him. And you have quite a few dead neighbors, dead
guy.”

He considered that, and nodded.

“There’s so much
you’re not saying. I always knew the Longview was different. And I
thought we were better. Not like other Death Circuses. So...what’s
going on?”

Shay smiled. “Nothing that concerns you today.
You’ve earned your citizenship, you’ve won your love. Now you have
your own life to live, your own happiness to build. Focus on
that.”

“But...the owner—he’s doing
something really good, isn’t he?” Kagen said. “He’s a great man,
with a great vision, whose mission is to help people who cannot
help themselves.”

Her smile died.

“No.”

“No?”

“He’s a monster,” she said
quietly, “with hands covered in blood. He is a worse creature than
anything that crawled screaming out of any nightmare you ever had.
And he is doing terrible things. He’s simply doing those things to
people who earned them.”








 Suzee
Delight, One Last Time






I WAKE UP AND STARE UP into the face of a stranger who
is smiling down at me like she invented me.

“I’m so thrilled
to meet you, Suzee Delight. I’ve wanted for years to thank you
personally for Birds Flying.
It’s the best music for stimulating thought that
I’ve ever found. By the way, I’m Berramyn Chase—I invented the
Modix—it was the patch Shay put on your neck that delivered the
neural adapter into your... you’re staring at me... you have no
idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

I sit up. I’m on a stretcher in a room. Both
are white—the stark, cold white of snow. The woman standing by my
bed, Berramyn Chase, wears the same white, but her skin is the
rich, deep red-gold of mahogany, and her eyes are a warm and
wonderful brown. Her hair is thick, glossy blue-black. It falls in
wild curls to her shoulders, and halos around her head.

“Charlie took me off a space
station, put me into a monitored transport box, and I slept from
there to the coliseum. I remember the coliseum. I thought I was
going to die. I—I think I remember dying...”

“Shay didn’t tell you the
Deathmasters were not going to be able to kill you...” Berramyn
frowned. “I supposed she had her reasons, but that must have been
hell for you.”

“Hell...”

I remember pain. People everywhere, the noise,
the smell of the grass, and the heat, and then the stink of my own
blood drying on my clothes. And Charlie—”

In the last memory I can pull up of Charlie,
she is staring at me. She looks broken, and then I see grim
determination come into her eyes. Suddenly, I’m afraid for
her.

“Where’s Charlie?”

Berramyn said, “So the two of you hadn’t
planned that she would kill herself? I thought that was a brilliant
touch, but—”

“Charlie’s dead?”

“Of course not.
The Longview shuttle crew dragged her off the field and put her in one of
the transport Medixes on the shuttle. She was inside and hooked up
well before the four minute mark for brain death.”

“Where is she?”

“She doesn’t
know you’re alive yet. We had a—a little problem with
you. The Modix worked,
but until Shay could get you here to me, we didn’t
know that it had worked.
You see, I don’t actually have the Modix finished yet, but Shay
talked me into giving her one of my test patches. They haven’t been
through human trials yet, and my simulation testing has been...
imperfect. So we didn’t have any signs of life on you, and you were
in that wooden box. In the finished Modix, the adapted regenerating
neural pathways will reconnect in mere seconds, stop bleeding,
start reversing damage, and keep core systems operating under most
conditions. Your system and your Modix reacted...
differently.”

Her expression suggests that things went very
wrong. “Anyway... Shay got you to me, and I got everything working
correctly. I think.”

“You think?”

“You’re inside the test, Suzee.
You’re going to have to tell me.” Berramyn said, “Stand up and
walk.”

I stand. My muscles ache as if they’ve been
beaten, but I’m alive, so pain does not distress me. I report it,
and then I walk, and discover that I’m wobbly, and my balance is
awful.

“It may take some more adaptation
of the Modix, and another couple of Medix treatments to get
everything working at their peak. Let’s walk a little
farther.”

I tire when we reach the door, but she opens
it. “A little farther.”

And Charlie right in front of me. She’s
talking to a woman I vaguely recognize. She looks so
sad.

Berramyn clears her throat, and both Charlie
and the woman I don’t quite know look over.

Charlie’s eyes go wide, and her jaw drops, and
she stands like someone who’s never stood before, like she’ll fall
over at any minute, like she’s just discovering the concept of
knees.

“You’re...alive.”

I would run to her if I could. She would run
to me if she could. As it is, we totter together and almost fall
over and manage to right ourselves and each other before we crash,
and then we are kissing, hugging, holding each other alive alive
alive alive...

Charlie and I both have questions, and once we
have assured each other that we are both really there, that we are
both mostly fine, that we will be together, we ask them.

Shay, the owner’s representative
from the Longview, is the stranger I almost recognized. She is also the woman
who, with Charlie’s help, orchestrated my purchase for the
Longview Death Circus.
And she is the woman who, behind the scenes and unknown to anyone
but herself, the Longview
owner, and Berramyn Chase, made sure I survived
my own execution.

“Why?” I ask her.

“The owner knew
you,” she says. “Loved you. He knew that because of... of his
condition... he could never be with you, that you would never be
able to love him. But since he first met you, he has used every
resource at his disposal to find out your true story. He collected
the private pieces of your life, and the more he found out about
you, the more he wanted you to win your freedom. For you to find
love and happiness. He located Charlie, pulled strings, and got her
assigned to the Longview.
He told you that if ever you needed him, he would
come for you. And then he waited.”

“And I took the chance that he
meant what he said...”

“Yes. Everything depended on you.
He could not buy you and he could not steal you, but he could
legally take you to your execution—and he could make sure that no
one would ever come looking for you again. Not your enemies. Not
your clients. Not the countless hoards of people who knew you
through Sensos. He was in a position to give you your
freedom.”

Charlie says, “But if
he loves her, why did he
bring me into
this? She would have been so grateful to him for saving her, she
would have stayed with him if he’d asked her.”

Shay says, “She loves
you, Charlie. And Mado
Keyr knows that he cannot be loved—that he is not worthy of love.
He can only maintain the pretense that he is a good and decent
human being for a while, until his illness overcomes him and he
turns terrible.” In Shay’s eyes, I see tears. “He loves Suzee, so
he wants her to be happy. And he knows that she could never be
happy with him.”

“You love him,” I say to
Shay.

And her smile is sad. “I hate him. He is right
to think himself undeserving of love. But sometimes I do pity him.
And I am willing to help him pay his penance for being what he is.
It allows me to meet people like you, Suzee, and you, Charlie—and
people like Berramyn Chase, and the other Furies. It allows me to
be a citizen here, even if I cannot yet stay here. Someday he’ll
die, and on that day I’ll celebrate, and move here for good. But
this is not that day.”

I consider the gaunt, wizened, damaged man I
remember well from the few times he visited me. He can only be
outside his protective suit for moments at a time, and the
slightest touch hurts him. Inside his suit he can move, and the
suit makes him very strong. But he doesn’t like seeing the pain of
others the way so many broken men do, and he never hurt me.
Instead, he likes laughter.

He wanted me to sit beside him, to talk to
him, to sing for him. He liked to watch me undress, but he also
liked to watch me cook. To eat. To walk around my fine quarters. He
loved watching me paint, and once I put a brush in his gloved hand,
and told him I would show him how to paint if he liked—and he said
that painting was something he remembered from before he became
ill. And he painted me an amazing picture of how he saw me. He made
me radiant, laughing, a dancing naked muse floating in the sunlight
above a stormy sky. He gave me the painting, though I tried to
encourage him to keep it. Courtesans were not permitted to keep
gifts from clients.

And in private, he had been gathering up all
the secret holos my... the holos my owners had been keeping of
every move I made and every action I took.

“Why did so many people come to my
defense?” I ask.

Shay says, “A promising
Longview crewman ended
up in this city, and discovered that the people here were incensed
about your upcoming execution. He knew vaguely who you were, but it
was their outrage that you were to be executed that fascinated him.
He created a campaign of their interviews, and released them at no
charge through the datastreams. People found them, and discovered
that they only thought they knew who you were.”

I consider this. I had not seen any of the
interviews from people who had come to my defense—my keepers would
never have permitted me to have access to such things while I was
in my cell. I knew when I looked up into the crowd in the coliseum
that something had to have happened to bring them there, but I
couldn’t imagine what that something might have been.

I shake my head and look Shay in the eyes.
“Why would the people here care whether I was sentenced to death or
not? I killed the men I said I’d killed. Who was I to
them?”

Shay smiles. “First, every person in this city
escaped from a Pact World to get here. Including Mado Keyr, and
including me. Almost every one of the citizens here was under a
death sentence. Many of them still are. They know what the Pact
Worlds are, they have people they care about still trapped on
them—and because of this, they are already sympathetic to people
facing the Pact Worlds’ brand of justice.

“Second, the instant Mado Keyr got
notice that you had killed five Administrators, he acquired and
sent me the recording of the plans the five Administrators were
making. He’d already tapped into that system some years ago, and
the tap still worked, so he actually knew what had happened before
the news reached the surviving Administrators.

“I sent that planning session of
theirs to a friend of mine here who owns a recording and
datastreaming company, and she immediately streamed it to every
citizen in the Furies. She kept it from indigents and non-citizens,
of course, because if they failed citizenship, they would have
taken with them the knowledge that we had this information before
anyone else. Information like that would be dangerous to every
citizen here.”

I’m trying to put all of this together in my
head. I ask Shay, “So Mado Keyr decided if he ever got the chance,
he would free me. When I killed five terrible men based on his
promise to protect me, he had you send the recording of them
plotting—and I assume, of me killing them just moments later—here.
They saw what I saw, and...”

“And we were furious,” Berramyn
says. “We wanted to do something to save you, but we had no idea
what. Then Kagen—who wasn’t even a citizen—went to Anja with her
datastreaming company with his idea for a protest—and Shay passed
on to her the request from Mado Keyr that citizens not mention the
damning holo of the five Administrators, or let it leak out into
the rest of Settled Space. Each of us was briefed before meeting
with Kagen, or—later—with his helpers.”

At this, I cannot keep silent any longer.
“Why?”

“Because we wanted both of you
here, and Settled Space would have demanded—and got—your acquittal
and return to your life as a courtesan if anyone saw that holo too
soon. You would have been locked back in the same cage you’d just
escaped.”

I consider this. “Everyone had to see me die
for me to be free.”

“Yes.”

Charlie says, “You said you wanted me here,
too?”

“We weren’t sure about you. Shay
told us everything you did to help Suzee. Everything. Including
your acquisition of a nanoviral bomb that would have let the two of
you walk away from the coliseum untouched, leaving nothing but
corpses behind you. Character, though, isn’t just what people do.
It’s what they can do, but choose not to. Before the coliseum, we
only knew what you could do. After, we knew what you wouldn’t. And
refusing to buy your happiness with the deaths of innocents made
you different than those who rule the worlds you’ve now
escaped.”

“So all along, Shay and Mado Keyr
were on Suzee’s side... and mine,” Charlie murmurs.

“Thank you for my life—for both
our lives,” I tell Berramyn. “Dying was... There is no
word.”

“There’s a word. Horrible,”
Charlie says. “Dying was horrible.”

“Well, now you’re reborn—and as
new citizens, you’ll need to come up with new names. You can’t meet
anyone here—ever—as your old selves.”

I nod. “When I thought I might go to
GenDaring, I’d picked out the name Tikka Hale for myself,” I
say.

Charlie says, “I always liked the name Bob.”
She gives me a sidelong look. “Or Bobby? So maybe—Roberta
Hale?”

She looks at me, eyebrow arching
upward.

“I love that,” I tell her. And ask
Shay, “Can we have the same last name?”

Shay laughs out loud. “If you
want, you can both have identical bodies. Of course you can have the same last
name.”

“And about bodies,” Berramyn says,
“You both have to change your appearance before anyone but the two
of us sees you. I have a U-Dezine Bodymod station in my
apartment—you’ll be able to change your appearance before you
leave. Shay will set you up with your citizen idents.”

Shay nods. “Local requirement is three names,
no numbers. We’ll do the citizen cards after you have your new
appearances. You’ll need them for work. We have offers for both of
you already, by the way. Suzee, GenDaring has a satellite research
branch here, and the three folks working there now are very excited
to have you as a new trainee. Charlie, Dromedan Kourso is a ship
designer here who would be willing to bring you in as an apprentice
if you’re still serious about designing planet-hoppers.

We both nod. I squeeze Charlie’s hand. “We’re
alive. We’re together. We get to keep each other. We’re here,” I
whisper, and wrap my arm around Charlie’s waist. And then I stop,
realizing that to me, here means together with Charlie, but that I
have no actual place to attach to that concept. “Where is here,
exactly?”

Berramyn laughs. “I’ll show you. This building
has a wonderful view of the city.”

We step outside her door into a public
corridor that terminates in gravdrop. We step in and float upward,
to an outdoor observation platform at the top.

Above me the sky is a blue so rich and clear
it shocks me, the air so sharp and cold and clean it takes my
breath away.

The real magic, though, comes when I look
down. Below me lies a little city of impossible beauty. It gleams
gold and red and blue and green, purple and silver and shimmering
white in the sun. Traffic races below us in floating streams, with
different streams layered over and under each other in
always-crossing, never-slowing lines, as if they’re weaving the
world together. Farther below, the dots that are other people hurry
from point to point, their movements as steady as the
traffic.

The city sings with energy, and I
think, I get to work at GenDaring after
all. I find myself grinning, and though I
cannot explain it, I’m suddenly laughing. Then the woman I love and
I are hugging each other, and the two of us fold Shay and Berramyn
into our embrace.

Shay, who is helping a strange, broken man
find absolution.

And Berramyn Chase—who was once just another
smart fish in the fish tank—and who won her way to freedom to
become the woman who has figured out to make a human body reverse
its own death.

“You called the people here
Furies,” I tell Berramyn.

She nods.

I don’t dare to hope, but I
suddenly suspect a myth I have dismissed all my life as too good to
be true is about to be proven real. I want it to be true. “This is
the city that gives people who were forbidden to be alive their
chance to live.” I whisper my hoped-for truth. “Is this
the City of
Furies?”

“It is.” Berramyn smiles. “And now
it’s your chance to live. Make it count. Live wonderful lives, both
of you.” She waves an arm over the glorious tapestry laid out
beneath me. “Suzee, Charlie—welcome to the City of
Furies.







 Sneak Peek at Episode 3: The Philosopher Gambit


CHAPTER 1






Bashtyk Nokyd






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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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






Danyal Travers






“This is Danyal Travers, Voice of
the Furies, with Twenty Points: News for the freedom seekers
trapped inside the Pact Worlds Alliance.

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

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

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






—






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






—






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






—






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






—






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






—






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






Look for 
TALES FROM THE LONGVIEW: EPISODE 3: The Philosopher
Gambit, by
Holly Lisle












 Afterword






I got the title for this story
first, and the title stopped me in my tracks. That happens
sometimes. It happened with my novel Phoebe Rain, published as
Midnight Rain [paranormal suspense]. It happened again here.

I was doodling potential titles
for this series into a notebook when The
Selling of Suzee Delight scrawled its
alliterative self across my page.

I stopped, and stared at those alien words
sitting on the paper, and asked myself, “Who the hell is Suzee
Delight... and why is she for sale... and what does she think she’s
doing trying to worm her way into a science fiction
story?”

Science fiction, after all, is not rife with
women named Suzee. Or Delight.

Those turned out to be three compelling
questions. And unravelling the story of how a girl with the awful
name of Suzee Delight came to be both a Grade-A troublemaker and a
critical player in the changing character of Settled Space turned
out to be well worth the difficulties answering those questions
caused me.

Now, of course, Suzee (a.k.a.
Tikka) is trying to elbow her way into more of these
Tales from The Longview, and I might not be able to stop her. I can’t see her being
content to stay tucked safely away in the City of Furies if I tell
her to just sit there and look pretty while I write the rest of the
series the way I’d planned it.

Author vs. Character.

Not one of the classic battles, though
familiar to most writers. At the moment, I don’t like my odds of
winning.

So wish me well as I head into the story of
how Bashtyk Nokyd, the man from Meileone who dared to speak his
mind—and the guy who donated Suzee’s dress for her
execution—hitches a ride on the Longview, and brings down all
manner of disaster on his hosts in the process.

That will be in
Tales from The Longview, Episode 3: The
Philosopher Gambit.

Coming as soon as I can get it
finished.






Holly Lisle

8/18/2014
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After (mumbled number) decades of writing
full time and selling my work to commercial publishers, I
discovered that I was happier and had a lot more fun writing if I
published my own work. At the same time, I discovered I also I got
paid more regularly, more reliably, and better for doing
so.

At the point where you discover a win-win
solution to some part of your own life, you have to realize you’d
be crazy not to pursue it. I pursued it for about four years in
hybrid fashion, while also writing commercially—but reality is that
self-publishing just kept on beating commercial publishing in every
head-on comparison.

So I quit publishing my work commercially. I
can’t say the decision was easy, and I can say it was terrifying,
but in July of 2011 I walked away from commercial
publishing.

Now I’m back to writing the
Cadence Drake, Moon & Sun,
and Longview
series, creating stand-alone fiction, building
writing courses, and getting the chance to speak directly to the
readers of both my fiction and nonfiction.

If you keep hoping I’ll do a particular story,
or book, or course, and I haven’t yet—let me know.






Get a free story and more when you join my Readers’
List.






And find me here: HollyLisle.com






And here: HollysWritingClasses.com






Cheerfully,

Holly Lisle


 More 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
- The Vipers’ Nest (coming
next)

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[image: ]:
World Gates I

The Wreck of Heaven: World Gates
II[image: ]

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[image: ]
(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 (stand-alone short
fiction)






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
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on HollysWritingClasses.com)






How to Write Flash Fiction that
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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
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Title. Cover. Copy. - Fiction
Marketing Workshop

7-Day Crash Revision: How to Do
the Clean-Up Revision of an Entire Novel in One (Desperate)
Week

(7-Day Workshop, also works with short fiction
and self-publishing)

How to Find Your Writing
Discipline (3-Day Workshop)

21 Ways to Get Yourself Writing
When Your Life Has Just Exploded (Workshop)

How to Write Dialogue with
Subtext: Give Your Characters Conversations that MATTER
(Workshop)

How to Motivate Yourself: Discover
Your Hidden Triggers and Barriers and Use BOTH to Get
Writing
 (Workshop)
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When slavery is virtue,
who will fight for vice?






