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"City of Reason" was published in AImov's. It's an exciting space opera with action, complex
intrigue, a nuclear weapon, mind control, a posthuman teenage girl, and much more. Out on the
edge of the solar system, a man who is supposed to find out information about space ships for an
agency that sells the information finds a ship containing two teenagers and a nuclear weapon, on
their way to destroy a city.

Homesteaders made for easy pickings. For one thing, they were hell and gone outside the orbit of
Neptune, the last crumb of civilization before the big dark. For another, they al had philosophies. Y ou
didn't up and leave mainstream humanity unlessyou had someideasthat just wouldn't work insde
someone el se's system. And so the homesteaders moved out and set up on transNeptunian objects, balls
of dirty ice, and made ago at Utopia. I've never heard of aphilosophy that didn't cripple a society from
defending itself properly. So most of the homesteads were weak.

Easy pickings, but dim. Their equipment wasn't the best. They didn't have loads of energy or raw
materids, or biodiversity, or any of the stuff that makes a pirate happy to haverisked hislifeto get. In
fact, the Kuiper belt had gotten areputation asakind of pirate's farm system. Y ou honed your skills out
where the sun was dim, and when you had the moves and the wegpons, you drifted down into the gravity
well and you went mgjor league.

So what was | doing out among the snowballs? Well, that's the thing. I'm not a pirate anymore. I've gone
legit. Nowadays, when | reduce a manned spacecraft to ablob of aloy with acrispy center, I'm on the
sde of theangds. I'm aDamager, license right there on my forward bulkhead next to the picture of my
sainted mother.

| get my information from the eyein the Sky. The Coordinator Group maintains three space gationsin
solar polar orbits that are perpendicular to the ecliptic. Between those SoPo stations and the spy bots
saltandpeppered around the system, those bastards see everything. Needless to say, the rise of the
Coordinator Group was what persuaded me and others like meto go legit. Best play for the winning
team.

So there | am, cooling my hedls and everything el se besides out past the orbit of Neptune, when | get a
blip on my radar. Something is out there, and it isn't supposed to be, and the Coordinators don't know
about it, and that's the first time that's happened to me.

It'stoo late for meto go dl stedlthy. I've had my radar and transponder shouting out for al to hear, so
I've dready given up my shit. | figured | might aswell play Damager, so | flipped on the horn and spoke
in Beligerent Assholevoice.



"Thisisthe licensed Damager One in the Hand addressing the unidentified object at 183.24.46
incline—16 out 67 heading 004.58.07. Please reactivate trangponder and identify.” At the sametime, |
sent aburst of machine code that would give the same message, minus the belligerent tone, to the
automated systems of the ship.

And how did | know it was a ship and not some piece of rock wandering off its accustomed orbit? After
al, theonly thing | had to go on wasalittle radar blip. It could be anything. Wdll, cdl it agut feding if you
want to. A few minutes of datagathering and my ship's targeting computer confirmed my suspicions. The
thing was hollow and rotating, and about thirty thousand klicks back, it had shed awisp of chemica
rocket exhaust during a coursecorrecting burn.

So | wasright. Hell, | ought to be. I've survived out here longer than most people have been dive, and
most of that time was spent hunting ships. | can smell acan of meat across athousand kilometers of void.

But there was no answer from the unidentified vessal. Nobody ignoresa Damager. | laid in a course and
burned hard for the cheeky bastard. | overtook easily in just afew hours. He didn't even try to run.
That'swhen | got my first look at the ship.

Ship. I'm being charitable. It was made of rock and ice, and only amiracle gave it enough balance to
burn the engines without wobble. Thisthing wouldn't last ten minutesinside the orbit of Mars. Sol would
cook off the ice and leave nothing holding it together. It was no wonder the Coordinators hadn't pegged
it. It looked like just another fucking rock.

"In case you haven't got any sensors, my friend, I'll tell you that I've matched vectors two thousand
metersfromyour... well, | guesswell cal it avessd. Now, | dready told you I'm aDamager, but justin
case you've been living under arock, or inside one, for along time, I'll tell you what that means. That
means | 've got awegpon trained on you that will take your whole outfit down to plasmain just acouple
of seconds. Okay, you're probably asking yourself about now what you haveto do to avoid the fate I've
just described. Y ou can tell me who you arefor sarters, and well go from there."”

| gaveit afew minutes with my message repesating on al frequenciesin a couple dozen common
languagesand | got my reply. "Uh, don't shoot, migter. I'm Jesse Mardarsen. I'm out of the High
Fantastic Empire of TransEmotiond Excdlence.”

| looked that one up. Sixtythree peoplein acave hollowed out of anice bal about two hundred million
clicksfrom here. Pretty goddamned Fantastic. "Good job, Jesse. I'm about 50 percent lesslikely to kill
you now that you've started talking. What's the name and registration number of your vehicle there?"

"l don'... have one. It'shomemade.”
"I kind of figured. So you never registered this thing with the Coordinator Group?"
"We can't afford thefee," the voice said. "We don't produce anything to trade, you know."

"I've got that information on my screen, yeah. Only it's dangerous to be out here without the
Coordinators knowing what you're about. Guy like meislikely to shoot first and explain the Stuation to
the oversight board later. They usually don't care much. Tell you what, Jesse Mardarsen. Let's give your
shipaname. I'mgoingtocdl it JAFR."

"What isthat, arandom code?'

"No," | said. | was about to tell him what it stood for, then | thought better of it. "Yes, that'swhat it is."
Jesse didn't sound like he had much of a sense of humor there. "Now we're going to do pretty much what



the Coordinators do when they register aflight. I'm going to ask what your businessis, where you're
going and why, and then I'm going to find out what you've got on board. The whole purposeis so we can
let the people at your destination know that you're no danger and they're safe to let you dock. If they're
willing to pay for that information, of course.”

"WEell, | guessthereisn't much | can do to stop you,” Jesse said. "I'm willing to tell you the whole story
and let you on board to ingpect, but you're not going to give any assurances to the people I'm on my way
to see”

"Why isthat, Jesse?'
"Because I'm going to kill them.”

The probes | brought with me to the JAFR confirmed what Jesse had told me. He was transporting a
rather hefty thermonuclear device buried in the rock and ice that was his ship. He had no other ordnance,
no weapons of any kind. Just one honking great bomb, a standard ion drive, and arather meager
lifesupport bubble. | was rather impressed that they had gone to the trouble to outfit this crummy little
ship with alifeboat and adistressradio. Perhaps afutile gesturein this sparsely populated region, but you
had to give them points for thinking ahead. The rest of the ship was barely adequate. It would have been
cramped space for one human, but there were two people in there. Two young people.

| entered the ship through a short tunndl that led to an airlock. They let mein without protest or threst,
but | kept my battle armor on anyway. Not just to be safe, but because talking to the blank metal
faceplate and the array of sensors made people nervous. | like the answers | get from nervous people.

Jesse Mardarsen was just akid, good darkhaired thinfaced Martian stock. The High Fantastic Empire
was working on emotions, according to their published manifesto. They were using some genetic
modifications and some hardware implantsto... | don't know, conquer emotions or get in touch with
them or something likethat. Like most of these homesteader manifestos, it wasn't the clearest thing to
read. They had reported no successto the rest of the solar system, but best of luck to them anyway. The
battle armor trick was working on Jesse. | had thought he was highstrung talking to him on the radio, but
in person he seemed ready to snap.

His companion was not of the High Fantastic Empire but from aneighboring colony. Shewasadarling
little thing of sixteen Earth years, strawberry blond hair and green eyes, scattering of freckles across her
nose. But lookswere, asis so often the case in thisday and age, deceiving. That cute little American
cheerleader's body was just awalking feeder culture for sophont silk.

I'd seen people boost their brainpower with thread |ots of times. I'll bet there isn't anyone on Lunawho
doesn't have a bit of slk in the old gray matter. It was a popular implant, not one of the ones| was using,
but it had its adherents. It was nice to see that even thistrend had been taken to its extreme out in the
homesteads. | don't believe that there was anything left, mentaly, of the young woman who had been
caled Shaunase MacTaggart. When | spoke to her, found out who she was and where she was from, it
was clear to methat | wastaking to the silk.

Shewas from an enclave that caled itself A Better Way. They didn't have much on file, and the name
certainly didn't give me much to go on. If their whole philosophy was an unhedlthy indulgencein mentd
enhancements, that made them dangerous enough. But what interested me right then was not why her
colony had created such aloathsome creature, but why they had put it on this ship with thiskid and this
bomb.

"Jesse, Shaunasie, thanksfor inviting mein here. | likeit when people make my job easier. I'll be sureto
remember that in my report. Now, do you mind telling me what you're up to? Looks like your trgectory



istaking you to someplace caled the City of Reason in about twentythree days. What's your beef with
these guys?'

"Were making aretdiatory strike against them,” Jesse said. "They've repeatedly attacked us over the
past two years."

"They've attacked both your home colonies?’

"No, they've only attacked the High Fantastic Empire so far, but everyoneelseinthisregionisat risk. A
Better Way isjust orbiting by beneath us, and they've been advising us, first on how to ded with the
attacks, and now they're helping usto bring the fight to them. Shaunasieis here to do the Strategic
anaysis of the base we're taking out, make sure the bomb is planted in the right place to do maximum
damage. The High Fantastic Empire doesn't have any expertisein the arts of war."

"And A Better Way does?'
"Some of their people had done military service before coming out here.”
"But not Shaunasie, certainly?'

" She's been trained by people with experience,” Jesse said, glancing at the girl across the habitat bubble.
"She can handlethejob.”

| turned to Shaunasie. "Isthisasuicide misson?' At the sametime | asked the question in standard
Chinglish, I aimed acommunication laser at the teardrop lens on her left cheek. | sent out some priority
override codes to see what her implants would give up to alicensed Damager. Turned out: nothing. She
was locked to me. AsaDamager. But | dready told you that | haven't been a Damager forever. Before
joining up with the Coordinator Group, | wasacrimina. That can comein handy, likeit did now.

"Not necessarily," Shaunasie said. "We're prepared, if it comesto that." She glanced at Jesse and he
looked back at her with admiration and pride.

"So you're willing to throw your life away just to help your neighbors?’

"I'm not throwing my life away. It'strue, thisisn't our fight. Well be orbiting out of herein another ten
years or s0. But we can't let naked aggression like this go unanswered. Our council of elderswaswilling
torisk my lifeto help these people.” | had to hand it to the software that was running her. She was pretty
good. | began to wonder whether her comradeinarms had any ideathat she was a posthuman. My guess
was no.

"Look, guys" | told them, "I haveto tell you, it isn't my job to get mixed up inlocd palitics. All I'm here
to do is gather the information so that the Coordinator Group can put it on the market. If the City of
Reason wantsto pay our fee, they will find out everything that | know about you. Y ou've been most
helpful and for that | am grateful, but, and I'm being brutaly honest here, if they buy what were selling,
the City of Reason isgoing to blow your ship into something that makes smithereens|ook chunky.”

"They're not going to buy your information.”

The young woman was probably right. The City of Reason was weird even by homesteader standards.
They had never published amanifesto, had never registered themsdvesto receive immigrants, and had
never once paid any sort of fee to the Coordinators. Now, true, nobody ever read the manifestos,
nobody ever emigrated to the homesteads once they were set up, and when you didn't have trade, you
usually couldn't make the Coordinators fees. But at least most of the homesteaders acted like they were
gtill part of the human race, if only adistant cousin twice removed. The City of Reason had left Titan,



grabbed aball of dirty ice at the edge of the system, and had kept to themselves ever since,

"What exactly did the City of Reason do to make you want to drop abomb on them?' | asked Jesse.
"They sent us Trojan horse datapackets that shut down our physical plant. We amost died.”

"Uhhuh. And how do you know these data packets came from the City of Reason?"

"Our friends hel ped us trace the source," Jesse said, nodding at Shaunasie.

| shook my head inside the helmet. Y ou'd think these crazies could get dong with one another, being
united against the rest of us, but it never seemsto work out that way.

Shaunasie tossed her short hair in a perfect imitation of adefiant gesture. "These people have aright to
defend themsdves."

"Likel said before, it an't my busnessto get mixed upindl this"

| pulled myself back to the airlock that would get me outside the cramped living quarters. | toyed briefly
with theidea of telling Jesse what Shaunasie redlly was. They had spent one hundred fiftytwo days
together so far, and had another twentythree to go before they completed their mission. Assuming they
managed to drop their bomb and get away dive, they would have ahell of along trip back even using the
fastest transfer orbit.

Jesse was about eighteen Earth years old. Even if the High Fantastic Empire had some kind of sexud
hangup, which I'm pretty sure they didn't, he would have to be crawling the wallstrying to figure out a
way to get at that tight little body of hers. Transemotiona excellence notwithstanding. If he knew she was
just software running on organic fibrilsinterspersed throughout her nervous system, he might lose interest.
It would turn the rest of thetrip from exquisite torture to something more like the heebigecbies.

Intheend, | decided againgt it. | was eighteen once. | know what | would have said if some old fart told
me to stop wagting my time with my current love interest. | waved goodbye with agloved hand, and | ft
through the airlock.

As| took the ded back to my ship, | was doing abit of datamining on theinfo | had teased out of the
little tease on the JAFR. Nothing | had downloaded would be admissible in most courts, seeing as how |
had stolen it. But the Coordinator Group was not acourt. They didn't care where their information came
from. They were Smply brokers. They found things out, they sold that information, they stayedin
business, and they helped the vastly complex process of interplanetary trade happen. Nobody got hurt.

They ordinarily wouldn't pay much for the insde scoop on ahomestead, but | had afedling that A Better
Way was up to something the rest of the solar system would find distasteful at best, dangerous at worst.
Human enhancement was a touchy issue. Nobody was ready to come out against any form of
improvement, whether it was genetic manipulation of the unborn or hardware or organic implantsin
adults. The practice wasjust too pervasive. But al the same, everyone wanted to know what everyone
elsewas up to. How smart, how fast, and how much of the naturd type human mind was ill intact?1
didn't know whether the interest was selfdefense or keeping up with the competition. Maybe abit of
both.

The datadump | got from Miss MacTaggart gave me agood ideaof what A Better Way was up to.
They had afew thousand members, pretty thriving community for the Kuiper Belt. The elderswere
wellaugmented with hardware implants. Y ounger generations had some bold genetic modifications, all
mental. They had afew dozen brainjacked kids till learning how to directlink with the three artificia



intelligencesthat ran the physica plant.

They were growing their own sophont silk. In the quantities they were using the stuff, | wasn't surprised.
Millions of Outer System Currency Units couldn't buy the crop of thread that went into each baby. Y eah,
that's right, they were threading the babies. Asif drilling them for brainjacks wasn't enough.

S0, it was a creepy setup. So, they were doing nasty thingsto children. | know that'sal bad stuff, I'm no
mord cripple. But | also knew that it wasn't moral outrage that would attract the high bidders. No, what
they'd want to know was. what were the capabilities of this colony? What edge did their enhanced mental
powers give them? And what did they plan to do with that power?

| left it to the Coordinator Group to figurethat al out. They had the background on the colony's
founders, and the data on what sort of mind you could expect to result from extreme abuse of sophont
slk. I sent off my datawith my usua contract to Coordinator HQ on Mercury. My job here was done.

Hereé's the thing about orbits. When you leave someone behind, you still share the same orbit around the
Sun until you do aburn. To savefuel, you coast in abit or out abit and speed up or dow down, and you
gradualy drift gpart. The whole setup is hell on dramatic exits. Y ou're still looking at the people you
walked out on for days afterward.

| till had the ugly lump that was JAFR on my radar map when the call camein from my ombudsman in
the Coordinator Group. No twoway conversations out here, of course. | wasfifteen light hours away
from the headquarters on Mercury. But then again, no conversation with Seymour Gladstone was
twoway, even when he wasin the same room.

"Nice report, cowboy," he said without preamble. "Where do you find these people? | mean, alittle
sophont silk here and thereis dl well and good, but eeeeanvww! Anyway, we had our top anayst dig
through your datadump and al the other dirt we've got on these Better Way people. Turns out they come
from Titan, just like those poor schmucks out at City of Reason. But wait, it gets better!” Heleered.

"City of Reason was founded by a mathematician named Right Finegold. Chair of the Ingtitute for

I ntrogpection in the Graduate School of Abstract Sciencesin the College of Higher Thought of Titan
Univergty." He said thislast in asingsong voice while reading off adatapad. He tossed the pad on his
desk and leaned into the camerafor a conspiratorial whisper that was completely unnecessary and very
like Seymour. "There was a Scanddl. It had al the ingredients of aclassic: sex, money, and cognitive
enhancements. Finegold's Indtitute was collaborating with the Experimental Cognition Department, writing
the software that would run on enhanced human minds, and things went wrong.”

| paused the playback, made myself a sandwich, and got comfortable for the rest of the message. Should
have done that when | first saw Seymour's face on the screen.

"Experimental Cognition planted aspy, acutelittle girl type, to steal some mind templates. She seduced a
grad student, then an assistant professor, and apparently then Finegold himsdlf. She extracted alot of free
code before she was findly caught and linked back to Ex Cog.

"Widl, you know how Titan politicsare. Turns out, Ex Cog had abigger budget and more pull with the
Deans, so Finegold getsthe ouster. He packs up afew loyalists and he goes Homesteader. They've got a
pretty good outfit, judging by their startup package. 1'd give them agood ten more years before they
come crawling back or die out.

"So meanwhile back on Titan, the legidature starts to get antsy about dl this posthuman business, and a
lot of what Ex Cog does becomesillegd. Eventudly even Titan U can't protect them from the angry
villagers with the pitchforks, and, well, we know where thisal ends up, right? In the Kuiper Belt ona



snowbdl| called A Better Way.

"Let metell you about this socalled Better Way. Y ou dug up some of the obvious stuff, but they've dso
got work going on in nanotech, uploading human minds into computers, dl sorts of ways of getting to the
posthuman future. It al soundsrather flaky to me.

"So, anyway, these two colonies started out nowhere near each other out in the frozen hinterland, but
twenty years go by and orbits are eccentric and rings turn ingde of rings, and now they're practically
neighbors. Coincidence? Ah, maybe. Or maybe an elaborate plot of revenge...

"Actudly, thewholerevengething ismy idea. Theanayst, an Al of course, didn't have the imagination to
come up with that. Al'sjust don't have that sense of drama. Anyhow, the Al thinksthat A Better Way is
setting up aconflict between The High Fantastic Empire and the City of Reason for some nefarious

purpose.

"Hereswhy I'mtelling you dl this. Weve got a customer who's willing to pay you to stop those two kids
from destroying the City of Reason. Eighty thousand oscus, of which we take our usua 20 percent
finder'sfee. Shouldn't be too hard ajob, considering they're not armed.

"There, you have your mission! Good luck, mazel tov, bon voyage, and dl that. Oh, and be careful. What
did I forget?| can't think of anything. Were downloading our analysis for you to study, standard crypto
of the day. Any questions, fed free."

The andysisfrom the Coordinator Group Al confirmed my suspicion that the High Fantastic Empire was
being set up. But to what end? Surely A Better Way wasn't trying to avoid the legal ramifications of
genocide. Thiswasthe Kuiper Bdlt. There was no law out here. There were only people like me, the
Damagers, and we didn't retaiate or punish evildoers. Our only purpose among the homesteads wasto
prevent the rise of new pirates before they began to plague paying customersin the inner system.

As| scanned more of the data, lessand less of it fit. The High Fantastic Empire was apparently
completely uninvolved in this dispute. They were Martians, and, as such, hated authority. They werea
weak colony, smdl and underdevel oped, experimenting on their minds not to produce superhumans, but
just to understand themselves allittle better. | was sure that the Trojan horse attacks had come, not from
the City of Reason, but from A Better Way.

| didn't like the setup for alot of reasons. Jesse Mard arsen was getting screwed, that much was certain,
and | kind of liked him. The High Fantastic Empire was probably getting screwed aswdll, dthough it was
their own fault for believing the charlatans of A Better Way. And most of al, the City of Reason was
getting screwed. They werejust trying to mind their own damned business and hadn't done anything to

anybody.

So it was up to meto put this tangled mess back to rights, champion of justicethat | am. | laidinan
intercept course for the JAFR and fired up the engines.

As soon as| saw the lifeboat separate from the JAFR, my first impulse wasto cook it. | had the
microwave laser powered up and targeted before the tactica computer had the Situation analyzed.

It wasn't the bomb. The masswas dl wrong, and it had no obvious guidance system. There had to be
someoneingdeit, and | wanted to figure out who it was before | pulled the trigger.

We were just three hundred kilometers from the City of Reason. Both ships were decderating fast, so
there was more than enough time for me to get a 'bot onto the JAFR and disarm the bomb before it
could be deployed, but the lifeboat changed things. | wanted that lifeboat back with the JAFR so | could



ded with al of the varigblesin one place.

| quickly reprogrammed the 'bot and sent it to intercept the lifeboat, then | suited up and headed over to
the JAFR. | wanted the bomb to get my full attention, and even if the 'bot couldn't handle getting the
lifeboat back, it would at least be able to stop it from doing whatever it was supposed to do. | could dedl
with more variables once the bomb was no longer athrest.

| reached the JAFR and didn't bother with the airlock. | just cut my way inside, carving through theice
with chemical welding sticks, kicking out loose rocks behind me as | tunneled to the center. | reached the
bomb in just a couple of minutes, and had the whole trigger device schematic mapped out in acouple
more. | popped the screws on the trigger housing, wedged my screwdriver under the manud trigger
input, and pried it off.

Now | could relax. | pulled out the rest of the trigger and disconnected it from the bomb. Then |
dismantled the arming device and threw the loose parts up the tunnd behind me. Findly, | physicaly
removed the explosive charges that would have compressed the deuteriumvtritium mix and vented the fuel
into vacuum.

The whole operation took me just under ten minutes. As | worked, | eavesdropped on the conversation
between Jesse and Shaunasie.

"He'sindgde, he'singde the ship." Jessewasfrantic. "What do | do?!
"Thereisn't much you can do, Jesse."

"But he'staking the bomb gpart. Should | detonate it?”

"We're not close enough. It wouldn't do any damage to the City."

"I've got to stop him or the mission will beafailure. I'll be afailure. Why did they send me?1 can't do

anything!”

| got to admit | felt sorry for the kid. He was as easy to read over avoice connection ashewasin
person. | could hear his sobs clearly. It was too bad they had run into me. Too bad there was someone
with money who wanted them to fal. Then again, most Damagers who took this contract would have
smply destroyed their ship and collected the fee. The oversight board wouldn't question the use of lethdl
forcein this circumstance. So, in away, Jesse was lucky. | don't work that way.

It was obvious right away that Shaunasie wasin the boat. She had seen the 'bot and was taking evasive
action. Sheflew better than | had given her credit for, but the boat wasn't very maneuverable and the 'bot
was closing. When my robot caught up with the boat, Shaunasie brought out the guns. | was pretty sure
she had them, but | didn't know what | would have to do to flush them out. She took out the 'bot with a
rail gun and resumed course. | had had about enough of her. Since | had no compunctions about blasting
aslk puppet into atoms, there was no longer any reason not to open fire on the lifeboat. | was just about
to relay that command to my ship when the defenses of the City of Reason made themselves evident.

The lifeboat and the JAFR were both snagged in a ddlicate carbonfiber web. The Onein the Hand was
far enough back that it managed to see the threat and brake intimeto avoid it. | pulled myself out to the
end of thetunnd, andyzing the Stuation as| went.

It was asmple and effective defense. The web was invisible to radar because the threads were much
smaller than the wavelength of radio waves. Individua threads weren't strong enough to stop even a
weak ion drive, let done achemical rocket or afusion torch. But they were arranged in such away that



any ship driving toward the City would pull more and more threadsin, getting hopelesdy tangled beforeiit
ever reached the center.

It was also a pretty expensive defense. There was enough carbon hanofiber in the cloud to make a sky
hook for Mars. Even as| tried to figure out if | could get back to my ship through the holesin the net, |
was wondering how they had managed to manufacture so much nanofiber with the limited resources of a
homesteader. Then | remembered Seymour telling me that they were remarkably wellequipped for

people who had |eft their homes to escape persecution or prosecution. They were not typical
homesteaders at dl. They even had some kind of sugar daddy in the inner system who was paying meto
make sure they weren't harmed.

It looked like | needn't have bothered. Eveniif | hadn't shown up, the City of Reason would have been
just fine. The property of the webs was such that the lifeboat and the JAFR were being pulled together
the more they struggled to get free. | decided to hold off on killing Shaunasie until | figured out what her
plan had been.

In the meantime, our presence at the gates of the City had been well announced. If Jesse and Shaunasie
had been counting on tedlth for their plan, that was ruined. We were getting pinged by whatever passed
for traffic control in aplace that never had any traffic, and | responded with my standard identification.

"Licensed Damager,” | told them with adata squirt. Y ou are under attack. | have neutralized the threst
and the situation iswel in hand. Not to worry, folks. No causefor darm.”

Shaunasie was outside the boat asit drew closer. She was wearing Stateoftheart battle armor and
carrying three powerful weapons. She had the rail gun she had used against the 'bot on an articulated
targeting arm mounted behind her shoulders, alaser cannon ran aong her right upper arm and was aimed
by hand, and there was arack of guided missleson each leg.

| had the welding torch, aspring powered bolo thrower, and a pretty damned good defensible position
down in thetunnd. | had the One in the Hand quietly burning me an escape route on the far sde so that
| could be out the other end before Shaunasie knew what | was doing.

| had multiple viewsto scroll through every few seconds, trying to keep track of what she was doing out
there. The sensors | had seeded over the hull of the JAFR were showing the lifeboat's approach. The
twisted metal remains of my robot was gtill feeding me video of her activitieson thefar side of the
lifeboat. She was paying close attention to the nanofibers that were cocooning the boat, making sure she
wasn't trapped againgt the hull.

| stuck my head out of the hole long enough to launch atether to the boat. The line snaked through the
nanofiber net, and the grapple bumped the hull and scuttled aong to find something to grab onto. Once
the boat was secure with one moreline, | could move it where | wanted it to be. | poked out to fire
another tether and Shaunasielaunched amissileat me.

| ducked back into the hole and the missile tried to follow. But the guidance system got confused en route
and the charge exploded harmlessly in space. | crawled back up the hole to throw the other line, and she
used the laser. | let my suit take the hit and | got my lineon. As| backed up down the hole, | bled the
excess heat into theice. | used the remote winches at the ends of the tethersto crank the boat around to
amore advantageous position.

| had a pretty good shot with the bolo and Shaunasi€srail gun was hung up in the web, so | pulled mysdlf
back to the mouth of the hole. | hadn't figured on Jesse. | had dismissed him astoo timid to join the fight,
but damned if he didn't come up from undernesth me and hit me with aball of epoxy.



| got the bolo fired and Shaunasie incapacitated before | turned on Jesse. The epoxy had immobilized my
legsin seconds, but you redly don't need your legs that much in zero G combat.

| could easily see through Jesse's visor that he was enraged. He came at me with surprising fury for
someone who had been shaking in his boots afew minutes earlier. He fired the epoxy gun again and just
missed completely smothering me. 1 lit the welding torch. Much as| hated to use the nonletha weapon on
the creature outside and the letha one on this poor kid, | had my surviva to think of.

He backed away down the tunnel, the fear on hisface as clear asthe anger that had been there before.
But he didn't drop the gun. He turned down my new escape route and | followed. But as| turned the
corner, | hitawdl of newly setting epoxy. | started working the edges with my torch when the wall of
liquid helium hit mefrom behind. Before | could figure out where the hdll it had come from, | wasfrozen.

"He's coming around.”
"Youmean heredly isdive?'

"He's probably got some enhancements. HEd haveto in hisline of work. Didn't you want him to
urvive?'

"l waan't thinking."
"Y ou could have fooled me. Y ou set the perfect trap. It isn't easy to trick aDamager like that.”

She had apoint. How had he managed to trick me? He had him pegged as completely useless, and here
he transforms himsdf into an ingtant genius.

"I guess| just got lucky. The coolant pipe was buried nearby, and | was able to sed off enough of the
tunndsthat the helium filled the whole chamber.”

"Wall, you did good. We might need him dive."
IIWI,V?I

"Did you hear what he said just before | attacked him? He told the City that he had the Situation in hand.
They haven't sent anyone out here to investigate. He bought us some time. We need to useit to our best
advantage.”

"Sowhy doweneed him?"

"We might need him if we have to buy more time. We might need to reassure the City that everythingis
under control and they just need to stay put.”

"But heisn't going to help us" Jesse said.

"| have ways of getting him to do what we want."
"Areyou talking about torture?’

"Morelike mind control," Shaunasie said.

Thismuch | knew: | wasimmobilized, naked, and | wasn't getting any radio coming in. | tried getting
messages out, but | didn't receive any acknowledgment from the One in the Hand. That could be bad. If
the ship didn't hear from mein acertain amount of time, it would start thinking for itself, and you don't
want to be around when it doesthat. | couldn't tell how long 1'd been out. | opened my eyes.



"You're making aserious mistake," | told the two young people hovering in front of me. | was strapped
to aboard by sheets of carbon nanofiber. 1t looked like it might have come from the web that had
probably encased the entire ship by now.

"I knew you would say that," Shaunasie said. "No oneis going to come and rescue you. Nobody will
avenge your deeth al theway out here." | looked at her face and smiled in spite of mysdlf. The crystal
teardrop on her right cheek had been covered by abandaid. Nice touch. She had shut off acessto her
core programming. She had probably figured out what | had done before. Very nice.

"What timeisit? How long was| out?"

Jesse darted to answer, but Shaunasie stopped him. "Let's not tell him anything. Any information he has,
hewill try to use"

"Six hours," | said. "When I've been silent for six hours, my ship wakes up. And it wakes up angry. Do
the math, and tell me if we have anything to worry about.”

| could read the answer in Jesse's face. We had time, but not much. "'I'm guessing less than an hour.”
Jess2's flinch was a confirmation, and Shaunasie shot him adirty look.

"Weve got to get moving," shesaid.

"Do you think he's serious? What if he's bluffing?’

"We should move as quickly aswe can anyway."

"Jesse, there's something you should know about your comrade here.”

Jesse stopped and looked at me, then at Shaunasie. "He's stalling,” Shaunasie said. "Don't listen to him.
He's going to use whatever he can to stop us. Remember that.”

"Youforget, girl. | don't give ashit whether you succeed or fail. Itisn't my job."
"Isthat why you took our bomb apart?’

"Somebody paid meto stop you from setting off the bomb. They didn't say anything about your other
plans. If you have another objective, fed freeto go about your business. Y ou do have another objective,
don't you? Something you didn't bother to tell Jesse?"

Jesse continued to look from me to Shaunasie and back. His emotions were, as aways, perfectly clear
on hisface. He was confused, curious, and determined, al at the sametime. It was a potent mix to work
with.

"Did you know that A Better Way has ascore to settle with the City of Reason? They were allies back
on Titan, but they had afdlingout. Now herethey are again, twenty yearslater. It'sagood thing that A
Better Way found the High Fantastic Empire to dupeinto taking action for them.”

Jesse looked back at Shaunasie. Y ou knew them on Titan? Y ou told us you wanted to help us.”

"The City of Reason never attacked you, Jesse. That was A Better Way. All part of the plan. So was
sending along a pretty girl to help you with the bomb. Only sheisn't agirl, Jesse. She'sabundle of
sophont silk riding in agirl's body. Go ahead, ask her how she plansto control my mind."

"Where do you come up with this stuff?" Shaunasie said, shaking her head. " Sophont silk? Jesse, think
for aminute. Y ou have no reason to trust thisman. Y ou've worked with me for along time. Y ou just met



him! Y ou know me, he's a stranger. He wants to stop us from doing what we came here to do.”
"But the bomb isgone," Jesse said. "We can't do what we came hereto do.”

"We can do other things, Jesse. The bomb wasjust plan A. Let's go talk about the other plans and see
what we can do to sdvage the mission.”

"These other plans, why didn't you tell me about them? Is thiswhat you were going to do when you went
off inthe lifeboat?"

"| told you, Jesse, | was doing reconnaissance. | didn't have another plan until he took the bomb apart.”
"So what can we do now?'
"The City of Reason has vulnerable points..."

"There was no way | was going to get through undetected,” Jesse blurted out. ™Y ou claimed that they had
no defenses. This nanofiber web isincredibly sophisticated!”

" And undetectable. We couldn't have known..."

"You said you'd analyzed their colony, you knew the weak points. Wasthat just alie? Was the bomb
even real? | was adecoy, wasn't 17"

Ah, that'smy boy. Hewasfindly starting to think with his brain. "Watch out, kid," | told him. " She's not
going to let thismisson fail just becauseit smells bad to you.”

Jesse glanced at me and that was Shaunasie's opening. | saw the knife flash behind him, and before |
could shout awarning, she had buried it in his back. Again, the young man surprised me. He doubled up,
dapped his hands on the floor, and mulekicked her right across the little room. He followed on hisown
trgjectory and pinned her to the bulkhead with his knee.

Shaunas€'s reflexes were good. To amachine, fighting isjust another mathematica puzzle. If you've got
the right software, you can work a counter to just about any move. | was expecting her to give him a shot
inthe pills, but apparently her software found that far too obvious. She managed agood nose smash,
then, when she worked her way free, akick at the stillembedded knife. Then, only after she had lined up
an escape path and fought free of his hands, she gave him ashot in the pills.

Jesse was in bad shape. He didn't go after her, but he hadn't had al the fight beaten out of him yet.
Instead, he jumped toward me. As he worked hisway around behind me, | briefly imagined that he was
going to set mefreeto help him fight her. | waswrong. He pulled the board free and used me asa shield
to rush her.

By now, Shaunasi e had reached aweapon, alittle sseam knife that works great in close combat on a
ship. The superhested water vapor comes out with enough force to cut flesh but not meta, and the heat
even cauterizes the wound so you don't get the room fouled up with alot of messy blood droplets. And |
was sailing acrossthe room right toward it.

| didn't have radio anymore for some reason, but | still had the laser in the corner of my right eye. And
the little bandaid on Shaunasi€'s right cheek was torn off. | focused on the teardrop lens and hacked like
I'd never hacked before. | had a couple of seconds before the shortrange weapon would be able to dice
meto ribbons.

| had gotten alot of information out of her before, but she had shut off all the access routes | had used.



Therewas onefairly smple command structure | was able to get into, however. It was a subroutine that
had been loaded up recently but hadn't yet been used.

What | had in mind was only going to dow her down for afew seconds. | wasn't sureif Jesse would be
able to take advantage of the opening that would give him. He was a strange kid, volatile and
inexperienced, but cgpable of wild brilliance at times.

Thenit hit me, the whole meaning of the transemotiona thing. The manifesto had said something about
tapping into emotions to solve problemsthe intellect couldn't handle. Thelittle subroutine Shaunasie had
queued up but never utilized would invoke astrong emotiona responsein Jesse. If | wasright, that
response would save both our asses.

Seemed like along shot, but, as| said before, couple of seconds. Tick tick. What the hell? 1 kept my
laser on target and sent the command.

Shelet go of the knife and it drifted away. "I've been thinking about what you said before, Jesse," she
told him. "And you'reright. It'stime we take this rdationship to the next levd "

Jesse let go of the board | was strapped to. "What?'
| put dl of the command | could into my voice. "Jesse, move quick. Grab her!"

To hiscredit, Jesse did move quickly. He grabbed her shoulders and held her. The back of his shirt was
soaked, and droplets of hisblood floated in the air between them.

"Jesse," she said with abreathy tone. "I love you." Jesse looked deeply into her eyes.
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, he'sfaling for it! "Jesse," | snapped. "It'satrick. Throw her inthe arlock.”

They were both lost to me, wrapped up in the programming their elders had ingalled in their brains. | had
apretty good idea how long Shaunasie would be controlled by the romantic macro | had activated. | had
no idea whether Jesse would snap out of it before shedid. | couldn't afford to wait around and find out.

| couldn't see very well because my board had spun away from the action. When | looked back at the
place | had been held, | noticed that there was awire cage, hastily constructed, against thewall. A
faraday cage. That was how they had blocked my radio. | put in acal to the Onein the Hand right
away. Inits strange mechanicd way, the ship had missed me. It was only Sx minutes more until it would
have awakened and built another copy of meto download my latest backup into. | wasjust intimeto
avert that nightmare.

| had already modeled the entire tactical Stuation in my own dataspace, and now | had the ship's
targeting computer to run alarge series of amulations. The positions and trgjectones of the JAFR and
the One in the Hand, the two kids starting to wake up from their illtimed romantic interlude, the open
airlock door and the emergency evacuation button, and me. In less than asecond, | had the answer to
my problem.

Making alump of icelike the JAFR dance with alaser is pretty easy. Drilling the escape tunnel without
spinning the ship took alot more precison. | caculated the perfect angle, told the ship to fire, and
prepared mysdlf for an uncomfortable encounter with a bulkhead. The ship swung about, propelled by
steam escaping from the side, and the open airlock loomed up to swallow Jesse and Shaunasie whole. At
the same time, the corner of the board that held me prisoner drifted toward the emergency evac button. |
dowly turned in time to see the two of them drifting into my trap.

They seemed just about to kiss, but | could see Shaunasi€'s hand reaching down behind Jesse's back to



twigt the knife. He looked completely logt in the moment, lust and longing on hisface. Then | noticed his
legs spreading apart and that didn't fit his expression. Asthey reached the airlock door, Jesse let go of
Shaunasie and spread hisarms wide. His hands and feet just managed to stop him outside thelittle
chamber, as| hit the emergency evacuation button. Theinner door did shut with Shaunasieinside and the
outer door opened without the chamber pumping down firs.

Shaunasie held on to the inner door as best she could. She stayed conscious alot longer than an
unenhanced human would have. | couldn't see her, but Jesse watched the whole thing through the
window and | could see hisface clearly. That wasal | needed to know that she was dead.

The City of Reason finaly agreed to let Jesse go. | had vouched for him, and he genuindy seemed sorry
for what he had done. They did ask for Shaunasi€'s body, and eventually | figured out why. They needed
her to complete her mission. Not the mission that she had told Jesse about when they |eft the High
Fantastic Empire, and not the secret mission she thought she was supposed to carry out once they got
here. It turns out there was yet athird mission, so secret even she didn't know about it. Not even the
eldersof A Better Way knew about it. It was the mission given to her by the City of Reason.

| managed to get alot of data out of her once she was dead. | had adevice in my space suit that could
map the quantum storage bits in the sophont silk in her skull without atrace. That was important, the no
trace thing, because the City of Reason specificaly prohibited me from examining the body while they
shuttled out and unwound the JAFR from the nanofiber web.

| didn't get to analyze the data until after the inquest, after Jesse and | had been escorted back through
the one safe passage through the web and were back on my ship. | thought | was going to find out more
about what A Better Way had been up to. | did, but it wasn't what | was expecting.

The people who had set up A Better Way had been rivals of the people who had set up the City of
Reason. But before that, they had been collaborators. Experimental Cognition supplied the hardwarein
the form of enhanced and augmented human brains, and the Ingtitute for Introspection provided the
software, the thought structures that would run on those brains. 1t seemsthey gave Ex Cog alittle
something extra. Without even knowing it, A Better Way had been working on a prototype for the
perfect posthuman as designed by the citizens of the City of Reason.

And | had just delivered that prototype to the designers.

"l fill can't believe shewasn't human,” Jesse said after | finished showing him my ship. "l redly felt
something for her. | thought she felt something for me. And now, to find out it was al afake... That thing
she sad right at the end, the last thing she said to me, that was probably just a programming glitch. She
was probably going to use that against me, and it just came out a the wrong time. She never loved me at
al." "Aintthat acorker?' | said. | pulled mysdf into the command chair in front of the main console and
winked at the picture of my mother. It was good to be back again. | had made atidy sum on thislittle
mission, even though | had probably not done what my client had hired meto do. It's a caveat emptor
thing, you know? If they wanted me to kill Shaunasie before she got to the City of Reason they should
have just told meto kill her. All this pussyfooting around is no way to get things done.

Ah, well, at least I'd lived to tell the Coordinator Group what was going on out here among the dirty
snowballs. To think how narrowly I'd escaped having to confront arestored copy upon returning. The
exigentid headaches, the legd hasde, not to mention the deeping arrangements.

"Posthumans," Jesse said, shaking his head.

"Posthumans,” | agreed. "Fuck 'em.”



