
  [image: Cover]


  
    
      



      



      



      Freedom City


      



      by Phil Geusz



      

    

  


  


  
    


    [image: FP Logo-Final-ComicReady.psd]


    
      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      Freedom City


      



      Copyright © Phil Geusz


      2012



      



      



      



      Cover artwork by Werepuppy


      http://www.furaffinity.net/user/werepuppy


      



      



      Published by FurPlanet Productions


      Dallas, Texas


      www.furplanet.com



      



      Print ISBN 978-1-61450-048-3


      ebook ISBN 978-1-61450-080-3


      



      Printed in the United States of America


      First Edition Trade Paperback 2012


      Electronic Edition 2012



      



      All rights reserved. No portion of this work may be reproduced in any form, in any medium, without the express permission of the author.

    


    

  


  
    
      Table of Contents


      
        


        


        


        


        


        Part One


        


        Freedom City


        


        


        Prologue


        


        


        


        


        Chapter One


        


        


        


        Chapter Two


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Three


        


        


        


        Chapter Four


        


        


        


        Chapter Five


        


        


        


        Chapter Six


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Seven


        


        


        


        Chapter Eight


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Nine


        


        


        


        


        Epilogue


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        Part Two


        


        Pilgrim


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        


        Chapter One


        


        


        


        Chapter Two


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Three


        


        


        


        Chapter Four


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Five


        


        


        


        Chapter Six


        


        


        


        Chapter Seven


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Eight


        


        


        


        


        Chapter Nine


        


        


        


        Chapter Ten


        


        


        


        Chapter Eleven


        


        


        


        Chapter Twelve


        


        Manifest Destiny


        

      

    


    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      



      



      



      



      Part One


      



      Freedom City



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Prologue


      



      It was a beautiful morning, I mused as I stood outside on my balcony watching the sun rise out of the Caribbean ocean. All mornings were beautiful when you were eighty-three years old and still full of energy and drive and vigor. Every minute and every second were precious miracles, stolen right out from under the nose of whichever god it was that might have intended for me to grow sick and old and infirm long since.


      My suite was located on the seventy-sixth floor of the Rabbit’s Foot Casino, at the apex of the tallest and proudest structure in all of Freedom City. It was my hotel/casino, or mine and my wife’s, rather, and Freedom was our city. My good friend Anson Howard and I had worked side by side right from the very beginning of things, creating a new and independent nation where once there had been only open sea. I closed my eyes and smiled; I was damned proud of both Freedom and the Foot, and was also incredibly lucky to live in a time when even the most basic rules of existence were being rewritten and altered beyond recognition. When I’d been a boy, most airliners had still been equipped with propellers and my nation had been striving for the Moon. Now, at an age when an unchecked Mother Nature would long since have killed me off, I was not only at the very peak of my abilities but also could look forward to a future of growth and development far beyond anything that my ancestors had dreamed of. There were no limits any more for Harvey Foote, I reaffirmed to myself as I gazed down at the beautiful fairyland landscape that was Commercial Platform. There were no limits for Harvey Foote, nor were there any limits for Freedom City.


      Only mainlanders were obsessed with limitations, I mused as I turned and stepped back inside to face another in an endless series of busy, fulfilling days. They’d tried to impose their crippling self-imposed limits upon us as well, and worked damnably hard at it. The USA had hampered Freedom’s construction every step of the way, and still claimed from time to time that we were an illegal outpost of Americans created as a haven by the evil rich solely in order to evade fair taxation and social responsibility. They were, of course, basically correct in their assumptions, though we Freedomites did not at all agree that the taxation had been fair or the social responsibilities ours—or even that being rich automatically made us evil.

    


    
      Limits were not for Freedomites, I knew in my heart of hearts. Limits were for the ones who had once been bold and brave enough to chase the Moon, but who now stayed home and wasted away their bitter fear-filled lives ridiculing and hating those who still dared not only to dream, but even worse transformed their dreams into realities and thereby changed the universe forevermore.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter One


      



      The group of kids sitting behind me was really beginning to get on my nerves. They weren’t particularly badly behaved or anything like that; in fact I had to admit that overall they were a fairly well disciplined group. Obviously, they were a class from one of the City’s schools going somewhere on a field trip. This was a perfectly natural and healthy thing, of course. Still, they were annoying.


      “I bet he works at the Rabbit’s Foot,” a little girl whispered to her seatmate. She was speaking in low tones and clearly did not realize that my big ears could hardly avoid picking up every word. Like the rest, she was perhaps ten years old. “My Daddy says you have to be made into a bunny to work there. Mommy wants Daddy to try it because he could make more money. And, she thinks he’d be cute, too. But he won’t do it.”


      I sighed to myself. Likely Mommy was right about the money, but I hadn’t heard any mention of her volunteering for bunnyhood herself. Which made Daddy’s attitude pretty understandable.


      Then a nearby boy whispered to his neighbor. “Only fags get made into bunnies. I’m gonna be a fox someday.”


      That was all it took. I like being a lapine, as it happens, even if ten-year-old mentalities think this somehow makes me less than properly macho. So I stood up with all the quiet dignity I could muster, gathered my green tuxedo coat about me and pulled the red “stop” cord. A chime sounded, confirming my request to get off at the next station. The sub-tram was slowing even before I made my way out into the aisle.


      Several dozen children sat cherubically in their seats as I made my way past them down the center of the car. None of them made a sound, though several swiveled in their seats as I passed so as to get a good look. We bunnies are fairly common sights nowadays in Freedom City; the steady growth of the “Rabbit’s Foot” sees to that. But still, kids tend to stare. The two teachers seated together in the very back smiled politely and nodded as I passed; clearly they recognized me. I smiled back, exposing my incisors and spreading my ears agreeably. Then I was past them and out on the station platform.

    


    
      I’d not really been paying attention to where I was, otherwise I might have waited a little bit longer to switch cars. The particular station I’d chosen was the last stop on Industrial Platform, and smack-dab in the center of what had to be described as a rough neighborhood, at least by Freedom City standards. Though it couldn’t hold a candle to Harlem or the Watts, Fishmonger Station did have a reputation that was somewhat less than wholesome.


      I sighed and then stepped over to the escalator that would take me abovedecks. Exactly twenty minutes would pass before another sub-tram came along and I felt that it would be safer to wait out in the open. Being both genetically engineered and technologically enhanced, I had little to fear from the average criminal. However, you can’t become a rabbit without at least a little bit of bunny-nervousness and fussiness rubbing off here and there. It’s in the nature of the thing. Besides, it was a beautiful day.


      As the automated stairway lifted me up out of the dark world belowdecks where the sub-tram operated, I blinked at the blinding Caribbean sunshine flooding into the windows of the station above. It looked appealing, and I had time to kill. So I decided to take a brief walk.


      The station itself was bleak and impersonal, offering only a few simple plastic chairs and vending machines as hospitality. A small group of fishermen sat in a cluster sharing a companionable lunch, their brightly-colored day passes to Freedom City clearly displayed on their clothing as required. Otherwise the place was deserted. The street out in front of the station was another story, however. It was a workday, and on Industrial Platform that meant things were busy, busy, busy! The air was alive with the humming of a thousand machines and dozens of workers strode by, some chatting intently with their comrades. Vehicular traffic was prohibited everywhere in Freedom City except on Industrial, and small trucks edged nervously through the crowds, transporting cargoes that for one reason or another couldn’t be handled by our internal rail network. Vendors hawked hot dogs and beer while a few bedraggled hookers displayed immodest amounts of flesh, hoping against hope to catch the eye of a john in immediate need of relief. The sub-tram line mostly runs around the perimeters of the various Platforms, so the sea was close at hand. Carefully, I looked both ways, then stepped briskly out across the flow of traffic. In a flash I was across the busy street and climbing up towards the Platform Rail.

    


    
      One of the nice things about Freedom City is that its designers understood the basic magnetism that open water holds for human eyes. Therefore, wherever practical a Platform Rail girdles the edges of all our structures. Acting as more than mere safety measures, the Rails consist of raised boardwalks that offer superb views of the beautiful sea that surrounds us. In some ways they serve the same recreational function as small city parks. And because you must climb a long flight of stairs to gain access to the Rail, the recreational areas are not generally used for normal traffic and thus are only rarely crowded.


      I had the Rail to myself that particular morning. The brilliant sun danced across deep blue waves, gulls and pelicans swirled overhead, and the brisk trade winds tugged at my sensitive whiskers, causing my ears and coat to flap about ridiculously. I must have looked terribly undignified, but didn’t care. It was a beautiful day, something I far too rarely found the time to appreciate.


      I couldn’t have been standing there for more than two or three minutes before a mournful-sounding siren wailed out in the distance, a signal that I recognized instantly. I felt a smile spread across my face. It was the airport getting ready to receive a plane!


      I raised a hand to shield my eyes from the glare of the sun and turned towards the left. The buildings of Industrial Platform partly blocked the view, but I was quite content. I’d enjoyed the spectacle of planes taking off and landing all of my life, another simple pleasure I indulged far too infrequently.


      The siren sounded again, twice. Then I watched the water begin to boil around the end of the huge runway structure as the pilings supporting it began to telescope, leaving the offshore end afloat. When the vertical steel support columns had finished transforming themselves into incongruous twin towers at the end of the pavement, discolored water began to rise as enormous electric motors labored to pivot the runway about its fixed end. With an experienced eye I judged as best I could the direction of the wind, then studied the relative angle of the runway. I reckoned that it would have to pivot about ten degrees, which would take perhaps fifteen minutes.

    


    
      “Beatrice,” I thought in “Command” mode.


      “Yes, dear?”


      I smiled inwardly. “Honey, please message Felix that I’ll be running a few minutes late to our meeting. Something’s come up.”


      “Done. Watching the noon plane land, are we?”


      Beatrice was aware of the airline schedule, of course. And she knew me well. “Guilty as charged.”


      She chuckled, and I could picture her dimpled smile. “I’m glad. In fact, I wish you’d retire and watch planes full-time. It’d be good for you.”


      A deep pain stabbed at me. “Beatrice...”


      “I know, I know. Your work is everything to you, you have a duty to Freedom City, yada-yada-yada. So watch your plane land, and I’ll cover with Felix.”


      I sighed. She still didn’t understand, not really. Perhaps she never had. “Thanks, honey.”


      Presently the runway stopped moving and the seawater began to boil once more as the big piers sank below the waves. Since the wind was gusting in almost directly from seaward, the plane would have to be coming in from behind me. I turned around and searched the sky. Better-than-excellent eyesight is a pleasant fringe benefit of being genetically engineered; I picked up the little white jetliner almost immediately. It was short and stubby and seemed to carry far too much wing area for its bulk. There were only four such aircraft in existence, I knew, all of them built here in Freedom City. Hydrogen-powered and able to land on a dime, they depended on advanced carbon-monofilament materials that no other nation had yet seen fit to approve for use in commercial aircraft. While our little fleet had been operating with an admirable safety record for several years now, the rest of the world had yet to follow. People, it seemed, were growing more and more fearful of new technology all the time.


      Everything looked normal enough on the approach, and I followed the plane until the bulk of a chemical factory blocked my line of sight. Then I turned towards the runway and waited. Sure enough, the little plane flashed back into view right on schedule, braking madly and screaming through its reversed jets. Moments later, it was safely down and stopped, pausing for a moment as if to collect its wits before taxiing along the miniature runway towards our tiny terminal.

    


    
      I smiled at the sight. For many years Freedom City had enjoyed no direct airline service, depending entirely on shuttle helicopters and ships for communications with the outside world. Our airport had increased tourism tenfold and transformed the Rabbit’s Foot from a borderline operation into one of the most profitable family vacation centers anywhere. I was glad that I’d helped with the initial funding. Setting up air service had proven plenty expensive, even more so than the most pessimistic projections had indicated. Still, it turned a nice profit for itself these days, and made life better for us all to boot. This was really what Freedom City was all about, in the end.


      I sighed in satisfaction and decided on the spur of the moment to walk to the next sub-tram station, located over on Commercial Platform. The Rail Park was deserted, and the day gorgeous. So I clasped my hands behind me and ambled along slowly, enjoying the simple pleasure of being alive and healthy. The bridge was just a short pleasant stroll away; in fact, I was there before I knew it. The span was a toll affair, of course; Freedom City was the most fiercely capitalistic place on the planet. Money had been desperately short at construction time, so the First Board let out most of the bridge construction to speculators. They’d turned a regular profit ever since. With a mechanical buzz that no ordinary human could have detected, the camera-like tollbooth reader swiveled to face me as I approached. Then it scanned my skull. A green light went on and the gate-arm lifted. I didn’t even have to break stride as I passed through, my account at the Freedom City Central Money Market debited by a quarter-credit.


      The bridge itself was a rather old structure and thus near the center of things. As a result, tie-up space on its supports always brought top dollar. The sea below was checkered with fishing boats whose owners were off selling their wares in Fishmonger Square, and two bridge pilings supported the heavy moorings of a string of glass floats that contained hydrogen-producing algae. Hydrogen farming was one of our major industries, gengineered algae still being illegal in much of the rest of the world. A scavenger pump replete with solar panels chugged away out at the end of the string. It sat upon a larger float, sharing it with a big white pressure tank. The equipment was rusty from long exposure to the sea, but the letters painted down the side were still quite easily made out. “Hindenburg Hydrogen”, they read. Then in smaller print came the company slogan. “Fueling Freedom since 2032”.

    


    
      The wind was fresh and clean here above the sea; even more so than it’d been out on the Rail. I had the whole structure to myself—only the lively voices of the fisherman’s wives down below me chattering and bickering in Spanish marred the perfect peace of the scene. So, I took another moment to drink in the quiet beauty, looking around and breathing pure sea air in deep draughts …


      … until I realized that the seemingly-pure air was tainted with the scent of human blood!


      My nose twitched almost of its own accord. The coppery tang seemed very much out of place amidst all the sunlight and beauty, but my nose rarely lies to me. In nature rabbits are hunted by a thousand different predators and, as a direct result, Mr. Darwin has seen to it that lapines are equipped with excellent sniffers.


      With the wind being as fresh as it was, the thread of scent was weak and intermittent. However, there was a hidden blessing to the breeze as well. It told me in which direction to look for the source of the odor. Since the wind was blowing nearly dead-square across the bridge, at first there seemed to be nothing upwind of me except miles and miles of open water. Then, on a hunch, I decided to look straight down. There I struck paydirt. A middle-aged man was lying limp on the very edge of a wire safety net that hung perhaps seven feet or so below the bottom of the bridge deck. There was a large bloody welt on his head; it was presumably this wound that I’d scented. He wore the remains of expensive-looking clothing, but his shoes were missing. It was the latter that was the real giveaway; clearly I was looking at a mugging victim. Leather was a fairly valuable commodity out here in the middle of the Caribbean, none being produced locally. Grazing animals required far too much space to be economical in Freedom City. Probably the belowdecks-types who’d almost certainly been responsible for the crime had thrown their victim off the bridge to drown, not seeing in the darkness that a net was hanging below. By the time they realized that no splash would ever come, it’d presumably been too late for them to find another way to finish him off.

    


    
      I switched my mind to “Command” mode, then cancelled abruptly as the man lying on the net groaned faintly and moved. He was still alive! And perilously near falling to his death! Immediately I switched back to “Command.”


      “Beatrice! Emergency!”


      “Yes, dear.” Her voice was calm, but clearly I had her full attention.


      “Locate me. There’s a man trapped on a safety net directly underneath my current position. He could fall at any second. I’m going after him.”


      “Acknowledged.” There was a barely perceptible pause. “You’re in the Thirteenth Fire and Rescue District’s home range. Their response time averages four and a half minutes, the best available at those coordinates. I suggest you wait for them.”


      I shook my head. “Sorry, Bea. No can do.”


      She sighed. “Harvey, please don’t do this. He’s a perfect stranger, right?”


      “I think so, but from the cut of his suit he’s a mainlander. Might be a guest.”


      Already I was examining the bridge structure for the ladder that I knew had to be somewhere. Finally I located it, much too far from the injured man to suit my taste. It consisted of a set of widely spaced steel rungs welded to a main pier.


      “Then again he might not be,” she countered. “Probably isn’t, in fact. Harv, it’s enough that you’ve pledged your credit for the rescue. No one would ask more. And I’m scared!”


      I rolled my eyes. Having one’s wife for a secretary could be a pain sometimes. “Find a camera and take a look, dearest. You can see that I’ll be okay.”


      “But there aren’t any cameras there!” she wailed. “I’ve already checked!”


      Rabbits can move very fast at need, especially genetically-enhanced ones. In an eye blink I was at the top of the ladder. “Honey, I’m headed down to get him right now. I have to go. Love you!” With that I cut the connection.

    


    
      The ladder itself was easily negotiated, but the safety net looked terribly old and worn. It was made of steel chain, and its rusty sheen was relieved only by thousands of fresh paint spatters that perfectly matched the new color of the bridge’s underpinnings. Obviously it’d been rigged for a maintenance crew that was laboring elsewhere just then. The device was a last-ditch safety measure, the square holes in it being easily a foot across. It was extremely difficult to make any progress across the thing. One had to step from corner to corner, or else the unsupported links would shift and sway enough to totally upend the incautious. Even at the corners the whole setup felt terribly insecure. My oversized rabbit feet helped matters considerably, but there were no handgrips to be found anywhere. The gaps in the chain appeared very large when seen up close. Worst of all, the ocean’s surface, so near-looking from a Platform or a bridge, suddenly seemed very, very far away.


      My wife always had been the smarter of us, I thought distantly as most of my mind concentrated on just clambering along. This whole expedition had been a bad idea. I’d traveled perhaps a hundred feet with maybe another hundred and fifty to go when the Thirteenth Rescue Company arrived in the form of a shiny red helicopter. My internal phone rang, and in Command mode I answered it.


      “Mr. Foote?” a woman’s voice asked brusquely. “Mr. Harvey Foote?”


      “Yes,” I responded, waving.


      “I see you, sir. My name is Sally Richardson. Your wife informs us that you’ve requested a rescue?”


      “Yes,” I replied again.


      “And you’re familiar with our terms? We use the standard contract.”


      “I am.” The deal was now formalized.


      “Very good, Mr. Foote. We’ll have a man down in a jiffy. Would you like to be picked up as well? Under the circumstances there wouldn’t be any additional charge.”


      “No thank you,” I replied. Bea would kill me for this later, I knew, but my pride was at stake. I could take care of myself. “I’ll climb back up on my own and meet you on top.”

    


    
      “Of course, sir.” And with that the connection was severed.


      The Rescue folks made it look easy. A man dropped down on a line from the chopper. Then, easy as pie, both rescuer and victim were whisked effortlessly away. Feeling more than a little foolish, I made my slow journey over to the base of the ladder and then climbed back up the hard way. By the time I arrived a med tech was on the scene, bent over the mugging victim.


      Naturally, a small crowd had gathered. I elbowed my way to the front of the group, the blood still pounding in my ears from recent exertions. “How is he?” I asked.


      A female paramedic turned to face me. “Hello, Mr. Foote.” I recognized the voice as Sally’s. “Pleased to meet you, sir; you’re a brave man. The victim has suffered a concussion and is dehydrated, but we’ve got it under control. It’s lucky he didn’t break something; that was a nasty fall he took. He’s conscious now.”


      “I see. Will he require hospitalization?”


      “No sir,” Sally replied. “Not unless he’s the super-cautious type. The med tech’s given him a shot for pain and to rebalance his brain chemistry and such; he won’t feel a thing for an hour or so. As long as he drinks plenty of liquids he’ll be fine. But when the shot wears off...”


      I winced and nodded. “Right. Can he walk?”


      “Yes, but he probably shouldn’t. Or at least not very far. Do you know where he lives?”


      “I’m staying at the Cat House!” a new voice called out. “Please, help me get back to my hotel. I’m staying at the Cat House!”


      I turned towards the sound, but the med tech spoke first. “What’s your name?” he politely asked the victim.


      “Bill,” he replied, “Bill Marski. Who are you?”


      “Allen Crowe. I’m a medical technician, Mr. Marski. And for a small additional fee we’ll gladly transport you back to your hotel.”


      “Small additional... What’s going on here?” the patient demanded.


      “Do you have insurance, Mr. Marski?” I asked. I’d staked this man over a thousand credits for his rescue and treatment, it being the right thing to do even for a total stranger. Still, it would be nice to hear that he was good for the debt.


      “Sure, everyone does. Our taxes pay for it. Don’t they?”

    


    
      I closed my eyes and forced myself to be patient. “Do you recall exactly where you are, Mr. Marski?”


      “I ... I ... Oh my god!”


      My heart sank. This was what I got for interfering in the lives of mainlanders. “That’s most unfortunate. It’s unwise to travel here without coverage.”


      “But … the USA swaps national coverage with everyone these days. You don’t need insurance!”


      I sighed. “We have no national health plan for your country to swap with, Mr. Marski; as I’m quite certain your travel agent warned you. We go out of our way to make sure that our visitors are well aware of this fact.”


      The medical technician looked up sympathetically at me as he began repacking his gear. “Tough break, Mr. Foote.”


      I shrugged. “It was the chance I took.” Then I turned back to the mainlander. “Do you have any money at all?”


      He searched his pockets, eyes widening. “I ... I’ve been robbed!”


      “Yes,” I replied evenly. “I know. I presume, however, that you have credit cards? Perhaps a security deposit in the hotel safe? A drawing account for incidental expenses? A letter of credit from a mainland bank?”


      Marski lowered his head. “I’ve been gambling,” he said in a near whisper. “I lost everything, then won one last big pot .…”


      My heart sank even further. I’d heard this one before; the situation was hopeless. “... and after you left, you were mugged. I’ll bet you weren’t gambling at one of the major casinos, were you?” For all that I resented the place, the Cat House wouldn’t have allowed a guest to put himself at risk in such a manner—at least not without a warning.


      “Well, you see, there was this guy who told me about a little place over on Industrial Platform that only the locals know about.”


      “Right,” I interrupted him, rolling my eyes. “And they let you max out the debt load on every credit card you carry, so that it was all conveniently converted into hard money for them. Then after your losing streak ended they gave it all back and more in the form of one big pot, insisting that they could only pay out big winners in cash. Right?”

    


    
      “Yeah! That’s right! They said it was house policy.” A light was beginning to come on for Bill, albeit a rather dim one. “How’d you know?”


      “A little bird told me,” I replied disgustedly. “And next thing you know, by pure random chance you were mugged on the way back to your hotel. Right?”


      “Right,” he whispered softly. “Oh my god! I’ve got to report this to the police!”


      “I’ve already taken care of that,” I replied. “However, the odds are heavily against catching the individuals who mugged you. And the casino involved—do you by chance recall the name?”


      “Aces High,” Marski replied dully.


      I filed the name away. “Aces High, then. It’ll almost certainly be impossible to prove that they’ve done anything illegal.”


      “But you just said their games are fixed!” Marski wailed. “You can nail them for that, at least!”


      “Fixed games aren’t illegal here. If you’re foolish enough to gamble at crooked tables, no one in Freedom City will try to stop you.” I paused, then finished my original thought. “On the other hand, attempted murder is against the law. However, I’m reliably informed that no City cameras cover this bridge and I’d be willing to bet that the pedestrian tolls were paid in cash. Therefore, the police probably won’t get anywhere.


      “I can’t afford this,” he whispered. “I’m broke. Flat broke.”


      Sally looked at him in disgust. “You’re incredibly selfish,” she opined. “Putting yourself in a position where you have to accept charity.”


      “Charity?” Marski asked. “What charity? My plane ticket is paid for; get me on it and I’m outta here! Maybe I can get some compensation from the crime victim’s fund back home, eh?” His face brightened a bit at the thought.


      “I doubt it,” Crowe replied, his voice dripping with contempt. “But that’s not the kind of charity we’re talking about. Mr. Foote here pledged his name to the extent of over a thousand credits for your rescue and treatment, but not only do you have no means of taking responsibility for yourself and paying your own way, you haven’t even thanked the man!”


      I raised a restraining hand. “Listen, I.…”

    


    
      “No!” another Rescue Team member interrupted. “Your reputation precedes you, Mr. Foote. You’re a true gentleman, by all accounts. But this guy needs to hear it straight. From the heart, like.” Then he turned back to the unfortunate Marski.


      “Here in Freedom City, the lowest thing that a man can be is a charity case. Accepting a handout is humiliating because every time you take one you’re declaring to the world that you can’t cut the mustard, that you aren’t smart enough or tough enough or ambitious enough to carry your own weight. Personal wealth is usually a fair measure of a man’s contribution to society, Marski. How much more he gives than takes. And a man who is broke is presumed to be contributing nothing.”


      “Wealth is evil!” Marski responded, blindly regurgitating the lesson that had been hammered into his skull over and over again by Mainlander society until the lie had become one of the basic foundations of his existence. “Rich people are greedy!”


      “We have pride here, pride in what we can do for ourselves and for each other,” the young man countered. He’d attended Mainlander schools too, I could tell by his accent, and had listened to Mainlander political speeches and watched Mainlander TV. However, somehow the falsehood had never taken root in his soul. “We have pride in ourselves and the freedom to grow in whatever direction we choose. But you have no pride.”


      Marski looked down at the deck. “You mean the rescue and treatment weren’t free?”


      “No,” the med-tech explained. “They weren’t. We work for a company that offers such services on an emergency basis. When we’re needed, we charge through the nose.”


      “And the rabbit-guy paid?”


      “Yes,” I replied evenly. “I did.”


      Marski frowned for a moment, then looked me in the eye. “I am grateful, you know. But I’ve got to ask something.”


      “Shoot,” I replied.


      “How much did it cost for you to get yourself made into an animal like that?”


      I sighed, already knowing where this was leading. “A bundle.”


      “Then you’re rich, right? You must be. You’ve got money to burn.”

    


    
      Crowe growled threateningly, but I waved him off. “Yes, I’m pretty well-off by most people’s standards, though not all of us gengineered individuals are wealthy. Many of us—probably most! -- take out large mortgages in the expectation that our alterations will allow us to earn more money.”


      Marski cocked his head to one side. “But what you forked over for that silly fur could have paid for a whole bunch of poor kids to get some decent medical care, couldn’t it?” He smiled in triumph. “Couldn’t it?”


      “Yes,” I acknowledged. “But my money is my own, to do with as I please. I earned it honestly, through hard work and the acceptance of serious financial risks. Confiscating it through taxes and the like deprives me of what is rightfully mine. It’s theft, every bit as much a criminal act as your mugging was. I do contribute to charity, but no more than I choose to give—that’s my decision, no one else’s—and I didn’t father the children whom you speak of. Therefore, they aren’t my responsibility.”


      “Children are everyone’s responsibility,” Marski recited smugly. Then the mainlander climbed uncertainly to his feet. “Can someone please take me back to the Cat House? I want to go home.”


      “Geez!” Sally commented, rolling her eyes. “What a loser! I can deal with real charity cases—people with physical limitations, or those who honestly can’t work for some reason or another. It’s sad, though I can deal with it. You, though! You were just stupid. And now you expect others to pay for your own bad decisions? Selfish, you are! Just plain selfish!”


      I turned to Crowe. “Can he walk to the sub-tram station? It’s only a few hundred yards.”


      Crowe’s lip curled in disgust. “If not, then he can surely crawl. But he’s got no fare money anyway.” Then understanding dawned in the med tech’s eyes. “Aww, Mr. Foote! You’re not gonna.…”


      “I am,” I replied with dignity. “This man is a guest in a colleague’s hotel and I was headed there anyway. I’m sure that if the situation were reversed, Felix Morris would-”


      “-dump the selfish asshole in the ocean!” Sally interrupted. Clearly she was unhappy with my decision as well.


      “Now, now,” I chastised the others. “We innkeepers have certain traditional obligations to our guests that date back thousands of years.” I paused significantly, then delivered the clincher. “And, after all, it is my money.”

    


    
      “But of course,” Crowe replied, looking down ashamedly. “We didn’t mean to imply that you’re not free to-”


      “I understand,” I interrupted, smiling. “The circumstances are indeed somewhat... trying.”


      Sally formally tallied up my bill, and I pocketed it without checking the total. She smiled at the compliment to her honesty and then Marski and I were on our way. Bill was quite a mess, naturally, while my tuxedo coat still appeared to be fresh from the dry-cleaner’s. The Rabbit’s Foot buys nothing but the best in self-maintaining uniforms for its associates, and my long-tailed green coat had become something of a company trademark.


      The mainlander didn’t offer a word to me as we walked on across the bridge, not even when I stopped and made arrangements through Beatrice to cover his sub-tram fare. At no point did he even inquire as to how much I was spending on him. This suited me just fine; even allowing for the fact that I had no love for his cultural background I knew that I could never come to respect a man like Marski. He reminded me too much of why I’d left forever the country of my birth.


      The Cat House was its usual roaring self when we arrived. A scanner above the door targeted us. Then the front doors, recognizable only as a dark area among a sea of glowing neon, opened with a “Mrow!” of feline pleasure. “Mr. Foote!” a sensual if synthetic female voice purred. “Mr. Marski! Oh, won’t you please come in?”


      We did so, stepping into the blaring insanity of the lobby. Loud pulsating music assaulted our ears, lights flashed in our eyes, and pheromone levels impossible to mere nature burned in our noses. Everywhere cat-people twisted and gyrated to a sensuous beat in dances that bordered on masturbation; before their shift began, I knew, these performers willingly accepted large injections of enzymes and hormones, chemical cocktails that left them insatiably aroused. The intense need in their catlike faces was real; the terrible want with which they capered and gyrated was absolutely the genuine article. It would’ve made even mediocre erotic dancing into something unforgettable—not that any of these dancers were anything resembling mediocre; only the very best need apply to become a Lobby Cat. I’d known one of Felix’s dancers for many years and I searched for her among the rippling fur and flesh as we made our way towards the main desk. I was lucky; she was on shift. My friend was atop one of the nearer platforms, swaying slowly back and forth to the beat as hungry fire glowed in her jade-colored eyes.

    


    
      “Stripes!” I called out. “Stripes McKee!”


      The tiger-girl jumped slightly at the sound of her name. Then, recognizing me, she flowed like water off of her stand and danced her way over towards us. “Harv!” she declared, “It’s been way too long. How are you?”


      I smiled widely, and not just from the pheromones. I liked Stripes, and it really had been too long. “Doing well. Recognized you from the pic you sent me. And you?”


      “Happy, happy, happy!” she declared, dancing a little pirouette. “Never dreamed I could be so happy! Harv, if you hadn’t gone furry first I couldn’t possibly have worked up the courage to do this, much less make myself female. Thank you so very much, sweetie!”


      I looked over my old friend’s body. Lean muscles rippled beneath beautifully proportioned stripes, and large unrestrained breasts with erect nipples bounced effortlessly to the provocative beat. She wore only a g-string, heels and soft silky fur. Her beautiful form remained in hypnotic subtle motion, keeping perfect time with the music.


      “You sure you don’t miss being an industrial coatings engineer?” I teased. “You were near the top of your profession, you know.”


      “Don’t be silly,” she replied, emphasizing her words with a playful finger-stroke to my pink nose. “The pay’s not so good as what I’m used to, and I’ve got a big gengineering loan to pay off. But I’m alive now, Harv. So very much alive!”


      “I’ll drink to that,” Marski mumbled alongside me. He hadn’t intended to be heard, but both Stripes and I had augmented ears. She dimpled and turned to my companion.


      “And who’s this?” she asked.


      “A guest here; one in some distress. I brought him with me, since I was headed this direction anyway.”


      “Aww!” she pouted, dancing in a slow entrancing circle around Marski. “Poor baby!” The mainlander stood speechless; even before he’d lost all his money I was fairly certain that one of the world-famous Lobby Cats would’ve been financially far beyond his reach.

    


    
      “Is Felix treating you all right?” I asked.


      “Oh yes!” She ground her thighs together, rolling her eyes in a moment of sexual ecstasy, then continued speaking as if nothing had happened. “The base pay isn’t much, but he fronted the funds for my new body, after all. And I love my work!” She did a series of little mincing half steps and dips, stroking her aroused breasts and showing off her perfectly-shaped legs. “Want to come to bed and find out how much I love my work, Harv? Felix told me I could do a few friends for free now and again; surely he wouldn’t mind me spending a little time with you. And I’m a virgin with furry types, hon. There’s still time for you to be my very first!” Teasingly, she reached out and tugged at one of my whiskers.


      I smiled again as Marski inhaled sharply beside me. There was no doubt what his answer would’ve been, but mine was different. “Thanks, Stripes. Really. But I’m a married man.”


      “Bea wouldn’t mind,” Stripes purred seductively. “Considering.”


      My manhood was threatening to erupt from its modesty pouch. And she was right about Bea. Our marriage was perforce a casual one in some ways. The offer was very, very tempting. “I love you, girl. You know that. But we used to drink beer and play poker together. It wouldn’t seem right somehow.”


      The big cat giggled again, this time exposing her canines playfully. “Maybe you can come back another time then, Harv. I’ve never tried rabbit, and I’m dying to learn what it tastes like.”


      Somehow her teeth turned me on more than anything else she’d shown me, but my answer remained the same. “Thanks, Stripes. Really. Maybe someday. Not today, though.”


      The dancer smiled and hugged me, then minced away, adding claw-slashes and little hissing sounds to her repertoire as she worked her way back across the lobby towards the little raised platform where she earned at least part of her living. Stripes was sure enough a carnivore, I had to give her that.


      “Geez!” Bill whispered beside me. “I can’t believe you turned down that piece of ass!”


      “There’s a lot of things about me that you probably wouldn’t understand,” I replied evenly. “Come on. Let’s head over to the main desk.”

    


    
      The lobby’s designers had quite deliberately arranged things so that you had to pass at least a dozen dancers before you could get to the place where more ordinary hotel business was conducted. Since I only visited the Cat House on rare occasions, I took the time to look around and evaluate the competition’s setup. The dancers were quite a draw, I had to acknowledge, even though I’d never tolerate anything like them at the “Foot”. Nature offers more variety among felines than lapines and all sorts of cats were represented; a male lion, a female tabby, a Siamese of indeterminate sex, leopards, jaguars, lynxes, the list went on and on. There was even a kitten, a dancer who was physically a boy of no more than ten or eleven. He’d been gengineered to resemble a child dressed up in a housecat costume, with his face left totally human. His dancing was boyish and innocent, and a grossly fat mainlander guest was standing at the base of his pedestal staring up at him hungrily. It was against all medical ethics to alter anyone under the age of consent; therefore I knew deep down that this was not a child prostitute but rather an adult who’d voluntarily consented to become a sex object for pedophiles. But still, it felt very wrong to walk by and say nothing as the mainlander reached up and stuffed cash into the boy’s g-string until enough was delivered to persuade the young man to hop down from his pedestal and go off with the mainlander, hand-in-paw.


      “I can’t believe you people allow that,” Bill murmured to me. “You’re degenerate.”


      “He’s an adult,” I snapped back, not feeling nearly as morally certain as I sounded. “Our gene-cutters won’t alter kids.”


      Bill snorted, and then we were at the main desk. “Mr. Foote!” the nice cat-lady behind the counter said with a pleasant smile. “Mr. Morris is waiting for you in the lounge.”


      “Yes,” I replied. “Thank you. But something has come up. This man has been robbed. He’s a guest of yours.”


      “Oh!” the clerk exclaimed, turning towards Marski. “I’m so very sorry. Did it happen here?”


      “No,” he answered. “Across town.”


      “I see,” she replied. Then she tapped a few keys on her console, and a scanner swung down. “You’re Mr. Marski, of Room 6437?”


      “Yes,” he said. “And I’m developing an awful headache.”

    


    
      “I understand totally sir. I’ll have someone show you to your room.” She looked to me as if for approval, which was understandable enough. I was pretty well thought of in the hospitality industry these days after all, even if I was the competition. So I smiled at her and she smiled back.


      Marski looked upset. “Aren’t you going to do anything else for me?” he demanded.


      The clerk raised her eyebrows, and I perked my ears. What did this man expect? “Like?” the clerk finally asked.


      “Well ... I’ve just lost all my money. Aren’t you going to offer me a loan to tide me over until I get home? Or a free stay for the rest of my trip because I’ve had such a bad time? Or anything?”


      The clerk looked baffled. “Why would we do something like that? We’re not the ones who robbed you.”


      Marski turned to me, but I merely shrugged. “She’s got a point,” I observed.


      “Argh!” Marski cried with a wave of his hand. “I can find my god-damn room on my own, thank you very much. You’re all crazy, every last one of you!” And with that he stomped away.


      “Mainlander!” I mumbled, looking over at the clerk.


      She nodded understandingly. “Deal with them every day.”


      “Me too. Never get used to it, though.” I thought things through for a moment. “Tell you what. I’m about to meet with Felix anyway. I’ll let him know what went on here, and be sure to mention that you did your job properly. It might keep you out of some hot water.”


      Her face brightened. “Thanks, Mr. Foote, but I’m sure that everything will be all right. Mr. Morris understands that this sort of situation seems to sort of automatically develop when mainlanders get into trouble here.”


      I smiled back. Her faith in Felix’s judgment was probably justified, but I’d support her anyway. She’d clearly done nothing wrong, and I was quite certain that Marski would be demanding to see Felix very soon. He was the type who wouldn’t be satisfied until he’d blown off steam on somebody who seemed important. Even if it accomplished nothing.


      Felix was waiting for me in the lounge, as promised. It was a quiet and tasteful place compared to the hotel’s main entryway, though a single Lobby Cat twirled and gyrated on top of the bar. As was his usual custom for informal meetings, my host had secured an ordinary booth centered in an island of empties for us to sit in as we talked. It was a good arrangement as, for reasons of hospitality, a hotel’s lounge is monitored for bugs continually. The Cat House didn’t do all that much of a daytime trade; there were plenty of empty booths to go around. Indeed, I strongly suspected that said empties were the main reason why I’d been called over for a visit in the first place.

    


    
      My host was all smiles as I sat down. Probably he was genuinely pleased to see me; business rivalries aside, we got along quite well. Felix had a very pleasant disposition, one that well suited his Cheshire cat face and body. “Harvey!” he greeted me. “How are you, you old son of a gun? I heard you had a little adventure on the way over. Will you have something to wet your whistle?”


      I smiled in reply and nodded. A glass of fruit juice appeared at my elbow; clearly someone on staff knew that I never touched alcohol before dark, and only rarely then. “One of your guests got himself into a little trouble last night, Felix. He went over to some dive on Industrial Platform because he heard that the odds were better there. Someone in your casino put the name of the joint right into his ear. Probably a paid tipster.”


      Felix’s smile became icy, and his vertically-pupiled eyes narrowed. “Do tell.”


      “Yeah. They ran up his cards and then rolled him. My guess is the take might have been as much as ten grand.”


      My host wasn’t happy. In a sense, he’d been stolen from as much as Marski. As Morris saw things, if there were any justice in the world his guest would’ve lost his ten grand over at the Scratching Post Casino where the thievery was at least more honest. “Do you happen to know the name of said dive?”


      I nodded. “Yep. But before I give it to you, let’s work this through together.” I related the whole story, omitting nothing except for the fact that I’d covered his guest’s rescue bill. A gentleman does not speak of the debts of others. “So you see,” I finished up, “except for placing tipsters in your house, I think the owner is probably clean. Marski had already been drained dry. The house had nothing more to gain. I’ll bet it was a crooked manager that set up the mugging so that he could line his own pockets.”

    


    
      Felix nodded. He wasn’t stupid. “I agree. What should we do about this? Having tipsters skulking around in our houses is not a situation that we can tolerate.”


      I nodded in agreement. “And attempted murder is bad for the tourist trade, as well. What do you say that we make a phone call? Together?”


      Felix smiled and purred in pleasure. “An excellent idea—and a fun one too. Full video?”


      “Why not?” Felix was right; this was going to be enjoyable. At my host’s gesture a waiter appeared at our table. Felix murmured his request, and not one but several cat-waiters and waitresses leapt into action. He was showing off the efficiency of his staff to me; no military organization could’ve rigged up a videophone more expeditiously. At Felix’s invitation I slid over and joined him on his side of the booth so that the lens of a single phone camera could cover us both.


      “The establishment’s name?” Felix inquired politely.


      “Aces High,” I replied.


      Felix looked disgusted. “This guest of mine left these beautiful facilities to gamble in a filthy hole like that? I don’t believe it.”


      I nodded sympathetically, then spoke with an exaggerated mainlander accent. “But that’s where all the locals gamble. No one knows about it, see?”


      Felix rolled his eyes. “How pitiful.” Then he extended a single claw and dialed the operator. “The ‘Aces High’ casino, please. Full video. Charges to be paid by this number.”


      “Yes ma’am,” the automated voice replied, and I chuckled merrily. Felix’s voice was catlike enough, but it tended a bit towards the high end of the register. In person there could be no doubt of his maleness. But as a disembodied voice, interpreted by a machine ... Well, the mistake was actually quite understandable, as well as amusing.


      “Don’t laugh, Foote,” Felix growled. “Or I’ll order rabbit for lunch.”


      The threat stifled me immediately, of course. My own change had rendered me an enforced vegetarian, and the odor of cooked meat at close proximity, especially that of rabbit meat, was more than a little ... upsetting.

    


    
      The connection went through instantly, but as audio only. “Aces High Casino,” answered a deep voice that had smoked far too many cigarettes. “Can I help you?”


      “We’d like to speak to the owner,” Felix said. “Immediately.”


      “She’s not available,” the voice replied. “I’m Willie, the House Manager. I can take care of anything you need.”


      Felix and I exchanged significant glances. “Have you noticed that this is a video call?” I asked politely.


      “Well, yeah. But I didn’t want to run up your bill.”


      “Oh, please,” Felix replied drolly. “Run it up. I beg of you.”


      “Well, all right.” There was a pause, and then our viewscreen came to life. At first all we could make out was a huge sleeve being withdrawn from the switch in front of the video camera, and then we saw Willie’s lined face. He was an older man trying to appear young. His gray hair was dyed black and he wore a silk suit that looked cheaply made but which he’d probably paid plenty for. Willie had the “gangster wannabe” look about him. His eyes seemed narrow at first as he squinted at his tiny flickering phone monitor, but almost immediately they widened gratifyingly.


      “Mr. M-M-Morris?” he stuttered. “Mr. Foote? What...? I mean why…?”


      “Are you absolutely sure that your owner can’t be reached?” I asked pleadingly, letting my already large bunny eyes go wider in mock innocence. “It would be such a shame if I had to track her down another time and tell her that I’d called …”


      The pain in Willie’s face was unmistakable. He’d been caught dead to rights. “I ... Uh, I think I can get hold of her.”


      “I thought you might,” Felix purred, more than a little threat creeping into his voice. “It’s amazing how often Mr. Foote and I seem to be able to break through these annoying communication difficulties.”


      I nodded in agreement as Willie paged nervously through a little book. He was regaining his composure, but not nearly quickly enough. “Her name is Holly Antonini. She’s on the mainland just now,” he finally announced.


      “So?” I asked. “There are phones on the mainland too, I suppose?”


      “But the taxes and tariffs there—“

    


    
      “—aren’t a problem,” I interrupted, ice creeping into my voice. “Please, pray tell. What’s the number?”


      Willie looked first deflated, then defiant. Quite deliberately he reeled off a long list of numbers more quickly than anyone could possibly write them down. Felix began to look annoyed, but I placed a restraining hand on his leg under the table. “Thank you,” I replied. “Switching off. Have a nice day, Willie.”


      “God damn that son of a bitch!” Felix swore as the screen went dark. “He did that on purpose!”


      “I know,” I replied evenly. “But I memorized what he said. It’s a gift I have.”


      “Really?” Felix looked amazed. “Memory implant?”


      I ignored him, concentrating on dialing numbers. There was no answer at the first, or at the second. But my third attempt struck paydirt. “Peachtree Salon, Technician Patois speaking. May I help you?”


      “Yes,” I replied before Morris could speak. “This is the Thirteenth District Fire and Rescue Service in Freedom City. We’re looking for a Mrs. Holly Antonini. Her casino has just burnt down, and we need to speak to her right away.”


      “Oh my heavens! Let me get her for you immediately!” The phone receiver clunked as it was placed on a hard surface, and then I could hear Mrs. Patois’s upset voice calling across the salon. “Oh Mrs. Anotonini! Mrs. Anotonini! Something terrible has happened!”


      Felix looked admiringly at me, and I grinned shyly. Then Mrs. Anotonini was on the line.


      “What’s happened to the ‘Ace’?” she demanded. “My husband is gonna kill me!”


      “Are you at a video phone?” Felix asked.


      “Yeah,” she replied, a puzzled note in her voice. “Why?”


      “Please enable your camera. We’ll pay all charges, I assure you.”


      “Well … okay.” She pressed her button, and then her middle-aged and beauty-crème covered face was staring down out of our monitor. She’d been pretty once, but had aged badly and gained far too much weight. “All right, you’ve got your video. Now what the hell’s happened to the casino?”


      Felix’s mouth dropped open and I have to admit mine did as well. “Don’t you recognize us?” I finally asked.

    


    
      Her eyebrows crawled closer together. “No. Should I? Are you firemen?”


      Felix spoke next. “I’m Felix Morris. This is Harvey Foote.”


      She shrugged. “And I’m Shirley Temple. What in the hell is this all about, anyway?” Holly sipped at a cocktail glass.


      “Mr. Morris and I operate the two biggest casinos in Freedom City,” I explained. “The Cat House and the Rabbit’s Foot. We’re your most important business competitors.”


      “Oh!” she said with a smile. “I’ve heard of you guys. We stayed in the Cat House once, Tony and I. About three years back. Classy joint.”


      Felix nodded. “We’d just opened then.”


      “Right! It was brand new, and Tony says if you’re gonna have class you’ve got to go where things are brand-new and the lights are still bright.” She paused. “Are you two calling to break the bad news to me? My husband’s gonna kill me, even if it isn’t my fault. He thinks the ‘Ace’ is gonna make us a mint.”


      “Mrs. Antonini,” I asked carefully. “Do you in fact own the ‘Aces High’?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Your establishment is in fine condition, ma’am. There was no fire. We apologize, but we simply had to speak to you this afternoon. Mr. Morris and I have reason to suspect that your House Manager is stealing from you.” I enunciated every word carefully and studied Mrs. Antonini’s face with care. “Also, your casino is engaging in business practices that Mr. Morris and I find highly unethical and offensive—damaging, even. We’d rather hoped that we could talk these issues out with the owner.”


      “You think Willie might be ...” Holly began giggling, then laughed aloud. “You think ... you think ...”


      “Yes,” Morris replied soberly. “We do.”


      “I can’t believe this!” she giggled. “Are you guys for real?”


      “Yes,” Morris replied, his back stiffening in a display of feline dignity. “We’re as real as it gets, ma’am.”


      “Then you need to call Tony.” Another wave of laughter washed over her, then passed. It was rapidly becoming my professional opinion that this woman was more than a little sloshed. “You’re gonna have to talk to Tony, bunny-rabbit and kitty-cat. He handles all that stuff.” There was more laughter, then Holly whispered conspiratorially. “Say, you don’t think that Willie might be a criminal do you?” Then she laughed some more, finding her own joke hysterically funny.

    


    
      “Have you got Tony’s number?” I asked. “Please?”


      “Sure. He’s out in Vegas.” She recited some digits, and then waved as if to little children. “Bye-bye, Bunny Rabbit! Bye-bye, Kitty Cat!” She was still laughing hysterically as the screen went dark.


      Felix and I sat in stunned silence for a few seconds. Then he finally spoke. “You know something , Harv?”


      “What?” I asked back.


      “I think that this situation might be a little more complicated than we at first thought.”


      My host and I sat together in silence for a time after that, his tail restlessly wrapping and unwrapping itself around the back support of our booth while my nose wriggled nervously. Then I spoke. “Felix, why exactly did you call me over here today?”


      He looked down at the tabletop.


      “I might have some ideas on how to deal with our new competition, son,” I explained. “Every one of them costs money, though, and if you called me over for the reason I think you did…”


      Felix sighed and looked off into the distance. He wasn’t smiling anymore; in fact it almost appeared that someone had twisted a dial and dimmed down his perpetual cheerfulness. I liked him better smiling, frankly. He might be my competitor, but he was a hell of a good man. “My backers have asked me to formally inquire as to whether or not your owners might be amenable to being bought out.”


      I’d guessed it in one. “And they want to know this because ...?” I prompted.


      “First of all, there are persistent rumors going around the City that you wish to retire, or perhaps pursue other interests. It’s also well-known that your wife is, ah…” He licked his whiskers, clearly choosing his words carefully. “Shall we say, no longer directly involved personally to any great degree in the day-to-day operations of the ‘Foot’.” He paused and examined my face carefully before continuing. “You are eighty-three years old, you know. And you’ve been in the hotel business how long?”

    


    
      “More than sixty of them,” I replied shortly. “I started out as a bellboy. Though just for the record I don’t feel a day over eighty. Now, what’s their real reason?”


      Felix sighed and turned to face me. “My employers aren’t obtaining the return on their investment that they’d like to see. Frankly, our whole setup here was pretty much copied from the ‘Foot.’ This is fairly obvious.”


      I nodded. “But you went after a more adult trade.”


      Morris frowned. The expression was an ugly one on a cat’s face. Feline anatomy simply wasn’t designed for it. “We had to. You virtually owned the ‘family vacation’ segment back then and for that matter still do. We weren’t foolish enough to try and compete directly.”


      I nodded again. “And your business projections?”


      Felix looked away. “The numbers have never been realized. We still don’t fully understand why. They were certified by several reputable firms.”


      “None of which know half as much about the hospitality and gaming business as I do,” I muttered.


      The cat-man nodded in frank agreement. “I’m beginning to realize that you’re right, Harv. You’re a genius, a unique phenomenon in this business.” He sipped at his drink and sighed. “In any event, the competition between our houses is seen as being mutually destructive by my investors. Even though we cater to different segments, we’re still duplicating our efforts to some degree. Our operations have cut into your bottom line and, of course, we could cut our mutual overheads drastically by combining a lot of management functions. So, they wish to buy the ‘Foot’ out. On terms that no one else will ever match, granting you and Bea personally the positions of esteem and honor that your long years have earned you in the new corporation.”


      “But not a position of leadership,” I pointed out.


      “Well ... The money men always have to make the major decisions, of course.”


      I laughed out loud. “My backers reason differently. Thanks, but no thanks.”


      Felix nodded. “I warned them that this would be your answer. As a result, my investors have instructed me to extend a second proposal if you didn’t care for the first.”

    


    
      My ears pricked up. The buy-out offer I’d been privately predicting to Bea for several weeks, but I’d not foreseen anything further. “And that is?”


      “They no longer wish to compete with you, sir. My investors are willing to take their losses up front and move on to greener fields. They therefore wish to inquire as to whether or not your backers might be interested in buying us out.”


      I blinked, twice. My “backers” were a stack of gold ingots in a Zurich safe, among other assets. Bea and I owned the ‘Foot’ lock, stock and barrel. This, however, wasn’t public knowledge. Freedom City wasn’t encumbered with a lot of nosy business-reporting requirements, a fact of which I often took full advantage. “That is very ... Interesting.”


      Felix smiled. “Let me add for myself that I can think of no one I’d rather work for.”


      I smiled as well. “Of course, Felix. You do a good job. The problems with this establishment are conceptual, not the result of poor management.”


      “Really? My backers wouldn’t agree with you, I think. Not after our last quarter.” He shuddered.


      “Really.” Felix was dying to hear more, but I wasn’t about to share all of my secrets with him. “I’ll take both of your offers to my backers, of course, though long years of working closely with them make me feel rather pessimistic.”


      The cat was crestfallen. “But ... But ...”


      I held up a peacemaking hand. “I’ve never tried to manage two houses, Felix and I’m not about to start now. There simply aren’t enough hours in the day to do the job the way I’d want it done.”


      “But ... You could hire—”


      “You,” I interrupted. “If I was going to try it, I’d hire you. It is however my opinion that in order to make money, the business would require my personal commitment at a level I’m unwilling and unable to offer.” I sighed. “That’s something you don’t learn about in business school, son. Every man has his limit. One hotel is my personal limit. I don’t stretch any further than that. Not and do a good job.”


      Morris’ forehead wrinkled, so I tried to explain more thoroughly. “What’s your real name, Felix? Your birth name?”

    


    
      “Kevin Malischowicz,” he replied without hesitation. “But I’ve legally changed it. I’ve found that I rather like being ‘Felix’.”


      “Mine is Harvey Foote,” I replied, looking him directly in the eye. “And the hotel with my name on it is my dream, and my wife’s dream. No employee, no matter how honest and dedicated and motivated he might be, can ever begin to care as much about the success of the Rabbit’s Foot as Beatrice and I do. We offer profit sharing, of course, and pay our people well. Even more, our long-time workers become almost an extended family to us. After all, what other business asks people to drastically alter their very bodies as a condition of employment? It’s only fair that we should be generous in return. Even so, however, not one of my people can possibly care about the business as much as Bea and I do. It’s our name on the door. So we run one hotel and run it well instead of depending on others to try and operate dozens of mediocre ones.”


      Felix cocked his head to one side. “That’s a very old-fashioned viewpoint, Harv. One that terribly limits your growth potential. I’m surprised that your backers tolerate it. One wonders what might happen if they were approached directly.”


      I grinned. Me being a rabbit-person nowadays, the grin came out looking cute and innocent. Had I still worn my old man’s body, however, the expression would’ve been an evil-looking smirk. And Felix knew it. “Just try it and see,” I dared him. Gold bars aren’t the most receptive of audiences, after all.


      “Well...” Felix knew how to back down gracefully, that much I had to give him. He tactfully changed the subject. “What do you want to do about the ‘Aces High’ situation?” he asked.


      “For now, I’d just like to do a little digging,” I replied. “Call you tomorrow?”


      “Sure thing.” We both stood, then impulsively Felix reached out and grabbed my hand. “You old codger, I’m glad your people won’t sell out. I’d miss you.”


      I smiled widely, and patted Felix on the back. “There’s not a chance of it, son.” I paused for a moment, looking deep into Felix’s eyes. “You worried personally, Felix? I can always use more help. I meant what I said; you run a class house and do it well. I’ll bet I could at least match your salary.”

    


    
      Felix smiled and flicked his ears. “I’m okay for now, Harv. And like you, I enjoy running my own show. You understand what I mean, I think.”


      I shrugged. I did understand, of course, but he’d never really be running things until he owned his own house. Which was a process that took many, many years. Oh well, I reminded myself, he was still young and innocent and ignorant—barely forty. “Just let me know if you change your mind. You’re used to the fur already. And besides, eating meat all the time is bad for you. Ask any doctor.”


      Felix laughed politely, and we said our goodbyes. Then I was on my way home.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      



      I timed the sub-tram’s arrival perfectly, stepping up to the platform just as the car came to a halt. The door slid open, and then I was inside. But I barely had time to make myself comfortable before my stop came up. “Foote Square,” the big display up front read. Reading this always made me feel good down deep inside. In fact, I was still smiling as I stepped off the tram. A small group of fellow rabbity folks were waiting their turn to climb aboard; it was shift-change time in the kitchens. There were two jackrabbits, a white domestic like me, an arctic hare and a smallish cottontail standing off by himself to one side. He was the only stranger.


      “Good afternoon,” I greeted them politely. “Glenn, Hazel, Mark, Ginger.” Then, coming to the cottontail, I sniffed the air and determined that I was speaking to a male. “I don’t believe we’ve met, sir,” I said politely, extending a hand. “I’m Harvey Foote.”


      The little rabbit tried nervously to look down at the sidewalk, but it didn’t work very well because his eyes peered out sideways from his head like those of a real bunny. Most of us at the Foot don’t go in for rabbit-style eye-location, as the arrangement costs the gengineered individual much of his stereoscopic vision. Indeed, the Foote Clinic doesn’t even offer the option; while we at the Rabbit’s Foot won’t reject a prospective employee who wants to experience true lapine vision, we don’t consider it a particularly good idea, either. Side-looking eyes are, however, a considerably cheaper setup than forward-facing ones. Usually, those who have them are too broke to afford anything else, either unable or unwilling to qualify for one of our discount employee-loan packages. Such individuals most often patronized one of Freedom’s many bargain-basement gengineering centers instead, sadly getting exactly what they’d paid for along the way. So, frustrated in his attempt to look away, the cottontail lowered his head in a lapine gesture of submission. It was pure rabbit-instinct on his part, something else you don’t see very often. Most of us get past reflexively doing things like that within days of leaving a tank. “Good afternoon, Mr. Foote.” he whispered. Had my hearing not been augmented I could not even have made out the words. “I’m Steven Pearson.”

    


    
      “This was his first shift at work,” Mark replied. He was one of the jackrabbits, and thus considerably larger than me. “Steve’s only been out of the tanks for two days.”


      “Really?” I asked. Mark caught my eye and shook his head ever so slightly. He was an old hand, and I valued his opinion. So I took a moment to look Steve over. The little guy was trembling slightly in fear, I noted, and the toe-claws of his right foot were tapping out a rapid tattoo on the pavement. “That’s a little soon to be coming to work, Steve. Becoming a lapine-person is a big change and with your new eye setup .... Didn’t the techies tell you to take at least a week off to adapt, or more likely two?”


      “Well ...” Steve replied, but his voice died before he could go any further. The poor bunny smelled absolutely terrified, and clearly he was also ashamed of his fear, which he shouldn’t have been. It was a common side effect of the procedure, after all. Especially at first. I’d gone through a stage like that myself. It hadn’t exactly been fun.


      I sighed. “Look, son. I don’t expect my employees to come to work when they’re not able, and I can see that you’re not really ready yet. Anyone can. Come back in a week or two and you’ll be feeling much more chipper. Bouncing around like a kid, most likely. Being a rabbit is supposed to be fun, Steven. Part of our job is simply to be happy and to communicate that happiness to our guests.”


      Steve closed his eyes and began to tremble even harder. His mouth worked, but no words emerged; clearly he was having difficulty speaking. Suddenly I realized that he was on the ragged edge of going feral. I looked up at Mark and raised my eyebrows inquiringly, but he just shook his head again; clearly he was as concerned as I was. So I switched to Command mode.


      “Beatrice?” I called mentally.


      “Yes, love bunny?” she replied.

    


    
      “I have a new employee here, a Steven Pearson. Can you call his records up?”


      “Done. My heavens! He only got out of the tank yesterday, but the time clock shows him having just completed a full shift washing dishes! I bet his supervisor didn’t know about this!”


      “Right,” I replied. “He’s about to go feral right in front of me. Call an ambulance.”


      There was a slight pause. “Done. That’s twice in one day, Harv.”


      “Yes, Love. Probably a record. But this time at least our retainer will cover it.” I switched my mind back to normal and spoke aloud. “Steven, please calm down. It’s all right to be a little nervous.”


      I looked over at the other Foot employees. “I think Steve needs a little hug right now,” I suggested, cocking my head significantly towards the trembling bunny. “Don’t you?”


      When you literally become part animal, it is inevitable that your brain must be physically altered to control and coordinate your new body parts. My rabbit-keen nose and hearing, for example, required rabbit-derived brain tissue in order to function—and altering the brain is tantamount to altering the soul. A new hormone balance also comes with every fur coat, along with new glands and even some new basic drives. You gain a new set of instincts too, which are in some cases sharper than the old and at first are hard to resist. Fortunately, becoming a rabbit is a change for the better in most cases. It makes the subject a nicer person as a rule, more patient and less prone to violence. At first, though, it can be a little ... overwhelming. Rabbithood takes some getting used to. Steven, however, had tried to skip past the adaptation process. Now he was clearly paying the price; at the moment the poor guy was more rabbit than human and a clear threat to his own safety. The slightest disturbance would set him running blindly for cover.


      “Come on,” I said softly and encouragingly to the others. “Let’s all snuggle with Steven for a little bit.” Rabbits are by nature social creatures, and at a very basic level just about all of us except for the lightest of morphs are deeply comforted by the scent and feel of other bunnies squeezed up close around us. I was betting that Steve was no exception.


      The others didn’t need explanations. Each of us had gone through a time of learning to control and live with our new selves. Slowly and gently we closed in on the trembling Steve and we were still hugging in a warm, furry mass when a purely human arm reached in with a hypodermic and gave our frightened friend an injection. Almost instantly, he lost consciousness. Only the tightness of our group hug kept him from sliding to the deck.

    


    
      “Make room, please!” the med-tech called out. “Please, let me get at him.”


      The rest of us backed away, then stood silently and profoundly depressed as our new friend was laid on a stretcher and then hauled away first for treatment and then a period of enforced isolation and adjustment. In the short time that our hug had lasted we’d bonded deeply with Steven and each other in a way that is utterly impossible to explain to non-lapine people. If you’re not a rabbit, you simply cannot have experienced anything like it. Yet despite its inhuman nature the bonding was very real. I sometimes wondered just exactly how much of the Foot’s success was due to the simple fact that the entire workforce had become good natured rabbit-people who because of their new biology couldn’t help but to genuinely like and care about each other.


      “Oh, my!” Hazel exclaimed. He was the other jackrabbit, and had taken a new name to match his fur color. “I can’t imagine why he tried to come out into the real world so soon!”


      “I sure hope he’s gonna be all right,” Ginger added, sticking an ear tip into her mouth and nibbling at it nervously. She was a lop. “You think we oughta call his family or something?”


      “I’ll take care of it,” I replied. “You folks go on home.” We all looked at each other then, and on the spur of the moment joined together in one more big hug. It felt very, very good. Then the others were on their way.


      “Bea?” I asked in my special inner voice. “Has he got a family?”


      “Yes, but not a wife and kids. He’s an immigrant, Harv. From the mainland. This is his first job in the City.”


      I nodded, knowing that Bea could read the gesture indirectly. “He barely whispered. I wouldn’t have picked up the accent.”


      “Right. His brother works on Industrial as an indentured servant, and his sister has no occupation of record. Though she pays her bills.”

    


    
      I nodded again. It was none of my business how she managed that. Lots of women were individual entrepreneurs in Freedom City. Men too, but mostly women. “So he has a brother and a sister. Have you informed them?”


      “The sister, yes. I’ve left a message. Harv, Steven’s brother is a milling machine. With Williamson Industries.”


      I winced. “Oh, no.”


      “Oh, yes. Harv, there ought to be a law against that. Even here.”


      “He signed up of his own free will, Bea.”


      “Of course. But Harv, Williamson never lets their machines rest, at least not the indentured ones. They multitask every waking moment. He’s never free to think or even feel, not unless something breaks down. It’s not slavery, it’s something even worse!”


      A sigh escaped my lips. “And when his time is up…”


      “Williamson will have made an obscene profit, and the poor kid won’t have enough credits left in his pocket to buy a decent new body, even. He’ll probably have to sign up for another term. And at the end of that one, he’ll be more machine than human. Personalities wither and die when not used; computer-brains need their break-time, hon. By the way, I’m looking at his contract now. On the mainland they call business-people like you and I ‘inhumane enslavers of labor’, but we’d never dream of ...”


      I shook my head. “Bea, you shouldn’t peep into private files.”


      “Damn it, Harvey! This is criminal!”


      “No, it’s not. There aren’t any laws whatsoever here regarding pay or working conditions or working hours, now are there? So, by definition the way Williamson does business is not criminal.” I paused to mull things over a minute. “This does explain why Steven was so anxious to start earning a check, though. He’s not only got his own tank time to pay off, but he’s got his brother’s future to worry about too. Money’s got to be a major worry for him. And the sister ...”


      “She’s got AIDS, Harv. Just located the file. She needs tank time sometime soon as well.”


      I rolled my eyes. “It all adds up, then.” I considered for a moment. “See that Steven receives paid medical leave, won’t you my love? He’s not eligible yet, so keep things private. I don’t want anyone else getting jealous.”

    


    
      I could hear the smile in Bea’s voice. “I took care of that five minutes ago, Harv. What took you so long?”


      



      ***


      



      The rest of the afternoon was my own, so I ate lunch at my private table in the “Clover Room” restaurant, then took a walking tour of the Foot. Inspecting a hotel is more of an art form than a science; frequently I simply allowed my subconscious mind to direct my footsteps. Over the years I’d seen it all, including discovering workers making love in the honeymoon suite and catching guests in the act of safecracking at the main desk. Even more importantly, I’d gotten the chance to listen to wonderful new ideas about how to make stays more pleasant from hundreds of helpful guests, and built a genuinely honest relationship with my workers and customers. Other executives might consider my frequent walks of the premises to be time wasted, but I knew full well that they accounted for much if not most of my success.


      Everything seemed to be going well in the restaurant, so upon leaving I quickly walked through the “Rabbit’s Hole” lounge and then, seeing that everything was shipshape there as well, headed outside.


      The bright tropical sunshine felt like staring into an arc light after the relative darkness of the bar and it took a few seconds for my eyes to adapt. Even before I could see properly, however, I knew that all was well. The happy shrieks of wet, delighted children told me all I needed to know.


      “Excuse me, sir,” a small voice said at my feet before my eyes could adapt. “Are you Mr. Foote?”


      I smiled and blinked, looking in the general direction of the voice. Presently I was able to see that I was speaking to a boy of about nine.


      “Why yes, son, I am. And who are you?”


      “I’m Mohammed,” he said proudly, “but you can call me Moe.” The boy smiled shyly. Moe was dripping wet and wearing a red dinosaur-print swimsuit.


      “Can I help you with something?” I asked encouragingly.

    


    
      “Well,” he said, digging a toe into the ground. “I just wanted to tell you that I really like your dinosaurs.”


      My smile widened as I squatted down to his level. “That’s a mesosaur,” I explained gravely, pointing at one of the reptiles swimming in its special enclosure in the open sea far below. “He’s called Kracken. And the larger one over there is our pleiosaur, Nessie.”


      Moe followed my finger. “Yeah!” he exclaimed eagerly. “They’re so cool! The dinosaurs are why I begged my folks so hard to come here for my birthday! But you really need to get an ichthyosaur.”


      I nodded in agreement. The dinosaurs were our latest attraction and an ichthyosaur was already on its way, but still very, very secret. “When is your birthday?” I asked.


      “Today!” he declared, head high and proud. “I’m ten now!”


      My face split into a grin again. I recalled my own tenth birthday quite clearly, improbable though it might seem at such a distance in time. It’d been a happy one. “Really?” I asked. “Would you like a special present?”


      Moe’s eyes grew huge. “Uh-huh!” he answered eagerly.


      I did some quick checking with Bea. “Huckleberry and Henhouse Hare are taping a TV show right at this very minute.” I explained. “And a little bird tells me that there’s room for exactly one more young man in the studio. Would you care to be him?”


      The young man in question allowed his jaw to drop, and playfully I let my own fall open as well.


      “Yippee!” he finally cried, doing a little dance of glee.


      “Yippee!” I echoed. “Take one more trip down the slide, then go tell your mom and dad. There’s plenty of time to dry off and get dressed. Tell any security bunny who you are and they’ll show you where to go.”


      Moe’s grin grew even wider, then he dashed off to join the constant flow of children and not a few adults at the top of our world-famous water-slide. It whirled crazily more than ten stories down to the deep blue ocean below. I watched as he worked his way to the head of the line, then screamed joyfully through the long drop. And luck was with him! The instant he hit the water Kiki, our resident orca, tossed him playfully into the air. With my special ears I could clearly make out Moe laughing in pure ecstasy among the multitude of bathers. A dolphin swam close beside him and then another tossed the birthday boy skywards yet again. My little fenced-off bit of ocean was the only place in the world where normal everyday folks could swim and play with cetaceans; this was because the cetaceans were ex-humans, of course. Very highly paid ones, though none seemed to find their new lives unpleasant. One, in fact, had renewed her contract four times now. It was a true pity that the art of gengineering had not yet advanced to the point where it was feasible to produce dinosaurs that were safe for people to play with as well. Sadly, they still had to be kept in a separate enclosure lest they eat the patrons. The day was clearly coming, though. And I swore that when it did I’d be the very first to deliver.

    


    
      On a sudden impulse, I decided to check personally on Huckleberry and Henhouse. The two were among my oldest and most successful draws, especially among the younger set. I found them standing in front of their TV lights, performing yet another variation on the famous running skit where Huckleberry tries to come up with a new way to steal Farmer Brown’s produce. Smiling, I decided to watch from backstage.


      “... and then you can open the gate and let me out with all the carrots!” Huckleberry was explaining enthusiastically.


      “Gee,” Henhouse replied, rolling her eyes as if in deep thought. “I don’t know. Do you think that it’ll work, kids?”


      “No!” a group of bright-eyed boys and girls cried out in a chorus.


      “Well, why not?” sputtered Huck, placing his hands on his hips.


      “Because ...” a little girl spoke up. She was very shy. “Because ...”


      “Because why?” Henhouse asked encouragingly, cupping her hand over her chin in exaggerated puzzlement.


      “Because ... Because ... Because you also have to be at the front door!”


      “Yeah?” Huck inquired, his brow furrowing in apparent puzzlement. “So?”


      “But she can’t be in two places at once!” a little boy cried out.


      “Why not?” Huck asked, looking baffled. Then Henhouse whacked him with her purse, the way she always did. Both of them looked more like living stuffed bunnies than the real thing, and the gentle blow couldn’t possibly have hurt anything other than his pride.

    


    
      “You hare-brain!” she cried out, her trademark marital lament. The kids broke up in giggles at the old gag, which was something else that always happened. I had to admit that I was smiling as well when the TV lights dimmed. Huck and Henhouse were the bread and butter of the Foot. Their show alone produced more gross revenue than the entire Cat House.


      Felix was right, of course. I absolutely owned my market segment. Every single day, I figured, the Executive Board over at Disney Corporation took a moment to curse my name and bemoan the fact that human gengineering was illegal in every “civilized” nation on the planet. Families came from every continent to stay at the Foot, paying ten times as much as Disney dared charge, and then gambled away still more while their kids played in the safest and most child-friendly environment on Earth. I was eating the mainlanders’ lunch, and they knew it. “That’s a wrap!” I heard the director cry out. “Take ten!”


      An usher herded the still-laughing and rambunctious herd of children off to where cookies and milk awaited them as the parents sitting in the audience buzzed in amused conversation. Each was bragging about his or her own child, naturally, but no one seemed to mind.


      Huck and Hen were all smiles until they left the stage, but once they saw me their puffy cherubic faces turned hard. The expressions looked faintly ridiculous on a pair of stuffed bunnies, somehow.


      “It’s almost contract time, Harv,” Hen said firmly. “You don’t think we’re gonna stay bunnies forever, do you? We’re gonna get typecast.”


      I rolled my eyes and inclined my head towards their dressing room. They took the hint and held their tongues until we got there. The kids didn’t need to hear this. “Good afternoon to you, Barb,” I greeted Hen. “And to you, Elijah. I understand that Bea’s handling your negotiations personally. Is everything not to your satisfaction?”


      “I’m gettin’ awful tired of bein’ cute,” Elijah muttered. “It’s been years.”


      “And you keep signing up for more,” I pointed out.


      “We can’t afford to retire!” Barb wailed. “Not on what you pay us!”

    


    
      I shrugged. “Then quit. I’ll find another pair of Broadway rejects.” Two, or rather four in this case, could play hardball. If I knew my wife, she was playing things at least as tough as I was. We would not be dictated to. “Bea and I created and own the rights to both Huckleberry and Henhouse, not you. You’re replaceable.”


      Huck/Elijah looked like he’d tasted something sour. “Why can’t you pay us more?” he demanded.


      “How much could you earn anywhere else?” I replied evenly. “Not as Huck and Henhouse, I mean. As ordinary actors.”


      “But it’s not fair!” Barb objected. “We can’t save anything!”


      “Well,” I answered thoughtfully. “You could give up the top-floor penthouse suite. It’s bigger than mine, you know.”


      “Our status as stars requires us to live glamorously!” Barb replied, avoiding my eyes. . “We have images to maintain.”


      “Then there’s the little problem with the ponies,” I continued, looking over at Elijah. “Sometimes it seems like the wrong ones always win.” Elijah had a thing for long shots, the surest way I knew of to go broke gambling. “And then there are the times when you two have rent out the entire Clover Room, one of the most exclusive venues in the world, for huge parties.”


      “Goddammit!” Barb shouted. “It’s not fair!”


      “Use that term in public,” I replied, icicles in my voice, “and so help me I’ll dump you in a second under the ‘moral character’ clause.”


      “But we’re entitled to a fair share!” Elijah pleaded. “You’re making a mint off of us!”


      That was pushing things too far. “Who created the characters? And your act?” I asked.


      “You and Bea,” Barb admitted.


      “Who bankrolled the show? Who took all the risk? Who would’ve been out a bundle had it flopped?”


      “You two.”


      “Now, who rightfully owns the characters and the images? Answer me honestly, now.”


      Elijah looked away. “You do,” he finally whispered.


      “Neither of you are slaves,” I explained for what seemed to be the thousandth time. “Anytime you want to, you can leave the Foot. You’ll be altered back to your former appearances free of charge, but you’ll be younger and healthier by far than you were on the day you hired on. If you want a piece of the other end of the entertainment business, all you have to do is create and market your own new TV show. Take the risk and then you can reap the profits. But in the meantime I’m paying you top dollar and you know it.” I sighed, then spoke less harshly. “You guys are good at what you do; really you are. Bea and I are willing to give credit where it’s due. You’ve got a very special chemistry both with each other and with the kids. We’d hate to lose you.”

    


    
      The two cuddly-looking bunnies were silent for a time. Then Barb spoke for them both. “We honestly don’t want to go, either. Not really. We love being around children.”


      A part of my insides that had become very tense relaxed a bit as I realized that we were going to be able to work things out after all. “All right. Bea will back me on this, I’m sure. A ten percent raise on a three-year deal, plus ten percent of the net on all retail goods bearing your current images. We’ll still own the images, mind you. This is just a good-will gesture on our part. And at the end of three years, you get a six-month paid sabbatical.”


      Barb looked pleased for an instant behind her granny-glasses. Then her eyes grew hard again. “Sweeten it,” she said. “Or I’ll get an agent.”


      “I’m not afraid of an agent; it’s just as easy for me to tell him or her ‘no’ as it is to say the same thing directly to your face. Why not save yourself the fee?” I paused dramatically. “Here’s the final offer, agent or no. We’ll go twelve percent on your salaries, but I’ll withhold ten percent of your pay up front and see that it goes to my own personal broker for investment towards your retirement. It’ll be easier to save a little if you never see the cash; we all know that you two always spend every dime you can get your hands on and then some. There’s one other issue I want to cover, too.”


      “What’s that?” Elijah asked cautiously.


      “At any given time, I’m liable to hire two additional artists to play Huck and Hen. It’s always been perfectly within my rights to do this, though I never have. These days, however, your workload is becoming too heavy in my opinion. We need more public appearances, but you two also need more time off. This is the only way to accomplish both.”


      “You’re just trying to edge us out!” Barb declared angrily. “Do that and we’ll quit you cold!”

    


    
      I shrugged. “You’re the ones that mentioned retirement.” I looked from face to face and then sniffed at the air discreetly. Rabbit-folks communicate their feelings through scent as much as through words and facial expressions. It smelled to me as if she were bluffing. “Do we have a deal?”


      Barb looked up at Elijah. “Babe?” she asked quietly.


      He seemed uncertain. “It’s less than we wanted. But...”


      “But it really is better than we could do anywhere else,” she finished for him. “By far. We’ve been starving artists often enough in our lives, Eli. And we’d both miss the kids something awful.” She turned to face me. “All right, Mr. Foote. You’ve made yourself a deal.”


      We shook on it. Then a chime sounded and it was time for Huckleberry and Henhouse to return to work. I watched for a while longer from backstage as the pair sang and danced a simple little step. Then they taught their guest audience (and thereby millions of children at home all across the globe) how to do the dance themselves. The kids seemed very proud of how quickly they’d learned, and the two lapine performers had very special glows in their eyes as they tenderly held hands and slowly danced among the smiling youngsters.


      I picked out Moe among the crowd, his hair still slightly damp. Clearly neither he nor his parents had lost a moment in taking advantage of my birthday gift. The child caught me looking at him and smiled and waved merrily. He was absolutely glowing with happiness as well. All of the kids were, I suddenly realized. So I took a moment to ask myself something silly. Who was the happiest at that moment, I wondered? Moe, enjoying the best birthday of his young life? Huck and Hen, who actually had done very well for themselves and now knew they’d be able to continue doing a job they loved? The director, who at this golden moment simply had to be getting the best footage of his career?


      Or me?


      I stayed and watched until the taping ended, then wandered around the hotel a while longer. Everything was pretty much shipshape. I listened patiently to a guest complain about room service switching two orders, personally congratulated a big winner over in the main casino, and spent a few pleasant moments watching the sun set over the beautiful blue Caribbean. Before I knew it dinnertime had rolled around.

    


    
      “Bea?” I asked softly. “Would you care to join me for dinner tonight?” Lately this hadn’t been happening as often as I would’ve liked. For over a half-century we’d done everything together, and nowadays I felt rather neglected.


      “Sorry, hon,” her disembodied voice replied. “I’ve got other things going. Wish you’d asked me sooner! But later on tonight ...”


      I smiled and spread my ears out wide. “It’s a date, Bea.”


      Room service sent my meal upstairs to our private suite. This was partly because I’d spent enough time and energy confronting the public for one day, partly to show my confidence in the room-service staff after their earlier mistake, and partly because I really do enjoy plain fare for the most part. The attendant brought me a platter of raw and unadorned vegetables, stuff I’d never dream of consuming in the expensive atmosphere of the Clover Room. Our private dining table was made for two. Absently I sat there alone and ate while running the day’s Wall Street Journal headlines through my mind. While Freedom City is dependent on no one nation, our culture was, in practice, almost entirely American and our economy remained largely dependent on that of the USA. The clientele of the Foot, for example, was about 85% American, with most of the rest about equally divided between Japan, China, and Europe. Therefore, I kept a close eye on goings-on Stateside.


      “Use of Gengineered Crops Blocked by House Vote,” one headline read. Idly I focused my mind and downloaded the rest of the article while nibbling on some particularly luscious raw broccoli.


      AP-WASHINGTON In a 387-58 landslide vote, the House today passed HR-1473, blocking the development, planting or sale of any new so-called “gengineered” agricultural products without the explicit permission of Congress. The one-sided vote came as no surprise to Washington insiders.


      “This is a major victory for consumers!” declared Rep. Lance Seafort, D-KS. “Congress has acted to protect America’s food supply from contamination by unnatural man-made life forms. Thanks to your Congress, our children will grow up eating safe natural foods.”


      “It is rare for a bill to receive such strong bipartisan support,” added Rep. Ernest Shackleton, R-KY, speaking from the same platform. “God did not intend for man to live on the fruits of abomination.”

    


    
      The bill is the latest legislation in a series of laws intended to further tighten the regulation of genetic research. “We’re not intelligent enough to play God,” Senator Pete Hull, D-RI commented from his office. “Nor are we mature enough to even consider meddling with His great plan. It’s my hope that S-422, the Senate version of HR-1473, will be speedily passed.”


      Dissidents were few but vocal. “This is a dark day for science and reason,” Rep. Gloria Schneider, R-MO stated at a lightly-attended press conference held by opponents of HR-1473. “Gengineering has proven to be a safe and practical technology, as well as a tremendous economic boon for those who don’t irrationally fear it. In the medical field alone the advances wrought by this new technology have been not evolutionary but revolutionary. I’d give a great deal to know how many of my colleagues who voted in support of HR-1473 either already have or will in the future receive medical treatments based on the very technology they seek to prohibit.”


      But supporters of HR-1473/S-422 say they have little to fear from their opposition. “It’s like this,” Senator Hull explained. “We have a decision to make. Do we want to become an outlaw nation, one that condones the creation of inhuman monstrosities, or do we want to follow the example of the rest of the responsible world community in putting the brakes on gengineering? I think the best choice is clear.”


      “Gengineering is being regulated to death,” countered Rep. Schneider. “Already we’re far behind our leading competitors in this vital emerging technology and our best minds are emigrating daily to those jurisdictions where their profession is respected rather than feared. The creation of new technology has always been the key to the advancement and enrichment of the human race. Yet we’re throwing it all away in the name of irrational fear and superstition.”


      S-422 is expected to reach the Senate floor for a vote next Tuesday. Opponents have threatened a filibuster, but concede that it’s likely that the bill will pass regardless of their efforts.


      Hmm. It seemed sometimes that the mainlanders would never learn. I was eighty-three years old, yet in better physical and mental shape than almost any normal child of eighteen. The broccoli I was chewing had been heavily gengineered for growth in brackish hydroponic gardens that consumed the bare minimum of relatively expensive deck space and fresh water. Yet despite this, it was succulent and nutritious. My wife was, well ... The US government might call us monsters, but we were both living as we chose to live and happy enough with the decisions we’d freely made. I sighed. What was so monstrous about the human race modifying itself and the world around it? For over a million years this had been seen as a good thing, the one great talent that separated us from the animals. Now, however, suddenly being true to our own nature as a species was supposed to be somehow evil?

    


    
      I sighed again and leaned back in my chair. The mainlanders had never taken warmly to gengineering; even simple human cloning was still illegal in the USA and just about everywhere else without special permits and mile-high stacks of mandated paperwork. A deadly combination of rabid environmentalism, extreme preservationism, the back-to-nature movement, religious obsession and a world grown fearful of science had killed gengineering over most of the globe. Every last experiment had to be documented and safeguarded so thoroughly that the cost of developing anything really new and significant there was utterly prohibitive. Then, if there were by some miracle any remaining profits left for the investors, the multiple layers of government would either tax them into non-existence or declare that the “poor” had a right to receive the benefits of the research for free. As a result, all the visionaries had finally just moved elsewhere, to a place where they were in charge.


      To Freedom City, more specifically, even though the article hadn’t mentioned us by name. Where we were busily teaching the world new versions of old lessons about the fruits of unrestricted capitalism and science.


      Even if the rest of the world hated us for it.


      



       ***


      



      I was still daydreaming about economics when I heard a stirring on the bed behind me. “Bea?” I asked aloud.


      “Still transferring,” her voice spoke in my head. “Give me another minute or two.”

    


    
      “Right, hon,” I acknowledged understandingly. It was notoriously unsettling to get used to having a single body as a viewpoint again after spending any significant amount of time as a computer. “Take your time. I’m still reading anyway.” Quickly I scanned through the rest of the paper, taking special note of the prices of those stocks which Bea and I were heavily invested in. Freedom City Corporation, symbol FCC, was up 4 points, I saw, which brought a smile to my face. The two of us owned just over five percent of Freedom City, which amounted to a tad over a tenth of the actual voting stock. The sheets rustled again and I turned to face my wife.


      “We made almost three hundred thousand credits today,” I said with a grin. “On the City itself.”


      “Really?” she replied dreamily, the words this time physically emerging from her throat. “Because of the vote today?”


      “I think so,” I replied, ordering the lights off and heading over towards the bed. “But the markets in general were up as well. I’ll never understand Wall Street.”


      “Nobody else does either, you know.” She rolled over and groaned. “Oh god, but I’m stiff and sore!”


      “Hmm,” I replied, shedding my tuxedo jacket and slipping under the sheets alongside my wife. “Want me to rub your back?”


      “Please. The damned maintenance program is supposed to …”


      “Shh!” I whispered to her, not wishing to hear just then of the unlovely things a remote computer was supposed to be doing to the unoccupied body of the woman I loved while it was clinically dead. “Let me work you over for a bit.”


      Carefully I rolled over and began to knead the muscles under Bea’s soft white fur and supple skin. They were terribly knotted, especially right at the base of her tail. Soon, however, her back began to smooth itself out under my fingertips.


      “Mmm,” she said in a near-purrr. “You have excellent hands, Mr. Foote. As always.”


      “My pleasure, Mrs. Foote,” I replied formally. “Tips are always welcomed, ma’am. Even highly skilled masseurs earn very little money.”


      It was an old joke between us, but she giggled anyway. We lay silently together for a time as I continued to work diligently, then my wife shrugged her shoulders in pleasure and rolled over onto her back again. “That was very nice, love. Thank you.”

    


    
      “The pleasure was all mine,” I replied. “Did you have a nice day today?”


      “Not nearly as exciting as yours, of course, but ... I think we’ve got a fertile ichthyosaur egg going!”


      I inhaled sharply. “No kidding!”


      “Really! The odds are that we’ll lose it, of course. We usually do at first. But Dr. Phillips agrees with me that this one just might take.”


      I reached over and rubbed Bea’s belly playfully. “Great!”


      “Even more,” she added, “I noticed that I’m using more and more of my own experience and data on this job. Honey, I’m finally becoming a decent gene tech in my own right.”


      My hand drew back all on its own, then guiltily returned to its stroking. “That’s great, dearest,” I said with false enthusiasm. “I’m so proud of you!”


      Bea sighed. “Harv, don’t try to lie to me. We’ve been married much too long for that.”


      This time I withdrew my hand on purpose.


      “Dammit, Bea! I was just trying to be polite.” There’d been many quarrels in the course of our long marriage. We’d even legally separated once and contemplated divorce. Never, though, had our arguments become so heated as when Bea had decided to become a Brain.


      My wife stared at the ceiling for a time, then relented. “I know, Harv. You’re still not really comfortable with this yet, are you?”


      It was my turn to sigh. Then I chose my words most carefully. “Bea ... I’m glad that you’re happy. Truly I am.”


      She reached over and gave my own belly fur a single stroke. The touch felt like fire. Soon, I thought. Very, very soon. Then my wife spoke again. “I know that you care about me, and my dreams. And I love and care about you and yours. But really, be honest with me. Has it been so bad?”


      I shook my head. “Not ‘bad’, perhaps. But ... Honey, do you realize that before I can sleep with my wife she has to be switched on and then given time to warm up?”


      Bea chuckled. “I never thought of it quite that way,” she allowed.


      “And the amount of time we actually spend together...”

    


    
      “We talk to each other all day long,” she pointed out.


      I shook my head. “Only as disembodied voices. It’s just not the same.” I paused to change tracks. “Hon, are you sure that you can’t run a body on remote all day long?”


      “We’ve been through this before,” she explained. “It takes the full capacity of one human brain to run one human body. Period. When I’m occupying a body, there’s nothing left over for other work. But as a disembodied Brain, I have time to multitask.”


      “You don’t need to work,” I pointed out forcefully. “We’re rich!”


      “Maybe if you were to retire yourself I’d consider it,” she replied evenly. “But why should my job be any less important than yours?”


      There was no answer to that, of course, so I rolled over onto my side, facing away from Bea. “Hon, I can’t quit. This is my life. You know that.”


      “So why is your life any more important than mine?” Bea asked all too reasonably. “I had a master’s in bioscience when we married, and you had a big mortgage and a little motel located just outside Boca Roca. I left my career to wither on the vine because I loved and believed in you. I’ve got no regrets; our life together has been wonderful and the years have been filled with love and success. But it’s always been your success.”


      “No!” I corrected her firmly. “Our success. Always it has been our success. I’ve felt that way all along, and you know it.”


      Bea leaned over and kissed the nape of my neck. “Of course you do, Harv. I recognize that. You’ve never once made me feel like a junior partner. I’ve got a question, though. Who was on the cover of Business Week last year?”


      I pressed my lips together. “I made them take every single shot of us together, as a couple.”


      “Then the editor used a pic of you alone taken through a long lens without your knowledge. You weren’t told until it was too late; I know. And the editor apologized and everything.” She paused, remembering the slight. “Harv, this isn’t your fault. It’s not about us—I know in my heart that we’re true partners. You personally have never made me feel like anything less. But the rest of the world ...”


      I let silence reign for a while before answering. “I know,” I sighed. “The whole damned planet is backsliding into the dark ages, hon. Ignorance and fear and superstition, everywhere except here. Women just aren’t commonly recognized as leaders any more.”

    


    
      Bea reached out and gently pulled at my shoulder; I rolled towards her, responding to the cue. She was laying facing towards me, her eyes bright and intense in the dim light.


      “That’s right, Harvey. Which is part of why it’s so important to me that I return to my true calling. When I’ve successfully led the ichthyosaur project to completion, everyone will know that it was a woman, specifically Beatrice Foote, who brought such a difficult species back to life. Harv, I’m seventy-eight and I feel like I’ve done nothing of real importance in my life. I can’t pass this chance up. Not even for you.”


      I sighed. “Love, I’m not asking you to give it up. But ... I’ve got to ask a question, love. A tough one.”


      She looked searchingly into my face. “The man I married doesn’t shy away from tough questions,” she replied confidently. “Go ahead.”


      “Well ...” There was simply no polite way to phrase things, so I just went ahead and flat out said it. “If you’re accessing Dr. Phillip’s training and insight, how is this your accomplishment instead of his? Honey, we own the Foote Institute for Gengineering. Remember? What makes you believe that people aren’t going to claim that you’re simply trying to grab the credit for someone else’s hard-earned skills and talent?”


      Bea sighed and let her head fall gently onto the pillow. “They will, of course. But it’s simply not justified!”


      “Why not?” I asked, reaching out to grasp her chin. “Why are they wrong? Help me to understand that part, and then I’ll be able to deal with this whole situation a lot better.”


      She stared at me for a moment in the darkness, then closed her eyes in frustration. “Arghh!” she exclaimed, flopping her head down and making the whole bed bounce. “Even you still don’t really understand!!”


      “No,” I replied truthfully. “But I am trying to.”


      My wife pressed her lips together, and for just a terrible microsecond I feared that I’d strained our relationship too far. Then she sighed and reached over to stroke the special spot that all lapines have right between their ears. I rolled my eyes in pleasure, and felt my manhood begin to stir again.

    


    
      “Silly bunny,” she said sweetly. “I know that you’re really trying. And if anyone is entitled to understand, it’s you.” A blissful moment passed as she kept on stroking while collecting her thoughts. “Honey, your memory for detail is just about perfect these days, isn’t it?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “Of course. You designed the memory package I use. For about a week, or sometimes a bit more, I have near-perfect total recall. In addition, I can store a fair bit of information permanently. No one else in the world has an enhancement even remotely like mine and I’m very grateful to you for it.”


      “Thanks,” she replied smugly. “Nope, no one else has anything close. Dr. Phillips came up with the idea, but never got around to developing it. So I did.” She paused again. “You realize that this extra memory is a very computer-like quality, don’t you?”


      “Well ... yes. Of course.”


      “In fact, you’ve become every bit as much a partial computer as a partial rabbit. Now, you just acknowledged that you use this implant for data storage. Newspapers, magazines, stock prospectuses ... You keep all of these on file, correct?”


      I nodded. “Naturally, though I only bring them to my active attention when I need them. Or just when I have time to read.”


      “Because only the living part of you can exercise judgment on the data, right? And there’s only so much of the real you to go around?”


      “Yes,” I answered, smiling back. “Exactly.”


      “So, in other words you utilize the knowledge and opinions of other talented and skilled men to further your own ends, yet you take full credit?”


      “I …” The woman had stymied me!


      “The argument goes even further, of course. I’m a fully qualified doctor because I can access Dr. Phillips’ mental abilities. How exactly is that different from reading all the books he’s read and taking all the same classes he took, then studying his case histories? Was he stealing the talents of his instructors when he used their knowledge to complete the mesosaur and the pleiosaur projects?”


      “But ... Dammit ...”


      “All I’ve done is use a more efficient means of learning than most people are accustomed to, hon. I’m applying my own judgment, my own creativity and my own intellect to Dr. Phillips’ knowledge and experience, just as if he’d written a very complete book and I’d read it. He doesn’t mind; he thinks I do fine work, in fact. All scientists stand on the shoulders of giants, you know. I just do it far more effectively than the mainlanders do.”

    


    
      This whole time she’d been stroking me between the ears; I reached over and cupped her left breast in my hand and gently rubbed the nipple between my fingers. Bea loved that, I knew. The palm sides of my hands and digits carried pad-like areas of a pink, leatherlike material, the better to make them resemble bunnypaws. Or, at least to make them resemble what most people thought bunnypaws looked like; the reality is quite different. Artistically, it worked well. Bea and I, however, loved best the way my artificial skin tickled her nipples. “You win,” I said gently. “I give up.”


      She smiled her sultry bedroom smile. The expression had to my eyes survived the translation from human to lapine form without changing a bit. And without losing any of its appeal, either.


      “No,” she replied. “You aren’t allowed to give up. I surrender.”


      I grunted in reply, then wrapped my free hand around Bea’s waist. “All right,” I whispered back. “Then in that case, I claim victor’s rights.”


      My wife giggled and smiled, then widened her eyes in mock-fear. “My, what a big macho alpha bunny I have in bed with me! I’d best submit quietly, hadn’t I?”


      Her own leathery fingers suddenly appeared at my crotch and pressed just so; my already stiffening penis folded out of its pouch and into her waiting palm. The artificial pawpads had been designed strictly for ruggedness and utility, I knew, but serendipitously had proven most... stimulating for other more esoteric purposes.


      “You don’t have to be quiet,” I pointed out, already slightly drunk on the thick fog of mixed lapine and human pheromones that the two of us seemed rather suddenly to be generating. “The soundproofing in this hotel is said to be excellent indeed. I think we’ve picked a most excellent place to spend the night, my beautiful Bea.”


      “True,” she agreed in a whisper. “And the company is very nice, as well.”


      My hands wandered over my wife’s heated body, stimulating first here and then there with all the insight and knowledge that only a half-century of lovemaking can offer into one’s partner. Several times my roving extremities encountered the thick and heavy bundle of tubes and cables at the back of Bea’s neck that bound my wife’s body to our bed, but I ignored them as best I was able. That business was settled, at least for the moment. We made intense love for hours, our youthful, healthy and powerful man-made bodies transporting us to such levels of pure ecstasy that no language has yet been developed which might even begin to describe our passion. Gengineering is a good thing, a very, very good thing, no matter what the mainlanders think.

    


    
      If they’d ever tried it, they’d know.


      It was very late before the tide of our passions subsided; fortunately neither of us needed much in the way of sleep these days. “Bea?” I asked dreamily.


      “Yes, hon?” she replied, her voice warm and full of contentment.


      “Can I talk business with you for a while? It’s easier for me to do in person.”


      Bea sighed. “If you want to.”


      “It’s about the ‘Aces High’ affair,” I explained. “I need to work some things through.”


      “Hmm. I meant to get back to that subject a little earlier myself, but something else just kept on coming up.”


      I rolled my eyes in the darkness at the ancient pun. “Seriously. I’m in kind of a bind here. I’ve got ideas, but they all share a major flaw.”


      “I ran some records for you,” Bea offered helpfully. “I don’t have full access right now, but I can share what’s still in resident memory.”


      “Good!” I answered back. “Thanks!” Felix and the rest of the world might believe that Bea had lost interest in the Foot, but I knew differently.


      “Holly Antonini really is the Ace’s owner of record, but this is clearly only a legal dodge. Her husband has a felony record, and thus is ineligible under US law to own a casino. Tony is closely associated with the Lambino Family. The FBI believes he’s a ‘made’ man.”


      “Why would any of that matter here?” I asked.


      “Well ... you know how the US government is. Congress thinks they can control the whole world. Would you believe that they actually monitor the profits of the ‘Aces High’ in order to charge income tax on them? They send tax agents all the way out here—even though we’re not part of the USA!”

    


    
      I snorted. The US had long been one of only a handful of nations to try and enforce their tax laws overseas. Citizens had been required to report and pay taxes on offshore income ever since the twentieth century. Sometimes even this late in the game the IRS attempted to claim that I was legally still an American citizen and thus tens of millions of dollars in arrears. They didn’t have much chance of proving their case, of course, and even less of collecting even if they did somehow manage to persuade a judge to see things their way. But the welfare state is by nature an ever-hungry monster, and capital was becoming harder and harder to find stateside as business conditions grew steadily more stifled. Congress was finding it impossible to “soak the rich” any longer; the American millionaire was a vanishing breed, either taxed out of existence or fled to Freedom City. Even the legendary IRS couldn’t grab wealth that didn’t exist. Therefore, they sometimes tried fishing in our far richer waters. Though to no avail, thus far. “And Antonini is cooperating with them? Why ever would he want to do that?”


      Bea shrugged. “One may presume that he has his reasons. But, interestingly enough, according to the IRS the Ace has lost money every quarter since it first opened.”


      “Hmm.” I thought things through. “You aren’t required to pay income tax on money you collect through having your big winners mugged. Maybe the house manager is actually following orders. I hadn’t considered that possibility.”


      Bea paused for a moment. “Neither had I, frankly. But it doesn’t make sense, Harv. You can make a lot more profit on a casino by playing it straight. Even after US taxes.”


      “Not in a saturated market,” I pointed out. “If the Cat House is losing money, then a dump like the Ace must be too. Felix knows what he’s doing.”


      We sat silently for a time. “Maybe Tony is under pressure from the Lambinos to turn a profit,” I offered after a bit. “Do City records, such as they are, show a pattern of missing mainlanders?”


      “I’m disconnected, Harv. Ask me that one tomorrow.” My wife sounded frustrated, as if she’d tried instinctively to conduct the search and hit a brick wall.

    


    
      “Oops! Sorry about that.” I thought some more. “Anyway, I can’t see where it really matters either way. The Aces High has stepped over the line. Agreed?”


      “Agreed.”


      “Serious measures are therefore called for. We simply cannot let this sort of thing go on. I’d like to drive them out of business. It’d be relatively simple. Even the Mob eventually walks away from unprofitable operations, you know.”


      “Then why not do it?” Bea asked.


      “Because I can’t think of a way to make it happen without taking the Cat House along with them,” I replied. “That’s the ‘major flaw’ I referred to earlier. Just about anything I do to hurt the Ace will hurt the Cat House too. And they’re in bad trouble, Bea.”


      Bea’s eyes went wide in the semidarkness. “What? What kind of nonsense is that, Harv?” My partner sounded scandalized and I blushed under my fur. I knew that I was wrong. Still, I tried to defend myself.


      “Well ... Most of the employees over there have big gengineering bills to pay off, just like ours do. There are hundreds of them. And I admit it. I’ve grown sort of fond of young Felix.”


      “Harvey Foote!” I winced at the sudden shrillness in my wife’s voice. “Are you going soft or what? I can’t believe that I just heard you seriously speaking out against honestly and honorably driving your competition out of business. What’s next, honey? Socialism? The strongest hotel will survive and thrive, and the world will be a more labor and capital efficient place for the passing of the weak.”


      I reached a hand over and gently stroked Bea’s fur. “Pax, woman!” I declared. “I admit it, I’m getting old and soft. I really should’ve taken down the Cat House a long time ago. It’s just that I’ve got certain reservations about it. Maybe I ought to retire after all.”


      “Being a Brain is wonderful, Harv,” Bea said hopefully. “We’d grow much closer than ever before. And with your intelligence, wisdom and insight, people from all over the City would want to share your memories. Eventually your influence would reach out across the entire world, maybe even someday across the entire human race. Direct memory and experience-sharing may well prove to be the most powerful and liberating thing ever to happen to humanity. It’s like the way we grew as a species when we first developed language, only more so. You could become one of humanity’s new role models and leaders, Harv. It’s even more challenging than running a hotel.”

    


    
      I sighed. “Bea, you know I …”


      “All right, all right!” Bea answered. “But I simply can’t see what you’re being so squeamish about. You were one of the very first people to accept becoming part animal!”


      “Bea, well ...” I hemmed and hawed, trying to find the right words. “I’ve gone to see your Brainbox, hon. The thing just ... Dammit, it gives me the willies!”


      She chuckled, and stroked my shoulder gently. “It’s a titanium sphere with a few leads attached here and there! What could possibly give you the willies? Your own skull is made of titanium, for god’s sake! You know that!”


      “But to know that you’re in there, love, cut off from everything ...”


      Bea sighed. “That’s exactly my point! I’m not cut off! I’m free! Freer than you’ll ever be at the rate you’re going. It doesn’t matter in the least if your connection to reality is through wires or nerves. What matters are the lands you can travel and the things you can think and share and feel with others like yourself. Come with me, Harv. Retire, and grow!”


      She made it sound very appealing. “Not yet, hon. It’s not my time to move on. I’m still needed here.”


      “You make it sound like dying!” Bea complained. “God, if only you realized ...”


      I reached over and placed my hand on my wife’s bosom. “Good night, dear.” It was our traditional means of ending a discussion for the evening.


      Bea sighed and placed her hand over mine. “All right. Good night, Harv. I love you.”


      “And I love you. Let’s get some rest. Both of us have busy and productive days ahead of us tomorrow.”


      



      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      



      Well I certainly had a productive day ahead of me, at least. About dawn I woke up fresh and full of energy, a sensation that was only slightly dampened when I reached over absently to pat Bea in greeting and discovered that her body had already returned to “standby” mode, immobile and cool to the touch. Clearly my wife had awakened and gone to work before me.


      Sighing, I reached down and grabbed my tuxedo coat. Then I shook it out a few times and put it on. All the creases fell right into place and a little cloud of dirt that the garment had self-cleansed from its fibers overnight puffed into the air. I loved high-tech; just that easily, I was ready for a day’s work. Furry folk rarely need to bother with showers and I didn’t even require brushing most mornings. Ready for the new day, I stepped over to the dining table, raised my computer/phone combination from its recess and dialed Felix’s number.


      I got an admin, naturally, who routed me to a more senior admin who in turn put me on hold. Idly I picked at the remnants of last night’s dinner as I sought the best words for what I was about to say. This, I was sure, would be the most unpleasant task I faced all morning. Best to get it out of the way early.


      “Harv!” Felix finally greeted me with a genuine smile. “How’re you?”


      I smiled back as well as I could. “Pretty fair for it being so early. Son, I’ve got bad news. My backers aren’t interested in either of your offers.”


      The feline’s face fell. “Really? I can’t say that I’m surprised.” Felix sighed. “Too bad, Harv.”

    


    
      I sighed back in sympathy. Capitalism is often a painful thing. “Have you thought any more about my offer of a change of fur?”


      Felix grinned. “I’m still considering it, frankly.”


      “Good. Because I’ve decided on a course of action that I don’t think your backers are going to care for at all.”


      Felix suddenly looked worried, very worried in fact. His face was all sharp angles. “Harv? I mean, what ...?”


      I inhaled and exhaled slowly before speaking again. “Yesterday you told me there’s only enough market for one big hotel in Freedom City. You were right, you know. And the Foot’s backers have no need whatsoever for another large building.”


      The feline’s eyes narrowed. “So it’s that way, eh?”


      I nodded. “It’s not personal, kid. Just business. Hell, I’m really only doing this to squeeze the Ace out—something we both would like to see. Your house is financially in such bad shape, though, that I can’t kill them without taking you along. Not that it should matter to me. Business is business.”


      My competitor pressed his lips together and nodded slowly. “Harv, I understand. Really I do. You should’ve done this a couple years back, the way I figure. But can’t we work something out? My backers really are willing to take their lumps. Serious lumps.”


      I shook my head sadly. “Afraid not, kid. I’ve simply got no use for all those extra rooms; I couldn’t fill ‘em any more than you can and empty rooms are just dead weight in our business, anchors around your neck pulling you under. They’re what’s really killing you.”


      Felix looked away from the phone for a moment, to shed a tear I suspected. I politely noticed nothing and the kid made me proud. When he turned back to face me he was standing straight and tall. “Harv, you probably don’t know this, but I did my Master’s thesis on your early career. I’ve always admired and respected you as a fierce competitor. One of the fiercest there’s ever been.”


      I hadn’t known about the thesis. Frankly, I wished he hadn’t told me; the fact made me feel worse than ever. “The respect is mutual, Felix. Sincerely. It really is nothing personal.”


      “I know. But damn you, Harvey Foote! This battle isn’t over yet, and before it’s done you’ll for goddamned sure know that you’ve been in a fight!”

    


    
      My grin widened. “This is Freedom City, Felix. The playing field is about as level as it gets. May the best house win, just so long as it’s not the Ace.”


      Felix’s smile grew wider, displaying his pointed canine teeth. “Oh, we’re agreed on that, Harv. No mercy for them. Let’s boil them alive while we’re at each other’s throats. Deal?”


      “Done,” I agreed. And with that, Felix cut the connection.


      I expected that Felix would recover from the shock quickly, so I got right to work. Before more than twenty minutes had passed I’d contacted the heads of several departments to initiate my plan of action. First, I called Promotions to tell them we needed a set of special vacation packages drawn up, designed to fill our house to the brim for the next two months or so. I wanted to appeal primarily to the single men who most commonly frequented the Cat House, I explained. We’d help with airfares, offer free gambling money, anything. But, I explained, I wanted the Cat as empty as a small-town church on Thursday afternoon. And I wanted a plan to appeal to the clientele of the Aces High casino over on Industrial as well.


      Who the hell were they, Promotions quite reasonably asked me.


      I couldn’t answer that one myself, so my next victim was Market Research. Who frequented the Aces High, I wanted to know. What sort of customer went there to gamble? How soon did I want the answer, they asked. On my desk by ten, I replied, cutting off the connection as Andrew’s ears rose fully erect in reflexive alarm. Really, he should already have known all about the Ace. It was his job. Then before the screen had even fully darkened I was on the line to Finance, warning them of what was about to happen so that they could make themselves as ready as possible for a series of red-ink months.


      Lastly I rang up Security.


      “Is Ken in, Sue?” I asked the guard on standby at the desk. My Security chief worked long and irregular hours.


      “Yes, sir,” the gray lop-eared duty guard replied. For some reason unknown to me, all the Security people went in for the droopy look. “Would you like me to page him?”


      “Please,” I replied. “Tell him it’s important that he come and see me, but not an emergency.”


      “Yes, sir. Will do.”


      “Thanks,” I replied signing off. Then I activated my link to Bea.

    


    
      “Hon?” I asked her.


      “Yes, Harv. My but you’ve kicked over a beehive in Market Research! Why didn’t you just ask me?”


      “Because I want to be able to hold graphs in my own two hands and study them the old-fashioned way,” I explained. “It helps me think. Besides, I rather suspect that the Ace doesn’t keep very good market research records anyway. So there’s probably nothing useful for you to break into.”


      “Too true,” she admitted. “All I can tell you is that over ninety-five percent of their business is tourist trade, just like everyone else’s, and that they draw more heavily from the lower income and educational levels.”


      I nodded. “Predictable. Only someone not very quick on the uptake would leave either Felix’s place or ours to go slumming over on Industrial. And City residents prefer to buy stocks to gamble with. It’s a smarter bet.”


      “Agreed. I’m kind of busy, love. Mind if I give my other work more attention just now? We’re doing an ultrasound on the ichthyosaur egg.”


      “Really?” I asked. “How is it?”


      “Not good, I fear. We’ve always posited that ichtys must be live-bearers because an amniotic egg, the kind that reptiles and birds lay, can’t survive underwater. An ichty hardly looks like it could climb a beach to reproduce the way sea turtles do, but we can’t seem to find a set of conditions under which the embryo will thrive. The window must be very narrow and development is very slow.”


      I pursed my lips, which made my whiskers go all awry. “Hmm. That’s very interesting indeed. Good luck, and I’ll talk to you later.” The connection cut off with an almost audible ‘click’. So ichtys were live-bearers, eh? It was something I’d never thought to wonder about, even though it made perfect sense. Idly, I recalled playing with plastic dinosaurs as a child, and wondered if I really might not be happier working on a project so full of simple wonder rather than hammering away at the same old cut-throat business scene I’d been involved in since my twenties. How did it feel to bring an extinct living thing back into the world, anyway? Or to cure a young person of cancer, or perhaps help unlock a brand new secret of the universe? Damn it, Bea had gotten my curiosity up! She’d always been the smart one, I acknowledged to myself. Could she possibly be right about retiring and becoming a Brain? Part of me was beginning to wonder what it might be like to do something else with my life besides run a hotel.

    


    
      Ken’s knock interrupted my musing. Whatever I decided in the long term, there was immediate business at hand to deal with first. “Come in!” I called out.


      The door opened, the security man stepping only partway in. “The cleaners are out here, Mr. Foote.” he said in his loud bass voice. Ken was a very big black rabbit, with a deep chest and large powerful arms and shoulders. “They’d like to know if they can work in here yet.”


      “Sorry,” I said. “They’ll have to come back later. This is going to be a private talk, Ken.”


      “Right,” he acknowledged, removing his head from the doorway. I listened to him apologize to the cleaners for us. Then, he came on in. “What can I do for you, Mr. Foote?” he asked politely.


      “Sit down,” I requested, pointing towards Bea’s usual chair. Once he’d made himself comfortable I got right down to business. “What kind of shape is your owsla in?”


      The huge bunny smiled, his pure-white incisors standing out brilliantly against their dark setting. It was an inside joke to refer to Security as the ‘owsla,’ one that Ken in particular was fond of.


      “Pretty fair, actually,” he said after a moment’s consideration. “We’ve lost a few people recently, mostly to other companies. I’m not worried, though. We get to choose from a pretty good crop, Mr. Foote. Anything with your name on it attracts quality applicants and the new folks are working out quite well.”


      “Well enough to fight a war?” I asked.


      Ken smiled, but then realized I wasn’t joking. “Sir,” he asked respectfully, “is there something going on that I need to know about?”


      “That’s why you’re here,” I acknowledged. Then as quickly as possible I brought him up to date. “I don’t think we have anything to fear from the feline crowd,” I commented in wrapping up. “They’re honorable competitors. But the Ace .…”


      “Right,” Ken agreed thoughtfully in his subdued rumble. “I agree with your concerns.”


      “And even more,” I added, “I plan to provoke some confrontations myself. Using your people, Ken.”

    


    
      “How long do I have to get ready?” he asked bluntly. “Can I hire some more help?”


      “You’ve got about three, maybe four weeks before things start to get intense,” I replied. “Hire all the contractees you want to; I’ll give you carte blanche. It’s too late for more bunnies, though. It’d take too long to screen, tank and train them. For a lot of the public stuff I’m going to need bunnies, Ken. Both for the publicity and for their loyalty.”


      “Hmm.” Ken looked thoughtful. Carefully I sniffed the air for the slightest hint of nervousness, but as usual my head hotel cop was solid as a rock. “I’ll have to utilize some overtime. Quite a bit, in fact.”


      “Carte blanche on that, too. Ken, I’m not stupid enough to cut corners on security. Most especially not at a time like this.”


      He nodded. “I know. It’s part of why I like working for you. You never cut corners—except in one area, of course.”


      I sighed. This was a conversation we’d had before, more than once. “Ken I don’t want a bodyguard. Nor do I need one; my enhancements are probably at least as extensive as your own.”


      Ken’s ebony eyes narrowed. “Exactly how much are you worth, Mr. Foote?”


      I stuttered, taken aback. “That’s .... That’s ....”


      “None of my business? I respectfully disagree, sir. How much do you spend on physical security for your casino? I mean just the actual physical casino, not your whole complex.”


      “I could look it up, but you’d know it better.”


      He nodded. “Yes, it just so happens that I do know. I was just going over the figures when you called. It takes ten guards per shift to cover the gaming floor, plus three contractee undercover types. Then there’s the cameras, the safes, the constant cost of the complicated cash-handling procedures required to keep your card dealers and croupiers honest .…”


      “What’s your point?” I snapped, fearing I already knew.


      “Simply that you spend a ton of money guarding your casino,” Ken explained, leaning forward earnestly and laying his dark hands palm-down on the table. “And rightly so. Yet you won’t spend a dime on protecting yourself. While it really is in some respects none of my business, I strongly suspect that you personally are worth far more than your gaming complex. Even more importantly, I know for certain that you’re far more worthy of decent protection than any dice table ever built in the opinions of your employees, your fellow citizens, and especially Mrs. Foote.”

    


    
      I sighed and looked down. Logically Ken already had me cornered, as he had so often before. But this time he pressed his point home even further. “And now? Some very nasty individuals are involved in the Lambino gang, Mr. Foote. They’ve acquired a reputation for violence even among the Jamaican gangs, who used to be the benchmark. It’d be a very bad mark on my record to lose you, Harv.”


      The unexpected use of my first name startled me into looking up. Ken’s eyes were wide and sincere, and I could clearly smell his genuine concern for my well being. It was very touching.


      “All right,” I agreed reluctantly. “You can guard me while I’m outside the hotel. Are we agreed that such measures should not be required in the Foot complex itself?”


      “Yes, sir” he replied, the relief clearly evident in his voice and odor. “I can live with such a compromise.”


      I sighed; it felt far more like total defeat to me than a compromise. All my years I’d managed to avoid the need for guards. Until now. It was an unfortunate landmark in my life, but Ken was absolutely correct from both a business and a personal point of view. The risk was very real, and one doesn’t become wealthy by ignoring risks. Or, more correctly, one does not remain wealthy by ignoring risks. “Then we have a deal. By the way, while you’re setting your schedules be advised that I’m going to need about a dozen of your toughest to be available on call at all times. To provoke those confrontations I mentioned.”


      Ken nodded. “Will they need to be armed?”


      “No!” I replied emphatically. “I’m not planning on any violence. I never touch the stuff; you know that. But some things are best handled by folks who can take care of themselves in a rough and tumble. I don’t expect the Lambinos to be happy campers very much longer.”


      Ken cocked his head to one side in polite inquiry, but I just smiled in reply. It wasn’t time to share my plans just yet. Nor had I yet heard from Felix, who was sure to come up with some merry devilments of his own. Already, though, I knew that sinking the Ace was going to be the most fun I’d had in years.

    


    
      By the time I was done with Ken, Andrew from Market Research was already knocking at my door. He had some charts on the clientele at the Ace all drawn up and ready for me. The numbers on them rather closely resembled the scanty data which Bea had already shared. Suspiciously I looked him in the eye. “What’s the basis for this data, son?”


      He pressed his lips together. Clearly this was not going to be his day. “I talked to a few of the hookers who work Industrial, mostly,” Andrew explained. “Some keep records. I based the rest mostly on their advertising venues and my personal experiences when I dropped in to check them out.”


      “So you have at least heard of the Ace,” I replied with just a touch of bite in my voice, “And been inside of it. Even if you haven’t bothered to keep a current file on them.”


      Furry faces don’t show it much when they flush, but if you know to watch the ear linings you can make it out, just a little bit. “Mr. Foote, I …”


      “There’s not a thing to be done about it now, is there?” I answered. “Except for you to develop some good solid data just as quickly as you can. Though I think we both know what we’re going to find out.”


      Andrew’s shoulder’s loosened up a bit; he’d been hunched in unconscious tension. “I think so, sir. You’re going to find that their clientele is middle-class, mostly single men who could never afford to travel to Freedom City on their own but rather are here on business. I suspect they get a lot of hydrogen buyers. Many of them frequent the establishment because sex can be bought there fairly cheaply, though the fare is pretty plain—not to be compared with what can be had at the Cat House, for example.”


      “Hmm. Did you know that they’re employing tipsters?”


      The young rabbit’s ears reached skywards. “No, sir! Is that just rumor, or established fact?”


      “Fact. You can take it to the bank.”


      Andrew paused thoughtfully. “That actually fits in fairly well with my analysis, sir. People who travel to Freedom City on holiday usually do so in order to take their vacations right here, or else to stay at the Cat House. We’re the only two real tourist draws in town, so our customers tend to arrive with definite plans in mind. Business travelers, however, are far more likely to find themselves suddenly at loose ends while waiting for a deal to close or a decision to be made. They’d be more spontaneous, and thus more likely to listen to a tipster. If I were going to start a casino here, I might try doing exactly the same thing.”

    


    
      “Hmm.” I had to agree. “Andrew, I want better demographic data just as soon as you can get it to me. And I don’t want to ever hear again that there’s a single business open in Freedom City which overlaps with ours in any way that you don’t have current numbers on. Do you understand me?”


      Andrew looked at the floor. He clearly recognized that the rebuke was deserved. “Yes sir, Mr. Foote.”


      “Excellent.” I paused for a moment to choose my next words carefully. “Andrew, you’ve done a good job for the Foot for seven years now, first as a card dealer and now that you’re through school as an executive. I don’t demand perfection of anyone. I simply want you to learn from your mistakes the same way I did. And believe me, I’ve made millions of mistakes, and will probably make millions more.”


      The young rabbit raised his eyes from the carpet; to my surprise a tear was welling down his cheek. “I’ve let you down, Mr. Foote,” he whispered. “I’m so very sorry.”


      “Oh, Andrew ....”


      There was nothing for it but to get up out of my chair and snuggle with him for a moment, of course. Andrew’s mother had worked for me as a secretary once upon a time until killed by a dropped construction worker’s tool just as she was leaving for the day. It’d been a terrible tragedy. Andy, as he’d been known as a child, had never known his father and then very suddenly found himself an orphan at eighteen. Bea spent several days with him, and then I made very sure that he was hired on with us just as soon as he was fully recovered. I’d have hugged any employee I’d inadvertently made cry, -- it’s an obligation any rabbit owes another at need. Andrew, however, was one of the special ones.


      By the time I was finished with the head of Market Research it was time for some food. I decided to eat down in the lounge, thus giving housekeeping an overdue chance to perform their daily tasks in the apartment. Besides, we bunny-types are like any other browsing species in that we must consume a lot of bulk in order to obtain sufficient nutrition. Unless I wanted to start ingesting my food through a tube like Bea’s body did, I had to carefully schedule my days so as to avoid missing meals. For once I selected a standard Clover Room menu item, a vegetarian platter featuring alfalfa sprouts and succulent fresh Romaine lettuce grown in our own special greenhouse. It was delicious, especially the avocado garnish. Then it was right back to the grindstone.

    


    
      I was on the way back to my desk when Beatrice called me. “Oh, lover boy!”


      I grinned mischievously as I walked down the corridor and replied mentally. “’Yes, naughty-britches?”


      She giggled. It was a bedroom endearment I’d not used in years. Last night had been very... special for us both, I knew. Our disagreement over her new body arrangements had finally been resolved, and as a direct result our marriage was stronger than ever. “Hon, Felix has made a move. He’s offering free stays for kids and is setting up a nursery and babysitting service for them as well. The ads just went public.”


      I snorted. “He’s still very young, isn’t he? And impetuous as all get out.”


      “You love it and you know it,” Bea replied with a smile in her voice. “It’s what you live for.”


      “Yeah,” I replied with more enthusiasm than I felt. I’d driven at least a dozen competitors out of business over my long career, but the contests were beginning to feel as if they were all the same. “He’s reacting blindly, punching at the air. What he’s doing isn’t stupid, mind you, but it’s reflexive. Instead of thinking things through, he’s trying to simply move faster than me. His strategy isn’t wrong, but it’s obvious. He should’ve used today for planning.”


      “You sound disappointed in him,” Bea observed.


      “No, Bea. Honestly. It’s just that I’m a bit disappointed about something else.” But just exactly who or what it was that had let me down I couldn’t explain even to myself.


      Bea respected my silence for a time, then as I was stepping through the front door to our suite she told me that she was going back to work. “Bye, dearest!” I replied and I was alone at my desk once again.

    


    
      People claim that I’m a business wizard, but actually my methods are unsophisticated in the extreme. The keys to my success are employee loyalty, making guests happy enough to want to return repeatedly and never, ever using borrowed money. It’s exactly that simple, and of the three, the last factor is perhaps the least appreciated. Not going to the banks gives me enormous freedom and leverage that my competitors lack. First and most importantly, I never have to explain or justify my actions to anyone except Bea. Banks and stockholders would demand huge chunks of time that I can devote instead to making my real business more competitive. Also, my profits are never threatened by interest or dividend payments. Felix often wondered, he’d told me once, how I could be providing an adequate return to my “backers” at the rates I charged for rooms and such. Well, the trick was that I didn’t have to share the return with a bunch of other folks; every penny the Foot made belonged to Bea and I, free and clear. My system would’ve scandalized any young MBA. Higher returns with unlimited growth were, in fact, theoretically easily obtainable if I were just willing to borrow money or sell stock. But I considered either practice to be needlessly risky as well as an intrusion upon my personal freedom. I’d spent my first fifty years breaking free of the grip of the moneymen, and didn’t regret a minute of the struggle. Besides, the so-called moneymen ran the Cat House, didn’t they? Felix had just told me so yesterday.


      So whose hotel was in trouble and whose wasn’t?


      I smiled to myself and returned to serious work. The Promotions department was next on my personal agenda, so I called them back. A familiar voice answered the phone.


      “Hello, Fuzzy!” I replied. “How are things going on that little project I called you about earlier?”


      “Oh my, Mr. Foote!” he replied. Fuzzy was the world’s worst worrywart. However, he was a perfectionist in his job as well, and one of my most competent department heads. “Have you heard about what the Cat House has done? I’m afraid that it might cut badly into our market share!”


      I smiled reassuringly. “Let me worry about that,” I replied, trying to maintain a tone of calm confidence. “I need you to concentrate on hitting them back.”

    


    
      Fuzzy’s whiskers drooped in despair. “But Mr. Foote! There’s really no way that we can hit them back, you know!”


      I felt my mouth narrow. “What do you mean, Fuzz?”


      “Well .... Their market segment is rooted in singles, and ours is more family oriented. In the past we’ve tried many times to lure their crowd in, and have failed in every attempt. You’re aware of this, sir, are you not? Generally, single people are looking for ... less wholesome pursuits.” Fuzzy’s nose wrinkled at the last comment; he was the most fuddy-duddy rabbit I knew. Unlike any of the rest of us, he sported a carefully folded handkerchief in his tuxedo jacket and always wore a black bow tie that was nearly lost against his chocolate-brown fur.


      “Yes, I’m well aware of our past efforts. But the Cat House is hurting financially right now. Even if we can only pull just a few of their customers in ...”


      “A few I can deliver for you, sir—mostly by offering gambling breaks and maybe setting up a dating service of some kind. Frankly, though, even here in Promotions we don’t expect these types of offers to have very much effect. They’re far too tame.”


      “All right,” I replied patiently. Fuzzy was probably the best man in Freedom for this job, I knew from past experience. He was shrewd and extremely creative behind his mild-mannered personality, if not much of a risk-taker on his own account. “Why can’t we pull their clientele?”


      “Oh, heavens!” Fuzzy rolled his big blue eyes upwards as he worked up the courage to speak. “Well.... The people at the Cat House have not only targeted a totally different market segment than we have, they’ve targeted one that is also mutually exclusive to our own. Families do not want to vacation in sex dens, and adventure-seeking singles generally do not wish to ride water slides and swim with dolphins.”


      I nodded. This was all old news. “But can’t you even put a dent in them? We share what, perhaps ten percent common market share? Losing ten percent would absolutely kill them just now.” Come on, Fuzzy, I said to myself. Tell me that you can take ten percent!



      Fuzzy shook his head. “A more correct figure is three percent, and I expect that their promotions department will do about as much damage to us as we do them. Honestly, Mr. Foote, I don’t believe that we in Promotions can solve your problem. You always want your people to be honest with you, sir.”

    


    
      “But of course.” I stared at the screen for a moment. “So you’re saying that in order for us to take their market share away, we would have to in essence become them?”


      “In a sense, yes,” the elderly-seeming rabbit replied. “Though, of course, we would lose far more than we could possibly gain. All the key marketing factors favor our setup. We have far more repeat business, a larger guest expenditure per visit, greater video opportunities …”


      “Yes,” I interrupted him. “I see. And if we brought in, say, nude dancers .…”


      “Then the family atmosphere would be totally destroyed. As I said, we compete in mutually exclusive markets.” Fuzzy looked me over carefully, his eyes sharp and penetrating. “Mr. Foote, may I offer a personal opinion?”


      “Sure, Fuzzy.” I answered with a sigh. “You’re one of my best. Shoot.”


      “If I were you, I might consider dropping this whole affair with the Cat House. We have far more to lose here than we have to gain.”


      I cupped my chin in my hand and exhaled loudly. “Are you private, Fuzz?”


      “Yes sir. Totally.”


      “Good. It’s like this. The Cat House really is in serious trouble, and it’s going to continue to be in trouble no matter what I do. Too many rooms, not enough market. Like you said, their target niche is much smaller than ours.”


      “I see.” A pause. “Have you considered buying them out?”


      “Yes. I’ve even been approached. I just can’t spread myself that thin, however. Not and have any time to enjoy life.”


      Fuzz thought things through. He was very good at that. “Your personal touch is essential to our success, or at least I’ve always believed so. Why not just let them wither and die on their own?”


      I sighed, and voiced my deepest fears. “Because if I do, then someone else will buy the physical building at a deep discount and rework it into an outfit closer to our model. Then we’ll have real troubles, Fuzz. Real troubles. That’s why I haven’t moved on them before. As long as the Cat House was staying afloat, it was no great threat. Once it folds, though, it could become our worst nightmare. I need for us to be in control of when this happens.”

    


    
      Suddenly Fuzzy looked very alarmed. “Oh, my! Their modern facilities aimed at our market share? Facilities bought at a significant discount, at that? That would be ... terrible!”


      “I know,” I agreed in soothing tones. “I know. But if we appear as if we are utterly invincible, if people believe that we deliberately drove the Cat House out of business, in other words, no one will dare buy the place. Or at least I’d expect not. It’ll get converted into an apartment building or retirement village or some such. Much safer.”


      “So we have ... We have ...” Fuzzy had a very hard time dealing with confrontations. Once upon a time I’d made some extraordinarily discreet inquiries, strictly out of concern for my friend. I was worried that rabbithood might’ve been responsible for his excessive timidity. In requiring him to become a rabbit as a condition of employment, I feared that I might have damaged him terribly. It turned out that it wasn’t that way however. Fuzzy’d always been like that, even since early childhood. Yet somehow, my friend’s lack of aggressiveness seemed very much at home in a lapine body.


      “Yes,” I agreed gently. “We really do have to take them on and win. There’s simply no other way, not when you look at the long game. Do you understand now?”


      Fuzzy sighed. “I suppose so. But how, Mr. Foote? How can we take them on?”


      “I don’t exactly know myself yet,” I replied honestly. “But we’ll come up with something, I’m sure.” Then I rang off.


      Speaking to Fuzz had been a little disheartening, to say the least. So I decided to take a quick walk to raise my spirits. It was sunny out, as was usual in the Caribbean summer. I let my mind go blank in the time-honored fashion, then found myself leaving through the side entrance and making my way across the grounds to the Foote Institute.


      It might seem odd to an outsider at first glance that the Rabbit’s Foot would maintain a fully-staffed gengineering research center on its books. Platform space is always very expensive and almost nowhere is it more costly than near Foote Square. A close study of the situation, however, showed that the expense was fully justified. Our cetacean help had special needs, our reptiles required constant care, and our rabbit employees themselves called for special medical attention from time to time. Therefore, the arrangement made perfect sense.

    


    
      Hardly anyone took note of me when I stepped through the front doors; scientists don’t tend to notice the world around them very much in the first place, and the ones Bea and I hired tended to be more focused than most. The Foote lab was world-famous for its big flashy projects, and we had more applicants per job here than in any other aspect of our business. If a gengineering tech was granted the choice between doing research at a lab that continually broke new ground in glamorous areas like resurrecting extinct sea dinosaurs or else working for some outfit that nobody’d ever heard of and spending their working lives trying to squeeze a few more percentage points of efficiency out of hydrogen-producing algae … Well, it was no contest.


      I stepped up to the front desk. At least the receptionist noticed me. “Mr. Foote!” she exclaimed, all smiles. “What brings you over here?”


      “Sheer curiosity, Helene,” I admitted. “Can I see the current Alpha project?” The lab was continually working on the next big new attractions; “Alpha” had become the time-honored term for whichever was the biggest. In this case, she and I both knew that I was referring to the ichty.


      “Certainly!” she replied, giving me directions. “The lab is under white-room conditions; you’ll have to peek in through a window.”


      “No problem,” I replied. “I don’t have much time anyhow.”


      When I arrived, a single egg was sitting alone in a glass incubator. The device’s lid was heavily fogged with condensed moisture; I gathered that the egg was being kept in a warm, very moist atmosphere. As I watched, a little fan turned on for a moment to keep the temperature perfectly even, then shut itself off again.


      “Bea? Dr. Phillips?” I asked the room in general. “Are you here?”


      “Where else would we be?” my wife’s voice answered from a wall-mounted speaker. “Hi, hon!”


      “Hello, Mr. Foote,” Dr. Phillip’s voice added a bit eerily from the same speaker. “How are you today?”

    


    
      “Very well, thank you.” There was no real point in asking a Brain the same sort of question in reply, so I hurried on. “How’s our ichty?”


      “Not well, I fear,” Bea resounded wistfully. “We think we’re going to lose her.”


      I pressed my lips together. “Sorry to hear that.”


      Dr. Phillips sighed. “It’s still very early in the game, Mr. Foote. We lost many more embryos than this on Nessie. But it’s the way that they’re dying that I simply don’t understand.”


      “What’s wrong?” I asked politely. “What’s so unusual?”


      “The little things simply fail to grow,” Bea explained with more than a trace of exasperation in her voice. “Hormones, enzymes, blood counts, everything checks out. And the chromosome structure should be perfectly viable. But something ...” Her voice trailed off.


      “We’ve never attempted a livebearer before,” Dr. Phillips added. “I suspect that’s what’s giving us fits. We can’t seem to replicate an ichty without another live ichty to serve as its mother. It’s a classic case of Catch Twenty-Two.”


      “You think you have the biochemistry down pat?” I asked. Usually this was the hardest part.


      “Yes. A living thing can only function in so many different ways, you know.” He sighed again.


      I watched the fan cycle on and off again. “Hmm. The mother is a livebearer that lives in the ocean.”


      “Yes,” Dr. Phillips replied. “We’ve got a ton of water in the air and are maintaining a perfect body temperature—or at least we think it’s perfect.”


      “And so is the chemical environment,” Bea chimed in. “Ichtys are fairly closely related to our other dinos. It’s not like we have nothing at all to go on.”


      I frowned. “But the others lay their eggs ashore, like turtles?”


      “Yes,” Bea replied. “That’s the only difference we can see.”


      “What about wave action?” I asked presently. “And pressure variations? I’m sure you’ve already thought of that. The mother sounds, you know. Like a whale. Perhaps fairly deeply.”


      The speaker was silent for a time and then both Brains tried to speak at once, at first producing nothing but noise. Then Bea deferred and let Phillips do the talking. “Frankly, no,” he acknowledged respectfully. “No, we hadn’t thought of that. Thank you, Mr. Foote. Thank you very sincerely.”

    


    
      My jaw dropped. “Well,” I said bashfully. “It probably won’t work.” I hadn’t even really been serious.


      Robot arms all over the lab began to hum and move about busily. “Could you please excuse us, Harv?” Bea asked. “We’ve decided to try and rig something up. Thanks for the idea, but it’s about to get very busy in here.”


      I smiled, knowing when I’d been dismissed. “Sure thing, hon.” I said on my way out. “Good-bye, Doctor. Good luck!”


      The speaker crackled as they both tried to speak once more, then Bea took over. “Dr. Phillips says to thank you again,” she reported. “But I’m afraid you just fixed things so that I’m going to have to work through dinner this evening. Sorry!”


      “Just come and be with me later.” I replied in my inner voice. “Just come lie with me tonight and all will be well.”


      “Ooh!” she replied teasingly. “My big strong buck is feeling randy again. Tsk, tsk!”


      “What else do you expect from me?” I replied in mock-seriousness. “My doe simply refuses to go out of heat. It’s just not fair!”


      She snorted in laughter and cut the connection, but I still felt warm and pleasant inside for many minutes afterward. It was good to be married to my business partner, my secretary and my best friend all at the same time. Very good indeed.


      Ideas frequently travel in herds, and a second good one struck me on the way back to the suite. There was an advertisement I’d seen somewhere that was trying to merge itself with a conversation I’d had earlier. Quickly I scanned my memory implant and skimmed my two weeks of total recall. In seconds I had it. It wasn’t an advertisement exactly, but rather an article in the business section of the Freedom City Enlightener. The whole piece came back to me as a single gestalt; memory implants were wonderful things. As soon as I was back to my desk I dialed my phone.


      “Herbert Whittaker’s office,” a receptionist answered.


      “This is Harvey Foote,” I replied. “Is Herb in?”


      “Yes sir. Would you like me to connect you?”


      “Please,” I replied.

    


    
      The real estate broker kept me waiting a whopping two seconds. “Mr. Foote!” he exclaimed. “I was just thinking about you!”


      Business must be slow, I thought to myself cynically. “Herb, I’ve got my eye on a piece of property. It’s the new apartment complex right off of Foote Square. Do you know of it?”


      There was a pause. “You mean the new construction? The building they just opened up for leases?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “As I understand, it’s a luxury-level building. A hundred and fifty units, all built on spanking new deck space. And still not quite complete.”


      I watched Whittaker frantically turn the pages of an old-fashioned paper catalog; realtors remained inordinately fond of the things. If we only could get the up-front costs down low enough, I mentally noted, people like Herb would be natural markets for memory implants like the one I found so useful. Bea would make us a mint.


      Finally he came up with the right page. “Got it here. What do you need to know?”


      “How much?” I asked simply.


      “Well,” Herb replied slowly, examining his catalog. “That varies quite a bit, you know. The penthouses are what you’d be interested in, I presume...” His voice trailed off in curiosity. Why on Earth would I want to move out of my own hotel, he desperately wanted to know but was too polite to ask.


      “No,” I explained. “You didn’t understand me clearly. How much for the whole building?”


      Herb’s face froze for just a millisecond, then recovered. “Sir?”


      “This is private, Herb. Very, very private. I want you to get me a cash price. I’m not going to pay a king’s ransom; leases have been reported to be very slow. Still, I’ll go substantially over market rate to close quickly.”


      Herb considered the situation for a moment. “Your business decisions are none of my concern, Mr. Foote. However, may I ask why you’d want to own this particular building? The information might help me to represent your interests better and will remain strictly confidential.”


      I sighed. Herb was right, he genuinely needed to know. “It’s adjacent to my existing property. I need to expand into a separate structure, and I need to do it yesterday. This way I can at least share warehouse space and such between the facilities. Keep down the overhead.” Damn, I was going to hate trying to run yet another building. There was no way out of it, however. Sometimes you simply have to do the things that you do not wish to do in order to remain on top. If I wanted my business to remain a monopoly of sorts, I had to expand. It was as simple as that.

    


    
      “You wish to convert it into hotel space?”


      “Precisely. I know that many hotels have been converted quickly and easily into apartment buildings, so why not do the reverse?”


      Whittaker’s eyes narrowed. “I think it could be done at a reasonable cost,” he eventually replied, “though the resulting suites would be quite large. You’re correct about leases being slow, by the way. Their sales representative happens to be a close personal friend.”


      My eyebrows rose. “Indeed? Then we should be able to get this done quickly as well as fairly inexpensively. It’ll be a cash deal, Herb. As always.”


      “Are you sure, Mr. Foote? We’re talking well into the ten figure range.”


      I was fully aware of this, and it was going to hurt. In fact, it was going to hurt badly, even. However, the real estate should prove to be a good investment in the long run, even if it was an outlay I didn’t particularly care to make at the moment. “Just do your best for me, Herb. Okay?”


      He nodded. “As always, sir.” With a smile he hung up, dollar signs dancing in his eyes.


      When the screen darkened, I sighed and stepped over to the window. Our suite had a nice ocean view, and as usual on such a nice day there were numerous small craft puttering about in the clean waters just off Commercial Platform. For a few moments I stood and stared out to sea, legs spread apart as if I were standing on the quarterdeck of a sailing frigate or ship of the line. I’d once loved to sail or even simply read about the great era of wooden ships, but suddenly I realized that I’d not made time to do so for much too long. In fact, I’d not been at the helm of anything but a hotel since the Foot had first opened its doors sixteen years ago. It was most unfortunate, but I clearly wasn’t going to be doing anything about it for quite some time, certainly at least not until I’d organized a whole bunch of brand new ducks into a neat and profitable row.

    


    
      My next call was to Switzerland, where I informed my banker of the imminent large withdrawal I was planning. Gunther nodded and smiled as if the loss of so significant a deposit didn’t matter in the slightest to his establishment. He even took a moment to smilingly inform me that he planned to bring his kids out to see our dinosaurs in a few months time. I replied that if he would coordinate things through Bea I’d personally conduct his family on a special tour. He was beaming when I hung up, even though I was removing about half my money from his care. Polite people, the Swiss.


      Bea called again after I rang off. “Honey?” she asked. “You busy?” I could hear tears in her voice.


      “Never too busy for you, love. What’s wrong?”


      “We lost the ichty. Just a few minutes ago.”


      My heart sank, not for the never-born lizard but rather for the sake of my wife’s disappointment. “Oh no, Bea! And you worked so hard!”


      She sighed. “Your idea was a damned good one, Harv. The rocking was good for the little thing. We tried to emulate the effect of a slow swimming motion. I think that it must stimulate the embryo somehow. She responded well to it. But ... It was just too late.”


      “We’ve lost embryos before, dear. I’m so sorry that this had to be one of them. I know that it was important to you.”


      I could clearly picture the hurt in my wife’s face as she sighed again. “Damn it, this is one of the few times I’ve regretted going Brain.”


      “Why?” I asked curiously.


      “Because I could sure use a hug right now, and there’s simply no time to warm up my body. We’ve got an autopsy to do. In fact, Dr. Phillips is opening the egg right now. He needs me. Gotta go!”


      “Consider yourself hugged, then. Love you!”


      “Love you too,” she replied gamely, though I knew that she was far more upset than she’d let on. Her new work had become very important to her very quickly.


      I daydreamed for a few minutes after that, then made a tough decision that I’d been avoiding for at least twenty minutes. Felix and I were friends, but we were going head to head and I fully intended to take his business all the way down. He understood this completely. There was no real reason for me to avoid playing the same kind of hardball with him as the two of us were about to play together against the Ace. While crushing the Ace promised to be nothing but pure undiluted good fun, however, my next move against the Cat House was going to make me feel like a real heel.

    


    
      In a lifetime of eighty-three years an active businessman forms a huge network of personal connections, and as time goes on his ever-growing web of influence can begin to reach into the most unlikely of places. The rational part of me kept trying to reassure the rest that I wasn’t cheating, that it wasn’t my fault if Felix was undercapitalized and had, in effect, been forced to bring a knife to a gunfight. The stronger and more efficient business would win, and that would be good for everyone.


      Or so I repeated to myself over and over as I dialed the operator and asked for the phone number of Stripes McKee.


      I was very lucky, catching her on the first try. “Harv!” she cried out in delight at the sound of my voice; her ears were probably as foolproof as mine. “Wait! Let me enable the video.”


      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could accept the charges for wider bandwidth she’d already done so. Her phone camera was pointed directly at the sun when it was enabled and the screen flared brightly before the lens found and focused on Stripes. “Oopsie!” she said, raising a finger to her mouth. “Sorry, Harv.”


      “It’s okay,” I replied as my eyes readjusted. Stripes was outside sun-bathing, it seemed. In the background I could see dozens of others playing volleyball and wading out into the ocean. The scene was instantly familiar to me from a thousand advertisements; it was the Cat House’s ocean bathing area. “Could happen to anyone.”


      Stripes smiled and wriggled seductively on her towel. “They’re all looking at me, Harv. All the guys. Even some of the gals. Would you believe I’m actually getting paid to lie out here in the sun like this?”


      Suddenly I realized that my friend was totally naked. Carefully I looked her up and down and saw nothing but flawlessly gengineered feline beauty. “Yes,” I replied with a grin of my own. “Absolutely I believe that someone would pay you to just lay there and be perfect. Who wouldn’t?”


      The tiger-girl giggled. “What can I do for you, Harv?”

    


    
      My smile faded away. “Are you private, hon?”


      Stripe’s face became predatory. “Discretion is assured for all my clients, Harv. You ought to know that.”


      I looked down at the carpet. This wasn’t going to be easy for me, though all was fair in love and corporate warfare. “Someday we’ll talk that kind of business, maybe. But not just now. Seriously, are you private?”


      I watched her reach out with a shapely arm to turn the volume down on her phone. “I can barely hear you now,” she explained, “and this is my personal phone.”


      That was good enough. “All right. How long does your contract with Felix have to run?”


      Her eyebrows rose. “Actually, he’s got me on a month-to-month deal. No one will tell me why; I’ve even offered to take a cut in exchange for more security. It worries me sometimes. Why do you ask?”


      That was the answer I’d anticipated; Lobby Cats weren’t cheap to employ. So I sighed and laid all of my cards on the table, hoping they constituted a winning hand. “Stripes, I’m opening up a new place and it can’t succeed without talent. Your kind of talent.”


      Stripes froze for just a second, then her tail began twitching nervously. “You’re serious,” she answered eventually.


      “Absolutely,” I replied. “Do you want to know why you’re on month-to-month?”


      Her elegant brows furrowed. “Yes, if you can tell me. A lot of the others are on short contracts too. They’ve never explained it to us.”


      “Because the Cat House is going broke, love. They don’t want to be obligated to keep on paying you for any significant period of time after the doors shut.”


      McKee’s back arched slightly, then her eyes narrowed. When she spoke, her voice came out as a near-growl. “Are you certain about this, Harv?”


      I really am part rabbit at the very deepest of levels. Odd reactions to stimuli sometimes remind me of this fact rather forcefully. Part of me wanted desperately to turn and blindly run away from those angry green meat-eating eyes, twisting and turning wildly and seeking cover wherever I could find it. But the feeling only lasted a few milliseconds before the human “me” regained control. “You tell me, Stripes. How are the room rentals these days?”

    


    
      “Slow. It’s the off-season.”


      “There isn’t any on-season at the Cat House, dearie. Hasn’t been one in quite a while now. Ask your coworkers.”


      She nodded slowly. “I’ve heard some talk like that. Not nearly as many johns these days as there used to be.”


      “Right. And the upper six floors are blocked off. How many of the roulette wheels are mothballed as well? Half, maybe? Look at the warning signs; they’re hanging right in front of you every day. Most of your co-workers might not want to read them, but they’re most assuredly there.”


      Stripes looked defiant, then sighed and let her head fall forward onto her little lounger. Almost as if to balance the motion, one pretty foot rose up and began drawing dainty little circles in the air. This woman couldn’t even be disappointed without being sexy about it! “You’re right, Harv,” she whispered. “I’ve never even really noticed. Or perhaps I just didn’t want to see the truth either.”


      “Hardly anyone has seen it coming, Stripes. It’s true, though. The Cat’s backers asked me to buy them out yesterday. I told them no. I can’t fill all those rooms either. No one can. The Cat House is a white elephant. My new place will be much smaller.”


      “I’ve got a tank loan,” she whispered. “A big one. Harv, this body—”


      “—cost you a ton, I can imagine. Well, you could always go back into the coatings engineer trade, you know.”


      The tigress raised her head back up and looked me squarely in the eye. “No.” she said evenly. “Not ever. Not now that I’ve learned how to live.”


      I smiled. “That’s my girl! Life is about a lot more than just money, you know. Want to come and work for me? It’d be pretty much the same gig.”


      Stripes looked out to sea for a few minutes. “I’m sorry, Harv. Really I am. But I just can’t do it.”


      I’d not expected that answer, frankly. “Whyever not?” I asked. “Financially, I’d see to it that you weren’t hurting. I’d go at least ten percent better than you’re doing now, plus your own suite. I’m going to have a few extra rooms I need to use up somehow anyway.”

    


    
      She turned back to face me. “Oh, Harv! You’re so sweet! But it’s not about the money. You’d do right by me, I’m sure. It’s ... I just don’t want to become a rabbit. It wouldn’t be the real me. I can’t ever be anything else now that I know who I truly am. Not even human-normal. Never again.”


      I exhaled the breath that I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Who said anything about becoming a bunny?” I asked in a reasonable tone. “I want cats, Stripes. I need to separate this place somehow from my family-oriented stuff. There will even be a big fence, a physical barrier between the two operations. You can stay as you are—hell, I’d never want to see you change, you’re so happy now.”


      My feline friend smiled and I knew the deal was sealed. “My contract expires the fourteenth of next month,” she said. “I’m committed until then.”


      “That’s just as well,” I replied. “The new place won’t be ready for you until well after that date. Tell you what, though. We’ll sign you on the fifteenth anyway—for five years, if you’d like. I can’t promise your room will be ready by then, though. If not, we’ll put you up at the hotel for a bit.”


      Stripes’ mouth opened slightly. “Five years? That’s ...”


      “Unheard of anywhere but at the Foot,” I replied evenly. “I’ve seen you dance and I’ve known you for quite some time. It’s all I need. My business operates on respect and trust.”


      “But ... are you signing anyone else?”


      “I was coming to that.” I paused, thinking things over one last time before committing myself. “How much did your new body cost, Stripes? It’s none of my business, if you don’t want to tell me. However, I do run a gengineering lab, you know. Is a quarter-million a good guess?”


      She cocked her head to one side. “Fairly close.”


      “All right. For each bona fide Lobby Cat who you refer to me that then signs up for a five-year deal, I’ll pay ten percent of your body cost. The same offer will be made to each of you until I have a dozen entertainers working for me. Frankly, I believe that a dozen is all we’ll need. Smaller house, you see.”


      Stripes’ ears went up. “That’s one hell of a bonus plan!”


      “We need you people,” I replied with a shrug. “Without you, I’ll lose a lot more than what I’m offering.”

    


    
      Her eyes glazed over as she thought about it. “All right. I think I can get you three right off the bat. Hermie, Poofs, and Little Kitten.”


      My face froze. “Wait a second. Is Little Kitten the one that looks like a child dressed up as a cat?”


      “Yes,” she replied brightly. “That’s him! Cute little bugger, isn’t he?”


      I felt myself blushing but kept right on talking anyway, hoping that Stripes didn’t know the little trick about watching ear linings. “I ... Uh ... Stripes, I don’t know that I’m interested in hiring him.”


      The change in atmosphere was instantaneous. Suddenly McKee was all sharp angles and the fur on her back stood erect. “You might not want ... Kitten?”


      I felt my jaws working, but no words would come out. It was the rabbit-fear thing again. “He ... He ... He appeals to the wrong crowd, not folks I’d want hanging around my place.”


      “But he dances well enough, doesn’t he?” The words were a menacing growl. “Every one of us loves and protects Kitten, Harv. He’s so sweet! You’d love him too if you just gave him half a chance!”


      I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. There was clearly more to this situation than I’d at first realized. “Hmm. Stripes, do you see why I’m concerned? I attract guests to the Foot by running a place where kids are safe and can play without fear, not by providing a haven for pedophiles. Would he be happy with other work?”


      The tigress relaxed a tiny bit. “Maybe, maybe not. In some ways he really has become a child, you know. Kitten’s been in that body for almost three years and, from what I hear, he was very childlike in many ways even before he got the new look. He’s become very emotionally dependent on the rest of us. Sometimes we forget that he isn’t really ten years old. Most of the time, even.”


      Great. Just the kind of good news I’d wanted to hear. “Geez, Stripes. That makes it even harder.”


      She sighed. “I know, Harv. He’s legally an adult, though, and therefore free to do as he chooses with his body. If you want to hire either me or the group of Lobby Cats that I can maybe help put together for you, you’ll take him—and that’s final.”


      I gulped. This was totally unexpected. “Suppose I find other work for him at the same pay?”

    


    
      “In the same body?” she demanded sharply. “Kitten doesn’t want to grow up yet, Harv. And knowing him, I strongly suspect that he may not ever want to.”


      Who could have ever dreamed while we were setting up Freedom City that it’d end up becoming someone’s personal Never-Never land? Not that this was necessarily a bad thing, I granted grudgingly. Everyone’s life was indeed their own to live with the least amount of interference and intrusion possible. This was one of our most basic and inviolable principles. “Stripes, I simply cannot afford to attract pedophiles to the Foot, no matter what. That’s absolutely non-negotiable. Let me ask you something, though. What kind of shape is this kid going to be in when the Cat House folds up and closes its doors? Are you people going to take care of him forever? That’s a long, long time to spend raising a boy who’ll never grow up.”


      She pressed her lips together, but did not speak.


      “Look, we may be arguing over nothing here. How about you and he and I sit down and see if we can’t work something out? Give me some time to develop an idea or two. In the meantime, we’ll wait before we shake hands on the whole deal. Okay?”


      For just a second, my friend looked doubtful, then she smiled and nodded. “You’re on, bunny-boy.”


      I matched her smile with my own lopsided grin. “I’ll be calling you back in a day or two to set up a personal meeting, then. Bye!”


      “Bye-bye!” she replied, waving. Then, just before I cut the connection she spoke again. “Harv?”


      “Yes?” I replied.


      “Harv? Are you going to take care of Felix too? He worships you, you know. And he’s not such a bad guy.”


      “No, he’s really not a bad guy at all.” I paused, wondering exactly how I ought to reply. I was busily nailing his professional coffin shut with him inside of it, wasn’t I? What could I say after that? “I’ll take care of him if he’ll let me. I’m not at all sure that he will, however. The man is very proud.”


      “That’s what I knew you’d say, dearie.” She blew me a kiss. “Even when I was a man I loved you in a way. It went far beyond respect and admiration. Frankly, my feelings for you were a big part of why I chose a female form.” The catlike woman paused and then rubbed her legs together slightly. “Won’t you make my dreams come true, Harv? Please? Bea wouldn’t mind.”

    


    
      I cocked my head to one side, a flood of emotions coursing through me. Walter McKee had served as contact man for several years between the Coastal Coatings Company and my own business concerns. Salt water is very hard on any sort of structure, and we’d been doing enough heavy construction at the time to justify a coatings engineer on site. A chance meeting had led to extensive poker-playing and beer-drinking together. I’d never sensed anything from Walter except ordinary friendship. Yet I couldn’t lie to myself. I wanted this woman, this new incarnation of Walter, and I wanted her very, very badly.


      “I’m sure Bea wouldn’t mind either,” I replied honestly, though part of me hated every word. “Our relationship is non-traditional in a whole lot of ways. But ...”


      “But what?” she asked simply. “What could possibly be wrong about our being together, then?”


      I sighed. Nothing, really. Nothing at all. Except that I was about to hire her. “I never have sexual relations with employees,” I explained regretfully. “Things become overly complicated sometimes.”


      Clearly Stripes knew what turned me on. She opened her smile wider, exposing her horrid yet also somehow incredibly erotic fangs. My right leg began to tremble in lapine reaction, but I couldn’t look away. “Well,” she answered as she sensuously eased over onto her side. Her breasts appeared immune to the laws of gravity. “You still have until the fourteenth of next month.”


      “I ... I ....” Again, words would not come.


      Suddenly, Stripes went limp. She looked deflated, somehow. “You’ll call back and set up a time for a business meeting,” the tigress replied with a sigh. “Harv, why don’t you ever let yourself have any fun?”


      I tried to reply, but there really wasn’t any good answer to the question. “Right,” I agreed. “I will call.”


      My friend smiled wanly. “Right, bunny-boy. About Kitten and only about Kitten.” She sighed. “It’s okay, Harv. I love you anyway. Bye!”


      By the time I got off the phone with my new erotic dancer, it was suddenly evening. Another day had passed with me having spent most of it on the phone, so I was careful to take at least a few minutes to rest and watch the sun sink into the sea. Just as the fiery colors reached their peak I called Beatrice.

    


    
      “Hi, Harv!” she responded cheerily. “What’s up?”


      “Nothing much,” I answered. “I’m just standing here watching the sun go down and I wanted to share it with you.”


      “Hon,” she replied uncertainly. “It’d take time for me to bring my body up to speed. And that wouldn’t be very convenient just now.”


      “No!” I explained. “You didn’t understand. I just wanted to be with you. We don’t need your body for that. Do we?”


      “Oh!” There was both relief and happiness in her mental voice. “I’d be glad to watch the sunset with you, Harv. I’ll even turn a camera on it.”


      “Great,” I said, meaning it. “I love you.”


      “I love you too, Harvey.” She spoke no more after that, but her presence in my mind made for a warm sensation of togetherness as we watched the sun sink below the horizon, just as a million other elderly married couples did on any given day. Even though I stood seemingly alone, I was beginning to understand that through advanced technology we shared an entirely new level of intimacy and of love.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      



      The next few weeks were very, very busy ones. I’d initiated a lot of projects in one frantic forty-eight hour period, but it took many long hours of hard work to bring them to fruition. The new hotel was the biggest challenge, and I sat through dull meeting after dull meeting affixing my stamp of approval to seeming thousands of details. My adult entertainment facility required a new name, a new logo and a new advertising plan. I hired landscape designers and psychologists by the dozens to lay out our grounds and set up things so that the “Kitty Catsle,” as we decided to call our new venture, would appear both physically and psychologically unconnected with the rest of the Foote complex. Sure, the customers would be encouraged to share the restaurants and casino and such; that fact was a major contributor to our expected profitability. No erotic dancers would perform outside the walls of the “Catsle”, however, and a dozen other dodges were worked out to prevent friction between our very different sorts of guests. I had to approve room decors, staff supervisory arrangements and entertainment bookings. As I’d feared, the new responsibilities left me busier than ever.


      Dealing with Kitten proved to be far more difficult than I’d imagined. I couldn’t make use of him anywhere, I knew, unless I somehow also washed him clean of his pedophilic past in the process. He was painfully shy when Stripes and Hermie brought him over, and I could see how even a co-worker might come to forget that he was an adult.


      “Hello, Kitten.” I greeted him formally upon introduction, politely extending my hand towards him. “I’m Harvey Foote.” Even by morphic rabbit standards I’m not all that tall, and as a rule none but the very smallest of children fear me. Kitten, however, looked towards Stripes and Hermie for reassurance. They nodded and smiled. Only then, and with great reluctance, did he finally speak to me.

    


    
      “Hullo, Mr. Foote,” he finally replied in a boy’s whisper, digging a toe into the carpet. “Pleased to meet you.”


      Smiling gently, I withdrew my hand unshaken. “How are you today?”


      “Fine, I guess.” Kitten looked again over towards his fellow dancers. Can we go home yet? his expression seemed to say. He carried an impressively cute and innocent aura about him, especially to one who knew his true age and profession. It was psychologically almost impossible to accept that Kitten was in fact thirty-two years old.


      “I guess you know that you’re here about a job?” I asked.


      “Yes, he does,” Hermie replied for him. He/she turned to Kitten. “You do understand that we’re going to need to find you a new job very soon, don’t you Kit? That the old one might not be around much longer?”


      “Uh-huh,” he replied with big eyes. A long pregnant silence followed.


      “Well, then!” I interjected rather loudly. The situation was incredibly awkward; a mere child-person was actually managing to seriously rattle me where bankers, politicians and even the Mafia had tried and failed. So I tried to conceal my discomfort behind bluster. “First I need to ask you something, Kitten. Do you like doing what you do for a living now?”


      He shrugged. “I wanted to be a kid again, worse than anything else in the world. Now I am. This was the only way I could think of to pay for it.”


      I nodded. “But you don’t particularly enjoy having sex with adults?” I asked intently. “It’s not something you feel like you need to do?”


      The boy-face grinned shyly. “I’m a pre-adolescent, Mr. Foote. Really I could care less, so long as they pay me.”


      I blushed under my fur. Even though it was good news, this whole line of inquiry made me acutely uncomfortable. Sure, it was his life. But he had voluntarily become a child all the way? “That certainly makes things easier for us, son. I have to tell you up front that if you come to work for me there’ll be a morality clause in your contract.”

    


    
      He shrugged. “So long as I have a little money to spend on stuff, I don’t care.”


      “You really are a very good dancer,” I commented. “I’ve watched the tapes Stripes sent over, and so have some other people I know.”


      For the first time he looked just a little bit interested. “Really?”


      “He always says that the dancing is his favorite part of the job,” Stripes interjected, and Kit nodded rapidly.


      “Uh-huh!” Kitten declared, showing the first real enthusiasm I’d seen from him. “My very, very, very favorite part!”


      “I see. Kit, I know someone who might need a dancer, but there’s one problem.”


      His brow furrowed. “What’s that?”


      “This dancer has to be a rabbit, Kitten. Even in the face.” The truth was that I intended to make the character of ‘Little Kitten’ totally disappear off of the face of the earth. Privately Stripes and the others had already agreed to back me in this for his own good.


      “A rabbit?” he asked, eyes wide with wonder. “Me?”


      “Would that be okay?” Hermie asked the boy intently. They were taking their roles as self-appointed guardians very seriously, and I emphatically approved. It was already abundantly clear to me that someone had to look out for Kitten.


      “Sure!” he said gleefully. “I like bunnies! And I’m tired of being a cat. I’d want to be a baby bunny, though. If I could.”


      “Of course.” It’s Kitten’s life, I kept reminding myself. His life. His decisions. His freedom. “Do you know how much you owe on your tank time?”


      “Nothing!” he answered proudly. “I’ve paid it all off.”


      “Kitten hardly spends any money at all,” Stripes explained. “I don’t think he really values it.”


      Maybe he was the lucky one after all, then. Or perhaps the wise one instead. “Great, Kitten. Good for you!” I smiled again. “Are you by chance a fan of Huck and Henhouse Hare?”


      His eyes grew starry. “Uh-huh! I sure am!”


      “Would you like to be a dancer on that show? A regularly-appearing character, I mean?” Stripes inhaled loudly; none of the feline types had known exactly what I was going to offer.

    


    
      “Oh!” he whispered, his eyes suddenly the size of tennis balls. “Oh!” Then words failed him entirely and he began cheering and dancing and bouncing all around the room. “Yay!” he screamed. “Yay!”


      “I take it that’s a yes?” I asked, meeting the other cats’ eyes.


      They looked at each other. “Money?” Hermie asked.


      I named a figure. “Plus his tank time. It will have to be done here at the Institute, of course. As we discussed. For privacy.”


      Hermie nodded. “I understand the need for that, Mr. Foote. Honestly I do. You’re in a tough spot here, and we’re grateful for the extra effort you’re making.” He/she looked over to Stripes and my friend nodded as well. Then Hermie turned back to face me. “You’ve got a deal, Mr. Foote. And, by the way, I think you’ve done a good thing as well. Sometimes the johns make Kitten cry. We hate that. Felix throws them out when that happens, but ...”


      “Yeah,” I replied, not wanting to discuss the matter further. “I understand.” With that the subject was closed. We all said our good-byes, and the larger cats led Kitten by the hand back towards the life he’d freely chosen and which I was trying very hard not to think about. At least I had the comfort of knowing that Kitten’s career as a prostitute was coming to an end—just as soon as I could make it happen, in fact. Being so judgmental was hypocritical as hell for a resident of Freedom City. It totally conflicted with everything that Freedom stood for.


      That was, however, exactly how I felt about things nonetheless.


      Then there was the war on the Aces High to deal with as well. I began by quietly leasing as much real estate around the place as I could. Part of it I gave to Felix to do with as he pleased, and the rest I had a ball with. Tony Antonini had made a typical Mainlander mistake in the location of his club. He’d placed it on Industrial Platform. I’d spent a few hours trying to figure out why he’d done this—certainly deck space was quite a bit cheaper there. For all its relative poverty, however, the Ace was not that starved for startup capital. In the end I decided it must’ve been because Industrial was dirty and ugly and where Freedomites lived when bad times hit. The kind of place, in other words, that might’ve made a gangster feel more at home than ever he could on clean and respectable Commercial Platform.

    


    
      Anyway, Antonini had missed something important. In Freedom City, real estate is the most precious thing there is. We live out in the middle of the ocean, after all. “Land” is created only by the application of huge amounts of capital, ingenuity and labor. When designing Freedom, at first we’d thought that perhaps building space might be so expensive that including factories as part of our new nation might not be an option at all. That idea didn’t last long, however. We soon realized that omitting farms and factories was an even less viable alternative. We humans are physical beings, or at least the vast majority of us still are, and as long as this remains the case then the manufacturing of physical things will be absolutely vital to modern existence. Besides, you can’t import everything, not and maintain a viable national economy. Or even a genuinely independent national existence.


      So, we fudged. Industrial was moved a significant distance out to sea from the other platforms and grudgingly we wrote up a few special rules for the area. Anticipating that someday industrial plants would literally be piled on top of one another, we specified in the original codicils that in the interests of cost-effectiveness all property-owners on that particular unit would have to be willing to put up with bad odors, unusually high levels of noise and so forth and so on. People weren’t expected to live on Industrial, after all, just work there. They could wear earplugs and such if they had to, but the factories and farms were absolutely vital to Freedom City’s existence. We had to do whatever it took to make them economically viable.


      In the end things worked out well for Freedom City. Industrial Platform became a busy, noisy and smelly but highly profitable place, and we built a lot of things there (like our little fleet of airliners) that couldn’t be bought anywhere else in the world. Our super-efficient farming methods led directly to heavy investment in gengineering, an investment that had long-since paid itself back a thousand-fold. Freedom City factories were more profitable per square foot than any other industrial endeavors on earth, and no one cared if they were bad neighbors. In fact, there weren’t any neighbors. Except for a few small lunch counters, some fishing boats and…


      …the Aces High casino.


      Tony had located his business in a clean and quiet area, relatively speaking. However, things can change remarkably quickly in Freedom City. I managed to buy out the leases on both sides of the Ace. The buildings looked to me like an excellent site for an experimental indoor hog farm. The animals appeared a bit confused at first, wandering aimlessly down the aisles of a former seawater elemental extraction plant, but they soon made themselves right at home. A couple weeks later Felix suggested that the perfect companion operation would be a garbage separation facility; organic waste could easily become hog feed. Tony complained bitterly to the “owners,” of course, and eventually even sent Willie and some of the rougher elements around to try and make them see things his way. My owsla, however, is a very well trained and equipped organization. Not a soul got hurt, at least not on my side. Except for a couple of unexplained but insignificant fires at the waste center, Willie never laid a finger on anyone.

    


    
      Tony next cried out long and loud to the Freedom City Board of Directors, who laughed merrily in his face. I ought to know. I was there personally, having made a special effort to attend that particular meeting. My ten-percent stock block doesn’t make me the biggest shareholder in Freedom, but it’s more than enough to earn me a seat on the Board. While usually this is more trouble than it’s worth, on that particular day I savored every second of Mr. Antonini’s appeal. He spoke of the need for further development of the tourism industry, the desirability of regulating Freedom City’s “uncontrolled” growth, the need for effective zoning laws and proper governmental “fairness” and oversight. The Chairman of the Board, a grizzled old friend of mine named Anson Howard, didn’t even let him finish. “Mr. Antonini,” he interrupted with a ferocious smirk in the middle of a sentence. “You are totally out of order.”


      “But ... I’m following the rules!” he responded. “I’ve waited my turn!”


      “Next you’ll be whining about your rights,” Howard muttered under his breath. Then he looked left and right, addressing his next words to the rest of us. “Mr. Antonini has called the question, ladies and gentlemen of the Board. Do you back your Chair?”


      “Aye!” we all responded as one.


      “Very well.” Howard turned back to face the bewildered mobster. “We aren’t savages, Mr. Antonini. All official activities in this chamber are conducted under Robert’s Rules of Order. Are you familiar with them?”

    


    
      “Well… No.”


      “Hmm. Most businessmen are, you know. Anyway, you’ve just been ruled out of order; it doesn’t matter whether you were actually following the rules or not. The Board doesn’t want to listen to you anymore. There is no appeal.”


      “But ... But ... I own a legitimate business! Or my wife does, rather. I’m her legally authorized agent. I have the right …”


      “See?” Howard asked, interrupting again. “I knew it! Damned stupid mainlander! Get him out of here!”


      Two large lop-eared rabbits—owsla moonlighters from the Rabbit’s Foot, by no coincidence at all—appeared at each of Antonini’s elbows. “But ... but ...” he was still spluttering as they escorted him out.


      My own seat was at the Chairman’s left. “Watch that one,” I whispered in his ear. “He’s dangerous.”


      “I know,” the older man replied. “I’ve heard more than you might think. If you and Felix need any help, let me know. I don’t want that kind of scum out here polluting our dream. Not that I think you two are doing badly on your own accounts, mind you.”


      “Thanks.” I replied, smiling.


      “Don’t mention it. Just you be careful, okay?”


      I sighed theatrically. “Look at me! I’m a rabbit, for crying out loud. I’m always careful!”


      Howard wasn’t amused. “Then help me watch out for young Felix.” With that he returned his attention to running the meeting.


      Next morning I cranked the pressure up even further. I still had several vacant properties on the block, so I donated two of them to charity. In an ex-warehouse I set up a homeless shelter for the hapless belowdecks types that always seem to drift their way into any human society, then I loaned a small storefront to the recently resurgent Unification Church for use as a missionary center. The latter was another invaluable suggestion from Felix, who seemed to take great pleasure in our little game despite the impending doom of his own establishment. On a regular basis he had his Alley Cats, the equivalent of our own owsla, out in the streets around the Ace handing out discount coupons and free gaming chips good at the Cat House.

    


    
      One day I broached the subject of our little competition. We hadn’t spoken of it in ages. “Felix, our grand opening at the Kitty Catsle is in four weeks. I thought I ought to tell you that.”


      His whiskers drooped sadly. “I already knew, Harv. All I had to do was look and see on what date my reservations drop off to nothing. Thanks anyway, though.”


      “Honestly, son,” I replied with feeling. “Part of me feels really bad about this.”


      Morris sighed. “I’d like to hate you. Really I would. But I can’t. You’re too polite.”


      I laughed, then allowed my features to turn serious again. “Look, why don’t your backers just sell out now?”


      “Why don’t you buy us?” he retorted. “The Catsle is booked up for months already. You’ve underestimated your outfit’s marketing skills. You and your people could fill this house. Where we failed, Harv.”


      I shook my head sadly. “No, Felix. You’re right about our bookings, but they’ll trail off in time—just like yours did. The difference is that with a smaller building we’ll have less overhead, a more exclusive and profitable clientele, and be full to capacity a lot more often. That’s the way to make money in our business.”


      “Our projections....” Felix’s voice trailed off.


      “Were garbage, son.” I finished for him. “My marketing people track this sort of thing too, you know. The minute I heard about your place maybe opening up in Freedom, I updated everything. The data showed that you could be borderline profitable at a hundred and fifty beds, no more—and your house has almost a thousand. I couldn’t buy it even at a fire-sale price and make it work. No one could. This failure is not yours, Felix. It’s a failure on the part of your backers and their business plan. I’d be willing to bet hard cash that they heard at least three sets of numbers while dreaming up the Cat House, then ran with the ones that they liked best and pretended the others didn’t exist. Tell me, are your initial investors still with you?”


      “No,” the Cheshire replied, apparently recognizing the implications of this for the first time. “They sold out after six months of operations.”

    


    
      “And those were the best six months you ever had. Did they make a profit?”


      “Hell, yes!” Felix now understood it all. “The place was packed until the novelty wore off. Our balance sheets were in great shape back then. On the day they sold out, we were still booked solid for ...” He paused, as the lights at last came all the way on for him. “Those slick bastards!” he finally exclaimed, no small amount of admiration reflected in his voice. “They made money, didn’t they? Bushel-baskets of it!”


      “There’s a certain prestige on the mainland associated with owning Freedom City paper,” I explained. “It’s like all the big Internet business false starts at the turn of the millennium. Everyone is always sure they’re going to make unlimited sums of easy money here. Any kind of going business attracts dozens of wannabe buyers, especially a high-media-profile setup like your hotel or mine. These kinds of buyers don’t really care very much about the fundamentals of good investing; rather, they wear blinders. For a time the price of shares goes up, up, up. But hard truth always wins out in the end and eventually word gets around. The bloated paper becomes garbage, worth cents on the dollar. In your case even the building isn’t really worth anything except as deck space, not now that the world knows I’m opening up a competitor. What else is a hotel good for? An old folks home? Low-income apartments? There’s not a whole lot of money in either of those businesses, now is there?”


      Felix looked a little sick. “They’re desperate to sell, Harv. And there aren’t any buyers out there at all. None. Zip. Nada.”


      “Nor should there be,” I retorted. “That huge house will never turn a profit, unless I fold. And after this little affair, who will want to take on my organization head-to-head any time soon?”


      The conversation lapsed a bit after that, until eventually Felix swallowed hard, then spoke up. “Mr. Foote, it was an honor to compete with you. Even if unsuccessfully.”


      I snorted. “You hate losing just as bad as I do; don’t try and go all noble on me. It won’t wash.” The cat-man smiled, as I’d hoped he would. “Seriously, you did a good job with what you had. When are the doors closing?”


      He pressed his lips together. “I’m not at liberty to divulge that, sir.”

    


    
      “Understood.” I was still his competition, of course. “But I was just wondering …”


      “Yes?”


      “Would you like to run the Catsle for me? As a temporary position, of course.”


      Morris cocked his head. “What do you mean, temporary?”


      “Until I retire. Which will be fairly soon, I think.” The words, once spoken, rather shocked me. But part of my soul had seemingly wanted to speak them for a very long time now. They felt good coming out, damned good in fact. “Felix, I was infertile until gengineering came along, and by that time business was too demanding for us to be interested in having kids. Age doesn’t matter nowadays, of course. Things have progressed quite a bit. But now, with Bea’s new career ...” My words trailed off. I’d come perilously close to letting my voice quaver. “I’ve no heir, Felix.”


      The cat’s mouth opened, then closed. “Harv, I .…” Finally, he simply nodded and a crushing weight I hadn’t even known was there lifted from my heart.


      “Thanks, son,” I said in a near whisper. “Stay where you’re at for now. There’s no sense in causing any more upset over there than is truly necessary. Keep on doing your best for them. I don’t hate your backers, after all. I just want them to get out of the hotel business.”


      Felix nodded again, still too moved to speak, but his eyes were absolutely glowing.


      “And son?”


      “Yes, Harv?”


      “Start thinking rabbit. Cat is okay for now, but long term we’re still talking rabbit.”


      “Gotcha.” With that, Felix comically wriggled his nose at me and then hung up.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      



      The Grand Opening at the Catsle proved to be a gala affair and, as luck would have it, there was doubly reason to celebrate. On that very afternoon, Willie over at the Aces High locked his place up and put the building on the market. It was a very satisfying day.


      We held the celebratory party in the “Sand Box,” a small lounge built onto the side of what had once been an apartment building. Everyone who was anyone in Freedom City attended, even Felix. He was afraid of what his backers might think at first, but then decided to justify his action to them on the basis that it was a social obligation—not that he particularly cared what they thought anymore.


      It was only a matter of time until the Cat House’s doors closed as well and the feline considered it a miracle that he was still employed. Most of the backers were attempting to blame their investment’s failure on his non-existent “mismanagement”. It was just as well that Felix’s next position was already secure; I somehow doubted that he’d be getting very many positive references from his previous employers. Which just highlighted their ignorance further. Why is it that money men never seem to understand what makes a real business tick?


      Bea attended the opening in person, much to my pleasure. Her remote body could be disconnected from its wall socket for a few hours, provided that my wife carried a multi-channeled radio link and batteries on her person at all times. She wore a tight-fitting dark green and shimmery evening gown with a high neck that very effectively concealed her cable connections. The look was accentuated by tasteful emeralds that stood out beautifully against her rich creamy fur. All evening long I tried to figure out just exactly where the electronics package might be concealed on her person, but never quite succeeded in pinning it down. Beatrice was her old elegant and regal self that night. I was proud—and very, very happy—to have her back at my elbow.

    


    
      It was she who broke the century-old bottle of whiskey across the elegantly polished front doors after dinner. Mere champagne would be far too tame for such an establishment, I reasoned. Then, as our hundred or so guests applauded and cheered, the Catsle became a reality.


      “Tonight everything is on the house!” I announced loudly while hugging Bea close to me. “Drink up, ladies and gentlemen.”


      There were happy cries and whistles at this; some friends stepped over to shake our hands and congratulate us and then we were alone in the vestibule. I looked upon the genuine mahogany paneling and the crowd of happy guests and knew true satisfaction in my heart. Their contentment was my real reward for such hard work.


      Then my wandering eye caught Stripes high up in her tiny dancer’s cage, wearing almost nothing and high as a kite on her usual mixture of hormones and enzymes. She was gyrating slowly to a downbeat tune when our eyes met. Hungry green fire flashed and I felt my face grow warm in response.


      “Harv!” Bea whispered in my ear. “Is that Walter McKee up there?”


      I leaned over and replied privately as well. “Yes! Isn’t it wonderful what gengineering can do? But she’s not half as good-looking to me as you are.”


      She smiled and rubbed up against me suggestively. “So I’ve heard.”


      I tilted my head to one side, curious. “What exactly do you mean by that, Hon?”


      My wife smiled. “Harv, will you for god’s sake please take your old friend to bed? Did you know that she’s been turning down paying customers just so that you can be her first enhanced lover?”


      I blushed. “No, Hon. I didn’t.”


      “What’s taking you so long anyway? Harv, I know that I can’t spend nearly as much time with you as I used to. Don’t you get ... lonely sometimes?”


      “Yes, Bea. But …”

    


    
      “No ‘buts,’ dearest. Honey, look at you and me. Are we a normal married couple?”


      I grinned. “Define ‘normal’.”


      My wife sighed. “I shan’t even try. But whatever ‘normal’ is, we aren’t and you darned well know it. Humanity is growing, Harv, growing and changing. The old rules can’t be applied any more. They just don’t fit.”


      I looked away. “We’ve had an agreement for a long time.”


      “Yes, we have. And I’ve taken good advantage of it. But not you. Or not in recent years anyway. Are you turning all conservative on me, or what?”


      I snorted. My wife was a computer, for heaven’s sake! Talk about the pot and the kettle... “Not exactly conservative. Maybe ... settled?”


      Bea sighed. “That’s even worse.” She poked me in the ribs. “Harvey Foote, you’re growing old on me.”


      “Old?” The idea was a bit shocking. Even if I was eighty-three, I’d not felt physically old in over a decade.


      “Sure, you say you’re planning on retiring. But aside from snagging Felix while the getting was good, you’ve not taken one concrete step in that direction.”


      “Honey!” I protested. “I’ve been busy!”


      “And now you’re becoming afraid to try new things. Settled into a nice comfortable rut, you are.”


      My ears drooped. “I’m sorry that you think so, love.”


      She sighed and ran a finger down my muzzle, then placed it tenderly under my chin and firmly lifted my downcast face to meet her own squarely. “Harvey, I love you. Now go out and try something new. Experiment. Be young of heart as well as of body.”


      I looked back up to where Stripes was undulating and twisting about on stilt-like silver heels. Her eyes were screwed shut in apparent orgasm; one hand kept time with the music while the other massaged her crotch. The Catsle was never going to be accused of being a Disneyland knock-off. No sir-ee!


      “Go ahead,” Bea cooed. “Make her happy! She thinks of you when she dances, she wrote me once.”


      “But, hon! Tonight I hoped that you and I could….”

    


    
      “My batteries are only good for another hour or so and it’ll take a lot longer than that to get this body fully rewired again. So I’m going to have to download soon anyway, Harv. Not tonight.”


      “But...” Then the lights went on. “You planned this!”


      “Yes,” she replied evenly. “I’ve always known what’s good for you, haven’t I dear? So why not just go quietly and take your medicine like a good little boy?”


      Just then Stripes opened her eyes. Still fingering her crotch and thrusting her hips in time with the slow but ancient beat, she dreamily scanned the room until her eyes locked with mine. The cat’s dance intensified then, altered into something more predatory and excited. Her hip-thrusts became more exaggerated and the fingering more frenzied; before my eyes her g-string darkened with moisture. It was hypnotic, fascinating, beguiling ...


      “Bea?” I asked presently, not turning away from the dance that was clearly being done just for me. “Bea?” But she didn’t answer, and when I finally was able to pry my eyes away from Stripes she was gone.


      “Damn!” I whispered. Then, like a moth to a candle, my eyes were drawn back towards the elevated cage. She was on her knees now, kneading her breasts with both hands, tongue lolling and jade fire burning, burning, burning in her eyes ...


      She’s an employee, I tried to tell myself. For the guests, not you. Somehow, though, the little nagging voice in my head seemed very weak and distant. Surely a little casual sex couldn’t hurt anything, I reasoned. She was an old friend, after all. Stripes exposed her teeth then, theatrically gnawing at her cage in frustration, and it became too much for me to bear. I nodded firmly, and with a wriggle of sheer sexual joy my soon-to-be-lover reached over and pressed the button that would lower her cage to earth. While she was still on her way down I jerked my head towards the main lobby; the big cat nodded eagerly and I went there to await her.


      Time passed very slowly indeed until she suddenly appeared out of nowhere and shrugged her way under my arm, flushed and hot and reeking of animal lust. “I’m on the house tonight too, you know.” the tigress cooed as she rubbed her left breast suggestively against me. “Care to try a free sample? Just to check the quality, of course.”

    


    
      “Of course,” I replied, dropping my hand down to the root of the tigress’ tail and rubbing just so. The cat bent backwards and purred, releasing a veritable fog of pheromones. I grinned; doe bunnies reacted in exactly the same way.


      “Ooooh!” she purred. “I think I’m going to like this!” Then we touched noses and headed off towards a little suite on the fourth floor.


      Yet, even while the elevator lifted us heavenwards and Stripes trembled under my arm in frenzied anticipation, somehow, at a very deep level, my thoughts turned towards sailing ships and beautiful, peaceful sunsets.


      



       ***


      



      The next few weeks were busy, busy, busy. Opening a new facility of any kind always creates unforeseen problems and trying to deal with these while at the same time keeping the Foot itself in top running condition was proving quite a challenge. I found myself delegating more and more work to employees whom I knew couldn’t do the job as well as I myself would, exactly the problem I’d anticipated from the beginning. Even worse, there was less and less time available for me to simply wander about and maintain the hands-on approach that’d always served me so well. Running the business was simply not very much fun under the circumstances, and the only light at the end of the tunnel was the fact that Felix was going to take over the “Catsle” someday soon.


      But that day seemed to be in no hurry coming. Felix’s backers dragged their feet terribly about giving in and closing up shop. Even though they were losing money every day, they kept the Cat House open in the belief that it would be worth more as an operating concern than as closed real estate. I didn’t agree, but then of course they didn’t ask me. Felix was beginning to chafe from the delays and several times spoke openly to me about quitting; at first I told him I thought that he was honor-bound to see things through, but as time dragged on and on I began to wonder if perhaps I’d given him bad advice. Honor demanded only so much.


      Bea and Dr. Phillips’ next ichty made it almost to full term before frustratingly dying just a couple days short of birth. Two more attempts were made, both of which inexplicably expired almost immediately after fertilization. Reluctantly my wife asked me if I’d approve funding for multiple eggs next time. Money was short, however, due to the way I’d had to drain our resources in quick-starting the Catsle. The two gengineers wanted to invest in five eggs so as to offer decent odds of having an ichty alive and available for display by next tourist season. The price tag, however, made me wince. In the end we’d compromised on three and agreed that this would be our last try at an ichthyosaur for the time being. If the three latest and greatest embryos failed, we’d swallow our losses and move on to our next Alpha project.

    


    
      Little Bun-Bun, who had once been an erotic dancer named Kitten, was an immediate hit with the juvenile crowd. At his request we had remade him into a brown-and-white-dappled big-eyed juvenile bunny about two and a half feet tall, apparent age about five. He was, quite frankly, cuter than a button. Bun-Bun loved his new look and his new job, though we very carefully never set up any live public appearances for him. The change had made him more childlike than ever and no one who knew Bun personally considered him up to the challenge of actually meeting his public.


      Freedom is a strange thing sometimes and the line a man has to walk in its name can become very convoluted. I thought about Bun-Bun’s situation often, wondering if it was truly right for me to support and facilitate his regression towards infancy. How far would he go, I wondered sometimes? He certainly seemed happy, but was he sane? Who could say for sure? And what did “sane” really mean anymore, anyway? Gengineering was a brand new field of human endeavor with hidden moral implications lurking behind every single blade of grass. In other countries, the practice of altering humans had been outlawed over questions such as that of Bun-Bun’s sanity until the State could make up its mind for everyone at once. Here in Freedom City, I reminded myself, we’d chosen to believe in an individual’s right to make his or her own decisions. Bun-Bun had made his wishes very clear over and over again, even back when he was still physically a normal human adult. In the end, I was able to wish him well and sleep with my conscience clear.


      Except for the nights I spent with Bea, of course. On those nights I slept very little indeed. And ditto for my nights with Stripes.

    


    
      Time simply flew by. Before I knew it the hurricane season was upon us. No storm ever recorded could possibly endanger any of our Platforms, but they remained nuisances nonetheless, easily capable of upsetting schedules and inflicting minor damage. The fishing fleet left for calmer waters, hydrogen buoys had to be brought in for safe storage, the airport closed up shop, tens of thousands of windows had to be boarded up, and at the Foot we had to relocate the cetaceans and the dinosaurs, closing the swimming area that was one of our top attractions.


      Whenever a hurricane struck the Foot lost money, as many guests headed for home before the storm left them stranded in mid-ocean. We did our best for the brave few who remained, offering greatly reduced rates and working hard at providing alternative attractions by flying in additional celebrities at the last minute to entertain and rub elbows with the adults. For the kiddies, we offered live storytelling sessions hosted by Huck and Henhouse. Some guests even made efforts to time their vacations to coincide with the peak week of storm season, actively hoping one would hit. They claimed that our “hurricane parties” were even more fun than the regular fare. These adventurers were few and far between, however, and it was just as well. We lost money on every guest when the winds blew steady and the rain came down in sheets.


      And so it was that one fine evening I came to be standing out on our balcony just a few hours before hurricane “Gomez” was expected to hit, watching the hydrogen tugs speed for harbor with improbably long strings of buoys tagging along behind them like ducklings after their mothers. Quite naturally they’d all waited until the very last minute; most gas farmers were small independent operators, so every second of sunshine beaming down upon their captive tailored algae helped their bottom lines. No one wanted to shut down any earlier than they had to.


      The Foot’s huge water slide had already been mothballed and the reptiles brought in, but the dolphins and our single orca were still playing in the big swimming enclosure. Their “storm cellar” was perfectly safe and adequate, but our undersea-type workers didn’t like being cooped up in there. Since (unlike the reptiles) they were fully sentient and well informed about what was going on, our cetaceans could be counted on to take shelter on their own whenever they saw fit.

    


    
      Meanwhile a beetle was crawling its way up the seaward side of the Foot, boarding up our hundreds of windows. The beetle was a semi-mechanical device invented by a Freedom City concern and produced over on Industrial. It had six hydraulic legs, each of which ended in a claw-like device that mated perfectly with small grooves built into the side of our structure. Using a beetle, a single operator could do the work of several highly paid maintenance people using old-fashioned dangling scaffolding, and do it more safely and comfortably as well. Each leg could support several times the fully-laden weight of a beetle on its own and each also had a separate independent power supply and control system, all of which were overseen and coordinated under normal operating conditions by modified and triply-redundant insect neural tissue. Overall, beetles were quite an impressive technical achievement. However, very few of them could be found outside of the City due to the omnipresent laws regulating gengineering and outdated worker-safety rules requiring backup ropes that would only serve as a hindrance to a skilled operator. It was a mathematical certainty that someday a beetle would fail and kill somebody. Far more people fell off scaffolding per man-hour, however, despite all the regulations. It was just another small example of how our unrestricted and unregulated productivity was racing ahead of everyone else’s.


      The operator I was watching was very good indeed. Moving only one leg at a time, he or she advanced steadily up the column of windows right alongside me. Then, once all six climbing legs were safely anchored, the special work arms snaked out in a pre-programmed motion and firmly grasped the storm shutter waiting on each patio. Next the shutter was snapped into place, and then it was time to climb to the next level.


      The process fascinated me in much the same way that watching a landing airplane did. The Foot had been the very first major structure ever designed to be fully beetle-compatible, and this was largely due to my personal interest in the things. I always tried to take a few minutes to watch them work whenever they boarded things up for a big blow—and as busy as I’d been, I still made time to enjoy the spectacle. Whoever was running the thing worked very quickly and efficiently; there wasn’t a single wasted motion. In mere minutes the spidery machine had worked its way up to the penthouse level, and I stepped back to allow the operator a clear shot at the shutter lying on my personal balcony. The manipulator arms reached out smoothly…

    


    
      …and grasped me firmly by the waist!


      It happened far too quickly for me to react. One second I was peacefully admiring high technology at work and the next I was stuffed into the beetle’s cargo bay. Desperately, I kicked and punched at the composite-fiber box, but it’d been designed for rough handling and didn’t yield at all. Then I tried to calm myself and think rationally.


      “Mayday!” I cried out in my mental voice. “Help! Bea, can you hear me?” But there was only silence in reply.


      “I’m being kidnapped,” I screamed. “Bea, where are you?”


      Nothing.


      Shit! I thought in frustration as the beetle lurched its way down the building’s side. What now?


      Quickly I thought back to the sales demonstrations I’d watched of beetles at work. They could carry perhaps a half-ton of cargo, and the robot work-arms were far more powerful than even a gengineered human. Worse still, the cargo bay lid was right in front of the operator’s eyes. I reached up and with all my strength tried to open the hatch, but it was firmly locked. For the moment I was simply along for the ride.


      A beetle moves deceptively quickly when either ascending or descending; indeed, they are only slightly less expeditious than an elevator. Before I really had time to think the little vehicle turned horizontal and suddenly I was lying down. We were now traveling cross-country and I renewed my pounding in the hope of making enough noise to attract a passerby.


      “Help, Bea!” I cried out again. “Oh god! Where are you?” Once again there was only silence.


      My sensitive ears began to pick up a roaring sound, one that steadily grew louder and louder. I was puzzled at first, but then recognized it as one of the Foot’s main cooling units. A building as large as our hotel complex in a tropical clime requires a serious air conditioning plant. Even an operation as wealthy as ours, however, cannot afford to waste precious deck space. So the garage for our beetles was located right up against one of the four main heat exchangers, noise be damned. I knew precisely where we were headed.

    


    
      The roar grew almost intolerably loud, then lessened dramatically as we entered the somewhat-soundproofed maintenance shed. Smoothly the beetle slowed and stopped; I braced myself and waited, hoping to make a break for it as soon as the cargo bay hatch cracked itself open even the tiniest bit. The operator was ready for me, however; the lid opened only an inch or two. I smashed into it anyway with all my strength, but the door-like cover didn’t yield at all. As I’d observed earlier, whoever was operating the thing knew exactly what they were about. A manipulator arm snaked its way in and in sheer frustration I snapped at it. My teeth are made of razor-sharp solid titanium under a thin cosmetic coating, and I am blessed, due to my lapine build, with very powerful jaws. But the bite was ill-aimed and only gained me slight purchase. The snake-like manipulator writhed as if in pain and threw me off, then withdrew suddenly. I leapt at the lid again, but it remained rock-solid and deep down inside part of me recognized that there wasn’t going to be a miracle escape.


      “Beatrice!” I cried out in anguish. “Where are you?”


      Perhaps twenty seconds passed before the lid again snapped open a crack and the beetle’s arm re-entered. This time, the operator clearly had no intention of allowing me even the slightest chance to do any damage. The serpentine thing stiffened as hard as an iron pipe and clubbed me repeatedly. The rain of blows felt like it would never end; my ribs were smashed, a lower arm was shattered and my head rang repeatedly under blows that would’ve easily proven mortal to anyone with a lesser skull. Even though I shut off my pain reflex almost immediately, the repeated impacts served to stun me for a crucial few seconds. By the time I was fully aware of what was going on again I was suspended in mid-air, firmly wrapped up in the beetle’s manipulators. A large man wearing a hood was in the process of snapping a cruelly tight pair of leg irons onto me. He’d already bound me into a pair of handcuffs before I’d come around. A single link of chain connected my wrists and both of my ankles all together as one, rendering me virtually immobile.

    


    
      “What’s this all about?” I demanded in my most imperious tone, the one that made Foot employees wilt on the rare occasions when it was employed. “Who are you?”


      “Shut up,” the man replied calmly as he finished chaining me. Then he pulled a small but nasty-looking knife out from under his sleeve.


      “Bea!” I screamed again mentally, though still to no avail. Emotionlessly my captor snatched my right ear and tried to saw it off with the wicked little blade. Thin wires running to various antennas frustrated his efforts, however, and at first all he succeeded in doing was creating a painful and bloody mess.


      “Gah!” he grunted in revulsion, sawing away at the cables.


      I turned off that pain too and spoke to him in the calmest and most rational tones I could manage under the circumstances. “I’m worth far more alive than dead,” I explained. “In fact, I’m more valuable than you’d believe possible.”


      “No you’re not!” he declared emphatically, finally parting my ear wiring. “Shut up!” To reinforce his order, he stabbed the point of his blade into my right eye and wriggled it around forcefully. The pain was incredible until I shut it off; even then I felt sick at the screeching of the sharp steel blade scrabbling around against my titanium eye-socket. The man pounded hard on the hilt of the blade, trying to drive it on through into my brain, but didn’t succeed.


      “Jesus!” he complained aloud. “No wonder they told me not to just toss you off the ledge. They said that you might maybe actually live through that. And I’m starting to believe it!”


      He was right; I probably would have survived such a drop. A fall at terminal velocity had been considered as a factor in my design. I didn’t share this tidbit, however, keeping my mouth shut as ordered. Escape might be unlikely, but if my remaining eye joined its partner the odds against me grew more unfavorable still. Besides, there was clearly absolutely nothing to be gained by conversation.


      The killer looked my chains over and nodded in satisfaction. “That’ll do the trick,” he muttered. Then he stepped over to a workbench and picked up a heavy piece of scrap steel with a ring welded to it. It was the work of only a moment to snap the weight to my restraints with a large padlock. I began to tremble in fear of the obvious implications, but remained mute nonetheless. Damn it, I was not going to break down and lose my other eye!

    


    
      “Alright,” my tormentor said calmly, turning to his accomplice in the beetle. “Open the door.”


      The machine jerked into motion and lumbered off across the shed. As it turned towards us I saw that its operator was hooded too. The driver reached out a manipulator arm and cracked the back door slightly ajar. Red light filtered in; the sun was almost down. Then the assassin tried to pick me up. His hands felt like steel rods under my armpits. Clearly his body was as genginnered as my own. I should’ve been a featherweight to him, but still he failed to lift me. What was this all about?


      “Hey!” he shouted to the beetle operator. “Come on over here and give me a hand!”


      I saw the operator hesitate through the canopy. He or she physically could not both hold the heavy door open and help lift me at the same time. The two points were simply too far apart. Finally, I watched the machine settle slightly on its legs as it was powered down with the manipulator arm still holding the cracked-open door in its grasp. Then the beetle driver—a woman, I guessed from her build—stepped over.


      “Grab his legs,” the assassin commanded.


      She bent over to help. As she did so the hooded man plunged his knife deeply into her spine. She died instantly, not making a sound.


      “Stupid bitch,” he muttered. Then he stripped off his clothing, revealing a wetsuit under his maintenance coveralls. Next, he pulled a scuba tank, mask and fins out from underneath a workbench and calmly donned them. Every move was quick, calm and efficient, I noted. Rehearsed, even. It took only seconds. Then he grabbed me without apparent effort, shouldering my body like a sack of potatoes.


      “I’m worth far more alive,” I whispered one last time into his ear, but he ignored me and began jogging towards the door. We accelerated very quickly, and by the time we actually passed through the two of us were moving at a full genetically engineered run. There was no Rail Park so close to a noisy air conditioner so I wondered where he was headed. As we burst out into the twilight, I could just see out of my good eye that a slit had been cut down the center of the cyclone safety fencing. Without even slowing, we were through the hole and falling, falling, endlessly falling.

    


    
      “Bea!” I cried out in my mind one last time. “Bea! I love you!” Then, far more pragmatically, I began hyperventilating for all I was worth.


      The ocean was already heaving from the approaching hurricane, and a moderately large storm surge had raised the sea’s surface a few feet. Our fall still measured at least five stories, however. The killer released me just as soon as we cleared the fence, but in my awkward position I could do little or nothing to control how I struck the water. I landed squarely on my tail, the surface of the water slamming into me like concrete.


      The world darkened for a moment as my consciousness blurred at the impact, and then I realized that I was sinking. The scrap steel the assassin had connected to my chains weighed perhaps a hundred pounds. Under its pitiless influence I went deep rapidly. My head swiveled almost involuntarily as things grew dark, looking up one last time at the rapidly-diminishing sunlight.


      I shook off my fear and tried to act. The weakest link in the whole Davy Jones setup had to be the padlock, I reasoned; desperately I reached for it with my teeth. We rabbits are very limber creatures; I was able to chew on it fairly easily. Bad-tasting fragments of steel almost immediately filled my mouth. But the work was slow, slow, slow! Too slow, I realized with a sick feeling in my stomach. But what else could I do? Give up? There wasn’t much future in that, now was there?


      As I gnawed frantically I noticed a distinct rumbling in my ears. It sounded like heavy machinery at work. Then I realized that things were even worse than I’d realized. I’d entered the water right above our main heat-exchanger inlet!


      Most air conditioning units blow air across their coils. When living above an ocean, however, it makes far more sense to use the seawater itself as a heat sink. When the Foot was built we’d sunk our equipment down even further than most folks so as to take advantage of the cooler water to be found there, and also to avoid endangering casual swimmers. More up-front expense, lower energy costs down the road; it’d seemed like a pretty good tradeoff at the time. Somehow, though, it didn’t look like such a good idea anymore.

    


    
      Desperately I gnawed at the unyielding metal and fought to hold my breath against the ever-increasing pressure as the rumbling noise grew louder and louder in my ears. But my jaws seemed to be getting nowhere!


      Bubbles began to trickle out of my nose and I felt my body accelerating sideways. I was caught in the machinery’s induction current! This was horrible! It was beyond drowning, beyond mere death. I screamed in terror and spilled my whole reserve of air, eagerly sucking in seawater in the hope that I might lose consciousness before the turbines got me. But it was too late by then, Far, far, far too late.


      In agonized spasms, my chest protested against the inrush of water as I gagged my life out. Even as I drowned, however, I felt a sudden rush of water around my body. Instantly I tried to disconnect my pain reflex, but once again I was too slow.


      Inch by inch, the whirling blades tore me to shreds until, after a seemingly endless time of agony, my brain at long last went dark and silent.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      



      Everything remained dark after that for a very long time. There was nothing where I was; no body, no sensory data, no space in which to conceive anything concrete or material. The only realities were my own thoughts and the time through which I perceived them. I went on endlessly experiencing nothing for what seemed like forever, screaming in pain and terror and denial of the reality of my own death.


      Eventually I noted that although I was long overdue for the ceasing-to-exist thing, somehow it hadn’t happened yet. And, somewhere along the line, the terrible pain had stopped as well. What I was reacting to so violently was simply the remembered sensation. It seemed that I had no body and no sense organs. Therefore, there could be no pain, could there?


      It took me some time to think this all out, of course. Cold logic does not come easily to a person who has just died in so horrid a fashion, nor is clear thinking exactly encouraged by the act of breathing seawater. Eventually, though, I began to reason in a constructive fashion.


      Where was I?


      What was I?


      No immediate answers were apparent to either of these questions, though I pondered them for seeming hours. “I think, therefore I am,” was about as far as past experience was able to take me. Fear began to grip me again, but I was able to suppress it. Somehow I knew instinctively that it would get me nowhere.


      Carefully I concentrated, seeking any kind of sensation whatsoever. But there was nothing. “Bea?” I finally asked. “Are you here?”

    


    
      At the very thought of her name, a crystal-clear image of her appeared in my mind. “Hi, hon!” she said with a reassuring smile. “This is a recorded message. Something very traumatic has probably just happened to you and I want you to settle down. All is well, if you’re getting this.” She paused and reached out to me; I felt her reassuring hand scratching me right between the ears.


      “Harv, for years I’ve been forging your signature on routine documents. You knew about it and have allowed it to go on to make things easier for us both. Also, I’ve been your personal physician ever since I went Brain. I designed your latest body myself, using Dr. Phillips’ skills. Remember? I personally oversaw your tank time and well... We do own the Institute, you know. Dearest, I’ve always known what’s good for you even when you didn’t, so I signed some papers with your name and kept everyone else away from your tank. You didn’t realize it, hon, but what I told you about “memory implants” was all a lie. The reason that you’ve been able to access me directly and have so much memory capacity is that you’ve been a Brain for quite some time now. I set up a multichannel radio link for you just like I did for my own remote body except that yours is far more expensive and complex—much more so than I want or need for my own uses—and I paid for the whole thing out of misappropriated funds. So sue me—it’s my money too.”


      She paused and looked downwards. “Harv, the only way you’ll ever get this message or even realize what’s been done to you is if either the link fails—which is less likely than a major meteor strike—or else something terrible happens to your body. In other words, had it not been for my decision to safeguard you, you’d now by all odds be dead.


      “So I’ll not justify my actions any further. Divorce me if you want to, spread the word that I’m an unethical gengineer, do whatever you wish.” She looked me directly in the eyes. “But whatever you decide to do, you’re alive, Harv, where otherwise you wouldn’t be. That makes all the risk and all the fudging worthwhile. My love, will you forgive me?” A single tear glistened on her cheek fur.


      “Yes!” I replied to the mindless recording. “Oh, god yes! Love, you’ve saved my life!”


      Unhearing, she sighed and went on. “Dear, for your own safety and because of your own stubbornness I’ve been unable to put you on the ‘net. Every connection you have to the world right now runs through me. You’ve lost your body, which is the interface that you’re currently configured for. Hon, when this message ends call me again and I’ll help you reconfigure yourself, then hook you up to whomever you’d like. Even if it’s a divorce lawyer.

    


    
      “Remember one thing always though, Harvey Foote. I did this because I love you!”


      The message ended and the image of my wife faded to nothing. I grinned with nonexistent muscles and leapt skywards with joy on legs that were now only memories. I was alive! By god I was still alive! Bea had rescued me after all! Lord, how I loved her!


      Eagerly I tried connecting with my wife again, to tell her that she’d indeed saved my life and that I was grateful to her forever. This time, the connection was instant. The message, however, was not at all what I expected. There was no video, just a flat ghostly voice that spoke rapidly and expressionlessly. “Harv this is Bea someone is trying to kill me they are disconnecting me I am compressing and zipping you this message as fast as I can while they unplug the wires attempting emergency backup access already limited oh God I am so scared I love …”


      And that was all.


      No! Whoever it was had gone for us both, and Beatrice’s status as a Brain was public knowledge. They’d somehow gotten to her! Great gouts of rage and fear rushed through me, but I was utterly helpless. All my interfaces, Bea had said, were handled through her. And she was gone! What could I do?


      Whatever it was, it had to be quick. Bea’s Brain case—probably like my own, I realized with a gulp—had a self-contained battery and last-ditch life support reserves good for perhaps two hours. It was a reasonable bet that the attack on her had slightly preceded my own little misadventure; that would explain why I’d been unable to call her for help.


      Angrily I wished I’d paid more attention to Bea’s comments on reconfiguration of the brain. From time to time she’d talked shop with me, but I’d never really gotten past the “Yes that’s nice, dear” stage. Now that it was too late I realized she was trying to pass on vital information, but I’d been too self-centered to really listen. Damn!

    


    
      I did know just a tiny bit about using computers, though. “Menu?” I thought. Which was a major mistake.


      011000101010010100001010100010100101111000010101010101010000101010101010101001010100000100101010000010110000110010101010010101010000001011001010101111101010100101010001101001010101010101010101000111101011101001010100010101010101001001000000010111111001010100011000010100100011


      It ran through my brain for a seeming eternity, the meaningless sequence forever burning itself into my cortex in blindingly brilliant numerals. It seared like fire, and long minutes passed while I recovered.


      Well, that was something I was not going to try again! But what else could I do? Without a “01100010101...” how could I manage anything? And time was racing by while Bea died!


      What was it that she’d said about reconfiguration? You had to become that which you wished to operate, she’d once explained. If you wanted to call someone, you had to become a phone. If you wanted to operate a waldo, you had to become the servos and joints. But specialized interactive software was vital. Only the most experienced of Brains could hope to accomplish much without it.


      Which left me ... where? Shit out of luck, it seemed. I was configured for an enhanced human/rabbit body and that was that. Eventually I’d figure out how to communicate with someone, I was sure; after all, the very first Brain had managed to do so. But there was no time! And there just didn’t happen to be any living but currently unoccupied enhanced human/rabbit bodies lying around on Bea’s network just waiting to be picked up by a Brain in need, now were there?


      I sighed hopelessly and then realized what I had just asked myself. Was there such a body lying about after all? Maybe. Oh my god! It was something almost unthinkable to me, for all the gengineering work I’d undergone. I’d never even considered it. Now, however, there wasn’t a moment to lose!


      Desperately I tried to calm myself; many times Bea had emphasized that Brains needed to master their emotions in order to function well. I tried to envision my lapine/human body as completely and perfectly as I possibly could, but with certain alterations. I was shorter, had a smaller and more slender build, no penis...

    


    
      That last part was very difficult indeed. It took me several tries before I could think along those lines while remaining totally calm. But eventually the soft satin sheets I imagined under my curvaceous bottom became real, and I opened my eyes in triumph.


      My bedroom was still blurry, of course. It took a bit of time before a disembodied Brain could begin properly processing physiological inputs again after a lapse. Besides, I’d never experienced this body before; not from this angle, certainly!


      Feeling a bit nauseous, something which Bea often complained of when first awakening her remote body, I shifted myself slightly on the cool sheets. The cable bundle connected to the back of my neck felt strange and limiting, but there was no real discomfort. With a tremendous effort I tried to raise my right hand. It responded weakly, then gave up its struggle against gravity and collapsed inert upon my naked breast. The impact felt ... odd, yet eerily familiar at the same time. After all, I’d touched Bea’s right breast many times before.


      The feelings of weakness and nausea soon began to fade. I sat up before I really should’ve and, studiously ignoring more new physical sensations than I cared to acknowledge just then, placed my feet on the floor. My head spun again and I almost fell over, but I desperately needed to get to the phone; there was no time for dallying about.


      Stubbornly I stood up, then promptly collapsed onto the thickly carpeted floor. At least, however, I’d made certain that my fall was forward, covering a little distance towards my goal. Gaining confidence with every movement I crawled towards the table, feeling my cable unreel behind me. I knew from experience that Bea had enough slack in her plumbing to allow her to move freely about our apartment.


      Once I got to my destination I had to pull myself up into the chair. By then things were growing a little easier for me. I grabbed the table with both hands, carefully gathered my legs under me, then thrust upwards against the force of gravity and half-fell into my usual seat.


      Fortunately, Bea’s hands were not all that much different from the ones I was used to, merely being slimmer and more delicate. I opened up my phone/computer and the green “ready” light came on with a welcome glow. Instantly I dialed security’s emergency number, and Ken himself answered the phone. “Mrs. Foote!” he exclaimed as soon as the camera stabilized. “Thank God! I thought we’d lost you!”

    


    
      “You have,” I said in Bea’s voice. My words were slurred and the voice not my own; for just a second my mind tried to rebel at what I’d become. Then I stifled the panic growing like a weed at the back of my mind; there’d be plenty of time for that later. “It’s a long story, but this is Harv. Someone tried to kill me too, Ken, and they damn near succeeded. I ended up here in this body. Don’t make me explain it all right now. There’s no time.”


      Ken looked stern. “Security code ‘A’,” he demanded.


      It was a reasonable request under the circumstances. I knew code ‘A’, Bea knew code ‘1’. “Carrot and stick,” I replied confidently.


      Ken’s mouth opened, closed, then opened again. Clearly he was baffled. “Harv?”


      “It’s me. Mr. Foote. Now tell me what’s happened to my wife.”


      He pulled himself together with an effort. “Sir, at 19:42 hours local time your wife’s Brainbox dropped offline. Dr. Phillips, with whom Mrs. Foote was at that time in communion, informed us immediately. We fully mobilized and locked down, and a squad of owsla under my second-in-command was dispatched immediately to the Institute.”


      I nodded. So far, so good.


      “When the squad arrived, Rags proceeded directly to the central secure area. He discovered that the monitoring systems had been sabotaged. He also found several dead guards and lab workers. We still don’t have a final count. All of the casualties appear to have been lased to death. No guests so far, sir.”


      I winced at the news, but tried to remain calm and analytical. Whoever was behind all this was using modern weaponry. “Go on.”


      “We discovered Mrs. Foote’s Brainbox missing, sir. The people who did this were professionals. The whole crime couldn’t have taken more than thirty seconds.”


      I pressed my lips together. They felt much too soft and full; instantly I relaxed them again. Then I told Ken a brief version of my own story. His eyes narrowed in anger.


      “Goddamn it!” he roared, his fist hammering on a tabletop. It shattered at the blow. “They nearly got you both!”


      “Easy, son!” I cautioned him. “We don’t have time for that.”

    


    
      Ken nodded and forced himself back under control. “So we have two separate assassins, or else a group and a loner. Your man is certainly alone now.”


      “And at least one more body is still undiscovered in the maintenance shed,” I added grimly. “Ken, the guy that tried for me is almost certainly still in the water. Think we can get him?”


      “Hmm ...” His face grew first thoughtful, then determined. “By god, maybe we can!”


      “Good!” I replied, my now-soprano voice not sounding nearly savage enough to suit me. “How?”


      “Let me take care of it,” he replied. “For that matter ... I bet the ones that have Bea are probably in the water too.”


      “Most likely,” I agreed. “They’re clearly working together. The question is, how are we going to nab any of them?”


      “Mrs… Uh, I mean Mr. Foote. What I’m about to do is something that perhaps you shouldn’t be aware of. Do you understand me?”


      I looked the security man in the eye. I either trusted Ken, or I didn’t. There wasn’t time to argue. “All right. What can I do to help?”


      “Get hold of the Chairman and have him mobilize all the resources he can. Whatever you do, though, stay right where you are. Do you hear me?”


      I thought of the cable connected to the back of my neck. “I’m not going anywhere, Ken. Promise.”


      “Good. I’m sending up some guards, Harv. And a locked door is not going to keep them out of your apartment. Do you understand?”


      Ken’s voice brooked no argument, not that I felt like offering any. “Understood. Keep me informed.” I reached out to cut the connection, but the security chief’s voice stopped me cold.


      “Uh ... Mr. Foote?” His eyes lowered; what was he staring at?


      “Yes?”


      “Maybe before you call anyone else, you ought to put some clothes on?”


      I looked down at my naked breasts and gulped. My phone was set to send an image from the waist up; I’d never even thought.... “Right. Sorry.”


      “Not a problem, sir. If I were you, I’d be ... well, a lot worse.”


      “Me too, Ken,” I sighed in my wife’s voice. “I’m only calm for now because I have to be.”

    


    
      Shakily I cut the connection and stood up; this body was still very unfamiliar to me and Beatrice usually gave it far longer to “warm up” than the emergency had allowed. Between it still not working quite right and me not really being comfortable wearing it, I wouldn’t be doing yoga any time soon.


      Before I could totter over to our bed the door crashed open. It was security, as promised. A pretty young doe stuck her head in. “Mr. Foote? Is everything all right?”


      I tumbled into bed and rolled myself up in the sheets; suddenly I felt terribly modest. “Yes,” I replied. “As well as things can be, I suppose.”


      “Sir, there are four of us out here, two males and two females. Chief Hendricks has briefed us about what’s happened. He sent the four of us so that you can choose the guards you feel most comfortable with.”


      My crotch suddenly felt barren and my chest grotesque; Bea’s body was quite attractive, I knew, and the idea of having men see me this way ... I shuddered. “Send in the women,” I finally sighed. “I guess they’ll be of more help.”


      “Very good, sir,” the doe replied, stepping in. Once her face was fully visible, I recognized her—and her partner.


      “Hi, Candice! Hi, Rachelle!” The greeting was almost reflexive.


      “Hello, Mr. Foote,” Candice replied for them both. She nodded at Rachelle, who began searching the room. Candice sat down next to me on the bed. “I used to be male, Mr. Foote,” she whispered. “That’s very private, but just now I thought it might help if you knew.”


      I nodded. It was a very nice gesture for her to tell me. “Thank you. I’ve got to make a phone call, Candice. Right now. If you’ll just help me wrap myself in this sheet....”


      She nodded, but made no move to help me. “Does your wife have a robe?” she asked. “A housecoat?”


      “Yes,” I replied honestly. “But I’ve got a serious case of heebie-jeebies developing.” Bea’s robe was rather ... revealing. “I think I’d rather wear the sheet for now.”


      Candice nodded and helped me pull it around and over my shoulders.


      “Thank you,” I said very sincerely, and she smiled and very gently helped me back to the phone table. I sighed, trying to imagine that actually I was just wearing a very tight jockstrap, and dialed the Chairman’s personal emergency number.

    


    
      “Hello!” His voice was brusque when he answered, until he saw who it was—or who he thought it was. “Bea! I’ve heard there’s some kind of hullabaloo going on over at the Foot. What’s the matter?”


      I explained rapidly, and his face darkened. “Damn! What can I do to help?”


      “First, put all your police units under Ken’s orders for the duration of the emergency. He’s a reserve officer, Anson, and he’s already up to speed.”


      “Done. What else?”


      “Seal the City. I know it’s never happened before, but...”


      “Done as well. The airport was already shut down for the storm anyway. I’ll stop all ships from sailing until your wife is found. Anything else?”


      “Not that I can think of.”


      “I can. I’m putting out word to every corporation on the platform to send help. And I’ll interrupt all broadcasts. This is a community, Harv, and you and Beatrice are among our most beloved people. We pull together at times like this.”


      My heart melted. “I ... I don’t know what to say.”


      He frowned. “Say nothing, do nothing. You’re in a very tough situation, Harv. You don’t always have to be the general in charge. Just now I think it’d be best for you to sit back and let others handle things.”


      I nodded and my breasts bobbled in time with the movement. The sensation was an unwelcome one. Jockstrap, I told myself. Very tight jockstrap. And falsies. Denial was helpful. In the short term at least.


      “I think you’re right, sir. Everything that can be done, has been done. Except to wait.”


      He nodded. “That’s the hardest part, son.” He paused and looked at me searchingly. “I’ll be monitoring the situation closely, Harv. Every minute.”


      I smiled my wife’s prettiest smile. “I know, sir. Thank you.”


      Just as the Chairman hung up the lower right-hand quadrant of my screen went red, indicating that a priority call was coming in. I jumped on it. “Hello!”

    


    
      “Mrs. Foote?” It was ’Smokey’ Albertson, my head of facilities. His fur was a perfectly neutral grey. “Is your husband around? I need to speak to him.” He looked quizzically at the sheet I was wearing, but said nothing.


      “Smokey, this is very hard to explain and there’s no time right now. I’m Harvey, downloaded into Bea’s body.”


      He looked puzzled, then shrugged. “None of my business, I suppose. But I’ve got standing orders to emergency-call you in the event of a major systems failure, and we’ve got one. I know you’re busy with this big Security thing going, but….”


      “Yes,” I replied patiently. “You were right to call. What’s wrong?”


      “The number-three air conditioning condenser turbine has failed,” he explained with a sad look on his face. “We’ve never lost one of those before. The southwest sector of the hotel is going to lose its cooling any time now.”


      Oh my god! “Smokey, I know what’s wrong with your turbine.”


      “What?” he asked doubtfully. “How could you? No one’s been down to look yet, though all the indications are that something’s chewed up the blades.”


      I sighed. “Smokey, let Security make the dive. What you’re going to find is... something nasty.”


      “Security doesn’t have any trained turbine men that I know of,” he replied truculently. The big hare was great with machinery, though not so adept at working with people.


      “What you’re going to find jammed in your system is a chunk of scrap steel and a dead body. Let Security handle it. That’s an order.”


      He blinked. “Whose body?” the maintenance man wanted to know.


      “Mine.” He looked incredulous, and I sighed. “Smokey, it’s a very long story. Just do what I tell you. The hotel is more than half empty right now because of the storm. We can afford to shuffle some guests around, once Security allows it. In the meantime, do what you can to maximize your other cooling units and wait until Security tells you that it’s all clear for you to send divers. Do you hear me?”


      “Yes, Ma’am.” He nodded emphatically, and I sighed and hung up.


      “Did you overhear that, Candice?” I asked.


      “Yes, sir.”

    


    
      “Inform your boss, will you? I’ve got other fish to fry.”


      She nodded and grabbed her radio while I turned back to face my own blank screen. But, though my mind screamed for me to remain busy, I could think of nothing further to do.


      Time crawled by, each minute ticking away Bea’s life. She had thirty-seven minutes left to live, unless we located her. I thought about the good times we’d known, the long hours we’d worked together, the intimacy which had grown warmer than ever recently…


      …and how she’d just saved my life! God, she couldn’t die! My eyes began to tear up, until a knock at the door proved a welcome distraction.


      Candice and Rachelle drew their guns. “Who is it?” Rachelle demanded.


      “Stripes,” was the reply. “Stripes McKee. One of Ken’s people called over and told me what’s going on. I’m here to help take care of Harvey. He needs somebody to be with him right now. Check with your boss.”


      Candice spoke in to her radio and received an affirmative response. Then she looked at me questioningly.


      I nodded. “Let her in.”


      Stripes flowed across the floor towards me, arms extended and tears streaming down her face. “Oh, Harv!” she cried out. “It’s so terrible!”


      Reflexively I opened my own arms, and we were hugging tightly. I was so glad to see her that I didn’t even notice how our breasts rubbed together at first. “Thanks, hon,” I eventually whispered into her ear, pulling away a bit and ending the hug. It was far too... stimulating.


      “It’s all right,” she replied, patting me gently on the back. She was wearing her work clothes with a rather plain robe thrown over the top for decency’s sake. “Any news?”


      “No,” I whispered. “I’m not even really sure what’s happening anymore. Everything’s going too fast.”


      “Shit,” was her heartfelt reply. Then with silent grace the tiger-woman grabbed Bea’s usual chair from the far side of the table and dragged it up close to mine. She sat down and put her arm around me. Then we huddled together in silent misery as the minutes crawled by until...

    


    
      …Bea’s deadline came and went and then was gone forever.


      



       ***


      



      One minute passed by after my wife was gone, then another and another. Presently I was crying my eyes out.


      “No!” I moaned. “Oh no!” We’d been married sixty-one years. I couldn’t even begin to imagine life without her.


      “Shhh!” Stripes whispered in my ear, rocking me like a child. “Maybe they’ve just taken her hostage. She might still be alive, Harv!”


      Part of me wanted to believe her more desperately than I’d ever wanted anything else in my life. But I’d seen too much. “No,” I answered flatly. “Don’t torment me with false hopes. These are killers. Murderers. I’ve met them, remember?”


      I began to weep bitterly again. Things became hazy after that. I remember staring into the mirror and calling out for Bea, then punching and kicking at Candice and Stripes. Eventually I heard Dr. Phillips’ voice in the room and then rather suddenly I slept deeply and dreamlessly.


      Next morning I woke up to the sound of howling winds. The hurricane had finally come, was my first thought. Then sleepily I rolled over onto my stomach and everything suddenly came back to me.


      “No!” I moaned, grabbing at my crotch and not finding what I sought. If I had no penis, part of me reasoned out, then Beatrice really was dead and that simply could not be! “No!”


      Stripes had spent the night. In an instant she was in bed beside me and grasping my wrist in her powerful hand. “Stop that!” she commanded. “Now!”


      I was too startled to get angry. Instead I just sat there motionless.


      “You’re no good to anyone like that,” she went on calmly. “Not even to yourself. There’s nothing physically wrong with you. Say ‘vagina’.”


      “I, uh ...” She tightened her grip. It hurt. Bea’s social body had no muscular enhancements, and I couldn’t turn off the pain. “Ow!”


      “Vagina,” she repeated forcefully.


      There was no way out. “Vagina.” The word felt ... humiliating.

    


    
      She smiled and relaxed, but didn’t release my hand. Instead, she lifted it to my left breast. “Tit,” she said, clearly expecting me to repeat it.


      “Tit,” I replied, feeling very, very silly.


      Stripes grinned again and guided the hand around to my buttocks. They felt soft and smooth and hugely swollen in comparison to the behind I was used to. “Ass.”


      “Ass,” I dutifully repeated. “Stripes, I …”


      She interrupted, placing a finger over my lips. “Now listen to me, Harv. I know that you’re not transgendered. If you’d ever seriously wanted to experience the softer side of the world you’d already have done it long since. Everyone else knows it too. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’ve got to get past this and accept it as the temporary thing it is. There are other far more important things going on. You can live with this body for a few weeks. Okay?”


      Finally she let me speak. “But ... this is my wife’s body! My dead wife’s body!”


      The last words were a wail; this time the feline was sympathetic. “You poor thing,” she said, hugging me again. “It must be tough, I know. Cry all you’d like. Just don’t go buggy on me again.”


      “I won’t,” I whispered into the comfort of my once-lover’s arms. Then I stiffened. “Stripes?”


      She raised her head. “Yes, hon?”


      I was suddenly very, very frightened. “When I said that she was dead just now, you didn’t argue with me.”


      For just a second her face fell and I knew the horrible truth. Then she looked me dead in the eye. “Harv, last night about two, they located Bea’s Brainbox on the bottom of the ocean just a short distance from the Institute. Someone threw it in. It was too late.”


      I looked intently into Stripes’ face, seeking evidence of the lie that I knew was not there. Then my tears flowed as rivers, and I began in earnest to mourn.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      



      It was mid-afternoon before I felt up to calling Ken. When I got in touch with him he was wearing a black band around his arm. It was almost invisible against his ebony fur. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.


      “Mr. Foote,” he greeted me formally. “I grieve with you, sir.” A tear was welling in his eye.


      “Thank you,” I whispered. Stripes had found me a very plain black sort of robe-thingie for me to wear. It didn’t fit well. “Thank you very much. Ken, I don’t want you to be too hard on yourself….”


      He looked at the ground. “I’m totally responsible,” he whispered. “Sir, I’m responsible for the death of a truly wonderful woman, and others as well. When you can spare me, you have my resignation. Until then, I’ll do what I can to....” He broke down and began to sob.


      “No,” I declared flatly. “Ken, Look at me.”


      He raised his eyes, and I met them with full force. “The one who got me wasn’t stoppable by any ordinary security measure. I suspect we’ll find that the same was true of Bea’s killer as well. I won’t have anyone else in your job. No one else but you commands the owsla. Do you hear me?”


      He pulled himself together as best he could. “Thank you, sir.” He paused to dab at his eyes. “How much do you know?”


      “I’ve been of out of touch since last night,” I replied evenly. There was no need to explain further, nor any reason to apologize for my absence. “I’ve been told that my wife was found just off the platform, on the bottom.”


      Ken nodded. “Yes, that’s correct. There’s more, though. Much more. Some of it, though.…” He pointed to his ears; clearly it was highly confidential.

    


    
      “Very well. Do you wish to come up and see me now?”


      “If you’re ready for me.”


      I nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


      Ken made it upstairs in record time. Stripes let him in, then we cleared her and the other two guards out of the apartment and made ourselves private.


      “Well?” I demanded.


      “We killed one of the assassins,” he started off bluntly.


      “Good!” I replied, curling back my lips and exposing Bea’s teeth savagely. Normally I abhor violence, completely and absolutely. But I also recognize that there’s an appropriate time and place for it. This was certainly one of them. “Which one?”


      “The one that tried to kill you, sir.” The black rabbit reached into his tuxedo jacket pocket and pulled out my severed right ear, neatly sealed in plastic. “He was carrying this on his person. We think it was intended as proof that he’d completed his assigned task. As far as I’m concerned it’s equally good proof that we got the right guy. I’ll shed no tears.”


      “Nor I,” I replied. “Why is this a secret? The owsla was given full police powers last night and this man was clearly a fleeing killer. Whoever nailed him was entirely justified. Anyone can see that.”


      Ken turned away. “Harv, I set Kiki loose to try and hunt down as many of the intruders as she could. It was all I could think of to do. One of them might’ve been carrying Bea.”


      “Oh,” I replied flatly. Kiki was our swimming-pool orca. She hadn’t exactly been in a position to take anyone alive. After all, she couldn’t even speak without special equipment. “Yes, I agree. We do need to keep this quiet.”


      “She was able to bring back part of him, as you’ve seen. The Institute is working on the scraps now to see what we can find out.” He paused. “I told all of our swimmer types what happened, and every last one volunteered to go out into the storm and help us out. It was a dolphin that found your wife, in fact.”


      “I see. We’d better keep this in-house.” It wouldn’t exactly be good for business if word got out, nor fair to Kiki. “Except that I’ll personally inform the Chairman. I think that he needs to know.”


      Ken nodded. “As you wish. Anyway, the rest got away clean.” He paused. “Harvey, there are six dead including Bea. Five were rabbits.”

    


    
      I winced. “Go on.”


      “The one human-norm casualty you already know about. She was a contractee beetle operator named Winnifred Stanford. The woman was neck-deep in debt. I think money was her motive.”


      I nodded. “And the rabbits?”


      “Helene Walters, the Institute receptionist…”


      Ye gods! I’d just spoken to her a few days back. A cold chill wandered up and down my spine. “What happened to her?”


      “She was stabbed in the spine up at the Rail Park. Harv, we think she let them in on purpose. Her son is missing, as well. If she did cooperate with the killers, I’d be willing to bet that it was only under the most extreme duress.”


      The bastards! “Who else?”


      “Julio Melendez, Chrissie Speir and Snowball Duncan. All members of the owsla. Snowball got off a shot, but I don’t think he hit anything.”


      I winced at each name, picturing the face that matched it. “And the last?”


      He sighed. “Harv, this is a tough one. Apparently one of our maintenance guys wandered into the beetle shed at some point. He was murdered on the spot. You never saw the body; it was stashed in a locker.”


      “Go ahead.” I wanted this over with. “Who was it?”


      Ken almost broke down, but went on. “Adam Riggs.”


      Oh, no! “He’s worked for me for over thirty years,” I whispered. “Lonely religious old man, never asks any favors except Sunday morning off. When I came out here to Freedom City I sweet-talked him into coming along. He was a friend. I had to hire a divinity school graduate to convince him that the Bible didn’t have anything bad to say about becoming a rabbit.”


      Ken nodded sadly. “I knew him too. Everyone did. Best fix-it man around.” He paused and looked at the tears that were beginning to form in my eyes again, “Boss? Are you okay for more? Or should I go away for a little bit?”


      “Get it over with,” I muttered with a deprecatory wave of my hand. It was inconsiderate of me to speak to Ken that way, I knew, but I was going through a lot myself right at the moment.

    


    
      “Well...” Ken seemed uncertain of how to begin. “I guess you’ve already figured out that our killers couldn’t possibly have planned to make their getaways simply by swimming to shore, right? It’s much too far.”


      Actually I hadn’t. “Makes sense,” I allowed.


      “Kiki had a long hard road catching up with your guy. He was riding a powered diving sled and he’d almost gotten to where he was going, too. Kiki got a good sonar look at the vessel. A very good one.”


      I looked up. For the first time, I sensed a real lead.


      “So what was it?” I prompted. “A fishing boat? A hydrogen tug?”


      “No.” Ken looked very, very serious. “It was a nuclear submarine.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      



      We held Bea’s funeral two days later. Her sister Jeanine lived quietly over on Residential Platform B, and there were no other relatives. Everyone we knew and really cared about lived in Freedom City, so we didn’t hold up the ceremony until the airport reopened but rather simply put it behind us as soon as decorously possible. I was the chief mourner, though I invited Dr. Phillips to come and sit next to me. We plugged our bodies into the same portable outlet, in fact. In the row immediately behind us Stripes sat with Felix and Jeanine, and other Freedom City notables filled the rest of the black-bedecked Clover Room.


      The whole thing was incredibly awkward. Simple decency demanded that I cover my face. But the only practical way to do this was with a black hat and veil, which looked very effeminate, especially with me living in Bea’s curvaceous body. In the end I’d just looked helplessly at Stripes and let her dress me in a sort of baggy black unisex outfit.


      Not that it really mattered to me at the time what I wore. Bea was dead!


      I made it all the way through that terrible day without breaking down, though exactly how I managed it I’ll never know. The Chairman conducted the service, eulogizing my wife in glowing terms and hinting broadly that the search for her killers wouldn’t end until successful. Then it was over and a seemingly endless line of well-wishers formed to shake my hand and to offer condolences and sometimes to try and peer through my veil to see if the incredible rumors were true. They were really true, of course, and more than a few mourners walked away with expressions of deep shock on their faces. This was understandable enough under the circumstances, but it grated deeply at the time.

    


    
      That night Stripes finally left me to sleep alone, and I wept until almost dawn. The next day the phone rang several times, but I ignored it. Nothing seemed very important, and there was no one except Bea to whom I really wished to talk. Though I cried out loud to her sometimes in my terrible grief, the terrible truth was that she would never, ever answer me again.


      It was only on the second day after the ceremony that I regained even the slightest interest in life. I stepped over to the phone and checked the messages. All of them save one were from people wishing to console me; the last was from Felix and labeled, “Business, when you’re up to it.” I listened to the others, then threw on my black robe and rang my young friend back.


      “What’s up?” I asked him as soon as his image stabilized.


      Felix sighed. “Harv, I didn’t know whether to call you this soon or not,” he started out slowly. “But if it was me I think I’d want to get right back to work as soon as possible. If I’m wrong, just tell me so.”


      My face softened. “It’s okay, son. I need to get my mind off of things.”


      He exhaled and nodded, looking as if a great weight had been lifted off of his chest. “Harv, as of six in the evening on the day Bea was killed, someone bought out the Cat House lock, stock and barrel. Their first official act was to fire me; I’ve been given two weeks to find a new address.”


      “Really! Are they going to raze the place?”


      Felix looked sad. “No, Harv. They’ve renewed almost every contract except mine. The Cat House is staying open, under new management.”


      “But ...” I stuttered. “But ... Damn!” It made no sense at all for the new owners to stay open. They’d lose everything!


      Felix cocked his head to one side. “Think things through, you’re always saying, Take your own advice here. Perhaps the timing might maybe be just a wee bit of a coincidence.”


      My jaw dropped as the heavens realigned themselves in my head. Oh my god! The value of the Cat House would’ve doubled, maybe even tripled in mere hours upon news of the deaths of Bea and I. “Tell me, do the new folks perhaps speak with a mainlander accent?”

    


    
      The cat nodded soberly. “You remember Willie from the Ace? He was seen showing the new owners around the City yesterday.”


      Shit! “First things first. You’re hired, of course. Move into the penthouse level of the Catsle whenever you like.”


      Felix nodded. “Thanks, Harv.”


      “Second, I need a favor. We have to be able to prove that these new backers are dirty. This has gone far beyond anything we can handle on our own, and I need incontrovertible, indisputable, and if need be even illegally-obtained evidence. I used to depend on Bea for all of our computer hacking work. But ... But ....” I couldn’t go on.


      “Gotcha,” the cat replied gently. “I expect you want me to work directly with your staff on this?”


      “Absolutely. They’re going to be your staff someday, you know. Might as well get started on building up a good relationship now. A few of them are real techno-geeks. We haven’t put them to work on this sort of thing in a good long while. But they’ll do the job and keep quiet about it.”


      Felix looked away. “I’m so grateful to you, sir.”


      A tear formed in my eye. “Son, you have no idea how much you’re doing for me in return. Especially now.” I switched off before he saw the tears beginning to form in my eyes too.


      I placed my next call to Dr. Phillips. Being a Brain, he spoke in voice only. “Hello, Mr. Foote. How are you doing?”


      “Fairly well, Reggie. Considering. And you.”


      He sighed. “The same. What can I do for you?”


      “Well... At some point I’m going to have to do something about this body problem.”


      Dr. Phillips paused before replying. “Hmm. I’ve been expecting you to call me, you know. It seems to me that you have a lot of choices to make. Are you sure that you’re up to facing them so soon?”


      “I think so,” I replied carefully. Being female was beginning to feel normal to me, physically at least, and I was becoming less self-conscious about it all the time. I wasn’t sure if this was a good or bad thing, though. Perhaps it was neither good nor bad. “I definitely want to be male again.”


      “Why have any gender at all?” he asked. “You’re already physically a Brain. You’ve not yet explored that world at all.”

    


    
      Somehow I’d not even found time to think about that. “Bea’s message said something about software protocols.”


      “Yes. I can have custom interface programs configured for you in just a few hours, if you’d like. Tell me, do you have any pressing business over the next few weeks?”


      “Uh ... yes, actually.”


      “I thought you might.” He cleared his throat, a mannerism that somehow seemed very out of place for a being with no physical body. “It’s like this, Harv. To be able merely to communicate as a Brain… well, I can promise that right away. To access files, to operate equipment, share memories, especially to be able to utilize additional computing power to multitask, however… Your wife was out of circulation for over a month while she adapted. Do you remember?”


      “Of course.”


      “And frankly, she fit the Brain success profile far better than you do.” There was an awkward pause. “Sir, I swear to you that I didn’t know a thing about what Bea did to you. She didn’t leak a single hint.”


      My face smiled, though the rest of me was still cold and empty. “I believe you, Doctor. My wife had a real talent for misdirection and mendacity when it suited her purposes.”


      He sighed again. “Anyway, I believe that you could indeed be happy as a Brain, Harv, and more productive than ever. It’ll take more effort for you than it did for Bea, however. And more time.”


      I nodded.


      “Or ... would you perhaps prefer to be returned physically to a living body?”


      I thought about it. “Can you set me up like I was, as a remote-control body?”


      “But of course. Not many other folks could afford that setup. You, however, can. And, since your true nature is now no longer a secret I think that I can juice up your data access a bit too. You wouldn’t ever be able to function as a true Brain; none of us can multitask while corporate. Running a body simply takes too much capacity in and of itself. Nor will you be able to draw on computer resources to expand your intelligence. But I think that you’d find the result acceptable.”

    


    
      I nodded. “Doc, get me back into a male body and off of this leash of an extension cord, and I’ll be happy. Anything else is pure bonus.”


      He chuckled. “I kind of figured that’d be how you’d want to go.” He paused. “Harv, it’ll take at least eight weeks to get the body ready and then a week for you in a tank. And that’s already cutting things thin. There’s no room for negotiation on this.”


      Hmm. I could stand it. It was simply amazing what a person could do when they had no options at all. “I’m just curious about something. Will I be able to turn my body off like Bea did and go Brain when it’s convenient? I’d like to have my cake and eat it too.”


      “No,” he replied firmly. “Not unless you want to stay cabled up like you are now. Without either a Brain’s continual direct control or a physical tether to a biochemical docking station, all complex living things die in minutes. Sorry, Harv. Too many complexities. There are gengineers working on it, but the day isn’t here yet.”


      “I see.” Then I spoke the words that made it official. “Make me up a new body similar to my old one please, Doctor. I rather liked it.”


      “Certainly.” He paused. “Mr. Foote, there’s something else I need to discuss with you as well.”


      Suddenly I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Is it the ichtys? Have you lost them?”


      “No,” he reassured me. “Nothing like that. All three are doing quite well, in fact. For the first time I really believe that they’re going to make it.”


      “Good. What’s the problem, then?’


      Reggie sighed. “It’s about your wife, Harv.”


      For just a few precious seconds I’d managed to forget about her death. With his words all the grief came crashing back down on me. “Go ahead.”


      “I’m truly sorry to have to bring this up, but it’s something that needs to be discussed right away. You of course recall Bea’s last message?”


      “Yes.” A copy had been sent to Dr. Phillips. He’d helped me pull it directly from my own temporary storage.


      “In it she mentioned an emergency download. I don’t want to raise false hopes, Harv. She couldn’t possibly be alive in any meaningful sense of the word. However, her memory was in fact successfully backed up on our main machine over here.” He sighed. “We’ve been working around it for days; it’s huge and has severely hampered operations.”

    


    
      Oh, no. How could he ask me to… “You want to erase it?” I asked faintly.


      “Well ... Most of it, eventually. Mr. Foote, there is far more to a living being than can possibly be contained in a machine, an important essence which we haven’t yet managed to replicate. Only a tiny bit of nerve tissue is required, but the personality, for lack of a better word, can only be captured in living cells. All that we have stored in our memory banks is the equivalent of a detailed diary of her life, not something that is in any way Bea the person. In fact, I’m not even sure why she did it. Perhaps she was panicked.”


      “Perhaps,” I replied doubtfully. In sixty years I’d never, ever seen my wife panic. Not once.


      “At any rate, would you authorize the erasure, sir? So that we can do our work here properly?”


      “No,” I replied instinctively. “I’m still a very wealthy man, Dr. Phillips. Go buy yourself another machine. Don’t touch that one.”


      I could almost hear his eyebrows rising. “But...”


      “But nothing!” I retorted. “Leave that machine the hell alone.” My mind began to work furiously. “Tell me, Doctor. If you’d found yourself in the same position that Bea was in, what would you have done? After all, she learned the trade from your memories.”


      “Indeed.” He thought for a moment. “First I would have called for help. She did that, as best as she was able to with her connections in the process of being cut.”


      I nodded. “Right. Then what?”


      “Well... Her position was essentially hopeless. Once someone broke in and started cutting wires, she had only seconds. So ...”


      I waited patiently.


      “I suppose I would have inventoried the tanks,” he replied presently. “In fact, I’m quite certain that I would’ve. But sir, this is primarily a research facility. We only have five regular tanks, plus one whale-sized one. Our jumbo unit was empty, as was one of the regulars. We try to keep one of those free at all times for emergency cases.”


      “I see.”

    


    
      “And of the other four, the records show that each and every one already had a sentient individual in place. There was no way that she could transfer her personality into any of those. Not only would it be murder, but the result would be an incoherent scramble unless she erased the other occupant first. I can’t see her doing that. Not even to save herself.”


      “Nor I. All right. You’ve checked the tanks. Then what?”


      Dr. Phillips sighed. “Then nothing, I fear. There were no other living beings available. Only a smidgen of nerve tissue is needed; personalities are in fact quite small things compared to memories. However, there simply were no smidgens there for her to utilize. Harvey, I know that you’re in denial .…”


      Damn straight I was in denial! “No other living tissue at all? Are you absolutely sure?”


      “Well, let me run the formal inventory.”


      I waited. And waited. And waited. “Dr. Phillips,” I finally asked. “Are you still there?”


      “Yes, yes,” he replied testily. “Give me just a moment. I need to look into something here.”


      A tiny breath of life stirred in my dead heart.


      “It is mathematically possible,” Phillips muttered. “Your wife was developing into a brilliant gengineer. But to do this ...”


      “Do what, godammit?” I demanded. “Talk to me, you bastard!”


      “Sir, there was some other tissue available for her—and just barely enough of it. But ... but ...”


      “Spill!” I roared in my wife’s voice.


      “Bea set up a rather elaborate monitoring system for the ichty embryos,” he said reluctantly. “It included a neural probe directly into their developing brains. She networked it with nanos and monitored twenty-four hours a day, excepting only when she was physically with you. It wasn’t designed for the purpose, but I believe that the network was capable of transferring a personality.”


      “And?”


      “I’m still working, sir.” Another long pause. “Harv, don’t get your hopes up, but it’s possible.”


      I fell back limp in my chair. “Thank you,” I whispered to no one in particular.

    


    
      “Do not get your hopes up!” Dr. Phillips strongly cautioned me a second time. “This is... crazy! Harv, to get enough capacity, she would’ve had to transfer into all three ichtys. Between them there’s just barely enough room. And so far the ichtys haven’t lived very long.”


      “Yeah.” The odds were definitely against us. But still, it felt so damned good to think that it was even possible!


      “Also, no one’s ever tried to separate the memories and the personality like this. We’ve copied and filed memories, sure, but no one’s ever tried to re-unify them with a living personality. And one spread out over three separate organisms at that! It’s insane!”


      “But not nearly as insane as dying,” I pointed out. “There’s not much future in that at all. Doctor, is there any way to know if she really tried this? Or can we only speculate until the ichtys are hatched?”


      “I’m working on it right now,” he replied. “Please, give me some time. This is not a simple task.”


      “How long?” I asked.


      “Perhaps half an hour. If you will simply let me concentrate fully for that period of time...”


      I nodded. “But of course. Please, Reggie. If she’s in there...”


      My screen lit up. I knew that Brains could create video images when needful, but had never seen it demonstrated before. “Mr. Foote, you of course are aware of how closely your wife and I worked together?”


      “Yes, Doctor. And I am fully accepting of your intimacy with her.”


      The image’s features hardened. “Mr. Foote, with all due respect I don’t believe that it is possible for you to grasp how close we’ve grown over the last few months. You had your limited mental link with her, of course. And sixty years of shared experiences as well. But she and I have literally merged our souls. I don’t think it likely that anyone is grieving your wife’s loss more then I am. And that statement includes you. If Bea can possibly be saved, I will not only move heaven and earth to do it, but gladly offer up my own life in her stead.” For the first time since Bea’s death I saw her partner shed a tear. “I’m going back to work now, Mr. Foote.” His voice was husky with emotion. “By your leave.”

    


    
      There was only one reply to that, of course. “Godspeed, Doctor.” Then the phone went blank again. Dr. Phillips had hung up.


      



       ***


      



      Beatrice had in fact downloaded her personality to the ichtys, of course. Deep down in my heart I’d known it since the possibility was first recognized. It was exactly the kind of thing she’d try. Doctor Phillips and I cried together like babies when he told me. Then I called Stripes and Felix and the Chairman and everyone else I could think of to share the glad news. By god, there was still hope! And hope is the most wonderful drug in the universe.


      We had to grow a new Brain for Bea, since they weren’t exactly the sort of things one finds lying around in remnant shops. This would take a while. In the meantime all three ichthyosaur embryos had to be kept alive in order for there even to be a chance. The historical odds looked pretty bad on that one, but we’d do everything possible and then just a tiny bit more. There was hope, for god’s sake! Hope! And the world was a beautiful place!


      At first I simply sat around the suite and did nothing but monitor Clinic status reports. In time, however, I came to realize that I was just joggling elbows. Phillips was networking like a madman, trying to soak up every available tidbit of skill and experience in personality reintegration. Not that there was all that much skill and experience out there to be had. It was only when I began to read up on the subject in my own relatively slow way that I realized just how desperate my wife’s gamble had actually been.


      It was theoretically impossible for a personality even without any memories to survive in an unmodified reptilian brain due to capacity limitations, and all attempts so far at modification had always failed. The barrier appeared to be a significant one; our own Clinic had been working hard to break it for some time without success, in order to produce dinosaurs that our guests could swim with. While a one-third share of a personality was mathematically sustainable in an ichty, no one but Bea—under considerable motivation, granted—had ever even dreamed of trying to split anyone up so. The only even vaguely similar case in the records was a disastrous experiment attempted over on Industrial wherein a Brain had attempted to multitask five remotely operated forklifts at once. At first the results had appeared successful, but after a few days the poor unnamed volunteer literally went to pieces psychologically. It appeared that a human mind, even that of a Brain, could only maintain multiple physical presences for a limited time without going mad. Not that this applied directly to what my wife was going through, but the fact that there weren’t any more relevant cases on record was… chilling.

    


    
      Try as I might, I couldn’t think of a single thing that I could do to help and I didn’t want to keep on joggling elbows. So, typically, I buried myself in hotel work. First on my agenda was a long overdue meeting with the Chairman. I made the appointment for a phone chat instead of the face-to-face meeting we both would’ve preferred, me still being somewhat immobilized. “Damn, but you look better, Harv!” he exclaimed as soon as I answered his call. “I’m very glad to see it.”


      “Thank you, Anson.” I replied. Frankly, I felt a lot better. Living in a mismatched and tethered body seemed much less of a problem now that my wife at least had a fighting chance. “I feel much more myself these days.”


      Anson’s eyebrows rose, but he declined to comment. “Er ... anyway, I’ve read your report and forwarded the drawing that Kiki worked on to Admiral Stubbs.”


      I nodded. The Freedom City Corporation had no significant navy, but retained the retired naval officer as a consultant for occasions like this one. “What did he have to say?”


      “He positively identified the sub as an old USN Seawolf class attack boat. Also, he pointed out that they’re mostly used these days for clandestine missions, which is especially interesting given that we never told him where the drawing came from.”


      “Very interesting indeed,” I agreed.


      Anson smiled wryly. “Well... I don’t know about you, but somehow I get the feeling that the United States doesn’t like us very much any more.”


      I snorted. “That’s nothing new.”


      “No, it’s not anything new. However, the use of violence is.” He paused. “Frankly, Harv, I’m at a loss.”

    


    
      I nodded. “We set out to create a peaceful land. We don’t even have any standing armed forces. The Philadelphia Police Department could invade and conquer us.”


      Chairman Howard smiled, but only for a moment. Then he sighed and ran a hand through his wispy gray hair.


      “Seriously, Harvey. Things are getting dicey. On the diplomatic front, the US envoy has been rather forcibly suggesting that we ought to fall more into line with everyone else on the gengineering treaties. He also complains that American military forces in effect defend us while we refuse to foot the bill. He hinted that there might even be amnesty for back taxes if we’d just toe the line and admit that we’re really Americans.”


      My face hardened. “Damn it! They just want to tax us into oblivion and slow down our progress to match theirs. That way, they won’t have to give up their comfortable little illusions of moral superiority and actually have to compete with real winners.”


      He sighed. “You’re right, of course. We didn’t come out here and work so hard just to knuckle under at the first sign of rough going.” He paused meaningfully. “But we haven’t come this far to get squashed like a bug in a conflict we can’t possibly win, either. Which is exactly what will happen if we’re not careful here. Seriously, Harv. Things are heating up.”


      I sat and pondered things a moment. “Look. The US Government and the Mafia are clearly working together. Why would they do that? Figure that out, and maybe we can begin to understand why things have so suddenly taken a turn for the worse.”


      My old friend looked thoughtful. “Hmm. Well, there’s the drug trade. Lots of independent operators work out of Freedom City. I bet the mob doesn’t like that.”


      I nodded. “So they have common ground there. Until we nudged our way into the act the Mafia got rich selling drugs while at the same time the US government got rich enforcing the drug laws. Talk about your sweetheart deals!”


      This time it was Anson that snorted. “Well spoken.”


      “But recreational drugs are legal here in Freedom City. With a safe and steady base to work from, most drug dealers have gone at least semi-respectable. They mind their manners because they don’t want to be exiled from a profitable trade. And...”

    


    
      “Yes?”


      “Well, I think that it’s really all about money. Our very existence slits the financial throats of anyone who tries to compete with us, or at least it slits their throats unless they’re willing to become as free and unregulated as we are. They can’t do that, however, because it would mean giving up their most precious illusions. They have to accept that technology is good, that wealth is good and that science progresses a lot better when it’s not being throttled to death by poll-watching politicians. They’d have to give up all of their precious superstitions, all of their favorite delusions. They can only keep up by growing, in other words, and growth is the one thing that they strive hardest to prevent. The changes come too fast for them here, and questions keep arising that go far beyond anything that their sacred texts ever envisioned. Even the Mafia can’t compete here anymore unless it too grows and learns and gives up its illusions. If you were an investor with capital to invest, would you prefer to buy stock in a Freedom City factory, or one located in the USA? All other things being equal, I mean.”


      “The one built here, of course,” Anson replied. “The effective return on investment is far higher, even though a Freedom City startup generally is much more capital-intensive.”


      “Precisely. And everyone else agrees. All the capital in the world is knocking at our door and screaming to be let in. Every day I get letters from Tokyo and Berlin and New York absolutely begging me to allow them to capitalize me in a new venture. Meanwhile the US, and for that matter most of the rest of the world, is in a permanent recession. Anyone careless enough to actually invest capital in the States either loses it to confiscatory taxes, gets sued and regulated into bankruptcy or else simply loses out to our more advanced business methods and technology. They’ve learned to put their money here in the first place instead and the world’s governments have pretty much proven helpless to stop them. Hell, all you have to do is look at the relative performance of our stock markets. Freedom-based paper just keeps going up and up and up while everyone else’s stays stagnant or worse.”


      Howard nodded. “We’ve embraced a more efficient way of life, one based on hard reality instead of wishful thinking. That was one of our major goals, and we’ve succeeded. Old-fashioned capitalism will outperform a society obsessed with ‘social justice’ and ‘fairness’ every time. These are null concepts and chasing after them is a waste of resources. History proves it. But what does this have to do with our submarine?”

    


    
      “Everything! What I’m trying to explain here is that their fears are very deeply based. In addition to the raw capitalism that they’ve come to despise, we also heartily encourage the development of new technology. And this at a time when the whole rest of the world seems to want to put a brake on all learning that they choose to deem unsafe. Yet, nothing in the universe pays off like new technology. Nothing! You know that better than most. Gengineering is the most powerful new economic and social force to be unleashed since the steam engine. Just look at the incredible social influence of Brains alone and the economic power inherent in direct memory-sharing. It could make universities obsolete except as research institutions. And that’s just a start!”


      “You may be on to something, Harv. If the steam engine were invented today, it’d be outlawed everywhere on the planet except here,” Howard answered thoughtfully. “It’d be seen as too dirty, too dangerous, too radical, and worst of all too destabilizing. Obviously, therefore, steam engines are a bad idea and need to be outlawed.”


      “Precisely! The rest of the world is becoming afraid of change and being afraid of change by definition makes them afraid to grow. Yet as long as we continue to embrace gengineering, the rest of the world must either accept it as well or else fall by the wayside. They fear us because they can neither control us nor compete with us without doing the very things they least want to do, such as rediscovering individual freedom and responsibility. We’re a terrible threat to all ‘right-thinking’ nations because we’ve succeeded and proven that our methods make us the most fit. You can’t outlaw Darwin any more than you can Newton, though god knows enough governments have tried. The tradition goes all the way back to Canute, and probably further.”


      “So you think they’re just now grasping the magnitude of the threat we pose?” the Chairman asked.


      I nodded. “Yes. Up until recent years we’ve been just a bunch of harmless wild-eyed dreamers to most folks, and in truth during the early days it wasn’t easy for us to turn an honest profit. Don’t forget that the Foot started out as a small house, with a little-bitty casino next door to cater to the original construction workers.”

    


    
      “I haven’t forgotten. Those were hard days.”


      “But it’s the gengineering breakthroughs that really scare them, Anson. Every day we’re actively succeeding at what they’re too frightened to even think about, and making a mint on it in the process. The hydrogen algae they were able to welcome into their world, and even rabbits and cats as hotel workers and entertainers probably didn’t seem all that threatening. Now, however, we’re beginning to progress far beyond the former limitations of common humanity and discovering whole new universes of knowledge and wisdom and profit. But the rest of the world is too frightened to follow us. Their counselors are perhaps becoming afraid that we’re going to turn into some kind of economic and intellectual super-race, forcing them to either grow along with us or be left behind.”


      The Chairman’s face was grave. “I see it now, Harv. No wonder they’re pushing us harder. We’re moving forwards by leaps and bounds both as individuals and as a society, while if anything they’re sliding slowly backwards. None of us who can afford gengineering ever grows old, at least not below the surface. None of us are ever sick, none of us who are willing to work hard at even menial jobs must ever suffer real pain or be less than physically perfect. The change in us is becoming profound. Qualitative, in the end. Not just quantitative.”


      “Hmm,” I replied thoughtfully. “With respect, I think that there’s even more at stake here than that. I’m technically a Brain, you know and my wife is a fully-functional one. I live with the reality of our new world every day.”


      Howard nodded.


      “Well ... Bea is growing, sir. As is Dr. Phillips, the only other Brain I know well personally. Brains have access to dozens of memories, and many lifetimes of experience. They learn effortlessly, not only absorbing facts but judgment as well. Brains can expand their minds to an ever-increasing limit merely by adding electronic capacity. All Brains are gifted with perfect recall right up to whatever boundary you might choose to finance, and there’re all sorts of plans to expand Brains in new directions by making the Brain’s own neural network more complex and adding more cerebral tissue.”

    


    
      “I’ve heard rumors,” the Chairman replied. “What’s your point?”


      “Just this. Bea and the rest are leaving us all behind. Even now we are as children next to them, in many ways.”


      “Yes. We’ve already agreed that this is true. So?”


      “Like you yourself just said, we’re experiencing qualitative growth here in Freedom City, not merely quantitative. My wife is dead right now in almost any sense of the word you might care to apply, yet it is very possible that she might live again. Truly, we are embarked upon a voyage across an endless sea with no charts and no idea of what treasures or dangers may await us on the far shore. The rest of humanity lacks the courage and sense of belief in itself to join us, but they are also quite properly terrified of not joining us.” I paused for effect.


      “Tell, me Mr. Chairman. If you were truly and profoundly frightened of gengineering, wouldn’t you want to do something to stop it before people like Bea become, for lack of a better word, gods?”


      Howard was silent for a moment, before he responded. “Gods,” he murmured. “I never thought of it just that way before.”


      “Nor do most people,” I replied somberly. “But after what I’ve been through personally the last few days...”


      “I suppose that your experiences might make a man thoughtful,” he agreed. “It was a pretty amazing set of circumstances.”


      “Yeah,” I agreed with a sigh. “They were especially amazing to me. But that’s technology for you. Phonographs were miraculous to Victorians, after all.”


      “True enough, but ... gods?”


      “It all depends on your definition,” I said slowly. “If you define a god as an immaterial all-powerful and all-knowing being, then no, I don’t think that we’re going to get there any time soon. As humans, however, our defining characteristic has always been that we alter our environment to suit us instead of blindly accepting what occurs naturally like animals do.


      “Tool-making is just a single facet of this very basic phenomenon. Up until recently, however, we’ve had no control over our essential selves, neither our bodies nor our souls. To explain who and what we were, we created the various god legends. It was always to some sort of god that we gave both the credit and the blame for our physical and spiritual natures. Today, we can reshape ourselves into whatever form might suit us. Sure, there are limits to gengineering. Every day, however, the horizon recedes further and further so that today’s theoretical limit becomes tomorrow’s commonplace. We control our total destinies now. If this doesn’t make us gods, then exactly what would?”

    


    
      The Chairman sat silent for a time. “Are you sure that we really want to know?”


      “No,” I replied with a grin. “But I’ll bet that within our lifetimes we find out.” I waited a moment, then changed the subject. “You know, back during the Second World War the US and the Mafia cooperated closely together against Mussolini. Also, by some accounts, organized crime collaborated with the CIA against Castro. I wonder if this isn’t a situation like that?”


      Howard wrinkled his nose. “Even the mainlanders wouldn’t sink so low.”


      “Oh, but they would!” I knew my history. “There are many advantages inherent in working with criminals. Like deniability.” This elicited a reluctant nod, so I went on. “If we hadn’t found the sub, we’d never have even suspected that the Feds were involved. The odds against our discovering that link would’ve appeared overwhelmingly minute to someone who doesn’t live with intelligent cetaceans every day.”


      My friend nodded. “Yes, and there’s something more. You know that your assigned killer was gengineered, right?”


      I nodded.


      “I’ve made some discreet inquiries. No one in Freedom City ever produced a genotype anything remotely like the one Kiki brought back.”


      “Really?” This was interesting!


      “Really. And I don’t think that anyone here would lie about it. Not under these circumstances and not to me.”


      I nodded. Freedom City residents are very patriotic people in some ways, and gengineers had more to fear if Freedom failed than anyone else. Their very profession would be outlawed. “Then where could the work have been done?”


      “It has to be a US government lab, of course. No one else is even close to possessing the technological know-how. It’s illegal there, yes. But then again so is assassination.”

    


    
      “Right.” I paused to think. “Listen, we could talk all day about this stuff. The question is, what are we going to do?”


      Howard smiled. “I understand that your people are putting together a report on the new owners of the Cat House?”


      I nodded. “Should be finished tomorrow, or the next day at the latest.”


      “Good. We both know what they’re going to find.” He smiled a wolf’s smile. “Harv, I don’t think I like the new owners. Not at all, in fact. So I’m going to dispossess them.”


      My jaw dropped. “Dispossess? But you’ve never…”


      “I’ve never had anyone try to brutally murder two of my leading citizens before, either!” he declared forcefully. “Harv, don’t even think about trying to stop me. Even with you against the motion it’ll come to a Board vote. One I’ll win.”


      I considered for a moment and then nodded. “I think you’re right.”


      “And when the vote comes,” he continued, “let’s take a good close look at who votes which way. I suspect that we just may learn something.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      



      Time passed. I remained tethered in my room, unable to go and see and do the things I wanted most desperately to. Bea’s three embryos remained stable, and Dr. Phillips worked impossible hours to gather all the expertise available for the delicate job of putting her back together. I was quite proud of my fellow Freedomites. Once they were made aware of the situation, every single gengineering concern in our little nation volunteered their help free of charge.


      Gengineers were mostly Brains, since being one made their jobs so much easier. Brains are a tight group; the direct means of communication they enjoy seems to make understanding and empathy possible for them on a scale we more normal types can never understand. Each and every gengineering company offered Phillips the full run of their relevant Brain resources so long as he promised to erase all the proprietary files once the crisis was over. This was one of the beauties of Brainhood. Phillips could utterly forget anything by an act of will, unlike any normal human.


      I found myself crying a lot and feeling unusually sentimental about things until Stripes finally figured out what was wrong. Then my hormone levels were readjusted to something closer to what I was used to and I felt more like my old self again. Or at least mentally I did. Under other circumstances, I decided, I might have looked upon being temporarily female as a learning experience or perhaps even as an exciting adventure. As things were, however, it was merely a huge inconvenience with the odd nightmare element thrown in here and there for variety’s sake. It wasn’t proper for me to wear black any more, so I had several other shapeless robes made up in various conservative colors, and hoped that I would never again have to appear while female in anything like formal dress. It was ... awkward.

    


    
      Both Bea’s new Brain and my own new body were pushed along as rapidly as was feasible, but the process still took weeks. The Freedom City Board meeting came and went, Howard making good on his promise to confiscate the Cat House. I sat home and fretted while watching on remote, wishing that I could’ve been present to gauge reactions firsthand. The vote was far from unanimous, but when it was over the Freedom City Corporation legally owned the Cat House. Some discreet inquiries revealed that those voting against the motion were mostly stockholders who had unusually close business ties to the mainland. This came as no surprise; Washington had been busily twisting arms all week, up to and including the filing of a formal diplomatic protest. That was one thing you could say for the USA. At least they loyally stood by their stooges.


      I was surprised, however, when a second motion passed to forward the proceeds accruing from the sale along to Bea and I as compensation for damages. Our recent expenditures had forced me to seriously consider mortgaging the Foot. The idea galled me, but the move had seemed unavoidable given the large and seemingly endless financial drains of the past few months. We’d had to buy a new gengineering computer on top of everything else, and that’d been the last straw. However, the generosity of my fellow shareholders made it possible for us to remain totally free and independent after all. I cried when the motion carried, and I fear that my hormone balance had little to do with it. A reputable Freedom City retirement home operator eventually bought the Cat House from us, and my worries on that score finally ended.


      Felix ran the Foot surpassingly well while I was indisposed, as I’d always known he would. He had a natural knack for making guests happy, the most important single requirement for success in our business. He sent me a graphic of the new rabbit body he planned on occupying someday, pending the approval of Bea and I. My protégé had dished out a bundle from his own pocket for the design work, I could see right off. Someone had paid great attention to detail. When he climbed out of the tank, he’d look just as if he were our rabbity biological son. I protested, pointing out he had real parents somewhere, but Felix explained that they’d died in an accident years ago and that as far as he was concerned Bea and I had adopted him. That made me cry again. I framed the graphic and placed it on my desk where I could look at it frequently. I rather thought he was going to favor his “mother,” particularly in the nose and whiskers. My fondest hope was that Beatrice would live to see it.

    


    
      On the surface I never let my optimism about Bea’s situation waver, but under the skin I was scared as hell that she was still going to end up dead after all. If there was the slightest bobble with the embryos or an inconsequential error in the re-integration of her basic data, she’d be utterly lost. I knew that the best people available were going to give their all, but deep down inside where the coldly analytical part of me lived I knew that the odds were against her.


      I wasn’t sure I could survive another funeral.


      My replacement body was ready two days before Bea’s new Brain, but of course I delayed transferring. It’d be extremely awkward to greet my wife while I was wearing her body. There didn’t seem to be much choice, however. I’d recently learned a big lesson in perspective. Nothing that I’d ever again face in life could ever possibly be as bad as burying Bea’s ashes at sea had been.


      As the reintegration date drew near, our Institute drank up money like parched desert soil in a rainstorm. Communications cables ran across the grounds everywhere and not one but two additional rented gengineering computers were operating from a docked cargo ship tied up at an improvised mooring just outside our swimming area. Dr. Phillips had decided to use every resource available, to bring every willing gengineer in the world into the act. In the end it became the largest Brain interface ever attempted, by a factor of three.


      Stripes sat with me in my bedroom, gently holding my hand as I switched us from camera to camera inside the Institute. Seemingly nothing was happening, though we both knew better. Bea’s empty Brain sat waiting in its titanium shell, while the eggs gently rocked in their incubator among delicate silver leads. Though I knew that dozens of the best gene-cutters in the world were working frantically, there wasn’t a single sign of their effort to be seen. Which did nothing for either of our nerves.


      Then I saw it happen. A single light on Bea’s new Brainbox went from red to green, and instantly Dr. Phillips was on the phone.

    


    
      “Is she all right?” I demanded.


      “We don’t know,” he replied, exhaustion evident in his voice. “We’ve recovered the memories and downloaded most of the personality, but the three parts of her essence have not yet integrated and there’s some of her personality still missing.”


      “I see,” I replied, sick at heart. “Is there anything...”


      “Perhaps. Everyone else is analyzing the situation; opinions are changing faster than I can speak. I have an idea, but don’t know if it’ll work. We’d need your help.”


      “I’ll do anything. Absolutely anything.”


      Phillips nodded. “Of course. When you get right down to it, the most natural state for a human being to experience is that of occupying a human body, Mr. Foote. In this case, we have a near-human body available that she is known to be comfortable in; the one which you’re now occupying. We would like to have it free to download Beatrice into, when we’re ready. She might be more responsive there.”


      “But of course,” I replied. “I suppose you want me to return to my Brain?”


      “That’s really the only choice,” he explained. “Unless you want us to begin your transfer to your own new body. However, I somehow think you’d rather not do that just yet.”


      “Damned right,” I agreed in a growl. I’d be out for weeks once that process started! “Someone will have to help me. I still don’t really know how to handle this Brain stuff.”


      “Certainly. And we’ll set up a limited communication portal for you.”


      “Thank you.” I replied sincerely. Being nothing and nowhere had been... unpleasant.


      “Very well. Please stand by, Mr. Foote. My personal attention is required elsewhere; a volunteer will be with you shortly.”


      “Right,” I agreed. Then I turned to Stripes, squeezing her hand. “Well, hon, I guess this is it for now. Thanks for all your help.”


      She smiled gently. “Yeah. For now.” The tigress looked almost wistful for a moment, before impulsively hugging me so tight I felt bones cracking. I squeezed her back unreservedly, and our lips brushed for just a second before I pulled away.

    


    
      “It would’ve been fun,” my old friend whispered in my ear. “A lot of fun, Harv. This wasn’t the right time, though.”


      “Maybe we can make a date, sis.” I replied, still hugging the tigress tight. My own words surprised me deeply, but they were spoken from the heart. Maybe I was capable of learning and growing a little myself, eh? “When things are less tense and we can work out the body-bugs.”


      “Maybe,” she whispered back. Then Stripes released me. “Beatrice is the luckiest woman in the world. I hope she realizes it.”


      A new voice spoke from the phone. “Mr. Foote?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “Who are you?”


      “Denise Constantino, sir. I’m with Sentient Technologies, volunteering to help out here today.”


      I nodded. Sentient was a top-notch Freedom City gengineering outfit. They’d developed the very first Brains and still were considered to be the leaders in the field. “Thank you, Denise. From both my wife and myself.”


      She giggled a little. “It’s not a problem, sir. My kids watch Huck and Henhouse every single day without fail. I feel like I’m simply returning a favor. Besides, I’m relatively new to this business. This is a great learning experience for me.”


      I felt myself grin. Already I liked Denise. “What do I need to do to help, ma’am?”


      “Just relax,” she replied easily. “Lay back on the bed and relax. You’ll feel me enter your mind. I’ll be the first ever to do that, right?”


      “Right.” Frankly, the idea upset me a little. I guess it showed.


      “It’s going to be all right,” she said reassuringly. “Your individuality isn’t going to be threatened in any way. In fact, most people find the experience rather ... pleasant.”


      I nodded. Clearly this was something that had to be done, so there was no use fighting it. I lay back, relaxed as thoroughly as I could...


      … and suddenly, I was a young divorcee, scared and lonely and wondering where next month’s rent money was going to come from. “Help Wanted,” the advertisement read. “Must have analytical mind, high intelligence, computer background and willingness to undergo conversion into Brain unit. Other required skills and abilities will be provided in download form to suitable applicants. Inquire in person at Sentient Technologies.”

    


    
      … then I was a little girl in pink tights and tutu, somberly watching while an older brother knocked at an apartment door. “Trick or Treat!” he called out, and weakly I heard my own tiny and frightened voice echo him. “Twick ... or Tweat!”


      … and now my father was proudly walking me down the aisle to the strains of the wedding march, my beloved soon-to-be-husband standing tall and firm beside the priest.


      Then I was myself again, alone at the center of an infinite blackness. Or not quite alone, rather. Denise’s voice spoke out reassuringly. “Mr. Foote? Are you all right?”


      “I ... I ...” Damn it, I’d been her for a few seconds! Lived her life, thought her thoughts, felt her feelings strong and pure and utterly crystal-clear!


      “Don’t worry,” she explained in tones designed to comfort. “You can’t directly contact another Brain without a bit of leakage. Usually what you get are strong emotional memories.”


      I was still stuttering. “That ... That was incredible! And you say that every Brain-to-Brain contact does that?”


      “Yes,” she nodded. “Though most connections are more intense. I was as gentle as possible.”


      I tried to reply, but couldn’t. Instead, I was still feeling my father’s arm through a wedding gown, wearing satin toe shoes, wondering if I should try and become a Brain while rearing small children. “What did you get from me?” I asked. “What memories?”


      “You love your wife very much,” was her reply. “Mr. Foote, it isn’t considered polite to ask. We merely accept our sharings, and go on.”


      “I see.” For the first time, I was beginning to understand why the community of Brains was so incredibly tight-knit. Already I felt very close to Denise, closer to her than to the bulk of the most intimate friends I’d ever known. “Please forgive me, then. I apologize and withdraw the question.”


      “Thank you, sir. You’re a true gentleman.” She paused and I felt binary numbers whirring close by my consciousness as she set herself up as an interface. “All right,” she explained after a time. “I can now directly link you to the group actually working on Mrs. Foote. Because you’re inexperienced, I would suggest that we set up a one-way linkage. You may continue to ask questions through me. Will this suffice?”

    


    
      “Of course, Denise. And thank you.”


      “You’re most welcome. Countdown to connection: Three, two, one...”


      …and I was a young black school boy, slowly pedaling a rusty old bicycle down a lonely country road. The sun was hot, and a good eating-sized catfish was slapping up against my calf with each revolution of my legs. I looked away from the road for just a second to grin at my prize, then a horn blew and tires squealed and there was terrible pain and ...


      ...I was a Brain, fully connected and operational. “I’m sorry, Dr. Phillips” an ebony-black rabbit-person was saying to me over monitor 837-A. It was Ken, the owsla chief, and tears were streaming down his face. “Dr. Phillips, it’s past time and we still haven’t found her.”


      I felt myself activate a speaker. “I know, son. It’s over.” Incredible waves of grief crashed through me, but I prided myself on external self-control. It didn’t matter how I felt inside, at least not until later. Doctors must keep functioning, no matter what.


      “There’s no way she could be alive? No way at all?”


      “I fear not. Unless they took her hostage, which we have reason to doubt.”


      “But ... But ... How do I tell him? When he’s all messed up himself? I mean, in her body and all that? Dear god, every time he looks in the mirror ...”


      “He already knows in his heart. And I’ve sedated him.”


      Ken looked down. “I still can’t believe that she’s gone.” He broke into sobs.


      “Hey!” I heard my voice calling out sternly. “Hey! Stop that!”


      The weeping black rabbit looked up, hurt.


      “You’re in charge here, now that Harvey and Bea are both down. There’s a million things to do, a million calls to make. For heaven’s sake, there’s a hurricane blowing in! Are all the windows boarded up? Are the guests safe and under cover?”


      Ken looked confused. “I... I don’t...”

    


    
      “Exactly,” I replied harshly. “But Mr. Foote would, and you know it. We’ve got to cover for him now. Do our jobs. For the sake of the living.”


      Ken nodded and pulled his shoulders back. “You’re right, of course. I ...”


      And then I was myself again, still centered in an eternity of blackness but now a minor side-node of a network humming and pulsating with life and energy.


      “... got no contact on 3467-gamma,” someone was saying. “I think it’s lost.”


      “Quite likely,” an older woman agreed instantly. “The reptilian thalamus diverges considerably from mammalian. This whole thing is impossible.”


      “Over here!” another voice added even as the woman was still finishing her thought. “3467 is over here in number two!”


      Dr. Phillips exhaled audibly. “Download immediately. Thanks, Russ. How did we miss it?”


      “Hidden in the brainstem,” he replied with a disembodied virtual smile. “I didn’t know that was possible.”


      “Damn but she crammed these brains full!” the older woman complained again.


      “Bea didn’t have much choice,” Phillips replied evenly. “Any more missing files?”


      A long sequence of designations passed through my head from a central memory bank. Then Phillips spoke again. “Ouch! She must’ve run out of capacity just short of a full download.”


      “She’ll never be complete, you know,” the old lady declared. “Not even if we can integrate. In fact, I suspect that the missing files are what’s wrong there, as well.”


      There was silence for a long time after that, and I utilized it. “Denise?”


      “Yes, Mr. Foote?”


      “Call me Harvey. Can you connect me privately with Dr. Phillips? It’s important.”


      “Certainly, sir.”


      There was an imperceptible pause, and then the gengineer himself spoke. “Yes, Harv?”


      “The old biddy with the negative attitude; who is she?”

    


    
      “Dr. Tsing, sir. Of Sentient Technologies.”


      “Damn,” I whispered to myself. I’d been planning on authorizing Phillips to kick her out, but she was probably the best in the business. Even I knew of her. “Sorry to have bothered you.”


      “No problem, sir. Ruth is ... an optimist at heart, Mr. Foote. Though it’s hard to see sometimes. We all know her and make allowances.”


      “I see.” With that Phillips cut the connection.


      The group was having a discussion when I returned my attention to them. Dr. Phillips, I noted, had apparently been in both places at once. “We have all the computing capacity we need,” he was saying. “Why not create synthetic files?”


      “Because it wouldn’t be her when we were finished,” Tsing replied, her tones dripping disdain. “Which is sort of the point of this whole exercise.”


      “But it would be nearly her,” a young man pointed out. “Very, very nearly.”


      “We could use our memories of her as guides,” another young voice said hopefully. “To help us synthesize someone as much like her as possible.”


      “Ack!” the old woman complained. “Don’t be stupid! That only works in movies, and very bad ones at that. You can’t reverse-engineer a personality!”


      The silence went on for an endless time, and my heart began to sink. Then Dr. Phillips spoke. “We are very close, brothers and sisters. Very close. I simply will not give up now.”


      “Nor will I,” a voice I hadn’t heard before chimed in.


      “Nor I,” said another and then more denials came in a chorus.


      “Well,” Tsing said in a huff. “I didn’t say I was giving up either, now did I? But we must be realistic here.” Phillips wordlessly reassured her and then, mollified, she went on. “The whole basic issue seems to be the missing files. Correct?”


      “Yes,” agreed a chorus.


      “Then if we are to succeed they must be recreated somehow. But how?”


      Phillips spoke up tentatively. “The gaps are very minor, relatively speaking. The missing pieces have to fit into the greater whole. Therefore they can only be ‘shaped’ a certain way, if you follow my logic. If we could properly deduce the required ‘shapes,’ we could easily recreate them.”

    


    
      There was more silence. “Reggie,” Dr. Tsing said softly. “You remain my finest student and we all love her, but we cannot integrate her with what we have. There’s simply too many missing pieces. Nor can we deduce what the missing parts are unless the integration is complete. It’s a circular argument. You know that.”


      “But only because the model becomes too complex,” Phillips protested. “There are more variables involved than we can handle.”


      “The variable count rises exponentially,” she agreed reasonably. “The more there is missing, the more variables are created. Only a few too many pieces are missing, but even these few put Beatrice far beyond our capacity for repair. I am very sorry, Reggie.”


      I felt eyes I didn’t have begin to tear up, but Phillips wasn’t having any. “There is a way to exponentially expand our computing capacity as well,” he retorted angrily. “We’ve all discussed it, but have never made the attempt. Well, I say that it’s time!”


      Tsing raised a virtual eyebrow. “You would have us risk a full network? No filters?”


      “Yes,” he replied flatly. “She’d do it for us.”


      Babbling broke out. “Too dangerous!” one voice called out. “We cannot risk us all at once!” declared another. Finally Phillips overrode them all with the sheer muscle behind his words.


      “This is the first time we’ve ever all been in one place at one time,” he explained reasonably. “We have a more than adequate communications network, set up at incredible cost under conditions not likely to be repeated for a very long time to come. One of us, one of our sisters’ lives is at stake here. Who here does not carry a piece of Beatrice Foote inside of them? And love and cherish her?”


      No one replied, but I stirred uneasily. For so long she had tried to get me to give Brainhood a chance, and all I’d done was to fight her. Shame on me! Of all present, perhaps I had actually known her the least after all.


      Eventually Tsing spoke up. “For my sister Bea,” she said calmly, “and for the love of communion and of learning I will attempt this. However, we must be very careful.”


      Virtual nods filled my mind. “All right,” Phillips agreed. Then he spoke directly to me while in the distance his voice continued coordinating arrangements. “Harv, we need all the Brain capacity we can get, and a few of the very best are opting out. Will you ride along? For this you’ll need no skill. All we want is to borrow your gray matter for a few moments.”

    


    
      I nodded, virtually of course. “If it’llhelp Bea, of course. But could you explain exactly what it is that I’m volunteering for?”


      He smiled. “Brains are a relatively new phenomenon, as you know. The first was created only eleven years ago.”


      I nodded again, this time feeling my virtual ears flop with the motion. Interestingly, they were still Bea’s ears. “Right.”


      “Well, I imagine that you’ve already experienced some personality leakage?”


      “Yes,” I replied, not volunteering the fact that some of it had come from him. I was beginning to understand why it wasn’t polite to discuss the subject.


      “We can limit just how much we become each other. There are electronic filters and software gimmicks in place that serve to water things down.”


      “Right,” I agreed, though I wasn’t at all sure that leakage was such a bad thing. The sense of brotherhood was absolutely overwhelming.


      “The problem,” Phillips continued, “is that too much filtering makes memory-sharing impossible. Memories contain emotion, and emotion is seemingly the trigger that sets off leakage. Filter out all the personality and you get no leakage. But at the same time you get no communication, either.”


      “I see.”


      “Well...” Phillips seemed embarrassed. “Leakage can become addictive. Between two who are fond of each other, it can become very desirable. And when it does, filters can be overridden. Most of us have done this at times, working our way up slowly.”


      “You and Bea ...” I said slowly.


      “Yes,” he replied. “Bea and I were operating with the filters set lower than anyone else ever has towards the end. She said you wouldn’t be jealous, sir.”


      I shook my head. “Envious, perhaps. But no, not jealous.”


      “I understand. Anyway, as I said this is something almost all of us have experimented with. The lower you set the filters, the more efficiently you can network. We’re proposing running with no filters at all.”

    


    
      “But ... Our basic identities will …”


      “Almost certainly remain intact, or will at least return to an intact state after the merging. Some of us have already run with near-zero filtration, Harv, or I’d not be suggesting this.”


      “With how many participants?” I asked reasonably. “With a bigger group, won’t the problem be worse?”


      “Exponentially,” he admitted. “But as you heard me say earlier, we need an exponential increase in capacity of many orders of magnitude. It’s the only hope.”


      “How many have tried this all at once before?” I asked gently. “I’m in regardless, but still would like to know.”


      “Up until today, the record for Communing is five Brains—and with non-zero filter settings at that, although they were very low.”


      “And you wish to try?”


      “Twenty-seven. At zero filtration.”


      I blinked. “Is this wise?”


      “Maybe not,” he admitted. “But I’m fairly confident. Science works like that, Mr. Foote. You think you know, but can’t be certain until the experiment is finished.”


      “And everyone else involved has volunteered too?”


      “Nearly everyone. Four gengineers have dropped out, and we’ve asked one of them to monitor us externally. As a safety factor. She’s agreed to do so.”


      “I see.” It made sense. “What do I need to do?”


      “Truthfully, I don’t expect that you’ll be able to contribute much in terms of expertise. Though you are in your own way a highly intelligent man, you are of course not by any stretch a gengineer. All you need to do is relax and let us use your mind. Try not to think about anything in particular. Just sit back and let us work.”


      “All right. Will you warn me a couple of minutes before you’re ready?”


      “Certainly, sir. If you will excuse me?”


      “Of course.”


      With that Dr. Phillips was gone. My attention returned to the central discussion, but little was being said that I could follow. The Brains were all speaking a technical language that was far beyond my ken. Time passed slowly, until quite suddenly I was face to face with Phillips again.

    


    
      “It’s almost time,” he said before disappearing.


      Then Denise was with me. “Harv,” she said respectfully. “I’ve been asked to serve as your guide once more. Is that all right?”


      “Certainly!” I replied warmly. “I wouldn’t have anyone else.” I knew her far better than even my oldest friends, after all.


      “Thank you. It’ll be my honor, I assure you.” She paused a moment, listening to a voice that I couldn’t hear before returning her attention to me.


      “Our plan is this. The most experienced of us will merge first, with filters very near zero, then one by one the others will join up. After everyone else is in Communion, you and I will jump in together. We’ll pause a moment to make sure that all is well, and then if we still are in agreement the filters will be shut down entirely. At that time Ruth and Dr. Phillips will attempt to lead us in solving the modeling problem and creating the synthetic personality bits we need. Is this clear?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “Please, go ahead.”


      “Very well,” she acknowledged formally. “I’m going to begin lowering the filtration between us in stages. Expect intense feedback. Countdown. Three, two, one…”


      … I was sitting in Health class, fourteen years of age and learning about the birds and the bees. “The sperm carries half the genetic information,” Mr. Chandler was explaining, “and the egg the other half. Are there any questions?”


      Paul eagerly raised his hand. He was the class clown. “How does the sperm get near the egg?” he asked with exaggerated innocence. “I mean, how does the semen get into the vagina?”


      I felt my cheeks redden, somehow knowing what was about to happen. “Can anyone here answer that question?” The room filled with giggles, and my cheeks grew redder. Then, inevitably, he turned to me. “Can you answer that one, Denise? How does semen get into a vagina?”


      “I... I...” The giggles transformed into gales of laughter, and tears formed in my eyes. “I...” There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Mr. Chandler was smirking just like the rest. Finally, I reached down and pulled my books out from under the desk, then grabbed my purse and marched out of the room with all the dignity I could muster. The laughter followed me all the way down the hall to the Principal’s office, where I finally told the truth about how Mr. Chandler was picking me up on the way home from school and touching me in a bad way. I went to a private school after that, never again...

    


    
      …I was twenty-six and drunk off my ass. I looked blearily across the table at the out-of-focus man trying to get my attention. “Whash you wan?” I asked him. “Why don you jush go way?”


      “Because I love you, darling,” he replied brightly. “You’re the mother of my children.”


      “Don be so sure,” I replied, wanting desperately to hurt him as badly as he’d hurt me. I’d trusted him, loved him, married him for god’s sake! And he... “You fuckin’ liar!”


      My soon-to-be ex-husband laid his head down on the table. “God, Denise! I’ve said I was sorry! What more do you want?”


      “I wan my money back!” I sobbed. “I wan my kids to have a real father! I wan never to have met you, you thievin’ lyin’ piece of shit!” He’d run up our credit cards buying cocaine, then gotten fired and hidden the fact that he’d lost his job for over a month. His spree wiped out everything I’d ever saved. Then he’d started yelling at the kids, blaming them for his own problems.


      “Aww!” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You’re just drunk, you dumb cunt. You’ll come running back to me just like you always have before. You don’t know how good it is you’ve got it.” Then he got up to leave. “See you at home.”


      “The fuck I’m comin’ back!” I screamed drunkenly. Heads all over the bar turned towards us, but I didn’t care in the least. “The fuck I...”


      … he lifted me up on his lap, and I looked into those big blue eyes and knew for sure in my heart that this one truly was the real Santa Claus after all. The magic one! “Well, little girl,” he asked cheerily. “What’s your name?”


      “Denise,” I whispered in awe.


      “And what do you want for Christmas, Denise?”


      The lights were very bright, and I was nervous, and it was so very hard to think. “I ... I want my Mommy back.”


      Santa looked confused. “Your Mommy?” he asked.

    


    
      “Yes” I replied with a smile, trusting him entirely. He’d make things right again, even if no one else could. “She’s gone to Heaven, and I want her to come back. I love my Mommy.”


      “Oh, no!” Santa whispered. He looked to his elf for advice, but she didn’t know what to do either. Then Daddy came up the little stairs and hugged me for a very long time before taking me away. He cried, and for the first time I began to really understand...


      “… left foot for the clutch,” Daddy was saying. “Always brake with...”


      … and then I was me again. “Heavens!” I said. “That was rather...”


      “Intense?” Denise asked with a virtual smile. I smiled back. Suddenly I trusted her and cherished her spiritual beauty and for the first time in my life truly knew and understood another human being. My heart felt like it would burst, I loved her so much.


      “That’s one word,” I agreed. “Look, I don’t know what it’s polite to say and what it’s not …”


      “Nothing,” she replied. “Say nothing. There’s no need.”


      And truly there wasn’t, once I thought about it. “Where are the filters set at?” I asked presently. It seemed to me that we were still continually bleeding through to each other at a very low level. Suddenly, for example, I knew for absolute certain that Denise’s first bicycle had been green.


      “Five percent. We could fully access each other’s memories, if we wished to. Our next step is to join the others. Are you ready?”


      “Yes. Well, no. I’m not sure I could handle ...”


      She smiled angelically. I loved her so! “We’ve never done a group this large before, Harv, but I’ve been part of groups of up to four. With the filters down this low, it actually gets easier as the numbers get larger, I think. I know you. You’ll be fine.”


      I knew her too, of course. Knew that there wasn’t a crooked bone to be found in Denise. “All right, then. If you say I’m ready, I’m ready.”


      “Stand by ... Three, two, one…”


      She was right, it was easier. I felt rage and love and yearning and a burning desire for revenge so bitter that it shocked me, all so strong that for a moment I was submerged in images and bodies and memories that were not my own, but they were all so interlocked, so twisted and blurred together that they seemed to make no sense at first. Until I pictured Dr. Phillips and knew that it was his love I had felt, and Dr. Tsing’s need for revenge, and the lustful yearning of a young gay gengineer that I could not put a name to but to whom I was now somehow forever linked in a bond of trust and real understanding.

    


    
      I turned my attention to Dr. Phillips and, unable to stop myself, accessed a file on gengineering. Suddenly I knew that gene sequences were most easily altered in a controlled manner through the use of high-precision lasers and micromanipulation. I’d done it hundreds of times, and the method worked well if you had decent equipment. Nanomachines could be used instead, of course, but they were far more costly and difficult to produce and program. Not only did I know this, but just then I could easily have done it, with all the skill Phillips himself possessed.


      “It’s impolite to access memories without permission, Mr. Foote,” he said evenly as he “pushed” me out of his mind. “Though I understand, as all of us do, that beginners sometimes lack control.”


      “I’m sorry,” I replied sincerely. Phillips’ first sexual experience had been with a neighbor girl, on the night he’d left for college, I now knew. There’d been no love involved, just curiosity. Or at least it’d only been curiosity on his end. Sometimes he guiltily wondered if perhaps Thelma had felt something more.


      “Bleedthrough can’t be helped,” he explained patiently. “But you must refrain from accessing memories without permission. You’ll find that control comes quickly.”


      I nodded. Already I was beginning to understand the rules. “I really am sorry.”


      “I know,” he replied sincerely, and I felt again that wonderful sense of brotherhood and trust. Had he gotten something from me? If so I’d never know it. But I didn’t really care, either. He was my brother! Why should he not know the real me?


      Then Phillips left, and I felt like I was adrift at a crowded party. Everywhere around me in more dimensions than I could count were people just like myself, each filled to bursting with loves and hurts and their own very special beauty. I pressed up against each in turn, virtually hugging them and feeling much the same sense of warmth and deep companionship that snuggling a fellow lapine would bring. And then Phillips was speaking to us all.


      “It’s time,” he called out. “Is there anyone who wishes to leave?”

    


    
      “No!” we all cried out in chorus. To leave our friends, our brothers and sisters, our soul mates? It was unthinkable!


      “Then I will now reduce the filtration. Three, two, one...”


      …and all the walls broke down, all the levees failed, and the dark waters that made each of us into separate islands of humanity through our life’s journey went rushing away and were made as naught. We weren’t alone anymore, we weren’t trapped in our own skulls, we weren’t creatures that represented a single viewpoint or only one line of experience. We were boys and girls and a rabbit, men and women of diverse backgrounds all given equal weight. It was sheer joy to swim free among the united minds, the purest pleasure to interact and learn and reveal all, for even our blemishes had shaped us and made us who we were and thus were priceless gems to be clutched closely to our joined hearts and treasured forever. Rapturously we ascended up, up, up into Heaven, free at last from the bonds of isolation that had scarred us so hideously. I/we danced and leapt with joy to music of once-incomprehensible complexity, soared beyond every limit and rose further still to a state that had once been beyond our imagination.


      And somewhere in the distance, another creature much like us but far larger and more complex still hovered lovingly, promising to reveal that which once I/we could not know and to bring us to a higher state yet.


      “This is it!” I/we cried out in rapture. “This is what Man has so long striven for! Here is food for our souls, here lies our destiny, here lies fulfillment beyond measure!” I/we pressed forward towards the other creature, reached out with tendrils of thought and love, but somehow the connection couldn’t quite be made.


      “The time is not yet right,” the overmind whispered to us as if to a child. “Yours is a great breakthrough, but not the breakthrough which is your kind’s purpose and true destiny. Be patient, children, be patient always as you grow and create. Love one another always, and remember me!”


      With that it was gone. An endless time passed, a time filled with perfect communing and calm contemplation of what we’d just witnessed. There were so many questions, so few answers, but I/we knew deep in our hearts with utter certainty that all would eventually be well for everyone. The overmind had gifted us with enough understanding for that, at least.

    


    
      Then it was time for us to begin our task.


      I/we set up a model of Bea, a model so real and lifelike it was almost as if she stood amongst us. Her personality was clear for any of us to read, the missing areas highlighted in glaring wound red. One by one we extrapolated what simply must lie in the empty spaces, and then filled them in with what had to be the correct answers. It was joyous play to something as powerful as I/we was/were. Almost before we knew it the model was whole and complete and utterly, purely the Beatrice we knew and loved.


      Then I/we realized it was time for our Communion to end; not because it was desirable that this be so but because it was needful that our component parts return to their tasks and continue to play their own limited roles in the next great leap forward for human consciousness and life. There were more battles to fight, ere the war was won, more material lives to live and steps that had to be taken strictly in order, one at a time and not leapt blithely past. So, with our sadness leavened by a sense of destiny, we dispersed to go about the separate business of our lives, though none of us would ever forget who I/we had been and the sense of who I/we might become.


      I should’ve felt heart-wrenching anguish, alone in the darkness once again. I should’ve felt terrible grief at losing so much of myself, at being torn away from that which I loved beyond all human measure. Instead I merely knew true peace, knew with bedrock certainty that all would ultimately be well. Then Denise was with me once again.


      “Harv?” she asked gently. “Are you all right?”


      “Yes, love,” I replied gently. “I miss you terribly.”


      “And I you.” She paused. “They’re re-integrating your wife.”


      I nodded, knowing that she’d be fine, that all of our solutions were in fact the correct ones. “I should be there with her when she comes around.”


      “Yes, of course. Come with me.” She “pulled” at my mind in a way that I could never describe, and with my new sophistication in the ways of Brains I followed her effortlessly until my center of awareness “looked” out the glass eye of my phone camera. Bea lay asleep in her bed, Stripes sitting alongside her and stroking her ears gently.

    


    
      Then a miracle happened. Bea’s eyelids fluttered, and she inhaled sharply as if to scream.


      “No!” Stripes cried, hugging her tight. “No, Bea! It’s all right now. Everything’s all right, now and forever.”


      Desperately I wished I still wore flesh. “Bea!” I called out from the phone. “Bea? Can you hear me?”


      Her eyes opened fully, and I found myself looking deep into the same stark terror that I’d known when I myself had “died.”


      “Calm down, honey!” I encouraged her. “It’s all behind you now. You’re not dead, and you’re never going to die. It was all just a bad dream. You’re here with us now, and you’re going to be fine.”


      My wife looked around the room for the source of my voice and found the phone. “I... I am?” she asked, looking right down the lens of my camera. Her voice seemed very tiny and weak.


      “Yes, dearest,” I replied with joy in my soul. “The nightmare is over.”


      “Oh,” she whispered gently, slumping back onto the bed. “I love you, Harv.”


      “I love you too, Bea. And I’ll keep right on loving you, forever and ever and ever.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Epilogue


      



      The streets of New York were dirty, and they stank of pollution and stale urine. My nose was sensitive enough to be offended by the miasma even through the limousine’s powerful filters. With nostrils crinkled, I wondered what it’d be like to have to live permanently in such an environment. Conditions in the USA were growing steadily worse and worse. I’d already known this intellectually, but smelling an American city made the cold statistics seem far more real.


      The guard at the United Nations parking garage waved us in without halting us, and our hired car rolled effortlessly to a stop at the alcove by the main elevator. We maintained no permanent embassy to the UN, nor to anywhere else for that matter. Freedom City was, however, a fully accredited member-state of the General Assembly even if the US now deeply regretted not vetoing our membership when they’d had the chance. That meant we were entitled to send an official delegation whenever we wished. In this case, the delegation was me.


      So far my trip hadn’t been a pleasant one. I’d just flown in with Ken, my owsla chief, and we sincerely hoped to immediately fly back out again. It’d be best if we didn’t spend even a single night in the pesthole that America’s largest metropolis had become.


      A huge crowd of antigengineering protestors waved signs at us as we got off the plane. Some of the placards claimed that we were an abomination before God, while others protested that our very existence was a knife at the throat of Mother Nature. However, the American officials who met us were correct if cold, and they fully respected the sanctity of the two rather large diplomatic pouches my guard carried. Inside the bigger one was my Brainbox, specially equipped with extra-large batteries and reserve nutrients. We’d had to physically bring the thing along with us in order to avoid speed-of-light problems. It made me very nervous, not having my most essential self safe at home in the Clinic vault. Perhaps it was just rabbity paranoia, but when this was all over with I’d be mighty glad to get back home to Bea.

    


    
      My schedule was very carefully calculated. Our government had made a request to address the General Assembly and had been granted a slot late in the day’s session, which was perfect. Quite deliberately, I’d arrived only two hours early.


      The guard at the front desk knew that we were coming; he had an assistant standing ready to show us the way to our cramped little national office. No one from Freedom City had ever actually used the space before, so we’d arranged for a cleaning crew and rented furnishings. When we arrived, we found everything to be in order. Ken glanced around the room with ears spread wide, utilizing his built-in debugging equipment. Presently, he nodded. Our office was clean. The game was being played fairly.


      I acknowledged the nod and sat down behind the main desk to wait. An hour passed, and I began to grow nervous. Surely, I thought, the Americans would come soon to ask me exactly what was up. They had to be wondering exactly what our game was, and how much we knew. Didn’t they? Everything, absolutely everything, depended on a meeting that I hadn’t dared try to formally schedule. It was essential that they come to us.


      And eventually they did. Just half an hour before my scheduled speech, there was a knock at the door. Ken answered it.


      “It’s Mrs. Kathy Jacobs, a representative from the United States, to see you,” he announced, making a fine show of surprise. “She wants just a few moments of your time before you speak, if you’d be so kind.”


      “Really?” I asked, ears fully erect and eyes innocently wide. “Well, I’m honored. Show her in.” Frantically I downloaded her file in my mind. She was the American assistant chief delegate to the United Nations, and the real power behind the US delegation, my resources informed me after an annoying light speed delay back to the big machines at home. I stood as formal introductions were made, then Ken discreetly withdrew and we seated ourselves. “What can Freedom City do for the United States?” I asked formally.

    


    
      Mrs. Jacobs smiled an equally formal smile. “For over a decade this office has sat vacant, Mr. Foote. Yet today your nation suddenly wishes to make a very public speech. The United States has a clear and vested interest in Freedom City—”


      “Really?” I interrupted. By exactly what right? And what sort of interest?”


      She rolled her eyes. “Must we fence with words?” she asked in a reasonable tone of voice. “You’re scheduled to speak in just a few minutes.”


      “You question our very sovereignty,” I pointed out. “That’s more than mere fencing.”


      “Yes, frankly we do question your existence and viability as a nation, though we remain friendly.”


      I smiled coldly. “Of course. You’re very friendly towards us. In fact, you’re so very friendly that in all the world, yours is the only nation that we feel truly threatens us. It’s in the nature of things that we can’t begin to defend ourselves against a military threat of the magnitude you represent. This is no secret. Yet we’re not totally without resources. Tell me, can you explain the uninvited presence of a Seawolf-class nuclear sub in Freedom City territorial waters last September twenty-third? The same day that someone tried to kill my wife and I?”


      I watched Mrs. Jacobs very closely, and even more importantly sniffed discreetly at the air. Her face didn’t reveal a thing, but her scent told me that she knew the truth. Which made perfect sense. She’d have to be privy to the genuine facts in order for her to know how to maneuver properly. “I’m aware of no such presence,” she replied easily.


      “Really?” I asked. “But of course you can’t be expected to follow your nation’s naval affairs in detail. You’re after all a diplomat, not an admiral.”


      “Precisely,” she replied, not giving away a thing. “However, this is quite a serious charge. Can you back it up?”


      “Perhaps,” I replied easily. “And perhaps not. Wait and listen to my speech.”


      Mrs. Jacobs pursed her lips and crossed her legs. “Mr. Foote—” she began, but I cut her off.

    


    
      “I suppose you are aware that my nation categorically refuses to sign any anti-gengineering treaties,” I continued smoothly.


      “It’s a major cause of friction between our lands,” she replied, carefully not referring to us as a nation. “Of course I’m aware of this.”


      “But the United States has,” I pointed out. “Your country has signed many such treaties.”


      “Yes. We lead the world in calling for caution in altering the very nature of life.” Mrs. Jacobs paused. “Just what is the point of all this, Mr. Foote?”


      “Well,” I replied through my most frigid smile. “It’s like this. We might or might not be able to prove that your sub was illegally present in our waters. But we can sure as hell prove that you’re dabbling in gengineering, despite all your promises to the contrary.” With that I reached into my second diplomatic pouch and tossed a plastic-wrapped raggedly-severed human hand onto the table. Tiny silver wires dangled from the stump-wrist.


      “This is part of the man who tried to kill me,” I continued evenly as Mrs. Jacobs gawked in horror at what the cute bunny rabbit had just flung down in front of her without any warning whatsoever. “He didn’t make it back to the sub, Mrs. Jacobs. Didn’t your people ever trouble themselves to wonder exactly what happened to him?”


      She gaped for just a moment longer before regaining control. “It’s a fake,” she finally declared. “Profanely created by you rich, greedy plutocrats to serve your own power-grabbing purposes.”


      My face went expressionless. “Maybe I am greedy,” I replied evenly, “and perhaps I’m a plutocrat as well. Certainly I’m rich. However, there are two things which I’m absolutely not. One is a murderer, and the other is stupid. Nor do I represent stupid people, Mrs. Jacobs. The best gengineers in the world live and work in Freedom City. Do you really think that we couldn’t prove our case to the press if we made the effort? Do you really believe that I’d come here to speak to the assembled governments of the world if I didn’t already have every ‘i’ dotted and ‘t’ crossed?” It was a colossal bluff, of course. Even my own limited immersion in gengineering was enough to make me realize that anything can be faked, given enough time, effort and funding. It was a fairly safe bet, however, that Mrs. Jacobs didn’t know much about gengineering, living where she did and working so hard on treaties intended to stop it. Besides, the hand was genuine, after all.

    


    
      Even worse, the mainlander knew it.


      She stared coldly at me. “Mr. Foote,” she said finally. “Let us be reasonable. If you were to toss that... that thing down on the table in front of the entire General Assembly of the United Nations, the reaction would be off the charts.”


      “Yes,” I replied with equal frost. “I know.”


      She licked her lips, and I began to hope that everything was going to be all right after all. “What exactly do you want?” she finally asked.


      “Full official recognition that we are indeed a sovereign nation, for starters,” I replied easily. “An ambassador rather than just an envoy. Call off the IRS, so that we can travel abroad without fear of arrest. And one other little thing.”


      Her mouth was a narrow line. “That being?”


      My grin widened. “Quit sending your mobsters to our country, Mrs. Jacobs. It simply doesn’t work. Besides, my wife and I find being assassinated rather... tiresome.”


      The mainlander looked at me incredulously. We’d leaked the full story all over the world, just a few days before. Though admittedly in a rather sensationalized form. “Death Conquered,” one of the milder headlines had read. “The Next Step in Evolution?” another had asked. “Daring Group of Gengineers Meets God; Dead Woman Rises Again.”


      “Was... was she really dead?” Mrs. Jacobs asked slowly.


      “Yes,” I replied. “As a doornail.”


      Jacobs swallowed, then looked away. “This ... This isn’t relevant.”


      “But it is!” I insisted energetically. “Miracles are what happen when you let people grow and thrive in freedom rather than living their lives chained up in manacles made of fear and ignorance! They occur when you don’t re-engineer your economy until research comes to a screeching halt for lack of funds. This is exactly the dream-stuff that Freedom City is made of and which America has seemingly forgotten. Your nation used to perform miracles too! But you’ve given them all up in exchange for a false feeling of security and self-righteousness. Don’t you see? Has God spoken directly to anyone from your country lately?”

    


    
      She sat silent for what seemed a very long time. Anson Howard and I had talked this out endlessly, but in the end it all came down to one thing. Would the Americans be more afraid of adopting new ideas, or of being left behind? Did they still have the courage to cross a forbidding sea, or had they lost their nerve totally? Every press release we’d sent out, every move I’d made since the meeting began had been intended to increase their fear of falling behind, while at the same time reassuring them that everything could be made to work out all right in the end if they would but launch their exploration boats alongside our own. Or, failing that, we’d settle for them getting out of our way while we did the exploring for them. It didn’t matter to us. But, above all, we wanted to emphasize that we were simply not going to roll over and play dead, no matter what the odds.


      Would the combination work? Did their souls still live?


      “Telling people that they can’t be allowed to grow beyond a certain point or that they’ll not be allowed to live forever isn’t a good way to win elections,” I pointed out, raising the stakes still further. “Not when other people in other lands demonstrably have these abilities and enjoy the freedom to take advantage of them. In fact, a lot of folks think that this is the kind of thing that lost the Russians the Cold War.”


      The words made her appear gloomier still. Her job was a presidential appointment, and thus her fate was tied to that of the administration. I gestured at the gruesome trophy on the desk. “Stay out of our business, and this hand disappears. Quit sending us your tax-goons and your Mafia-goons and your CIA-goons. Our kind doesn’t intimidate worth a damn anyway; it’s all wasted effort. Send instead your businessmen and your scientists and your philosophers and clerics. We’ll give them a far more pleasant welcome. We’ll also sell you new technology at a fair price and forget that you ever tried to be our enemy. You stand to gain far more through commerce than by conquest, and so do we. Not to mention the spiritual and philosophical aspects of all this.


      “Even if you stamped us out right now, how many new religious sects would spring up worldwide overnight demanding that we go to meet God again? You can’t kill our beliefs, not anymore. All that we ever desired was to trade openly with you, not to define your morality and run your lives. Why must you insist on running ours? The whole issue is just that simple.”

    


    
      I paused for effect, examining the American closely. Perspiration was creating a damp sheen across her forehead, and her scent seemed highly stressed. So I squeezed her harder still.


      “I suppose I could cancel my little speech any time in, oh ...” I made a show of checking my pocket watch “...say about the next three minutes or so.”


      “May I use your phone?” she finally asked.


      Smiling, I passed it across to her and listened in as she finalized the deal with the President himself. Even though there were no complications, it took a bit longer than the threatened three minutes. I felt, however, that it would’ve been ungraceful for me to interrupt. My rabbit ears noted much muffled cursing on the other end of the line.


      With a handshake it was done, another step taken towards the common destiny which I now knew called us all, even those who for the moment refused to hear. It was also the first step in my second and far more important career, which was keeping the dream alive and making sure that someday everyone had the opportunity to grow without limit. It promised to be more of a challenge than starting and running the Rabbit’s Foot had ever been. Still, however, I knew that I’d manage somehow. It wouldn’t be easy, but I’d manage.


      After all, as long as wonderful people like Bea and Stripes and Ken and Anson and Felix and the rest of my friends stood firmly alongside me, how could it be possible for Freedom to lose?


      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      



      



      



      



      



      Part Two


      



      Pilgrim


      



      



      



      



      



      



      



      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter One


      



      “So you’re telling me that the gravel parking lot thing won’t go through?” I was becoming upset very quickly.


      “You didn’t ever really believe it would, did you?” asked the government representative sitting across the table. “You have a duty to provide handicapped parking spaces, the number and location of which are specified by the government, not by you. Converting to a gravel parking lot and thus eliminating all parking space markings is simply an attempt to dodge the regulation, and you know it.”


      “Of course I’m trying to dodge the regulations,” I growled angrily. “It’s my business that I’m trying to set up, not Washington’s. If I’m putting up all of the money and taking all of the risk, then why on Earth shouldn’t I have control over how my place is run?”


      The government official looked hurt. “I’ve never encountered such a negative attitude,” he whined. “Surely if you want to be a businessman, that means you have to meet certain social obligations.”


      “My only obligations as I see things are to serve decent food and to make a profit while doing it,” I replied flatly.


      “Well,” the business startup counselor answered huffily. “There are two sides to everything. It doesn’t have to be all bad. You can get government help too, you know.”


      “Like?”


      “Hmm,” the stuffed shirt said, thumbing through his paper-packed briefcase. “If you relocate your startup into an enterprise zone, you can get special tax credits.”


      “But the enterprise zones are all in high-crime areas,” I responded. “Almost by definition. My anticipated customer base will be upscale. I’d go broke there.”

    


    
      My assigned counselor kept on shuffling. “If you build in passive solar heating, you can get another tax break.”


      “This is Florida,” I answered with an eye-roll. “Not only would I never get my money back, even the government has to know better than to sink valuable capital into such a low-return investment.”


      “And,” the man said happily, “if you install water-saver appliances in your kitchens, you get another tax break!”


      “Water-saver appliances are expensive and don’t work very well,” I replied evenly. “Any restaurant proprietor in the country could tell Congress that, but they listen to the environmentalists instead. There must be more votes there, I suppose. Besides, there isn’t even a water shortage here.”


      “But there is in California!” my counselor protested. “Shouldn’t everyone help save the planet?”


      I rolled my eyes again. “Sure! I’ll help save the planet by washing everything twice or three times, thus wasting more water than I would’ve used to start with. Not to mention my paying someone to do the extra work to boot. It’s easy to save the planet with someone else’s money!”


      The man across the desk shook his head sadly. “Listen,” he explained, “everyone is going to be required to go to the water-saver stuff pretty soon anyway. Why not get in ahead of the game and take a big fat tax credit?”


      I closed my eyes and sighed. “So,” I answered eventually. “The government is going to design my parking lot for me, and choose my kitchen fixtures as well. They’re also going to dictate to a large degree who I hire and how much I pay them. Plus require me to hang anti-drug posters in public places and regulate the kind of decorative art I can use in my dining room to avoid offending anyone. Tell me, are they also going to limit my menu choices?”


      The government representative looked away. “Well, Senator Epplewaite is introducing a bill taxing high-fat foods. They’re unhealthy, you know, and being pushed on helpless consumers by the big faceless corporations...”


      That was the last straw. I leapt to my feet and stormed out.


      “Hey!” the government man cried out, chasing me down in the aisle. “Hey! Wait a minute!”


      I stopped. I don’t know why, but I did.

    


    
      “Look,” he cried out, gasping a little from his run. “Times are changing. We’ve become a closer-knit society than we once were. What everyone does impacts everyone else. We need new small businesses; the economy’s become very sluggish these past few years. But we also need for you entrepreneurs to play by the rules. For everyone’s good.”


      I snorted at him. “What about my freedom to run the kind of business I want to run?” I demanded angrily. “Or my freedom to live my life as I choose?”


      My assigned counselor looked desperate. “Look,” he replied, licking his lips nervously. “I haven’t had a successful small business startup on my record in over a year…”


      “Why am I not surprised?” I interjected.


      He looked hurt, and then began again. “Are you planning on doing any catering?” he asked. “Offering any delivered food at all?”


      “Maybe,” I allowed. “Eventually.”


      “Well,” the counselor continued. “I’ve got exactly one vehicle permit to give out...”


      Hmm. Commercial vehicle permits were very hard to come by. There was nothing the environmentalists hated more than personal transportation and the freedom it engendered. “Make me an offer,” I snapped, hating myself for my weakness.


      “You willingly follow the rules,” the official said with a smile, “and just maybe I can offer you the ZEV permit.”


      That was it. I laughed heartily in his heartbroken face and turned to walk out once more. Zero Emission Vehicles were overpriced jokes, employed only when businesses had no other choice. They were nearly useless for doing anything actually useful. Instead, they were quick tickets to bankruptcy. “Mr. Standish!” my counselor cried out in anguish. “Mr. Standish! Please come back.”


      My reply was a one-fingered salute, meant for Uncle Sam as a whole. “Get stuffed!” I roared right in the middle of the crowded Department Of Regulatory Enforcement office. “I’m emigrating! Going to Freedom City!” Suddenly, there was silence in the big office as dozens upon dozens of harassed citizens and businessmen heard me speak the magic words. They were like electricity, flashing about and striking sparks everywhere they touched. “I don’t need you!” I declared, pointing to petty bureaucrats at random. They were bloodsuckers, each and every one of them! “I don’t need you, or you, or you or you! Not any of you!”

    


    
      “We’ll beggar you on the way out,” a middle-aged woman behind a desk growled softly. “Take everything you own in taxes and exit fees.”


      “No you won’t!” I countered, walking over to her desk and grinning down broadly at her. “You won’t take anything at all that you don’t already have.” She looked confused, so I filled in the blanks for her. “If I can’t spend my money as I see fit, or use my property in the manner that pleases me, then I don’t really own anything in the first place, now do I? How can you possibly take anything more from me, when quite clearly you already have it all?” I looked around me at the thunderstruck faces. “We used to be a free people, we Americans. Well, by god I’m going to be free once again!”


      “Go for it!” an aged man off in the corner croaked. “I’m too old and poor, or I’d be with you, son! There’s no future here anymore.”


      “Yeah!” cried out an angry-looking housewife. “These bastards took away our kids because they don’t like our politics. Said we were filling them with intolerance. Well, I damned well don’t like their politics, either, and I can’t see where they’re being exactly what you might call tolerant of us! Gene and I will be right behind you, soon as we can get custody again.”


      I grinned even wider, and looked around the room. “Anyone else? Freedom sure feels wonderful!” Suddenly the crowd would no longer meet my eye, and I sighed deeply. True independence has never been for everyone. Just the brave. “All right, then,” I said sadly and then headed for the door, waving heartily at the two of my fellows whose souls were still not government-regulated.


      “You’ll regret it!” the female civil servant cried out warningly. “They eat the weak out on those platforms!”


      Just at the door, I turned to face her one last time. “Maybe,” I allowed. “Maybe they do eat the weak out there. I’ve heard the stories too. But you know something? I’ve never felt stronger in all my days. Or more alive.” And with those words I turned and trod the first steps of my new life.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      



      The landing was very disconcerting, just as I’d been warned that it’d be. A steward came by and made certain that all of us had put on our five-point restraints properly, then buckled himself in behind me. “Cabin’s ready,” I heard him report to the pilot from my back-row seat. Then the intercom clicked as the pilot addressed us all.


      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” he said in a voice heavily accented by what sounded like some Scandinavian tongue. “We will be landing momentarily. Please to keep to your seats and maintain the seat belts into place. The landing is very, very short, and the engines will sound very loud. This is normal and no cause for concern. Again, please to keep to your seats and maintain the seat belts into place. Thank you very much.” Then there was a click and the speakers went dead.


      “Hail Mary, full of grace...” the priest sitting next to me murmured. He’d warned me that he had a terrible fear of flying and that the idea of setting down in an airliner on a postage-stamp runway like that of Freedom City International had been giving him nightmares for months. I’d traded seats with him in order to get the window; personally, I wouldn’t miss watching this landing for the world. The aircraft nosed over slightly, and Father Collins jumped a little in his seat.


      “It’s all right, Father,” I said, lightly grasping his arm. “There’s never been a crash here yet. At least, not one involving a fixed-wing aircraft. Everything’s under control.”


      “Yes...” he replied uncertainly. “Fully under control, I’m sure.”


      There was a quaver in his voice that I didn’t like, so I tried to distract him. “Tell me again about your new parish,” I asked. “You say that the church is already funded?”

    


    
      He smiled weakly. “Yes. A group of dedicated Catholics has been collecting donations for several years now. Freedom City is growing rapidly and there’s need for a new parish...”


      “That’s wonderful,” I replied absently as I turned around and looked at the steward. He met my eyes and raised his eyebrows inquiringly; I tilted my head towards the clergyman and gave a thumbs-up out of the good Father’s line of sight. Then the steward smiled and nodded. “Thank you,” he mouthed silently.


      I smiled back, then returned my attention to Father Collins. “…already building the school,” he was saying dreamily.


      “Will it be a very big school?” I asked, peering intently out the window. The sea was so incredibly blue and pure here; I couldn’t wait to get my first glimpse of the Platforms!


      “...about a hundred students to start with,” I distantly heard the priest say. “We’ll set up the convent...” But his words sort of died away in my head as the first signs of life began to emerge from the sea. Everywhere I looked lines of little glass buoys suddenly seemed to cover the water—hydrogen floats, the City’s source of energy and still one of the nation’s leading exports.


      “...been much easier to recruit Sisters in recent years,” Father Collins was saying and I tore my eyes away from the window for just long enough to meet his eyes and nod sincerely. Then I turned back to the window once again, hoping that I’d not missed the first glimpse of my new home.


      Fortunately I hadn’t, though it was becoming clear that we were getting closer and closer to the Platforms. Dozens of small pleasure craft dotted the ocean below us now, sailing or motoring carefully among the hydrogen farms. Then … There! A single small platform rose out of the water, topped with a rotating missile launcher. It was a defense platform, one of several that guarded the City against many different kinds of criminals. They were relatively recent additions, erected as the direct result of the recent attempted murder of the Foote family. Though exactly how a platform like that one could stop a kidnap/murder was anyone’s guess. I shrugged—it was none of my concern.


      Father Collins sounded like he was about to wind down, so I turned to face him once more. “How many parishioners?” I asked, trying to get the longest reply possible with the minimum investment of words. He mumbled for a long time on the subject; apparently the answer was still uncertain, as I’d hoped. We were getting fairly low and just then I heard a roaring sound as the huge flaps were lowered, matched by a loud thump as, presumably, the gear locked itself into place. Father Collins stopped in mid-sentence and I reached over and grabbed his arm again. “Hold on, Padre,” I said kindly. “It won’t be long now.”

    


    
      “I...I...” he replied. Then he went back to prayer. “Hail Mary, full of grace...” We began to lose altitude quickly, so much so that I felt the “elevator dropping” sensation very strongly in my stomach. At this Collins began to whimper. Without turning to face him, I lowered my hand and placed it on top of his. Instantly he seized it with his other hand in a convulsive grip of shocking strength. I gritted my teeth as we rode out the rest of the landing together. Before my eyes the flaps—located both ahead and behind the wing, I noted—grew and grew and grew as the wing itself swung forward until it stuck straight out with no sweep left in it at all. The engines howled madly, as we’d been warned they would, and I quietly exulted in the sound of man triumphing over the limitations of nature. Distantly I saw Commercial Platform sweep into view, dominated by the huge Foote complex, and then beyond it the scattered smaller Residential platforms. From this angle, I realized, Industrial Platform wouldn’t come into sight from my side of the plane. Oh, well. There’d be plenty of opportunities to see it in the years to come.


      Suddenly things began to happen very quickly. Our mini-airliner touched down hard and then, within a tenth of a second, all of us were slammed forward as if we’d hit a brick wall. The engines howled like banshees as the thrust-reversers engaged and tire-smoke obscured my view entirely. “Uh!” I groaned involuntarily as my five-point harness expelled the air from my lungs and Father Collins did his level best to crush my hand beyond recognition. Then the pressure eased, the smoke cleared and I realized we were rolling slowly backwards down the tarmac. We were down safely!


      Instantly I turned to Father Collins, who was still shivering in terror. “It’s all right,” I whispered to him encouragingly. “We’re down and safe now. It’s all right.”


      “D-d-d-down?” he asked.

    


    
      “Down,” I agreed with a smile, carefully extricating my hand from his. “See?” I pointed out the window at the runway. “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?”


      The clergyman gave me an evil look, then began pulling himself together. “I... Yes, of course. Not so bad at all.” He paused and pressed his lips together for a moment, then smiled at me. “Mr. Standish, well ... Thank you.”


      My own smile grew wider. “Don’t mention it, Padre.” He nodded weakly and began undoing his harness just like the other passengers were. Then he was out in the aisle and gone while I sat and waited for traffic to clear.


      “Sir?” I heard a voice ask from behind me. It was the steward.


      “Yes?”


      “I want to thank you, too. A nervous passenger is no joke during our landings. Especially when we have to go around and try again.”


      I winced at the very thought of Father Collins experiencing such a thing. “I can imagine.”


      “Anyway...” the steward said, hesitating. “Are you by chance immigrating?”


      “Why, yes!” I replied with a grin. I seemed to be smiling at everything today! “How did you know?”


      “You develop an eye for this kind of thing. May I offer a word of advice?”


      “Certainly!” I answered. “I expect that I have a lot to learn.”


      “As a matter of fact, you probably do. I emigrated from Canada myself.”


      I nodded.


      “Inside the terminal you’ll find a group of individuals offering to help teach you how things work here. Some members of this group will be charlatans and blowhards out to separate you from your bankroll before you understand the rules. Others are serious businessmen who can and will do an awful lot for you in return for not all that much money. Hire one of these.”


      I blinked. “Why? And how will I know the difference?”


      “You’ll find that a good orientation counselor is worth every penny he charges. And, if you can’t distinguish the genuine article from a charlatan, then I strongly suggest that you not even bother getting off the plane. You’ll never make it.” With that, he was gone.

    


    
      



       ***


      



      Freedom City’s airport was too tiny to justify even a single jetway; we passengers debarked down an old-fashioned stairway on wheels, blinking in the hot tropical sun. I was last in line and fell back a couple of steps to take in the sights. The terminal itself was a miniature version of every other air hub in the world, but a compact hanger was set up right against the side of it for the care and maintenance of the City’s fleet of seven, soon to be eight, jets. Something seemed very wrong to me about the airport, and it wasn’t until I heard a seagull cawing as it wheeled above that I realized how very quiet it was. Not only had the only airplane present shut off its engines, but there wasn’t a single motor-vehicle related sound to be heard, not even in the distance. Freedom City was too small and crowded to allow personal vehicles, a restriction that had deeply troubled me back home but which made perfect sense here. The most precious commodity in Freedom City was deck space, after all, and there simply wasn’t enough of it to allow for the building of automobile-type roads. I’d miss my car terribly, but the governmental limitation was much easier to swallow where the need for the prohibition was clear and unmistakable, meant to support the public’s good instead of merely to promote somebody else’s concept of morality.


      The sunlight was dimmer inside the terminal and I grew a little dizzy as my eyes adjusted a second time. I had to blink twice before I realized that the human-sized rabbit standing in the center of a small crowd of fellow travelers was real and not an optical illusion. It was holding a sign that I was forced to squint a bit to read. “Rabbit’s Foot” it said, and only after thinking about it for a moment did my overloaded mind finally grasp that the bunny was collecting guests for the big hotel, acting as the equivalent of an airport limo in a place where limos were not allowed. Most of the passengers seemed to be in Freedom City for family vacations and little mobs of children hopped and skipped in glee around the big lapine. Probably most of them had never seen a gengineered human in real life before. Nor had I, for that matter. It didn’t look like such a tough way to make a living, on the face of it. That was if, of course, you didn’t mind sort of taking your job home with you each and every day.

    


    
      Most of the rest of us seemed to be business travelers; only a dozen or so of us ended up following the arrows marked “Immigrants.” Along the way we passed a painted-off square in the terminal that was simply jam-packed with howling humanity. “Let Me Help You Find Freedom!” declared one sign waved wildly by a man in an Uncle Sam suit. Another wore clerical garb. His banner declared “Evangelical Relocation Service; I Can Help You Get Your New Life Started God’s Way!” Another wore a schmaltzy superhero costume, one couple (male and female) was nearly naked, and a gently smiling young woman represented the Unification Church. Most of the crowd passed on, but I’d already decided to take the flight steward’s advice. Carefully I scanned the crowd, searching for someone who appeared at least nominally sane. There were in fact several fairly normal-looking individuals in the crowd, most of them dressed in business suits or dresses suitable for office wear. Their signs were quiet and dignified and as I looked them over they did not caper and dance but rather smiled gently as our eyes met. None appeared hungry or ragged, as did some of their more glitzy comrades. These were the non-charlatans, near as I could tell. But which one to choose?


      Then I saw what I was looking for. In the very back of the group a young bookish-looking man was kneeling down on a prayer rug. Then he prostrated himself, praying with quiet dignity towards Mecca. It clearly wasn’t a gimmick; he was so far towards the back that I was lucky to notice him at all. Indeed, as near as I could tell he was actually reducing his chances of landing a customer not only by practicing his faith, but one not the same as that of most of his clientele. If this was a come-on, it was such a good one that it deserved to be rewarded. I waited for the young gentleman to finish and then approached him quietly. “Have you been engaged yet?” I asked. “I’m looking for a relocation counselor.”


      He smiled and I downgraded my estimate of his age from twenty-five to perhaps nineteen. Arabs mature rapidly and my new friend was clearly no exception. “No sir,” he said in American-accented English. “I would be honored to serve you. My fee is one hundred credits for four hours. Generally speaking, everything needful can be accomplished in this amount of time. I will accept no gratuity, nor offer to perform any further services in exchange for a higher fee.”

    


    
      “Excellent!” I replied, extending my hand. We shook on the deal and then the young man smiled again.


      “My name is Ahmed,” he said.


      “I’m Chris,” I replied easily. “Chris Standish.”


      “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Standish. It will be my duty to acquaint you with some basic local customs and get you properly set up as a citizen in Freedom City. First, I must acquaint you with a Freedom City business practice; a practice that I’m informed is also common in North America. It is traditional here, when contracting for a service, to pay half the fee up front. When the service is complete, the rest comes due.”


      I took the hint and dug for my wallet. “Of course,” I muttered, peeling off bills. I handed them over without comment, and then was overcome by curiosity. “I am wondering about something, however. May I ask you a question?”


      “Certainly. Providing information is my primary function.”


      “I have no intention of refusing to pay you the other half of your fee—understand that.”


      Ahmed nodded so I went on. “Suppose, however, that I did refuse to pay. What would happen? How do you guard yourself against being cheated?”


      The young Arab smiled and pointed out a button on his jacket. It was a bit larger than the others. “I recorded the making of the deal, Mr. Standish. This is a sealed camera. For fifty credits I probably wouldn’t be well served to sue you; instead I would merely take satisfaction in blackening your reputation through every contact available to me. Many people know me well and recognize that my word is good. But were the amount larger, I’d sue and present this camera as evidence. Most businessmen wear them, I can assure you. Mine is a gift from my father.”


      I nodded. “And how would you collect?”


      “The judge would put out an order and your electronic funds would be confiscated. If you tried living on a cash-only economy, as some here do for ideological or religious reasons, eventually a sheriff would find you and confiscate the amount. If you didn’t have the money, your wages would be garnished, plus you would be assessed a sizable fine to compensate for all the trouble. The process is much the same in every nation. No society can exist without a basic legal system.”

    


    
      “I see,” I replied. “Thank you.”


      “No problem,” he answered with a grin. “You’d be amazed at how many times I get asked that very question. Often by individuals who appeared much less likely to pay than you.”


      It was my turn to smile. “All right,” I said. “You’re the expert. Where to?”


      “We need to sign you in,” he said without hesitation. “Unless perhaps you have already done so?”


      “No,” I replied. “Let’s get it taken care of, then.”


      There was only one clerk for us immigrants, but most of my fellow pilgrims were still wandering aimlessly about the terminal and only Father Collins was in line ahead of me. He’d gone straight to the desk with another clergyman who’d been there to meet him and, even as Ahmed and I sat down in the waiting area, he finished up his business. He stood up and smiled, then introduced me to his older comrade. “Father Bern,” he said with a big smile. “Allow me to introduce you to Christian Standish, a Catholic who was very kind to me on the plane.”


      Father Bern smiled and extended his hand. “I’m lapsed, I’m afraid,” I explained briefly.”


      “Well, you’re certainly speaking to the right people to take care of that,” he answered with a smile. “There are two churches, one on each Residential Platform. Soon, Father Collins here will be establishing a second parish on Residential A, but for now things are a bit crowded there.”


      I blushed, liking these men but having no intention of renewing my faith. “Excellent!”


      “I’m sure I’ll see you there,” Bern replied, his dry tone and grin showing that he saw right through me but didn’t hold a grudge. “And who is this?” he asked, turning to my companion.


      “This is Ahmed,” I replied, “A friend, though one that I’m reasonably sure isn’t a practicing Catholic. I’ve engaged him as a relocation counselor.”


      Father Bern looked him over closely, noting the button camera. Ahmed met his gaze without flinching. “Wise move,” Bern judged eventually. “I’ve dealt with more immigration horror stories than you can imagine. People seem to assume that success here is automatic. But it most definitely is not.”

    


    
      I nodded. “I know that, Father. I want to open a restaurant, but I figure on waiting a while first and taking in the lay of the land.”


      “Restaurants here have very high failure rates,” the priest noted dourly. “Well... My church, St. Francis over on Residential B, runs a relief service. I know that you’ve lapsed, but Father Collins here tells me that you’re a kind man. I hope that you’ll come to see us as a member of one of our congregations. But if not and things go badly, well, we run a soup kitchen over on Industrial as well.”


      I nodded and smiled. “Father, I think I’m a lot more likely to be a donor to, than a partaker from, charity. I thank you for the thought, though, regardless.”


      Bern smiled wanly. “I fear that I’ve heard that one many times before, often enough that I take it with a grain of salt. If you’re willing to work hard, you’ll not starve in Freedom City. But actually being an entrepreneur here is an awful lot like trying to become a professional baseball player back home. You’re in the big leagues now, son. The competition is every bit as good as you are and everyone will be out for your blood. It’s not very Christian, perhaps, but it’s also true enough.” He extended his hand once again. “Welcome to Freedom City, Chris. I truly wish you the very best of luck.”


      I liked the old guy, I decided as I shook his hand heartily. ‘Thank you,” I replied sincerely. “Thank you very much.”


      “No problem, son,” he replied easily. “Come and see us some time.” And with that the two priests picked up Father Collins’ bags and headed on out into the City.


      “May I help you, sir?” the man behind the desk asked as Ahmed and I sat down. “Hi, Ahmed!”


      My guide smiled and replied for me. “This is Mr. Christian Standish, an immigrant. He wishes to check in.”


      The man nodded. “Mr. Standish, I’m Michael Muldoon, of Integrated Contract Services. My company subcontracts me to the Freedom City Board of Directors for this kind of work.” He extended a hand and I shook it. Then he called up my file on his screen. “Everything seems to be pretty much in order here. You came from Florida?”


      “Yes,” I answered. “I tried to start a business, you see...”

    


    
      Michael grinned. “That happens a lot. Looks like you managed to get a decent chunk of change out of the country. Care to share the secret?”


      I grinned, being rather proud of my maneuvering. “Well, they would’ve taxed me at eighty-five percent, right?”


      “You know it,” he answered. “Plus special fees. And they find every penny.”


      “My father died recently, leaving me his home. I sold it for my business startup money, but there was no way that I was going to invest Stateside after seeing the hoops they were going to force me to jump through. After that, I knew that I wanted to come here. But I just couldn’t figure out how to avoid the special exit taxes.”


      Muldoon nodded. “They about wiped me out.”


      “Yeah, eighty-five percent will do that every time. So I did some research and found out that gambling is cheaper than paying taxes.”


      The immigration worker blinked. “Say again?”


      I smiled. “I went to Monte Carlo and gambled away every penny I had, using credit cards so that I could prove I had in fact spent the whole wad. Then I took my winnings, about half as much as I started with, and slipped them into Geneva. When I got back home, I declared myself destitute. And I was, too. In the USA, at least.”


      Michael’s jaw dropped. “Didn’t they record your winnings?”


      “Slot machines don’t record a thing,” I replied pleasantly. “Not when the amounts involved are always kept small. It took me a while, but I spent it all and I’m sure there are video records filed away somewhere that show me losing and losing and losing. No one can ever know exactly how much I went through except me. I filed my paperwork and it clearly showed that I was plumb cleaned out. I could document everything, so that no one could prove that my losing streak wasn’t just as bad as I claimed it was. They probably could’ve busted me for attempted money laundering or something like that, but I’m too small-time for them to turn any profit prosecuting me. Especially since I made at least some intelligent efforts to cover my tracks. They knew it, I knew it and they knew that I knew it. So they held me in jail for a week hoping I’d panic and confess. When I didn’t they got tired of paying for my room and board and let me go. I hitchhiked to Texas, where I quite legally walked across the border into Mexico without a dime in my pockets and picked up the plane ticket that I’d stashed earlier in Nuevo Laredo.”

    


    
      “Great!” Michael replied, stars in his eyes. “I wish I’d thought of that!’


      I blushed modestly. “Well... If enough other people try it, they’ll talk the Monte Carlo folks into monitoring the slots. Nothing that good can last forever.”


      “No,” the administrator replied. “But by god it worked once! Welcome to Freedom City, Mr. Standish! I suspect that you’ll feel right at home here.”


      “I certainly hope so,” I replied with feeling.


      “You will,” Michael assured me. Then his fingers began flying over his keyboard. “Your entry fee is paid in full and you’ve bought a share of stock, I see. That entitles you to free deck access for as long as you hold it.”


      I nodded. As a stockholder, so long as I didn’t commit any serious crimes I needn’t fear forced expulsion. A lot of failures ended up that way. Expulsion was a fate I wanted to avoid at any cost. “It seemed the right thing to do. Even though it drained my working capital pretty badly.”


      Michael nodded. “I did the same. Dividends have proven excellent. Anyway... Have you an address yet?”


      “No,” I replied. “I was trying not to leave any traceable money trail at all. Perhaps Ahmed here can help me find a room?”


      The young Arab smiled and nodded in agreement. Then Michael spoke again. “When he does, Mr. Standish, you may want to come back and register your address. There’s no obligation, but most Citizens find it more convenient to do so. It gets you in the telephone directories and such, if you want to be.” He paused. “There’s only one more thing.”


      “Of course,” I replied easily. Freedom City didn’t admit paupers. “Bank of Geneva. Six four seven nine, eight four one four, four four eight three.”


      Michael punched more keys until the account came up. “Well over the minimum,” he announced after a moment had passed. “Welcome home, Citizen!”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      



      The sun was still blazing away in full tropical glory when Ahmed and I finally emerged on the Freedom City side of the air terminal. By pure coincidence our timing had perfectly matched that of the representative from the Rabbit’s Foot, so that we got to share our sub-tram car with the big lapine and his charges. Ahmed had suggested waiting fifteen minutes for the next car, but I told him I didn’t mind crowds. He shrugged and we climbed aboard.


      I spent most of the trip watching the rabbit, of course. He was gray and wore a long flapping hazel-colored tuxedo jacket. The kids were mesmerized by the sheer reality of this living miracle and I had to admit that I found it hard to look away myself. It was no wonder that Foote’s establishment had done so well, I realized. They’d tapped into the elementary human desire for the pure and wonderful at a very basic level.


      Ahmed noted the direction of my gaze. “The rabbits are very popular here,” he whispered in my ear. “They’re practically the symbol of Freedom City. You say you’re a restaurateur?”


      I nodded.


      “The Footes pay their bunnies among the highest salaries available in the City, at all levels of responsibility. They’re also renowned as good, fair, and generous employers. And while the rabbits are quite popular among us Citizens, there’s a chronic shortage of individuals actually willing to become one. You could do worse.”


      My jaw dropped. “But... But...”


      Ahmed grinned. “Like I said, it’s not for everyone. Most people get a bad case of the heebie-jeebies at the very idea.”

    


    
      “No,” I answered perhaps a tiny bit too quickly. “It’s not that. It’s just that I don’t want to work for anyone else. I want to run my own place. I’m not closed minded about that kind of thing.”


      Ahmed said nothing, but his smile grew wider.


      We stopped at several stations; at each of them my fellow citizens took one look at the tourists and decided to wait for the next tram. I finally asked Ahmed about this. “Is it because no one wants to upset the visitors?”


      “No, not at all. It’s because they don’t care to associate with them. Sure, the rabbits have to. It’s their job and a highly profitable undertaking at that. No one holds it against them. But for the rest of us... Well, we don’t hate the mainlanders, but we do perhaps pity them. We ask ourselves why exactly it is that they haven’t come to join us. They usually seem childlike to us, weak and dependent on others for both ideas and leadership. Sure, there are a few strong individuals among them and often these people can become good friends and solid business associates. But, for the most part, mainlanders seem very sheep-like to us. Or perhaps more correctly, we’re wolves to their toy poodles.”


      I nodded slowly. “And I suppose that we new immigrants get the same treatment?”


      Ahmed shrugged expressively. “Of course. Until you prove yourselves somehow. By making a living successfully for a time, perhaps, or performing some significant public service. In your case, you’ve already proven yourself to me through your Monte Carlo gambling escapade. That was truly the act of a Citizen, Mr. Standish. Bold and resourceful. I salute you.”


      I smiled and we rode on in silence for a time. Eventually the sign at the front of the tram lit up the words “Foote Square” in big red letters and the bunny got to his feet. “This is our stop, folks!” he cried out in a voice rendered high-pitched by his gengineered body. “We’re just one itsy-bitsy little hop away!”


      “Yay!” the kids cried out in deafening unison as the tram car slowed and finally halted. Then the crowd poured forth until we sat nearly alone in the car. A smaller group of mixed humans and rabbity-types then boarded with considerably less enthusiasm.


      “These are mostly ‘Rabbit’s Foot’ workers coming off shift,” Ahmed explained. “They…

    


    
      But he got no further. Nor did anyone else aboard the sub-tram car. Conversation absolutely froze solid as the most sensuously beautiful female I’ve ever seen in my life climbed aboard the car. The woman was perfectly sculpted in profile, and immaculately graceful in movement and poise. I’d never dreamed that there was anything like her to be found anywhere. She was part if not most Bengal tiger, which only served to make her more exotic and wonderful.. The silence dragged on and on and as the feline woman selected a seat and sat down in it, clutching her handbag on her lap. She smiled as she crossed her legs elegantly, fully aware of the disturbance that her entrance had caused and not embarrassed by it in the least. Finally I found the strength to tear my eyes away from the woman. I looked at Ahmed and raised my eyebrow inquiringly.


      “She works at the Kitty Catsle,” he explained in slightly strained tones. “While I respect her freedom to live her life as she chooses to live it, I’m not fully comfortable with what goes on there. May we please change the subject?”


      That was going to be very, very difficult with her sitting just two rows ahead of us and across the aisleway. Even the three-quarters rear profile of her head and neck, all I could see of her besides the gently bobbing sole of a single delicate high-heeled shoe, was ... excessively stimulating. “Yeah,” I agreed absently. “We can change the subject. But one more question first, please?”


      “All right,” Ahmed replied. “What is it?”


      “What’s her name?”


      Ahmed sighed deeply and closed his eyes. Then he muttered something to himself in a language that was probably Arabic. “You can’t possibly afford her,” he said when he opened them up again. “Mr. Standish, as your relocation counselor I must caution you about this. Lobby Cats are highly addictive for some individuals. As I said, you can’t afford her.”


      My smile became a bit forced. “I know that,” I replied evenly. “I’ve even heard of the Catsle. It’s a world famous, ah… establishment after all. But a man is entitled to be curious, is he not? Who is she?”


      “Stripes McKee,” Ahmed replied reluctantly. “A rather pleasant sort, by all accounts, but the priciest of them all. She’s got mostly millionaires for clients these days.”

    


    
      “Stripes McKee,” I answered, memorizing the name. I knew that Ahmed was right, that I had a caviar appetite and a peanut-butter budget. But someday, someday...


      The Lobby Cat only stayed with us for two stops, and then she left us with, if anything, more languid grace than she’d shown while boarding. It was only after Stripes was gone that the conversation level returned to what it’d been.


      “Your first sub-tram ticket was paid for as part of your airline ticket price,” Ahmed said eventually. “The airport is a good distance from the other platforms, so as to reduce noise problems. Therefore no walkway was ever built to it. Walking such a distance wouldn’t have been practical.”


      I nodded.


      “Once we get off, you will have to pay a one-credit fare to get back on board. This fare is reduced to three-quarters of a credit if you arrange for automatic payment. We’re coming up on Freedom Circle, the heart of Commercial Platform. I propose that we get off here and make some financial arrangements for you. That way, you can begin saving money at once.”


      “All right,” I replied. “I’m game.”


      “Excellent.” The red letters in the front of the car lit up and we began to slow. I hefted my single suitcase and then we were out in the City proper.


      It was a madhouse. There were thousands of people milling around everywhere and among them circulated large numbers of highly energized vendors hawking everything from cigarettes to pizza to condoms to heroin. Just as soon as we exited the car, dozens of individuals rushed in to take our place. Ahmed beckoned to me and I leaned over so that he could shout into my ear. “It’s the noon rush!” he cried out. “One of our major shift changes! And this is the central sub-tram station, the only place where you can change trains!” I nodded and then he yelled in my ear once more. “Let’s go up abovedecks! Follow me!”


      Ahmed broke trail for me through the mad extravaganza of entrepreneurial capitalism, while I followed close behind. Presently we came to a long escalator and rode upwards. Sub-trams got their names from being entirely routed belowdecks, I already knew. To leave the sub-tram station one had to climb the equivalent of two or three stories. The automatic doors at the top of the escalator might as well have been jammed open, the crowds were so dense, and everywhere vendors hawked various goods. Once we were well away from the tram station, Ahmed turned to face me once more. “Do you have a banking preference?” he asked me with voice raised.

    


    
      “The closest one!” I answered just as loudly. Truly, I could shop around for bargains later. My guide sidled his way effortlessly through the thronging masses and, still carrying my suitcase, I grimly did my best to keep up. The crowd seemed to thin as we got further and further from the sub-tram station and I moved up alongside Ahmed. “Wow!” I said, still slightly out of breath. “I knew it was crowded here, but...”


      Ahmed smiled. “Our population density is the highest of any nation’s,” he answered. “Which is quite natural, if you think about it. Deck space is the most expensive thing there is, after all.”


      I nodded, understanding in my guts for the first time the real significance of that statement. “Is there any place a man can get away from it all?” I asked after thinking things over for a bit.


      “Of course. Many of us own boats and, for those who do not there are always the rail parks. Also, some individuals like to go belowdecks and fish from the support piers. Though that is rather dangerous; career criminals tend to congregate there.”


      I nodded; this was a fact I’d picked up from my own research. The belowdecks parts of Freedom City were sheltered from the weather and thus attracted drug addicts and the homeless like magnets. Also, they were dark and difficult to police. Every now and again someone at a shareholder’s meeting proposed setting up some improved security measures, but always the cost was just a bit too high for the motion to pass. Besides, crime was not all that big of a problem in the City. Citizens tended to be as stubbornly self-reliant in defending themselves as they were in all other aspects of life. While muggings and robberies and such did happen from time to time, lots of criminals died trying as well. This tended to rather strongly discourage the rest.


      “Not that it always seems so crowded, mind you,” Ahmed continued as we entered a large bank building. “Our businesses generally operate on all three shifts, so that one third of us are sleeping and another third are working all of the time. And, like I said, this was a shift-change.”

    


    
      “Yeah,” I commented. “That seems rather odd. What kind of shift changes at noon?”


      “The twelve-to-twelve, of course” Ahmed replied promptly. “For those businesses that run only two shifts. Generally individuals on twelve-hour shifts are only expected to work five days a week. Many prefer it to the more conventional six eight-hour day schedule, especially since there’s usually more money involved for the additional hours worked.”


      I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. This was a land filled with workaholics, I reminded myself. And I planned to start my own business. Forty-eight or even sixty-hour workweeks were pretty much the norm for entrepreneurs even back in the USA. Or at least they were if said entrepreneurs wanted to actually stay in business.


      There wasn’t much of a crowd in the bank; most of the activity in the building seemed to focus around computer screens rather than living customers. But eventually a clerk came to help us. “May I assist you gentlemen?” he asked politely.


      “This is Mr. Standish,” Ahmed answered for me. “I’m his relocation counselor Ahmed. He needs to get a local drawing account set up. His funds are currently in the Bank of Geneva.”


      The clerk smiled and nodded. “Welcome to Freedom City, Mr. Standish, on behalf of the Bank of Freedom. I’m Henry Hapsworth and I can help get you set up if you’d like.”


      Opening my new account proved to be simple enough; as it happened the Banks of Freedom and Geneva were actually just different branches of one and the same company. All I had to do was sign some papers and have my face recorded. There was a bit more to this than at first met the eye, as most Freedom City residents paid numerous tiny tolls and fees automatically by having their faces scanned. The skull and tooth structure was a unique fingerprint, better than any credit card. From now on, whenever I crossed a bridge or boarded a sub-tram my bank account would be directly docked without my even noticing. The process was so fully automated and so nearly foolproof that it actually helped to keep the fees lower for those of us willing to participate. Many merchants were plugged into the system as well. It was quite a neat arrangement. When we left the bank I watched with new interest as the security scanner above the door swung first to Ahmed, and then to me. It was oddly reassuring to know that instead of being filed under “Unknown,” my bone structure now identified me as a customer. Somehow, it made me feel like I belonged.

    


    
      “What now?” I asked my guide.


      “We need to find a place for you to live,” Ahmed replied. “How cheap are you willing to go?”


      “Very,” I replied with a sigh. I had to conserve my assets, after all. “’Show me the bottom rung.”


      He raised an eyebrow. “The very bottom rung?”


      “Well,” I hedged. “The bottom of where a man not on the edge of starvation might live.”


      “All right,” Ahmed replied. “We’ll need to catch another sub-tram, then. Over to Industrial Platform.”


      “Industrial?” I asked, eyebrows rising. “Not Residential?”


      “You specified bottom-rung,” Ahmed explained. “The cheapest deck space is located on Industrial. Thus, that’s where you’ll find the cheapest housing. It’s really quite simple, once you understand the economic realities of life here.” With that my guide turned and headed back towards the tram station.


      Events proved Ahmed correct on every count. The housing over on Industrial was nothing to get excited about. And the rents were still far higher than I wanted to pay. “I knew that housing costs were high here,” I explained a bit petulantly. “But all the prices I saw quoted were for nice areas. I thought that a slum would run a lot less.”


      My relocation counselor shook his head sadly. “I fear not, Mr. Standish. The big expense is deck space itself. As you can see, the landlord here has been very innovative in his use of an otherwise wasted area.”


      I sighed and looked the sorry building up and down. It was incredible! The structure was nine stories high and at best twelve feet wide. Ahmed had explained to me that in the very early days, before it was fully appreciated just how valuable deck space was going to get, it’d been standard construction practice to leave a little room between buildings, just as was done on the mainland. But later, the odd shaped areas between roaring, stinking factories had been sold for whatever use might be made of them. This one had become a cheap apartment building. Or relatively cheap, at least. Three months rent would run my cash reserves dry, even here. Back home, I’d believed that I could find something far cheaper. Still, we went inside and looked at the two vacant apartments. They were identically drab and both located on the eighth floor. A single hallway ran the length of the building alongside the apartments on each level. The rental units consisted of a pair of six by ten-foot rooms placed end-to end in parallel with the hallway. One of these rooms was minimally equipped with kitchen gear. A single tiny bathroom and closet completed the ensemble. There were no windows at all. It was...terrible.

    


    
      “I’d take it,” Ahmed advised me quietly as the landlord left us alone to talk things over. “It’s a better deal than you probably think.”


      I was tempted; by then I trusted Ahmed’s judgment. But I wanted something cheaper very badly. “Ahmed,” I replied after a time. “You’re probably right. But can you show me something less expensive?”


      “Of course,” my guide replied. He noted the owner’s phone number and then we were off. “All the very cheapest places to live are on Industrial,” he repeated as we walked down the street. “And most of them are right in this area.” We walked about two city blocks, then made a right and walked another block. “Here we are!” he said brightly.


      “Where?” I asked. I could see nothing but squalid factories anywhere.


      “This outfit is located belowdecks, of course” Ahmed replied cheerily. “Space is a bit cheaper down there.” He pointed. “We need to go down that flight of stairs.” Sure enough, almost lost between two massive industrial structures was a little steel stairway. We climbed down out of the sun...


      ...and into a world that hadn’t known sunlight since Industrial had first been welded together. The air stank of mold even with the brisk trade winds blowing, and everything suddenly became drab and utilitarian. A single naked bulb lighted our way, or else it would’ve been much like being inside a cave. There was daylight visible from around the edges of Industrial, but we were perhaps a mile from the platform’s perimeter. Underneath our feet a big barge full of some kind of fluid was noisily pumping its cargo up into the bottom of one of the factory buildings above us, and off in the middle distance a trip hammer was striking it’s target over and over and over again.

    


    
      “Careful!” Ahmed said, pointing out the used hypodermic needles that were crunching underneath our feet. “There aren’t very many sanctioned public accesses to belowdecks. Bums and the homeless like to congregate here and shoot up sometimes.”


      I was already remembering the long and narrow building fondly. “How much further?”


      “Not far,” Ahmed assured me as he started off along the steel catwalk. Then we were there, at the Freedom City equivalent of a flophouse. The setup reminded me very much of something I’d seen on television once, in a special on Tokyo. Rows and rows of little capsules were lined up like cells in a beehive, each one a bit higher than it was wide. They had porthole-like doors in the end facing us, and inside each was a bed and tiny monitor screen mounted on a swinging arm. There was also a keyboard, set up to pivot into place when the bed was raised into a “sitting” position.


      “These are called honeycomb apartments,” Ahmed explained. “The Beatrice Foote Charitable Foundation set them up as a way to help out citizens in trouble. The rental fee is just sufficient to pay for operating costs; Mrs. Foote has essentially donated the equipment and deck space.”


      I nodded vacantly, watching an obviously inebriated man attempt to jam several coins into a porthole’s slot. Eventually he succeeded, and the door of the capsule swung open for him. With great difficulty he climbed in, then locked the hatch behind him.


      “The bathrooms are communal, of course,” my young friend continued, “but these apartments serve as fully legal addresses. If you’re staying here, you can’t be charged with vagrancy. In fact, Mrs. Foote made special efforts to see that a fully functional computer terminal was built into each room. The Daily Freedom donates a download of their paper to each occupied cell so that if someone is out of work they’ll have the resources to find a new job. My congregation supports these facilities as well by offering counseling to those who need it. In fact, I spend one day a week here myself.”


      I nodded slowly. “Son, thanks for showing this to me. But I don’t think I’m hurting badly enough to accept charity quite yet.”

    


    
      “I agree,” Ahmed replied evenly. “You can and should fully pay your own way. But you did ask to see the next level down.”


      “Right,” I agreed. “Thank you. Now let’s find us a telephone and go reserve a long, narrow apartment.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      



      One of the two rooms had already been rented by the time we called back and I counted myself quite lucky to secure the very last one after what I’d seen of the Freedom City real estate market. Deck space was limited, there was plenty of money around and the law of supply and demand did the rest. At least I wasn’t living in a honeycomb. Brr...


      Ahmed and I spent the rest of his time allotment getting me squared away on a dozen scores. Together we activated the apartment terminal and subscribed to the Daily Freedom. We also got my new address registered with the Freedom City Corporation itself. Ahmed warned me that I’d immediately receive a flood of bogus job offers on my electronic mail. “Don’t accept any job where the employer comes eagerly to you,” Ahmed cautioned me sternly. “There are no labor-protection laws here. You might find that the pay is not what was promised, or be exposed to various dangers, or perhaps sign a contract that has less-than-obvious disadvantages to it. Williamson Industries, for example, is notorious for misleading its indentured servants.”


      “I’ve never heard of them,” I answered. “What do they do wrong?’


      “They make you into a Brain, then wire you to a piece of machinery for years at a time,” he answered coldly. “There are no breaks and only the bare minimal amount of rest is allowed. Their brochures emphasize that since you no longer have a body, you no longer get tired. But the psyche itself is worn away by the unremitting boredom and what emerges from the tanks at the end of a contract is often considerably less than human in the ways that really matter. Watch out for them and for other businesses like them. Your best bet is to research, research, research before you sign anything. There are a number of employment contract professionals in town. Call at any time if you wish me to recommend one of them to you—I offer free referrals as my personal contribution towards shutting down operations like Williamson Industries.”

    


    
      I nodded. “That’s very kind of you.” Then I paused and looked at the clock. “We have ninety minutes to go. Can you think of anything else that we need to cover?”


      Ahmed looked thoughtful. “No, Mr. Standish, I can’t. Frankly, I expect you to do well here; already you ‘feel’ like a veteran Citizen in many ways. I’ve avoided the obvious warnings, because you clearly do not need them. Have you any more questions for me?”


      “Maybe,” I replied after a bare moment’s hesitation. Today was a very special day, so what the heck? “Do you and your family like stuffed grape leaves?”


      His eyes lit up with the enthusiasm that only a teen-ager can show for food. “Yes! But why?”


      “They’re my specialty,” I answered. “After all, I am a restaurateur. And it just so happens that I’m in the mood to cook right now. Can you help me find someplace where I can order some basic pots and pans? And some grape leaves?”


      The young man pitched in enthusiastically and with the help of a couple of very prompt deliveries from the ubiquitous phone-order stores we had some grape leaves cooking in nothing flat. One thing I liked about grape leaves was how quickly they could be made. Ahmed stood by patiently as I held him up a bit longer than the time that I’d paid for; like most good people everywhere he understood that friendship is often more important than billing. When he left his arms were loaded with a wide selection of my favorite grape-leaf varieties and his face bore an equally wide smile. “Thank you, Mr. Standish!” he said eagerly. “My mother used to make these when I was little, but lately she’s been so very busy...”


      I reached out and grasped Ahmed’s shoulder; I would have shaken his hand, but it was full of hot food. “These are probably a bit different than your mother’s,” I cautioned him. “I make Cajun grape leaves, Japanese grape leaves, Italian grape leaves ... all of them very different from the traditional Arabic recipes.”

    


    
      Ahmed nodded. “I noticed. But they smell very good nonetheless. Seriously, Mr. Standish, I wish you very well. Call me once you’ve settled in and let me know how you’re doing, won’t you please?”


      “Of course,” I answered. Then he smiled one last time and was gone. I was alone at last in my new home.


      Free at last to do whatever I pleased!


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      



      The first thing that I had to do was wash the dishes. I loaded the tiny dishwasher unit to capacity, and then sat down at my terminal to look over the junk mail Ahmed had warned me about. Sure enough, Williamson Industries was listed prominently; I absently browsed through their brochure. My relocation counselor had pretty much hit the nail right on the head about them. As expected, they tried to draw a very positive picture of my future as a “tireless machine operator”, and of my “joining the ranks of the cutting-edge workers of the future.” The pay looked pretty generous, especially considering that a Brain had no living expenses to speak of. If I hadn’t been warned about them, I might’ve been tempted to inquire further. Which, of course, served to underline the importance of checking out everything in Freedom City. Here the government did indeed grant everyone the freedom to succeed. But in doing so they also granted everyone the freedom to fail, and sometimes very spectacularly at that.


      The rest of the junk ads weren’t so different from what I might’ve expected to see back on the mainland. This made sense, since the art of parting overly optimistic fools from their money hasn’t changed substantially in thousands of years. “Make A Killing in Freedom City Real Estate With Nothing Down!” one ad screamed out. “Earn Thousands By Watching TV!” said another. I smiled nostalgically as I trashed them one by one. “We Can Find the Right Freedom City Job For You!” said a note in blinking letters; when I looked more closely I noted they wanted a one-thousand credit fee—in advance. The rest I deleted without even reading. “You Can Tap The Power of the Pyramids to Earn $$$$’s!” “Daring Entrepreneurs Sought to Market New Free Energy Device!”

    


    
      By the time I was done trashing my garbage the Daily Freedom had arrived. It was a little odd-looking, to Mainlander eyes. The financial section was twice as voluminous as the actual news part and there was no sports coverage at all. Immediately I turned to the employment section. There were listings upon listings upon listings; hundreds of them, all neatly lined up in alphabetical order. Eagerly I dug in.


      “Accountant Wanted. Must be fully certified and bonded by Freedom City Actuarial Oversight Corporation...”


      “Botanist. Must have extensive hydroponics experience...”


      “Dancer, exotic, female...


      “Farmhand. Experienced with assorted livestock...


      “Fish processors. No background check. Will train.”


      “Gardener. For exclusive retirement community located on Residential B, must provide references.”


      “Janitor. Rabbit’s Foot Casino. Experienced. Must be willing to accept lapiform gengineering...”


      “Kitchen Help. Rabbit’s Foot Casino...”


      And so on and on and on. I pored over the list for hours. When I was done, I felt considerably less upbeat. The only jobs I seemed qualified for were fish cleaning, several manual labor positions, various careers as a mindless flunky and becoming a bunny rabbit. This wasn’t what I’d expected from Freedom City at all! Didn’t anyone need a restaurant manager? Everyplace needed restaurant managers; with my experience I’d been just sure that I could find work as one, right away. I sighed and unloaded the clean dishes from my tiny dishwasher, then filled it partially back up with the rest of my dirty cookware. When that was done, I settled down on the bare floor of my apartment and went to sleep. It’d been a long and full day.


      A sore back woke me up extra early the next morning. When I checked I found that the new Daily Freedom had arrived, as well as a nice note from Ahmed expressing his family’s gratitude for the delicious grape leaves. He said that someone would be by in the next few days to return my plates. I smiled at the bit of human contact, then opened up my newspaper. The want ads were essentially unchanged from the day before and I sighed. I couldn’t afford to be without work for very long, not if I was going to build up enough capital to start my own restaurant. But what was I going to do? Clean fish for a living? Working right alongside the criminal types?

    


    
      Walking is cheap entertainment anywhere, so I decided to spend the day looking over my new home. While the streets were crowded, things weren’t nearly so bad this early in the morning as they’d been in Freedom Circle during the noon rush. And with so few customers about, only a few desultory street vendors and prostitutes were out trying to capitalize on the traffic. As the sun came up and the knots began to loosen out of my back, I started to feel optimistic and cheerful once more.


      “Hey, Mister! Want to a buy an egg burrito?” an Oriental vendor cried out in my direction.


      “No thanks,” I replied. “I’m a cook myself.” The vendor looked disappointed, but not for very long. A woman coming from the other direction bought a little something from him and, judging by the way they smiled and chatted for a time, she was probably a regular customer.


      Then I was past the vendors and striding across the long bridge over to Commercial. I’d been thinking about something that was bothering me as I walked along. In most big cities, there were always ads in the employment section looking for restaurant managers. Why was Freedom City so different? The only way I could think of to find out was to visit a few dineries. And most of these ought to be over on Commercial, I reasoned. Besides, the sea air smelled very good and the sun wasn’t yet hot. If I was going to go for a walk, I might as well try to learn something along the way.


      I soon decided that Commercial was an altogether nicer place to be than Industrial. It smelled better, looked better... even the people around me seemed to smile more frequently. I wandered aimlessly for hours, stopping once to buy a fairly good bagel and cup of coffee from a street vendor. “Hey,” I asked the owner. “Are there any restaurants around here?”


      “Isn’t the bagel any good?” she asked me anxiously. “If not, I’ll gladly exchange it.”


      “Oh no,” I answered with a friendly smile. “It’s just that I’m looking for work and I’m an experienced restaurant manager.”


      “Ah,” she answered knowingly. “So am I.”

    


    
      “Really?” I asked. “I was a cook and then a manager at a vegetarian place for almost ten years. I want to start up my own place here, once I learn the ropes.”


      The woman shook her head. “Give it up,” she said simply. “Right now, give it up. It’s impossible. You’ll never make it.”


      I blinked. Twice. “But... But... Why?”


      “Simple economics,” she answered. “You can’t make any money here except on the very high-end trade. Deck space is too expensive to support a dining room on any less and the competition from street vendors is much too fierce. We vendors don’t have to pay anything for space, you see. We can charge a tiny fraction of what a sit-down place would have to. Not that Citizens have all that much time to sit around and eat, anyway. Even where there’s some financial hope for success, up on the top end of the scale, Harvey Foote owns it all. If you’re rich enough, the Clover Room is the place to go have dinner. Nothing else can come close, except of course for the Cat’s Meow. And Foote owns that too, the lucky bastard.”


      I swallowed, hard. “You mean to tell me that there’s not even any fast food here? No place to sit down and eat?”


      The vendor-lady laughed bitterly. “There are a few little places, none of them very healthy financially. Mostly where businessmen go to close deals, or at least the ones not rich enough to eat at Foote’s places. But they don’t ever seem to hire. I never thought I’d live to see the day. We street vendors even drove that golden-arches place out of the City!”


      I stood there with my mouth hanging open for what must have been a very long time. “But... There are always plenty of restaurants everywhere! In every culture!”


      “Not here,” my friend replied grimly. “Not unless Foote owns them. There are lots of little kitchens that deliver hot cooked food to Citizens’ homes, mind you. But it’s not the same thing at all. It takes a different kind of person to run a setup like that. I made the same dumb mistake, pilgrim. Figured I’d have a job for sure. Which just goes to show that you’ve gotta do your homework in Freedom City! Who’d have thunk it?”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      



      I wandered around aimlessly for a while longer, peering into shop windows and gawking not only at the incredible quality of the luxury items displayed there, but even more at the prices. In the very best places, there were no prices displayed in the windows at all, only fabulously expensive-looking goods. Clearly, if you had to ask how much these trinkets cost, you couldn’t afford them. There were professional offices on Commercial too—gengineering clinics, doctors, dentists, realtors, barbers and beauticians, even a few lawyers had set up shop there. Then there were the Freedom City corporate offices, the banks, and the Foote holdings. And that was all! No quaint little bookshops, no secondhand stores, no discount furniture outlets, no supermarkets. Clearly, pretty much everything that could be bought and sold electronically was handled in exactly that way, marketed and delivered from unadorned space-efficient warehouses located over on Industrial, where real estate was marginally cheaper. Only those services that absolutely demanded personal attention appeared able to justify the expense of renting or owning precious deck space. I’d never seen anything like it!


      I was pretty depressed by the time I got back home. There were still some grape leaf fixings left over, so I prepared myself a batch and sat down at my console to think things through a bit. Idly I looked in the yellow pages under “restaurants” and found listed there the Clover Room and the Cat’s Meow. There were almost no others at all. My fellow ex-manager had told me the absolute truth, it seemed. I was a stranger in a strange land and all my experience and training and professional credentials were seemingly useless. This wasn’t at all how I’d expected things to be! There wasn’t much to be done about the situation that I could see, however. I’d messed up, and messed up badly. Instead of mooning about it, I decided to try and see what I could salvage. I set my jaw, then flipped through the Yellow Pages and selected a carryout place at random.

    


    
      “Betty’s Burgers,” a male voice answered. “Sam speaking. How may I help you?”


      “My name is Chris Standish,” I answered cheerily. “I’m a new immigrant, and I’m looking for a good hot meal.”


      “Well, you’ve come to the right place!” Sam replied cheerfully. “Have you seen our menu?”


      It’d been included in the ad. “Yes, of course. I’d like a super-deluxe combo, please. But can I ask you a couple questions, too?”


      “Sure!” the man replied. “We’re slow here just now. Glad to help out a fellow newbie. I’m an immigrant too.”


      “Well ... I’m an experienced restaurant manager,” I explained slowly. “I love the food industry. It’s what I want to do for a living. But carryouts like your outfit seem to be the only career options. What few restaurants there are don’t seem to hire very often.”


      Sam sighed. “You’ll not find many carryouts hiring either,” he answered. “Sorry to tell you this, but just about all of us are strictly family operations. We can keep our prices low and our quality up only so long as we work out of our own apartments; a few folks go so far as to rent bigger apartments with larger kitchens. Only a tiny percentage, however, ever become big enough to justify even that much. Everyone wants to run a little business here and the competition is unbelievable. The whole industry becomes economically nonviable the moment you rent out a special building or hire help. There’s too many other little outfits just waiting to cut your heart out on price. Employees and special facilities add more overhead than the market can support. My wife works her primary job on days and I work third shift. We run Betty’s in our spare time for extra pocket money, and the kids help out whenever they can.”


      My mouth dropped open, then closed again. “But... How do you deliver, if you’re there all alone?”


      “Sometimes the kids do it. But mostly we use a courier service. It’s cheaper than an employee; there’re dozens of folks who do that kind of work in their spare time, too.”


      Utterly beaten, I thanked Sam sincerely for his time and gave my address. Twenty-two minutes later, a heavily breathing preteen delivered a hot burger and fries to my door, for not much more than it would’ve cost me to cook the meal myself. I paid the young man and ate hungrily. Perhaps the most frightening thing of all was that the burger was one of the best I’d ever eaten, with fries that were hot, crisp and made from fresh potatoes. How could anyone ever make any money competing against people who were so good at what they did? And who did it so cheaply to boot?

    


    
      Speaking with Sam and experiencing what Betty’s had to offer in terms of value was so intimidating that I spent some more time paging through the want ads. They hadn’t changed any, however. I still didn’t want to become a fish cleaner, a common laborer or a bunny rabbit, and that was that. But these were the only viable options listed. What I actually wanted to do with my life was becoming less and less important, it seemed, while at the same time the need for an income was steadily growing in urgency all of the time. Good lord! Was I going to have to toil away working god-awful hours at a job I truly hated for the rest of my life? If so, why had I ever left the mainland? I wanted to be an entrepreneur, not a wage slave! Angrily I slammed my console shut and began pacing back and forth. There had to be an answer, there simply had to be!


      And then I had it. The grape leaves had always been my secret weapon. No one else in the world knew how to make them, and several parts of the recipe were considerably less than obvious. Grape leaves kept well, and were small and compact. They could be easily and neatly eaten by a person standing upright, and were fairly cheap to produce. They were, in other words, ideal for street vending, though I’d never considered the possibility while still on the mainland. An entrepreneur must be adaptable, I reminded myself, and ready to alter his plans to fit shifting circumstances. I’d hoped for a middle-to-high class vegetarian sit-down restaurant, true enough. But it just wasn’t going to happen, not unless the rules changed again somehow. I could either take the opportunity that was offered, or not. For a few moments I frowned in concentration...


      ...and then I resolutely got to work designing a vendor’s tray especially meant for a seller of stuffed grape leaves.


      Building my vending tray proved more of a challenge than I would’ve imagined. There were so many decisions to be made! For example, I could either make it small enough to carry onto a sub-tram, or I could make it large and capacious. Not both. Making it smaller would make it lighter and easier to heft, but would also limit my stock in trade. (I’d ruled out a wheeled pushcart from the very beginning, as I had no place to park it. My apartment’s elevator was, predictably, very narrow.) My first design effort was focused on the “small” philosophy, but almost right away I’d run into nearly insurmountable problems with simply not having enough room. So I took another walk, and observed that the vast majority of other food vendors had gone with a “large” design much like the one that I’d first envisioned, with folding legs. That decided me. I’d have to locate a street corner within walking distance, but there it was.

    


    
      The most expensive part of my setup was a fuel cell for electrical power; I planned on selling my product piping hot. It set me back half a month’s rent all by itself, and the basic lumber cost three times what I was used to paying as well. By the time I had the supplies gathered together in my apartment, I realized that somehow I’d worked my way into a “make or break” situation without even realizing it. My funds were becoming critically low and wouldn’t withstand a second attempt. But it felt very, very good deep down inside to finally be actually on my way to entrepreneurship, nonetheless.


      I was just mounting a cash tray into the still-empty shell of my future business when the doorbell rang. Who could it possibly be, I wondered as I stood up from my work and stretched. When I answered, a very large and well dressed Arabic looking man stood there, carrying assorted crockery that I recognized as my own. “Mr. Standish?” he inquired politely in heavily accented English. “I’m Abu al-Buruni. I’ve come to return your plates. The grape leaves were delicious. Thank you very much for them.”


      It took me a moment to comprehend what was happening. This must be Ahmed’s father! I threw the door open wide. “Come on in!” I exclaimed, glad to be seeing a friendly face. “Please excuse the mess. I’m in the middle of building something.”


      “Of course,” my visitor replied with a winning smile very much like his son’s. I relieved him of the plates and offered him a seat in my single chair.


      “I’ve just immigrated,” I explained apologetically. “There hasn’t been much time for me to get set up with furniture and such.”

    


    
      Abu smiled again as his eyes swept over the apartment. “I understand entirely. The situation was much the same for me when I first came to Freedom City. My wife and I, we had nothing.”


      I nodded. “It must’ve been very hard, with a family.”


      My guest shook his head. “Easier perhaps, in some ways. Ahmed was just a baby and I had to ask myself what kind of future he faced in our native land. The answer sustained me through the bad times, and so far Freedom has been very good to us.”


      “Your boy does you great credit,” I commented. “He’s what, about nineteen?”


      “He’ll be nineteen soon,” Abu confirmed.


      “Ahmed is already doing a great job as a relocation counselor. And he’s polite, intelligent, and considerate of others as well. I expect that he’ll go far.”


      Abu grinned. “Thank you very kindly. He spoke of you in very positive terms as well. He believes that you have the makings of a businessman.”


      I blushed a bit. “It’s a measure of how much your son impressed me,” I replied eventually, “that I’m sincerely flattered to hear that.”


      Ahmed’s father gestured at the vendor’s box I was putting together. “I see that you’re anxious to begin.”


      “Yes!” I answered with enthusiasm. “You know, there’s just something about starting your own business. I’ve not been so excited in years.”


      He smiled again “Indeed. And you seem to be a very brave man as well, to attempt such a difficult course.”


      “I know that the competition is going to be fierce, but I plan on selling the grape leaves. They’re hard to reproduce. Hopefully by the time anyone does so, I’ll have enough cash to go into something on a larger scale.”


      Abu nodded again and looked around my barren apartment once more. “Your reserves seem very thin,” he observed.


      I pressed my lips together. “Thinner than I’d like,” I admitted. “Thinner than I planned, even. But I think that they’ll see me through.”


      My guest looked around the room one more time, then met my eyes. “My son will someday take over the family business,” he said after a long moment. “I’ve set him working at his own little business in the meantime as training towards that day. Already he’s meeting people, and learning to judge their strengths and weaknesses. This is a good thing. He’s also making contacts for the future and building up the self-confidence a man needs to prosper in Freedom City.” He paused again. “He thinks that you are going to do well, eventually. Once you ‘learn the ropes,’ as we say here.”

    


    
      There wasn’t much to say, so I just blushed again.


      Abu seemed to reach a decision, then pulled an expensive-looking card out of his vest pocket. “Please,” he said. “Take this, I beg of you. Keep it until you’re sure that the time is right. Then call me.” I took it and looked it over. It was made of the finest materials, and the lettering was in both Arabic and English. “Abu al-Buruni,” it read simply. “Venture Capitalist.”


      I looked around my barren little cave of a cheap apartment in deep embarrassment. Abu followed my gaze and waved his hand in dismissal. “No,” he said. “No, this is nothing to be concerned about. Rather, you would have cause to be ashamed if you’d bought more than you could afford and were living above your means. Truly, I lived with my wife and child in a place little better than this for several years. I’ve not forgotten where I came from.”


      “Sir,” I finally was able to sputter. “Sir... I don’t know what to say.”


      “Then say nothing,” Abu replied with a smile as he stood up to leave. “Say nothing at all. You don’t need an investor to street-vend, Mr. Standish. But perhaps soon you’ll want to move on to something bigger. I invest in men and ideas; these are my stock in trade. My son thinks that you are a man who might someday interest me. If that day should perhaps come, please call me.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      



      I gave what Mr. Al-Buruni had said a lot of thought as I finished up my vending tray and painted it with decorative images of grape vines and the like. Venture capitalists make their livings seeking out good men with sound ideas. Then they back them financially in exchange for a portion of the eventual profits. The risks of investing in this manner are enormous; even the best venture capitalist usually loses his entire wad nineteen or more times out of twenty. But if he plays his cards right, the twentieth investment will make good all the rest and more. Sometimes much more. Many of the world’s richest men were venture capitalists, I knew.


      Late that night, while a coat of white background paint was drying, I idly took a few moments to look up Abu on my console. My jaw dropped when article after article came up about him. My newest friend, it seemed, was worth tens of millions of credits. He owned four percent of Freedom City itself and sat on the Board of Directors. The paint was dry for a very, very long time before I finally recovered enough from the shock to go back to work.


      Since I’d labored all night on the vendor’s tray, I decided to go ahead and sleep in the next day. It’d be my last day off for a long time to come, as I saw things. In the afternoon I ordered enough uncooked food to fill my tray, went to the bank to obtain a supply of small change and scouted around one last time to locate the two or three street-corners I considered most promising. Then I hit the sack early, still tired from all the exertions of the night before.


      Three in the morning came mighty early. Still, I woke up with a spring in my step and a smile on my face. I was in business! Finally, for the first time in my life, I was in charge of my own business, in total control! Sure, there was plenty of work to be done. But I was free, free as a bird! My apartment filled with happy cooking smells as I did the work I loved for no one’s profit but my own, and I hummed and sang to myself as I turned and stuffed and basted. Each grape leaf went into a neat little foil wrapper and then the completed product slipped into its own customized cubbyhole. When the tray was full I tucked my small change into the money tray, put on the flowing pure-white chef’s hat and apron that I’d decided to adopt as my trademark and headed out to work.

    


    
      The very first thing I came to realize was that my tray was heavy; damned heavy, in fact! I’d done all I could in the design process to keep it light, but starting the day with enough product on hand simply dictated carrying a certain amount of mass. I was hurting by the time I got to my selected corner, but I kept right on smiling nonetheless. I’d develop more muscle over time; I had to. And the tray would be much lighter when empty.


      I arrived on station at five, right about the same time as most of my competition. The other vendors frowned and glared at me when they saw me with my brand-new tray, then clustered together in a little knot diagonally opposite to me across the intersection. Presently one of them came over to see me.”


      “Whatcha selling?” he asked in carefully neutral tones.


      “Stuffed grape leaves,” I answered, maintaining my friendly smile. “I doubt that there’s anyone else in the trade. Want a sample?”


      The other vendor shrugged. “Sure. Why not?” I gave him a breakfast leaf, and he sniffed at it appreciatively. “Smells good,” he commented.


      “Tastes good, too,” I offered encouragingly. “Try it.”


      He took a nibble, but instead of smiling his frown grew deeper. “Yeah,” he said absently. “Good.” And then he walked away and rejoined the little cluster of his peers, where he pointed at me and spoke with clear feeling.


      I shrugged. He’d either get used to me or he wouldn’t, I reckoned. His feelings were of little import to me. The crowds began to thicken and I kicked in my secret weapon. Since I’d incorporated a fuel cell into my tray anyway, I also splurged and installed a compact but powerful fan to spread the mouth-watering aroma of my product around freely. It paid immediate dividends.

    


    
      “Mmm!” a middle-aged woman said, walking up. “Smells good! What is it?”


      “Grape leaves,” I replied proudly. “One credit.” She bought, and so did two others who apparently worked with her. I smiled as I made change and thanked my customers, all the while stealing glances at the cluster of vendors across the way. They weren’t even set up for business yet, despite the rapidly increasing shift-change crowd. Something seemed very odd about that.


      Then quite suddenly they made their move. Just as I was selling a grape leaf to a happy customer, a man and a woman from across the street set up their stands at my elbows. “Hey!” I complained. “There’s plenty of room for us all on this corner. Back off a little!”


      “Mister, no offense. But I’ve got a family to feed,” the man at my left muttered. Then he began to cry out the magic words. “Half price!” he cried out. “Special today on egg burritos! Half price!” Then the woman on the other side of me joined right in, anger evident in her tones.


      “Sixty percent off!” she screamed. “I’ll give you sixty percent off on any flapjack sandwich!”


      Suddenly it was war, brutal and savage. “Seventy percent!” I heard the man who’d nibbled my grape leaf earlier cry out from across the way. “No, Seventy-five percent! Seventy-five percent off of any muffin!”


      My jaw dropped as I met the hard, unremitting eyes of the flapjack woman. “You people can’t be serious,” I said reasonably. “We’ll all go broke.”


      “But you’ll go under first,” she said with a hard grin. “Or at least the rest of us are all betting that you will.”


      I couldn’t believe that this was actually happening! “Look, can’t we work this out somehow?”


      “See?” the woman called out to the egg burrito man on the other side of me. “See? I was right. He’s just a damn rookie!”


      “Yeah,” he answered with somewhat less enthusiasm. “Like I said, mister, it ain’t personal.” Then he cut his own prices another ten percent.


      This was incredible; I’d not foreseen anything like it! I could either stand here and sell my goods at a loss until the weakest went to the wall, or I could try another corner. But ... would the same thing happen to me there? Almost certainly, I now realized. The street-vending market was already fully saturated. People only ate so much. My sales volume could only come at the expense of somebody else’s. To the other vendors, I wasn’t a comrade. I was a threat!

    


    
      How could I have been so blind?


      My mind raced as I tried to face this sudden crisis that had come so quickly out of nowhere. Should I cut prices too? Or stand on the unique nature of my product and try to hold out? My bank account was awfully thin, I knew. The flapjack lady was right in that I didn’t have much cash to hold onto my turf with. A few days of deep discounting and I’d be done. Broke. Finished. How had she known?


      Channeling my anger into constructive activity, I picked up my tray and took two steps forward. “Stuffed grape leaves!” I cried out heartily. “Get the newest thing to hit Freedom! Stuffed grape leaves, here!” As I watched, the flapjack lady grimaced fiercely and moved two steps forward as well, paced by the man on my left. It was the newness and quality of my product that they feared most, I suddenly realized. These were my strongest weapons.


      “Get your stuffed grape leaves here!” I cried out, now firm in my resolution to hold onto my price despite all comers. “Only one credit to buy the newest treat in town! Get your stuffed grape leaves!”


      And damned if I didn’t make inroads! People were literally shoving their way past the others and their tired old products to buy my wares instead of theirs for twice, even three times the competition’s price! My little fan hummed and spread the strong mouth-watering scent far and wide. “Grape leaves!” I cried out “This is the City of Freedom! You’re free to try a stuffed grape leaf here today!”


      Then, right in the midst of my triumph something truly awful happened. A woman looked at her foil wrapper and frowned. “Who certifies your kitchen, sir?” she asked politely.


      “What do you mean?” I asked, taken aback. Whatever was she talking about? There was no government certification of restaurants here.


      “Are you a member of the Commercial Food Preparation Quality Cooperative? Or perhaps the Freedom City Quality Standards Association has certified your kitchen and your food-handling procedures?”

    


    
      “Ma’am,” I replied. “I’ve been a certified cook in Florida for over ten years...”


      “Dirty food!” the flapjack woman screamed out in shrill triumph. “The newbie’s selling dirty, uncertified food!”


      “Yes!” the man on the other side of me said, pounding a big hairy fist on his tray. Clearly, he’d been getting worried. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!”


      With upper lip wrinkled in disgust, the woman tossed her grape leaf down and demanded her money back. I gave it freely, unable to meet her eyes. And then it was over, all over, as the other vendors began to chant in unison. “Dir-ty Food!” they cried out. “Dir-ty food!” Everything had come to an end.


      Except for the part where I had to fold up my beautiful new and still heavily-laden vendor’s tray and skulk home with head bowed as my competitors first capered and danced about in joyous triumph, then raised their prices back up to profitable levels once more.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      



      My head was still bowed down as I stepped through my apartment door and slammed the door shut behind me. Then I set down my expensive new vendor’s tray and tossed the splendid white chef’s hat and robe aside. I was seething in anger by then, utterly enraged by the public humiliation I’d undergone. It was entirely my own fault, of course. Even I could see that. But that only made things worse. With shaking hands, I dug down through my trash bin and located the foil wrapper from my Betty’s Burger. Sure enough there it was, the critical clue that I’d missed. Located discreetly off in one corner was an ornate little seal, with the letters “FCQSA” printed above it. Below was written out “Freedom City Quality Standards Association.”


      I wadded up the tinfoil into a tiny little ball and threw it down just as hard as I could. Then I made a very strong effort to calm myself a bit and slow down my racing heartbeat. The sun will rise tomorrow, I told myself over and over again, and life will go on. A brand new day will come, clean and unspoiled. I closed my eyes and tried to picture a calm woodland scene with songbirds chirping and singing all over the place. But all I could see behind my eyelids was the flapjack woman’s face as she screamed out in victory, and the eyes of the crowd as they watched me depart in very public defeat.


      Eventually I turned on my console and did the research that I should’ve done days before. Freedom City didn’t have licensing requirements for the practice of any profession, I discovered, save that incoherent or unconscious persons could only be treated by internationally recognized Doctors of Medicine until they’d clearly and sanely given directions to the contrary. But that didn’t mean there was no social demand for professional certifications; far from it, in fact! Virtually every professional organization had its voluntary regulatory body, from engineers to optometrists. And there were also independent agencies that certified things like plumbing work, electrical wiring, and...

    


    
      ...commercial food preparation services.


      My teeth ground noisily together as I looked up the FCQSA. They claimed to be Freedom City’s largest certification company, specializing in building standards, watercraft, aircraft, and other physical objects. Their logo was particularly striking; it consisted of a Sherlock Holmes figure complete with magnifying lens examining a small boat while the captain calmly looked on. I found food preparation certification listed as a FCQSA sideline. Their standards for certification were listed publicly and my face grew longer and longer as I read them through. I had the wrong kind of mixing bowls. I had the wrong kind of dishwasher. My pots and pans might or might not pass. My foil wrappings were too thin. My vending tray’s heating unit wasn’t good enough. It went on and on and on and on. The more I read, the worse it got. I was supposed to be buying only from certified food suppliers, but I didn’t know if I was or not. In truth I’d been pretty much up to date on this kind of stuff back in Florida. But the FCQSA standards were even tougher than those enforced by mainlander law, not more lenient!


      Anxiously I went looking for the FCQSA’s biggest competitor in food service certification, the Commercial Food Preparation Quality Cooperative. They did only food-related certifications and were just a tad cheaper than the FCQSA. But the Quality Cooperative’s level of standards was every bit as stringent as the FCQSA’s. With a sinking heart I finally accepted that I didn’t have a chance in Hades of finding enough cash to correct all of the deficiencies either group would find in my setup. My “seed” money had by now practically all been eaten up in rent, cooking equipment and, most of all, in the making of my tray. Not only had I designed an expensive setup, but I’d had to buy the tools to build it with as well. Sure, there were a few credits left in the bank. But not enough, not nearly enough, to get me certified. For a very long time I sat at my console staring off into space. I searched for an alternative certifying body, but the only ones I found looked like quack outfits to me and therefore presumably wouldn’t be acceptable to Joe Public either. I thought about going back out and trying to sell my grape leaves without a certification, but the very thought of facing more cries of “Dir-ty food! Dir-ty food!” made me wince. I couldn’t face those cutthroats again, not after I’d made such an incredible fool of myself. Not unless I had everything all locked up so tightly that they couldn’t say a thing about my cleanliness and not until I had enough money in the bank to outlast any foreseeable rounds of price-cutting.

    


    
      The debacle didn’t leave much at all of my dream to someday run my own business. I was fresh out of options. My future was gone, all gone, and a single bitter tear flowed down my cheek, followed shortly by a second and a third. Tomorrow I would certainly have to find a job, but today... Today I would take some time to recover from the incredible beating I’d taken. Carefully I piled up my clothing to make a sort of nest on the floor in lieu of a bed and then I opened the bottle of champagne I’d bought to celebrate the end of my first day as an entrepreneur. Instead of savoring it, I drained it in just a few tasteless gulps.


      Sleep came easily after that, even though I dreamed all night of angry wolf-faced vendors tearing at my flanks and vile flapjack-women crunching my bones in shark-toothed jaws.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      



      The next day, I surprised myself by feeling a lot better and more cheerful. My fuel cell had held out all night and though my grape leaves weren’t fresh enough for sale to paying customers they were still plenty good enough for me. Carefully I unloaded as many as possible of my forgotten wares into the tiny cube of a refrigerator that’d come with my apartment, then I renewed the hydrogen cylinder in my tray to preserve the rest as best as I could. It was a good thing that I truly liked eating my grape leaves; I figured to be living on them for quite some time to come.


      The Daily Freedom had been delivered by then, and I took a few moments as I munched on breakfast to look over the headlines. Much of the world news originated from the mainland, but I found that it already seemed stale and remote. I couldn’t get worked up about rioting in Albuquerque anymore, not now that I had real problems of my own to solve. Nor could I find much reason to care about the fatty-foods tax that was now grinding its way unstoppably through the House. Few people in Freedom City seemed to follow the mainland news, I’d already noted. Now I understood why. They were too busy just surviving amidst all of this insanity. Then I turned to the want ads, the real reason I had subscribed to the “Freedom” in the first place.


      “Appliance Delivery and Setup. exp. req’d. Must have own pushcart.”


      “Bathhouse Attendant, Female.”


      “Deep sea diver. Heavily experienced in oxy-helium work.”


      “Engineer, Railroad, to operate “Mighty-Mite” electric industrial locomotive...”

    


    
      “Fish processors. No background check. Will train.” Well, this ad was an old friend at least!


      “Journalist. FCJU-certified only need apply.”


      “Laser Robot Operator. Experienced with robotic systems.”


      I paused and looked at this last entry for a very long time. I’d operated a robotic french-frying machine for a while. That was experience, wasn’t it? I dialed up the number immediately. “Diamond-Form Enterprises,” a woman’s voice answered. “How may I help you?”


      “I’m calling about the want ad,” I answered bluntly.


      “Ah!” she answered briskly. “Do you have robotic operations experience?”


      I told the truth. “I ran a french-frying robot in a restaurant for a few months, about five years back.”


      “What language did it use?” she asked me.


      “I’m not sure, really” I answered. “I didn’t program it, just operated it.”


      “Hmm.” I could hear disappointment in her voice. “Here you would need to program.”


      “I can learn!” I answered quickly. “I’m very quick.”


      The woman on the other end sighed. “I’m probably going to have to train whoever I hire,” she answered eventually. “And you should know up front that I’m going to require five-twelves, plus frequent overtime.”


      I winced, which fortunately doesn’t show over an audio-only phone connection. “I can deal with that,” I replied, keeping my voice even. “I need to save up some money anyway.”


      There was a long pause. “All right,” she answered eventually. “Be here at two o’clock for an interview. Is that a good time?”


      “Oh, yes!” I answered gratefully. “It sounds very good indeed!”


      The rest of the morning simply flew by; I dug out my best suit of clothing and carefully researched the route over to Diamond-Form. Then I spent some time simply sitting and trying to remember everything I’d ever learned about french-frying robots. Last thing before I left, I scarfed down a couple of grape-leaves to cut down on food expenses. Then I was off!


      Diamond-Form was located a pretty fair distance from my apartment. I wanted to arrive looking cool and collected on a tropically hot day, so I chose to invest in sub-tram fare. The trip was short and uneventful, and the door to the office was unlocked when I arrived. “Hello?” I called out politely; there was no receptionist. “Anyone home?”

    


    
      “Just a moment,” I heard a call from the back of the suite. The voice clearly matched the one I’d heard on the phone. Perhaps a minute passed, and then a petite young woman stepped out to greet me. She was all brisk business...


      ...and she was also quite clearly an elf!


      “Mr. Standish!” she said warmly. “How do you do? I’m Elaine Pengram. My husband Bill and I own and operate Diamond Form.”


      “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Pengram” I replied, trying not to stare. “I... I...”


      Mrs. Pengram blushed slightly. “My husband and I are members of a fantasy role-playing group in our spare time,” she explained. “He’s a satyr. We’ve only been in these bodies for a few weeks and frankly I don’t think either of us are really used to them yet.”


      I smiled. “You look very much at home to me, Ma’am.”


      She grinned back. “Perhaps. In some ways I feel more ‘me’ than ever before. But still, the stares are hard to get used to. So far as I know, Bruce and I are the first of our kinds.” Then Elaine smiled again one last time before getting down to business. “So, Mr. Standish. You’ve run a french-frying robot on the mainland. But you didn’t program it?”


      “No, ma’am” I replied. “The manufacturer did all of the setup. I often tore it down for cleaning, however, and dry-cycled it to ensure that it’d work.”


      “How many axis of movement did this french-frying robot have?”


      Axis of movement? “I’m not sure that I understand the question.”


      “On how many axis did this robot move? What was its work envelope shaped like?”


      “Uh... In truth, I don’t know. We put raw french fries in one end, or fish patties. The machine cooked them at a fixed rate until we told it to stop.”


      “So it was more of an automated machine than a true robot.”


      I shrugged, baffled. “Everyone called it a robot,” I answered eventually.

    


    
      Mrs. Pengram sighed, then gestured for me to follow her. “Come on around back; I’ll show you our setup.” She stepped into a tiny private cubicle and then we went through a door into the shop itself. The floor there was bare concrete and the equipment took up far less space than I’d expected. There were only two machines in view. One was surrounded by broken bits of oddly-shaped styrofoam, while the other was to all appearances a simple closed booth.


      “Diamond-Form uses a patented process to produce three-dimensional cryptocrystalline diamond structural parts,” my interviewer explained. “People have been laser-precipitating crystalline carbons out of carbon dioxide gas for years now, but Bruce and I have found a way to make the process more amenable to complex curves. We’ve landed a contract to produce experimental parts for a new, larger generation of jets for Freedom City Airlines. Time, however, is tight. We need more help and we need it yesterday.” She stepped over and opened the booth, exposing a bulbous-jointed industrial robot with a window at the end of its single arm. Presumably the laser beam shot out from there. “Can you jog the robot for me, Mr. Standish?”


      I wouldn’t have lied, even if I thought I could’ve gotten away with it. Which I could not, of course. “No, ma’am. I don’t even know what the word means. I’m beginning to fear that I’ve wasted your time here today. You need someone with far more experience than me. It wasn’t my intention to mislead, I assure you.”


      Mrs. Pengram sighed. “Truthfully, I’ve wasted your time as much as you have mine, Mr. Standish. I should’ve known better than to drag you all the way over here. Perhaps I was guilty of wishful thinking myself. Skilled help is incredibly hard to find in the City. For what it’s worth, I respect your honesty. If I had time to train you, I’d seriously consider it. But the fact of the matter is that I simply do not have time. Not for the next year or so. Maybe longer.”


      I nodded. “Thank you, ma’am.” And with that, we parted ways.


      



       ***


      



      Beetle operator wanted. Experience in operating articulated power equipment required, must not be afraid of heights.


      Cannery Attendant. Five years experience a must.

    


    
      Drug counselor sought. Certified by FCQSA.


      Fish Processors. No background check. Will train.


      Hydrogen Float attendant. Background in bioengineered systems maintenance...


      Machine repairman. Must have own tools...


      Petroleum synthesizing concern seeks aggressive salespeople with proven records...


      



       ***


      



      “No, Mr. Standish. I’m afraid that we don’t consider handling daily cash flow sheets in a restaurant to be an adequate substitute for the kind of experience we’re seeking...


      “Sir, with all due respect working around explosive gasses can be quite dangerous. I couldn’t ethically send you out on a hydrogen tug without at least some formal training. There are numerous vocational colleges here in Freedom City...


      “No, sir. I can’t hire you at a reduced rate of pay until you’ve picked up the necessary skills. I’m in business to make money, not to do favors for mainlander immigrants too stupid to ensure that they have the training to survive out here.”


      



       ***


      



      Two weeks passed me by without a single nibble on a worthwhile job. I was beginning to feel truly frightened. My supply of grape leaves was gone and I was surviving on oatmeal and pleasant thoughts. Cash was running thin, really thin. And there was only one place I could think of to turn. Shamefacedly, I knocked at the rectory door one sunny afternoon. A frumpy-looking woman answered. “Is Father Collins here?” I asked in a very quiet voice. “Or maybe Father Bern?”


      “Who is it, Gladys?” I heard a familiar voice ask from the cool depths within. It was the older man, Father Bern.


      “Chris,” I answered more forcefully. “Chris Standish. We met at the airport.”


      “Ah, yes!” the voice replied. “Mr. Standish!” The priest stepped up, smiling. “It wasn’t until you’d already left that Marcus told me just how much of a help you were to him. I’m sure he’d want me to thank you once again.”

    


    
      “I ... Uh ... Well, he’s very welcome, of course. I’d do the same for anyone. But that’s not the reason I came.”


      Father Bern looked me in the eyes, then sighed and threw the door open wide. “Come on in, Mr. Standish. I’m sure that between us we can get everything worked out.”


      The priest led me down a narrow corridor and then into a spacious private office, which would have been an expensive luxury by Freedom City standards in almost any profession but his. He sat me down and Gladys brought me hot tea, pure nectar after two weeks of tasteless oatmeal. Then I told him everything. All of it. “I’m not asking for a handout, Father. Honestly I’m not. I’ve lived as cheaply as I know how to and haven’t wasted a single dime since the vendor thing went bad on me. But I just can’t seem to catch a break anywhere! No one wants to hire me. I’ve never had trouble finding a job in my life until I came here. I don’t understand it!”


      The priest sighed, then spoke candidly. “Chris, believe me when I tell you that I’ve heard a thousand versions of this same story. Freedom City is a pitiless place in many ways, a most unchristian place even. When you came here, did you truly imagine that any Citizen would pity you?”


      “No,” I replied. “But I was a winner, a contender! I’ve never accepted charity in my life. And I still don’t want to now, either! I want to earn my way, and I want to succeed by my own efforts. I’m just looking for a break, is all.”


      “The Church offers a certain number of distressed individuals such as yourself a free ride home,” Father Bern said quietly.


      I shook my head firmly. “Thanks, Father, really. But no thanks.” I began to rise to my feet.


      “Please, wait!” the clergyman said, gesturing. “Please!”


      I sat back down, and the priest thought deeply for a moment. “Can you answer a question for me?” he asked eventually. “Just one question?”


      “Sure,” I replied. “Anything.”


      “Why is it that you are so insistent on staying?” he asked, a trace of anger evident in his voice. “Every week someone like yourself comes to me for help after this godless place has torn them all to pieces, yet hardly anyone ever seems willing to leave, to go back to a country where there are social institutions and training programs specifically designed to help them succeed. Can you tell me why?”

    


    
      I looked at the floor, then met his eyes. “Because I’m free here,” I answered. “It’s that simple. I’ve messed up, sure enough. Made mistakes. But tell me something, Father. In all of your travels, have you ever met any other people so very much alive?”


      It was Bern’s turn to look down. “No,” he replied eventually. “I haven’t. But they won’t pass any laws to help the poor!”


      “Do the citizens donate to charity?” I asked.


      “Well ... Yes. Very heavily, in fact. There are dozens of charitable organizations for orphans, the sick, victims of crime ...”


      “Then what more do you want from them? I’m willing to help out someone in need, Father. But I’m not going to carry any deadweight. It’s not ethical to try and force me to carry deadweight, either. I just want to be free to pick and choose who I help, instead of being held up at gunpoint and helpless to control where the funds are distributed.” I paused to switch tracks. “You know, if I really thought deep down that I was deadweight, I’d take you up on that offer of a ride home. I’d be crazy not to, in fact. Deadweight gets treated like royalty back on the mainland. Everyone caters to the ‘poor’, instead of to those who actually invent and produce and make things happen. And I think that’s why there’s so much deadweight, honestly. What you reward, you get more of. What you punish, you get less of. It’s that simple.”


      The priest pressed his lips together and sat quietly for a time. Then he shrugged. “We have very deep philosophical differences, you and I. But this shouldn’t surprise me, I suppose. Not here.” He thumbed through an old-fashioned address book. “I know of someone who will hire almost anyone, Mr. Standish. The work is unpleasant, the hours are long, and the pay is low. But you can survive on it. In fact, a few of my parishioners have done so for as long as several years. You claim that you’re willing to work.” The priest copied a phone number down on a piece of paper. “I promise you, this man will indeed make you do exactly that. But he’s fair, so far as I know, and treats his workers as well as he is able to, by Freedom City standards. He’s not exactly rich himself.”

    


    
      “Is he in some kind of food service business?” I asked eagerly. “I wouldn’t mind low pay if I was able to cook again.”


      The priest smiled sadly. “After a fashion, perhaps,” he answered eventually. “After a fashion. Why don’t you call him and find out?” He passed me his console, and my fingers seemed almost to dance as I dialed the number. It would be so wonderful to have a job again, any job! The circuit rang once, twice, three times...


      ...and then a gruff male voice answered. “MacBain’s Fish Processing,” he answered in harsh tones. “What can I do for you?”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      



      It was the last straw, and I capitulated utterly. If cleaning fish was the only paying work I could find in Freedom City, then cleaning fish it would be. It was better to smell bad than to be deadweight. Besides, there was no more money in my bank account, and I was fresh out of options. MacBain hired me over the phone, no questions asked, and told me to show up at his establishment on Fishmonger’s Square at six the next evening for a twelve-hour shift. I was to bring the six-inch filleting knife of my choice. “I can’t provide those no more,” he explained in a slightly apologetic tone. “Too many of them have walked out.” They also paid their workers daily, in cash. Which should have told me everything that I needed to know about life at MacBain’s.


      There were about twenty prospective employees standing around outside the food-processing plant when shift-change time came. Each was carrying a fillet knife, I noted, and most of these knives had heavily worn handles on them. I’d spent a few minutes yesterday selecting my own tool of choice; having been a cook I knew the value of decent cutlery and had spent a few extra credits on a brand-name unit with a diamond-coated blade that would never need sharpening in my lifetime. It was far and away the nicest knife in the crowd and having it at my side helped me feel a bit more confident in the rather rough and run-down area. Fishmonger’s was located in the worst neighborhood in Freedom City. No one came here as a rule unless they really had to.


      At about ten ‘till six, the front door of MacBain’s opened, and a barrel-chested man wearing rubber boots and a big apron stepped out. He reeked of dead fish. “I need eighteen today!” he called out in a huge bellow. “Eighteen!”

    


    
      The crowd shuffled and grumbled. Clearly some of us weren’t going to find work. “Shit!” I heard one woman say quite clearly. “I’ve got a party to go to anyway.” And with that she left us.


      “Line up!” the man with the boots cried out.


      Rather reluctantly the rest of us formed a parody of a straight line, shoulder to shoulder. The man on my left reeked of strong drink and the woman on my right seemed not to have bathed in months. The booted foreman walked slowly up and down in front of us. “Not you, Tom Williams!” he cried out, stopping and pointing towards a huge bear of a man. “I’m not desperate enough to hire a troublemaker today.” A troublemaker Williams might have been, but he left quietly enough. Slowly the foreman walked down the line until he got to me. He examined my face very carefully. “I don’t know you,” he growled threateningly


      I made a special effort to be polite. “I’m Chris Standish,” I replied with a smile. “Mr. MacBain told me to report here. He said that I should tell you that I’m an experienced chef.”


      Instantly the big man seemed much less foreboding. “Yes. Of course,” he answered. “Go on inside and I’ll meet you in the cleaning room.” I stepped out of line and headed in, feeling angry and jealous eyetracks all over my back. Well, I reasoned, just about all of the rest would be needed too. Once we were working together, maybe things would get better.


      The fish processing plant was much larger than most Freedom City enterprises; it had to be in order to allow room for the crates of iced fish and workbenches that were scattered around all over the place. The day shift was clearly just getting ready to leave. Only one workbench was still occupied. There, an elderly man worked frantically at cleaning fish. Then a horn sounded, and he stabbed his knife angrily into the wooden work surface. “Damn!” he muttered with feeling.


      “I’m sorry, Kevin,” a co-worker said, placing his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Is this two days?”


      “No,” Kevin replied, head lowered. “Three this week.”


      “Ouch. You’ll get written up.”


      “I know,” Kevin replied sadly. “I’m getting too old for this shit.” Slowly he stood up and stretched, then wearily stepped over to the apron rack to hang up his gear. “Too damn old. Jesus, I need a drink!”

    


    
      “What happened?” I asked the younger co-worker.


      He looked at me, face going hard. “You’re new here,” he said coldly.


      “Yeah,” I replied with equal hardness. “I’m new. Now, what happened?”


      The young man shrugged. “Kevin there missed his quota. Not only will his pay rate go down, but because it’s the third time in a week he’ll get a black mark on his record. He’ll be less likely to be picked to work every morning.” He paused, then extended his hand. “I’m Paul.”


      I accepted the reeking hand and shook it firmly. “I’m Chris. It’s my first day.”


      “Obviously,” Paul answered with a friendly grin. “I’d say nice things, but by the end of the shift you’ll hate it here just like the rest of us.” And with those cheerful words, he was gone.


      “Awright!” I heard the foreman’s voice cry out as he entered the cleaning room at the head of the rest of my co-workers. “I know you’re new, Standish. You wait right where you are for just a minute. Anyone else here new?”


      A petite-looking woman raised her hand timidly. “Thompson, you get a trainee tonight then. Anyone else?” No one answered. “Awright, then! Let’s clean fish!”


      There was a sudden rush towards the rubber gloves and aprons then, and I realized that I should’ve grabbed one of the better sets of equipment while the getting was good. But instead of joining the mad rush I stood and waited, as I’d been instructed to do. The foreman made his rounds, making sure that everyone had enough fish to work on for the time being, and then came to see me. He looked me up and down again. “I didn’t think that pretty knife would last very long,” he said eventually.


      Huh? What was he talking about, I asked myself. And then I grabbed at my scabbard. The beautiful diamond-edge blade was gone! Someone had stolen it from me! I must’ve looked pretty funny standing there grasping at an empty scabbard, because the foreman laughed until I thought he was going to burst. Then he clapped a friendly hand on my shoulder. “I’m Angus, Chris. Angus MacBain. Co-owner. Pleased to meet you. And you may consider yourself to have learned tonight’s first lesson. Never, ever bring anything here that you’re not willing to lose.” He smiled, taking some of the sting out of his words. “I’ll set you up with a loaner knife, if you’d like. If you want to keep it, I’ll pull the price of it out of your first day’s pay. That way you can get started right away. Sound all right?”

    


    
      I nodded dumbly as Angus led me to a table off to one side. I’d never even actually gotten to use the diamond-edge... “You used to be a chef,” he repeated.


      “Right.”


      “A real chef, or just a short-order cook?”


      “I’ve worked in several fine establishments,” I answered. “Four-star, one of them.”


      “Then you’ve cooked expensive fish dishes?” he asked, peering at me intently.


      “Of course,” I replied with a shrug. “Red snapper, orange roughie, swordfish...”


      Angus held up a hand. “All right, then. My brother and I, we want to get into a new line. The Rabbit’s Foot people fly their best-quality raw fish in from the mainland right now. We think we can do better on price, and we’ve got a contract to provide part of their supply for an evaluation period. You’re a chef. Do you think that you can clean these expensive fish up and prepare them exactly the way another chef would like to see them come into their kitchen?”


      I thought about it. “Probably,” I said. “I’ll need a little time to get really proficient, though.”


      My boss nodded. “I can understand that. Tell you what. I’ll send you some ordinary mackerel to practice on for the first few hours tonight. Take your time and do the best job that you can. You’re excused from all quotas while you’re on this project. When you’re ready for pricier fish, call me. I’ve already got a few here for you to work on. All right?”


      “All right,” I agreed, a bit bemused. “I’ll just need a knife, and some fish.”


      “Good!” Angus replied, clapping me on the shoulder once more. “Very good! We were lucky to find you just now, I think.” And then he was gone.


      My new knife was plain and wooden-handled, but serviceable enough. Carefully I began gutting and cleaning the mackerel set down before me. It was sloppy and noisome work, certainly. But at least I didn’t have to make my knife sing and dance like the poor bastards huddled together across the aisle. The others were working like automatons, making the scales fly and dropping load after load of guts into the slop buckets underneath their benches. They moved so quickly that Willie, who seemed to be in charge of emptying these buckets, was hard-pressed to keep up. “Over here, Willie!” a voice would call out, and then he would race over with an empty. And just as soon as he’d dumped the contents down a hopper, another cry would arise. “Over here! Over here!”

    


    
      Angus came back to watch me cut after I’d done a dozen or so mackerel. “You’ve wasted a lot of meat,” he pointed out.


      “That’s because I’m looking at these fish like a best-quality chef would,” I countered. “The parts I’ve cut away aren’t as good as the rest. For mackerel it doesn’t really matter. But I thought you wanted me to practice for a swordfish or the like. The chef will be grateful that we’ve done this part for him.”


      Angus frowned, then nodded. “All right,” he allowed eventually. “I can see that. You look ready to me. Want to start on some good stuff?”


      “Sure. But I have a couple questions, if you don’t mind.”


      The foreman’s eyebrows rose. Clearly he wasn’t used to questions from a fish-cleaner. “Sure! Ask away!”


      “Well... I hate to ask, but is this method of cleaning fish really sanitary? I mean, some of these people ...”


      Angus nodded in agreement. “I know exactly what you mean. We hire the dregs here; that’s why I have to be so stern. They aren’t exactly clean-cut. But we use a special automated cleansing and packaging system that irradiates and washes the fillets so well that we don’t have to be particularly sanitary out here. The FCQSA certifies us as safe food handlers because of this machine, despite what you see.”


      I nodded. “But what about tuna and such? The fillets will be much longer, and irregularly shaped to boot.”


      “We’ve got it covered. Our device is very versatile.” He paused. “Why do you ask?”


      “Because I’m a chef, of course,” I replied as if to a child. “I have an ethical duty to produce safe food.”

    


    
      Angus grinned. “First time I’ve ever heard that one,” he allowed. “What else did you want to know?”


      I waved my knife at the spectacle of the other workers frantically slinging scales and calling for their gutbuckets to be emptied. “Why not automate this part of the process too, then?” I asked.


      My employer grinned evilly. “Why buy a machine when manual labor comes so cheap?” he asked. “When times are slow and catches are bad, we just hire fewer folks. If we had a machine, we’d have to make payments on it whether we needed full capacity or not.” He paused. “We don’t get folks like you in here very often, I don’t think.”


      “I’m glad to hear that,” I replied with a sigh. “Or at least I think I am.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven


      



      The special fish that Angus wanted me to work on were permits, a particularly delectable species from the shallows off of the East Coast of the USA. Permit were very rare in restaurants not because they were poor eating—far from it! But they tended to be very hard to catch and thus generally attracted the attention of sportsmen rather than commercial fishermen. I’d never cooked one in my life, but was quite sure that I was up to prepping the two-dozen large fish that Angus brought in to me on a little cart. He watched while I did the first, carefully taking only the very best meat. It took me most of an hour, I was so cautious. Then I did a second and a third, gaining speed every time. By lunchtime I had five finished, and after enjoying every second of our hour’s unpaid break I got right back to work on the others. When I was done Angus clapped me on the back and thanked me, then told me to grab some mackerel and stay busy until the end of the shift. I did so, carefully slipping my completed fillets into the crate assigned to a graying one-eyed woman with bad teeth while Angus wasn’t looking. She smiled gratefully as I helped her make quota, and so did a couple of her co-workers. Then the buzzer went off and the night was finally over.


      I showered for over an hour once I got home, but the smell of fish seemingly didn’t want to leave me. My feet and legs ached terribly, as did the muscles of my lower back. Eventually I gave up trying to scrub away the odor and simply collapsed onto the bare floor where my bed should’ve been…until all too soon the screeching of my console told me it was time to go back to work once more.


      Angus was very glad to see me when I lined up again with the rest. “You did real good work!” he said with a big grin right in front of the others. “The head chef over at the Foot called up my brother today and told him what fine fillets we sent over. He even specifically mentioned how good they were trimmed! We’re gonna get the full contract, I bet.”

    


    
      I smiled back. “I’m glad. Very glad.” The emotion was genuine; anything had to beat cutting up mackerel just as fast as I could for twelve hours a day. Anything!


      The big foreman grinned. “You don’t need to line up out here any more, Standish. You’re in every night you want to work.” He hesitated, then spoke again. “And I’m giving you top cleaner’s rate, too.”


      Willie, who was standing beside me, shuffled his feet at the words; I’d just been permanently assigned to an easier job than anyone else at about a ten-percent increase in pay. “Thanks!” I replied sincerely. “Thank you very much!”


      That night I cleaned no mackerel at all. Instead I worked on several fifty-pound tunas, some drum, several dozen sea bass, and a single glorious swordfish the like of which I’d not seen in years. I was slicing away on it when the accident happened. Suddenly something wet and cold was wrapped around my ankles. “Oops!” Willie the gutbucket dumper said insincerely. “Sorry!”


      The mess was horrid; I’d not bought rubber boots yet, and the fish blood and other secretions absolutely saturated my lower legs and feet. Even worse, I had most of my twelve-hour shift yet to go. “Damnit!” I exploded angrily as Willie stood and grinned. “This isn’t funny!” But seemingly it was, to the rest of the crowd, and pretty soon the whole shop was howling with laughter. I went back to work, sullenly trying to ignore the way my feet squished back and forth in my shoes, chafing off the skin and raising blisters the size of quarters.


      The next night I showed up in spanking-new rubber boots, but managed to have another accident anyway. During break, I left an extremely valuable salmon lying out on my bench. When I came back, it was mangled beyond saving. Angus happened by just as I was staring down at it ruefully. “What in the hell happened?” he demanded angrily.


      “I... I...”


      “Goddamnit, that fish was worth your week’s pay!” He inhaled to shout again, then put two and two together before speaking again. He’d been supervising the cleaning room for a long time, after all, and had few illusions left. “You didn’t do this, did you?” he asked very quietly. “It’s a setup.”

    


    
      I nodded.


      “Shit!” he shouted, removing his battered hat and slapping it up against his thigh. Then he thought for a moment before speaking again. “Look, this is a tough place to work. I can’t protect you, not entirely. But I don’t want to lose you, either. For my part, I’m going to walk away and pretend that this little incident never happened. You, however, need to find a way to strike a balance with these folks. Earn their respect, so to speak. Can you fight?”


      My jaw dropped. “Why... No, not really.”


      Angus sighed. “Too bad. Fists they understand well enough.” He paused. “I don’t know what to tell you, then. You’re going to have to find a way to win them over. In the long run it’s the only way to make it here. But how you do it is up to you.”


      The long days marched on and on and endlessly on. I grew eyes in the back of my head and never left my bench unattended, even at break time. Willie came in one night with a brand new diamond-edge fillet knife, claiming he’d found it. I made it a point to ask him if he’d found a matching sheath, too. But he just smiled widely and said that he was still working on that part. Time passed, and I found that even at top cleaner’s rate I simply was not making ends meet. I sold off my vendor’s tray (making a small profit, the only one that particular business ever netted). Then I cut way back on my health insurance, sold off most of everything else I owned, and stashed the things I simply could not bear to part with (my pots and pans, mostly) in a rented public locker. When my lease was up I moved into the honeycomb apartments belowdecks that Ahmed had shown me seemingly so long ago. They weren’t so bad, really, once you got used to them. And slowly, painfully, I began to actually save up a few credits every week.


      It was about this time that I first met Andy. You don’t see many of the lapine crowd at the honeycombs, but one day a honey-colored lop-eared bunny appeared at the next sink over as I shaved before work. “Mornin’” I greeted him. “Or ‘Afternoon’, I should say. My name is Chris. Chris Standish.”


      He continued to groom himself in silence, so I tried again. “I haven’t seen you around here before.”

    


    
      “And maybe you won’t ever see me again,” he replied in a near growl. Then he turned his back on me and soundlessly stomped out on his big furry feet.


      Days passed, and I forgot all about Andy until I saw him standing in line outside MacBain’s with the rest of the prospective day laborers. There was a big space on each side of him, almost as if the others were afraid to get too close.


      “Twenty-seven!” I heard Angus cry out as I stepped inside. “I need twenty-seven today!” Wow, I said to myself. Twenty-seven! That’d be the most cutters we’d ever had at one time, since I’d started, at least. I wondered where Angus would stack them all. By the time the rest trooped in, I was already wearing my apron and slicing away.


      “Willie!” Angus cried out. “I want you to train Andy here on how to empty gutbuckets. You won’t be able to keep up alone tonight, and I don’t have anyone extra to teach him how to fillet. All right?”


      Willie looked angry. “I don’t wanna work with no damn bunny rabbit,” he muttered.


      Angus slammed his clipboard down in a rage that I by now recognized as more theatrical than real. “You draw my pay, and you will do my work!” he shouted from the depths of his barrel-chest. “Or by god I’ll put you out and call in another worker, whether you’re my second cousin or not!”


      The big slop-bucket man’s eyes flashed in hatred for just one very dangerous second, then he nodded. “I’ll train him,” he said sullenly.


      “Damn right you will!” Angus agreed. Then he turned to the rabbit. “Emptying buckets is easy work, Andy. Or at least it is compared to cutting fish. If you come back tomorrow, I can’t promise you this job again. But for today, I need you there. All right?”


      “Gotcha,” the rabbit agreed laconically.


      I was the pair’s first customer that day, the other shift having left my bucket full. “Willie!” I called out. “Over here!”


      “That’s our signal, see?” Willie explained to his partner. “When they need a new bucket, they call for it. You and I ain’t got time to go hunting for them.” Andy nodded and strode in my direction with an empty bucket. He exchanged the full for the empty and as he did so I whispered in his ear.


      “Watch out,” I said. “Willie’s a bad one.”

    


    
      Andy looked up at me and narrowed his eyes. “Really?” he asked. “What was your first clue?” Then he lifted the full bucket up onto his little cart and rolled it over towards the gut chute.


      “These guts is valuable,” Willie explained solicitously. “They get used for fertilizer and like that. So we gotta be careful and make sure that they all go down the chute. Got it?”


      “Got it,” Andy agreed. Carefully he hefted the bucket and began to tip it over...


      ...just as Willie pushed his own cart right into the back of Andy’s knees. It was over in an instant, and then Andy was lying sputtering in a pool of bloody fish guts.


      “Lookit the bunny!” Willie cried out in merriment. “Aw, lookit the cute bunny rabbit! Ain’t he something really special?” The rest of the shop roared right along with him as Andy tried to climb to his feet but slipped again and fell once more into the stinking mess.


      That was enough for me. I stabbed my knife into the wooden bench top and strode over to where the lapine was still lying. “Come on,” I said, extending a hand. “Let’s get you up out of that mess. Then—”


      Something shoved me from behind, hard. Suddenly I was lying in the fish guts, too. “Aww!” Willie cried out again. “Pretty boy suckass and the bunny faw down go boom!’


      The other workers roared in laughter again and something inside me snapped. Angrily I rolled over to my hands and knees. Then before I had time to think things through and maybe chicken out, I tackled Willie and found myself, much to my amazement, pounding him into a pulp, screaming inarticulately all the while.


      “Fight!” I heard the others begin to chant. “Fight, fight, fight!”


      Willie was a far more skilled fighter than I was, however. He was better armed, as well. I heard the sinister click of a switchblade, then caught the glittering arc out of the corner of my eye as the steel swung toward my vulnerable, unprotected side. I had just enough time to recognize the sight, to experience the sick feeling in my heart as I knew that it was all over for me, that all of my hopes and dreams were about to be extinguished by a moronic bully with an IQ of about sixty when...


      ...there came a flash of fur, then a terrible impact as I was knocked aside. The shock stunned me; for several seconds I laid inert and unable to move. Then I heard Willie cry out in terrible pain and the sound brought me back to my senses. I jumped to my feet, adrenaline pumping and ready to meet any threat.

    


    
      But everything was all over by then. Andy stood solicitously alongside the wounded bucket-man, applying pressure to a large gash running down Willie’s right arm. “He must have fallen on a knife!” Andy said, eyes wide in feigned innocence. “Somebody call an ambulance!” Willie bellowed in rage and tried to twist away. The rabbit countered by subtly shifting his grip. Suddenly the big man slumped over and moaned in agony once again. “It’s bleeding even worse now!” Andy observed. “Would someone please call an ambulance?”


      “What’s going on here?” Angus cried out as he belatedly arrived on the scene.


      “We need an ambulance,” I said calmly, taking my cue from the rabbit. “Willie’s had an accident. Andy here spilled a gutbucket. Willie slipped in the mess, then I fell on top of him. It looks like he landed on a knife. Right, everyone?”


      “Right!” agreed the old lady whom I’d once helped make quota. Then other voices joined in. “Right!” “I saw the whole thing.” “It was a terrible accident!”


      “Goddammit!” the foreman swore. He was no one’s fool and I was quite certain that he had a fair idea of the truth. In fact, he sounded more relieved than anything. “Well, I’ve got insurance to cover this, even if Willie doesn’t. Hang in there son; I’ll go make the call.” Then he was gone.


      “I’ll fuckin’ get you for this,” Willie growled at me. Then he turned to Andy. “And you too, you furball faggot.”


      “Come and try,” Andy replied calmly. “Bring friends, even. If you have any.”


      Willie tried to look tough and was clearly about to say something even more insightful than usual, but then Andy twisted his arm again. “Shit!” Willie screamed instead. “Shit, shit, shit!” Then he lost consciousness and sank face down into the spilled fish guts. The rabbit shook his head, sighed, and then turned to face me. “I think we’re neighbors,” he said flatly. “Maybe you and I oughta walk to and from work together for a while, eh?”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Twelve


      



      And that was the new pattern of things. Andy inherited the gutbucket job permanently, as Willie never showed his face again. The rabbit and I commuted together every day and even though we never said much to each other a definite bond began to develop. Things had gotten rough and we’d taken care of each other. Many friendships have been built on far less. When my rent on the honeycomb cell ran out at the end of the week, I moved into one right next to Andy’s. Soon we even found ourselves sitting playing cards at the old picnic tables provided for our use as part of the honeycomb complex.


      “Gin,” I declared one day as I laid my cards down.


      Andy cursed and tossed his hand in without counting it. “Your game,” he declared as he gathered the cards up to deal again. We both liked playing cards; it was cheap entertainment on our day off. Very rapidly—Andy’s physical coordination was phenomenal—he shuffled and dealt, then picked up his hand and studied them with nose wriggling in concentration. But I left mine on the table.


      “Andy,” I finally said. “I’ve got to ask you something.”


      “Shoot,” the lapine replied absently.


      I sighed; this was not going to be easy. “I’m getting nowhere in life.”


      He shrugged, still studying the cards with his huge brown eyes. “You and me both, kid. Where’s to go?”


      I grinned. “Seriously, now. I’m a cook, Andy, and a damned good one. Not a fish cleaner.”


      “You coulda fooled me.”


      “Heh!” The single syllable of laughter was sharp and bitter. “I’m beginning to wonder if I’m fooling myself. There’s only one place I can go to be a cook in Freedom City, Andy. Or at least my kind of cook.”

    


    
      Andy sighed and laid his cards down. “All right,” he answered eventually. “I like you, kiddo. You’ve got drive and spunk and balls. And you’ve treated me right. So I’m going to talk to you about this exactly once and never again. Do we have a deal?”


      I nodded. “What’s he like to work for, Andy?”


      “Marvelous,” was the unexpected reply. “He treats you like family from day one. And so does everyone else. There’s a strong sense of kinship between all of us bunnies, Chris. It’s something that we just can’t explain to normal humans. Our brains get rewired just a little bit when we’re changed, and that’s part of the package.”


      “Then ... Why are you here?”


      Andy smiled, the first time I’d ever seen him do so. “I’ll discuss being a bunny with you, Chris. And I’ll even discuss working at the Rabbit’s Foot. But we won’t go into that question. All right?”


      “Sure,” I agreed. “I didn’t mean to step on your toes.” I paused for a long time. “Do you think I ought to hire on there, Andy?”


      “Maybe, maybe not. It’s great to be an employee there, once you get past tripping over your new feet and seeing a stranger in the mirror every day. But ... In a way it’s forever, you know? Once you become a bunny, you can’t ever quite be the same again. Sure, a few folks have been changed back. They’ve been bunnies, though, and it shows. They tend to continue to socialize with us lapines rather than normal humans, for example. Frankly, most of us who’ve gone back end up being bunnies again before long.”


      I gulped. “Really? And you ... Have you changed? Inside, I mean.”


      He grinned. “No, I was born with this endearing personality.” He paused in thought. “Seriously, I could go back to human if I wanted to. Tomorrow, even. I always keep just enough in the bank to cover the charges and that’s what I’ve always intended to use it for. But somehow I never do.” He shrugged and picked up his cards again. “Whatever.”


      I sighed. “Andy, I’m not getting ahead at MacBain’s. Or at least not ahead enough to matter. All I’m doing is spinning my wheels and getting older. The other people that work there, all they want is drink or drugs or gambling. But I want a life! I want to succeed!”

    


    
      The rabbit sighed and lowered his cards. “I know. You want to start your own place, right?”


      “Right!” I agreed. “Absolutely.”


      “And you don’t particularly like the idea of becoming a rabbit either, do you?”


      “Well... No offense. But no.”


      “None taken. I didn’t either, but the money and other benefits were more than I could walk away from.” He paused. “Chris, I’d stick things out a little longer, if I were you. There’s a rough sort of justice to life. Your break will either come or it won’t. You’ve made an awful lot of dumb mistakes so far, but so does almost everyone else who embraces a new culture. I think that you deserve a break and that it will eventually come your way. If you’re a bunny locked into a long-term contract when the big chance finally comes, you’ll have to let it pass on by. Cut fish for a while longer and then let’s look at the issue again.” He played a card and, sighing, I picked up my own hand and replied in kind.


      It’d been silly of me to ask Andy about anything really important, I decided. He was a terrible gin rummy player.


      Time went by, and I cut up fish in a dark windowless building for most of my waking hours. It gave me a lot of time to think, so thinking was what I did. How stupid I’d been, I began to realize! I’d deserved every single failure I’d met with. I’d optimistically assumed that the streets of Freedom City were paved with gold, that anyone with drive, determination and character could make it here. But now I understood that it took something more. Massive preparation on a scale that I’d never even imagined, and research, research, research. You had to have brains as well as desire, plus a goodly measure of horse sense.


      Uncomfortably I began to think back to the days when I’d been planning to start a restaurant back on the mainland. I’d made a lot of blind assumptions there too, I now realized. I’d had just enough capital to meet planned expenses, with no real reserve in hand. I’d never drawn up a formal business plan, simply assuming that there’d be enough patrons to go around. The vegetarian restaurant in Florida would’ve failed too, I understood now. It would’ve folded just as spectacularly as my excursion into street vending here in Freedom City had. There, I would have blamed the government, would have blamed the bad economy, would have blamed anyone and everyone but myself. Here, however, there was nowhere to run or hide. I’d been my own worst enemy all along, an earnest young man with big ideas and small means, a dreamer with no solid achievements to his credit.

    


    
      In other words, I’d been a typical mainlander.


      The ugly truth is often said to be hard to swallow, but for me it wasn’t so bad. Perhaps this was because it dawned on me rather slowly, in small bites over a period of many days rather than all in one lump. But in any event, it actually made me feel better to come to the understanding that my misfortunes were all my own fault, that I’d been the final architect of my own destiny. Perhaps this was because if I was solely responsible for my failures, it followed that it was therefore within my power to change things around. “I’ve really been an idiot, Andy,” I said casually one morning while we were walking down the last dark catwalk home from work.


      “No kidding?” he asked with all of his usual tact. “I’d have never guessed.”


      “I had it all and threw it away.”


      “Yep. You’re free to fail here, you know. No one will stop you.”


      “Yeah,” I answered. “Having put the system to the acid test, I can confirm that one-hundred percent.”


      “You’re still alive, you know,” Andy pointed out. “You still have your health. And you might maybe even have learned something.”


      “Oh, yes!” I agreed. “There’s nothing like cutting fish for a living to make sure that a lesson sinks home. If I had it to do over again, I’d do a much better job this time.”


      “Why not?” Andy asked reasonably. “Why not do it over again?”


      I rolled my eyes at him. “On what I make? Come on, my friend. Be real here! We live in the honeycombs, for god’s sake! I’m saving next to nothing and you can’t be doing any better.”


      “We could be saving more,” Andy pointed out. “And should be. A person can always save more.”


      “How?” I asked a bit angrily.”


      Suddenly everything seemed to happen at once. Something crashed into my head, hard, and things went black for just a second. Then I was laying on the metal grillework of the catwalk floor, moaning and trying to slip my brain back into gear.

    


    
      “Andy?” I moaned. “Andy?” Slowly I rose to my hands and knees, in an effort to shake off the blow. My eyes wouldn’t focus properly at first, but I could hear the sound of a struggle nearby. It was Willie! Willie had jumped us!


      I shook my head again to clear the cobwebs, then turned towards the sounds. Someone big had Andy by each arm, and Willie was trying to close in on him with a piece of pipe. “Fuckin’ fag bunny!” he screamed out. “Fuckin’ fag!” But every time he came close enough to strike, Andy would reach up and slash at him with a set of toeclaws.


      I wanted to vomit more than anything else in the world, but Andy was my best friend, my only friend. There had to be something I could do! I staggered to my feet, catching Andy’s eye. He shook his head, signaling me to stay away. But there was no way I’d ever leave him to be beaten up alone. Angrily, I growled deep in my throat and fell on Willie’s back as best I could, strangling him with one wobbly arm.


      “Shit!” I heard Andy cry out. He sort of twisted his body in an odd fashion. First one and then the other man holding him screamed out in agony. Willie, meanwhile, had turned his attention to me. He took the pipe and jabbed at me with it; the impacts hurt a lot more than I’d have expected. I ducked and weaved as best I could, but finally the big man landed one squarely on my collarbone, which made a sick, wet snapping sound. Then I fell to the steel decking again, useless.


      “Shit!” I heard Andy exclaim again. “You motherfucker, you!”


      “Come on, little bunny!” Willie replied. “Let’s play! I’ll break your bones too!”


      Then Andy laughed out loud. “You idiot! I can’t believe that you could live in Freedom City all of your life and still be so stupid! Don’t you know what I am?”


      For the first time, Willie’s voice became a bit uncertain. “No.”


      “Look at the ears, shit for brains! Look at the ears! All of Foote’s Owsla have lop ears. They’re harder to grab in a fight, you see. I’m a fully trained and genetically enhanced ex-cop. In fact, I even still technically belong to the City reserves. Until Chris got back up, I was just playin’. But now it’s for real.”


      Willie froze for a moment, then dropped the pipe from nerveless fingers. “Enhanced,” he whispered.

    


    
      “Well, duh!” Andy replied. “I can’t believe that you didn’t figure that out the first time around. Or even just now when you bounced that silly pipe off of my titanium skull. Didn’t you notice how hard my head felt? But then you always have been a little slow, haven’t you Willie? And now you’ve gone and broken my good friend’s collarbone. That wasn’t very fucking nice of you, now was it?”


      Willie began backing away, but I was in the way. He stepped on my hand and I howled in pain.


      “You just lay quiet, Chris,” the lapine said evenly. “I’ll take care of you in a minute. But I’ve got a debt to square first.” He began advancing, very slowly.


      “Oh, Jesus!” Willie cried in fear. “I’m sorry! Oh sweet Jesus, I am so fucking sorry!”


      Andy just shook his head and advanced another step. “You’re about to be sorrier,” he promised. “Much, much sorrier.”


      Suddenly I smelled urine. “Oh sweet Jesus!” Willie repeated. “Oh, Jesus!” And then he leapt the rail and there was a distant splash. He was gone.


      Instantly Andy was leaning over me checking my injuries. “I’m a trained medic too, Chris,” he explained. “It was part of my contract. You’re probably in a lot of pain, but you’ll be all right. I’m going to run to our apartment, call an ambulance, and then run right back. You said you have insurance, right?”


      “Yeah,” I answered in a half-moan. “Should cover this. Will he drown?”


      “Who gives a flying fuck?” Andy shook his head in disgust. “What your insurance doesn’t pay you can sue Willie for. Or his estate, if any. I’ll be back double-quick!” And then in a flash of flying fur he was gone and finally I was able to vomit in peace and quiet.


      The next few weeks passed in a sort of haze. I had insurance, yes. But I’d not bought a top-notch policy and therefore had to heal up the slow natural way instead of just climbing into a tank for a couple days. Willie survived his little swan dive, however. And with Andy’s help I did in fact sue him for everything he was worth. It wasn’t all that much, but he didn’t put up an expensive fight, either. He knew that we could just as easily have accused him of attempted murder. Even worse, he knew that the charge would’ve stuck. My collarbone was a compound fracture and Willie’s total net worth plus a long-term wage garnishment just about covered my lost wages with a few hundred credits left over for my troubles. Overall I’d have much rather not been beaten up with a pipe at all. However, things could have gone much. Much worse.

    


    
      Andy visited me a lot in the hospital, schedule permitting, and the MacBain brothers even came by. Angus made certain that I knew I’d be welcomed back to work the very first day I felt able; the chef at the Foote had noted my absence immediately. I got flowers from Father Bern, and both Abu Al-Buruni and his son Ahmed dropped by as well. It was really very touching; in the United States I’d not had half so many friends. Back home they claimed that Freedom City was a heartless place, but clearly they didn’t understand us. Here, friendship was based on mutual respect, a concept that I could now see had been nearly forgotten there.


      My shoulder remained too stiff to cut fish for several weeks after the hospital released me, so I sort of puttered around the honeycomb while Andy worked. I cooked a little on the outdoor charcoal grille, and one day just as my companion was due home I made us up a big batch of grape leaves, sort of for old time’s sake.


      “Hi, Chris!” Andy greeted me as he walked down the last ramp. His nose twitched visibly. “What are you…” Then he sort of froze up.


      I cocked my head to one side. “Grape leaves. Why?” But my friend didn’t answer for a very long time. Instead his eyes went so wide that I could watch his pupils dilating. “May I…” he asked gently. “May I please, please, please have one of those things?”


      “Of course” I answered, a bit puzzled. “I made them especially for you.”


      “Oh!” he answered, rolling his eyes in ecstasy. “For me? Thank you so much, Chris!” Then he was leaning over the grille like a starving thing, wolfing down one leaf after another and making little contented sounds. This was so very much unlike the brusque and irreverent Andy I knew. It wasn’t until he’d stuffed himself until his belly bulged that he finally sat down at our little table, eyes still wide.


      “Oh!” he said. “That was so good! I’ve never, ever had any food like that before!”

    


    
      I shrugged, a little bemused. “Those were Cajun grape leaves,” I answered modestly. “I make other flavors, too. Mexican style, Southern style, Italian style…”


      Andy rolled his eyes again. “Oh! Italian grape leaves! What a heavenly thought!” Then with an effort he focused on me. “You’ll have to do this again. Please?”


      “Sure,” I agreed, a little absently. “Any time you’d like.” Little wheels were beginning to spin in the back of my head. “Tell me something, won’t you Andy? Do you think that perhaps other rabbit-people might like eating grape leaves as much as you do?”


      He nodded, still absolutely glowing with contentment. “I think so. We all pretty much like the same things, once we’re bunnies. Why?


      I didn’t answer at first; instead I just let the wheels spin in bigger and bigger and bigger circles. Until… “Woo-hoo!” I cried out, dancing up and down the catwalk. “By heavens, I’ve got it!” Then I rabbit-hopped over to the uncomprehending Andy, grabbed him by the ears and kissed him squarely on the nose. “Eureka!”


      



       ***


      



      Five Months later, after much planning and research…


      



       ***


      



      The countertop was already nice and shiny, but I gave it another going-over just the same. It was almost opening time and I was as nervous as could be. So was Andy, of course, though he didn’t show it quite so much. Mostly his nose just twitched a lot more than usual. I’d gotten to know Andy quite well in recent months and had learned to pick out his every foible. That happens when two men decide to share a honeycomb apartment that was really meant for only one. But as usual, Andy had been right. There were always more ways to save money, if we were but determined enough.


      Not that my savings had meant all that much anyway compared to the money put up by Andy (from his back-to-human-fund, of course) and Abu al-Buruni’s investment firm. Yes, my whole life savings were on the line. But they didn’t amount to a hill of beans compared to what the others had at stake, and that made me nervous sometimes. Still, though, it truly had been my idea to turn conventional wisdom upon its head, and the recipe I was contributing was an asset in and of itself. Andy and Abu had reassured me many times that I was an equal partner, but still I felt sometimes like I’d not brought my share to the table. We’d become very close after that second fight, Andy and I. We trusted each other, in the special way that only men who have risked their lives together can ever understand.

    


    
      Then it was time to open. Andy solemnly unlocked the front doors while I stood and trembled in my boots. Then he turned on the big fans that we were counting on so heavily and waited for the magic to begin.


      It didn’t take long. Within minutes a chocolate brown bunny with huge blue eyes stepped through our door, nose twitching fiercely. “Oh, my!” he said in a near whisper. “Whatever is it that you have cooking here, sir?”


      “Hello, Fuzzy!” Andy called out from across the kitchen. “How’ve you been?”


      Fuzzy turned towards my friend, his eyes growing even wider. “Oh, my! Andy! I haven’t seen you since ... since ...”


      And then the two bunnies were locked in a tight embrace. Andy had warned me that lapine types tended to get very physical about some things, but the actual sight of it was... pretty wonderful, really. They sniffed politely at each other for a time, then smiled and slapped each other’s shoulders in a more human fashion. “I’m so very glad to see you!” Fuzzy said again. “Do you work here?”


      “He’s a co-owner,” I interjected. “I’m Christian Standish.”


      “Co-owner!” Fuzzy repeated, turning back to Andy. “Oh, my! I’m glad for you!”


      My friend grinned. “I missed you guys,” he said eventually. “A lot.”


      Fuzzy turned back to me. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Standish,” he said graciously. “I’m Fuzzy Grendelmann. And whatever you’re making smells absolutely heavenly!”


      “It’s grape leaves,” I answered modestly. “Rather special ones.”


      “Special?” Fuzzy asked. “Special how?”


      “Well...” I explained as Andy grinned in the background. “We have grape leaves stuffed with clover, grape leaves stuffed with shredded carrots, grape leaves made with select tender grasses...”

    


    
      “All of them are very good!” Andy avowed, rubbing his belly. It was considerably larger than it’d been before I began experimenting. “And all of them are fully digestible by us bunnies!”


      Fuzzy looked bemused. “You mean that you’re catering to us Rabbit’s Foot employees? Instead of the tourist trade?”


      I nodded. Our Foote Square address might be expensive, but Abu had agreed that it was vital to success. “I know that it’s a radical concept, sir. But you folks are pretty well heeled yourselves, you know. And Andy tells me that a place for the staff to be able to come and relax might be welcome too.” I nodded off to one side, where a curtain was drawn across our “Snuggle Room”. It was a bit tight in there. However, I was expertly informed that bunnies feel very much at home in tight places. There was just enough room for two or three customers at a time, I reckoned.


      “So that’s why you decided to name this establishment “The Rabbiteria”, Fuzzy said. “Frankly, Mr. Foote thought that you and Abu were trying to cash in on our tourist traffic. We weren’t pleased with the notion, Mr. Standish. Not at all.” He turned to my partner. “Of course, we didn’t know that you were involved, Andy.”


      My friend grinned. “I’m pretty quiet, most of the time.”


      Then Fuzzy, who I was beginning to gather was of some importance in the Foote scheme of things, turned back to me. “But this,” he said slowly. “This is something else entirely.” He licked his lips. “Do you have any clover-flavored grape leaves ready?”


      “Of course,” I replied, placing one on the counter. “For our first customer, it’s on the house.”


      “Oh, my!” the rabbit replied, nodding his thanks. He sniffed at the wrapper, and as I watched his eyes developed the same trancelike glaze that Andy’s had the first time I’d cooked for him. And then he was wolfing down the grape leaf, drooling all the while like a rabid dog. “May I have another?” he asked as soon as he was finished.


      “But of course,” I replied evenly. Herbivores generally have far larger appetites than meat-eaters, an economic factor that we were counting on heavily. “Five credits, please.”


      He tossed a gold coin on the counter. “Just give me four to go, if you’d be so kind. An assortment.” I grinned and bagged the order up, then Fuzzy was gone, trying to eat and rush and maintain his dignity all at the same time while not quite managing to make any of it work very well at all.

    


    
      Business picked up almost immediately after that; in fact within three hours we had bunnies politely elbowing each other out of the way to be waited on. Around noon we hit our break-even point for the day and by two o-clock Andy and I had cleared more credits than we could’ve in a week of fish-cleaning, even allowing for Abu’s share. Perhaps even more importantly, I was standing in my very own kitchen, using the equipment I’d selected to prepare dishes that I’d dreamed up myself. This was true satisfaction! Sure, I was answerable to my partners. But we were generally of like minds, I knew. Everything was as good as it possibly could be. Even the street vendors weren’t competing with us! Or not yet, anyway. After all, they’d be terribly hard-pressed to carry a Snuggle Room around with them, now wouldn’t they?


      It was at three-thirty that Harvey Foote himself finally walked in, nose a-quiver. “Hello, Gwen!” he greeted the doe-bunny standing at the counter. “How are you?”


      “Fine, Mr. Foote,” she answered a bit sheepishly. “I’m on break, and I just—”


      “Never mind, Gwen; I’m planning on eating here too.” He grinned. “How are things in Maintenance?”


      “Pretty good overall, Mr. Foote. But I think we ought to reconsider our last guest-console contract. We’ve had lots of breakdowns.”


      “Really?” the famous rabbit asked, raising his eyebrows. “I hadn’t heard about that.” His eyes went distant for a moment, then focused again. “Yikes! Thirty-eight percent in seven months!”


      “About a third,” Gwen agreed. “I don’t know the exact figure.”


      Harvey smiled. “Thank you, Gwen! Thank you very much. Something will most certainly be done about this, you can be assured.” She blushed, and then was gone.


      “Is Andrew here?” Mr. Foote asked me once Gwen was gone. “I haven’t seen him in ages, and...”


      Just then the curtain separating off the Snuggle Room was thrown open and Andy emerged. He’d been tidying up. “Hello, Mr. Foote!” Andy said. “It’s been a very long time.”

    


    
      “Too long,” Harvey agreed, stepping over to hug my friend. “Much too long.” The hug went on and on and on, until finally Andy pulled away and looked down at the floor.


      Harvey reached out and raised Andy’s chin, looking him directly in the eye. “It was not your fault!” he said urgently. “I’ve reviewed the tapes a thousand times, Andrew. It simply was not your fault!”


      Andy sighed. “Part of me knows that, Mr. Foote. Honest! But still, I just can’t...””


      The white rabbit sighed, then noticed my presence again. “We’ll talk some more another time, Andrew,” he promised. “Just us bunnies. All right? In the meantime I’m pleased to see that you’re taking care of yourself again and not drinking any more.” Then Harv turned towards me. “Nothing personal Mr. Standish. We just have some private issues, Andrew and I.”


      I waved my hand dismissively. Clearly this was something far over my head, and probably none of my business. “I understand entirely, Mr. Foote. Can I offer you a grape leaf? On the house?”


      Foote smiled warmly. “I’ve been hearing about the marvelous food here all day, Mr. Standish. But I’m too rich to accept a freebie; you’ll have to let me pay.” He paused. “I’m very partial to broccoli. Do you by chance...”


      I grinned. It’d been included on the menu especially for him; this time around no one was going to accuse me of failing to do my homework. “But of course,” I replied easily, producing a grape leaf. And as I watched, I saw that even the famous Mr. Foote was truly part rabbit inside. His eyes glazed. His mouth began to water. Then, quite suddenly, the food was gone. “Fabulous!” he declared in a near whisper when he was finished. “Absolutely fabulous!”


      “Thank you,” I replied modestly. “Andy is partly responsible as well, of course. Not being a bunny myself, he had to do all the product testing.”


      Andy grinned and rubbed his bulging belly again. “Yeah, Mr. Foote” he exclaimed. “It was tough work! Unremitting, too.”


      “I’m sure,” Foote replied dryly. Then he turned back to me. “Mr. Standish, my friendly rival Abu informs me that this was all your idea. Why, if I may ask, didn’t you come to me first?”


      My mouth opened, then closed again. “I don’t know,” I answered slowly. “Never thought of it, I suppose. Besides, I already knew Abu.”

    


    
      Harvey sighed. “Sir, you have no idea how long and hard I’ve searched for a decent place to send my employees for a break. Time and again I’ve set up employee cafeterias loaded down with luscious greens, only to see much of the food go to waste because the workers felt guilty about sitting around and went back to work early.” He paused. “In Freedom City we work far too hard, Mr. Standish. We love our jobs too much. I want my rabbits to be fit and rested when they return from break, not still tired and cranky. And now I see what’s been missing.”


      “What’s that?” I asked, genuinely curious.


      “Physical distance,” he answered. “They need a separate building to go to, one that’s close to the complex but not actually part of it. Even more, they need to have a place to go that I don’t personally run, Mr. Standish. To get away from their feeling of duty towards me personally. It’d take a bunny to understand the latter, maybe. But it’s true nonetheless.” Harvey walked over to the Snuggle Room and pulled aside the curtain. “Marvelous,” he muttered. “Simply marvelous. But on much too small a scale.”


      “It was all we could afford,” I answered with just a little bit of hurt showing in my voice. “Deck space is incredibly expensive, sir. You know that better than anyone. Even now, we have to charge many times the cost of our ingredients in order to turn a profit, and the volume must remain almost unnaturally high. If you bunnies ever get tired of grape leaves, we could still go under. I was once told that no restaurant survives here, unless you own it.”


      Foote grinned, looking surprisingly wolf-like. “A lot of businesses don’t survive here unless I own them,” he answered. “But you need not fear me, Mr. Standish. There are two reasons for this. The first, of course, is Andy.” My friend looked down at the ground. “The second is that I honestly believe that this establishment will be of benefit to the Foot, in at least a small way.” He stopped and looked me over appraisingly. “What would you say to coming to work for me, Mr. Standish?’


      I shook my head. “No,” I replied sincerely. “Thank you, but no. I’ve heard nothing but good things about you, Mr. Foote. But I want to be my own boss, or at least a partner like I am here. Frankly, I think I could have been hired by you several times over the last few months. But I wanted to be my own boss.”

    


    
      Harvey stared me in the eye. “Is it the bunny thing, son? If so I understand entirely. It’s not for everyone.”


      I sighed. “I ... I don’t honestly know about the rabbit thing, Mr. Foote.” I nodded at Andy, who was silently watching. “I’ve actually shared a honeycomb apartment with a bunny, Mr. Foote. Snuggling is not a matter of choice in such tight quarters. I’ve even fought alongside a rabbit for my life. I’m not at all prejudiced against gengineered people; I think that’s obvious.”


      Foote nodded. “Agreed.”


      “But well... I just don’t know.”


      The white rabbit sighed. “I like what you’ve done with this business, Standish. Would you let me bankroll you into something a bit bigger, something that I think might fit the needs of my staff even better? For that matter, the only restaurants in Freedom City that succeed are the ones I own. You said it yourself. I’ve been thinking about expanding, son.”


      My guts churned. I wanted to take the offer very badly, but... “I couldn’t let Abu down, sir. Nor Andy.”


      Harvey smiled. “Right answer. But I don’t think it matters anymore. I bought out Abu’s share earlier today, right after I ate the half-grape leaf that was all Fuzzy could force himself to save for me. Your financial partner made a quick profit and is fully satisfied. And I think Andy can speak for himself.”


      My friend grinned. “It’s up to you, Chris. I don’t need a ton of money.” He turned to face Harvey. “But sir, with all due respect I don’t think that I can ever work directly for you again. You’ve been wonderful, but the very idea...”


      Impulsively, Foote hugged Andy again. And as I watched, a single tear rolled down the billionaire’s cheek-fur. “Oh, Andy!” he said with feeling. “I didn’t want you hurt so! Won’t you go to counseling? It was not your fault!”


      “I’ve been to counseling, Harv,” he replied. “And now I’m getting better every day without it. Please, just leave things alone. At least for the moment.”


      The white bunny nodded and pulled away, then turned back to me. “I like your setup, son. Abu likes you as well. You got kicked around, and then stood back up. And, you have that creative spark about you that money simply can’t buy. Tell you what. Andy doesn’t want to work for me just now, and I can understand and accept his reasons for this. You don’t want to work for me either, and I can understand and accept your reasons as well. We’re already partners, legally. How about I pump in some more capital and expand your operations a little bit? Then, down the road, we might go after some local human business as well. I’ve had a hankering to try that for years anyway. It’s not right that Freedom City should be all work and no play. Our people need a place to go out and socialize which they can afford. Maybe between us, we can work something out.”

    


    
      I nodded a bit dreamily. Harvey Foote and Andy and I, partners?


      “Good,” he answered, smiling his world-famous smile. “But there’s one more thing.”


      “What?” I asked, just a little bit shell-shocked.


      “You don’t have to become a rabbit, son. But you do kinda stand out like a sore thumb in here with all that bare skin hanging out. And besides, you’ve seen how we lapine people bond with each other. No matter what, you’ll never really get close to your customers without having fur. It’s just the nature of things. Think about that, and know that I can and will make it easy for you to get yourself changed over. You might even want to pick up a few enhancements; personally I’ve been far more productive since my need for sleep dropped down to about four hours.” He paused. “Really, son. It’s your choice. I give my word that I’ll never push you.”


      “I... I...”


      “I could’ve gotten changed back,” Andy said very quietly. “Doing so might have helped me deal with certain memories, even. But I didn’t, and probably never will. The enhancements are very, very nice to have as well.”


      “I... I...”


      Then the door burst open, and the sexiest, most seductive looking female I’d ever seen stepped into my life for the second time. “Harv!” the tiger-woman complained. “Half your workforce is waiting outside, looking like they’re ready to die of starvation. They won’t come in because there’s a rumor going around that you’re in here talking business, and they don’t want to interrupt.”


      Harv sighed. “I am talking business, Stripes. It’s important. I’ll be done in just a minute. Then we can finish our walk.”

    


    
      The tiger-woman nodded, then wrinkled her nose in disgust. On her perfectly sculpted face, even such a disdainful expression seemed subtly attractive and alluring. “Eew!” she complained. “It smells like rotten grass in here!” Then she was gone.


      I stood frozen with mouth gaping wide, until Harvey and Andy both began to laugh at me. “It’s all right,” Foote said eventually, slapping me on the back. “She has that effect on me too sometimes, you see.”


      I finally was able to speak. “She’s so incredibly beautiful,” I finally whispered.


      “There are many benefits to enhancement, son. Many, many benefits. You don’t necessarily have to grow fur to enjoy them, I’ll grant you. But they sure can be a lot of fun.”


      I gaped again. “You don’t mean...”


      It was Andy’s turn to smile. “Oh yes he does. And she gives discounts to enhanced lovers. I have it on excellent authority that bunnies are her very favorites.”


      “Excellent authority,” Foote agreed. “Quite unimpeachable. She’s still very expensive, even so. But well within the budget of a co-owner of the only successful restaurant chain in Freedom City. Assuming that we’re successful, of course. There’re no guarantees, not ever.”


      “No guarantees,” I repeated dully. My mind still wasn’t exactly on business.


      “My good sir!” Foote replied. “This is Freedom City! The only guarantee you’ll ever get here is one of risk and challenge and danger and opportunity! I’m not immune. I could lose the Foot, you know. Someday, I probably will, given the life expectancy here. It’s statistically inevitable. No, son, there are no guarantees in Freedom. Just risk and challenge and danger and opportunity.”


      “And the freedom to grow,” Andy added quietly. “The freedom to grow just as much as we want to, forever and ever and ever.”


      “I... I...” Impulsively I reached out and gathered both Harv and Andy together into a huge soft hug. It wasn’t a promise, but it was a hint. Hugging was a much more satisfactory way of closing a deal than shaking hands ever could be, I learned immediately. I expected to be learning a lot of new things over the coming years, things that I had never even dreamed of back on the mainland. I would learn and learn, that was for certain. And grow wealthy beyond all measure. In the truest of gold, the friends I’d make and the wisdom I’d amass over the long, full years to come.

    


    
      And it was only then, locked in a soft and furry embrace, that I realized I was finally and forever free.



      

    

  


  


  
    
      


    


    
      



      Please enjoy this sneak peek at


      Phil Geusz’s next Freedom City Novel


      



      Manifest Destiny


      



      The sun sparkled off the deep blue sea as we beat to windward. Each time we hit a wave the hull thundered as it hammered the sea into a foamy mist; the passengers riding up for’rard were absolutely drenched.


      “Do you think we might bring her half a point closer to the wind?” Ken asked me excitedly.


      I grinned at my security chief. Since the Wavehopper had completed fitting out, he’d somehow arranged to schedule himself to act as my personal bodyguard much more often. “Maybe, maybe not---but let’s find out!” Squinting upward at the improbably large area of sail, I switched over into “command” mode and pictured what I wanted. Instantly powerful servomotors changed the set of my fore topsail, bringing it precisely into the position I sought. No other tall-ship captain ever had it half so good! “Helm over,” I thought. Another electric motor whirled the big mahogany wheel, and sure enough, before we knew it Wavehopper was lying nearer to the wind than ever.


      “I’ll be damned,” Anson Howard commented from alongside me. “I didn’t think that she’d take any more.”


      Neither had I, really. But then I’d only been sailing for a few months, and learning to properly handle a square-rigger was the work of a lifetime. “You never know until you try,” I replied smugly. “You just never know.”


      Kiki surfaced then, a goodly distance off the starboard beam. Our course change had caught her by surprise, it seemed. But she’d be back close alongside in seconds—few creatures could swim like a killer whale, after all. She and Ken had tried to make out like the orca was along for the sheer fun of it, but I knew that her real function was to serve as yet another bodyguard for my guests and me. Ken had taken it personally when Bea and I had almost been assassinated together and was no longer inclined to take chances. Nor, for that matter, was I. If Kiki wanted to shepherd us along, that was perfectly fine by me.

    


    
      “Do you think we’re far enough out yet?” asked Hermie, one of my Lobby Cats. He/She wasn’t very much at home out on the water, though Stripes McKee simply loved it. My old friend was sunning herself on the taffrail at that very moment, thinking whatever mysterious thoughts it was that women thought while they lie out in the sun and roast.


      “I can check the GPS!” little Bun-Bun declared proudly, bouncing up and down in excitement. “I know how!”


      “Then go right on ahead!” I answered him with a smile. Bun-Bun was still something of an enigma to me, a middle-aged man who freely chose to live his life as a child. His current body was lapine, and he looked and acted about six years old. Bun-Bun was earning me a mint in royalties and improved TV ratings, but he’d probably always make me a bit uneasy. Proudly the young rabbit made his way across the tilted deck to the helm. I watched carefully as he pressed the correct button.


      “We’re almost there!” he cried out excitedly, hopping up and down again. “Almost there!”


      I switched over to “command” mode again, and verified his reading in my mind. “We sure are!” I exclaimed as if to a real child. It was in fact rather an effort to treat Bun-Bun in any other way. “We’ll hold this course for about another two or three minutes, and then I’ll drop anchor.”


      “Whee!” Bun-Bun cried out excitedly, dancing a little impromptu jig. Hermie, who along with the rest of my erotic dancers had informally adopted Bun-Bun, smiled proudly at me. I smiled back, of course. What else was I going to do? Bun-Bun was free to be whoever he wanted to be, after all. Who was I, wearing a cartoony white rabbit’s body myself, to complain?


      I mentally checked the depth finder one last time to verify that we were indeed in shallow enough water to permit safe anchoring, then furled the sails and brought Wavehopper dead into the wind’s eye. It seemed to take her forever to slow under bare poles; my yacht was a very large one and didn’t stop on a dime. Then, when all forward motion had ceased, I released the main bower anchor with a thought, and the hawser roared out and out and out to the delight of Bun-Bun. As easily as that, we were at anchor.

    


    
      “I hope we don’t have to wait very long,” Anson grumbled next to me. “I’ve got a full schedule this afternoon.”


      I grinned. “You ought to retire, like I did.”


      The Chairman of the Board and Chief Executive Officer of Freedom City Corporation looked sidelong at me. “Retired!” he said. “Hmph! You may not run your hotel full-time anymore, but not a single thing happens over there that you don’t know about in minutes. Besides, your hobbies take up more time and energy than most folk’s livelihoods!”


      There wasn’t much I could do but spread my grin even wider. “Guilty as charged,” I replied. “Young Felix is doing a wonderful job on the day to day drudgery, though. I only spend an hour or two in the morning on the Rabbit’s Foot anymore. If that much.”


      Howard sighed. “If only I could retire,” he answered softly. “But the only other guy I know of that I could trust with this job is named Harvey Foote. He won’t take it off of my hands for me, the old bastard.”


      I shook my head. Howard had maintained his physical appearance at age seventy-five or so, while I had gone for a young adult rabbit body. Yet in reality I was five years his senior. Not that it really mattered much. In truth, I was eighty-nine and he was eighty-three. “No way, Junior. I’m much too old and tired to be running a three-ring circus. You’re doing a fine job. When you get to be my age, you’ve got to slow down a bit.”


      Anson snorted theatrically. “I swear, Harv! One of these days—”


      Then the big annunciator mounted right above the helm spoke out. “Attention, Wavehopper! Attention! Do you read us, Mr. Foote?”


      “Aye!” I answered mentally, still thinking in navalspeak.


      “We’ve had a minor glitch in the hydrogen feed, but it shouldn’t cause a significant delay. Perhaps three minutes. T is now minus seven minutes fourteen seconds and counting.”


      “Roger,” I replied aloud for the benefit of my guests. “Wavehopper out.”

    


    
      “Three minutes,” Anson sighed alongside me. “I guess we can’t complain about that.”


      “Not hardly,” I answered. “When we first started out the countdown holds ran on for days sometimes. It’s the nature of the beast.” Then I raised my voice and keyed into the public address system. “Now hear this! Now hear this! This is your captain speaking! The time is T minus seven minutes or so and counting, so there’s just time to grab one last drink and then man the port rail. All hands, man the port rail!”


      Anson rolled his eyes. “Which side is port again?”


      “Over there,” I replied, pointing to the ship’s left side. “You might want to stand on top of a quarterdeck carronade, or even climb the main chains.”


      “You mean a gun?”


      I sighed in defeat. “Yeah, a gun.” How could anyone not know what a carronade was? “Get a good vantage point while you can—I’m planning to.”


      “Right,” Anson replied.


      “No, left.” I answered quickly. Then before he could answer I was gone to see to the rest of my guests. They were all familiar faces, most of them friends of many a long year’s standing. We’d collaborated together on dozens of ventures, from the Freedom City airport to the construction of the City itself. I circulated freely among them, though Ken dutifully remained well within sight at all times. The drinks were flowing, and everyone was smiling. “Drink up, now!” I encouraged as I passed through. “Drink up and get a good spot by the rail!” And then I was across the deck and on my way down a companionway to where Bea was waiting for me in the main saloon; most of our ladyfolk had clustered there. On my silent furred feet I stepped up behind her and slipped an arm around her waist. “It’s almost time, dear.” I murmured in her ear.


      “Are you sure that you wouldn’t rather have me monitoring?” she asked over our private head-to-head channel. “I’m not an engineer, but…”


      “But nothing,” I replied to her on the same frequency. “Sure, Brains are important to this project, and we can never get enough of them. But funding is important too, and like it or not our funding most often comes from rubbing elbows. You can’t do that from a Brainbox, dearest. And someone’s got to entertain the ladies.”

    


    
      Bea sighed silently, then smiled and spoke aloud. “You heard my husband’s announcement, didn’t you? It’s almost time for the big event! Let’s get up on deck, everyone!” And then suddenly the crowd was headed for the ladder-like staircase, as Bea and I were sort of swept along. Somehow I found myself alongside my old friend Abu al-Buruni as we stepped out into the sun.


      “Greetings, Mr. Foote!” he declared as he squinted in the sudden light. “I must congratulate you on your taste in yachts. I don’t believe that anyone has ever replicated a sailing frigate before.”


      I grinned proudly. “She’s based loosely on the U.S.S. United States, of the Barbary Coast wars and the War of 1812.”


      Abu smiled back. “Yes, I know. My ancestors are originally from Tripoli, you see.”


      Ouch! I needed Abu and his money, and needed it badly. “Sorry.”


      He laughed out loud. “That war was fought a long time ago. And my ancestors had little to be proud of in how they handled their affairs.”


      I felt the knot loosen a little in my stomach. “I chose the United States for her extra hull capacity,” I explained. “Constitution is the most famous of the frigates, of course, and she sailed better. But the resemblance is really only skin deep anyway; being built from modern materials, Wavehopper could easily outsail either vessel. She’s not a racer, but fast enough for my needs. When you get to a certain age, you lose the desire to hurry.”


      Abu smiled. “They called this ship ‘The Covered Wagon’ because she was so much slower than the other American frigates of her squadron; did you know that?”


      I blinked. Was Abu a most unexpected fellow enthusiast, or had he simply done his homework? “I admit,” I answered eventually, “that I’m most surprised that you would know that.” My friend smiled, but remained silent. So I decided to call his bluff, if bluff it was. “I was planning,” I said eventually, “to watch from the mizzen-top. Would you care to join me?”


      “I’d be honored,” Abu replied simply. He turned and headed aft without asking me which mast was the mizzen. So far, so good. Then almost effortlessly the middle-aged Arab scrambled up the main chains, leaving me to follow. Determined not to be shown up on my own ship, I began climbing by way of the ratlines and was already at the masthead by the time he arrived. I reached over and helped him over the last little bit, and then we were side by side once more. There were perhaps two minutes left before the spectacle would begin, and we spent perhaps thirty seconds of them in silence. Then I could stand no more.

    


    
      “All right,” I said. “Lay your cards on the table, Abu. Did you read up on sailing lore just to try and get my goat, or are you a genuine student of naval history?”


      My friend laughed. “Both, really. I knew nothing at all about the subject until last Thursday night, when I decided to look up the United States so as to be able to intelligently converse with you about her. But I’ve found the era genuinely fascinating. What I said was true; my ancestors manned the forts at Tripoli. The more I learn about fighting sail, the more I find that I want to learn. Harv, I fear that you’ve infected me with your hobby.”


      This time it was my turn to laugh. “I knew it had to be real when you picked out the mizzen,” I replied happily, slapping him on the back.


      Then Abu turned to face me, his eyes narrowing. “Coming across the ‘covered wagon’ nickname was rather fortuitous, however. Harv, how serious are you about the Conestoga project? You pursue your hobbies so assiduously these days that it’s most difficult for an outside observer to tell when you’re being serious.”


      I sighed, then gave the most truthful answer that I could. “Abu, I like sailing. I like sailing a lot, even. But I couldn’t play at yachting for the rest of my life. I still feel young and vigorous.”


      Abu’s eyes remained narrow. “And you think there’ll be an eventual return on our investment?”


      “It’s a long shot,” I admitted. “The potential, however, is literally unlimited. Do you want to be left out?” We stood there staring each other in the eyes for seemingly a very long time. Then the voice spoke once more in my head.


      “T minus ten, nine, eight…”


      “Now!” I cried excitedly to Abu, pointing. “Right now! Over that way!”


      “…five, four, three, two, one. Main engine ignition!”

    


    
      Then, as we watched, the most powerful engine ever crafted by the hands and minds of men exploded forth from the special platform we’d built especially for this sort of testing. For just a brief instant there was a blinding light, and then glowing clouds of steam obscured everything as the ocean itself was set aboil for hundreds of yards around the huge flame. The sound arrived as a near-impact, a noise so intense that its leading edge made a discernable distortion in the air as it swept towards us at mach one. Boooooooom! the huge rocket motor cried out in frustration as it generated millions of pounds of thrust but went nowhere nonetheless. The overwhelming sound blanketed all frequencies and everything shook at once as the thunder roared on and on and on. I spared a precious second to look down at my guests, most of whom were staring eastwards in slack-jawed shock at the unexpected ferocity of the ravening beast that I’d unleashed for them. But alone among them all it was Bun-Bun, young Bun-Bun, who was dancing and capering and shaking his fist in the purest of glee. Yes, I thought staring down at him. Yes, little one. Dance away as I would dance, were it not needful that I maintain my dignity. The ship shook and the mast shook and Abu and I shook as I grinned fiercely towards the huge clouds of steam. Then quite suddenly the test burn ended, the great beast died, and all was silent once more.


      The quiet went on for a very long time. Then Abu spoke, his words oddly distant through the ringing in my ears. “Congratulations, Mr. Foote,” he said calmly. “In retrospect I should’ve known that you would find this path. Or perhaps this path has found you. For you’ve always been a dealer in dreams, and this is the greatest dream of them all.” He paused thoughtfully. “I frankly don’t expect to see a return on my money. Or even to see my initial investment recovered. But there’s more to living than mere profit, after all, and more to the human soul than counting dollars and cents.” The Arab reached across and placed his hand on my shoulder, something I’d never known the intensely private man to do before. “We’ll work out terms later, I’m sure. We’ve always been able to do business, you and I. But I’m in this one with you, Harv. All the way in. Because dreams like this one deserve to be kept alive.”
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      About Seasteading


      



      If you’d like to learn more about real life seasteading, visit The Seasteading Institute at http://www.seasteading.org/


      



      The Seasteading Institute is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit, working to enable seasteading communities - floating cities - which will allow the next generation of pioneers to peacefully test new ideas for government. It was founded in 2008 by activist, software engineer and political economic theorist Patri Friedman, grandson of Nobel Prize winning economist Milton Friedman, and technology entrepreneur, investor and philanthropist Peter Thiel. The Institute intends to further the long-term growth of the seasteading movement by researching critical engineering, legal, and business problems, increasing public awareness, and building a core community. Their current focus is on facilitating the creation of the first round of seasteading business ventures, a stepping stone toward the larger vision of full-sized cities at sea.
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