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      Prologue


      



      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.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter One


      



      My head hurt the next morning; even a gengineered body can only absorb so much alcohol without complaint. Even worse, I wasn’t much of a drinker under normal circumstances, and so was unaccustomed to dealing with the aftereffects. But fundraising, I’d learned many moons ago, was thirsty work indeed. Drinking with potential investors was quite simply not an optional activity, and there’d been many investors indeed aboard the Wavehopper. I’d had to tip a glass with every last one save Abu, who as a Muslim of course didn’t imbibe. Even worse, though, was the bad news I was in the process of absorbing from my engineering staff. I’d frankly not expected such a negative report after the stunning success of last night’s main engine test burn.


      My chief engineer pointed a furry finger. “The trouble starts right about … here.”


      I nodded slowly, mesmerized by the sophisticated computer simulation before me. It showed a representation of a Conestoga, rising through the stratosphere. I watched as the image blurred slightly.


      “What you’re seeing is buffeting, Harv. Severe high frequency buffeting.” The image grew blurrier and blurrier until there was a fireball. “Boom,” Lenny said in a dead tone of voice. “One way or another, it always goes boom.”


      I pressed my lips together. “Root cause?” I asked.


      “The tolerances are too loose, Mr. Foote.” This time it was Lenora Robertson speaking, from the other side of me. “Sao Paulo can’t achieve their quality goals.”


      “Damn!” I murmured. “Why not?”

    


    
      “The usual,” Lenny answered with a sigh. “Old equipment. Untrained workers. Poor conditions. Inexperience. And, of course—”


      “—lack of funds,” I finished for him. That was the universal complaint everywhere I turned. My spaceship seemingly burned money even faster than hydrogen. “They’ve got a contract, dammit!”


      “They can’t keep it,” Lenora replied in reasonable tones. “We’re going to have to help them along.”


      I stamped a foot in irritation. “Dammit!” I swore again, a thundercloud on my brow. “We’ve got to get these foreign subcontractors in line somehow! There just aren’t enough industrial facilities in Freedom City for us to build everything here! Not and stay on anything resembling a workable schedule, at any rate.”


      “Is something wrong, dear? I heard you stamp.”


      This time the alarmed voice belonged to Beatrice, and it came from inside my head. “No, hon.” I answered. “It’s just me having a bad hare day. We’ve got problems in Sao Paulo.”


      “Again?”


      “Yes, again. The usual. I’ll tell you all about it tonight, all right?”


      Bea giggled. “You mean you’re the one too busy to talk for once?”


      I couldn’t help but grin. Which was exactly what my wife had intended, of course. She could turn my mood on a dime, and often did. “You’re the one that wanted me to retire,” I pointed out. “With a hobby.”


      Her virtual smile appeared in my mind, then vanished in a flash. “Yes I did, at that. And I’m very pleased indeed with the one that you’ve selected.” Bea paused and smiled. “Seriously, I’ll let you go. Until later tonight. In our bedroom. Maybe you’ll have time for me then?”


      “I don’t know,” I replied with a virtual leer. “There’s so much to do, and so little time to do it in. Maybe I can find something more productive.”


      She grinned again. “Don’t play hard-to-get with me, alpha buck! I’ll be looking forward to it.”


      “Me too. See you later, alpha doe!”


      Mental conversations are much less time-consuming than real-time ones; I’d barely missed a thing. “…could send Craig down there, I suppose.” Leona was saying. “He’s got considerable expertise in aerospace manufacture.”

    


    
      “Right,” I agreed. “Do whatever. But Avacion Centrale will complete their contract to specification and on time. Or they will not receive another dime. Got that?”


      “Yes, sir.” my two lead engineers replied as one. They knew a decision when they heard it.


      “Excellent.” I turned to Roger Abrams, who was in charge of sourcing. “Also, I want you to spec out an alternate supplier at whatever price it takes to meet schedule. Even a single day’s delay is too costly to think about. Don’t cut corners; get my vehicle assembly people the components they need when they need them.”


      “Yes, sir.” my chief procurer answered me. He looked uncomfortable, however, and I noticed Leona and Lenny exchanging worried glances. I sniffed the air, and scented genuine apprehension.


      “What?” I barked. “What else is wrong?”


      My two top people looked at each other again, then Roger made it a three way. Finally, it was he who spoke. “Mr. Foote, I understand that you feel a strong sense of urgency…”


      “Damn straight I do!” I interrupted harshly. “This whole project can and must be completed on schedule, or else the financial structure will fall completely apart!”


      “Yes, of course,” Roger replied soothingly, but he didn’t back down. “To date, however, we have serious sourcing problems in South Africa, Indonesia, Iraq, Pakistan and now Brazil as well. Furthermore, construction is still in an early phase. Things are liable to become far worse before they get better.”


      “The Freedom-built components are all coming along right on time!” I pointed out angrily. “All except the control systems. And the troubled foreign suppliers are much further behind than our control people here are.”


      Roger nodded. “Of course, sir. But you have to understand that not everyone in the world does business as it’s done in Freedom City. Not everyone willingly works eighty-hour weeks.”


      I scowled for just an instant, then carefully forced my face back into a neutral expression. A scowl on the face of a white rabbit looks very silly indeed, and I wasn’t feeling in the slightest bit silly. “We’ve got to rush them along!” I declared, pointing at the exploded Conestoga still spreading itself across the sky in slow motion on the computer monitor. “We’ve got to find a way! Or else make one, if we have to.”

    


    
      The three looked at each other again. “Mr. Foote,” Roger began. “Building a space vehicle is not at all like running a hotel—”


      I fear that I wasn’t in the best of moods. “No,” I interrupted. “It’s not. Properly running a hotel is a much more difficult thing to do than dealing with mere engineering problems that many others have solved before us.”


      My sourcing chief’s mouth fell open. “Mr. Foote,” Leona interjected. “I fear that-”


      “You may fear if you so choose,” I interrupted again. “But I’m not afraid of anything. Or certainly not of deadlines, at least. The reason that deadlines don’t frighten me is because I make it my business to do whatever it takes to meet or beat them. Whatever it takes!” I looked around the table, meeting everyone’s eyes in turn until they looked down towards the tabletop.


      “Harv,” Lenny said slowly, gaze still lowered. “What we’re trying to tell you is that we’re simply not going to make it. We’ll give you our best, but we’re just not going to make it. You can push us just as hard as you want to, but it won’t matter. Conestoga isn’t going to launch on time.”


      I sniffed the air delicately; Lenny was the only other rabbit and therefore long-time employee present at the meeting, the others being mere contractees. He was a second-generation Foote-family member; his father Dennis having worked in accounting. Lenny had gone to college on a Beatrice Foote scholarship, and now was a young and brash and very, very bright aerospace engineer. There was a picture of the teenaged Werner von Braun on his desk, and he wasn’t the only one to draw the comparison. My whole program depended on him. His scent was sincere; he truly believed that we were beaten. Even worse, if he thought that we were dead meat then he was probably right. I’d hired him for his brains, after all. That and his unquestionable loyalty. “All right,” I acknowledged, flopping limply back in my chair and resting my suddenly-aching head on the backrest. “We’re not going to make schedule. What do you think we ought to do about it?”


      Instantly Roger leaned forward. “Insert a sixty-day hold, effective right now. If we go ahead and schedule the delay into our plans immediately, we can save lots of money down the road, and gain back some of the losses through not being in such a rush.”

    


    
      I looked at Leona. “What do you think?”


      She scowled. “I’d need a couple weeks of study before I could make a firm recommendation, sir.”


      Then it was Lenny’s turn. “How about you, son?” I asked, looking at him hopefully.


      His brown and white dappled face wrinkled in concentration. “I need more time to think too, Mr. Foote. Can you ask me again tomorrow?”


      I sighed again. “All right then, team. We meet again tomorrow, same time and place. But we launch on time! All right?”


      Reluctantly Lenny nodded, then Leona. But Roger merely sat and scowled. “All right?” I asked again, looking him directly in the eye. He met my stare for what felt like a very long time, then finally dropped his gaze and nodded as well.


      “All right,” he finally answered, though his voice was heavy with doubt.


      “Excellent!” I answered, exposing my incisors in the widest smile that would fit onto my face. “ I’ll see all of you tomorrow, then!”


      



      The sun was bright and furnace hot as I left the air-conditioned comfort of Conestoga Central. We’d not spent a lot of money on frills at the Foote Space Center, and the naked steel catwalk gratings were uncomfortable to walk on despite the thick fur padding on my soles. It was just as well that I was in a hurry; if I stood in one place too long the heat would soak right on through to my skin. Spots, my guard for the day, was waiting for me silently in a narrow band of shade outside the conference room, sensibly standing on a nice smooth scrap of plywood.


      “Sorry I took so long,” I mumbled in apology. Being constantly guarded was still something that grated on me, despite the proven need. “The conference ran over.”


      Spots shrugged; he was a very large and heavily-muscled brown rabbit with white highlights; the motion seemed to make boulders roll around under his fur. “You pay me by the hour, Mr. Foote,” he replied. “And pretty dammed well at that. You just take care of business and get that dammed rocket flying. I want to turn a profit on my investment!”

    


    
      I smiled and nodded; Spots wasn’t the only one who’d gotten caught up in the excitement of the Conestoga project. Everywhere I went these days ordinary people walked up to me and slapped me on the back while making rocket ship noises. In the beginning we’d run an ad campaign trying to enlist the support of Freedomites, but this had proven totally unnecessary. We were already selling plastic Conestoga toys as fast as we could produce them, and our web site was one of the most-hit in Freedom City. Even more, according to Bea, something like twenty-five percent of the population had actually invested cash money in my wild-eyed scheme. That was a higher percentage than owned stock in the City itself. “Moon Fever!” the Daily Freedom had declared as their headline a few months back. “Local Citizens Going Loonie Over Foote Rocket!”


      Conestoga Platform wasn’t very big by Freedom City standards; just large enough for a space vehicle assembly center that was still under construction and our administrative and control center. We’d not completed the bridge connecting Conestoga to the airport yet, as it was rather a low priority. Therefore, all of our personnel had to commute by boat. It’d become my habit to use the Wavehopper’s gig rather than wait for the old ferry that slowly pounded its way back and forth for everyone else. Freedom City was probably the most egalitarian place on earth, but wealth inevitably had certain privileges. Besides, my time these days was honestly too valuable to waste on ferries. The little pseudo eighteenth-century launch was tied up at my own personal slip just five flights down from the meeting room.


      “I’ll get the bowline!” I told Spots, hopping in. “Would you like to con her?”


      “Aye-aye, sir!” Spots answered happily. He and I both loved to take the tiller, and it would’ve been selfish indeed of me not to share the privilege. I clambered awkwardly across the thwarts, then reached out and unwrapped the mooring line from the deck cleat.


      “We’re free at the bow!” I reported.


      “Aye-aye!” Spots answered again. By then he’d undone the stern line himself and was seated with the tiller under his left arm. “Shove off!” Together Spots and I leaned over and pushed our boat away from the dock. The gig was far heavier than it looked, and had it not been for our gengineered muscles even our combined efforts wouldn’t have accomplished very much. I shoved a little harder than Spots, and as planned my end of the boat traveled a bit further, pointing the bow out to sea. The trades were blowing steadily, the sun was bright, and the Caribbean was the bluest of sparkling blues. Spots was grinning from ear to ear and so, I knew, was I. Boats are magical that way, no matter how big or small they are!

    


    
      Carefully Spots squeezed the throttle concealed in the wooden tiller handle and the little gig came to life as we danced across the sea. The airport was perhaps eight hundred yards away, but on an impulse I changed my mind. “Take us to my yacht!” I called out.


      “Aye-aye, sir!” Spots brought his tiller round, and we swung almost dead into the eye of the wind. Traffic was heavy near the City, as usual. There were fishing boats to be dodged, pleasure craft that demanded continual attention, and of course the ubiquitous hydrogen floats to steer around. My bodyguard was shaping up quite nicely as a coxswain, however. He navigated smoothly and safely.


      “Ahoy, Mr. Foote!” called out an amplified voice from a nearby motor-yacht when we were nearly to our destination.


      “Ahoy!” I cried back, picking up my own megaphone. “What ship?”


      “Timothy Leary, Mr. Foote! This is Malcolm Brannigan! Would you like to come aboard for a drink?”


      My smile froze for just a second. Brannigan was a major Conestoga investor, but also boredom incarnate. One drink would lead to a second, and a third, and a fourth. I raised the megaphone back to my lips. “Hi, Malcolm! Sorry, but no can do today. I’m on my way to a meeting!”


      “Too bad,” my fellow yachtsman replied. His disappointment was audible; I was one of the hottest social properties in Freedom City these days. “Maybe another time?”


      “After the launch!” I promised sincerely. Malcolm was a nice enough guy; just a little snooze-inducing. “After the launch, I’ll have all the time in the world!”


      “Shooo----oom!” he answered, probably making a rocket motion with his hand as well though he was much too far away for me to see. “I’ll have a drink for you, then, Harv! To Conestoga!”

    


    
      “To Conestoga!” I replied. As I lowered my megaphone the Leary’s siren sounded, three shorts and a long. A Morse code V, for victory. Then all of the other yachts were doing the same. “Di di di dah!” they all rang out in a screaming cacophony. “Di di di dah!” My jaw dropped as the salute went on and on and on.


      “They’re all fired up for Conestoga,” Spots observed from the stern. “You should acknowledge them, I think.”


      I blinked. He was right of course. Careful of the motion of the boat, I climbed up on a thwart and waved. This set off an orgy of horn blowing that completely eclipsed the first, but at least this time it died away quickly as soon as I sat back down. “Wow!” I said eventually to Spots. “Just…Wow!”


      Spots grinned. “Freedom City is full of pioneers, Mr. Foote. It’s what we do. You’ve caught the City’s imagination.”


      “Well,” I acknowledged. “Maybe I have at that.”


      “Believe me, sir, you have.” My guard paused, then pointed. “Look over there!”


      I followed his finger. He was pointing at Defense Platform Seven, located well out to sea. Normal human eyes wouldn’t have noticed anything unusual going on there, but Spots and I both could make things out clearly. The missile crews were drilling, something you didn’t get to see every day. I watched as the deadly projectiles tracked a nonexistent enemy. “Bea?” I asked on my internal link.”


      “Yes, Honeybunny?”


      “I’m looking at Defense Seven. They’re doing a drill. Who’s out there?”


      “Militia Company Forty-Two,” she answered promptly. “Two of them are our rabbits. On paid leave, of course. Why do you ask?”


      I nodded. “Just idle curiosity. Thanks, love!” In point of fact, I’d merely wanted the reassurance of hearing my wife’s sweet voice again. The defense platforms had been erected as a direct response to the assassination attempt on the two of us, an attempt which had come too damned close to succeeding in her case. I’d genuinely believed her to be dead for over a week. There’d even been a funeral. And I never, ever wanted to live through something like that again.


      We were approaching Wavehopper by then, and as usual Gabe was alert and ready for us. “Ahoy the boat!” he called out in his best naval drawl. The big frigate was actually a minor tourist attraction in its own right; we kept her moored right off of Foote Square. Part of Gabe’s job was to put on a nice show every chance he got.

    


    
      “Aye!” Spots answered, holding four fingers in the air. This was historically proper navalspeak that served to indicate that an officer was present in the boat. The four fingers indicated that I was to receive honors due a post-captain. In reality labor was far too expensive in Freedom City to allow us to actually employ sideboys and pipers, though once or twice re-enactment groups had come and performed for us. We strove, however, to keep the ceremonial as authentic as was reasonably possible for the sake of the tourists. Gabe’s assistant Patch came running across the deck with his pipe, and Spots brought us alongside.


      “Handsomely now, Cox’n!” Gabe bawled out, sounding as if his lungs were made of leather. “Handsomely!” I grinned again. “Handsomely” meant “slowly” to an eighteenth century sailor, but if anything the inexperienced Spots was already being just a tad too hesitant. Gabe was bellowing just for the sheer theater of it. We came alongside the main chains then, and I stood up and readied myself to come aboard. There was a slight sea running, and timing was crucial. The gig rose, fell, rose again...


      ...and I timed my jump perfectly, powerful gengineered hind legs propelling me far higher up the side of my ship than any real frigate captain’s natural legs ever had. I climbed the chains briskly, Patch’s bos’n pipes screeching out the instant my head reached the level of the deck. In the background I noted a black ball rising up the mizzen halyard. Gabe had timed things perfectly; the black ball exploded into a Commodore’s flag precisely as my foot hit the deck. We were minus some manpower, but the ceremony was magnificent nonetheless. “Commodore on deck!” Gabe cried out, standing at firm attention. Boom! roared one of the six-pounder signaling guns forward, fired by remote control. A Commodore shifting his flag merited three guns, the smallest salute in the service. Our crowd of tourists loved every second of it, even when the stinking, sulfurous black-powder smoke drifted downwind over them. Boom, Boom! I’d felt rather silly going through all of this rigmarole at first. But Gabe had insisted, once he’d discovered that Anson had legally commissioned Wavehopper flagship of the non-existent Freedom City Navy as a joke. The moment he got word, Gabe had come to me and soberly insisted that all the proper traditions simply must be upheld. There’s no one more superstitious than a sailor, and Bea took the opportunity to suggest that the tourists might enjoy the show. She was right, of course. They came by the dozen, hoping to see me come or go. She’d always been the smart one.

    


    
      “At ease!” I barked, saluting the tan-colored Freedom City naval ensign fluttering at the mizzen top. I’d designed it myself, not long after the kidnapping. Or I’d lifted the design, rather, from the very best of sources. It consisted of a coiled rattlesnake with the immortal words “Don’t Tread On Me!” arranged around the serpent. With my salute of our ensign the little playlet was over. The small crowd gathered on Foote Pier whistled and clapped appreciatively. “Shoo-oom!” one of them cried out, raising her hand like a rocket in flight. I waved back specially at her, and she blushed and curtsied. Then it was time to get back to work. “How are things going, Gabe?” I asked the man who knew my ship far better than I ever could. “Is everything in order here?”


      “Yes, sir!” he answered me with a big grin. Gabe, I knew, counted himself the luckiest man in the world. The old salt hadn’t hesitated a moment when I’d made him an offer of employment. Even the rabbit thing hadn’t slowed him down, though he’d pointed out that we lapines aren’t exactly noted for our affinity to water. “Everything is as perfect as it can be made, sir!”


      I nodded and looked around. Maintaining a real wooden frigate had once been the full-time work of a hundred men or more, but Wavehopper got by just fine with her crew of two. The deck was perpetually holystoned a snowy white, both standing and running rigging were in equally flawless condition. My yacht was always ready to sail anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice. “Excellent. Everything looks fine here.”


      Gabe swelled with pride, even though my inspection had been perfunctory in the extreme. “Thank you, sir! Is there anything that Patch and I can do for you today?”


      “No,” I answered. “I’d love to take her out for a run, but things are much too busy. To tell you the truth, I came this way to avoid as much of a sub-tram trip as I could. Even though the trip is longer, it’s worth it.”

    


    
      The black hare smiled. “Shoo-oom!” he replied, making the accompanying gesture. In the background, Patch nearly doubled over laughing.


      I smiled. “Yeah, it does sort of get old after a while. Better lay in lots of powder for the saluting guns; I might be taking this route quite a bit if the hysteria doesn’t die down pretty soon.”


      “It won’t die down, you know,” Gabe replied soberly, looking me directly in the eye. “Not for years. Maybe not ever. People have been waiting too long for this. We should have done it a long, long time ago, and everyone seems to know it except the mainlanders.”


      I nodded. It was common knowledge that Conestoga was not about just a single rocket program, but rather about outward expansion without limit. About freeing humanity, in other words, from Nature’s chains of gravity. “I’m afraid that you may be right about the publicity, son.” Unless the whole thing flopped of course. In which case I’d be a failure and a laughingstock on an almost unimaginable scale. But at least the constant public attention wouldn’t last as long that way... “Anyhow, I’ve got an appointment over at Freedom Circle. I’m running just a tad late, too. Don’t pipe me over the side, all right? I’m in a hurry.”


      Gabe grinned. “Sure thing, Commodore Foote. Besides, poor Patch is still reloading the guns.” I looked forward; sure enough Gabe’s crewmate was even then picking up his rammer to drive a saluting charge home.


      “Right, then. I’ll be needing the gig again tomorrow; there’s no need to haul it back aboard.”


      “Thank you, sir. It’ll be here whenever you need it.” Then Gabe saluted again, and I was on my way.


      



      Spots and I had only a short walk to the sub-tram station, and by sitting in the last seat in the last car we were able to dodge most of the crowds. In Freedom City there can be no personal limos, since there is no provision for any vehicular traffic at all in most areas. This makes it impossible for celebrities to avoid the masses. Everyone must use the sub-tram system to get around, and in fact must do so with considerable frequency. Fortunately Freedomites tend to have a fairly high regard for the individual right to privacy. Other than a few well-meaning “Shoo-oom!”s, my guard and I were able to ride to Freedom Circle in peace.

    


    
      The economic and government center of Freedom City is a crowded and jostling place under the best of circumstances, but today the people were especially thick around the various establishments headquartered there. My visits “downtown” were Security’s worst headache, and Spots was all business from the moment the train began to slow for Freedom Circle Station. “Please, sir,” he whispered into my ear as we stood up. “Stay close and move slowly.”


      I sighed. He said that every time we came here together, probably to help cover up his own nervousness. In point of fact, there was no possible way that I could die as the result of a direct assault on my body; my Brain was in a titanium sphere at a secure location inside the Foote Institute. It was so well protected that even I had trouble getting clearance to go see it. Spots was actually in far more personal danger than I was. But Security preferred to assume that potential assassins might be unaware of this fact. They wanted to guard my body as well as my mind, on the grounds that all attacks ought to be discouraged as a matter of principle. I could hardly blame them, after the near-debacle of a while back. One of my finest owsla members was still suffering terrible mental distress from the aftereffects of what he quite wrongly considered to be a personal failure. And besides, I didn’t exactly have cheap taste in bodies. Even disregarding everything else, my person was still well worth employing a guard in terms of simple financial prudence. So I obediently stayed close to my protector as we pushed and shoved our way through the milling crowds and barking street vendors of Freedom Circle Station. “Shoo-ooom!” some well-wishers cried out, and I felt Spots’ hand on my back tense at each sudden rocket-motion. But no one tried to kill me, and we made it safely back up into the sunlight and across the Circle to the Liberty Building, where what little government officialdom that Freedom City had found absolutely indispensable was headquartered. The entryway was a large revolving door; Spots and I both squeezed into a single pie-wedge and made our way into the blessedly cool air conditioning beyond.


      “Mr. Foote!” Jasmine greeted us with a smile. “Hi, Spots!” Jasmine was Anson’s personal receptionist and an old friend. Neither Anson nor I had been born rich, and long ago Jasmine had sometimes partnered Anson against Bea and I at pinochle. “How are you two today?”

    


    
      “Just great, Jas,” I replied sincerely for us both. “Just great. And how’s Pinky?”


      “Wonderful! He’s like a frisky little puppy again! Thank you so very much!”


      I beamed in pleasure; Pinky had been an old and arthritic and much-beloved toy poodle before the Foote Institute worked its magic on him. After all, what was the point of owning your very own gengineering clinic if you couldn’t do nice things for old friends? “Thank Dr. Phillips, dear. It was his memories that Bea tapped to do the work.”


      She smiled brilliantly. “I’ll make it a point to drop him a card.” Then she put her “professional” face back on. “Anson is waiting for you now, and Bill North is already with him. Would you care to follow me?”


      I smiled again. “Thanks, but I know the way.” I nodded to Spots, who selected an inconspicuous seat for himself in the anteroom next to the magazine rack. Then I walked down the hall towards Anson’s private office, the thick blue carpet catching in my toe claws. The Chairman was in essence a head of state, and I recognized the fact that his office had to reflect his status for diplomatic reasons if nothing else. In fact, I maintained a similar ceremonial office back at the Foot to impress fellow businessmen. But there was a difference. My “throne room” often went unused for weeks at a time while I conducted my real business out of Bea’s and my penthouse. Anson, however, was forced to try and actually function amidst all of the opulence. I was glad not to be in his shoes; sometimes while concentrating very hard I tended to gnaw on whatever came to hand. Including the furniture.


      Anson’s door swung open as I rounded the last corner; Jasmine had obviously told him I was coming. “Harv!” he greeted me with a big grin. “How are you?”


      I smiled back, but deliberately dug my claws deeper into the thick pile so that each step produced a loud ripping sound; I’d asked my friend repeatedly to redecorate with the non-snag style flooring we used at the Foot, while in return he’d suggested that I simply begin wearing shoes like any civilized human being would do. It was a friendly joust between us; both of us were well aware that the other would never give an inch. “I’m doing just fine, Anson.” I replied through my own smile. “It’s a beautiful day outside. How’s your head?”

    


    
      His smile grew strained; he’d been aboard Wavehopper last night as well. “Nothing that aspirin and a shot of vodka wasn’t able to handle,” he acknowledged. Then he changed the subject. “I’ve got to hand it to you, Harv. That engine test was one of the most impressive things I’ve ever seen.”


      “Rockets are like that.” I agreed, striding on into Anson’s office and tearing up the carpet with every step. “Playing with them is a real blast. Most fun I’ve had in years, in fact. Hi, Bill.”


      “Hello, Harv!” our fellow Board member acknowledged me, rising to his feet. Like Anson, Bill North had become very rich as a hydrogen producer in an energy-starved world. He owned almost half as much of Freedom City Corporation as Bea and I did, and was a fellow Board member. “Congrats on your successful test!”


      I nodded and smiled again, then Anson walked around to the back of his desk and sat down. Bill and I took the hint; it was time to talk business.


      “I guess you two can imagine why I’ve called you here today,” the Chairman began. As one, Bill and I nodded. There were problems developing on the Board, problems that badly needed to be worked out before they blossomed into serious difficulties. Bill and I were the leaders of the two nascent factions.


      “Right,” he agreed.


      “I’m here to talk,” I acknowledged. North was a good man, someone I’d worked closely with many times before on a number of issues. Our disagreements weren’t personal in nature.


      “Excellent.” Anson looked at Bill. “Care to begin?”


      “Sure,” he acknowledged, pursing his lips for just a second in thought before beginning in earnest. “I’m a simple businessman, Anson. No matter how thick you lay on the millions, at heart I’m a simple businessman. Just like the two of you.”


      I nodded. It was true enough.


      “Or at least like you were until recently, Harv.” he continued, turning towards me. “Frankly, I’ve always admired your, well… panache, for lack of a better word. The energy business is a dull if profitable one, and sometimes lying in bed late at night I’ve been a little envious of the sheer fun that you seem to have running the Rabbit’s Foot. I mean, you just recently added the most expensive whorehouse in the world to your holdings and drove your main competition under in the process. How can a simple hydrogen farmer be anything but envious?” He grinned. “Panache I said, and panache I meant.” Bill leaned forward in his chair and his voice grew more intense. “But here of late, ever since that damned assassin tried to kill you… Harv, I can surely understand how something like what you went through might change a man. Don’t get me wrong, now; I voted to award you the Cat House as damages and I wouldn’t take back my vote on that for anything. You deserved it, and even more Bea deserved it. But Harv…”

    


    
      I sighed. “Bill, Conestoga is mine. It’s my money, and my investor’s money. We’re free to spend it as we please. I’m not defrauding anyone.”


      My friend the hydrogen farmer held up his hand to stop me. “No, Harv. I’m not even suggesting that you’re defrauding anyone. You’ve been totally up front and honest for as long as I’ve known you. In fact, I’d trust you with my life. But that’s not the issue here, and you know it. Have you seen the new energy excise tax structure on the mainland?”


      I wriggled my nose in irritation; of course I’d seen it. “Yes, but—“


      “Harv, I’ve got to sell hydrogen to make money, just like you’ve got to fill up your hotel rooms to make money. We pioneered gengineered algae here in Freedom, and still lead the world in the efficiency of our operations. We’ve got plenty of sun and space for hydrogen floats here, as well as the finest gengineers on the planet right at hand. But I’m telling you, Harv, that our margins are still wafer thin. Other nations besides us produce hydrogen these days; we’re only a quarter of the world market anymore. These new US tariffs are going to make things pretty hard for us. And we both know damned well that your Conestoga project is to blame!”


      I sighed and closed my eyes. “Bill, I’ll grant that Conestoga is a significant diplomatic issue, but…”


      “Significant, you call it!” The hydrogen farmer rolled his eyes. “The US Ambassador is on my phone constantly! One day she’s worried that you’re developing an ICBM, and the next she’s carrying on about Freedom City someday polluting alien ecosystems. There doesn’t seem to be anything that the mainlanders hate more these days than working space travel. Lofting satellites is one thing, she says, but colonies are another entirely. The United States doesn’t want anyone doing anything new in space until they’ve had time to study the environmental and social impact.” Bill smiled reassuringly. “Now, I don’t agree with them any more than you do, Harv. So far as I’m concerned, it’s your money and you’re free to spend it as you choose. But I’ve got to deal with these people every day of the week. This is more than just ‘significant’. It’s grounds for a major diplomatic break!”

    


    
      I pressed my lips together. “Who runs your business, Bill?”


      My friend rolled his eyes and held up one hand as if to ward me off. “I know where you’re going with this, Harv…”


      “You’re darned tootin’ you do!” I retorted. “What’s the point of founding a new nation if we’re going to knuckle under to the blindness of the old? We came out here to be free, not to cave in to anyone who happens along with a starry-eyed agenda. I’m not cheating anyone, nor have I stolen a red cent. It’s my money and my investor’s money; we’re free to spend it on any damn thing we want to. Up to and including space travel.”


      Anson looked tired. “Harv, the hydrogen trade is vital to Freedom City. We have to give some consideration to economic realities here. ”


      “And freedom itself is vital, too!” I retorted. “Are you going to start banning guns next, to make the Japanese happy? Or perhaps setting limits on how many hours we can work in a day or a week? I’ve done nothing wrong; even Bill here openly admits this. But he wants to limit what I can do in the name of his profitability. Is that what we suffered through the lean years for?”


      Anson sighed. “No, of course not. Harv, barring my being overridden by a Board vote no one is going to curtail your basic freedom. I promise you that. But Bill and the other shareholders that he represents have very valid concerns that need to be addressed somehow.”


      “I don’t question that,” I acknowledged. “Nor do I question their sincerity in any way. But I have to ask my distinguished colleague something. Part of the reason that people come to stay at my hotel is because of the beautiful sea view. Every year I see more and more hydrogen floats out of my window, marring the scenery. Have I ever objected about the way that your business hurts mine, Bill?”

    


    
      My colleague looked uncomfortable. “The oceans are free to everyone.”


      “Right,” I replied. “My point exactly. And so are the skies and the planets beyond. I want to go there, and I will.”


      We sat together silently for a time. “Harv,” Bill said eventually. “The issue is limited to tariffs on our hydrogen for now. But the mainlanders really mean it. They’re not just kidding around. More and more businesses are going to be impacted, and all the rhetoric in the world isn’t going to help our bottom lines.” He looked at Anson. “Don’t get me wrong here. I’m not threatening to lead a Board revolt, Anson, not at all. You’ve been a good Chair, and I honestly don’t want to unseat you. Even more to the point, I fully recognize that for the moment at least I wouldn’t have the votes to beat you even if I tried. Harv’s project is wildly popular on the streets just now, and therefore also with the small shareholders. But if we continue down this course, I promise you that the votes will swing my way, and if you’re lucky the voters will look to me to lead them.” He paused dramatically. “If you’re unlucky, they’ll look to someone considerably less dedicated to the best interests of Freedom. Please, gentlemen, let’s get this situation under control before it is the ruin of everything that we have worked for.”


      The hydrogen farmer climbed to his feet; clearly in his mind the meeting was at an end. Then Anson stood as well, and so did I. “I promise you that we won’t leave you hanging, Bill.” the Chairman said, shaking my colleague’s hand. “We’re going to find a way through this, just as we’ve found ways through so many other things.”


      Bill half-smiled cynically, then turned to me. “I’m not angry at you, Harv.” he explained one last time. “Honestly I’m not. But you’re hurting my business, and business comes first.”


      “That’s where we part company,” I replied, offering my hand. “Where we honestly differ. For me, you see, freedom comes first. Always.”


      “I know,” Bill replied. “But what does freedom mean when you’re broke, Harv? How free can you be with nothing in the bank and all of your businesses awash in red ink?” He accepted my offered hand and shook it, then quietly left.

    


    
      Anson sighed as the door closed behind my fellow Director. “He’s right, you know,” my old friend said as he turned to me.


      “He’s right in his way,” I allowed. “But he’s even more wrong. If the Founding Fathers had followed that sort of logic, the American Revolution would never have happened. For that matter Freedom City itself would never have been born, either. Both were enormous business risks.”


      “I meant that he was right about a possible shareholder revolt,” Anson corrected me gently. “Of course he’s wrong about the proper way to deal with the problem. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. We’ve worked too hard and come much too far to be pushed around at this stage of the game. We’re either an independent nation and society worthy of respect, or we’re not. I say that we are, and that the mainland doesn’t make our policy for us. Individual and economic liberties will be respected here, regardless of the monetary cost. Or at least they will so long as I’m Chairman.”


      I nodded, accepting the implied rebuke. “Sorry, Anson. I should have more faith in you, I know. But still, we have a problem.”


      My friend sighed. “That we do, Harv, that we do.” He paused for a moment. “Is Conestoga still on schedule?”


      “Dead on, for the important parts at least. I know that the buzz on the street says differently, but don’t listen to it. The rumor-mongers don’t have the whole picture.”


      “Hmm. You’re planning to launch in twelve weeks. That’s a much more aggressive schedule than anyone else would’ve attempted, one that the mainlanders consider impossible to meet. Add in that the rumors…” He paused. “I know that this will have an adverse impact on investment, but perhaps there might be much to gain if the world gives credence to the rumors?”


      “How so?” I asked innocently, with my oversized blue eyes open extra wide.


      “Well… It might delay the showdown with Director North and his supporters. None of them are especially eager for a real boardroom brawl over your project if they can help it. An ugly fight for control of Freedom would cause uncertainty in the world financial markets, and cost all of them the very money that they so fear losing to begin with. I don’t think that they’ll push things to the limit so long as they anticipate that you’re going to fail anyway.”

    


    
      I nodded again.


      “Plus, the mainland won’t push things so hard either, if they believe that you’re certain to fold up. We’re the little guy, sure. But keep in mind that we’ve got teeth too, and can do them some real damage in a conflict if we put our minds to it. Or our Brains can, rather. So can our military forces. A lot has been done with the Militia since you and your wife were attacked, Harv. We’ve never held a real full-dress practice mobilization before. Maybe it’s time for a little saber-rattling.”


      “Perhaps so, Anson.”


      “More than perhaps. It’s a drill that General Greene has been requesting for ages now. I’ve avoided scheduling it due to fiscal concerns; the missile platforms were heavy expenses. But now I think that we ought to do it.”


      I cocked my head to one side, as if to think it over. “I agree,” I replied eventually. “In fact, why not schedule the exercise for about a week before the scheduled launch? That way it can act as a diversion as well.”


      “Done,” Anson replied, his face hardening. “Now, I just have one little request for you personally.”


      “And that is?”


      Anson looked down at the carpet. “Could you perhaps consider trying to placate the mainlanders a little, under the table? Maybe meet with their Ambassador yourself and try to find some way to get them to work with you instead of against you? I hate to ask, but Bill wasn’t entirely wrong. We’ve got to work both sides of the street here. If nothing else, having you visibly meeting and trying to work with the mainlanders ought to make it a bit harder for Bill to enlarge his power base.”


      I nodded. “Of course, Anson. I’ll not promise results, but I’ll meet with Madame Asaith. If you think that it’ll help.”


      Anson smiled and stood up. “I do, Harv. Thanks.”


      I returned the smile and got up as well. “I’ll make the appointment for just as soon as she’s willing to see me.” Then we shook hands and, toe claws tearing once more at the carpet, I met Spots in the lobby and then headed for home.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      



      Foote Square was a far more congenial place to me than Freedom Circle would ever be, I decided as I stopped for a moment at the top of the escalator that ran from the sub-tram station up to Commercial Platform’s main deck. It was a cleaner and quieter and far more tasteful place than the Circle. Tourists wandered about in little gaggles amidst the towering buildings, while various Foote bunnies and even the occasional Foote feline strode about in a more purposeful manner. My hotel and casino served as the centerpiece of Foote square, and I always felt a powerful surge of pride as I looked up from the station entrance at what Bea and I had built together. The white façade of the Rabbit’s Foot surged upwards seventy-six stories from Commercial Platform, the second-tallest building in all of Freedom. I’d largely retired from day-to-day operations, as had Bea. But the Foot was still ours, and as long as this was the case looking up at it would always bring a lump to my throat. Then a tourist “shoo-oomed” me in a friendly fashion, and the spell was broken.


      “Where to now, Mr. Foote?” Spots asked.


      In truth I hadn’t yet decided myself. It was only four o’clock, and there was plenty of time for me to accomplish something more. But what? “Shoo-oom!” another tourist type said, walking by, and then I was decided.


      “Let’s head over to the Institute,” I declared. “It’s been over a week since I checked in on the current Alpha.”


      “Sure thing,” Spots agreed, and then we were off. The Institute had grown considerably larger over the past few months, and sadly had been forced to adopt tighter security measures as well. Where once I’d been able to simply walk into the labs unannounced, these days even I was halted at the front door by a guard.

    


    
      “Hello, Mr. Foote!” the guard in question greeted me in a friendly fashion through her armored helmet. The headgear rendered her unrecognizable, but it didn’t mask her scent.


      “Hello, Kathleen!” I replied in what I hoped was an equally cheery manner. The truth of the matter was that I hated security measures, no matter how needful they might be or how personable the guards were. While of course I had nothing against Kathleen, I’d have far rather employed her to entertain guests or keep books than to carry a heavy laser rifle. The need for organized force in a place like Freedom City, while very real, had always felt somehow wrong to me, a feeling that had grown stronger with every year I’d spent as a lapine. “How are things going?”


      “Very well, Mr. Foote,” she replied as she examined Spots with a state-of-the-art hand scanner. She wasn’t checking for weapons; being my personal bodyguard, Spots was armed to the teeth. Rather, she was checking to verify that Spots was in fact who he claimed to be. This was becoming harder and harder every year as gengineering tech improved. As things stood, we’d already reached the point where only individuals with bodies modified at the Institute itself, with well-hidden telltales built in, could be allowed free access. “Little Harvey started school last week.”


      I beamed. Kathleen and her husband had named their eldest son after me. “That’s wonderful to hear! Does he like his teacher?”


      “Oh, yes! She’s a bunny too, you know. Not a Foote bunny, but a bunny nonetheless. I think she did it just to attract business from all of the lapines who work here. Most of her students are Rabbit’s Foot kids.”


      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” I commented as Kathleen finished up on Spots and then began working me over with the annoying device. “We bunnies do tend to trust each other, after all.” Then a new thought occurred to me. “Perhaps she just wants to project a ‘parental’ image. After all, if these kids have at least one adult rabbit in the house already…”


      “Hmm!” Kathleen replied from behind her thick faceplate. “I never even considered that.” She paused for a moment as she worked the scanner through my ear fur, a delicate procedure that required all of her attention. Then she finished up and spoke again. “There are a lot of us parents who think that we ought to go ahead and make our kids rabbits when small, you know. Perhaps even as infants. They don’t want to wait, most of our kids, and a lot of us who’ve already had the procedure done don’t see why they should have to. The ethical constraints against gengineering children are obsolete. We should be free to change our kids if we think it’s for the best. My boy wants to grow up as a rabbit, and I can’t see a single good reason why he shouldn’t get his wish. The price is coming down all of the time; we can afford it.”

    


    
      I sighed deeply. “I’m not at all sure that I know what’s right and wrong anymore when it comes to gengineering,” I admitted. “Though when in doubt I’m usually inclined to err on the side of personal freedom. Have you formed an organization?”


      “Not yet,” Kathleen replied as she finished up her security scan. “But I think I’ve just decided that I’m going to. For obvious reasons, the Foote Institute will be the first place we petition. Expect to hear from us soon.”


      I smiled and held up my hands palm-out. “No, not me! Send your petition to Bea. The Institute is her bailiwick, not mine. I’m just a visitor here. There’s plenty enough other conundrums on my plate right at the moment, thank you very much. My wife is the one you need to talk to.”


      I could hear a smile in Kathleen’s voice as she raised her arm in the familiar gesture. “Shoo-oom!” she said. Then there was a pause as she worked her suit radio and spoke to someone else. “You two are fully cleared to enter,” she finally informed us. “Thank you very much for your patience.”


      Once again I dropped Spots off in a waiting area and walked back into the inner recesses alone. The Institute was an odd mixture of doctor’s office, research laboratory, and corporate headquarters. I strode briskly down a long hallway, then made a right turn past a waiting room with several normal-looking humans sitting in it. They were new hires, understandably nervous bunnies-to-be. I took a moment to get to know them and to reassure them a little, then took my leave and traveled even further into the recesses of Bea’s empire. Soon I found myself surrounded by the scent of fresh paint and plasterboard; this area was a very new addition.

    


    
      “Bea?” I called out in my inner voice.


      “Here, lovedumpling.”


      “I’ve come over for a visit. Hope it’s okay.”


      “Of course. In fact, we’re particularly glad to have you. There’s an Alpha trial scheduled in six minutes. I see that you’re almost here. Would you like me to put the countdown sequence on hold?”


      I smiled. “Please.” It was very convenient to be married to a Brain, I’d come to realize. And pretty wonderful as well.


      “It’s held,” Bea confirmed. “See you in a little bit, honeykins.”


      I made one last turn, then the hallway dead-ended in a large, heavily armored elevator door. Either Bea or some other Brain opened it, then closed it after me. The elevator then dropped a few feet and stopped dead, just as it was supposed to. I was now standing in an armored box inside an armored sleeve, the most totally escape-proof environment that we’d been able to put together. It was here that Security really began in earnest. Carefully I laid down on the elevator floor and closed my eyes, feeling myself disconnect from my body until I was nothing and nowhere, floating in an infinite blackness.


      “It’s a pity that we can’t reconfigure you as a true Brain,” Bea’s voice rang out in my formless mind. “This would be far less unpleasant for you if you’d just give up having a full-time body.”


      I sighed; we’d been through this before. “I need to be able to function normally in the bigger world, Bea. People are sort of reluctant to trust someone whose body is connected to a cable. Not with their money, certainly. Or with other things that are even more important still. Why do you think there are no normal Brains on the Board of Directors?”


      Bea sighed. “I know, dearest. It’s all for the best. Necessary, even. But I hate not having you in my mind all the time. Greedy, I am.” Long feminine fingers seemed for just a moment to sift through my being, and I shuddered in pleasure.


      “Keep that up,” I replied, “and you’ll have to delay the Alpha demonstration even longer.”


      “Oooh!” she cooed. “Is my buck feeling randy again already?”


      I gave her a virtual smile, and she maintained her presence in my mind with occasional gentle strokes while the long minutes during which it was impossible to maintain a radio link with my body plodded by. Being a disembodied Brain is a disconcerting thing when your mind is configured for a body and it’s just not there. It was very kind of Bea to keep me company, especially since I was certain that she had other things to do while the corporeal “me” was being scanned by equipment that the rest of the world hadn’t even dreamed of yet. “We’re finished, hon” she said eventually. “You were clean this time. Not even a locater bug.”

    


    
      “Good,” I replied. This was not always the case; on three previous occasions individuals unknown had managed to plant various surveillance devices upon my person that had been missed by lesser security measures. There were disadvantages to moving around in public all of the time. “Until tonight, Bea.” Then the universe abruptly returned, a far more painful universe than the one I’d just left. My body had been running on a sort of minimal autopilot the whole time that my Brainbox had been disconnected from it, an autopilot that could keep it alive for a time but little more. My heart was racing when I returned, my digestion was badly upset and I had a severe cramp in the oversized muscles of my left thigh. “Aaah!” I grunted as the elevator began moving downwards again. But my mind soon put things back to rights, and by the time my descent to the nether regions was over I was feeling much better; only a sore spot in my leg remained to remind me of the bad moments. I stood up and dusted off my tuxedo jacket just in time to be ready when the door opened.


      “Good afternoon, Mr. Foote!” called out the voice of Dr. Benton Chang, the head of my current Alpha project. “How are you today?”


      “Excellent!” I replied, my eyes instinctively focusing on the wall speaker from which Chang’s voice emerged. Despite being a Brain myself, some habits were hard to break. “I’m having a most wonderful afternoon. And you?”


      “Passably fair,” the physicist agreed companionably. Dr. Chang was originally from Texas, and even after the radical physical changes he’d been through the Southwest was still deeply etched into his voice and being. “I reckon that I’ll be feeling a lot better once we get this little test out of the way. Excuse me for a moment while I give full attention to setting things up.”


      I smiled and nodded, looking around the room with interest. This special laboratory was totally unlike any other at the Institute, or for that matter anywhere else in the world. Waldoes seemed to emerge from every possible surface, ranging from microminature setups to self-propelled cargo models. There was practically no room for a normal being to stand up or walk around, which wasn’t a significant problem since no normal human had ever entered this place. Even as I watched, an electric panel cover was passed rapidly lengthwise down the room from waldo to waldo before being screwed into place on an Alpha Project cabinet. Only Brains were allowed to work here, Brains whom Bea had judged to be entirely trustworthy after close and intimate communion. This whole Foote Institute extension had been built solely by such Brains, in fact. We were deep underwater and only a handful of people knew that this annex even existed.

    


    
      Moving very carefully among the expensive and delicate equipment, I edged my way over to the single chair that Bea was kind enough to keep around for me and sat down, well out of the way. The waldoes were very busy now, shifting video cameras to new angles and making nervous adjustments to various switches and dials. “The countdown has been held at T minus two minutes for your benefit, Mr. Foote,” Chang said after a time. “With your permission we are ready to resume.”


      “Of course” I replied with a nod. “Please continue.”


      “Excellent.” The large monitor screen on the wall began to count down the time, and Bea thoughtfully channeled me into the initiation sequence through our mental link.


      “T minus two minutes,” I heard a synthetic voice say in my head. “Begin capacitor loading.” An eerie whine filled the air, and my ears twitched uncomfortably.


      “T minus one minute, twenty-five seconds. Initiate Phlogistron ‘A’.” I smiled at the fanciful choice of terminology. Chang’s team was easily deep enough into new territory to require new words and even wholly new concepts to describe what was happening. It was just as well that he’d employed his sense of humor in selecting them. Directly across the room from me, a very ordinary looking metal cabinet wavered for a moment, as if it wasn’t quite certain anymore if it existed or not.


      “Phlogistron ‘A’ confirmed,” I heard Bea report; this stage of the process was simply too important and too subjective to be left to a machine. “T minus one minute, fifteen seconds. Initiate Phlogistron ‘B’.”

    


    
      Suddenly every individual strand of fur on my body stood on end, and I felt very uneasy. Something terrible was about to happen, my subconscious mind was trying to tell me, something sick and twisted and utterly wrong. I pressed my lips together and swallowed firmly, ignoring the scent of my own fear in the air. This was a side effect of Phlogistron ‘B’, I knew, the result of my mind and body picking up a dim reflection of the forces gathering around me. Armed with this knowledge, it was possible to ignore the sensation, or at least to control it.


      “Phlogistron ‘B’ is confirmed,” Bea continued. “Time is T minus fifty-five seconds, and all systems are go. My board is green. Initiate power download.”


      The big capacitors screamed as they dumped the powerful charge they had built up into… something wonderful. “We have Conestoga Effect initiation,” Bea stated as calmly as she could, though her emotions could not help but bleed through. “I say again, Conestoga Effect initiation is confirmed. Prepare for translation.”


      I leaned forward eagerly in my seat, heart pounding madly from both real excitement and induced fear. We’d done this several times before, of course. I’d even been present the very first time. But between the physiological and psychological side-effects of Phlogistron ‘B’, compounded by the sheer wonder of it all, each and every demonstration was an experience never to be forgotten.


      “T minus ten, nine, eight, seven…” The capacitors howled louder and louder as they transferred their load. “Three, two, one…”


      Then it happened. With an audible crack, the metal box filled with test equipment flickered out of existence, then solidified on the other side of the lab. I exhaled the breath that I’d not realized I’d been holding, then gently smiled. Cheer after cheer emerged from the lab’s speakers, and everywhere around me waldoes in a dozen sizes and shapes danced and writhed in glee.


      “A new record!” the usually phlegmatic Dr. Phillips cried out. “We’ve beaten the inverse-square relationship!”


      “Yes!” Lisa Andrews joined in. “Ten whole meters! Next stop, one kilometer!”


      “Ten meters,” Bea repeated in my head. “Harv, it may not look like much. But this is a major breakthrough! We’re actually going to do this thing!”

    


    
      “I never doubted it, honey,” I answered her back. “I never doubted any of you. By putting our minds and hearts together, we can literally do anything.”


      “Yes,” Bea replied. “I’m beginning to believe that we can.” She paused. “I only wish that we could wire you in with us as well. You’re missing everything!”


      I smiled wistfully as the lab equipment continued to rock and sway. “Not quite everything,” I pointed out. “I have to make an appointment with the US Ambassador sometime very soon. Things are heating up fast, just as predicted. The mainland is going to draw a line in the sand on this one, I can feel it. They’re terribly frightened of the future. And unfortunately, frightened people can’t be counted on to react rationally.”


      Bea sighed. “We’ll be ready for them, Harv. I hope.”


      Mentally I scratched my wife behind her ear. “Me too, dearest. Me too. Everything is riding on it.”


      That night my wife took the night off from work and inhabited her body again, the one we kept warm and waiting for her in the penthouse we called home. We watched the sunset together, then made sweet love until almost dawn in celebration of our success.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      



      The next morning I spent a few hours wandering around the hotel, admiring Felix’s work. He was a very good manager, I’d known all along. Hiring him away from the ruins of the Cat House had proven to be one of the smartest moves of my life, as well as one of the most personally rewarding. Still, young Felix had a lot to learn before I could totally set him free and then allow myself to go into full retirement. The Foot was Bea’s and my bread and butter, and despite the pressures of Conestoga I couldn’t afford to ignore it entirely. He and I ate lunch together often, and not just for business purposes. Indeed, he was one of a select handful who often supped with Bea and I as well. The Rabbit’s Foot was, if anything, even more spotless than it’d been under my own direct stewardship. Idly I ran a pink-padded finger along an obscure railing in a back hallway; it’d clearly been dusted within the last twenty-four hours or so. I nodded to myself, impressed, and then headed upstairs to visit the main office.


      Eric was at work today, I noticed right off. You could tell from the dusky smell that seemed to penetrate everywhere. He was one of a very rare breed, an individual who had chosen to wear a non-human form for reasons that had nothing whatsoever to do with business. Even more, he’d gone whole hog. Body-wise, Eric was a full-fledged donkey. Felix was pretty much in charge of the office nowadays. However, he’d understood from the beginning that Bea and I already had the most highly effective team in the industry in place, and my protégé had been wise enough not to change a single face so far. When he eventually did so, he’d promised, he’d make sure that Bea and I were all the way in the decision loop.


      In the meantime, he’d inherited my number-one problem child along with all of the rest.

    


    
      I stepped over to Eric’s game-design desk. A virtual slot machine revolved slowly in place just above his working surface, one in which there were five wheels instead of the traditional three. The winning combination of five carrot bundles was lined up across the machine’s insubstantial face, and holographic fireworks were erupting out of the machine’s top. I imagined that it’d be making one heck of a racket as well, if the simulation hadn’t been running in “silent” mode. Just beyond Eric, stood James Westerson, who was in overall charge of the casino floor.


      “…ought to attract a lot of attention,” Westerson was saying, his left ear cocked in thought. “But how often does it pay out?”


      “It’s like any other high-stakes slot,” Eric replied in his quiet, subdued artificial voice. “If the usage levels are anywhere close to what I extrapolate, you’ll see this less than once a year. However,” Eric hastened to add, “the lesser winning combinations evoke provocative displays as well. Despite the reduced production costs that we expect to see in the near future resulting from the breakthrough over at Lasetronic, a holographic display is still quite an investment for a slot machine. The advantages that it confers will therefore have to be exploited to the hilt.” Eric closed his large brown eyes in concentration for a moment and the fireworks died away, only to be replaced by a flashing rainbow and pot-of-gold.


      I blinked and accessed last Tuesday’s edition of the Daily Freedom. Sure enough, I’d remembered correctly. Lasetronic’s production-cost breakthrough had only been announced five days ago. Eric had accomplished much in little time!


      “Hmm,” James replied, absently straightening his left ear and cocking the right. “ I suppose that you have displays planned for when the machine is idle as well?”


      “Of course.” Eric’s left eye shifted as he noticed me for the first time; he wuffled in polite greeting. This sound came from his real mouth, rather than from the speaker on his desk where the artificial voice was generated. “Perhaps Mr. Foote will enjoy this one?”


      The hologram of the rainbow faded, to be replaced by my own smiling face. “Welcome to the Rabbit’s Foot Hotel and Casino,” the display read. I watched as the words were silently mouthed by my image. Presumably, they’d be spoken in my own voice. “Care to make an honest wager?”

    


    
      James’ ears rose in interest, as did my own. “Well,” my casino operator replied, “This machine is most interesting! And innovative as well.”


      Eric looked down at the ground. “I think it can be made a lot better,” he whispered after a long time. “By a real technician, I mean. Not me. This is just a projection of the actual machine. Anyone could have done this part.”


      I sighed again, deeply. No one seemed to understand poor Eric, though we all tried. He was an absolute genius at designing slots; I’d have given him a crack at working over on the Conestoga site if he’d just had a little more self-confidence. “Eric,” I said after a moment had passed. “You’re the finest designer of gaming machines in the industry. We oughta know; after all, we make good commissions selling the rights to your designs.”


      “Using Mr. Foote’s picture like that is brilliant,” my main floor operator agreed. “His image is hotter than a firecracker on the Fourth of July these days.. Hell, even the permanent Freedom City residents will want to play on this machine! And you know how reluctant they are to gamble! Shoo-oom!” he saluted me, and I tried not to wince.


      “We could set up machines outside of the hotel,” I mused. “Maybe even rent space in the sub-tram stations. That hasn’t paid up until now. But with this setup…”


      Eric shifted his weight uncomfortably on his hooves. “It needs a lot of work,” he insisted. “Really, it’s not a very good idea at all.”


      The designer seemed even more depressed than usual, so I stepped around the donkey’s hindquarters and up alongside his head. “What’s wrong, Eric?” I asked him outright. “Is there anything that I can help you with?” The inner Foote family as a general rule is limited to the lapine staff. Eric, however, was one of a handful of exceptions.


      “It’s my Mistress,” he said at last, lowering his head. “She thinks that maybe I’m not good enough to be a donkey anymore. She thinks that maybe it’s time to make me into something even less tolerable.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed again. In Freedom City, it’s considered extremely impolite to interfere in the private affairs of another. Eric was all wrapped up in the most complete sub/Dom relationship that I’d ever heard of. He’d actually gone so far as to file suit in an attempt to become legally his Mistress’ property, though the courts had balked at endorsing out-and-out slavery in the name of freedom. Still, he’d undergone a whole series of physical alterations at her insistence, losing months of work time and steadily becoming more and more difficult to accommodate in the workplace. He was now completely mute save when plugged into either his work computer or the one at home, and physically totally an animal. “I’m very sorry to hear that, Eric,” I replied sincerely. God only knew what lengths we’d have to go to keep his services this time! “Has Janet given you any idea of what she might have in mind?”

    


    
      “No,” he replied sadly. “But I’m no longer permitted to talk or use my computer in any way at home. Mistress says that I can never be privileged to speak to her again.”


      I nodded, and impulsively stroked Eric’s mane. He’d told me he liked that, once upon a time. “You know,” I felt compelled to say, “You’re a very valuable asset here, and an important part of the team. I’ve offered to make you a rabbit many times, and the offer still stands.”


      The donkey rocked his ears fore and aft in pleasure at my attentions, then swung his head around so as to regard me with his right eye. “I… I’d like very much to be yours, Mr. Foote” he said. “But…”


      I pulled my hand away, then guiltily returned to scratching at his mane some more. This was the problem that always arose when trying to deal with Eric. He craved total domination so badly that it not only warped his own life completely out of recognition, but also the lives of everyone around him. My accounting department wrote out Eric’s checks to his Mistress without even blinking; you saw a lot of strange things in a place like Freedom City. But when Eric had first been made into a donkey, I’d had to personally call up Janet to insist that my employee not come to work again totally naked. She’d sent him the next day in a bridle and bit, a getup he was still required to wear sometimes when he’d been “bad”, and I’d had to call her once more to explain that so far as I and my paying guests were concerned Eric was still a human male and therefore subject to human-normal modesty taboos. After that he’d arrived at work in a sort of baggy sweatpant-thingy, but I was always waiting for the other shoe to drop. Clearly Eric and Janet knew no limits in their sex play. Eventually, it was equally clear, Eric would cross an invisible line and no longer be employable, even by me. Would Janet still love Eric when he was no longer putting almost seven figures a year into her bank account, I wondered? Having spoken to her, I doubted it.

    


    
      Which of course made me feel more sorry than ever for the poor pathetic donk, thus completing the vicious circle. I gave my employee’s mane one last finger-twist and then released him. “If you ever need anything, Eric” I said slowly, looking deep into his eye, “I’ll be there for you. Do you understand me?”


      He looked away. “Mistress wouldn’t like this kind of talk, Mr. Foote,” he said. “ I’d like to be yours. But I’m not, and that’s that.”


      I frowned, then lowered my own eyes. Eric had an escape open to him. If he chose not to make use of it, then that was his business. I’d done all that I could do while still respecting Eric’s personal freedom. “As you wish,” I replied. Then I turned to James, all business again. “I like this new machine very much, though of course Felix and Bea have to buy off on it too. I also very much approve of the use of holograms; it’s the kind of high-tech touch that the Mainlanders love. I want you to run it by the others, and then if they’re as sold as I am put a few dozen into service just as soon as we can get tooled up.”


      “I have to work on vandalism-resistance too,” Eric interjected mournfully. “I’ve really done a terrible job on that part.”


      James sighed again, and I gave up at last on convincing Eric of what fine work he’d truly done. “Improve it, then, if you would. Or get someone else to work on it for you while you dream up something new. Your time is far too valuable for engineering details.”


      “I manage my work time badly,” Eric agreed, cringing a little. “I’ll work overtime on this tonight, Mr. Foote! I promise!”


      “If you want to,” I agreed sadly. “Do whatever you’d like, Eric.”


      “Hello, Harv!” cried out a new voice. I swiveled around, smiling at the sound. It was Felix!


      “Hello yourself, son!” I greeted him in return. We embraced then, sniffing at each other’s scents in the lapine fashion right in front of the receptionist’s cubicle. “How are you?”


      “Doing great,” he answered, releasing me. “I was just coming to check up on Eric’s new gadget. But I see that you beat me to it.”


      My smile widened. “Indeed. Do you like it?”


      Felix’s whiskers went all awry as he screwed his face up in consideration; he looked just like Beatrice whenever he did that, and my heart warmed to him even more. “I need to go over the production costs,” he answered eventually. “Though I like the idea of spreading the machines out into the City. Even if we just break even, there’s something to be said for the advertising value alone.”

    


    
      I nodded, not having thought of this angle. “Indeed. But I want you to do something for me, Felix.”


      His eyebrows rose. “What’s that, Harv?”


      I pointed at Jamie. “You see that guy over there?”


      Felix nodded. “Of course.”


      “Let him worry about production costs and return-on-investment,” I urged my adopted son. “Don’t make a final decision until you see the numbers, of course. But what I want to know is this: In your heart, is that slot machine a winner? Or not?”


      Felix looked over at Eric, who already had bowed his head and shut out the world in order to go back to work on his design. “I… Uh…”


      I sighed. “Felix, shut that business-school crap out of your mind for a moment, and climb into the head of a tourist. Now, if you see that thing in the corner and you’ve got a quarter-credit to spare, are you going to gamble it or not?”


      Felix bristled his whiskers again, then nodded decisively. “I would. Even if I wouldn’t have spent it in another sort of machine. It’s new, and different.”


      I nodded. “Right. We’ll have to introduce them slowly, at least where other machines are present, so as to maximize the effect. But the main thing is, this gadget’s a winner. Everything else will work itself out.”


      Felix smiled and then nodded. “You never cease to amaze me, Harv,” he said. “Any place else I’ve ever worked, that decision would have taken days, if not weeks, to make. You’ve made things happen in less than ten minutes flat.”


      “Bea’s still got to buy in,” I pointed out. “In fact, I’ll ask you to be sure and check in with her no later than this afternoon; I’ve got an appointment of my own to keep. And don’t get the idea that Harvey Foote has never made any mistakes---far from it! When you’re your own boss, however, you quit caring so much about apportioning the blame for bad decisions ahead of time. That wipes out a lot of pointless meetings right there! And, of course…” I stamped on the carpet for effect “…the very fact that this hotel is standing here indicates that Bea and I haven’t chosen too terribly badly over the years, even without twelve million and six people looking over our shoulders and second-guessing us.”

    


    
      Felix nodded. “There’s more than one kind of efficiency in business. Your personal time, I have come to understand, is very valuable indeed.”


      I nodded. “It’s all about self-confidence, Felix. I trust my basic judgment, and even more I trust the common sense of people like James and Eric.” I inhaled to say more, then caught myself. “Or, rather, I trust their common sense in business matters. As far as personal lives go… “


      “Heh!” Felix’s laugh was a bark very much like my own, which was of course no coincidence at all. It had been his idea, making himself appear to be Bea’s and my rabbity-type son, and I’d never been touched more by anything in my entire life. Nor had Bea, I knew. “In business matters, agreed.”


      “That’s the whole secret of Freedom City,” I said, gesturing expansively to include everything far beyond the walls of the Rabbit’s Foot itself. “We trust ourselves and each other, though most of all we trust ourselves. Freedom is at root really all about self-confidence and trusting one’s own ability to survive and make one’s own way.”


      “You know,” Felix said slowly, tilting his head to one side and narrowing his eyes in a gesture very reminiscent of the cat-person whom he’d been when I first met him, “I’ve lived in Freedom City for over a decade now, and have never heard anyone say that out loud before.”


      “That’s because it’s such a basic assumption,” I explained. “Why do we have no minimum wage here, and no social safety net? Because we don’t need these things, and we know it. We’re not afraid of being poor, because we’re willing and able to work. We aren’t terrified of big corporations like the mainlanders are, because we know that in the rough-and-tumble we can always come out on top. We don’t fear alternative lifestyles and people who are ‘different’, because we’re confident in who we ourselves are. The deeper an assumption goes, the less often it is spoken aloud. And this one runs deep indeed.”


      “Hmm,” Felix said speculatively. “Harvey Foote’s Law: The more afraid that a person is, and the less that they think of themselves, the more they crave some form of outside regulation over their lives. An interesting observation indeed.”

    


    
      I looked over at Eric, who was still slaving away at his innovative design. “It’s not exactly a new insight,” I answered sadly. “Why do you imagine America quit building rockets? Why do you think that we started? And why do you suppose that they want so very, very badly for us to stop?” Then I sighed and turned towards the elevator. “Come on, Felix, let’s do lunch. I know it’s early, but if you have an opening in your schedule I’d dearly love to spend a little time with you before heading over to Conestoga.”


      



      The Clover Room was as quiet and decorous as always when my adopted son and I arrived. Over the years I’d made a habit of sitting at a back corner table when dining there, and the staff routinely kept it open for me unless the crowd was simply too large. One firm and inflexible rule of working in the entertainment industry was that you never ever made a paying guest stand and wait while an employee or even an owner received a room or a table or whatever ahead of them. Fortunately, however, the crowd was still rather thin when Felix and I arrived, and he and I were able to take what had become our usual seats.


      “What may I get you gentlemen today?” asked Thumper, the Clover Room’s day shift maitre de. Thumper generally took care of our orders himself, in part out of personal respect and in part because I didn’t want to cheat a hard-working waiter or waitress out of a tip.


      “Hi, Thumps!” I greeted my old friend. He’d been working for me since the Rabbit’s Foot had an all-human staff. “How’s the broccoli today?”


      “Not all that good, frankly,” he answered with a frown. “Not for us, at least. Though fine for the mainlanders.”


      I nodded. Our guests, being human, weren’t nearly so choosy about their veggies. It wasn’t because they were dumb or uncultured or anything like that, but rather that as rabbits the Foot staff simply had more sensitive taste buds and, especially, noses. “All right,” I replied companionably. “What do you recommend, then?”


      Thumper’s oversized brown eyes lit up. “We’ve got some superb sautéed squash in the back,” he answered. “I’ve been nibbling on it myself, I’ll admit. Or I could always send down to the Rabbiteria for some grape leaves.”

    


    
      “Mmm!” Felix said enthusiastically. “How about we share a platter of both, Harv?”


      “I could go for that,” I agreed, nodding at Thumps. “That, and a lime juice.”


      “Two lime juices,” Felix seconded me, and then the maitre de was gone. Felix scanned the Clover Room carefully, seeing that all was running well, and then visibly relaxed and smiled wide. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner, Harv?” he asked, leaning forward and clasping his hands in front of him on the table. “Vegetables are so much tastier than an all-meat diet!


      I smiled back; he’d used to kid me all of the time about my eating habits while he was still a cat and my leading competitor in the hotel business. “You wouldn’t have believed me anyway,” I pointed out. “No one does, until they try it for themselves.”


      “Probably not,” Felix agreed. Our lime juices arrived then, and the conversation was interrupted for a moment as Thumps placed two fine linen napkins on the table, then gravely centered our drinks on them. From a few feet away a rather smallish doe watched gravely; clearly Thumps was taking the opportunity to train her. I sniffed discretely and recognized her scent. The last I’d heard she was a blackjack dealer. “Hello, Jackie!” I greeted her, smiling and nodding.


      “Hi, Jackie!” Felix echoed me. He made it a point to memorize everyone’s scents, too, I knew. Even though it was much harder for him, since he lacked some of my cerebral enhancements. “How’s the new job working out?”


      She smiled and raised her ears, transforming her rather plain features into something very special indeed. “So far so good, Mr. Morris. I miss dealing cards, but this is nice, too.”


      I looked at Felix and cocked an ear in inquiry.


      “Business is slowing down at the card tables, Harv. Jackie here volunteered for a temporary reassignment at no reduction in pay.”


      “And she’s doing well,” Thumps assured me. “Learning very quickly.”


      I nodded. “Thanks for volunteering, Jackie. That’s real team spirit.”

    


    
      She blushed and looked away. “You’re very welcome, Mr. Foote. I love working here, and I’m glad to help out.” Then Thumper nodded at us and led Jackie away, leaving Felix and me to our drinks.


      “So the card table traffic is down that much?” I asked after taking a wonderful first sip.


      “Yes,” Felix answered. “Even more then the bookings. You already know about that, of course.”


      “Right,” I agreed. The dropoff in bookings had in fact been the topic of our last lunch meeting. For just a moment I switched my mind to “command” mode, then switched back so as to give Felix a chance to deliver the data to me the old-fashioned way. “How bad is it?”


      “This week, eleven percent,” he gloomed. “Bookings are down seven.”


      I nodded. It was because of the tense political situation, of course. “We’ll get it back,” I reassured my son. “This is just one of those things.”


      Felix sipped his juice thoughtfully, then looked me in the eye. “I don’t like it,” he said. “It reminds me too much of the Cat House fiasco.”


      “That wasn’t your fault!” I answered forcefully. “If anyone ought to know, it’s me. The mainlanders have been piling on the pressure over Conestoga. I suppose that you’ve heard about the new hydrogen tariffs?”


      “Of course.” Felix was a major Freedom City business figure in his own right, and the hydrogen market was important to us all.


      I nodded. “It’s their propaganda taking effect. They’re referring to us rabbits as ‘Frankensteins’ again on the news; they haven’t done that for years! And they’re hinting that Foot is just a front for bio-war financing. It’s no wonder that attendance is down.”


      Felix looked down at the table. “Jackie isn’t the only rabbit that’s been relocated, you know. I’ve got other card dealers cleaning rooms and helping out with maintenance. We’re getting ahead of schedule on routine suite improvements.”


      “Good!” I said encouragingly. “You’re doing the exactly the right thing then, Felix. You’re making a downturn into an opportunity.”


      My son pressed his lips together. “I did exactly the same thing at the Cat House, you know,” he pointed out.

    


    
      “Yes, I do know.” I cocked my head to one side in a considering gesture. Felix was more depressed about the situation than I’d realized. “Son…” I began. But just then Jackie walked up with our food and began serving us, with Thumps looking on watchfully.


      “You’re my very first customer, Mr. Foote!” Jackie exclaimed as she carefully placed my plate before me. “And you’re my second, Mr. Morris!”


      I smiled. “The honor is ours, Jackie.”


      Then came the heaping plates of steaming food, replete with savory odors and exotic spices. While the sautéed squash was delicious, the grape leaves had been developed especially to appeal to lapine palates. Our in-house employee kitchen was run by a genius, I decided for about the ten-thousandth time. “Oh, my!” I exclaimed as Jackie set the platters down.


      “Oh, my indeed!” Felix seconded me. “Very good, Jackie, and thank you!”


      “You’re welcome,” she replied with a little curtsey that I was certain hadn’t been part of her course of instruction. Thumper, however, didn’t disapprove. Instead, he grinned and gave me an “A-OK” circled thumb and forefinger. Then both were gone once more.


      “We’re simply going to have to leave a tip this time,” I observed, reaching into my pockets one after another until I encountered the rustle of a few banknotes.


      “I agree,” Felix replied with a smile, and then we dug in. The grape leaves were especially delicious, though I knew that to a normal human they’d have tasted like carefully-prepared lawn clippings. I picked several at random, first getting one with a sweet red clover filling, and then a Cajun mix, and finally something that reminded me of clam chowder minus the clams. We both ate heartily for a long, long time; vegetables aren’t so energy-concentrated as other forms of food, and rabbits must therefore eat proportionately larger meals.


      Finally, I came up for air. “Give Christian another bonus,” I said with a satiated grin. “He’s incredible!”


      Felix pressed his lips together. “Are you sure we can afford it, Harv?”


      I sighed, brought firmly back to earth. “All right,” I agreed. “Don’t give him another bonus, this time.” Then I wiped my muzzle carefully, tickling my whiskers abominably in the process. “It’s not that bad, Felix.” I said when I was finished. “How are bookings around launch time?”

    


    
      “Full,” my son acknowledged with raised eyebrows. “We’re packed to the gills. But there will be only one first launch, Harv. After that…”


      “Right,” I agreed. Then I leaned forward in my seat. “Look me in the eye, son, and tell me the truth. You believe that Conestoga is a mistake, don’t you? That it’s going to ruin the Foot and everyone in it, because of the friction that it’s causing.”


      Felix tried to meet my gaze, but couldn’t. Instead, he looked down at the table. “Harv,” he answered me eventually. “I’ll follow you straight to the gates of Hell; you know that.”


      “Yes,” I replied evenly. “And I’d willingly go there for your sake, if there was need. But you think that this time I’m wrong, don’t you?”


      Felix bit his lip, then shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I’ve got an MBA, you know. From Harvard.”


      I nodded. “Yes.”


      “Well…from a business point of view, I’m fully qualified to tell you that Conestoga is sheer lunacy. But you already knew that.”


      “Of course,” I replied.


      “Being who I am, I’m having a hard time seeing beyond the numbers.” He paused, then finally met my gaze. “But there’s a lot more to this thing than credit balances. Before I met you, I’d have laughed out loud at what you’re trying to do here. You’re throwing away billions of credits, on the face of things. Billions!”


      I nodded. “That I am.”


      “Still, though! When you look at the big picture, this seems so very right. We’re united as a nation like we’ve never been before, Harv. We’ve not only got a goal and a mission, but one that suits our temperament and our identity as a people. Even more, we’re being challenged like we never have before, and are rising up together to meet the challenge. Conestoga isn’t about money, Harv. If it were, you’d be dead-nuts wrong. However, as things stand…” He reached across the table and clasped my shoulder. “As things stand, you have no idea how very proud I am to be your son.”


      I blinked; it was my turn to look down at the table.


      “Yes, Harv, I’m plenty nervous about what’s happening to our business. Everyone in town is worried about business; it’s not just us taking the hit. But we’re a free people, and I think that it’s about time to see whether the world is going to tolerate Freedom City or not. So does the average man on the street, I think.” He sighed. “I never thought I’d say this, but I’d rather face another bankruptcy than see you back down now.”

    


    
      I reached out and stroked Felix’s cheek, a familial intimacy that I rarely indulged in public. “I’m very proud of you too, son.” I answered him quietly.


      He smiled as I pulled my hand away. “Hell, Harv! At least I have a family again; with you and Bea behind me the idea of being poor isn’t scary at all.” Then his face grew more serious. “You know I ate lunch with the Kiwanis last Tuesday.”


      “Right,” I agreed.


      “Garret Patterson of Marinetech said something that everyone laughed at. But I didn’t. Not at all.”


      “What was it that he said that was so funny?” I asked, ears perking up in interest.


      “He said that he believes this conflict over Conestoga will end up escalating all of the way to open, full-scale war.”


      I rocked back in my chair and examined Felix’s face closely. “Do you think that there’s going to be a war?” I asked him.


      He pursed his lips, reminding me of Bea again. “I don’t know,” he answered slowly. “I’ve never seen a war, and I’m not much of a student of history. Though I suppose that it’s possible.”


      I nodded, balled up my napkin, and made a decision. “If we were to go to war with the mainlanders,” I asked slowly. “What do you think would happen?”


      “We’d lose, of course.” Felix replied promptly. “They’re a superpower, and all we are is a bunch of ocean platforms without even any dry land underneath us. We’d get massacred!”


      “Right,” I agreed absently. “But more specifically, what would happen?”


      “Hmm…” Felix temporized, studying the ceiling intently. “They’d threaten us first, then send in sabotage teams. Then they’d try to let us give in without a fight once we’d seen that they were serious.”


      I nodded invitingly.


      “That won’t ever happen, of course” Felix continued. “Not over issues like Conestoga, at least. No one who knows us Freedomites would even consider the possibility of us giving in on a matter of principle. The mainlanders don’t understand us, though. They probably picture us as a bunch of sheep following key men, just like their own citizenry.” Felix suddenly looked very angry. “Then they’d invade, and we’d give them the fight of their lives.” He shook his head. “Not that we’d win, of course. But it’d make Iwo Jima look like a cakewalk. Every adult citizen would fight. Most would fight intelligently. We’d do far more damage than they imagine.”

    


    
      I nodded again. “And we’d play hob with their computer networks and such back home.”


      “That’s a given,” he agreed. “We’re far more advanced computer-wise than they are; they’ve nothing to match our Brains. Though the electronic battle would be by no means one-sided. These things never are.” He paused. “You of all people ought to know that our whole defense strategy is based upon the premise that we’re not worth the trouble and expense of taking down. Winning isn’t a realistic possibility for us.”


      “Of course it’s not!” I agreed, smiling. “ But still, I agree enough with your friend Garret that I think we ought to take a few precautions. I think that you ought to sit down with Ken and make some contingency plans from a Security perspective. We have plans in place for how to safeguard our guests during a hurricane, after all. We owe it to them to have similar plans for dealing with something even worse. It’s something that’s never come up before.” I switched over to “command” mode for just long enough to check the time. “My heavens! I have to be out at Conestoga Platform in an hour for a meeting! If I leave right now, I’ll just barely make it!”


      “Of course,” Felix answered me, climbing to his feet. He didn’t offer to call Security to arrange a bodyguard for me, because he knew that I could do it far more quickly than he via my mental link. “Harv, about all this war talk…”


      “Oh!” I said, smiling wide again as I stood up as well, then stretched as thoroughly as my full belly would allow. “Don’t sweat it too much, Felix. Like you said, we could never win an actual shooting war. Therefore, things will probably never go that far.”


      “Right,” he agreed, looking totally unconvinced.


      “Good!” I agreed. Then I spread my arms and hugged Felix. My, but it was wonderful to have a family! “Let’s do lunch again just as soon as we can.”

    


    
      “Sure thing,” he replied, rubbing his body up against mine just a little bit so that we’d each carry the other’s scent with us through the long, lonely day to come. We rabbits are quite sentimental creatures in our way.


      As I walked out of the Clover Room towards the bank of elevators, I knew from the bemused expression on Felix’s face that he’d received my real message in full, though I was sworn to absolute silence on the subject. A war was coming all right, I believed in my heart of hearts, cold and brutal and violent and as unavoidable as all hell. We owed it to both our guests and our employees to be ready for it.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Four


      



      Stripes McKee was standing sweetly beside my gig’s dock when I arrived, so I let Spots take the tiller once more and sat down beside her on the admidships thwart. It was just wide enough to accommodate us both, though only at the cost of frequent little jostlings and rubbings-up-against one another. Stripes was wearing big-lensed sunglasses and a pair of green Capri-pants, with delicate little silver sandals on her feet and a matching halter-top. For her, this was very restrained garb indeed. I wondered if something was wrong.


      “No, Harv,” she replied when I asked after a little while. Traffic on the water was heavy again today, and this time not all of the eyes were on me. Stripes had won the “Hottest Gengineered Chick in Freedom” award three years running now, and was making a mint in pinups and centerfolds. She could leave the Kitty Catsle anytime she wanted, but stayed on with Bea and I regardless. I invited her with my arm, and Stripes eagerly snuggled up close to me. “It’s just that I…”


      I sighed. “It’s not fun anymore?” This was something that Bea and I had both seen coming for a long time now, and had discussed several times. Stripes was very dear to both of us. However, she was still very young and inexperienced, by our standards.


      The tigress laid her head on my shoulder, and I inhaled her heavenly scent. “I’ve got a john coming at nine tonight, Harv. He’s going to be paying me a lot of money. I owe him a good time in return. And I suddenly find that I don’t even remember his name!”


      I nodded sadly. Stripes had once been named Walter. Walter was a highly competent yet also very introverted coatings engineer. When he’d become Stripes, it was almost as if his character had been turned upon its head. Stripes was sex incarnate, where Walter had probably been a virgin. In fact, as a tigress, Walter/Stripes was continually ready, willing and able to screw anything that moved. She was the best lover that I’d ever known outside of Bea herself, and my wife had been most impressed with her bedroom skills as well. For all of Walter’s life Stripes had lain hidden in wait to come roaring out and live, live, live life to the fullest. Stripes had drunk and partied and debauched, had in fact done all of the things that Walter himself could not. Her joy in her newfound femininity had been both very real and very deep. In some ways it’d been a beautiful thing to watch, and there was no doubting that her endless enthusiasm for her new life had been absolutely genuine.

    


    
      Yet even the liveliest party eventually grows tiresome.


      “Harv,” Stripes continued. “I know that you’re super busy these days, that’s why I’m talking to you out here. I’ve got another year to run on my contract; you know that, of course. And I probably ought to be talking to Felix---”


      “Hush, now!” I cautioned her, squeezing a little. Stripes had been the one who’d seen me through the worst time that I’d ever known, when everyone including me thought that Bea was dead, while at the same time I was forced to wear my wife’s face. “Belay that nonsense, as a ship’s captain would say. We’re friends, you and I! Very close friends. You can come and see me any time that you’d like. About anything, always.”


      Stripes rubbed up against me. “How close?” she asked in a little growl, and I felt something stir in my groin. God, but I hoped that she wasn’t about to tell me that she wanted to go back to being a man! What a terrible loss that would be to every sexually-active male in the universe, and a heck of a lot of females besides! Then she reached out and stroked the fur on the back of my neck, extending her feline claws a little and letting them lightly drag across the sensitive skin below. This was something that I found intensely erotic, and the big cat well knew it.


      “Stripes!” I protested, pulling away a little. “This is an open boat! There’s no cabin for us to go to. And I have a meeting in just a few minutes, an important one! I can’t afford to be distracted!”

    


    
      My companion sighed, then straightened back up in her seat, holding her legs primly together. “All right, Harv,” she agreed. “We’ll save that part for later.”


      “Good,” I agreed, sitting up and neatening my own trademark green tuxedo jacket.


      Then Stripes sighed again. “I wonder if your wife realizes just exactly how lucky she is?”


      “I’m the lucky one,” I answered sincerely. “Now, we’re almost to Conestoga Platform, and once we get there I’m going to be one very busy bunny indeed. What’s this about your contract, Stripes? How can I help you?”


      The tiger-woman sighed again. “Harv, if you ask me to, I’ll work that last year for you doing just exactly what I’m doing now. I owe you all of that and more, and I’ll never utter a single word of complaint, now or ever. But I just can’t do as good a job as I once did; my heart isn’t in it any more. The johns are beginning to notice.” She looked out to sea. “And I know that you pride yourself on excellence. On providing your guests with nothing but the best.”


      I nodded; the last part was true enough. And my erotic dancers were artists, I reminded myself. Not mere laborers. An artist cannot be ordered to perform; the universe just doesn’t work like that. Of course I’d let Stripes out of her contract if that was what she wanted. I’d give her anything in the universe after what she’d done for me during the bad times.


      But Stripes was young, I reminded myself. Did she really know what it was that she wanted most of all?


      For a time we danced across the waves in silence, Spots doing an excellent job of navigating us through the heavy sea-traffic. Then I thought about my lunch with Felix, and had an idea. “Stripes,” I asked at long last. “Have you ever considered a transfer?”


      She cocked her head to one side in interest. “Not really.”


      “Hmm,” I replied thoughtfully. You could only party just so long, even when you got paid for it. “How are your engineering credentials these days? Have you been keeping up to date in your previous profession?”


      “Only sporadically,” she admitted. “I’m not quite as in-touch as I once was.”

    


    
      “But a few years back, you were one of the best in the business,” I pointed out.


      “I’ll admit that,” she replied after a moment’s delay. Her posture shifted slightly, and suddenly she looked very much like Walter. “I haven’t worked a project in ages, though.”


      I nodded. “You’re a coatings expert, but you’ve got a good all-around engineering background. Even more importantly, I trust you completely and respect your judgment.” I paused thoughtfully. “If I’m reading my tea leaves correctly, things are really about to start happening in Freedom City. Big, important things. Bea and I are going to be living right in the center of the whirlwind. One of the developments that I fear most is that I’m simply not going to have enough hours in the day to get everything done that needs to be done. Bea used to help me out a lot, but now she’s tied up in knots herself on the new Alpha project. What would you say to becoming my eyes and ears over here at Conestoga? You’d be a sort of special liaison. Until your contract expires, of course. Then we can talk again.”


      Stripes was wearing sunglasses, but I could easily make out her eyes going wide behind the dark lenses. “What? You mean…”


      I nodded. “Yep. I mean real work, Hon. No more johns, no more dirty dancing. Unless you happened to feel like dirty dancing, of course. Then it would be just fine.” I grinned evilly. “Or you could dirty-dance for me while you’re making your status reports. That’d be just fine too!” I leered evilly and nudged her in the ribs with an elbow.


      “Why… Harv! I never even considered! I mean…”


      I let Stripes splutter on for a little bit, then laughed out loud. “Seriously, Miss McKee,” I declared aloud. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do about your contract; you know that. I owe you far more than I can ever possibly repay. If you want to leave the Foot completely, then you’re free to go. Though of course I’d rather that you stay.” I shaded my eyes and looked out across the water to where my private jetty was looming up, then stood and picked up a rope to help Spots with the docking. “But one of the reasons that I love you so much is that you’ve got the kind of deep-down grit in your soul that it takes to make dreams come true. If you want to give your body a rest and put your brains back to work chasing a different kind of dream for a little while, follow me on up to the main conference room. I’ve got problems, problems, problems waiting for me there, and it sure would be nice to have someone with me who’s on my side for once.”

    


    
      



      The conference room was as crowded as always. The main computer display was still frozen on yesterday’s Conestoga fireball; not exactly the best note upon which to start today’s meeting, I decided silently. “Good day, people!” I greeted everyone as I strode briskly into the room, Stripes following close behind. “How are you all today?”


      “Just fine, sir,” Lenny replied for them all.


      I glanced over at the clock; it was four minutes past the hour. “Sorry I’m late,” I said. “It took us a little longer to make the crossing than expected. Must have picked up a headwind.”


      “No problem,” Leona replied. She looked very tired and haggard, I noted. Probably she’d been up most of the night.


      “Right,” I agreed, looking around the circle. “Now, first things first. This,” I said, nodding at my companion, “is Stripes McKee. Most of you probably already either know her, or know of her.”


      “But of course,” Roger replied with a gracious smile. “To be quite honest, I’ve long sought the privilege.” He nodded formally. “My most sincere pleasure, madam.”


      Stripes preened a little as she returned the smile, and I went right on. “Stripes is one of my most talented employees, as you all are aware. However…” I paused and met everyone’s eyes, one by one. “Her talents are not limited to the bedroom arts. Before undertaking her current career, Stripes played a major role in helping me to build the Foot. She’s a fully qualified engineer, with multiple certifications. Where did you say your degree was from, honey?”


      “Georgia Tech,” she replied demurely. “I’m a chemical engineer. My specialty was coatings.”


      “Right,” I agreed smoothly. “Anyway, as D-day gets closer and closer, I’m getting busier and busier. Stripes and I work well together, and I trust her judgment. She’s going to pinch-hit for me at the more routine meetings, once she’s up to speed, and act as a liaison. Lenny, I’ll need you to have someone scrounge her up an office when this meeting is over and help her settle in.”

    


    
      Lenny’s oversized brown eyes blinked once, then a second time before he responded. “Of course, Harv.” he said.


      Leona took it well, too. “Pleased to have you on board, Stripes.” she said graciously.


      Roger’s mouth dropped open, then he shut it again. “I’m looking forward to working with you,” he answered shortly.


      It was clear that Roger had more to say, so I called him on it. “Is something the matter?” I asked, looking him in the eye.


      “No, of course not!” he answered. Then he pressed his lips together, and spoke his piece. “Well, yes. Mr. Foote there is something bothering me. The Conestoga team is supposed to be an all-star affair, especially at this level. Lenny here is young, but everyone knows how sharp he is. Leona is a dedicated professional, and even I’ve been around the block a few times. Now…” he sighed, then took the plunge. “Now, Miss McKee here may have a degree and all of that, but what we’re trying to do is difficult enough without introducing a non-specialist into the senior working group.”


      I nodded; the complaint was a reasonable one. I didn’t like Roger, and never had. He was far too complacent in his sourcing work for my tastes. Even worse, at times he hadn’t seemed as committed to success as the rest of us. He’d only been in Freedom for two or three years, and in some ways he still thought like a mainlander. On the other hand, he’d done aerospace sourcing work for over two decades back home, and each and every time that I’d checked up on the contracts he’d issued in my name, I’d been unable to find a single fault. “I can understand where you’re coming from, Roger,” I replied. “From where you sit, this probably looks like blatant nepotism, or maybe something even worse. And, of course, I encourage my people to speak their mind freely. In fact, I respect you for doing so.”


      He nodded and looked at least a little bit placated. “However,” I continued. “I need a liaison over here if I’m to maintain the required pace, and the fact of the matter is that I can’t think of anyone better qualified for the role than my good friend Stripes. Furthermore, it is my belief that after you’ve worked with her for a few weeks, you’ll agree with me.”


      Roger looked down at the table. “All right,” he replied. “It is indeed your decision.”

    


    
      I nodded, then got down to business. “Good. Now, when we left off yesterday we were dealing with a tolerance problem in Sao Paolo, and the resulting delays. Does anyone have any good news for me?”


      Leona was the first to speak. “Craig Denton is in Brazil now,” she said. “He’s already reported in. I don’t think he’s been to bed in over thirty hours.”


      I nodded again and filed the information away. I’d met Craig Denton twice, and had formed a favorable impression. It’d just grown more favorable still. “What did he have to say?”


      My second-ranking engineer licked her lips nervously. “According to his report, the whole situation is a real mess. You’re aware that the component in question is the titanium mating ring between the second and final stages?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “That’s why the dimensions are so critical.”


      “Right,” she agreed. “Anyway, well… Craig says that the tooling that they’re trying to use is totally unsuitable for this kind of work.”


      I looked over at Roger. “Didn’t we check this out before placing the order?”


      “Of course,” he replied easily. “In fact, on this particular part I toured the facility myself, since there were several potential contractors in the immediate area. The tooling was correct at the time.”


      I nodded, and turned back to Leona. “What happened?”


      She sighed. “I didn’t say that Avacion Centrale doesn’t have proper tooling for tight-tolerance work in titanium,” she explained. “Roger’s right; they’ve got the right stuff. It’s just that they’re not using it.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed. “All right,” I said. “I’ll bite. Why on earth aren’t they using the proper tools?”


      “Because quite suddenly the Brazilian Air Force has determined that it’s a matter of the highest national priority that certain titanium parts in their fleet of jet fighters be replaced immediately,” Lenny explained with a sour look on his face. “The factory has been ordered in no uncertain terms by their government to use their best tooling on that project first. All export work is to be delayed accordingly.”


      I tasted something very bad in my mouth. This kind of situation wasn’t unexpected, but I’d hoped it wouldn’t happen anyway. Carefully I switched my mind to ‘command’ mode. “Bea?”

    


    
      “Yes, honeydumpkins?”


      I flashed a mental smile, then became serious. “We’ve got big, big problems, love.” Effortlessly I replayed the conversation I’d just taken part in for her. “I hate to take you away from your real work, but someone needs to go do some snooping right away.”


      “I agree,” she answered with a sigh. “And I just got elected. I’ll get back with you in an hour or two.”


      “Thanks, love” I answered, flashing her my incisors once more. Then I returned my attention to the real world around me. “…fighters are built to specs every bit as tight as Conestoga,” Leona was explaining. “There’s only so much tooling around that’s both accurate enough for this kind of thing and able to work titanium.”


      I nodded as if I’d not missed a word. “All right. Obviously we can’t pull rank on a nation’s own air force. Craig says that they’re trying to improvise with other tooling?”


      “Yes,” Lenny agreed. “I’ll give them that much credit. But it’s just not going to be good enough. They’ll never make spec with the garbage they’ve got, according to Craig. Not unless there’s a miracle. Harv, that mating ring is engineered tight.”


      “All right,” I acknowledged. “What about alternate suppliers?”


      “There aren’t any,” Roger said flatly. “Not here in Freedom, and not anywhere in the world. Not that can make our schedule.”


      It was Roger’s business to know what he was talking about, so I assumed that he did. “All right, there aren’t any suppliers. What about tooling itself?” I asked. “Maybe we can buy a company with tooling and then force them to dance to our tune? Or even buy a set of tooling, and sell it off later when we’re done with it?”


      “I’ve looked into that already,” Lenny replied, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “In fact, I spent most of the night looking into it.” He sighed. “I haven’t been around as long as Roger has, but this whole situation seems a little funny to me. I mean, in any industry there’s always a little give, a few unused resources out there to be found. Even when there’s a demand spike, like the one we’ve caused by beginning Conestoga, there ought to be machines available for the right price. But every last set of tooling in the world is booked up for the next six months or more.” He sighed. “It’s positively uncanny.”


      Roger nodded, then leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “The only modern-titanium-capable tooling I’ve been able to locate that I can’t account for seems to have disappeared somewhere here in Freedom City,” he said speculatively. “It’s brand new, and Brain-controlled. It’d be perfect for us, if we could but locate it.”

    


    
      My smile froze. Damnation! That last set of tooling was fully occupied as well, I knew. Down deep under the Foote Institute doing work even more vital than this! The last thing in the world that I wanted was Roger digging around down there! Well, Bea was very good at covering her tracks… “Keep searching for it, son!” I encouraged Roger. “But in the meantime, what are we going to do?”


      Lenny shook his head. “There’s not all that much that we can do!” he explained. “The design is pretty much locked in place at this stage of the game. We need a titanium mating ring, we’re not going to get it, and that’s that. Redesign would take far too long.”


      I placed my elbows on the table and rested my head on my hands, letting my ears droop down onto the tabletop. “All right,” I conceded. “Something’s going to have to give. It can’t be our launch date; I was serious about us going bankrupt if that happens. So what else can we do?”


      Roger shook his head vigorously. “We need a sixty-day hold,” he declared flatly. “And that’s just the beginning.”


      “Lenny’s right,” Leona said. “We can’t do a redesign now.”


      Then a new voice spoke. “What about reducing the strain, and employing a less-durable material that’s easier to machine?”


      We all turned towards Stripes. “Maybe we could reduce the weight of the final stage enough to use another alloy?” she amplified.


      “The payload is fixed, too!” Roger declared angrily. “We’ve contracted to loft eight hundred kilos on our first launch, intended to simulate a manned flight.”


      I pursed my lips in thought. “No,” I answered slowly. “That’s not quite correct. We’ve contracted to simulate a manned flight on our very first launch, yes. Our engineers tell us that eight hundred kilos of dead weight, with the advances that have taken place in recent years, is enough payload to support a man. That’s not exactly the same thing.”


      Lenny blinked. “We’ve contracted to lift an eight-hundred kilo satellite on the first launch as well,” he pointed out. “We did that so as to at least break even from the get-go. Don’t forget about that.”

    


    
      But I didn’t even hear him. “If we can credibly reduce that eight-hundred kilo figure, then we can fulfill our contract while lofting less weight, and maybe not overstraining a lesser mating ring.”


      “Harv, what about the satellite?” Roger demanded.


      “That’s if this idea even works,” Leona pointed out. “Most likely, there’ll still be too much stress.”


      Lenny, however, was already pounding on his keyboard. “Maybe…” he muttered. “Maybe…”


      We all sat in silence for what felt like a very long time as our chief engineer reconfigured his data. Then he reset the display on his screen and the image became that of a Conestoga floating vertically in the ocean, ready for launch. “Five, four, three, two, one” the machine said mechanically, and then the main booster fired and the rocket ship leapt upwards, riding a column of fire and climbing, climbing, climbing!


      “This is all based on rough estimates,” Lenny pointed out. “Don’t take any of this to the bank. For example, I totally guesstimated the material-strength factor of the new mating ring.”


      I nodded, not looking away as my dreamchild soared through the clouds and beyond. “T plus twenty seconds,” the machine said aloud, and I began watching for the telltale blurring that was the visual indicator of our buffeting problem.


      “Any second now,” Leona muttered. “Any second…”


      But the seconds kept coming and coming and coming, and there was no buffeting! Finally the explosive bolts fired, and the booster fell free. The mating ring had held.


      My chest hurt, I suddenly realized. I hadn’t breathed in a very long time, and my arms and legs were taut as overwound watch springs. I made a conscious effort to relax before speaking. “How much payload was that, Lenny?” I asked.


      “Six hundred and fifty kilos,” he answered. Lenny was still staring at his screen, I noted, and was absently gnawing at an eartip. “Harv, like I said. You can’t take this to the bank. There’s a ton of work left to do, and---”


      “And I’m sure you’ll take care of it,” I agreed with a smile. Then I stood up and brushed some nonexistent lint off of my tuxedo jacket.

    


    
      “The satellite weighs eight hundred kilos,” Leona pointed out. “Starfire Services holds a contract for eight hundred kilos, not six-fifty.”


      “I’ll worry about that,” I declared boldly. “You worry about getting my rocket to fly at all.” Then I turned to Stripes, who somehow looked more beautiful than ever. “Thank you, my friend.” I said with a smile. Then I blew her a kiss as I made my way down the long flights of stairs to my gig, picking up Spots on the way.


      After all, I simply had to stay on good terms with Stripes. Bea might never speak to me again, once I informed her that her design team was going to have to pare another hundred and fifty kilos out of an already tight Conestoga Effect Orbiter.


      



      My wife didn’t get back to me with the scoop on Avacion Centrale until late that night, in bed. Every time she opened a hacker’s door, she explained to me in a quick call at about four in the afternoon while I was out personally congratulating a big Keno winner down in the casino, there were three more behind it. We made an appointment to meet in bed and talk things over at ten that night, and I laid there patiently alongside her inert, deactivated bedroom body until almost eleven.


      “Sorry, hon” she murmured as soon as she was able; transitioning into a physical being was always a disorienting and slightly bilious experience for Bea.


      “Shh!” I whispered, rolling over alongside her and kissing her wondrously soft cheek fur. “Wait a few minutes, and you’ll feel better.”


      She nodded and rolled stiffly over onto her side. I snuggled up against her happily. In time her breathing steadied down, and then my wife was finally with me in the flesh once more. “Welcome back to the real world,” I breathed into her right ear.


      “What is real, anyway?” she murmured back. “I’m not sure that I know anymore. Maybe I never did know.” Bea’s back always hurt when re-occupying her body; so I kneaded it gently, seeking out the tight spots and massaging until they relaxed.


      “Mmm!” she said at length. “That’s so very nice.”


      “Yes, it is” I agreed. There was something subtly different about Bea’s scent when she was actually present in her body, I’d determined through long familiarity, and I felt a deep sense of peace in my heart as I lay with my wife once more. I’d long since come to accept her choice in becoming a disembodied Brain; our relationship in fact had never been stronger. But still, it was very nice to simply be with Bea in the old-fashioned sense of the word.

    


    
      Finally she shivered a little and rolled over to face me, her own features very much at peace. “I love you, Harvey Foote” she said.


      I kissed her again, this time on the mouth. “And I love you too, Bea.”


      Her smile widened, and we snuggled quietly together for a time. Then Bea sighed. “Eventually we’ve got to talk some business, Harv. Now, or after?”


      She was right, of course. And it was better if we took care of it sooner rather than later. “Yes,” I agreed. “We do. You first, or me?”


      “I’m going to be a while when it’s my turn,” Bea answered. “The Avacion Centrale situation is far more complex than it appears on the surface. Maybe I’d better go second.”


      “Good enough,” I agreed, rolling over onto my back and staring up into the darkness. “I’ll be short and sweet. Bea, we’ve got no choices at all. You’ve got to lighten the Conestoga orbiter by roughly a hundred and fifty kilos. Even that’s not a solid number; Lenny worked it up off-the-cuff this afternoon. It’ll be a week or so, I’d guess, before the jury comes all the way in.”


      Bea surprised me by taking it calmly. “Hmm,” she said after a long moment of consideration. “I was afraid that you were going to tell me there was going to be at least a sixty-day hold. We can’t possibly afford that.”


      “I know it,” I answered her. “Boy, do I ever know it!” Then I rolled my head over on the pillow and whispered conspiratorially in her ear. “And Stripes has agreed to become my new liaison over at Conestoga. We were right; she eventually went back to her real work.”


      Bea smiled, and even in the dark it was a beautiful thing. “Nice to know that we haven’t lost the touch,” she said after a time. “I’m very glad to hear that, in a way. Life is long, no one should get stuck in a rut. Not even a rut as pleasant as the one that she was in.”


      “She was in a permanent rut, all right.” I answered, and Bea sniffed disdainfully at my terrible pun. “At any rate, I’m glad to have her on staff. Things are starting to heat up, if you’re about to tell me what I think you are.”

    


    
      “I rather suspect that I am,” she admitted after a time. “Harv, Washington’s fingerprints are all over the Sao Paolo thing. I can’t offer you any firm evidence, and most especially I can’t offer you any evidence that can ever be shown to anyone. In fact, I hacked every bit of it, pure and simple. But it’s a fact nonetheless. Washington intervened directly to deny us the use of that tooling.”


      “How?” I asked.


      “It’s simple. The Brazilian Air Force flies American-made fighter planes. Washington offered them an upgrade package on favorable terms if, and only if, they would manufacture and install the new titanium parts right away. Harv, this had to be aimed at squeezing us out. It simply had to!”


      I nodded and patted my wife’s soft thigh. “We knew it was coming,” I reminded her. “The mainlanders don’t want us in space.”


      She sighed, louder and longer than usual. “I know, hon. But still, it just seems so… dirty.”


      I nodded. “Business can be nasty, and politics is usually an order of magnitude or so nastier. It’s part of why we try so hard to avoid it here, by having so little government. Now, let me make a guess. Since you were on the case anyway, you tried to locate us some new tooling. And when you did, you found out that Washington is already squeezing us out everywhere else, too.”


      She nodded. “They’ve even gone so far as to place orders years ahead of time at the tooling manufacturing companies. Harv, I took some liberties on that, I’m afraid. As a backup, I bought an Austrian precision machining outfit this afternoon. I signed your name. If worst comes to worst, they’re capable of manufacturing any tooling that we might need. It’d take months,, but after that, Washington won’t be able to hurt us this way anymore.”


      I nodded. Bea was a very sharp operator indeed. I didn’t even have to ask if the price was right. “You did the right thing,” I agreed. “Though most likely we’ll sink or swim long before this Austrian outfit can become a factor.”


      “Of course,” Bea agreed. “But we have a cover to maintain, Harv. Don’t forget; the world thinks that we’re planning a whole series of launches, not just one.”

    


    
      “Right,” I agreed, feeling a bit ashamed of myself. Sometimes it was easy to forget what was cover and what wasn’t, when you were wearing so many hats. “That makes perfect sense.” I changed the subject. “So, do you think that you can trim the hundred and fifty kilos?”


      “No,” she answered forthrightly, and I felt my stomach lurch a little. “But my staff will manage somehow. Probably we’ll have to accept reduced power and capabilities.” She paused. “Harv, I’m not angry with you about this. It’s frustrating, sure. But it’s not your fault. Honestly, I expected you to tell me that there was going to be a sixty-day hold. And that would have been much worse.”


      I slumped back onto my pillow. “Thank you, love,” I whispered.


      Bea reached over and toyed languidly with my belly fur for a time before speaking again. “We can’t afford a delay, Harv. It’s not just money anymore. The mainlanders have made some other moves besides trying to cut off our sourcing. They’re getting more aggressive every day”


      My ears stiffened. “Really?”


      “Really,” she responded. “Harv, the mainlanders know we’re hacking their systems. They can’t stop us, but they can set things up so that we leave traces. They’ve got a pretty good idea of where we’ve been, nowadays, and where we haven’t.”


      I nodded. “That’s old news.”


      “Yes, but here’s something new. The US Marines are holding a full-scale drill next week, assaulting some old drilling platforms out in the Gulf of Mexico. It’s top secret, but the files were deliberately left where we Brains could find them. Harv, they want us to know. And they want us to be afraid.”


      My ears went limp. “The US Marines,” I repeated flatly.


      “Yes,” Bea replied. “Them. The Halls of Montezuma. Gung Ho. All of that stuff.”


      “Shit,” I said after a long pause.


      Bea rubbed my belly fur some more as together we pondered the implications of it all. “I’ve been afraid of this for a long time, Harv,” Bea pointed out eventually. “Just exactly this.”


      I nodded. “All of us have. But we can’t back down. Not now, not ever.”

    


    
      My wife nodded in the darkness. “I took the time to check in with Dr. Stations this afternoon, Harv. Just to make sure. He still hasn’t changed his projections at all.”


      I pressed my lips together. Dr. Stations was an ex-Cambridge historian who’d come to Freedom City explicitly to become a Brain. He’d formed a Foote-bankrolled think tank the like of which no one else on the planet could match. “He still projects a Dark Age unless we break out?”


      “Uh-huh.” Bea rolled over onto her side, bringing her lips very near to my own. “It’s the same old thing, over and over. Ever since humanity developed industrialization, we’ve been locked into a Red Queen’s Race. We’ve grown tremendously as a species, but at the cost of using up every natural resource on the planet. So far the technology has improved fast enough to more than compensate for the lack of resources. We can profitably mine new ores, for example, and replace copper telephone wires with fiber optics. But now, the mainlanders are coming to fear new tech. They’re afraid to grow fast enough to keep ahead of the curve.”


      “And they don’t understand that not advancing isn’t an option.” I sighed, and reached over to fondle Bea’s breast.


      “Exactly,” my wife replied, responding to my more erotic play by lowering her fingers to my groin. I flipped a mental switch and my modesty pouch opened, exposing my maleness to her ministrations. “My own people agree with Dr. Stations, and have all along. If we as a species don’t make it out into space in the next few years, we’ll never make it there at all.”


      I shook my head, frowning. “We’re standing right on the very brink, you know. Standing on the threshold of something wonderful! Here in Freedom we’ve opened the doors that everyone else was afraid to open and gone places that would’ve taken the mainlanders decades to get to, if not longer. We gengineered algae, and they said it was evil and twisted. Then they bought our hydrogen anyway. We gengineered animals, and they called us monsters. But they also bought the drugs and such that we created along the way. Then we gengineered humans, and they said that we were playing god, that we had no right to reshape our minds and bodies as we chose, that our Creator never meant for us to grow past a certain point. And yet they let their children watch little Bun-Bun on television every afternoon. So why can’t they accept us going into space?”

    


    
      Bea picked a bit of fluff off of my brow. “Because now they’re really and truly afraid, Harv,” she explained. “Deeply and profoundly frightened. To them, Conestoga represents the unknown in a way that Bun-Bun can’t---even if perhaps he should.” She sighed. “It didn’t help any when I died, you know, and then came back. It underlined how different we’ve already become, and how far we Freedomites have already traveled down the road to the future. They’re simply not prepared to deal with a world like ours, Harv. They’ll try to stop almost anything that we want to do now, just for the sake of stopping it.”


      Instantly my hand froze on Bea’s breast, then almost guiltily I resumed my physical affections. My wife almost never mentioned her death, and I spoke of it even less. “Dearest…” I whispered, a single tear running down my cheek. “Oh, my very dearest!”


      “Hush, now!” Bea replied, running a finger down my lips. “It has to be said, and it has to be dealt with. It is why they’re so afraid, you know. You once told their Ambassador to the UN that they must either grow themselves or else at least let us show them the way to the future. But it’s not that simple, Harv! Panicked people don’t always do the rational thing.”


      Very slowly I reached out with my short muzzle and gently massaged Bea’s left ear between my incisors. Rabbits gnaw at things when they’re nervous, and this was close enough to gnawing to make me feel a little easier. Having Bea between my teeth made her feel real to me, made her seem substantial and alive once more in my mind at the most primal of levels. Then, feeling a little more myself again, I spoke once more. “There’s a destiny awaiting Man,” I whispered. “I’ve met its avatar, back when we were reviving you. We all met it, and none of us who did will ever be the same.”


      “Yes,” Bea answered. “And how I wish I could have met it as well! We’ve never come across it again since.”


      “We caught it unawares. I’m quite certain of that, somehow. It said that we weren’t ready.”


      Bea’s hand began working faster. “Nor will we ever be, Harv,” she replied after a few wonderful moments. “Not unless Conestoga flies, and flies on time. No one else is even close to where we are. An unmodified mind can’t grasp the theory. And only a group of Brains working together can design equipment to act upon it.”

    


    
      “I know,” I answered, closing my eyes and letting my unoccupied hand slide down Bea’s body to a warm, damp place. “How I wish that I could help!”


      “Soon!” Bea declared. “Soon we’ll be able to switch you over, Harv. Then you can be fully one of us.”


      I felt a shudder make its way down my now erect shaft, and closed my eyes in bliss. Soon, soon, soon! “Damn the Marines,” I muttered at long last. “Full speed ahead!”


      Bea’s smile had grown wider as well. “Aye-Aye, Commodore!” she replied. “That’s the Harvey Foote that I married, so very long ago!” Then she kissed me, and there was no longer either need or opportunity for further words between us.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Five


      



      The next few weeks were frantic, frantic, frantic, and things promised to get worse long before they got better. I met with investors, got drunk at an afternoon cocktail party with the boring Malcolm Brannigan, and sat through interminable engineering meetings. Though Stripes proved to be a good liaison, there was still much to be done over at Conestoga Platform that could only be handled by me, in person. Lenny and his team refined their calculations until it became evident that an aircraft aluminum mating ring would be good enough for a six-hundred and seventy-five kilo payload, given a reasonable safety margin. He was both shocked and gratified at how easily Starfire Systems took the bad news; only I knew that Bea was the owner of said company, and that she was secretly relieved to learn that she had twenty-five more kilos to play with than expected. I directed Roger to keep pressing Avacion Centrale just as if we were truly still utterly dependant upon their titanium part, so as to throw the mainlanders off the scent a little, and then very discreetly placed the order for the aluminum ring locally, in a shop largely owned by my good friend Abu. He and I met privately, and from then on there was never any doubt in my mind that I could depend upon at least this one critical component arriving on time and on budget.


      This was not to say that everything else was running on time, however. The control systems people, despite being fellow Freedomites, were proving to be as human and as prone to error and unavoidable mishap as everyone else. Their software was riddled with glitches, and their hardware remained stubbornly overweight. Eventually we had to push our scheduled launch date back a week into the middle of June to accommodate both them and the fuel-pump people in Iraq, who were also having troubles. At least, however, Freedom Systems admitted their mistakes openly and early enough in the game not to create a panic situation. I didn’t expect perfection from my partners, just honesty. These were clearly people I could work with, despite the rough spots in our relationship. I showed up personally at their facility over on Industrial a few times, touring their shop floor and shaking hands for several hours one fine April afternoon. This worked wonders for morale, though they never did quite catch up to the original schedule.

    


    
      While Bea and her team were working wonders in their underwater lab beneath the Foote Institute, Felix was gamely doing his best to hold the line at the Foot. Bookings were steadily turning down, down, down, and there didn’t seem to be a damned thing in the world to be done about it. With my full backing he ran promotions and cut prices, devised new commercials and offered special kickbacks to travel agencies. It was all to no avail, however, given the relentless propaganda campaign being waged against us on the mainland. One Senator made a three-hour speech denouncing the Rabbit’s Foot as a “gateway to hell”, while a leading televangelist identified Bea personally as the antichrist. The New York Times was filled to overflowing with stories about Freedom City’s alleged biowar capabilities and the threat that we’d become if our “missile” program was successful, while other prominent publications aired a seemingly endless string of grievances against our little nation, ranging from the alleged fixing of hydrogen prices to morally corrupting the world’s youth via poor little Bun-Bun. A rabbit’s face is almost by definition friendly and non-threatening, yet the world’s editorial cartoonists did their best to make me appear menacing. Mostly their attempts were ludicrous failures. However, the very fact that they labored so hard at their easels was a sort of message in and of itself. Most of our bookings came from the United States, and the government there was energetically claiming that I was as dangerous and out-of-control as Hitler and Hussein on their best days. They had to work plenty hard at this, seeing as how we had indisputably never invaded anyone, never made any territorial claims anywhere, sought nothing but free trade with all comers, and welcomed peace with all nations. Then they had to work doubly hard because I wasn’t even the head of what little government we had. Still, their efforts hit our bottom line, and hit it hard. It was, in fact, a tribute to what a world-class attraction the Foot really was that anyone still showed up at all.

    


    
      Bea and I talked the situation over repeatedly, and in the end we decided that the reality was that the world was simply having a hard time dealing with the concept of freedom on the scale that we Freedomites enjoyed. Living as they did and imbued with their very different cultural viewpoint, they were in essence working from a different set of initial assumptions than we were. We’d been Americans ourselves once, and bore no hatred for our native land. However, we also believed that the United States had long ago sold out the sacred freedoms for which they once stood in exchange for an illusion of security and justice. America’s tax code, we believed, had devolved into a form of economic tyranny, and in our view the thought police had stifled free and open debate. Today, Americans no longer spoke of freedom. Instead, they spoke of the rights of groups such as the poor or the handicapped or the workers. Bea and I had always been baffled by such talk, even back in the days when Freedom City was still but a sparkle in the eye of Anson Howard.


      History was full of ironies, I mused one evening, and of them surely one of the most profound was that America had been forced to violently rebel against the freest nation on the planet, England, in order to achieve a higher degree of freedom still. The Revolution had been an extraordinarily bitter and hard-fought war, I knew, though these days most mainlander history books sanitized the conflict. And I had to wonder, as the days and weeks rushed by and the tensions built, if there was some sort of mysterious historical imperative still at work dictating that, in order to develop greater liberties still, Freedom City must in turn face off against what remained the finest and freest nation on the planet other than our own.


      Must we Freedomites, for some mysterious reason still beyond our ken, spill both American blood and our own in order that Mankind might advance another step towards our ultimate, most clearly manifest destiny?


      In my deepest soul, I most certainly hoped not. But I wasn’t backing down, either. The stakes were just too damned high.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Six


      



      The Mainlander’s Embassy was located on its own freestanding platform. Freedom City is a terribly overcrowded little city-state, and the Americans had demanded large areas of open, unobstructed space all around their official conclave in order to counter the terrorist threat that they continually lived under. While their requests were reasonable enough given the circumstances, and their counter-offers of land for Freedom City Embassies near both the United Nations and Washington had been plenty generous, we’d still encountered some serious cultural conflicts in setting up the whole diplomacy thing. For starters, the Freedom City land parcels on the mainland stood empty; we’d found no earthly use for them, not having much in the way of a diplomatic corps. Still, we’d recognized that as a member of the family of nations Freedom City did in fact have certain obligations, and that the Americans’ requests for what a Freedomite would consider to be an extravagant amount of deck space were founded upon very real concerns. We’d compromised in the end by building them a separate deck of their own several hundred yards off of Industrial Platform, not too far from the airport. Still there was friction. The Americans had at first been scandalized when we’d explained that it was traditional for bridging rights to be sold to private contractors in Freedom City, and that if they wanted a causeway connecting them up to the main Platform complex they could either pay for it themselves or arrange for a toll-charging entrepreneur to set them up. Eventually, however, they decided to do the reasonable thing and build their own boat dock in lieu of a bridge. After all, the projected traffic load wasn’t enough to justify a toll bridge anyway; they could never have found an investor willing to take on such a bad risk without a healthy subsidy. Therefore, in economic terms a bridge couldn’t be justified in any event, no matter how unpalatable this fact might be to the mainlanders. Yet still, the scuttlebutt was that Ambassador Asaith roundly cursed our names every time she boarded her private yacht for the short trip over to Industrial.

    


    
      Well, they were the ones who had demanded lots of open space in the first place, weren’t they? And we’d done what it took to honor their request and meet their needs. Sometimes I didn’t understand my one-time nation’s people at all anymore…


      I sighed aloud as Ken stood up in the bow of my gig, ready to make us fast to the Embassy dock. A unit of Marines was standing at attention in the hot sun waiting to give me an official greeting. I’d asked the Mainlanders more than once to please not do that anymore, but it was if I were talking to a brick wall. Technically I was in fact the Foreign Minister of Freedom City, though as a practical matter a deputy did all the routine work for me. All of us who sat on the Board were Cabinet-level ministers, some of us wearing more than one hat. But it didn’t really mean anything. Except to the patiently sweating Marines, it seemed.


      “Tench-hut!” called out the ceremonial guard’s sergeant as I reversed the prop and Ken wrapped his line around the waiting bollard. I frowned and caught Ken’s eye, then nodded at the stern line that it was usually my job to secure whenever we tied up. He smiled and waved, understanding that this once he’d have to cover for me, and I hopped up onto the wooden dock.


      The Embassy was a beautiful place, I certainly had to give it that. It was built in the most modern possible style, with large octagonal columns and a massive concrete facing. The columns were designed to help divert heavy blasts, and the windowless concrete to repel whatever might get past them. Still, the building’s designer had made a genuine effort to beautify his fortifications. Even more, Ambassador Asaith’s love of flowers had made itself felt as well. It was unusual to see so much green in largely urban Freedom City. Large concrete flowerpots served as bases for flowering vines that climbed tall and strong up the concrete walls in the Caribbean sunlight, while other carefully tended elevated beds featured peonies, roses, and even some hothouse varieties rarely encountered in an outdoor setting. Indeed, the crawling carpet of green extended right to the very base of the forest of radio antennas that the Mainlanders had planted on their roof in an open attempt to listen in on our various conversations. The Ambassador employed extravagantly large numbers of Freedomites in maintaining the gardens. Even as I nodded to the Marine sergeant in acknowledgement of his compliment an older man walking by with a hoe under his arm smiled and made a “shoo-oom!” salute with his unoccupied hand. I smiled in reply, more than a little heartened by the gesture. I was about to meet with Sirius Asraith, the US Ambassador to Freedom City, and I didn’t expect the meeting to be a pleasant one.

    


    
      “Good afternoon, Harv!” Sirius greeted me, flowing effortlessly to her feet and smiling warmly. “It was so good of you to come by here today.”


      I replied with my own warmest ‘business’ smile, and extended my hand to shake hers. Sirius was wearing a fashionably tie-dyed business dress that extended to the floor, and a matching scarf around her head. “You look wonderful today, Ambassador,” I replied with equal sincerity. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”


      She nodded. “We’ve gone far too long without a meeting, you and I,” she agreed, pressing a button on her desk. “And much has taken place. With respect, Mr. Foote, your nation ought to expend a little more time and effort on foreign affairs. A part-time Foreign Minister, for example, makes it very difficult to conduct serious business.”


      I shrugged. “My assistant seems able to keep up with issuing visas and the like. We don’t see where there’s all that much more to be done, considering that all we want as a nation is to live and trade in peace. Why waste the time of talented, productive people with a bunch of talking about nothing important when they could be out earning honest money for themselves instead?”


      Sirius pressed her lips together, then looked down at her desktop. She opened her mouth to speak, but just then a servant entered with the Ambassador’s famous personal crystal tea set. Very carefully the servant set it down and looked at his mistress inquiringly. She paused, then gestured him out of the room. “I’ll pour for us both myself if you don’t mind, Mr. Foote.” she explained.


      I nodded, acknowledging the compliment as she very carefully poured the hot, fragrant liquid into two tall, clear cups. Sirius’s famous tea set was carved from several among hundreds of massive crystals of quartz that’d been found in a small cave on Mount Shasta in California. Almost certainly they’d been left there by one of the tens of thousands of New Agers who frequented the slopes over the years, feasting on the “holy aura” of the place. However, a legend had arisen that these particular crystals had been put in place for a very special purpose by a being of immense spiritual insight and power, and of course as a True Believer Sirius denied all other possible explanations for their presence. Her tea set was one of the Holy of Holys of the whole New Age movement, Sirius having inherited it from her mother Elvensong. Indeed, Sirius wore yet another sacred crystal from her mother’s hoard around her neck. In my book, the tea service was overly ornate and far too heavy to be practical. Even worse, I rather suspected that it would crack or even shatter in use someday from all of the thermal stresses involved, even though no one actually ever boiled water in the little pot. The compliment that I was being offered was a very real one in my hostess’ mind, however, and I leaned forward eagerly and sniffed, as if impressed. “That smells very nice,” I said, speaking the truth. “What kind of tea is it?”

    


    
      “There’s jasmine in it,” Sirius replied, pouring a second cup for herself. “And sassafras. There’s even a little red clover, in your honor. Would you care for some honey in your tea?”


      “Yes, thank you!” I replied. Sirius was big on natural foods, and her honey was the product of her own hives. They were kept just outside the Embassy’s rear entrance. Idly I wondered what they did with them during hurricane season. Surely they didn’t bring them inside?


      The Ambassador spooned a dollop into my cup, then a similar one into her own. Carefully I grasped the tiny handle and sipped delicately. “Delicious,” I murmured; at least Sirius and I were in perfect accord on what made for a good tea, even if we agreed on little else. “Magnificent.”


      She beamed. “It’s a formula my mother created, designed to dispel negative influences and soothe wounded auras. I thought that it might be appropriate indeed, given the nature of today’s business.”


      I nodded. “It’s an excellent beginning, at any rate,” I agreed. “Madam, might I ask for your recipe? I think that this beverage might fit in well on the menu of the Clover Room.”

    


    
      Her smile grew wider. “But of course, Mr. Foote! I’ll write it up and send it to you myself.” Then she grew more serious. “It’d be unethical to use gengineered materials in a spiritual tea, however. I’ll have to ask you to limit yourself to organics.”


      I pressed my lips together, the beverage no longer tasting quite so good. “We take a far more open approach to that sort of thing here, Madame. We have to grow gengineered crops in order to turn a profit.”


      Sirius’s eyes narrowed. “Yes,” she replied disdainfully. “I’ve visited your greenhouses, Mr. Foote. The plants there are distorted and twisted, with obscenely oversized fruits. Their roots float free in water so salty that it is nearly seawater, and they have to be tethered in place lest they float away. How can you treat your lovely plants so?”


      I sighed. “First off, they’re not my greenhouses. I merely buy from them, like everyone else. Because they’re not mine, I have no rightful say in what goes on there.”


      “Granted,” Sirius replied with a dismissive wave. “They’re not yours personally.”


      “At any rate,” I continued, “Freedom City’s farms are one of our greatest achievements, from a profit-and-loss point of view. They produce more food per acre than any other agricultural facilities on the planet. Even more, the food is of superior quality. Until your nation prohibited the import of gengineered foodstuffs, we were sending shiploads of tomatoes to your finest restaurants year-round. Even more, several labs were working on ways to compete with soil-grown staples like rice and wheat. That work stopped dead in its tracks when you raised your trade barriers. Especially since you worked behind the scenes to make sure that practically no one would buy our wheat anywhere in the world, even if we managed to succeed in our research. There wasn’t any potential profit in pursuing ‘miracle wheat’ any more. So, nobody is. Even though the world remains a hungry place.”


      “It would’ve destabilized our economy,” Sirius pointed out. “Even almost three hundred years after our founding, the United States is still very much an agricultural nation.”


      “Mm-hmm,” I replied. “Certainly, there would’ve been dislocations. But we’re not beasts, Madame Ambassador. Gengineered crops that can profitably be grown here, out in the middle of the ocean, can be grown almost anywhere. There are still famines in Africa almost every single year. If our gengineered crops can help feed the hungry, don’t you think that America should be thanking us for our contributions to humanity instead of vilifying us? Don’t you think that we would have sold licenses to grow the crops elsewhere, at prices that the growers could afford?”

    


    
      She sighed. “But it’s wrong, Mr. Foreign Minister! Mankind simply isn’t wise enough to fool with the stuff of life itself!”


      I pressed my lips together and remained silent. I could’ve asked her if tractors or plows were also insults to the Earth Mother, or if thousands of generations of selective breeding didn’t constitute a form of gengineering. I could’ve asked her why I should be bound by her morals and scruples, or asked whether or not she would’ve blocked the development of electric power, given the chance to travel back in time. I could’ve asked her a thousand very reasonable questions that would’ve rendered her position so much nonsense. But long experience had taught me that it’d be utterly pointless to give voice to even one of them. By definition, a mysticist’s world-view wasn’t grounded in reality, and until the fundamental problem with their mode of reasoning was addressed rational argument was futile. So instead I just sat quietly and waited for what I knew was coming next.


      Sirius gently placed her teacup on the polished mahogany of her desk. “Mr. Foote,” she said slowly. “There’ve been tensions between our countries almost from the very beginning. Our people have regretted this deeply, and we’ve made numerous efforts to work with the citizens of Freedom City.”


      Like trying to kill my wife and I, I didn’t say aloud. Instead, I remembered my promise to Anson and tried to be diplomatic. “This beautiful Embassy itself is testimony to the fact that you seek to work things out,” I agreed.


      The Ambassador nodded, but pursed her lips as if she’d bitten into something sour. “And your own empty and barren Embassy lots in New York and Washington, Mr. Foote. They tell us what?”


      I sighed. “They should tell you that we Freedomites have very little interest in what happens beyond our own borders. They should tell you that we don’t seek to interfere with the inner workings of your nation, and that we see foreign relations as a very simple thing. Which they are, when all you want is peace and free trade.” I placed my own teacup down on the table. “Can you deny, Madam Ambassador, that we seek anything but peace?”

    


    
      Sirius cocked her head to one side, considering. “It all depends on how you define peace, Mr. Foote. Your people are creating one stir after another, what with your Brains and your gengineering and now your rocket ships. The world has found technological stability at long last, it seems. And yet here you people are, a bunch of malcontents mostly from my own country, living out in the Caribbean on a group of drilling platforms because you refused to accept any form of social responsibility or reasonable limits on your personal ambitions. Frankly, no one ever thought you’d make it through the first five years.”


      I smiled, remembering the little lunch bar that’d grown into the Rabbit’s Foot Hotel and Casino. “Sometimes we didn’t think we’d make it, either. Frankly, we wouldn’t have if it weren’t for the blessings of freedom. We unshackled our minds, and look at the miracles that we’ve brought forth!”


      Sirius looked down and idly traced the grain of the wood in her desk with a golden fingernail. “Miracles?” she asked. “Or monstrosities? We know precisely who and what your ‘young’ star Bun-Bun used to be, Mr. Foote. You’ve worked very hard to keep that from becoming public knowledge, have you not?”


      It had to come out eventually, I’d known all along, though it wasn’t easy to contain my anger. “Yes,” I agreed. “He was once a prostitute catering to pedophiles. These days he’s not doing that anymore. How is that a bad thing?” Then I leaned forward in my chair a little. “Let me tell you a little secret, Ambassador. If you’re trying to blackmail me, you should know up front that I don’t intimidate worth a damn.”


      Sirius blinked; Bun-Bun was almost sixty percent of my gross these days, and even more of my net. This was well-known even though Freedom City had no public record-keeping requirements whatsoever for businesses like mine. Clearly she’d expected me to be more afraid for my fortune. I looked her in the eye, studying the dozens of wheels suddenly spinning in the Ambassador’s head as she re-evaluated her approach. “Of course I’m not trying to intimidate you,” she replied sweetly. “Mr. Foote, we’re just sitting here discussing the issues dividing our two nations in a polite, theoretical sort of way.” She smiled. “Would you care for some more tea?”

    


    
      “Please,” I replied. The tea was good, even if it came from the hands of a representative of a nation that had once tried to end my life. We’d made peace since then, Freedom City and the United States, and I’d agreed to let bygones be bygones. However, the mental scars couldn’t be denied. Sirius poured gracefully for us both, and for a time we both sipped in silence.


      Finally, Sirius got down right to the very heart of the matter. “Mr. Foote,” she began again. “The real issue that’s causing so much trouble between us is your Conestoga project.”


      “No,” I replied. “That’s not true. There is no friction over Conestoga at all, not on this end at least. No one in Freedom City seems to have any trouble whatsoever with it. They respect my freedom to pursue whatever business I choose.”


      “I might be able to name a few individuals who disagree with that,” Sirius pointed out. “Some of them are shareholders. Rather large ones, even.”


      “Of course,” I replied, sipping at my tea again. “Oddly enough, however, they didn’t have any objections at all until you mainlanders began playing games with hydrogen prices. And, again oddly enough, these same individuals make their livings in the hydrogen trade. What an interesting coincidence!”


      Sirius frowned. “Our hydrogen tariffs are designed to encourage domestic production. Your nation uses illegal gengineering technology to produce ever-more efficient strains of hydrogen-producing algae. Our own domestic producers are at a terrible competitive disadvantage. We were dependent upon the Mideast for energy for decades. Our nation can’t afford to let that happen again.”


      I smiled. “Of course, you could just simply deregulate gengineering and reduce the size of your government, like we’ve done. Heck, you have a whole lot more intelligent, skilled people to put to work on your problems than we do. All you’d have to do in order to put us out of the hydrogen business almost overnight is quit being so damned paranoid about science and research. What would it take, a decade or less to catch up with us, if you’d just get Congress out of the energy business and persuade them to quit tying the hands of the poor researchers? Instead, your politicians carp and moan about the horrors and dangers of unregulated science and your professional protestors make life hell for every professor who tries to find a better way of doing things. Then the newspaper photographers show up and take pictures of the demonstrators, painting your Luddites as heroes so as to make the scientist’s lives even more miserable and unproductive.” I shook my head sadly. “In the meantime, we produce our hydrogen on oceangoing floats that cost at least three times as much to set up and maintain as a dry-land facility located out in your own desert southwest would, then ship the fuel hundreds or even thousands of miles to market in huge supertankers. And still our more advanced algae and more efficient social and governmental structure make it possible for us to undersell your best efforts.” I leaned back in my chair and smiled. “Look in the mirror, Madam Ambassador. How can you call us a ‘threat to humanity’s future’? Whose country can compete, and whose can’t? Whose has an economic future, and whose is obsessed with preserving every tree and is terrified of anything that smacks of real change and growth?”

    


    
      Sirius’s features went utterly expressionless, and I knew that I’d hit a nerve. Her own president had made a speech just a few hours before, calling Freedom City “an unenlightened den of pirates, robber barons, ecological criminals, market-manipulators and Frankensteins”, just before referring to us as “an unparalleled threat to humanity’s future and the evolution of a socially just, balanced and fair world community”.


      “Mr. Foreign Minister,” she began again, laying both hands carefully on the table. “I’m pleased that you listened to President Cowpen’s speech. If perhaps you spent half as much time paying attention to your official duties as you do promoting this Conestoga missile scheme of yours, you’d realize that international tensions are snowballing.” She sighed. “For heaven’s sake, Mr. Foote! Look at the world around you! Virtually every industrialized nation on the planet has protested Conestoga!”


      I nodded. “I could list the nations who’ve made official complaints off of the top of my head, Ambassador. I could even recite their texts. So, I’m hardly derelict in my duties.” I paused, and tilted my head to one side a little. “Tell me something, Sirius. If I were in fact to read off the names, might they rather strongly resemble a list of America’s closest allies? Economic allies more than military, I mean. No one but you people really maintain much of a military any more, among the industrialized nations at least. Policeman to the world, Pax Americana and all of that, you know.”

    


    
      She smiled slightly in acknowledgement of my point, then returned to business. “Harv, exactly why does Freedom City need a space program, anyway? If you wanted to loft a satellite, we’d gladly work out a deal for you. Satellites are useful for communications and for weather prediction and such; we certainly understand why a nation at your point of development would want one of its own. We’ve done it for many other countries. And if you don’t trust us, there are always the Chinese and the Japanese and the European Space people and the Russians. There are already more space programs in existence then there’s any economic justification for, and more boosters than there are satellites that need orbiting. You have to know that this is true.”


      I nodded. She was absolutely correct, of course; this was the real crux of Conestoga. “We need our own space program,” I explained slowly, “because of the way that you framed your last statement.”


      The Ambassador’s eyebrows rose. “I’m afraid, Mr. Foote, that I don’t understand at all.”


      “There’s a lot more to a real space program than merely lofting satellites,” I explained, continuing to speak slowly and carefully. “You are aware, are you not, that underneath this fur I’m a very old man, Madam Ambassador?”


      “You’ll be eighty-nine next week,” she replied immediately. Then she smiled; the expression was probably genuine. “Congratulations in advance, Mr. Foote. Many happy returns.”


      I nodded politely. “Thank you, Sirius. Anyway…” I paused and sipped at the last of my magical earth-tea, trying one last time to find words suitable for communicating with someone like Sirius, someone who genuinely and honestly believed in mystical potions, spirit-crystals and social justice, whatever the heck that last term was supposed to mean. “It’s like this. When I was six or so, I watched every single one of the Gemini launches. You’ve heard of them?”


      She nodded eagerly. “We read about the Challenger explosion in high school, of course. And the Columbia disaster. Such tragedies!”


      I pressed my lips together and decided not to correct her; she was highly intelligent in her own way, and would surely do her homework later. “Anyway… Back then, Sirius, the object of the space program wasn’t simply to loft satellites. It was to put people into space, not robots. To send humans out above and beyond where we’d ever been before, out into the great black void. To conquer an environment that admitted no limits and knew no mercy, to colonize new worlds and spread our species and our minds and to bend the universe itself to our purposes.”

    


    
      The Ambassador blinked, then blinked again. “My!” she said, a sense of wonder in her voice. “I never realized that!”


      “It’s true,” I answered her. “NASA was all about dreams, back in those days. Not that they teach much of anything about Project Apollo in American schools anymore. The moon landings, according to modern textbooks were a mere publicity stunt and a waste of resources. Not a sacred human dream made real.” In fact, they didn’t teach the children much of anything at all about dreams on the mainland any more, I reflected. Dreams were dangerous, and often led to sinister things like pollution and economic upheaval and growth. They even led to places like Freedom City, where more unsettling dreams still could be created and nurtured! Perhaps Bun-Bun could do something to teach the mainlander kids about dreams? I switched to ‘command’ mode and made a mental note, then continued seamlessly. “Back then, Madame, Americans weren’t afraid of anything.”


      She pursed her lips. “They were ignorant and greedy,” she agreed. “They cut down the forests and built huge dams that damaged the rivers. They drove big cars and poisoned the air. They raised a class of rich plutocrats that controlled everything and failed to take responsibility for the millions of poor that their big corporations created.” She nodded. “Yes, Americans were terribly ignorant. And thus unafraid.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed. I’d known that the attempt was futile before I’d ever begun, of course. But I’d promised Anson that I’d try, I’d promised Bea that I would try, I’d promised the hydrogen lobby on the Board that I’d try, and most of all I owed it to the people of both Freedom City and America to try. So try I would, though the project was clearly doomed. “The Apollo dream is my dream,” I explained. “And Bea’s dream, and that of all the Conestoga investors. We want humans to be free. It’s just that simple.”

    


    
      Sirius shifted in her seat and smoothed her dress theatrically. “Forgive me for being skeptical, Mr. Foote,” she began. “But our space experts believe that you’re lying.”


      What space experts? I didn’t ask aloud. America hadn’t produced a new booster design in six decades. I was one of only a tiny handful left alive who’d ever seen a rocket take off for the Moon. “May I inquire as to why they would say such a thing?”


      “Of course,” she replied. “Our best minds tell us that colonizing space is economically impossible. There’s no way to justify the costs involved against the bottom-line return. You’re a businessman, Harv, and a highly successful one at that. Why are you building a rocket and bankrolling an enterprise that can’t possibly make a profit?”


      I pursed my lips. “Isn’t that a matter best left for me and my investors to worry about? Many of them agree, you know. They never expect to get their money back.”


      Sirius shook her head. “If you were simply building another addition to your gambling house, that be might the case. But Mr. Foote, you’re going far, far beyond that. Space is a matter of concern to all nations, even if you’re being completely open and honest.” Then she crossed her arms on her chest. “And if you are building an offensive missile as part of a bio-weapon program, as we believe to be the case, then things take on a different perspective entirely.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Seven


      



      I sighed aloud. It had to come to this, I supposed. “Why on earth would Freedom City want to create a bio-missile?” I asked in a reasonable tone. “We don’t have any real enemies! And even if we did, we’re not stupid enough to try to go to war with them. Doubly, we’re not stupid enough to use bio-weapons. The whole planet would turn on us, and rightly so!”


      “Indeed?” Sirius asked. “You say that you have no enemies? Then why are the Freedom City platforms ringed with missile launchers?”


      “Because someone tried to kill Bea and me!” I retorted angrily. “Someone who we traced back to an American nuclear sub! As if you didn’t know!”


      “So!” she said, smiling again. “You do have enemies. Or at least you think that you do.”


      A diplomat is not well-served by anger, I reminded myself as I consciously relaxed my grip on Sirius’s guest chair. It was already too late, however. The wooden underpinnings of both arms cracked audibly as the muscles unlocked, and guiltily I realized that I’d lost control of my enhanced musculature and damaged Sirius’s expensive furniture. Bea’s death had hit me hard, and I still wasn’t anything close to being over it. Probably, I never would be. Not that my being chopped to shreds in an air-conditioner’s heat-exchanger had been any picnic in its own right. “Forgive me,” I said, sheepishly brushing the splinters from my hands. At least I’d not been holding one of Sirius’s priceless sacred crystals!


      “It’s nothing, Harv” she replied with a little wave. “I understand how deep the pain must’ve gone for you. Your spirit is merged deeply with that of your wife; I can see her shading in your aura.”

    


    
      I nodded absently, still embarrassed at my slip. Very carefully I folded my hands and placed them in my lap. They couldn’t hurt anything there, no matter what subject Sirius brought up.


      “Still,” she continued, “you’ve just illustrated something important. Someone tried to harm your mate, Harv, and you personally as well. You’re still very angry over this, and to your credit you’ve never denied your anger. You’re also very wealthy and influential. And you blame America.”


      I nodded. “But I’m not homicidal. Nor power-hungry. In fact, I’m not anything like the person who you’re trying to portray me as. And you know it. Your experts know it.”


      “Do we?” she asked pointedly, looking down at the two small piles of splinters on the floor under the former arms of my chair. “Mr. Foote, you’re not even human anymore. Therefore, how can we really know anything about you?”


      I looked up at the ceiling and sighed. “Define ‘human’, Madame Ambassador,” I challenged.


      “Heh!” she laughed. “Do you want the Pope’s definition? Or my mother’s? The biologists have about five definitions these days, according to something I read in the ‘Times’ last week, and all of them are mutually exclusive.”


      I smiled back. “I’m still human,” I assured her. “I still have all of my bad habits. Ask Bea.”


      Sirius chuckled. “I’m sure. Yet Bea is arguably no longer human either. In point of fact…” she hesitated for a moment, then took the plunge. “In point of fact, Harv, she’s arguably a mere computer construct and therefore not a real person at all. Yet she’s your full equal in all your business dealings. Legally, she often speaks and acts for you. And vice-versa.”


      My smile remained frozen on my face; I’d seen where the Ambassador was going and this time was emotionally ready. “Theoretically I’ll grant that she might not really be Bea, Sirius. For someone who wasn’t actually there when she was re-integrated, I’ll grant that it might even honestly appear that way. Especially it might well appear that way to someone whose religious prejudices deny even the possibility of what truly happened to her. And perhaps she might not appear to be her old self to someone who hasn’t known her intimately for almost seven decades, as have I. Being her husband, however, I can assure you that the person known to the world as Beatrice Foote is indeed my wife, and also the same person who she always was. What changes there have been are caused by growth. And growth comes as naturally to Bea as it does to a young cornstalk.”

    


    
      “Yet you can surely see our concerns,” Sirius pointed out. “You live in a body whose tissues are largely derived from those of a white rabbit, sir, and your wife only rarely inhabits a body at all. How can we define ‘sane’ if we can’t even define ‘human’? How can we truly trust creatures like yourself and your wife? You wish to play with missiles and bio-technology capable of devastating the world, and yet how can we trust you when you aren’t even one of us anymore? You and your people are going much too far, much too fast. You simply must slow down a little!”


      I sat back and crossed my legs, mentally switching off the protest of pain from my suddenly cramped tail. Then I idly tapped the edge of Sirius’s desk with my toe-claws, thereby calling her attention to my oversized, inhuman, lapiform feet. With my chin cupped in my left hand I looked upward as if in deep thought. “Gee,” I said at length. “Tell me how it is that I can absolutely trust your president with your hundreds of nuclear weapons first, and then maybe we can start work on Bea and I. How do we know that your president is truly sane? And who infallibly defines her sanity?”


      Sirius rolled her eyes. “Mr. Foote…”


      I stood up and brushed the splinters off of my green tuxedo jacket. It was clearly time to leave. “The future belongs to those brave enough to face it,” I interrupted her. “Freedom City may be the last truly free nation on earth, but by god we are free to chase the stars here, and I fully intend to continue to do so while there is still breath in my body. Your fears are noted, but they are irrelevant.” Sirius inhaled, but I held up my hand and continued speaking. “I may well be insane by your standards, I’ll grant you, and Bea certainly is. We’re insane in exactly the same way that your and my common ancestors were insane when they set out to conquer the Great Plains in flimsy wagons or cross the stormy Atlantic in pathetic little cockleshells. We’re the kind of crazy that builds Mankind’s future, Madame Ambassador. And I can safely speak for Bea when I tell you that so far as we’re concerned your kind of sanity breeds only Dark Ages and tyranny. Frankly, we prefer being nuts, and both of us thank god that we live in the one remaining land where such insanity is not only legal, but welcomed and celebrated for the miracle that it truly is.”

    


    
      Sirius rose to her feet as well. “Is this your final word as Freedom City’s Foreign Minister?” she asked formally.


      “Yes,” I replied, knowing that the Board was behind me—for the moment, at least. “Though we’re not totally without sympathy for your concerns. Would you like to send inspectors to look over Conestoga platform? We’ve nothing to hide there; it really is a space vehicle, you know.”


      Sirius nodded. “Very well sir,” she acknowledged, stepping up beside me so as to escort me back to my gig. “I’m quite certain that your offer will be accepted. In the meantime, Mr. Foote, I beg you to give serious consideration to everything we’ve discussed here today. Very serious consideration indeed.”


      



      It was with great relief that I left Ambassador Asaith’s private little enclave and took to the water once more. As was happening more and more often, my gig was greeted with wailing sirens and colorful flag signals, and once more I was obliged to stand on a thwart and bow in order to restore the peace. “They’re behind you, sir,” Ken assured me, his long limp ears flapping in the breeze. “All the way.”


      I shook my head as I sat back down. “I’ll admit that I deliberately tried to fire up public enthusiasm for Conestoga, but I never even imagined…”


      Ken grinned. “They loved you before, Harv. Never forget that. And now you’ve let them become part of your dreams, and share in the glory.” His smile faded. “Even if you fail, they’ll still love you so long as you gave your best. The only thing a Freedomite can’t forgive is lack of trying.”


      That was true enough, I mused, as my little craft sped across the water. Though of course I didn’t intend to fail. I couldn’t afford to.


      Since Ken loved my yacht and since I hadn’t been aboard her in a few days, I swung the tiller a little to starboard and pointed the bows at the Wavehopper. It was an impulse decision, really. To be quite honest with myself, I missed my shiny new toy. Silently I switched to “command” mode. “Hey, honeykins!” I called out mentally. “Did you know that you’re not real?”

    


    
      “No one is, Harv!” my wife retorted instantly. “Not until we can define what ‘real’ means. And then we’ll be gods and not ourselves anymore anyway, so who cares?” She paused and flashed me the image of a smile. “How did the meeting go?”


      “About like we expected,” I replied as I watched the seagulls swirl and dive over Fishmonger’s Pier. “Go ahead and download my memories, would you? Share them with the rest.”


      “Sure thing, Harv. Just a sec.” Even at the fearsome speed of Brains, it would take Bea and the rest of her Brain Trust a few minutes to absorb and study all of the implications of what Sirius and I had said to each other. My mind recorded in all five senses, and that created one heck of a lot of bandwidth for them to digest and evaluate. I amused myself for a time by trying to slice the keel of my little craft directly through the geographic centers of little patches of ocean foam. Even I was surprised by how long Bea’s group thought things over, and when I finally did get an answer it didn’t come in my wife’s voice.


      “Mr. Foote?” asked a deep male voice in the beautiful accent of the English upper classes. It was Dr. Campbell Stations, our staff historian.


      “Hello, Dr. Stations!” I greeted him formally. I’d never communed personally with Stations. He and I had never shared the essence of our souls, had never experienced the ‘leakage’ that came from living each other’s memories and seeing through each other’s eyes. Therefore, our communications lacked a certain intimacy. Still, I’d liked what I’d seen upon meeting him just before his Brain conversion, and Bea spoke up for him vociferously. With his newly enhanced intellect, access to the other Brains and Cambridge background, I was fully prepared to match him against any other historian in the world. We’d asked him to join our leadership group immediately upon his proving himself trustworthy, and he’d gladly accepted. “How are you today?”


      “Quite well, sir.” he assured me. “Thank you.” He paused before transitioning to business. “I think you did well, Mr. Foote,” he began after the barest moment of hesitation. “For the most part, in fact, I think you did exceptionally well.”

    


    
      I shrugged physically as well as mentally, which might have puzzled Ken had he been looking my way. “I slipped up when she brought up Bea. I came off looking too inhuman.”


      There was a long pause. “We do not agree,” Stations replied after a time.


      I blinked. “Really?”


      “Really,” he agreed. “Sir, you displayed strength, so to speak, at a point in the conversation where strength needed to be displayed. It would appear from the recording that the increase in your grip was accidental, but I prefer to think that you have excellent instincts.”


      Hmm! Now that was interesting! “You say that strength needed to be displayed?” I asked.


      “Indeed,” Stations confirmed. Then there was a long pause. “It’s rather depressing, how closely the art of diplomacy resembles the territorial squabbling of troops of monkeys.”


      I laughed aloud at the vision of a female chimp dressed in Sirius’ clothing and oh-so-carefully handling her crystal tea set. Ken raised his eyebrows, but I pointed at my skull and he nodded, understanding that I was merely responding to the voices in my head, not doing anything actually crazy. “That’s a depressing observation, sir. Especially it’s depressing to an amateur diplomat like me.” I flashed him a smile, then continued. “Have you anything else to offer me?”


      “Yes, Harv.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “Sir, from the very beginning, even before I came on board, this group has recognized that the mainland would resist any attempt by Freedom City to develop an indigenous booster-building capability.”


      I nodded. “Even more, they’d resist a teleportation capability. If they knew about it, of course.” I crossed my fingers; so far there was not the slightest sign that our biggest secret had leaked. “They couldn’t match such an advance, since they can’t utilize Brains with anything even close to our level of skill. Therefore, they’d feel enormously threatened.”


      “Their reaction to a matter transmitter would almost certainly be violent,” Stations agreed. “Indeed, this is why a working Conestoga setup simply must be in place before the world is even aware of its existence. Such a device would be unchallengeable, and therefore so would we. It’s the only way to keep the peace.”

    


    
      My lips pressed themselves together. I didn’t like thinking about the military applications of Conestoga, but they were very real nonetheless. Used with a little imagination a working Conestoga system could make hydrogen bombs look like mere playthings. “Yet we can’t open up the universe without Conestoga.” I replied. “Someone has to build it, and we’re the only ones who can. Therefore, we simply had to build it despite the risks.” I paused impatiently. “This is all old ground.”


      “Of course,” he replied. Then he hesitated yet again. “Harv, when we planned all this out, we felt that if we moved fast enough we could avoid open conflict. The mainlanders and their endless committees make choices at a glacial rate compared to us, you know. We felt that if we could orbit Conestoga in a year or less from start to finish, the mainlanders would remain gridlocked and choke on their own bloated decision-making matrixes. We also felt that our secrets would likely remain our own for that long. But, sir…”


      “Please, Dr. Stations. Speak freely. What’s the matter?”


      He sighed. “They’re moving faster than we expected, Harv. Much faster. We’re not gods, you know, and we can be wrong. This time we were.”


      I nodded again. “No, none of us are gods. None of us expected the Marine exercises, for example.”


      “No, we didn’t expect that. Nor did we expect them to play games with hydrogen prices. Their attitude is hardening very quickly. Something is badly wrong.” He sighed again. “Harv, either we’ve missed our guess, or…”


      “Or?” I prompted.


      “Or else they know far more than we think they do. In which case, we must begin to seriously plan for war.”


      



      I barely heard the Wavehopper’s salutes as Ken swung the tiller and brought us smartly up alongside. He was by far a better boatsman than Spots, my other usual personal escort. In fact, he’d told me once that he’d been in the US Navy for many years once upon a time, and had learned to handle small boats there. This time a tinny little drum rolled as the bos’n’s whistle played, and I grinned as I climbed up through the entry-port and set foot on deck. Little Bun-Bun loved to play his drum when I came on board, and naturally the tourists loved watching him do it. The final gun boomed even as my Commodore’s flag burst out at the mizzen peak, and I rubbed my little TV star between his ears as the crowd cheered and “shoo-oomed” us from Foote Square. Bun-Bun only rarely traveled unescorted. Therefore I was unsurprised to see that Stripes was standing maternally in the shade of a period-authentic sailcloth awning, wearing a scarf and her usual oversized sunglasses along with a business-sensible dress. She was carrying a portfolio of some kind, and I knew from the worried expression on her face that she must have urgent business with me.

    


    
      “Bea sent me,” Stripes said as I walked up to her, my hand still clasped around Bun-Bun’s narrow little shoulder. I’d long since given up fighting my parental instincts and accepted my smallest employee as the child that he wished to be.


      “I’ll keep an eye on him if you’d like, sir,” suggested Gabe, my senior crewman. “I can take him up to the crow’s nest.”


      “Wow!” Bun-Bun replied. He turned to Stripes, big eyes opened even wider than usual. “Can I?”


      I looked at Stripes inquiringly as well. She nodded and in a flash Gabe and Bun-Bun were gone. “Ahhhhr!” I heard Gabe call out playfully as the pair headed for’rard.


      “Ahhhr!” Bun-Bun replied, and I knew that they’d entertain each other for hours, left to themselves. Stripes, however, merely rolled her eyes. Had she forgotten so soon what a wondrous thing it was to be a boy?


      “I think we’d better go down to your cabin,” Stripes suggested, and I nodded in acquiescence. My cabin aboard ship was as secure as my penthouse, while out on deck in public heaven only knew what kind of microphones and such might be pointed at me. The ceilings belowdecks were not quite so low as those in the original USS United States; indeed, in the saloon they were a full seven feet so that I could entertain. However, they were low enough astern that Stripes felt obliged to hunch over unattractively, and I had to hold my ears low and close to the back of my head. Ignoring my desk, I pulled up a chair for Stripes at the little table, then closed the stern gallery curtains and sat down across from her. The air-conditioning felt very, very nice.


      “You thirsty?” I asked her.


      “A little,” she answered. “Not for anything alcoholic, though.”

    


    
      I nodded and pulled two very cold bottles of fruit punch from the reefer under my little work table. Rabbits don’t sweat to speak of, and neither do tigers. Both of us had been out in the hot Caribbean sun, and we needed a few minutes to cool down before talking business. Finally, when my ears quit feeling so droopy from all the blood being forced through them for radiative purposes, I opened our discussion. “So, what’s up?”


      “Bea sent me,” Stripes repeated. “She said that you two had just had a little talk, and that you were going to need me. Something about an important leak.”


      “Hmm” I replied, cocking my head a little to one side. Stripes was one of my most trusted staff-members, yes. But only Brains were supposed to know about the real Conestoga project, since only they could be evaluated in communion. “Did she say what kind of leak?”


      Stripes eyes narrowed. “No, Harv. Except that it has something to do with your current Alpha project.”


      “Ah,” I replied, a little relieved. We’d had secret Alpha projects for many years at the Foote Institute, and up until Conestoga each one had merely been a tourist attraction kept under wraps solely for marketing reasons. While I trusted Stripes completely, I was just as glad that Bea hadn’t broken security with her usual impetuous disregard for inconvenient rules. “Excuse me just a moment, Hon. I need to talk to my wife.” The tigress nodded and smiled, and I switched my mind to ‘command’ mode. “Bea?” I called out. “Are you there?”


      “Yes, dumpling!” she answered cheerily. “What’s up?”


      “Did you sic a tigress on me, dearest?”


      “Why, yes!” She flashed me a smile. “I did exactly that. It’s hardly the first time, you know.”


      I smiled back. “And I’m forever grateful. But I’m afraid that I don’t quite understand why, this time.”


      “Perhaps it’s because this time your glands aren’t involved.” She grinned mischievously, then her voice grew more serious. “Dr. Stations thinks we have a leak,” she answered.


      I nodded, knowing the gesture would carry through the link. “Right,” I answered. “And I concur with his logic. It would explain why the mainlanders are gearing up so very fast.”

    


    
      “Well,” Bea answered patiently. “That’s why you need to see Stripes.”


      I closed my eyes and sighed. “Bea, my intellect isn’t enhanced like yours is. And you were always smarter than me to begin with. So you need to fill in a few more steps.”


      “Of course, dear.” She flashed me another smile, and virtually scratched me between the ears. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to do that to you, you know.”


      “Someday I’ll be a full Brain too,” I answered, flashing another smile. “Until then, I’m just a mere mortal. Care to help your idiot husband out?”


      “You’re no idiot,” she assured me. “You never were, and you never will be. Nor do we think of you as such. You’re doing a wonderful job, in fact, and I’d say so even if I didn’t love you.” She rubbed my ears again, then I felt the ghost of a kiss on my left cheek before Bea returned to business. “It’s like this, Harv. If you were a mainlander and you wanted to spy on Conestoga, where would you plant an agent?”


      “Out on Conestoga platform, of course. That’s the obvious place. Our whole payroll is probably lousy with them. We’ve anticipated that from the beginning.”


      Bea nodded. “Uh-huh. That’s part of why we’ve separated out the matter-transmitter part of Conestoga like we have. Yet, somehow, they seem to have gotten the word that there’s more to the situation than meets the eye.”


      “Right,” I agreed. “So what does that have to do with Stripes?”


      “Bear with me, Harv, please. Now, if the mainlanders have put their best and most skillful spies to work out on Conestoga platform, then very likely it is one of these individuals who made the connection. It’s not a certain conclusion, mind you; far from it in fact. But it’s a leading possibility.”


      “Granted,” I agreed reluctantly.


      “Up until now,” Bea continued, “we’ve made no effort whatsoever at counter-espionage except for passive measures like debugging. The theory has been that since the booster program really is legit, we should let the mainlanders embed as many spies as they like.” She paused. “However, now we have a problem and something needs to be done. Conestoga Platform is clearly the most promising place to start. And besides, our single most powerful counterespionage asset is already in place there.” An image of one of Stripe’s more lurid pinup posters flashed through my mind. “Capish?”

    


    
      All of a sudden a whole lot of lights went on, and the first truly genuine smile of the day crawled across my features. “You are an evil and dirty-minded woman, Bea Foote,” I replied slowly. “God, how I love you!”


      “And I love you, Harv.” she answered with a gentle caress. “Seriously, I have a suspect in mind.”


      “Indeed?” Suddenly I was all business again.


      “The problem with having a spy in place is that in acting upon the information that you gain from him or her, you offer your opponent clues as to what you do and do not know. This is Counter-Espionage 101; I just downloaded the book while you were talking to Dr. Stations, in fact.”


      “Go on,” I answered.


      “The mainlanders seem focused on cutting off our supplies of key parts,” she continued. “They seem to know exactly which components are truly critical and which aren’t. Even more, they seem to know which suppliers are vulnerable to interruptions and which are not. Part of this is perfectly explicable without a spy; they know how to build rockets on the mainland too. Still, the pattern seems very persistent.”


      I cocked my head, intrigued. “And Roger Abrams talks delay, delay, delay at all the daily meetings,” I answered slowly. “Which is exactly what the mainlanders want most.”


      “He’s only been a Freedomite for a few years,” Bea agreed. “Now, all of this could be coincidence, but…”


      “Right,” I agreed. “Thanks, Bea. I think I understand now.”


      “No problem, Harv.” She paused. “I’m planning on working all night, Harv. We’ve got a big test scheduled for tomorrow at ten. You should come, if you can.”


      “At ten?” I checked my schedule and juggled things around a little. “I can do that. What’s it all about?”


      “We’re going to teleport a mammal,” she answered. “For the first time.”


      “Ah,” I answered. Yes, I would indeed want to be there for that. It wasn’t that I was needed per se, but rather that I wanted to watch every major step unfold with my own eyes, and Bea knew it. “Absolutely, hon. You can count on me.”

    


    
      “Great!” she answered, meaning it. “And now I’ll let you get back to work. Bye, honeybunny!”


      “Bye, Mommy Lovekins!” I answered as the connection closed, and then I was sitting in my cabin facing Stripes again. She was sitting with her legs crossed, I noticed, idly kicking one narrow and elegantly-sculpted foot. “Thanks for waiting,” I said as my eyes refocused on her.


      “No problem, Harv.” She shifted a little in her seat, her body flowing like striped quicksilver under the business dress. “What can I do for you? And for Bea?”


      I smiled, displaying a little more incisor than usual. “Hon,” I asked. “What do you think of Roger Abrams?”


      She blinked her jade-green, predatory eyes. “He’s a creep, frankly. A real bastard. He resents the heck out of my new position. And yet at the same time, he can’t take his eyes off of me.”


      I nodded, then decided to lay my cards on the table. “He may be a mainlander spy, Stripes. We’re not sure, but he may well be.”


      She blinked again. “It’d fit,” she answered after a short silence. “He doesn’t think like a true Freedomite, Harv.”


      “I know,” I answered. I’d seen it myself, firsthand. Then I very carefully looked down at the table. “You’re one of my best friends, Stripes, as well as a lover. You know that I---”


      “Stow it, Harv,” she interrupted me. Suddenly she was all sharp angles and points. “You don’t even have to ask. I’ve turned a lot less pleasant tricks in my time for a lot less important reasons.” Very carefully she reached out and tickled me under the chin with a single clawpoint, and I felt something very rabbity inside of me stir and begin to yearn. Then she pulled her finger away. “Shoo-oom!” she said soberly, making the usual salute.


      “Thank you, my love” I replied, though the words seemed inadequate indeed.


      “It’s a pleasure Harv,” she answered soberly, rising to her feet and in the process displaying a subtle elegance that went far beyond anything offered by mere nature. “Seriously! As well as a sacred duty. Humanity has got to be free. If the mainlanders want to try and stop us, then we’ll simply have to take whatever measures are necessary. I’m willing to do my part for Freedom. Whatever it turns out to be.”

    


    
      



      Bea wrote up my report of the days’ diplomatic meeting for the Board of Directors, delivering a copy to each Director before I’d even come ashore from Wavehopper. The next full meeting wasn’t for three weeks, though I expected shockwaves much sooner.


      I was right. Bill North called me that very night to express his fears and reservations. As anticipated he was emerging as the spokesman for Freedom City’s first significant opposition party. “Don’t make me call for a vote at the Stockholder’s Meeting, Harv,” he out-and-out threatened me. “You’ll lose.”


      “The hell you say,” I answered just before breaking the connection. North valued his precious hydrogen profits over the true meaning of Freedom, as near as I could tell, and therefore his feelings no longer merited my consideration. While I’d much rather have worked out a deal with Bill, I’d fight him every inch of the way before I’d bend even just a little bit on a matter of basic principle. The citizens of Freedom City were either free to pursue an honest business opportunity, or they weren’t. So far as I was concerned, the issue was open-and-shut. If I wasn’t really free I’d soon know it, and if I’d wasted much of my life attempting to carve a new and free way of life out of the open sea, well… I’d soon know that as well.


      I was still in a very foul mood when I visited the Alpha lab at ten the next morning to watch the demonstration. We’d chosen a young buck lab bunny named Dimples to be the first mammal to make a “space-hop”, as the Brains were beginning to refer to the process. (After all, was an outfit like ours likely to choose a rat or mouse or guinea pig for the honor?) I waited through the whole long and uncomfortable debugging process, then sat watching Dimples peacefully nap in his little cage through one endless countdown delay after another. Nothing seemed to want to work; even one of the computers, usually the most reliable of components, glitched time after time after time for no good reason at all that I could discern. Finally at about three in the afternoon, I decided that five hours of frustration was enough.


      “Bea,” I said aloud. “I’ve just got to go, hon. You’re my secretary; you understand.”

    


    
      “Yes, Harv” she sighed. “You do need to leave. And yes, we do understand.” An image of my wife shaking her head sadly appeared for a moment in my mind. “We’re all so very sorry to have wasted your morning.”


      I nodded. “It’s not any of your faults, of course,” I replied, trying to keep the testiness out of my voice. “Honestly, you’ve all worked wonders here, and you know it. Do you have any idea of what’s wrong?”


      “It’s the antenna base,” Bea answered. “The further apart we place our detection elements, and the bigger we can make them, the more precision we have in detecting and analyzing mass. We thought we had a software fix to compensate for this.” She sighed again. “We were wrong.”


      I nodded; that was part of why we needed a satellite so badly. With one antenna element in orbit, not only would we have a tremendous base distance to work with, but our equipment would also have the ability to “see” nearly the entire planet. Working from such a baseline, we’d have enough power and range to send and receive all the way out to Alpha Centauri or so, instantaneously. And then we could place another antenna there, creating a longer baseline still… “I guess the lab is physically too small?”


      Bea nodded again in my mind. “The elements must be kept dry, Harv; they have to carry an electrical charge. And we’re underwater here. We can only place the elements so far apart without breaking security. With the setup we have, Conestoga can pick up and transmit simple things, like inanimates. However, a living organism is very complex and every detail must be gotten exactly right. We honestly thought that we were ready, but I think that we’re going to have to build a bigger antenna array. And we’re going to have to do it right under the noses of the mainlanders. They’re watching us like hawks.”


      Unlike my wife, I had a head to physically move when nodding. I did so, knowing that one of the room’s cameras was certainly picking me up. “I see.”


      “The array will have to be mobile too, Harv. Even if it’s several tens of feet long, we’ll need to physically pivot it. Unless we posit an unreasonably long baseline distance, that is. And I’m sure that you’ll want us to keep everything on Foote property.”

    


    
      She was damned right I did! In fact, I didn’t want Conestoga even leaving our secure lab, not under current world conditions at least. “Hmm,” I answered, wriggling my nose in concentration. “They’re bound to be going over everything here with a fine-toothed comb. All our other antennae are much smaller than what you describe; the thing would stand out like a sore thumb. You say that there’s no real point in making something smaller?”


      “No, Harv. Not at least with our current understanding of theory.” She paused. “To be quite honest with you, I don’t think that we’re going to make much more progress down here until we’ve got a larger array in place. I never did think that a software fix was feasible to begin with.”


      I scowled, something I rarely do because it looks so silly. “Then why not stop here?” I asked simply. “Until the orbiter is up, I mean? We can teleport inanimates, and that’s impressive enough. Why take more chances this late in the game?”


      “I agree with Mr. Foote,” chimed in the voice of Dr. Stations. “In my opinion, it is not worth the risk.”


      “I too agree,” Dr. Chang, the project head interjected. All of the voices were coming from the same speaker, which was more than a little disorienting. “Though in my case it’s because I think that we’ll eventually get the software right. Why take chances building a great big old antenna when we can keep working the tech angle in secret?”


      “I guess I’m outvoted,” Bea said with a sigh. “Though I think it’s well worth the risk. I mean, all we’ve got to do is run a few cables along some kind of pivot-base.”


      “And install a relay-box,” Chang pointed out. “A relay box full of very secret stuff indeed. How can we guard it, Bea, without drawing attention to it?”


      I pressed my lips together and rose to my feet. I’d offered my opinion, and the Brains’ discussions were clearly being limited to the speed of normal speech for my benefit. That was no way to take advantage of their capacity, our biggest edge over the mainlanders! “All right,” I said decisively. “I really do have to go, or people are going to start wondering about me. You Brains are far better qualified to make a decision on this than I am; I’ll go along with whatever the consensus is.” Then I switched my mind to “command” and addressed my wife privately. “Hon, I didn’t get to see you last night. Any chance of making up for lost time?”

    


    
      Instantly I felt her warm, tender caress in my head. “Ooh, you’re such a randy buck, you are! Can’t you even go two days?”


      I was in no mood to be trifled with. “Bea…”


      She smiled, a little wistfully I thought. “Harv, truth is truth. I can either work on this project, or I can spend time in the sack with you. Be honest, now. Which is the more important?”


      I sighed aloud, knowing that the other Brains would probably infer what our discussion was about and not really caring any more. Privacy was far less important among individuals who had Communed. “You’ve got to work, Bea. I know that. I just don’t have to like it.”


      My wife’s smile widened. “And here Stripes is all tied up at the moment too! Perhaps you might try something new? I could ring up Eric’s Mistress and try to make you an appointment. You’d look really cute in a black leather hood, dearest.”


      The corners of my mouth curled up a little at the outrageous suggestion; Bea had made me smile despite myself. God, but I loved her! “I think I’ll pass this time, hon. But why don’t you find out where she buys her dungeon gear? I think that a real honest-to-goodness whipping might do you a world of good!”


      Her eyes sparkled. “Be very careful what you ask for, Harv.”


      I shook my head. “Peace, woman! I’m an old man, set in my ways. The very last thing that I need is a brand-new fetish! Where would I find the time?” Then my smile faded. “Besides, Beatrice, you know that I love you far too much to ever raise a hand against you. Not even in fun.”


      Bea nodded seriously. “I know. I love you too, Harv. Now, go get to work! You’re as far behind as I am, if not more so! You’ve got a fundraiser in forty-five minutes!”


      “Yipe!” I said aloud, addressing the Brains as well as Bea. “I’m late! I’m late!” It was a very tired old joke indeed for me to say that around the Foot, though everyone laughed politely. And then it was time to face the grindstone once more.


      At least, thanks to my wife, I was facing it with a smile once again.


      


    


    
      Said grindstone turned and turned for endless days on end; had it not been for my implants, I’d have lost track of my schedule almost instantly. I met with my people out on Conestoga platform and held their nervous hands; they were growing terrified at the schedule they were sworn to meet. Only Lenny, who’d been raised as part of the Foot family and was a permanent employee, seemed to be cheerful and comfortable with the severe time pressures. Once more Roger Abrams pushed for a sixty-day delay, this time in support of Freedom Systems. I frowned; he was right, my fellow Freedomites were indeed the latest of the late at this stage of the game. After a hurried conference with my Brain Trust via Bea, I gave them until the first week of July and no longer. Roger smiled at this small victory, and Stripes smiled back at him. His eyes went sort of glassy, and I knew that I could expect results on the counter-espionage front soon. Clearly, Stripes was hard at work.


      One afternoon I tried to go eat a late lunch at the Clover Room, only to be met at the door by Thumper, the maitre de. “I’m sorry, sir.” he explained as I looked up at the blank sliding wall that had been moved across the main entrance. “The entire room has been reserved for a private party this afternoon. Would you like me to set up a table for you in the kitchen?”


      I cocked my head to one side and accessed my mental enhancements; while I’d been leaving the hotel business pretty much to Felix of late, the old programs still worked just fine. “They left no name?” I asked. “And they only made the reservation an hour ago? This is highly irregular!”


      “Yes, sir.” Thumper agreed. “However, they wished for their privacy to be respected. We had no other outstanding reservations this late in the day. And the bill has already been taken care of.”


      I nodded slowly; privacy was a very sacred thing indeed in Freedom City. And the bill was paid… “All right,” I agreed. “Don’t bother with a table; it sounds like you’re going to be busy enough without me. I’ll go down and eat in the Rabbiteria.” I smiled. “I was going to order grape leaves anyway.”


      Thumper smiled back. “Of course, sir. Thank you for your consideration.” And then, rather abruptly, he turned and walked away. I cocked my head to one side; usually Thumper was a little more talkative. But then he had just been hit with an unexpected banquet of some kind, I allowed to myself. Probably he’d been caught short-staffed.

    


    
      The Rabbiteria was almost empty when I arrived; even the Snuggle Room was deserted. Andy was doing the cooking, since Christian was still over in the Institute having himself reworked into lapine form. The two of them had turned down every buy-out offer that I’d made; they owned two-thirds of the Rabbiteria, while I controlled only the remaining part of the business. I wanted Christian badly for the kitchens of the Clover Room, but he and Andy remained stubbornly independent. At first I’d thought that Chris was merely a little nervous about accepting lapine form, but clearly he’d gotten over that hurdle. It was the independence and pride of ownership that he cherished, and I could hardly begrudge him that. Certainly I myself had no desire to ever be anyone’s employee again. Besides, Andy still couldn’t bring himself to work directly for me again, not after being the only survivor of the shootout that had led to Bea’s near-murder. He held himself responsible for the security breach, and felt a terrible though totally unjustified sense of guilt at having let us down. For months he’d become a common belowdecks drunk, and I was very pleased that he was finally out of his depression. So long as Andy was being taken care of, and so long as Christian remained on the up-and-up with me, I’d accept almost anything from the two of them. Not that the Rabbiteria was a problem in any sense of the word. They reported a tidy profit every quarter. And their grape leaves were, so far as we rabbits were concerned, the nectar of the gods. I ate at least one almost every day myself.


      “Two Cajuns, please,” I ordered as I stepped up to the counter and sat down on an old-fashioned swivel-stool. “And an Italian.”


      “Good to see you, Mr. Foote” Andy answered, his limp owlsa-ears twitching slightly in reflexive response. All of the Foot’s security-types had lop ears, and though he was no longer part of the force Andy still wore his. The stuffed grape leaves were pre-made in the early morning and left to simmer all day long in their own delicious juices; my mouth watered as my business partner opened up the oven door. “You’ve never ordered an Italian before.”


      “I felt like trying something new,” I replied companionably. The Rabbiteria was intended to be a place where my rabbits could eat and relax and take their breaks in peace; it catered to my staff’s needs rather than to those of the tourists. Andy carefully placed my lunch on a plain white china plate, then set it down on the counter in front of me. There were no separate tables here, only a long communal lunch counter and the private room in back where we rabbits could socialize as lapines far away from prying eyes. I had just unwrapped my Italian leaf when the door swung open once more. It was Felix.

    


    
      “Harv!” he said. “Bea told me you were down here. I need to speak with you right away.”


      I gestured with my stuffed leaf. “Sure thing, son!” I replied with a smile. “Sit down and take a load off.”


      He pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry, Harv. But I need to show you something upstairs. In the Clover Room. It’s very urgent.”


      I looked at Andy, who shrugged. “I’ll keep them warm for you,” he offered.


      “If you would,” I answered. “Though I probably won’t be able to make it back.” Moving just a little sulkily, I slowly stood up and began walking, my son falling in beside me. Presently we were inside an elevator, where we could speak in private. “What’s up, Felix?” I asked as soon as the doors were fully closed.


      “It’s the party upstairs,” Felix said. “In the Clover Room. They’re being unruly.”


      I sighed. “Son, you didn’t call me when you had unruly patrons at the Cat House. Can’t an old man eat his lunch in peace?”


      Felix looked down at the ground. “I know, Harv. Ordinarily I wouldn’t do this. But I thought that given your recent notoriety, they might listen to you. I don’t want to have to call security if I can help it. Not for people of this level of importance.”


      My eyebrows rose. “Who the hell are we talking about, anyway? They didn’t even have a reservation until an hour ago! This whole thing is…”


      The words died in my mouth as the doors slid open and the whole lobby of the Clover Room was revealed to me, totally transformed from its appearance of mere moments ago. Bea was waiting there for me, wearing her portable body and dressed to kill. And so was Anson and Fuzzy and Dr. Standards and Lenny and Dr. Phillips and even Kiki via videolink; I could see her special interactive TV screen flickering in the back of the crowd. The lobby was filled to overflowing, in fact, and there were more people back in the Clover Room proper. Everywhere I looked there were rabbits, rabbits, rabbits. Suddenly they all began to applaud and cheer, while Felix wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me to him.

    


    
      “Surprise!” he whispered in my ear. “Happy Birthday, Dad!”


      Felix had never actually called me “Dad” before; this, combined with the shock of the large crowd that I’d not expected and the camera flashes that were beginning to go off here and there among the multitude was almost too much for me. For just a moment my hindbrain willed me to reach out with my finger, select another floor, and go on with my normal day-to-day routine as if nothing had happened. Then sanity took hold, and I reached out and hugged my son close. “Thank you,” I whispered back. “Thank you so very much.”


      The cheering and the flashes went on for what seemed like forever, until Bea finally came forward. “Happy birthday, Harv!” she said aloud for everyone, making it official. “Surprise!”


      The crowd milled forward as one, and suddenly I was hard pressed to get off the elevator and out onto the lobby floor. Somewhere off in the distance a band began playing lively music, and then I was mobbed.


      It was a pleasant sort of mobbing, at least. Bea (for it had to have been my wife; no one else could possibly have coordinated an event of this magnitude without my knowledge) had managed in the few short minutes I’d been gone to arrange for most of my closest friends to be front and center when I arrived. Stripes was there in a gossamer evening gown that was far more gossamer than gown, and so was most of the Freedom City Board of Directors. In fact, most of Freedom City seemed to have turned out! Even Bill North came up and shook my hand; though he opposed me politically, he was quick to explain, he valued my personal friendship immensely. I bypassed his hand and hugged him; there were many, many lapines around, and therefore I was in a very huggy mood. He understood, I think. At any rate, he certainly squeezed back.


      “Oh, my!” Fuzz exclaimed. He was the rabbitiest of all the Foote Rabbits, and the gentlest soul of us all. Except when he was doing business, of course. “Oh my heavens, Mr. Foote! What a wonderful day!”

    


    
      I reached out and hugged him next. His scent was warm and sincere and clean. “Thank you, Fuzzy!” I exclaimed. “Yes, it is indeed a wonderful day.”


      Presently Bea harrumphed and broke things up. I’d hugged at least a dozen people, and could’ve stood there all day without greeting everyone who deserved a special greeting. “Harv,” she explained. “There’s a lunch buffet set up in the next room for everyone. Would you care to make the announcement and get things moving?”


      “Of course,” I replied smoothly. Then, being rather short of stature I hopped up onto a chair. “Ladies and gentlemen!” I called out. The crowd’s murmur weakened, then died. “Thank you all so very much for being here today! There’s food in the Clover Room, I’m told, and room for us all to sit down and enjoy it. Please, everyone, can we start moving that way?”


      The masses obediently turned and began to squeeze through the door, while I pulled Bea off to one side. “In all our long years together,” I whispered, “you’ve never done anything like this before. Thank you so very much, darling.”


      Her big blue eyes sparkled. “In all our long years together,” she answered, “I’ve never been so proud to be your wife. There’s not another man anywhere that I could love like I do you, Harvey Foote.” Then she kissed me, and our lips lingered together for a long, long moment. “Happy birthday,” she whispered.


      By then the crowd had mostly melted away into the restaurant and it was time for Bea and I to follow. Thumper stepped up beside us and pointed towards the head of the long ceremonial table that’d been set up at the front of the Clover Room. Every eye was upon us as we made our way there, walking side by side. I loved Bea very deeply, and in many, many ways. But I loved her most of all when she was occupying her flesh and blood, and I could feel her soft warmth at my side. Felix fell in at our left when we were about halfway there, and impulsively I reached out and hugged the both of them to me. I was such a lucky, lucky man!


      Whoever had made the decisions regarding who was to occupy the head table had chosen wisely, I thought. Just down from Felix and Bea sat Anson and Jasmine, with whom Bea and I had played pinochle on Saturday nights a lifetime ago. Across the table from them sat Stripes and her consort Roger Abrams, who was clearly basking in his newfound high-ranking surroundings. Just down from them was Lenny and his wife Sophie. From there things got a little blurry, though I noted that Huck, Henhouse and Bun-Bun were all sitting together in a little group. It was strange that I couldn’t see more clearly; there must have been something wrong with my eyes. Little Bun-Bun waved, and I smiled and waved back. Fuzz was right; this was wonderful!

    


    
      Before I could recover my wits, lunch was being served. I was truly, genuinely hungry, and for once was in no position to object when Luca, my chef, was given free reign. Normally I liked relatively plain fare, but that day I ate baby squash delicately sautéed in herb butter, Brussels sprouts rubbed in garlic and basted with honey-sauce, and even a small side dish of truffles. Everyone was eating well, I noticed, though not everyone got truffles. There was no meat on the table, which may have distressed the normal humans somewhat, but nobody complained aloud. Not even Stripes. But then, she only ate once a day anyhow.


      The mealtime conversation was light and friendly, and before long we were done eating and I was feeling pleasantly lazy. Anson and I were just finishing telling Felix an old story about some of the troubles we’d lived through while trying to sink some of the first support piers for Commercial Platform, the oldest part of Freedom City, when a line began to form off to my left. At the front, clearly waiting to be recognized, was Abu al-Buruni. I smiled at him, and he stepped forward with an envelope.


      “Harv, my old friend” he greeted me. We shook hands, and Abu’s lips worked silently as they still sometimes did when he tried to speak English under stress. “I wish to congratulate you,” he said eventually, “And to thank you for your important part in founding our nation. You are a man of many dreams, Mr. Foote, a man of many fine dreams indeed. Perhaps this will aid you in making the latest ones come true for the benefit of us all.”


      I accepted the envelope, and slowly moved to open it. Conestoga ran on money, and Abu was nearly as wealthy as Bea and I were. He’d been promising to invest ever since witnessing the big booster test, but in recent weeks had grown uncharacteristically evasive about the exact amount involved. At first I’d thought that perhaps Mainlander pressure had gotten to him, or that perhaps Bill North was twisting his arm behind the scenes. Now I understood that he’d merely wished to surprise me. I smiled up at my friend, suddenly a little ashamed that I’d ever doubted him. “Abu,” I said with a smile. “My greatest happiness has been watching honest, hardworking men like yourself flourish and prosper and grow here. You do me far more honor than I deserve.”

    


    
      Abu smiled. “Open the envelope, Harv,” he urged me with a smile. “People are waiting.”


      I glanced behind him; he was right, there were dozens in line! I nodded and carefully clawed open the expensive card. Enclosed was a simple birthday card featuring a Buck-Rogers type spaceship.


      And inside the card was a check for twenty million credits, twice the amount I’d asked for. My jaw dropped.


      “Bea tells me you’ve got a launch delay until early July,” Abu interjected before I could find my voice. “I know exactly how precarious your financing is, Harv, and how extraordinarily aggressive a schedule your organization is trying to meet. I also perhaps have a fair idea of why it is that you’re in such a terrible rush.” He smiled and laid a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll not see this dream die for want of capital, not while I’ve two credits to rub together.” He gestured expansively. “I can always work hard and earn more money, God willing. That is my special gift in this world, to amass. You have the same gift, of course. But there my gift ends, while yours is just beginning.” He leaned forward and spoke very softly, so that only I could hear his words. “I cannot give my son the stars, Harvey Foote. I’m not the right man for that task, and God has not favored me as he has perhaps favored you. Give our children the stars, Harvey Foote, and I’ll share my last dime with you. I’ve been broke before, and in the name of such a cause I do not fear knowing poverty again.” Then he turned, and was gone.


      And so the endless procession began. Everyone seemingly had a check, though I thought that I’d long since drained Freedom dry with my fundraising efforts. Even the hydrogen farmers pitched in, though times were tough for them. A small number of them carried checks made out to the Foote Foundation, our family charitable organization, rather than to Conestoga. Still, it was kind of them to come and support our family efforts despite the business conflict that was shaping up between us. Bill North came last of all, his check to the Foundation a very generous one indeed. I stood up and embraced him publicly, and he didn’t hesitate to return my hug. “All right,” he whispered in my ear. “You win, you old bastard. For now at least, I don’t have the votes to stop you. There won’t be any motions made at the Board Meeting to try. At least not this month.”

    


    
      I felt something deep inside me relax a little. I’d been a little worried, I had to admit. “Thanks, Bill,” I answered him. “From the bottom of my heart, I thank you.”


      “Don’t thank me,” he replied in a gruff voice. “I’ll get you if I can; don’t ever doubt it. You’re wrong on this one, Harvey Foote, no matter how many times you’ve been right in the past. You and your wife have pushed the rest of the world too far. You’re dead wrong, and eventually Freedom will suffer for it.”


      I sighed as Bill walked away; he was sincere in his heart, I knew. It was sad that such a capable and caring man didn’t possess his money; clearly, it possessed him instead. “It’s all right, dear” Bea said, reaching out and touching my leg reassuringly.


      “I know,” I replied. “It’s just that I’ve seen so many good people end up like him in my long, tired years. I’d rather hoped that they’d stay back on the mainland.”


      “’He who would trade their sacred freedom for security deserves neither freedom nor security,’” observed Stripes. “I think that’s word for word, but my memory is a little vague.”


      “Hmm,” I answered. “I think that Benjamin Franklin was my very favorite Revolutionary.”


      “’Now, gentlemen,” Anson quoted with a wry smile. “From this point forward, if we fail to hang together then most assuredly we shall all hang separately.”


      “I’m fondest of him as a scientist,” Bea chimed in. “People forget that he did very important work in the early study of electricity.”


      “And he invented the Franklin stove,” I added. “That alone was a major service to humanity. It saved untold millions of man-hours splitting wood, back when that was a major part of how people had to spend their time.”


      Felix nodded. “As a business student, I once did a research paper entitled ‘A Penny Saved is a Penny Earned’. I got an ‘A’ on it, too! Only plagiarize the very best, I always say.” Everyone laughed, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Bea motion subtly towards Thumper, who nodded in reply. What in the world was that all about?

    


    
      “I minored in history,” Lenny pointed out. “Back when I was in school, one of my professors was always saying that Franklin saved the Revolution through what he did in France. He was a master budoir intriguer, on top of everything else. I mean, who else could’ve come from the largely rural and unsophisticated Colonies and persuaded a world power to dance to our tune?”


      “France didn’t like Britain to start with,” I pointed out. “Getting those two to go to war with each other back then wasn’t exactly the hardest thing in the world.”


      “True enough,” Felix agreed. Then he looked at me oddly. “But Franklin did do one very hard thing, Harv. Have you ever heard about his son?”


      I cocked my head to one side. “No, Felix. What about him?”


      He smiled sadly. “Benjamin Franklin’s only son was the Governor of Boston, Harv.”


      “So?” I asked.


      “The Royal Governor,” he explained.


      Suddenly I understood. My god, how very hard that must have been for them both! How hard it must have been for Benjamin, in particular! He’d lost his son for the cause of freedom, in a very real sense of the word. “That’s… Awful.”


      Felix nodded. “They disowned each other, pretty much. It was a terrible thing.” He lightly punched my shoulder. “At least you and I are on the same side.”


      I punched him back. “Always!” I replied with a big smile. Then Thumper was carrying something over to us on one of the Foot’s finest, most elegant silver platters. It was a present, I could see, a very expensively wrapped present.


      Felix looked inquiringly at Bea, and she nodded permission. Moving with great care, he picked up the gift and handed it to me. “This is extremely delicate, Harv,” he cautioned as I took it from him. “It’s even older than you are.”


      The package wasn’t very big and it hefted easily in my hand. I took a moment to examine the tag. “From the Foote Family,” it read, “Each and Every One of Us.” When I looked up everyone in the room was staring at me. Whatever it was that I held in my hands, it seemed to mean something to an awful lot of people.

    


    
      “Open it, Harv!” Stripes urged me. “I’m getting goosebumps!”


      I smiled and nodded, then carefully tore the package open along a seam. The paper split effortlessly, and then I was holding a golden cardboard box.


      “Go ahead, Harv!” Bea urged me. “It won’t bite.”


      Perhaps my subconscious mind was racing ahead of me, for by then I was already at some level beginning to understand. With a certain reverence very rare to me, I removed the top from the little box…


      …to expose, tightly wrapped in clear plastic, a very, very old but surprisingly well-preserved original copy of Poor Richard’s Almanac.


      “Oh my god!” I declared, once I was able to speak. “Oh my dearest god!”


      “Happy birthday, love!” Bea said loudly, and then everyone in the world seemed to be on their feet and clapping for me.


      “Did you know that you are just about impossible to shop for?” groused Felix with an exaggeratedly aggrieved look on his face.


      “Speech!” Anson cried out. “Speech!” Soon the cry became a chant; “Speech! Speech! Speech!” Finally I stood up, and Thumper handed me a wireless microphone. A spotlight stabbed out from the ceiling as the rest of the room darkened, and I was on stage.


      Any man of wealth has to learn to speak in public, to his employees if no one else. I’d never enjoyed speechifying, however, and especially abhorred speaking off the cuff. I looked around the Clover Room for inspiration, meeting the expectant eyes of a thousand friends and almost as many fellow rabbits. It was only then, looking them directly in the eye, that true inspiration finally came.


      “My brothers and sisters in Freedom,” I began after a too-long pause. “Today is indeed my birthday; my eighty-ninth, to be precise.” There was a round of applause, and I smiled happily. “Thank you for being here, all of you, and thank you for your so-generous stock purchases and contributions to the causes I value most. Truly, you are the best friends a man could ever hope to have.”


      Nervously, I began walking, wandering the room as I spoke. “Now, with today being my birthday and this being my birthday speech, I could probably get away with saying almost anything. I could regale you with tales of my childhood, for example, and talk about how very different a place the world has become. I could talk of Conestoga, my new passion, and perhaps before I’m done I’ll get back to that subject. Or I could speak of yachting, the Rabbit’s Foot where so many of you have chosen to share your lives with me, or even of world politics.” I smiled and gestured expansively. “Today the board is clear, and I’m free to talk about anything I choose. And I choose to speak about you.”

    


    
      Any good lecturer learns over time how to tell whether his audience is still interested in him or not, and I could smell in the air the fact that this one was still very interested indeed. “You are my friends and associates,” I continued, “Each and every one of you is, and that makes you special to me. However, there is far more to you than that.”


      I smiled again. “Today we occupy a room that is over two hundred miles from the nearest bit of naturally-occurring land. We live and work in a place where there is no naturally-occurring drinkable water except the rain, and where ships sailed and the whales ranged free within many of our own lifetimes. And yet, for us this existence has become something normal, a way of life to be taken for granted.”


      I turned around and walked in a different direction, again taking a few seconds to gather my thoughts before continuing. “Thousands, maybe millions of years ago, all of the ape-men who would someday become mankind lived in a single river valley, or a single patch of jungle, or along a single beach; it doesn’t matter which. For them, their home consisted of at best a few square miles of familiar turf, surrounded by that which was alien and fearful and full of the terrible unknown. Then, one day, the band of pre-humans split. Why? Who knows; it could’ve happened for a million different reasons. Perhaps there was some kind of power struggle, or there was a shortage of food, or maybe it was even a very early religious schism. At any rate, the band split.”


      “Our proto-humans probably didn’t travel far,” I continued. “They simply went a little ways down the river, or crossed the hostile plains to the next stand of friendly trees, or perhaps migrated halfway around an inlet to another warm and pleasant beach where there was plenty of food to gather. Animals have done this same kind of thing ever since the very beginning of things, and like animals our ancestors probably didn’t need to be told that the time had come for them to expand their range.” My aimless walking had brought me close up behind Bun-Bun; I paused for a moment to stroke his ears and watch him smile. “Our ancestors, however, were fundamentally different than the animals who had come before them. When they occupied new territory, they learned new things. They discovered new plants, and found new uses for them. They encountered new predators, and developed new strategies to deal with them. They found new kinds of rocks to chip new kinds of tools from. And most importantly of all, they passed this knowledge to their young, so that it wouldn’t be lost and could be cross-referenced with what had been known before.

    


    
      “And so,” I continued with another smile, “as the territorial range of Man increased, so did the length of his arm and the power of his mind. Cunning, resilient colonies thrived, while those who couldn’t grow or adapt to new conditions died out as if they’d never been. As a result we became an extraordinarily aggressive and adaptive species, in fact the most aggressive and adaptive species there’s ever been. Our physical range grew early on to encompass virtually the entire planet, and we built great civilizations based upon our mastery and understanding of the plants and animals that we found along the way. And as we built these civilizations, we developed brand new problems to solve. We had to learn to predict the turn of the seasons, and to survey and divide the land. We had to learn how to keep books, and how to trade, each new challenge making us stronger in the solving. In the fullness of time, we even learned how to institutionalize the art of learning itself, and developed the scientific method. And then the sky was the limit!”


      I looked out once more over the crowd, and sniffed the air surreptitiously; good, they were still with me! “That one was the real kicker, of course. The scientific method, given a few centuries to work its magic, freed our minds of primitive superstition and gave us a brand-new and far better yardstick of reality. From then on, things happened very quickly indeed. We went from muscle-power to steam to splitting atoms within the spread of two hundred years, and from riding on the backs of animals to building ships to the Moon. My own grandfather plowed with a team of horses, while today for lunch we ate luscious gengineered crops the likes of which he never lived to enjoy. We grew strong and fast during these two centuries, increasing the length of our arm and the power of our minds a hundred, perhaps even a thousandfold.” I paused and scanned the rows of faces that surrounded me, trying to make eye contact with each and every one.

    


    
      “And thus we as a species finally became so very powerful that we grew frightened of ourselves,” I said softly. “So we tried our level best to stop dead where we stood.”


      There was an uncomfortable stirring in the room; I’d hit a nerve, it seemed. “Most of you don’t remember those days,” I continued. “Though Anson and Bea and Jeanine and I certainly do. Back when we were young adults, people understood in their guts that something had gone terribly wrong with the world. They spoke of a ‘miasma’, and of their parents and grandparents as ‘the greatest generation’ as though there was no possible chance of bettering their accomplishments. They sat in mind-numbed horror as their basic values eroded before their eyes, and everything slowly ground to a halt. No one drilled for oil, no one designed faster planes or ships, no one went beyond Earth’s orbit. Suddenly, the very accomplishments that they’d been raised to glorify and cherish were paraded before their eyes and labeled as sins and misdeeds of the highest magnitude. Their parents dammed the Grand Coulee, but to build a new dam, even a small one, was now an environmental crime. Their parents defeated the blackest tyranny the world has ever known, via the use of immoderate violence and a belief in the possibility of absolute victory. They, however, began to believe that real victory in war is impossible, and that half-measures are always for the best. Their parents labored all their lives in the pursuit of wealth and a higher standard of living for us, their children, but our generation was carefully taught that it’s evil to be rich, that our wealth was an affront to the planet and that our pursuit of material things was a measure of our inherent wickedness.” I sighed aloud, remembering. “Those were very dark days indeed, the days of my youth. If you continued to believe in building dams and factories despite all of the propaganda, then you were an environmental criminal. If you sought to win wars decisively and impose justice where there previously was none, you were an inhuman monster. And if you wanted to go into business and make money, well…” I smiled, and my audience laughed ruefully as well. “If you wanted to go into business, society would project its overwhelming sense of fear and guilt upon you in countless ways. If you succeeded anyway, they taxed away your hard-earned profit in the name of justice, confiscating the fruits of your labor to reward others who did nothing to benefit anyone.”

    


    
      I pointed at Anson. “It was my friend Anson here who first dared to stand up. He designed offshore oil platforms for a living; we met by chance when he came to my little motel in Boca Roca for an extended stay while he was on a field assignment. One night we were playing cards, complaining about taxes and ten million needless regulations, when he had an idea. What if, he asked, we started over? What if we went to a new place, and built a new nation where men could be free to dream and grow once more?


      “I never thought it would come to anything at first. I believed in my heart back then that we’d entered the early stages of a new Dark Age and were helpless to stop it; it took Anson’s dream to teach me optimism. It was he who worked the figures night after night after night after night, he who researched international law and very quietly made the first essential contacts. I humored him, at best; while I believed that what he was proposing desperately needed to be done, and while I actually went so far as to help him draft our corporate charter, I never really believed in ‘Howard’s Folly’.


      “Then one day someone called up Anson and bought four shares of stock for one hundred US dollars each. That night, Bea and I had one of the longest pillow talks of our lives. The two of us decided that there was no point in living life if you weren’t chasing a dream. We signed up the very next day, mortgaging our little motel to the hilt. Bea and I were middle-aged by then, and we never figured to get rich; indeed, we thought it very likely that we were throwing a comfortable retirement to the four winds. But, we asked ourselves, what was the point of a comfortable retirement if one had to spend it living in a nation whose values we no longer believed in?”


      For a moment I looked down at the floor. “I’m ashamed today of how long it took me to learn to dream, to cast aside cynicism and pursue immoderately that which is truly worthwhile. Now that Anson has given me this gift, however, I make it a point never to look back. Like my ancestors before me, I seek to grow and expand my range, to extend without limit the reach of my body and mind. I refuse to live my life in a state of guilt at being who I was born to be, and I’ll spit in the eye of anyone who’d take what is mine in order to further an agenda whose aims I don’t support.” I sighed aloud once more. “Perhaps it was the ‘miasma’ under which I was raised that held me back so very long; I’ll never know for sure. But I can tell you this; if I have anything to say about it, no child of Freedom will ever be raised to feel guilty over being human and dreaming human dreams ever again.

    


    
      “Conestoga is such a dream, of course. It’s a dream that I’ll pursue to my grave, if need be, immoderately and unashamedly. Conestoga is what separates us from the mainlanders, these days politically as well as morally and ethically. While I know that many of you in this room don’t support me in this dream, given its very real costs and potential consequences, I’m proud that the majority of you do. Conestoga isn’t just a rocket program, and it’s far more than a mere business. It’s the essence of the spirit of humanity and of freedom itself. I’m proud that most of you can see this, and that you understand the truth well enough to see that Conestoga and its goals and methods can’t be judged by ordinary business parameters.” I paused and sought out Abu’s eyes. “I do hereby swear before everyone here and everything I hold sacred that Conestoga can fulfill its stated goal of expanding Man’s reach to the planets and beyond. I further swear that not a dime of Conestoga funding has been or ever will be misappropriated or spent on anything but the furtherance of this goal. I consider it the greatest, most sacred honor of my life to be at the helm of this enterprise, and would willingly die before sullying this honor in any way whatsoever.”


      I looked up, and straightened my spine in pride. “Which brings us back to you. Some of you were born to Freedom, but most immigrated just like I did. It doesn’t matter where you came from, and it doesn’t matter how rich you are. For we, all together, are of one mind and one spirit where it really matters, where it really counts. Together we’ve carved a new nation out of literally nothing, and in so doing have contributed measurably to extending humanity’s reach and powers. In our struggle for economic survival in a place where even the earth underfoot exists only by dint of our efforts, we’ve gone places and done things that no other humans have ever done before. Together we opened doors that others convinced themselves that they were not wise or worthy enough to open, and raised the art of gengineering to new heights. We’ve redefined our relationship to everything that lives, and in so doing have redefined ourselves. While the Dark Ages still threaten elsewhere, here in Freedom at least a whole new chapter in the history of Man is being written, one utterly and completely unlike anything that we’ve ever seen before. We’re progressing as Man was meant to progress, by leaps and bounds that rival and perhaps even eclipse those of our legendary and beloved forefathers. After decades of guilt, here at least the soul of Man roars out in unrestrained triumph once more.

    


    
      “Tomorrow, all of us will return to business as usual. Anson will be imprisoned in his office on Freedom Circle, the Foote Rabbits will be running this hotel, the hydrogen farmers will be busily creating and selling energy, and I’ll still be retired, playing with my toy boat and rocket ships.” A little laugh spread through the crowd, as I’d hoped that it would. “But tomorrow you’ll also all be busily extending the reach of the arm of Man, exploring and exploiting new territory, as the best of Men always have, and finding new uses for that which you find there. Tomorrow you’ll be building Man’s future in everything that you do, and keeping alive the spirit of growth in a world where growth has become a dirty, despised word. Tomorrow you’ll chart the destiny of our entire species, by going places that the rest no longer dare visit and, unafraid, altering the landscape there to suit your needs. Your spirit is not dead, your dreams are not poisoned with shame or fear, and your vision of the future is neither bleak nor limited. You neither idealize mediocrity, nor tolerate it in your own lives. In short, you’re free men and women freely chasing dreams of your own making, not hopeless, dreamless serfs glued to television sets and mindlessly submitting to the doctrines and ideas of others.”


      “In short,” I summed up, “it’s one of my basic core beliefs that Man is at his absolute best and noblest when he’s challenging the unknown. It’s my belief that it’s our destiny to expand and grow without limits, that we’re programmed internally to do so, and that we should feel no shame in the act. I believe that human freedom leads naturally towards growth and expansion, and that growth and expansion lead towards freedom. I believe that serving expansion and freedom is the highest calling of Mankind, and that no one can do very wrong so long as they honestly pursue these ideals. I believe in dreams, and in the miracles that dreams and hard work can make into reality. And finally….” I stepped boldly over to the bar and picked up a glass of champagne. “And finally, I believe that sitting in this room with me are the finest generation of dreamers and hard workers who ever lived. I believe that you are the finest flowering of Mankind to date, the absolute acme and apex of everything that has come before you.” I raised my glass. “I salute you all, each and every one of you.” Then, to a chorus of cheers, I raised my cup to my lips and drained it to the dregs.

    


    
      There I was, eighty-nine years old and feeling so very, very alive! Who’d have thunk it?


      



      Later that night, Bea and I lay awake in each other’s arms. “Harv?” she asked after a long silence. “Are you still awake?”


      “Again, insatiable one?” I answered in an exhausted tone.


      She giggled. “Maybe in a little bit. But I need to talk with you about something else first. Something serious.”


      “All right,” I agreed companionably. Then I rolled over and kissed her on the tip of her nose. “What’s on your mind?”


      “Well…” she began hesitantly.”That was one heck of a birthday speech that you gave today, Harv.”


      I nodded. “It wasn’t bad, for off-the-cuff. Though I’ve heard far better given by others.”


      “Oh, it was wonderful!” she reassured me. “But… There’s just this one little thing.”


      “What one little thing?” I asked dreamily. I’d had a wonderful afternoon, and an even more pleasant evening. Especially for a man my age. Maybe in a little bit, she’d said…


      “Well… Harv, you said that not one dime had ever been misappropriated on the Conestoga project.”


      Suddenly I was wide awake. “Yes,” I declared flatly. “I said exactly that.”


      Bea sighed. “Well, that wasn’t a lie. Not quite, anyway. There haven’t been any misappropriations.”


      My stomach was suddenly filled with ice. “Bea!” I growled threateningly. “Is there something I need to know about?”


      She nodded, clearly unable to find the right words. “Well, Harv, I’ve always admired your sense of honor. Though I often feel that you go to extremes in terms of honesty. You’re much too fussy about money. Once you’ve been a computer for a little while, you can clearly see what an incredible fiction all the world’s currencies really are.”

    


    
      I sat in cold silence, waiting my wife out.


      Finally she gave in, sighing. “Conestoga has been broke for months, dear, based solely on stock sales. I’ve been evening things out here and there for ages, kind of on the sly, like.” She cocked her head to one side, examining me closely for a reaction of any kind. But I was simply too stunned to answer. “I’ve kept track of it all,” she assured me. “And there hasn’t been any detectable inflationary pressure yet that correlates with anything that I’ve done. Not in any country. In fact, Abu’s little check along with all the rest will nearly break us even. I’ll have everything squared away so that no one will notice a thing in no time flat, once we have a successful launch. Not that anyone would ever have noticed anyway,” she hastened to add. “Money isn’t actually real anymore. It hasn’t been for a very long time.”


      For a long moment I simply laid next to my conniving, unscrupulous scoundrel of a wife, wondering what a long prison term in, say, the Amazon basin might be like. Then I shut my eyes tight and let my head fall back onto my pillow with an audible thump. “Bea!” I groaned. “How… I mean…”


      “Shh!” she answered me, pressing her index finger to my lips. “Hush now, Harv! What’s done is done, and I tell you again that it was perfectly safe. This dream of yours is too important to die, I think Abu said to you earlier tonight, and I quite agree with him. So does the rest of the Brain Trust; they actively helped me, in fact. Failure isn’t an option at this point if humanity is to grow and have a future.”


      I turned my face towards the wall and pouted for a few minutes, then sighed aloud. “So money isn’t real, eh?” I asked at last.


      Bea smiled. “No, Harv. Not much is, in the final analysis. No one will get hurt, I swear it. I stole nothing. Just… Manipulated the markets. A little teensy tiny bit.”


      “I see,” I answered after another long silence. “How about love?” I asked her. “Is love real, Beatrice Foote? Or is it just an illusion as well?”

    


    
      “Ours is real, Harv” she answered. Then she kissed me gently on the cheek. “Our love is as real as real gets.”


      “I think so too,” I answered her, rolling over and pressing myself up against her shapely softness. Gently, I nibbled at a nipple. “Has it been a ‘little bit’ yet?” I asked politely.


      She smiled her warmest smile, radiant and expressive and full of love, then stroked the back of my head. “I think so, Harv. Close enough, at any rate.”


      And then, because what was done was indeed done and because the dream was far too important to be allowed to die, I forgave my wife her manifold sins and made passionate love to her until long, long after dawn’s delicate fingers rose up and touched the balcony window of our penthouse suite.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eight


      



      It was just as well that Bea and I so enjoyed our time together that particular night; it was the last we were to have together for several weeks. She remained as busy as ever, while my own schedule became almost impossible even for an enhanced being like myself. I was scheduling Conestoga meetings as early as six in the morning, while beginning long-lasting conferences with Freedom Board members as late as eleven at night. None of this was stuff that could be delegated, though Stripes was as good a liaison as anyone could ask for on the Conestoga end of things. Each and every one of these meetings unquestionably demanded my own personal attention. I began to feel shellshocked, a sensation I’d not known since the days when I’d been old and sick. Finally I leveled with Bea about how bad things were getting, and she put on her body from time to time and held the investors’ hands for me. It was a measure of just how overloaded I truly was that we willingly sacrificed the services of a fully-functional Brain just to help carry some of my load.


      After a long series of agonizing meetings, I finally put my foot down and not only firmly set our rocket launch date for July Fourth, but publicly announced the fact as well. Lenny and the rest desperately wanted a delay to the fifth, but the historically significant date was simply too good to pass up. If things went a little wrong, the onlookers would hopefully be understanding enough to wait through a twenty-four hour hold. Bookings at the Foot, already strong, absolutely went through the roof. Every single day the Conestoga Project was receiving thousands upon thousands of supportive letters from all over the world, many of them containing small outright donations; the senders didn’t even want any stock in return. While the nations of the world might be lining up against us, people everywhere who still believed in the future were taking our side. I’d long hoped that we’d gain this kind of broad-based support, and Bea and her Brains had always assured me that it’d eventually be so. On days when the meetings dragged on into the wee hours and the alarm clock rang far too early the next morning, I called and asked to have a select few of the letters sent to my desk. Reading them carried me through the bad times. I even replied to some of them personally, which gave me as much of a boost as reading the things did.

    


    
      The US Embassy continued to make trouble for us; we’d come to expect nothing less. Suddenly travel to and from the Mainland became difficult to arrange. American citizens were forced to stage through a “neutral” country, while we Freedomites found it almost impossible to obtain US visas at all. “The Huck and Henhouse Hare Show” was pulled from those few networks still showing it, leaving only our direct satellite viewers able to pick us up. We didn’t expect that to last long, either, given that the satellites we used were controlled by American companies. Soon it became difficult to move Freedom-originating hydrogen on the world market as well. Ships carrying bought-and-paid-for goods out to us continually found excuses to return to port. Only food was seemingly exempt from the highly unofficial blockade. In a matter of months, at the rate we were going, Freedom City would be reduced to bankruptcy and inevitable capitulation.


      It’d been a wise decision for us to force the Conestoga rocket along as quickly and as aggressively as we had. Very wise indeed! Roger Abrams was still preaching delay, but a new sense of urgency had infected everyone else out on Conestoga Platform. Lenny’s marriage broke under the stress, and I felt bad about it. He threw himself into his work harder than ever, though, and I felt even more guilt about the fact that the real Conestoga would soon render his profession obsolete. According to Stripes, Roger had fallen head-over-heels for her and was pumping her every day for information about Bea and I and the inner workings of the Foote business empire. My friend was absolutely convinced that Abrams was an agent, though there was no solid proof. Bea and her people were monitoring the keystrokes on his computer terminal, and it was clear that he was spending a good part of each working day trying to track down the ‘missing’ set of titanium-capable machining tools that had disappeared into our underwater Alpha lab. While this in and of itself wasn’t incriminating, I took it as the final straw and so did Bea. We didn’t urgently need titanium-capable tooling anymore, now that we’d elected to use an aluminum mating ring on our first launch, and Roger would be a fool to waste so much of his time searching for it in the absence of an ulterior motive. Despite our general shortage of talent, we put a new and relatively inexperienced Brain to work on full-time public-camera surveillance of Mr. Abrams. Megan was bright, willing, and all that we could spare.

    


    
      What was most frightening of all wasn’t that our trusted Mr. Abrams had turned out to be a spy; we’d frankly expected this sort of thing. The problem was that he was proving to be so competent at his job. He was a sourcing genius, able to track down almost anything! According to Bea, he’d managed to come painfully close to tracing missing tools to her personal doorstep. She was frantically adding more layers of obfuscation all of the time, but could no longer claim for certain that she hadn’t been found out. Most ominously, many more computers than just Roger’s were now involved in the search.


      It all came to a head on June eighteenth, the day that the mainlander inspectors were scheduled to arrive out at Conestoga Platform. It took weeks for the mainlanders to assemble a team; inevitably the politicians and bureaucrats had haggled and debated interminably over the selection process, and for a time we seriously hoped that our launch date might come and go before they could make up their collective minds. Alas, however, the mainlanders eventually managed to get off of the dime. The original plan was for me to personally meet them and conduct them everywhere they wished to go, but at the last minute I had to beg off for the first couple hours of their visit. Felix had sent me a note marked “Personal and Urgent” asking me to meet with him in the Clover Room for lunch. He didn’t write me that sort of note very often, and despite everything else that was going on in my overheated world I agreed to meet him there at eleven.


      He was waiting at our usual table when I came rushing up ten minutes late, as was becoming habitual these days, and as requested Thumper had three stuffed grape leaves from the Rabbiteria waiting steaming on my plate. There simply wasn’t time for luxuries like ordering food, not these days! “Hello, son!” I greeted him with a sincere smile. I’d not seen Felix in several weeks, and had missed him terribly. “How’s life treating you?”

    


    
      “Wonderfully, Harv!” he answered with a big smile. “Have you seen our bookings for early July?”


      I hadn’t taken the time, but now for his sake I did so. “Wow!” I answered as the glowing figures unrolled in my mind. “We haven’t had a week this good since unveiling the ichthyosaurs!”


      “Yes,” Felix replied, his smile growing wider. “It’s such a relief, Harv. Business is so bad everywhere these days!”


      I nodded sadly. For the very first time ever, thanks to the mainlanders, Freedom City had an unemployment problem. And the number of bankruptcies was skyrocketing as well. “Once we get Conestoga underway,” I promised my son, “after it’s become an inescapable fact of life for the mainlanders and they’re forced to accept it as such, then we can get down to business again. Things will turn around, and more.”


      “I know, Harv,” he agreed. “I believe that as well. And even if it doesn’t, it’s still worth it. I suppose you saw the paper today?”


      I nodded; the Daily Freedom had run a full-page editorial supporting me, for which I was eternally grateful. The paper was notoriously fickle in the causes it espoused. “They say the average citizen on the street is right behind us, and from what I’ve seen I’ve got to agree. Everywhere I go…”


      Felix grinned. “I know. Shoo-oom!”


      “Still,” I pointed out. “Bill North merits watching. He’s got maybe forty percent of the voting shares behind him. Mostly the established business interests.”


      “But the small holders are behind you firmly,” Felix reassured me, “And a few of the big guys like Anson to boot. You’ve nothing that I can see to fear, Harv. Just so long as there really are fireworks on July Fourth, of course. There’s a lot of folks who’ll drop you in a minute if you come off looking like a busted flush.”


      I pressed my lips together and nodded, as usual Felix’s appraisal matched my own. There was another long silence as we chewed, and finally I was the one to break it. “So, son, what’s up? I know that you didn’t call me here to talk about the weather.”

    


    
      Felix grinned again. “No, Harv, not exactly.” Then his face grew more serious. “Honestly, I debated whether or not to just drop you a letter. But Bea encouraged me to arrange an in-person talk. She said that family matters are best handled in the flesh.”


      I nodded. “I agree with her, son. And I’ve always got time to talk with you. So, what’s on your mind?”


      Felix looked down at the table. “Harv, I’ve done something that I’m not entirely certain that you’re going to approve of. It’s not anything immoral or anything like that. But it’s something that I simply had to do, even though it may not be good for the Foot”.


      I blinked, then leaned forward. “Felix, I am not by any means under the illusion that everything in life revolves around the good of the Foot, or for that matter around business in general.” I reached out and placed a hand on my son’s shoulder. “Tell me what’s bothering you, son.”


      He looked up and met my oversized blue eyes with his own. “Harv, you remember how we talked about the possibility of war?”


      I nodded.


      “Well, I’ve joined the militia.”


      My shoulders slumped in relief; for a minute there, I’d been afraid that something was wrong! “Well, good for you, boy!” I encouraged him, removing my hand and placing on his cheek. “My god, son! Were you afraid that I’d be angry at you for that?”


      Felix closed his eyes in relief. “Maybe,” he allowed. “Harv, I’ve got to go to training. I’ll be away for two weeks right while you’re at your busiest. And there are political complications as well; Ken of Security is going to outrank me. As he rightly should, to be perfectly honest.”


      I nodded eagerly. “They’re going to take you in as an officer?”


      Felix smiled. “Yes, as a Captain. I was in the Air Force, you know. Though of course we don’t have one of those here. And, Harv…” He looked down at the table again. “I enlisted as Felix Foote.”


      I nodded again, so proud that I thought I was going to burst. My son, an officer! Captain Foote! He’d been delaying the name change for some time, not because he was unwilling to make the final break but rather because he’d first become well-known in the business community under the name “Felix Morris”. It had made sense for him to delay, and if he’d never changed it at all Bea and I certainly would’ve. “Felix,” I said very seriously, “I’d have joined the Militia long ago if it weren’t for the rule barring Board members. I’ve never told anyone that, but it’s true.” I turned and waved for Thumper. “Please!” I called out. “A bottle of champagne! The best in the cellar!”

    


    
      “Colonel Green thinks that I’ll be of most use commanding the Foote Battalion,” Felix continued, “and I’ve got to agree with him. The Rabbit’s Foot is indeed part of the defense perimeter, and most of the Foote rabbits who’ve volunteered serve with the Battalion. The Colonel wants to move Ken out to command a missile platform; he feels that his military talents are being wasted here.”


      I nodded again; Ken was a valuable asset indeed; as his other employer, I ought to know. “That would solve the chain-of-command difficulty,” I agreed. “Not that I think you’d have trouble serving under Ken, knowing you both as I do.”


      “Nor do I,” Felix agreed, “though it’s best for us both if the conflict is never given the chance to take root in the first place.”


      “Granted,” I agreed, feeling just wonderful. “So, Captain Foote, have you begun studying the positions you’re in charge of defending yet?”


      The inside of Felix’s ear linings reddened a little at my use of his new name and title, just like Bea’s sometimes did when she was embarrassed. He nodded. “Of course. Though everyone considers an invasion here on Commercial Platform unlikely. There’s nothing of military significance here, and the Foot is liable to be filled with tourists. If the mainlanders come, pretty much everyone agrees that they’ll take the airport first. Still, though, we do face the open ocean and therefore the area needs to be garrisoned. Someone’s got to do the job, and it might as well be us. No one knows the ground better, after all.”


      I nodded; the Board had agreed unanimously during the few meetings we’d ever held on the subject. While our missile platforms defended all of Freedom City, only the airport had been provided with heavy ground-fighting weaponry. It was clearly the prime target.


      Felix smiled shyly and went on. “I’ll admit�—to you, at least—that I’m pretty much going to be a figurehead at first, until I can get up to speed. I’ve had several conferences with Ken, and he’s assured me that he has perfect confidence in his staff to carry me through anything rough so long as I’m willing to listen to them. And I’ve promised him that I’d do exactly that.”

    


    
      I nodded again; Felix was proving once more that he was a man of good sense. “Everyone seems to be joining the militia these days,” I said idly. The Foote Battalion had nearly tripled in size since the first hydrogen tariff hike, for example. Even Stripes had wanted to join up, though I’d talked her out of it. I wanted her spending as much time as possible with our friend Abrams.


      Just then the champagne arrived. Thumper opened the dusty old bottle with a flourish, then poured. “Harv?” Felix asked as the golden wine flowed.


      “Yes?”


      “Harv, Thumper here is an NCO on my staff. Under the circumstances, would you object if he joined us?”


      “Of course not,” I answered. Then I looked around the Clover Room. Everywhere, it seemed heads were turning. I didn’t exactly order fine champagne every day. “Thumper, get yourself a glass and sit down. Also, is there anyone else working here today from the Foote Battalion?”


      The maitre de stroked his long whiskers thoughtfully. “There’s Jackie,” he answered after a bit. “She’s in Support Weapons C. And Furbin back in the kitchen is stationed out on Platform Two. Though that’s not the Foote Battalion, of course.”


      “Call ‘em both over,” I directed. “And get another bottle of champagne. My only regret is that we can’t invite every veteran in the place.”


      Felix smiled. “Thank you, Harv.”


      “No, I answered back. “Thank you! Thanks to each and every one of you, in fact.” I raised my cup. “To the militia,” I said formally. “And to Freedom.”


      “To Freedom,” they replied, and then we all drank together.


      I didn’t have any longer to spend on lunch, no matter how much I wanted to stay. So Felix tagged along with Spots and me as I walked out the front door of the Foot to pick up my gig. “There’s one more thing that I need to let you know about, Harv,” he mumbled in my ear as the crowd of tourists took note of me and raised their cameras. Even if I was an international villain these days, at least I was still apparently worth photographing. Or perhaps my guests simply didn’t agree with their governments; “Shoo-oom!” several of them cried out, and I waved in acknowledgement.

    


    
      Slowly, the cheering faded away behind us. “Yes, Felix?” I asked, perhaps a bit too brusquely. I missed being able to move around without being cheered, damnit! “What is it?”


      “Eric,” he answered as we walked down the marble front steps and across Foote Square under the always-broiling sun. “Our donkey friend. His Mistress sent in a note saying that we won’t be seeing him for at least two weeks. He’s being modified again.”


      I pressed my lips together. “Did Mistress Janet deign to reveal what she’s going to do with him this time?”


      “No,” Felix answered. He paused and sighed. “He left us with a working mockup of that slot machine that you and I looked at together. Harv, it’s an absolute work of art! There’s two dozen displays pre-programmed into it with plenty of room for more, and some improved security measures that are entirely new to our industry. We’ve already filed for patents. He also left preliminary sketches of a whole family of gaming machines based on his new concept. The man’s a genius, Harv! I’d have killed to have him working for me at the Cat House. How can a man as intelligent as he is choose to live the way that he does?”


      It was my turn to sigh. People did that a lot when talking about Eric, I’d noted over the years. “He’s a natural serf, Felix. The poor man! He’s terrified of the idea of being free and making his own choices. If he hadn’t been born here, he’d never have immigrated on his own. Don’t get me wrong; I like him and like him a lot. But I don’t pretend to understand him. God only knows what she’s going to do to him this time.”


      “He’d never have emigrated unless his Mistress made him,” Felix continued bitterly. “How can someone need to be controlled and dominated so utterly? It makes my skin crawl!”


      I shrugged. “It used to make my skin crawl exactly the same way when people voted for higher taxes and more government year after year. They asked for a nanny-state to oversee their every waking moment, and eventually they got it. What I can’t understand is that so many of them seem to be happy with the situation. Their ancestors labored mightily to overthrow the hand of despotism, and little by little they voted it right back into place.” I paused, stopping in mid-square as a new thought struck me. “Maybe most people actually need to be dominated and abused, deep down inside? Need to be told that they’re evil and bad, and then abused and controlled? And the rest, the naturally free minority, end up here? If so, then no wonder that Ambassador Asaith and I can’t seem to understand each other any better than I understand Eric!”

    


    
      Felix cocked his head quizzically, then laughed out loud. “You’re insane, Harv. You know that, don’t you?”


      “Of course,” I answered automatically. “Everyone knows that. I’ve been totally off my nut since the day I left Boca Roca.”


      “But you’re my kind of insane,” Felix replied with a big smile, clapping his hand to my shoulder. “Thanks for having lunch with me!”


      



      My gig was tied up to Wavehopper having its hydrogen tank serviced as I strode up, so despite the pressure of my schedule I was patient as the salutes boomed out for the tourists and my flag rose to the mizzentop. The boat had to be refueled sometime, and my last-minute schedule change to meet with Felix had probably thrown everything off kilter. Spots and Patch scurried off to go disconnect it from the hose even as the salutes echoed around Commercial Platform, and I took advantage of the few moments delay to walk around a little. A large portion of the rigging was lying in haphazard coils around the deck, and I looked at Gabe inquiringly.


      “We got a bulletin from Nostalgia Yachts,” he explained. “I don’t know if you’ve heard or not, but the French government has ordered a design copy of the original Le Orient to train their naval cadets.”


      “No,” I answered. “I hadn’t heard.” That would be quite a project; Le Orient had been nearly the largest ship of the line of her day. Spain would probably be laying down a new Santissima Trinidad next, I mused. It was the only one that’d been bigger.


      Gabe nodded. “Wavehopper here inspired them. Anyway, when they did their computer studies for the new ship they found a glitch in the basic rigging operating systems. We’ve never had the ‘hopper out in really bad weather yet, and apparently it’s a good thing. A lightning strike might have made us totally unmanageable.” He paused. “They say that they can’t imagine how this could possibly have slipped through.”

    


    
      I nodded slowly; with so much electronics on board a ship with three tall masts, lightning should’ve been an obvious design factor. “And the new stuff is better?”


      “Oh, yes!” Gabe assured me with a smile. “It’s nearly all made to military specifications, and what’s not is better still.” He gently kicked at a coil of fresh new cable with his oversized foot. “This is really good stuff! And Nostalgia Yachts is paying for it all. The warranty covers it.” My yacht’s caretaker paused. “Sir, I sent you a memo about this over a week back…”


      I smiled ruefully. “I’m quite sure you did exactly that, Gabe. But, as you may have heard, I’ve been a little busy of late. Though someday soon I hope to be able to go back to cruising with you.”


      “I understand entirely,” Gabe replied with a nod. “Seriously, sir, I wish you nothing but the best with Conestoga. Sometimes I feel like a real idler, sitting out here and taking care of an ordinary seagoing ship like this one while you’re building a vessel that’ll go to the stars. Sometimes I wish that I’d done something else with my life, something a lot more important.” He paused and met my eyes. “Like you have, sir. With all due respect.”


      Suddenly, on an impulse, I reached out and hugged my good friend and fellow naval enthusiast. “If you want to do something else,” I said, “it’s never too late. I’d hate to lose you here, mind you. You do your job, and do it very well indeed. But if you want to chart a new course there’s no shortage of colleges here in Freedom City.” I paused and looked him directly in the eyes. “There are even Foote employee scholarships available. And I reckon that I’ll be needing some explorer-types sometime soon. People brave enough to face a storm at sea in a sailing-ship, for example.”


      Very slowly, Gabe’s mouth fell open. “You mean that I…”


      “If you can meet the qualifications,” I answered, still holding him by the shoulders,. “then why shouldn’t it be you? It’s too late for you to be the first, granted. But in ten years we’ll still be heading outward. And in ten years, an intelligent man can learn to do anything. Why not sail a new sea, Gabe, if that’s what your heart truly desires?”


      “I… I…” Suddenly, a tear was crawling down his cheek. “Thank you, Mr. Foote. Thank you more than you’ll ever know.”


      “Don’t mention it,” I replied, clapping his shoulder. “Just do me one favor, if you would?”

    


    
      “Anything, Mr. Foote!” he said, the old salt suddenly as eager and giddy as a child. “Anything at all!”


      “Please, Gabe, don’t leave the Wavehopper until I can find a proper replacement for you?”


      My chief sailor’s brow narrowed, and his black whiskers bristled. “What? Leave you in the lurch? Mr. Foote! I’m ashamed that you’d even think such a thing!” Then he smiled again. “Seriously, sir. I can go to school and take care of your ship both. Just leave everything to me, and I promise you that your boat will be ready and willing whenever you need her.”


      



      By the time I got over to Conestoga Platform I was three hours late instead of the anticipated two. The inspectors hadn’t waited for me, and when I stepped into the cavernous Vehicle Assembly Building they stood clustered around the base of our single space-rated Conestoga booster. I stopped for a moment to watch the proceedings.


      “As you can clearly see,” Lenny was explaining to them, “This booster is designed as a payload orbiter, not a weapons launcher. You gentlemen know your business, I’m quite certain. However, under the difficult circumstances now prevailing, I feel obliged to point out the obvious.” He pointed at the huge rocket nozzles. “Conestoga is fueled by liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen,” he explained. “This fuel, being cryogenic, can’t be stored for any long period of time in the vehicle’s tanks. This necessitates an hours-long countdown sequence. Liquid fuels are so difficult to utilize that today they’re only employed for jobs that solid fuels can’t handle, such as lifting manned rockets of the sort that Conestoga will eventually be developed into. Liquid-fueled rockets have been obsolete for military purposes for decades; can any of you ladies or gentlemen name a single liquid-fueled rocket still in military use in any technologically advanced nation today?”


      No one replied, so Lenny continued. “Secondly, Conestoga is designed for launch from the open sea. Our rocket must be laboriously towed several miles out, and then fueled from a special barge. The whole operation is exceedingly delicate, and again wholly impractical for a weapon of war.”


      “Thirdly,” he pointed out, “There’s no weapon-cradle in the nosecone. Nor is there any provision for one.”

    


    
      For the first time, one of the inspectors spoke up. “That could be added at any time!” he said. “Especially with the kind of high-tech manufacturing capability you people have here. I’ve never seen anything like it!”


      The man’s voice sounded both awed and frightened; I didn’t like that combination at all. Instantly my mind switched itself to ‘command’ mode. “Bea?” I asked mentally. “Are you there?”


      “Hello, sweetie!” she answered cheerfully. “Are you with the inspectors?”


      “Yes,” I answered. “And I’m afraid that I’ve no time for idle chat right now. What exactly is a ‘weapon-cradle’, dear? In missileering terms, I mean.”


      There was the barest hesitation while she looked it up. “It’s one of the most difficult-to-manufacture parts of a ballistic missile, Harv. The warhead or multiple warheads ride in it until separating from the main body of the rocket. In order to obtain the kind of accuracy needed to knock out enemy silos, the cradle must be machined to tolerance levels that are highly classified but which are known to be right at the very limits of achievability.” She paused. “Would you like to know the exact tolerance levels, dear? I think I just found a back door at one of the contractors.”


      “No thank you!” I interrupted her. Sometimes Bea hacked for the sheer delight of breaking the rules, and just now hacking was far too dangerous a vice to indulge in without good reason. “ I’m better off not knowing, I think. Thanks, hon!”


      “No problem, Harv! Let me know how it went!” Then she was gone.


      “…whole issue is moot,” one of the inspectors was declaring loudly to another. “To deliver biologicals, Foote doesn’t need a weapon-cradle. It’s an area weapon!”


      “Foote doesn’t need a missile to deliver a biological payload!” another inspector replied every bit as energetically as the first. She gestured widely. “This whole thing is an anti-tech witch hunt! Can’t you see that this is a civilian rocket? These people are hiding nothing! All they want to do is get out into space, like most of us rocket engineers grew up wanting to do! We ought to be helping them, not trying to stop them!”

    


    
      The argument began in earnest then, and it became clear that our unlikely ally was heavily outvoted. “You are totally out of line, Stephanie!” an older man was cautioning her, waving his extended index finger right in her face. “Totally out of line, and forgetting why we’re here!”


      “I haven’t forgotten anything!” she snapped back. “We’re here to find out the truth, not to stretch the facts in order to provide certain radicals with a convenient causus belli.” She looked around, then, and saw that all the rest of her group was solidly against her. “My god,” she whispered. “You’re really going to do this thing, aren’t you? You’re going to lie!”


      I’d heard enough. Very quietly, I stepped up out of the shadows and greeted them as if I’d overheard nothing. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. I’m Harvey Foote. You have my sincere apologies for being late; I fear that I was held up by important family business.”


      “More important than an arms inspection?” the oldest engineer asked, redirecting his anger towards me.


      I raised my eyebrows. “Lenny was a competent guide, was he not? Of high enough rank? Did he not take you everyplace that you’ve asked to go?”


      “He has,” declared the rebellious mainlander before her chief could contradict her. “And more.”


      I nodded. “Excellent.” Then I turned towards the head inspector. “Tell me, sir. Does the Foreign Minister of a sovereign nation customarily greet inspection teams in person?”He spluttered for a moment, then remembered his manners. “No, Mr. Minister. Forgive me, please. I was angry at someone else.” He glared at his insubordinate team member. Somehow, I doubted that she’d be coming along on many more of these little excursions.


      “But of course,” I answered graciously, with a little bow. “Well, in any event, I’m here now. May I help you in any way?”


      “Yes,” the elder inspector answered, his smile melting into a sneer. “Please, show us the contents of your Alpha lab, over on Commercial Platform. Near your hotel.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Nine


      



      A businessman learns early on never to let his feelings show, especially when things have suddenly gone wrong. Fortunately, having a furred face helps with this kind of thing. “I’m sorry,” I answered after only the barest moment’s hesitation. “That’s private property. So is this platform, technically. However, you were invited here.”


      The leader crossed his arms. “Do you deny, Mr. Foote, that in your private Alpha lab you maintain enough secret machining equipment to make a launch-cradle on practically a moment’s notice? And do you deny that your so-called ‘Brain Trust’ has access to enough mutagens and high-tech gengineering equipment to develop tailored viruses?”


      I crossed my own arms and, being substantially shorter than my antagonist, glared up at him. “Do you deny that your airliner manufacturers have the capability to manufacture intercontinental bombers?” I demanded. “If so, why are they not open to international inspection? And, do you deny that you have armed and dangerous missiles sitting in your subs and silos right now, instead of the purely theoretical ones that we’re discussing here?”


      This head inspector, whoever he was, had one hell of a temper. And he didn’t like being glared at. Instead of backing down, he made a fist and shook it in my face. “What are you hiding, Foote?” he demanded. “What horrors lie down there in that secret, private corporate lab of yours?”


      Very calmly and carefully, I caught the inspector’s fist in my open hand and held it rock-steady. I could just as easily have crushed it to a pulp, but that would’ve accomplished nothing. “The Foote Alpha lab is private property,” I explained in tones I normally reserved for Bun-Bun. “We produce attention-getting tourist attractions there. Such as our plesiosaurs and ichthyosaurs. We also, mostly due to my wife’s wisdom in seeing the potential early on, do extensive and profitable work developing new and better Brain technologies. And we do other secret work as well, in the hope of someday turning an honest profit from it. The Foote Alpha lab is private, just as I’m quite certain that your airliner manufacturers have kept their own design labs private. I’ll grant that, like airliner manufacturers, we probably are capable of producing weaponry of several sorts. However, until the world community requires that all private companies open up all of their facilities to everyone’s inspectors, then we’re going to keep our trade secrets safe, thank you very much.” I released the inspector’s hand, and he rubbed it gingerly. “If you want to see the Foote Alpha lab,” I continued, “then I suggest that you go down to Freedom Circle and obtain a proper, legal warrant. Though of course you’ll have to show probable cause that I intend to produce weaponry. Of which, as near as I can tell, you don’t have even a shred.”

    


    
      Another inspector stepped forward angrily. “Are you hurt, Ray?” he asked his leader.


      “No,” the inspector answered. “I’m fine. It didn’t squeeze very hard.” Then he turned to face me once more. “I’m fully empowered, on behalf of the President of the United States and the United States Department of State, to demand entry to your secret lab.”


      “And I’m fully empowered by the sacred principle of private ownership of property to reply not just ‘no’, but ‘hell, no!’” I answered steadily. “Only a legally valid warrant issued by a Freedom City judge will get you in there. Nothing else.”


      “You’ve bought all the judges, you fatcat plutocrat bastard! You starve the poor to bribe your judges!”


      There was no point in continuing, I could see. I turned to face Stephanie, who’d been the sole inspector brave enough to speak the simple truth. “I take it that this gentlemen is one of the ‘radical elements’ that you mentioned?” She inhaled to speak, but I cut her off. “Stephanie,” I said quickly. “Don’t say a word. You’re in quite enough trouble as it is, I’m sure. However, even if you find no honor in your homeland, know that today your honesty and bravery have earned my most sincere respect.” I bowed deeply to her, then turned back to her boss. “Is there anything else, here on Conestoga Platform, that you’d like to see?” I asked icily.

    


    
      “No,” he replied, making a dismissive gesture. “We’ve learned nothing here, what with the whitewashing job that your whippersnapper engineer has done on everything.”


      “A firmly closed mind will do that for you every time,” I agreed. Then I turned to Lenny, who was gaping like a fish at the fireworks he’d just witnessed. “International diplomacy is often not a pretty thing to witness, my young friend. I advise you to avoid it like the plague. There’s little profit in it, these days.” I reached out and clasped his shoulder. “I think it might be advisable if you had a subordinate show the inspectors out, please, and make sure that they get back to the airport all right. I wouldn’t wish the job on you personally. You’re much too nice a kid.”


      Then, without once looking back, I walked out.


      



      Bea and the Brain Trust and I talked long and seriously about the inspection that night via my mental link, and for the first time in my experience the Brains seemed to be of two minds. Some of them wanted to simply keep right on standing by the legalities, as I’d done earlier, while others wanted to “sanitize” the lab and then invite the inspectors in. I vetoed the latter course, after long debate, and in the end everyone supported me. We’d been as dead-honest with everyone to date as was humanly possible, insofar as our peculiar circumstances allowed. And, of course, excepting certain financial manipulations that I rather wished I’d never been told about. Therefore, I wasn’t about to begin telling needless lies. When push came to shove, I wanted to be able to look in the mirror and know that I was by my own lights an honest man. The real clincher, however, had been the makeup of the inspection committee itself. It was clear that as a group they had it in for us. Since even the most cursory of lab inspections would’ve revealed the very gene-manipulating equipment they so feared, what was the point? Gene-manipulating was what the Foote Institute did, after all; there was no point in trying to hide it. All one had to do in order to know that the Foote business network was capable of waging biowar was to watch television; our commercials featured the Foote rabbits heavily, as well as our cetaceans and dinosaurs. Any lab that could create such living things would have no problem at all whipping up an “omega” virus, and those few mainlanders who understood anything at all about science had to know it. If we hid our equipment away, we’d become self-evident liars. On the other hand, if we openly and honestly denied the mainlanders entry, then we were citizens standing on our rights. I felt that we had far more to gain by following the latter course.

    


    
      We also discussed more seriously the possibility of war than ever before, especially focusing on the possibility of using Conestoga to defend Freedom City if need be. By definition, a matter-transmitter was the world’s most effective scanning device. Since every atom of any given substance had to be moved, it was therefore not only possible but vital that any transmitter be able to determine exactly what it was dealing with at both ends of the process. Thus, for example, it would be theoretically possible to use Conestoga as an anti-missile system of undreamed-of effectiveness, once we got our package into orbit. We would simply set up software designed to pick up any metal object more than thirty pounds in weight moving at over, say, three hundred miles an hour anywhere within Earth’s atmosphere. Then we’d edit out the jetliners and such and simply teleport the balance to Mars, where it could be sorted out at leisure. It would be quite simple to work out, I was assured, once we had our box in orbit. Software to do exactly that was already under development, though it couldn’t be debugged until Conestoga itself was actually working.


      Conestoga held awesome potential as an offensive weapon, as well. For example, if we needed something destroyed, we could simply set up a Conestoga gate between it and the core of the sun, then simply hold it open for however many milliseconds that we deemed necessary. There’d be no problem whatsoever repeating the treatment as many times as was needed; we weren’t likely to run out of sun anytime soon. The device made nukes seem childish and immature, and I pressed my lips together at the awesome responsibility that my corporation was going to have in controlling such a beast. I was glad that a private organization had made the discovery instead of a government lab somewhere. A government could’ve and likely would’ve monopolized Conestoga and used it to impose an absolute tyranny for a thousand years, or maybe even forever. Governments were jealous of anyone or anything besides themselves that held any form of real power. We were taking a huge step forward in empowerment, and it stood to reason that there’d be a huge step forward in government jealousy as well.

    


    
      Had Conestoga come into being anywhere except Freedom City, it would’ve been instantly regulated to death and made a government monopoly as a matter of principle. (Not that Conestoga could have come into being anywhere else; creating something of this magnitude required totally free minds.) Unfortunately, regulative processes intended to prevent abuse were often far worse for society than the disease they were designed to fight. Governments were no less prone to abuse power than any other body consisting of human beings, and in fact if the truth were to be known, people who willingly sought to become government officials were probably more prone to temptation than most. Transferring the power to government simply changed the nature of the problem from one of abuse to one of tyranny. Once regulation began in my old country, the regulators soon ran so rampant that there was no freedom left to the citizenry; it became merely an empty illusion masking a reality of eternal serfdom. The people of Freedom City believed that the true answer to most problems was to trust to the common sense and common goodness of common humanity. Certainly, there’d been in the past and would be in the future many instances of glitches and problems due to private abuse of power. But the same could certainly be said about the mainlander’s approach to things. Their government abused its power on a daily basis, over and over again. As things stood, everyone would make a happy profit from Conestoga. The investors who’d been brave enough to take the risk would profit above all, but the rest of humanity would benefit forever after as well. We’d be richer as a species, and free to learn and grow in new ways. No government would ever gain control of Conestoga, if I had my way, not even the relatively benign government of Freedom City. Once we got through the first tempestuous days of settling out who was going to hold what power, humanity would be able to colonize and exploit the entire universe in peace and harmony and freedom. Or at least as much peace and harmony and freedom as the human animal could ever know; nothing was ever perfect in that regard.


      But first we had to get through that period of chaos…

    


    
      Everything depended on our rocket launch, I came slowly to realize. Not just the Foote fortune, not just the fate of Freedom City, not just the future of space exploration. Rather, everything was at stake, and probably had been ever since Anson and I had begun playing pinochle in the lobby of my Boca Roca hotel so very long ago. The mainlanders had a very different vision of the future than we Freedomites did, and only one of these visions could come to pass. By the very nature of the conflict, there wasn’t any room for compromise.


      No room for compromise; that was precisely the right recipe for war, I suddenly understood. Our vision of the future and the mainlander’s vision of the future were mutually exclusive. The Brains had understood this for some time, but up until that very minute I’d never agreed with them. For the first time, I knew deep down in my heart that we really, truly were going to go to war over all of this. And, in my heart I was equally certain that, if the mainlanders wouldn’t let us live free and in peace to pursue our dreams and way of life, then going to war was not just the right thing to do.


      For the sake of the world’s children and for their children’s children and all the generations to come, it was the only thing to do.


      



      The mainland papers didn’t seem to like Freedom City’s roadmap to the future very much, I noticed first thing next morning. “Peace Inspectors Denied Entry to Foote Weapons Lab”, blared the twenty-point headline of the New York Times. “Government Suspects Bio-Terror Work Already Under Way”. The Washington Post followed a similarly fair and open-minded line. “Harvey Foote, Number-One Enemy of the World’s Poor, Developing Bio-War Capability According to Defense Department”. I sighed as the lying, distorted so-called “facts” rolled through my mind, and shook my head sadly. Was there no limit to these people’s misunderstanding and fear? Several alarmed Board members had already called me by noon or so, mostly in support of my stand. Some did so on grounds of pure principle, while others backed me because they were heavily invested in bio-tech themselves and recognized that if I folded under this kind of pressure then their own operations had no future either. Bill North called as well, pleading with me one last time to “come to my senses” and “return Freedom City to the family of nations”. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing; Bill had once been a patriot. It was hard work, freedom and ruthless private enterprise that’d gotten him to where he was today. Yet it seemed that when push came to shove, he’d gladly throw away everything that made life worth living in exchange for what even he must understand would at best be a temporary pause in the hemorrhaging of his bank account. It was a sad day indeed when a man quit owning things and started letting his things own him. I looked over at my copy of “Poor Richard’s” and sighed. What a wise man old Ben had been. “He who would trade sacred Freedom for security deserves neither Freedom nor security.” What a Freedomite he’d have made!

    


    
      Felix went off to his officer’s training class on June twentieth so that he could be ready to take command of the Foote Battalion before the big event on July Fourth. My son was attending an abbreviated class intended for ex-military officers who already knew the basics, and to be honest everyone including Felix himself was painfully aware that he needed far more training than he was getting. Fortunately, however, Felix was not only a Foote rabbit but an enhanced Foote rabbit. He needed no physical training whatsoever, and his staff was well acquainted with their tasks. My son was climbing as rapidly as he was because his name was now “Foote”, and everyone knew it. Still, given the reality of the situation this wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. The Foote Battalion was in effect an extension of the Foote business; with only a very few exceptions everyone in it worked for us either directly or indirectly. They were used to taking instructions and accepting leadership from a Foote, and to be quite honest as rabbits we tended to be a bit insular about such things. My son might be becoming a figurehead in some ways as a military leader, but a figurehead was probably all that was required. Besides, given time he’d learn and become something more. Militias had always been an entirely different breed of cat than regular army units, and commanding them was more an art than military science. So long as he maintained the good sense to understand the situation and lead his rabbits rather than command them, Colonel Green, Ken and I all agreed that things would probably be okay. Indeed, the Foote Battalion was all a-titter at his coming to take over; they were working extra hard to get their training done ahead of time so as to be able to hold the biggest ceremonial dinner in the unit’s history on the night of July the second, just after Felix’s change-of-command ceremony. After consulting with Bea and myself, Felix named Fuzz as head of the Foot in his absence. “Oh my!” our most rabbity of rabbits declared upon getting the word. “Oh my goodness gracious!”

    


    
      Meanwhile, I remained a very busy bunny myself. On June twenty-third, I received a formal letter of protest from the US Government over my refusal to allow the inspectors into my private lab. The wording of the note was very tortured and ambiguous; clearly its author couldn’t decide whether the protest would be best directed to me as Foreign Minister of Freedom City or to me as co-owner of the lab in question. The result was most amusing, since as Foreign Minister I had no right under Freedom City law to force the recalcitrant co-owner to open up the lab, and as co-owner of the lab I had no recognized diplomatic status and therefore was not the proper recipient of such a letter to begin with. The result was the finest example of legalese that it was ever my misfortune to stumble through. After the Brains had studied it for a full twenty minutes they declared it to be so self-contradictory in intent and so at cross-purposes with itself that the document was essentially meaningless except as an emotional signal. I duly forwarded it to the Board, and we met for over seven hours before coming to precisely the same conclusion by the now-customary ten-percent voting margin.


      We took the emotional message to heart nonetheless, though the result probably wasn’t at all what the mainland had in mind. After publicizing the document, we put out a call for new militia enlistments. The force was already growing faster than we could provide arms and uniforms, but it was our intent to send an emotional message of our own. While this vote also passed the Board by the same ten-percent margin as everything else, the call to arms received far more widespread support among the general public. The recruiting offices were mobbed with outraged Freedomites, many of them waving copies of the mainland’s distorted newspapers and making the “shoo-oom” salute. There were also significant political protests in Freedom City for the first time since Founding Day, almost all of them centered around the US Embassy. One of the smaller independent hydrogen farmers repainted a production float as a rocket ship with my picture on the side of it, then added stylized tailfins and anchored the huge billboard-like monstrosity just outside the U.S. Embassy’s security zone. Another painted a similar float up with a copy of my rattlesnake naval ensign from the Wavehopper; that one truly warmed my heart. “Don’t tread on us!” the timeless slogan facing the Embassy read, and I genuinely hoped that the Americans would take heed.

    


    
      Would someone like Sirius even recognize the banner under which her forefathers had once rallied in the name of freedom, I wondered? Somehow, I doubted it.


      There were anti-Foote protests too, naturally, but they were small in scale and didn’t tend to last very long. The protestors were a mixed bag, but were mostly very poor malcontents who’d demonstrated no ability to succeed in a free society and thus were respected by no one. Their placards tended not only to condemn Conestoga, but also to demand wildly unpopular ‘reforms’ like a welfare system and nationalized health insurance. Being showered with insults by outraged passers-by tends to discourage people in a hurry, and it didn’t help any when the Daily Freedom covered such a protest by placing their newsphotos of it right square in the middle of the comics section. I received another formal diplomatic protest about how the “freedom of speech” of the “downtrodden and oppressed” protestors was being squelched by such tactics. When I asked in return about the freedom of speech of those shouting the insults and that of the editor of the Daily Freedom, all I got back was a cold silence. Then, Bea did a little digging. When she was finished, I sent the mainlanders yet another formal letter, this one connecting several of the anti-Foote protests to certain payments originating from US banks. What was the US’s explanation for this, I wondered politely.


      Once again, of course, my only answer was dead, cold silence. By then, however, I’d learned to expect nothing else.


      The Rabbit’s Foot filled up rapidly during the last week of June, despite the formal US warnings to travelers. We’d struck quite a public chord among certain circles with Conestoga, it seemed, and most of our guests were big supporters of space programs in general. One very elderly US astronaut who’d actually walked on the Moon traveled to Freedom City for the launch at great personal risk to his health; he was virtually bedridden. I took the time to greet him myself and offered him every resource of the Foote Institute free of charge, but though he was very polite he turned down all my offers of help. “The sun may well be setting on my nation,” he croaked in reply. “I’m not so blind yet that I can’t see the obvious, but I’ll not resort to treatments that are illegal in my land. I wish you and your Freedomites well, Mr. Foote, but I love America far too much to defy her laws under any circumstances. I’ve lived a good life, and done things beyond most men’s dreams. God willing I’ll live long enough to see humans in deep space, even if it has to be under another nation’s flag. That’s more than enough for any man.”

    


    
      I had to respect the old gentleman, even while disagreeing with him heartily. Why should he willingly sicken and die, when he could so easily live and grow and be part of the future? I’d been a loyal and patriotic American once too, but I’d left her for something newer and more vibrant and freer than the socialistic morass that my native land had degenerated into. His ancestors had once left their homelands in precisely the same way that I’d left America, and probably for similar reasons. Why could he not join us too? There was nothing immoral or even ungrateful in emigrating that I could see. If America wanted individuals like me to stay at home, she should have let us be free and allowed us to grow in the directions that we wished. As things were, however, how could anyone expect us not to leave?


      I was actually able to sleep late on June thirtieth; Bea had managed to find a little time to occupy her body the night before, and we hugged and snuggled and nibbled at each other the whole long night through. My wife’s schedule had eased up a lot since research had been temporarily suspended on the matter transmitter aspect of Conestoga; Dr. Chang’s software fix had indeed finally come to nothing, as Bea had suspected it would all along, and after a second meeting we decided once more that it was much too risky to erect a highly distinctive new antenna array while the Mainlanders were watching us so carefully. Therefore the team had little to do except to enjoy a well-deserved rest prior to launch. So long as it put Bea physically by my side once more, I wasn’t about to complain. Even my own schedule had begun to let up a little now that the decisions were pretty much made, and Bea was still lying warm and cuddly in my arms when my console rang.


      “Mr. Foote?” It was Fuzz’s voice; I’d told him to call if he needed help running things. For all that I loved Fuzz like a brother, I worried that he might not be assertive enough to make the kind of snap calls that operating an outfit as big as the Rabbit’s Foot sometimes required. “I’m terribly sorry to disturb you, sir! When you need your rest so badly, I mean.”

    


    
      I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “It’s okay, Fuzz,” I answered. “What’s up?”


      “We have a problem in the hotel offices, sir. A serious one. And it involves one of our best workers.”


      I sighed again. Fuzz wasn’t very good with people. He knew it, and that was almost certainly why he’d called me. “Who, Fuzz?”


      He sighed. “It’s Eric Shackleton, sir. He’s come back to work. Or he’s tried to, rather. I mean… Oh, my! Sir, you really need to come down and see for yourself. There simply aren’t any words to describe it.”


      “All right,” I answered him; Eric was indeed a delicate subject, and under the circumstances Fuzz was probably correct to involve me right off the bat. “I’ll be down in five minutes.”


      Actually it took me five and a half, as the elevator banks were running at near-maximum capacity because of the high guest-load. Two families “shoo-oomed” me on the way downstairs, but I was able to get by with merely smiling and waving at them. Would I never be able to move around quietly in public again?


      It was obvious even before I entered the Foot’s main office complex that something was terribly wrong. There were a dozen or more rabbits crowded out into the hallway, most holding their ears fully erect in agitation. I could also smell the upset in the air, though it was nearly masked by an overwhelming odor of decay. “Hello, Greta,” I greeted the nearest rabbit. She worked in Promotions, I knew instantly from my implant, and had recently been awarded a small raise due to a suggestion that she’d made to improve the marketing of our dinosaur display. “What seems to be the trouble?”


      “Oh, Mr. Foote!” she exclaimed, turning around to face me. “It’s so terrible!”


      To my surprise, she looked as if she’d been weeping. “What’s so terrible,” I asked patiently. “Is it about Eric?”


      “Sir, you’re going to have to do something!” declared Benny, a buck from the administrative pool. “He and his silly games have finally gone too far!”

    


    
      Just then Fuzz came walking up, his tie as straight and handkerchief folded as flawlessly as always. “Sir!” he greeted me. “I’m sorry to have troubled you when you’re so busy!”


      I gestured at the crowd in the corridor. “This is a serious situation, Fuzz,” I answered. “There’s no work at all getting done, and there probably won’t be for hours. I’m glad that you called me! I don’t expect you to be able to handle everything all by yourself right off the bat, and neither would Felix.”


      My friend’s ears lowered themselves a little, always a good sign. “Thank you, sir.” he replied. Then he reached his arm around my shoulder and gently pulled me towards the office door. “It’s Eric,” he repeated unnecessarily. “His Mistress has done something terrible to him, sir.”


      “What this time?” I asked, still being patient. Fuzz was a sharp bunny indeed, but you couldn’t hurry him. If you tried, he stumbled all over himself.


      “Oh, my!” Fuzz exclaimed. “You’ll have to see for yourself, Mr. Foote. Otherwise…” He shrugged, still clearly at a loss for words.


      Eric’s desk was located just off the main aisle to the right, but no one with a nose on his face would need to know that in order to track down our chief gaming machine designer. The minute the office door opened itself in front of me, a sickly, foul scent rolled out in waves. To a mere human, the odor might have been just slightly sour and perhaps a bit unpleasant, but to enhanced bunny nostrils… My nose instantly screwed itself up in revulsion, and my eyes began to water.


      “It helps to sniff your own fur,” Fuzz informed me, raising the back of his hand to his face. “Your own scent weakens Eric’s.”


      I nodded and imitated my office manager, discovering that he was right. At least my eyes quit watering, though my stomach still wanted to empty itself. The offices reeked of creeping death. “What is he now?” I asked again. “I’ve never smelled anything like this before!”


      “Something awful!” Fuzz answered. “So awful that the smell isn’t the worst part. Sir, three rabbits had to take the day off after they saw him. They couldn’t stop crying.”


      Great, I whispered to myself, just great. I started to sigh, then suppressed the impulse before inhaling too deeply. Just then we rounded the corner…

    


    
      …and there was Eric, still a donkey. But he’d changed; overnight he’d aged two donkey-decades or more. His coat was gray and falling out in handfuls, his eyes were milky, his skin was covered with lesions and clung tight to his shrunken frame. If he were a real farm animal, he’d have been put down long since as an act of mercy. Eric had become far more than an aged donkey; he was a poster-child for mortality. There was a palpable aura of death around him. Suddenly my own eyes teared up; I’d never seen anything so sad in my life!


      Resolutely I removed the furry back of my hand from my nostrils. “Eric?” I asked gently; it wasn’t possible to speak any way other than gently to such a decrepit being. Even Eric’s hooves were split and uneven, and one of his feet trickled some sort of slimy-looking fluid onto the office carpet. He was favoring that leg quite heavily.


      He turned away from his desk, where he’d been working diligently on the five-wheeled holographic slot. “Yes, Mr. Foote?” he asked, the computer-generated voice obscenely young and vibrant.


      “Eric?” I asked again. Then I noticed that the donkey’s sweat-pants had been replaced with a diaper, a diaper that badly needed changing. The fecal matter contained within smelled…diseased somehow. “My god, Eric!” I whispered. “Who would do something like that to you?”


      The equine smiled, revealing a mouthful of badly worn and decayed teeth; suddenly the smell of rot in the air intensified. “My Mistress demanded it of me,” he explained. “It’s my punishment for being evil by nature. I don’t deserve anything better. I should be punished and controlled.”


      “But…” I protested, still at a loss for words. Eric’s joints were enlarged and arthritic, and even as I watched his diaper swelled further. Clearly he no longer had any control over his bowels. “But… What gengineering lab worth its salt would do this to a human being?”


      “I’m not human,” Eric reminded me, looking down at the floor. “I’m just property. Even if the courts won’t recognize it, that’s what I am and that’s all I’ll ever be.”


      I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again. Contrary to what the mainlander media seemed to think, there were laws regulating gengineering in Freedom City. Some of these rules specified that no one could be put into a form that caused undue suffering, while others required that everyone subjected to the process be demonstrably sane. There was no doubt whatsoever in my mind that someone had crossed the line regarding acceptable forms. And, for all my respect for individual freedom, I had to ask myself about the sanity aspect as well. “Eric,” I finally said. “That’s a black-market butcher-job that you’re wearing. Isn’t it?”

    


    
      “Probably,” he agreed. “Mistress didn’t tell me who did the work.”


      “Black market butcher-jobs usually don’t hold up very well,” I added. “Even if that’s just simulated aging, a poorly-engineered body can be lethal all by itself. A hundred different ways, it can be lethal.” I looked Eric directly in his rhuemy eyes and extended my hand. “Come on,” I urged him. “This has gone too far. It’s past the fun-and-games stage now. Come with me, and I’ll personally take you down to the Institute. They’ll get you cleaned up and put to rights in no time.”


      Eric, however, merely looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “My Mistress told me that I’m not allowed any further changes. Ever.”


      I pressed my lips together, still holding my hand out. “Dammit, Eric! This isn’t a game anymore. You could die!”


      “I’m quite certain that I’ll die,” he agreed, still looking down. “I don’t feel very good at all. I think that I’m supposed to die, even. Mistress has been growing tired of me for quite some time now, I think. She wants me to be how I am now, and that’s what matters.”


      I held my hand out for a time, then finally lowered it in defeat. “You can’t work here like that, you know. For the sake of the other employees.”


      Eric looked up again; now he was drooling. “I rather thought not,” he said eventually. “But I had to try. I liked working here, Mr. Foote. You’ve been a kind and understanding employer. And I’ve liked my co-workers—really I have! Please, tell them that I’m sorry they had to suffer on my account. I don’t deserve such good friends.”


      Suddenly my eyes were tearing up again, and I didn’t think it was due to the stench alone. “You’ve been a good worker, Eric” I answered him. “You’ve done a fine job indeed, and I’m terribly sorry to lose you. Are you quite sure…?”


      “Yes,” Eric answered. “Yes, Mr. Foote, I’m quite sure. In fact, I’ve been sure for all of my life that this was how it was going to be at the end, one way or another. It’s my destiny.” He reached out with his muzzle and turned off the gaming machine display. “This is the end,” he whispered. “This machine is the only place left where I’m permitted to speak. And, therefore, these are my last words.”

    


    
      “Dammit!” I shouted, making a fist and gesturing with it. “It doesn’t have to be this way, you fool! You’re living in the freest place the world has ever known at a time and place when the barriers are falling faster than they can be counted! You don’t just make a good living; you’re wealthy! You could be healthy and young and free! Why, why, why must you do this to yourself?


      The donkey stood and closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them back up and spoke. “Because I’m not free, Mr. Foote” he explained. “It doesn’t matter where I live. I’m not free, and I don’t deserve to be. I’m evil and bad.”


      Then, with a final toss of his head that severed his computer connection, Eric limped out towards the cold, uncaring streets on his way home. His Mistress was waiting for him there. Waiting with cruel whips and words that would scar Eric ever deeper, until he was totally adrift in a sea of darkness.


      And lost forever.


      For a whole minute, perhaps longer, I stood frozen. Then I balled up my right fist and slammed it into my left hand. “Damn!” I growled through clenched teeth. “Damn, damn, damn!”


      “Oh, my!” Fuzz said, backing away a step. He’d never seen me even remotely so angry, so for his sake I forced my muscles to relax a little and transformed my snarl into the customary smile.


      “It’s all right, Fuzz” I said in a reassuring tone that wasn’t sincere at all. “It happens sometimes. Part of being free means that we’re able to make bad decisions if we choose. Freedom is meaningless if we’re not allowed to make bad decisions.”


      Fuzz’s nose twitched, and he stepped no closer. I’d fooled no one with my false calm, it seemed. “Mr. Foote,” he said slowly. “Freedom also entails a high level of personal responsibility, and I’ve never once seen you run away from responsibility in the entire decade that I’ve known you.” He sighed, then stepped forward with head bowed. “Eric is being grossly irresponsible, and his Mistress is misbehaving even worse. I can’t imagine what you might possibly do about all of this. If you simply stand by and let Eric die, no one in Freedom City will think the less of you. Yet, somehow…” He paused and stroked my cheek-fur in a very lapine gesture. “Well… I can’t help but believe that you’ll find a way to straighten this mess out. It’s just how you are.” Then Fuzz was gone and I was left standing all alone in the Foot executive offices, feeling about a thousand years old.

    


    
      



      I was still feeling plenty old when I stepped out of my gig at the US embassy’s dock that afternoon. The Marines presented arms just like always, and the sun was hot and baking. Yet there was a very real chill in the air. The mainlanders were growing more and more strident every day, and there was an American amphibious assault group at large in the Caribbean. In direct response to this, Anson had extended our mobilization drill, and the missile platforms were being kept armed and ready at all times. “Good day, Mr. Foreign Minister,” the assistant ambassador greeted me as the Marines held their precision pose. “The Ambassador will receive you right away.”


      This time Sirius didn’t stand to welcome me, and a chair for me to sit in was conspicuous by its absence. The Ambassador was reading something as I was led in, and she continued to read it for many long seconds before acknowledging me. “Mr. Foreign Minister,” she greeted me, looking up at long last.


      “Madame Ambassador,” I replied just as coldly. For a time we simply locked eyes, until finally Sirius looked back down at the document that she’d been studying.


      “Mr. Foreign Minister,” she began again. “I have before me an official communication addressed to the government of Freedom City. The government of the United States of America wishes to make it unmistakably clear to your nation that we find your recent conduct to be both aggressive in nature and utterly irresponsible. Your missile program is destabilizing the entire region, sir. Cease and desist, or face the consequences.”


      I clasped my hands behind my back and straightened my back. I’d known that this was coming, but somehow the reality felt distant and detached. “Freedom City seeks peace,” I repeated for about the thousandth time. “But we absolutely will not be dictated to. Our citizens are not subject to your laws, and indeed many of them came here explicitly to escape them. We’ve made no aggressive moves, we’ve made no demands, and the only threat we pose to anyone lies implicit in our very existence, which is non-negotiable. We came out here to be free, Madam Ambassador, and free is exactly what we shall be! Or else we’ll fight for what we believe in, secure in the knowledge of the justice of our cause.”

    


    
      Sirius’s eyes narrowed. “You can’t win, and you know it,” she answered tightly. “We don’t ask much, Mr. Foote. Just that your nation be supportive of the goals and best interests of mankind as a whole. We need for you to regulate your industries and tax your wealthy. We want you to join with us at our conference tables and help us craft laws that preserve our delicate ecosystems. We ask you to harness your nation’s admittedly enormous potential for the good of mankind, not to advance the causes of a handful of greedy plutocrats.” She paused and met my eyes. “Mr. Foote—Harv—I’ve never seen you as evil . No one can get to know you as I have and think that of you. But you are impetuous, sir, and perhaps even a bit rash. Your wholehearted devotion to an utterly obsolete concept of freedom is about to bring a rain of ruin down upon both you and that which you love most.” Sirius sighed, then gestured grandly around her, indicating all of Freedom City. “You love this city-state, Harvey Foote, and you’ve a right to be proud of what you’ve accomplished as one of its founders. Will you allow it to be destroyed over a dream that can’t possibly come true anyway?”


      I shifted my weight and looked out the window. The sea was alive with yachts and fishing boats and hydrogen tugs and small craft. Each and every one of them was manned by men and women who were living free just like I was, who weren’t forcibly required to pay confiscatory taxes and thrived without a nanny-state telling them how to live their lives. And beyond the ships stood our platforms, where our children attended whatever schools their families chose for them and where it was legal to say and think almost anything, even if others found the words and ideas offensive. We were a people unafraid to speak our minds, a nation unafraid to accept risks.


      And, most importantly of all, we never, ever called dreams impossible.


      “You’re missing the point,” I said at long last. “ We’re free here, free in ways that your nation has forgotten ever existed. You’ve no credible evidence that my rocket or I am any kind of threat to anyone, and you know it. If I’m no threat, then I should be free to do as I choose. That’s what Freedom City is all about, in the final analysis. We’re nothing if not free; we become mere slaves if needlessly regulated. And…” I made a fist and held it quietly in front of me. “Madame Ambassador, don’t doubt for a minute that we’ll fight for our freedom. Even if all seems lost, we’ll fight and fight and then furiously fight some more, because for us life has no meaning without freedom.”

    


    
      Sirius pressed her lips together in anger, then spoke again. “You’re not evil, sir. But you’re an extremist. And, I think, a very dangerous one indeed.”


      I suppressed a smile; she hadn’t the slightest notion of how extraordinarily dangerous an extremist I was. Or so I most sincerely hoped. “Extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice,” I replied evenly, quoting a prominent politician of my youth. “And moderation in the pursuit of justice is no virtue.”


      For just a moment Sirius’s brow furrowed, as she tried to grasp the meaning of Goldwater’s words. Then with a frown she gave up trying and picked up the ultimatum. “Here,” she said resignedly, holding it out to me. “Take it to your Chairman, and to your Board. Perhaps they may yet bring you to your senses, whereas I despair of ever doing so.”


      



      The Board did no such thing, though I spent all of July second and third sitting in endless meetings while the same tired old arguments were hashed out. The ultimatum told us nothing new, and in the absence of fresh facts the members speculated wildly. Dorothy Medina, our Treasurer, stood firmly on principle, as did Anson and Boardmember Kristy Williams, an investment broker who personally controlled three percent of Freedom. Still, the formal note made inroads.


      “The small holders are with us,” our Chairman growled as we stormed out of the boardroom after the long, contentious sessions. “The goddamned hydrogen block is what’s killing us; they aren’t reflecting the true judgments of the shareholders they’re supposed to be representing.”


      “Too true!” I agreed as Spots fell in behind me for the trip back home. “Bill’s been wining and dining them all. We’re going to have to do something about that.”

    


    
      “Humph,” Anson answered. “It’s a little late for that, Harv.”


      “Probably,” I agreed with a sigh.


      “The reporters’ll be swarming all over my place, expecting a statement,” Anson answered tiredly. “I’ll say that I believe the hydrogen lobby is working against the greater interests of Freedom. That should help. Some of them might still listen to me.”


      “Thanks,” I replied, reaching over and patting my old friend on the back.


      “Don’t mention it,” Anson said, reaching over and tousling my ears. I didn’t allow just anyone to do that, and he knew it. “It’s my neck too, you know.”


      I smiled and nodded. “Of course.” Then we walked together in silence for a time before Anson spoke again.


      “Harv?” he asked, stopping suddenly.


      “Yes, Anson?” I answered.


      “Harv, I’ve known you longer than a lot of our citizens have been alive. I’ve trusted you with my deepest secrets, and we’ve shared our finest dreams.”


      I nodded and smiled. “Yes, Anson. And I with you. You’re the closest friend that I’ve ever had. And probably the best, too.”


      “We built this city together,” he continued. “You and I built it, more than anyone else. We took insane risks and believed in freedom, and this city happened as a direct result of our efforts.”


      “Yes,” I agreed.


      My friend smiled. “You’ve changed a lot since I first met you. First you went in for the rabbity look, then you had your brain removed and stored off in a bottle somewhere. I, on the other hand, have been a lot more conservative with my body. I’m still almost entirely who I’ve been all along, except that I’m younger now under the skin than I appear to be.”


      I nodded again.


      “You’ve played one trick after another with your body, Harv, and I must say that your personality has changed a little along the way. You’re a kinder person than you were before you made yourself over into a rabbit, for example, and more considerate of the feelings of others.”


      “It’s a common side-effect,” I agreed. “I think that the change of outlook has a lot to do with why the Foot has been so much more successful than so many of the other tourist attractions in the world. We’re a family, in a very real way. We rabbits work together exceedingly well.”

    


    
      “And the Brain-thing,” Anson continued. “Harv, you were plenty sharp even before that. Nowadays, your memory is phenomenal. Legendary, even. You recognize several thousand employees on sight. Or is it maybe smell?”


      “Both,” I admitted.


      Anson nodded. “Not only do you remember their names, but you instantly know everything in their employment history, plus numerous personal details. And as far as business knowledge goes…” He shuddered. “I hate to even think about what it must be like to live in such a fact-filled head.”


      “It’s not so bad,” I mused. “I can’t remember what it was like not to have so much information at my fingertips all of the time, to be perfectly honest.”


      “I can imagine,” Anson continued. “It’s been years since you were like the rest of us.” Then he paused and looked me over carefully. “Harv, Sirius came calling on me last night, just after our late night Board session. She said that she wanted to see me privately and personally, off the record.”


      I nodded. “I’ve been expecting that.”


      “So have I,” Anson agreed. “She tried to drive a wedge between us.” He carefully looked away, out towards Freedom Circle. “Harv, she said that the mainlanders believe that you’re no longer human. In fact, she says, they think that you and your Brain Trust have turned yourselves into some sort of horrible monsters who believe themselves superior to normal people. They fear the others even more than they fear you, because you at least spend most of your time in a normal body, perceiving reality in the normal sort of way. The rest of them, though…” He hesitated.


      “Yes?” I prompted.


      “Sirius says that the rest of the Brains are setting themselves up as some kind of master-race, with you acting as the front-man and probably being duped. The mainlanders fear them far more than they fear your rocket, according to her. They think the Brains are insane. Everyone knows that you could’ve produced a bioweapon years back, if you’d wanted to. She says the Brains are the real reason for the war.”

    


    
      It was my turn to look away, remembering the image of the future that had revealed itself for a fleeting moment while so many Brains had been linked during our attempt to save Bea’s life. “They’re right, you know,” I said at last. “That’s far closer to the truth than I’d like to admit. Or at least it’s close to the truth so far as it goes. We Brains are the future of Mankind, and we damned well know it. Even I know it, and I’m not fully wired in. It’s obvious to us, though of course we’d never forcefully impose our lifestyle on anyone who doesn’t seek it.” I paused and reflected for a moment. “We’re not humanity’s masters and don’t want to be humanity’s masters. Taking control of things would be evil and wrong. It’d be contrary to every basic principle of the freedom that we so cherish.”


      Anson continued to avoid my eyes. “I agree that you’re the future,” he whispered. “I’ve known it in my heart ever since you brought Bea back. That’s why I’ve never failed to back you, even when deep down inside I’ve been scared shitless.” He turned towards me. “Harv, the more you alter yourself, the more quintessentially human you become. It’s a conundrum, yet also the most magnificent miracle I’ve ever been privileged to witness. You’ve grown and grown and grown, leaving the rest of us to follow when we choose. It’s like watching our ultimate destiny in action, seeing the future alive and kicking today. Your new kind of existence is a revolution that goes beyond anything that Mankind has so far known, and perhaps beyond any revolution that Mankind will ever know again. I feel very honored to know you. And despite what Sirius says, I’m not about to quit trusting you now. Or your Brain Trust.”


      I reached out and wrapped an arm around Anson’s shoulder. “That’s probably the most wonderful thing that anyone’s ever said to me.” I replied after a long time. “Thank you.”


      Anson nodded, then swung an arm around me. “When we dreamed this place up, Harv, I never even imagined… I mean, the places that freedom can take the human experience…” His voice trailed off, then he changed the subject. “They’re going to invade, you know. They can’t possibly allow advanced beings like you to live. Not if they see you as a threat---which they most definitely do.”

    


    
      “I know,” I replied. “I’d hoped to avoid open conflict, even more than the rest of us. But seemingly it’s unavoidable. The old way won’t yield to the new without violence; that’s a very human trait, as well.”


      Anson nodded sadly. “And I presume you also know that the militia can’t possibly hold them? That they can’t defeat even a single amphibious group?”


      “Yes.” I paused. “Though I have more faith in them than most.”


      “Our boys and girls are a tough and dedicated bunch,” Anson allowed “much tougher than the mainlanders expect, I think. Still, though…” He sighed. “This isn’t going to be a game, Harv, and it’s not going to happen in some sort of virtual reality. It’ll be entirely real, and real people are going to suffer and die. If the stakes were anything less, I’d say that it couldn’t possibly be worth it. But the stakes are about as high as they can possibly get, even higher than the mainlanders’ worst fears. This fight is worth fighting.” He licked his lips, then turned and looked me directly in the eyes. “In other words, Harv, Superman had damned well better have his shit together---or else we’re all in deep, deep trouble.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Ten


      



      It was just as well that I was something approaching a superman as I didn’t get a wink of sleep before the big day. As a rule I only needed three or four hours anyway, and I’d gone totally without for as long as three days running more than once during the big rush to get Conestoga ready for launch without suffering too terribly much. There are many advantages to wearing a gengineered body, and the reduction of fatigue ranks high among them in my book. Bea found time for a little healthy exercise with me around four in the morning, which was about the same time that Felix’s change-of-command party broke up, and that was all the rest that I got. Still, spending physical time with my wife is the best rest possible for me, far more relaxing than mere sleep. I was feeling just fine by five, when the alarm on my console sounded.


      “Time to get up and at ‘em,” Bea whispered in my ear. “It’s going to be a big day.”


      I kissed her on the forehead, then smiled. “The biggest day of them all.”


      She smiled back and wriggled her nose at me. “It’s so wonderful,” she agreed. “I’m so proud of you.”


      “And I of you,” I replied, kissing her again and allowing the alarm to wail away unheeded. “Of all of us.”


      Before half an hour had passed I was indeed “up and at ‘em” with a vengeance, and hungry as a horse. I could’ve called room service for an early snack, but it was quicker and easier to slip into the still dark and quiet Rabbiteria for a couple of grape leaves out of a vending machine. I was munching the second and sipping at a can of nice high-caffeine cola when Spots caught up with me. “Good morning, sir!” he said with a smile.

    


    
      I raised my eyebrows. “Good morning, Spots,” I replied. “You’re here early.” It was normal practice for security to shadow me only when outside the Foot complex. The policy was the result of a painfully negotiated compromise with Ken, my Chief of Security.


      He nodded. “I know sir, and I realize that this isn’t standard procedure. However, the Militia issued a special warning today. They’re afraid that Special Forces and other Spetznaz-type saboteur groups might be operating within the City.” He paused and suddenly looked dangerous, not a particularly easy thing for a brown-and-white lop-eared Foote rabbit to do. “My chief has activated Security Condition Orange, sir, and both you and Mrs. Foote are to be considered potential prime targets. Additionally, as a courtesy, we’ve supplied bodyguards to all Board members willing to take us up on the offer. They’re being contacted even as we speak.”


      I nodded. “All right. But that must leave your department terribly short-staffed.”


      Spots smiled grimly. “Extremely. Also, the militia has gone to red alert, and all leaves are cancelled. Ken is on duty, and Cocoa is taking his place. But I can stay awake as long as you can, Mr. Foote, and ten minutes longer if need be. It’s a terrific honor to serve as your personal guard, sir. I’ve been meaning to say so for months.”


      I nodded and smiled. “And it’s an even bigger honor to have you, Spots. All right, it’s you and me together from here on in, twenty-four-seven. If you need to sleep or eat or anything else, you just let me know. All right?”


      “Deal,” he agreed.


      “Good.” I switched to Command mode, and checked my schedule, even though I already knew it by heart. “All right then. I have breakfast scheduled with the lead investors at seven up in the Clover Room, then the big Daily Freedom parade in Freedom Circle at ten.”


      Spots nodded grimly. “I’ve been over the parade cart, sir, about a hundred times. It looks solid to me; the thing could stop a bazooka round. You and the lead investors should be safe there.”


      I pressed my lips together. Sometimes it was easy to forget how much staff work my life required behind the scenes. “Excellent. I’d hate to lose anyone before the first dividend check is issued.” Then I gulped, and said the words that I’d been waiting so long and working so hard to be able to speak. “At noon, we launch.”

    


    
      Spots smiled; he’d worked hard, too. “Yes, sir. At noon, Conestoga flies”.


      



      Breakfast went well by any standard, even though I’d spoiled my appetite somewhat with the early-morning grape-leaf snack. I sat right next to Abu, and together we hogged all the fresh fruit while everyone else ate plateful after plateful of the finest steak and eggs. It is neither traditional nor in any way desirable to serve alcohol at breakfast, yet all of us were acting a little drunk and perhaps even giddy. “Shoo-oom!” Malcom Brannigan declared with every rasher of bacon, and somehow the joke never grew old.


      “Tell me, Harv.” Abu asked after a time. “How long do you think it’ll be before men once more walk on the Moon?”


      I pursed my lips and considered. “Not long at all,” I answered, “considering the magnitude of the task.”


      Abu nodded. “Five years?”


      “Perhaps,” I replied noncommittally. “Maybe less.”


      “Five years,” Malcolm said dreamily. “Only five years.”


      “That’s a very aggressive estimate, Harv,” Kevin Steerman pointed out. He was in to the tune of four million credits, and a solid supporter. “With all due respect, you really ought to be more careful of what you say in front of folks. I mean…” He sighed. “Don’t get me wrong. But no one really thought that you’d manage to pull off this launch in a year. If you’d taken another six months, well… I can’t speak for anyone else at this table, but I’d have never said a word about it. So I know you and your team have managed some great things. But now, you’re sitting there talking about the Moon in five years, and I have to wonder if you’re serious.”


      “Dead serious,” I replied. “In fact, I believe that five years is pessimistic, considering how well our research is going.” I paused and looked around the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, you all understand that I can’t speak entirely freely without damaging the common interests of us all. Everyone who buys stock knows that. It’s in the corporate charter.”


      They all nodded. “We trust you, Harv, or we wouldn’t have signed up,” Abu answered for everyone.

    


    
      I nodded. “And you have no idea how grateful I am for your trust.” Then I licked my lips before continuing, taking a moment to pick and choose my words carefully. “If you want my honest opinion,” I said slowly, “then I’d have to say that we’ll be on the Moon in six months, and that we’ll have a colony living off of Earth in two years.” I paused and looked around the room, meeting the eyes of every single individual one by one. “That is, if the mainlanders don’t stop us. Or, perhaps even more importantly, if our fellow Freedomites don’t stop us.”


      There was dead silence in the room; everyone was well aware of how close Anson had come to losing the final Board vote the night before. He was a middling-large Conestoga investor himself and under normal circumstances would’ve been breakfasting with the rest of us. Circumstances, however, had forced him to spend his early morning trying to shore up his political base. “Harv,” Lisa Sapporo said into the silence, “we’ve been behind you two all along. You know that.”


      I nodded; it was true enough.


      “Everything depends on the launch, politically.” Abu mused. “If your rocket is a success… Well, this is Freedom City. Everyone loves a winner.”


      “But if it fails---” Malcolm pointed out. “Especially if it fails spectacularly, then…”


      “I don’t know about that,” Lisa answered. “Most Freedomites are more sophisticated than that, or at least I like to think so. They’ll forgive even a blow-up, so long as we try. The only thing that they couldn’t possibly forgive would be if we let the thing sit and rust out on Conestoga platform. That sort of failure grates on them.”


      “The truth probably lies somewhere in the middle,” I observed. “You’re right, Malcolm, in that the worst thing we could do would be to knuckle under. Not that there’s much danger of that happening. We’d become laughingstocks.” Then I nodded to Lisa. “And, I tend to agree with you that most Freedomites would forgive a blow-up, especially on the first attempt. But Anson’s margin is just so damned small…”


      Everyone nodded gloomily. Then, finally, Abu spoke again. “It’s simply amazing, isn’t it Harv? How this launch has become so important to everyone so quickly? It’s become a personal symbol to almost everyone, a sort of vessel for our common hopes.”

    


    
      I sighed. “Yes,” I answered tiredly. “I’ve rather noticed that myself.” Then I looked up at the clock. “My heavens! It’s almost nine! We’re late!”


      



      I’d never been in a parade before, and this one was bigger than anything that’d ever been held before in the history of Freedom City. There wasn’t enough space for a long route, so we arranged for a closed loop from Freedom Circle to Foote Square and back again. The crowds were unbelievable, even though on the face of things there really wasn’t much to see. A marching band complete with drum majorettes from Freedom High led things off, followed by the Freedom City militia’s precision drill team. Then came our one float, a replica Conestoga provided by the Daily Freedom. “Shoo-oom!” it said down one side, while on the other was pasted a picture from the Apollo landings with my rattlesnake flag superimposed over the original American one. This second display I found to be in somewhat poor taste, as it demeaned a very important and very real achievement. However, the mainlanders weren’t too popular in Freedom just then, and our daily newspaper had developed a reputation for being a little on the lively side over the years. In any event, the crowds loved it. “Shoo-oom!” they declared by the thousands as it passed. “Shoo-oom!”


      They cheered for us major investors too, when we rolled by in our little armored wagon. It was a novel experience for me to ride through Freedom City; almost all power vehicles were prohibited due to lack of space, and therefore all of us either walked or took public sub-trams when we were out and about no matter how wealthy we were. For the first time I rolled slowly around first Freedom Circle and then Foote Square, greeting my fellow Freedomites from behind a thick veil of armored glass. Anson had joined us by then, and several times our eyes met and we frowned slightly at one another. It might be necessary to wall us away from the citizenry, at least for the time being. But neither of us wanted to see it become a habit.


      On the other hand, neither of us could see a way to avoid it.


      Wavehopper had shifted her moorings for the parade, and was tied up at a rented wharf not far from the Circle. As our little procession broke up amidst frenzied cheers the armored cart transported us VIPs over to my yacht, from which we planned to watch the launch. The saluting cannons boomed twenty-one times for Anson, and I made certain that everyone had refreshments once we were safely aboard. Then, just as soon as I decently could, I turned the con over to Gabe and ducked away into my stern cabin for an update.

    


    
      “Bea?” I called out in my mind. “Bea, are you there?”


      “Hello, smileypoo!” she answered immediately. “My, but the pictures of you riding in that limo came out nice! Want to see? They’re not public yet.”


      Part of me relaxed; Bea would never sound so calm if things were going badly. “No time, dearest,” I answered. “I’m herding investors. I just needed to check in and make sure that all is well.”


      “So perfectly that it’s frightening,” my wife reassured me. “We’ve had a slight oxidizer overpressure problem on engine four, and Lenny is having kittens over it. But don’t judge by him, Harv. He’s young, and had to find something to worry about. It’s well within tolerances.”


      I nodded. “And the payload?”


      “All checked out,” Bea replied smugly. “Orbit her, and she’ll be just fine.”


      I felt a knot loosen in my stomach, one that I hadn’t known was there. “Anything else I ought to know about?” I asked.


      An image of Bea’s face with a slight frown on it passed through my mind. “Stripes called me this morning.”


      Stripes and Bea loved each other to death; I wondered what the frown was about. “Yes?” I asked, sending a “puzzled” image in return.


      “She’s still on the job, Harv. Roger apparently got kind of nasty with her last night.”


      I nodded and sent “puzzled” again; Stripes was physically as strong as I was under her lovely curves, and likely far more accustomed to dealing with would-be admirers and obnoxious johns.


      “He wanted her to leave Freedom, Harv. Roger all but pleaded with her to get on a plane this morning with him and get out of town.”


      Now that was interesting. “Indeed?”


      “He said that he could get her special refugee status on the mainland, and that she could even remain a tigress if she wanted. He said they’d put her on television and make her rich and famous, if she’d accept asylum.”

    


    
      I pressed my lips together angrily. “She’s already rich and famous,” I pointed out. “And free.”


      Bea sighed. “I know, dearest. The mainlanders are simply trying anything and everything to make us look bad.”


      I nodded again. Once Stripes was on television, I figured, the next step would be to persuade her to talk about how evil the Foote business empire was, and how “unfair” life was in Freedom City for the same lower classes who had just finished cheering their lungs for us “greedy, rich plutocrats”.


      “Harv,” she continued, “he was really pushing her. He wanted her out today, and no day but today.”


      Hmm, I thought to myself. “They’re going to make a move right away then, do you think?”


      “It makes sense,” Bea agreed. “Stripes has been playing along with Roger for quite some time now, but in her opinion this came on quite suddenly. He’d hinted to her before that there were other places where the two of them could be together permanently, mind you. But the urgency is new.”


      I nodded. “I’d hazard a guess that Roger and his controller were being kept out of an important loop. Until about yesterday.”


      “My feelings exactly,” Bea agreed. “And the Trust agrees. Harv, to be quite honest, we’re the reason why security went to such a high state of alert. We called Colonel Green.”


      I sighed aloud. “Bea…”


      She stroked my virtual ears. “I know, lovedumpling. I know. You don’t want to see anything ugly happen. You’re a good man, Harvey Foote, and your feelings do you credit.” She paused, and seemed to look into my eyes. “But you don’t want to give in either, do you?”


      For just a moment I met my wife’s virtual eyes, then looked away. “No, dear. Of course not. None of us do. In fact, I’m not sure that we could if we wanted to.”


      The ghost of a kiss tickled my cheek. “Of course we couldn’t quit, Harv. We’re not made that way, not any of us. Or else we wouldn’t be where we are.” She stroked my ears again. “Now, go ring up Lenny in the main control room. It’s T minus sixty-three minutes and counting. Judging by what I’m seeing on the monitor the poor boy needs his hand held badly. There won’t be time later.”

    


    
      I nodded again. “All right, dearest.” I smiled slightly. “I love you, Bea. Will you be with me at launch time?”


      “But of course, love. Standing right beside you, and looking through your eyes.”


      



      Lenny did indeed rather closely resemble an expectant father when I rang up his private console. “What?” he barked into the camera, until he saw who it was. “Oh. Sorry, Harv.”


      I grinned like a kid. “Just checking in, son. Then I’ll leave you alone.”


      He frowned. “We’ve got an overpressure on number four’s oxidizer pump.”


      I nodded as if I’d not known. “Is it within tolerance?” I asked.


      “Well…yes. But still, I’m babysitting it personally.”


      “Right,” I agreed. In point of fact poor Lenny had little more to do than I did at the moment, though he didn’t have the experience to understand this. Things were happening fast now, and either his team would prove up to the challenge or it wouldn’t. “I’m headed out to sea with the investors. We should be rounding Commercial Platform about now, and nosing out into the main channel.” I closed my eyes and accessed my yacht’s navigational gear. “Yes, that’s exactly where we are.”


      “Excellent,” Lenny answered. “You’ll get a good view.”


      I smiled and leaned forward into the camera a little. Lenny was so young, and had worked so terribly hard. He’d lost his wife over Conestoga, and I felt a little guilty about the fact that there’d be no future launches. I’d take care of him, of course, and offer him his choice of assignments in the real Conestoga project that my wife had headed up. But still, I felt a twinge of guilt. He’d worked all his life to master rocketry in a world where rocketry was seriously out of fashion. I couldn’t help but see him as the world’s finest and most dedicated designer of slide-rules, blissfully unaware of the implications of the recent invention of the semiconductor. Would he adapt well to not being the brilliant young engineer, the star of the show? I sighed; last week he’d been talking openly about going Brain now that his wife was gone. If he did, that’d certainly help matters… “Lenny,” I said. “You’ve done a magnificent job, you and your whole staff. I’ll see you at the party tonight.”

    


    
      He nodded soberly. “I’m looking forward to it.” Then, suddenly, he was looking away. “Sir, the oxidizer pressure is spiking again. I really ought to be going…”


      “Is it still within tolerance?” I asked instantly, my guts knotting up.


      “Oh yes. Of course. But still…”


      I relaxed again. “You keep right on monitoring it, Lenny,” I encouraged him. “And I’ll let you go.”


      He smiled. “Yes, sir. Shoo-oom!”


      “Shoo-oom!” I answered him, smiling despite myself. Then the screen went dark, and it was time to show myself up on deck.


      



      At eleven in the morning the Caribbean is almost always a perfect blue, and Wavehopper’s brand new rigging and freshly reworked plastic “canvas” seemed almost to glow in the hot sun. We were working to windward, though it looked to my not-so-practiced sailor’s eye as if we had enough searoom to weather Commercial Platform already. Gabe was at the helm, and like any good captain I decided to check in with my officer of the deck first thing. “How’s she handle under the new rig?” I asked him.


      “Beautifully, sir,” Gabe assured me. “She’s not griping at all, and the new power cables have made the servos more responsive than ever. She’s a dream to sail. I can’t wait until you have more time to take her out, sir. Honestly, I can’t.”


      I gazed out at the sun dancing over the deep blue wavelets; even tacking we were making several knots. “She’s a mighty impressive ship,” I agreed.


      “Not nearly so impressive as your other one,” Gabe countered, nodding over my shoulder. I turned around, and sure enough there she was, just coming into sight as we rounded Commercial.


      There wasn’t much to see; most of Conestoga One was floating beneath the water, a heavy weight suspended from the tail to keep her dead straight upright. The nosecone and precious payload capsule were clearly visible, however, protruding perhaps thirty feet into the air above the attendant fuel and support barge. The rocket was painted a sort of moss green, and… I squinted, but even my gengineered eyes couldn’t quite make out the little white spot on the nosecone. Had something been modified without my knowledge?

    


    
      “Here,” Gabe said, handing me a replica brass telescope that, like most things aboard Wavehopper, was far more than it appeared to be. “Lenny told me that you’d probably be wanting this.” I lined the powerful lens up, then slid the locking ring into place. A set of powerful gyroscopes immediately began turning, helping to steady my view. Then the image blurred anyway, this time due to tears.


      “I was asked to inform you that they painted it on there to thank you,” Gabe explained quietly. “This whole thing would never have been possible without you and your wife, and everyone knows it. All the publicity material has been altered as well.” He paused. “Conestoga One is now officially ‘Skyhopper’, sir. It remains the Conestoga project, but this one launch is for you and your family. Congratulations.”


      I tried to speak, but no words would come out. Finally I nodded, then raised the ‘scope again. Sure enough, that was my picture on the nosecone, right beside Bea’s and Felix’s. And just below was the rattlesnake flag.


      “Hey, Harv!” Malcolm cried from the main deck, his voice sounding hollow and empty out in the sun and wind. Even when out aboard his own yacht, my friend and fellow investor tended to stay inside, out of the weather. But not here, not today. He waved a telescope. “Congratulations!” Then the rest broke out into applause, and I had to look away again.


      We sailed a little further out to sea, then Gabe brought us to and dropped anchor well within the designated safe zone. Just as we did so, the support barge began to pull away. We’d timed this closely, perhaps a little too closely. I checked my mental clock; three minutes to go!


      “Hey Abu!” I cried out, raising my voice so as to help it carry against the wind. “Want to watch from the mizzen top?”


      The Arab smiled, then nodded. “That would indeed be fitting,” he agreed.


      “The rest of you should be able to see fine from down here,” I reassured the rest of my guests. “This is a private thing between my friend and I.”

    


    
      “We understand,” Lisa answered for them all. “The rest of us can find a carronade slide to stand on. Now hurry along, you two!”


      I blinked. Lisa, of all people, knew what a carronade was? Then I was climbing the ratlines just across from Abu, who was making his own more dignified way up through the lubber’s hole. Abu was very young to be so successful, and was still wearing the body of his birth. In truth, his effort did credit to a man of fifty even though I beat him handily to our destination. “Here,” I said, extending a hand to help lift him up the last little bit of the way. “Let me help you.”


      He took my hand and I lifted him bodily up alongside me; my friend was puffing slightly and smelling of honest sweat. Not many millionaires would’ve looked so good after such a strenuous climb. For a long moment we stood there silently, swaying a little with the roll of the big square-rigger. Then Gabe cut in the ship’s speakers.


      “T minus thirty seconds and counting” the mechanical voice of mission control droned over the background music. I’d selected this myself; it was the “Age of Aquarius” from the musical “Hair”. Or more like “Hare”, rather, as it was currently being performed nightly by rabbits at the Foot to sellout crowds. That’d also been my idea; there was no future in ignoring the hotel business entirely. When all this was over, Bea and Felix and the rest of us would still have to eat. Or at least Felix and I would. “T minus twenty-five seconds and counting.”


      I shaded my eyes and gazed out across the sea at Conestoga—no, I corrected myself---at Skyhopper One. The sea was bubbling a little around the ship’s base, just as it should be. Our fuel tanks weren’t totally leakproof.


      Suddenly I felt another presence. It was Bea, come to pay a virtual visit as promised. She was plenty busy, so I merely slipped into Command mode and squeezed her ethereal hand. She squeezed back, and that was enough.


      “T minus fifteen seconds and counting.”


      I looked over at Abu; he was grinning like a child. “This is a very good dream, Harv” he said, sparing me a short glance.


      “Growth always is,” I replied, placing my free hand on his shoulder. “Thank you so very much for all you’ve done.”


      “And thanks to you,” he replied, placing his hand over mine. “For my children and my grandchildren.”

    


    
      “T minus ten, nine, eight…”


      I’d seen this so many times before in simulation that it didn’t seem real somehow, despite the sun in my eyes and the salt tang in my nostrils. Involuntarily I looked down at the rocket’s waterline as…


      “six, five, four, three…”


      …on the count of two the massive counterweight under Skyhopper was released, causing the huge structure to suddenly surge upwards. That had been one of Lenny’s own strokes of genius. According to him, the first few seconds of motion were the most critical. By having the rocket already moving when the engines lit off, we’d be far more assured of success.


      “…one. Ignition!”


      Ignition! Even the mechanical voice sounded excited as suddenly ton after ton of highly-volatile fuel poured into the carefully-crafted chambers and exploded into a roar that went on and on and on. I’d heard the main booster fire before, more than once. But this time instead of being chained down the massive engine was released from its bondage and allowed to rise free, free, free!


      “Go!” I cried out into the all-encompassing bellow. “Fly, you rotten bastard!”


      And fly she did. Slowly the huge green column rose up out of the clouds of steam that were growing and growing and growing. Like a great sacred tower Skyhopper stood up on her feet of fire and rose, rose, rose from the depths. Suddenly she was huge and strong and powerful, where only short seconds before she had been a mere pimple on the surface of the sea. Bea squeezed my hand again, and I mentally returned the gesture.


      “Go!” I heard Abu scream beside me, followed by a string of Arabic. “Go!” It was only when I heard his voice that I realized how fast Skyhopper must be climbing. At the main engine tests, the noise had lasted much longer. Impulsively I reached out and grabbed the normally reserved and undemonstrative Abu around the waist; he did the same to me. Then we leapt and kicked and danced like small boys. Now it seemed real, now it was no mere computer game, now we felt the joy of success ringing through our hearts and our souls! It was magnificent, it was miraculous, it was the best thing that a man could ever see or do or feel…

    


    
      “…are you reading me, Harv?” Bea demanded in my head again. “Goddammit, Harvey Foote! Listen to me!”


      I froze in mid leap. Bea never cursed unless things were bad indeed. “What?” I replied, all business again.


      “I just told you, we’ve got something on radar intruding into the safe zone downrange. It’s small and hypersonic. Probably a missile.”


      My heart froze. “Course?”


      “Intercept,” Bea replied coldly. “Oops, there’s a second bogie. A backup shot.”


      I looked over at Abu, who was still smiling. He wanted to dance some more, but I had no time to explain. “Fire an anti-missile?” I asked my wife, keeping my thoughts as brief and clear as possible and eliminating all extraneous words. Brains appreciated that, when things weren’t going well.


      “Too late,” my wife replied grimly. “Angle is wrong. And the missile platforms aren’t authorized to fire. We’re at peace, remember?”


      “Range safety warning!” the mechanical voice cried out, sounding oddly muffled after the huge blast of the launch. “Take cover, take cover! Range safety warning!”


      “Shit!” I declared, both mentally and aloud. I looked at my friend, who appeared to have been struck a physical blow. His eyes were wide and confused, and he seemed not to understand. Well, of course he didn’t understand! How could he, with so little information to work with? “Hold still!” I cried out, doing my best to interpose my own body between the danger and him. It looked a lot braver than it was. After all, if I got hit with burning debris my Brainbox would still be alive and well in safe storage. Any normal person who was struck, however…


      I missed the actual missile impact while trying to cover Abu, though the sickening thud of the explosion came through loud and clear just a few seconds later. None of the debris landed anywhere near the spectators; the Americans had timed their shots well.


      But the ugly black blossom that marked the final grave of Freedom City’s most sacred hopes and dreams hung ugly in the sky for most of an hour after, drifting slowly downwind and clearly visible to all who had eyes to see.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eleven


      



      You can’t do much about time, no matter how hard you try. For almost a full minute I stood frozen on the mizzen top, Abu in my arms, wishing with all my strength that the clock might reverse itself and that we might all return to the peaceful, optimistic, happy world that we’d just left behind us forever. Abu stood stock-still as well, his mouth hanging open comically.


      “What?” he asked after an eternity. “I mean...”


      It was his words and the need to reply to them that finally restarted my mind. “It didn’t blow up, Abu.” I said grimly. “Skyhopper was shot down.”


      “But...” Clearly he was having a hard time grasping the new reality of things. Not that I could blame him, considering.


      “Bea told me,” I explained. “There were two bogies on radar. The mainlanders shot her down on purpose.”


      “But...” Abu began again. Then his mouth closed and his eyes grew hard as granite. “Shot down?”


      “For sure,” I replied firmly. “I looked my friend over for a moment, making certain that the shock was wearing off and that he’d be all right. Then I climbed down the rigging and explained to everyone else.


      “We can’t keep this a secret,” Lisa observed.


      “It’s already too late for that,” Gabe observed from his station near the helm; being a Foote rabbit, he could hardly avoid eavesdropping. He reached down to his console and threw a switch, and suddenly FREE radio, our city’s most popular station, was on the loudspeakers.


      “...definitely some kind of attack,” a newsie-type was explaining. “We were watching here on the live video feed and you could clearly see an impact of some kind.”

    


    
      “What kind of impact?” asked another voice, this one from a much-clearer in-studio mike.


      The reporter sighed. “It looked like an air-to-air missile to me, Dave. There’s no official word yet, but I think it’s a safe bet. The damned mainlanders shot Skyhopper down. Wait, here comes a slow-motion replay... Yes, it’s a missile for sure.”


      Anson balled his fists. “Damn,” he swore softly.


      “What are we going to do?” Lisa asked softly. “What on Earth are we going to do?”


      



      Things were ugly in Freedom Square as Gabe expertly warped Wavehopper back into her rented berth. A large crowd of Freedomites had gathered to watch the launch from there, and word of the missile strike had already spread far and wide. They were still shaking their fists at the sky as we eased our way up to the platform forty-five minutes after the disaster, and it was abundantly clear that they were in no mood to be trifled with.


      “Sir,” Spots said respectfully. “Everyone really ought to stay on the boat.”


      “Yes,” agreed Moppet, Anson’s borrowed bodyguard. “You really should.”


      I pressed my lips together and met Anson’s eyes. We’d been warned about Spetznaz once today already, and clearly our guards had not forgotten. “I agree,” I said at long last. “Or else we ought not to land here.”


      Anson sighed. “Me, too. I hate to say it, but it’s just too damned dangerous.”


      Spots looked relieved; clearly he’d expected a tussle. “Excellent, sirs,” he answered. “I’ll just call up the Foot and--”


      “Ahoy!” cried out a voice from Commercial platform. There was a man dressed in an expensive suit standing on the wharf, waving a leather binder of some kind. “Ahoy there, Wavehopper! It’s an emergency!”


      “Ahoy!” I replied, cupping my hands to my mouth. “What’s the matter?”


      “Permission to board?” he asked formally. We hadn’t extended a gangway, as he’d clearly expected us to. “I have legal papers for you and several of your passengers, sir. Including the Chairman. Very urgent papers!”

    


    
      I looked at Anson, who frowned. “Might as well have it over with,” he said after a moment’s consideration. Patch had already made us secure to the bollards, and it was the work of but a minute to extend the gangway, then retract it again behind our visitor.


      “What is it?” demanded Anson with uncharacteristic testiness. He was having a bad day too.


      The legal type stood up straight and brushed off his suit before beginning. “Mr. Chairman,” he began, “Mr. Foote and other Freedom City Board Members present, I wish first of all to tell you that it gives me no pleasure to bear these documents. Indeed, at first I refused to serve them, until I realized that Mr. North simply would’ve hired someone else who might not have caught you so early. The sooner you get these, the better for you all, I’m sure.”


      Anson’s eyes narrowed, and I felt my ears rise. If Bill North was arranging for this delivery, the papers could mean only one thing.


      The attorney visibly flinched from our obvious anger. “Please, gentlemen,” he begged, looking from one of us to the other. “I’m a stockholder, and I’m going to vote for you. But the law is the law, and processes must be served.”


      He was right, and there was no sense in alienating a loyal shareholder. Besides, we were about to need all the help that we could get. “He’s got a quorum to call for a vote of no-confidence, doesn’t he?” I demanded.


      The lawyer looked down at the deck and simply held out the paperwork in front of him. By then a small crowd had gathered on my quarterdeck, and everyone knew what was up. Anson snatched the package of documents from the poor man’s hand, and everyone except me began reading over his shoulder.


      “The dirty bastard!” Lisa hissed. “The dirty, mainland-loving bastard!”


      “It all appears to be in order,” Abu said with a frown.


      “We’re expected to be there in ten minutes,” Malcolm said. “Ten minutes! They did this on purpose! They’re too damn cowardly to face us; they wanted us to miss the meeting!”


      “Yes,” I agreed. “They did.” I turned to the server. “Thank you,” I said to him simply, clapping my hand to his shoulder.

    


    
      He nodded, then raised his eyes to meet mine. “Shoo-oom,” he answered.


      There was no time to lose. “Did you hear us, Spots?” I asked my bodyguard.


      He nodded grimly. “Ten minutes. We’re going to have to find a way across despite the mob. There’s no choice.”


      “Right,” I agreed. Then I turned to Gabe. “Rig the gangway again, if you please” I directed. He jumped to obey, while I switched to Command mode and called up my ship’s public address system. “People of Freedom!” I called out. “People of Freedom! Can you hear me?”


      Slowly the angry sounds emanating from Freedom Square began to die away, as one by one heads turned my way.


      “People of Freedom,” I began again. “The United States shot down our rocket, and now some of our own citizens want to stage a coup.” Actually what Bill North was trying to do was technically legal, but the unethical methods he was using made his real intent unmistakably clear. “Anson and several others of us have to get across to the Board Room right now!” I explained. “We need volunteers to clear a path.”


      For a long moment there was a stunned silence, then almost as one the nearest group of citizens surged forward and formed a half-circle around the end of our gangway, facing outwards. Meanwhile, hundreds of others began clearing a lane clear across Freedom Circle. Good old Freedomites, quick to react and to think for themselves!


      “God bless you all!” Anson cried, his own voice thin and reedy after my amplified one. “God bless you, one and all!”


      Then we were pressing our way across, improvised bodyguard clustered around us while the two pros, Spots and Moppet, drew their wicked-looking little guns and tried to look everywhere at once. At first we made excellent time, covering perhaps half the two hundred yards separating us from the Board Building in a minute or less. My ship’s speaker system had not penetrated beyond that point, however, and from then on it was a long hard slog through a wall of humanity. “Gangway!” our escort cried out. “Emergency! Let us pass!” Their voices were largely drowned out, however, by the screams of the crowd itself. “Go get ‘em!” Harv!” one large man cried out, shaking his fist. “Go get the rotten mainlander-loving bastards!”

    


    
      “Please!” I replied, “Get out of the damn way!” He looked hurt at the hardness of my words, but what else could I do?


      The stairs were the worst; our dozens of helpers had little choice but to simply muscle everyone out of the way, men women and children. They were no rougher than they had to be; after all, we were all on the same side. Still, there were hard knocks both given and received, and some bones might’ve been broken. Then we were at the Boardroom door, and Abu was able to shoulder his way close enough to insert his key-card. At last, we were inside.


      “Anson!” Jasmine cried out from her receptionist’s chair. “I’ve been so...”


      “Sorry!” the Chairman exclaimed as he dashed past her. “I’ll explain later.”


      I could plainly hear Bill North’s voice coming from the Boardroom, though I couldn’t make out specific words. Therefore I took the liberty of dashing past the puffing Chairman and wrenching the door open for him. He nodded his thanks at me as he passed, though there was murder in his eyes. Then he was inside, and Lisa motioned for me to follow.


      The Freedom City Corporation Boardroom wasn’t an overly ornate place, though it was nice enough. The room was dominated by a long conference table made out of a single artificially-grown diamond and then donated to us by a local firm. For many years Anson had sat at the head of the table, Lisa at the foot, and I to Anson’s right. Bill’s place had been to the Chairman’s left. Our seating arrangement wasn’t a matter of law, merely custom.


      But still, it was a shock to see Bill North sitting at the head of the table.


      “You’re late,” he said smugly, looking up at the expensive gold-inlaid clock on the Boardroom wall. Sure enough, it read half a minute after two.


      I consulted my internal clock, which was accurate to within milliseconds. “We are not late,” I countered. “Check the true time. We’re almost a minute early. And your last-minute quorum-call was a shabby trick to begin with. Even if we really were late, we’d never accept it.”


      Bill looked significantly at the clock. “I say that we’re on time,” he declared evenly. “All who support me?”

    


    
      “Aye,” replied his yes-men, all clustered neatly around him.


      “That’s fifty and one-half percent that just spoke,” North said. “I regret this, Anson, but you wouldn’t listen to reason.”


      My best friend’s gray-blue eyes, usually so kindly, blazed brighter than I’d ever seen them in all the years I’d known him. “I challenge the proxies and demand a recount,” he growled. “Forty-nine and a half will do that just fine.”


      North scowled. “I’ll take the motion under advisement,” he said.


      “Under advisement!” Abu spluttered. “Under advisement! That’s a Board Member’s absolute right!”


      “Of course,” North agreed. “And if Anson was still a Board Member, then I’d be forced to grant shareholders two weeks to update their proxy statements and then take a recount. But as things are...”


      I stamped my foot in rage; the sound was like a pistol shot. “I’ll see you in Hell before I let you sell out Freedom City!” I declared angrily.


      “He’s threatened me!” North declared to his stooges. “See! I told you that he would!” Then he pressed the ‘security’ button on his console. “Mr. Foote, you’ve gone way over the line. You’re about to be arrested. Do you have an attorney?”


      My mouth worked impotently in rage; it was Lisa who spoke next. “Tell me,” she asked. “Who’s going to hold Mr. Foote? The United States Marines?”


      “If you insist,” Bill answered. “Peacekeeping forces have been offered, and we were just considering--”


      Up until then, I admit, my mind had largely been racing in neutral. But at the mention of US troops, my ears lowered for combat and I knew exactly what to do. “Bea!” I called out in my internal voice. “ Emergency! Class A-One Emergency!”


      “Here!” she answered, and I could tell by the intensity of her mental voice that I had her full, undivided attention.


      “Listen!” I said, replaying the conversation to date in speeded-up burst.


      “Oh my god!” she whispered. “Marines? Peacekeepers?”


      “Broadcast it!” I demanded. “Broadcast the whole damned thing, everywhere, every channel. Especially outside in Freedom Circle.”


      She hesitated. “Dear, are you sure that it’d be wise...”

    


    
      “Broadcast it!” I ordered. “And give building security about fifty contradictory orders. Plus anything else you can think of. Now!”


      “Right,” she agreed. “Please, leave me alone a minute. This isn’t going to be easy.”


      “Now!” I cried again, severing the connection and returning my full attention to Bill.


      “-need to re-enter the world community,” North was saying. “You’ve very nearly destroyed us with your ridiculous insistence on such unlimited freedom. Each and every one of you will be held for the duration of the emergency--”


      Suddenly North’s words were cut off by a pounding at the door. He turned to face it. “...seems to be locked, sir!” I could hear someone outside saying.


      Clearly our new Chair couldn’t hear nearly so well as I could. “What?” he demanded.


      “Security, sir!” another voice said from outside. “Sir, the door’s locked. We can’t get in.”


      North’s eyes narrowed. “Then break the damned thing down!”


      “Yes, sir!” the voice answered. “We’re working on that now. But it’s armored. And there’s a fire down belowdecks, sir. Our elevator has quit. The computers are all locked up, and comm is down.”


      North turned towards me, his face going hard. “Get in here as quick as you can,” he directed. “And go arrest Beatrice Foote as well.”


      “Yes, sir!” the voice replied. “As soon as I have comm again, I’ll pass the order to the police.


      Anson cocked his head to one side. “How exactly does one arrest a Brain?” he asked me in a whisper.


      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “Especially, I’d hate to try and arrest Bea. She’s got a nasty streak.”


      My friend’s eyebrows rose. “Good point,” he agreed.


      Then Bea herself was back with me. “Harv?” she demanded. “Are you still all right?”


      “So far,” I answered. “Everyone is.”


      “Good!” The relief was evident in her voice. “The entire belowdecks area under the Board Building is on fire, Harv, or at least Security thinks so. Some of it really is, just enough to make a little smoke for realism’s sake. No one but building security will respond. And they can’t get there; not easily at least. I’ve locked dozens of doors. It should drive them nuts.”

    


    
      I nodded. “Good girl.”


      “I’ve also drained the charges out of all the stockpiled weaponry, and changed the combinations on the safes. No one’s walkie-talkies are working. The lights are out in most places, though I’ve kept them on where you’re at. I’ve set off the sprinkler system in security’s administrative areas, and it won’t shut off until I’m good and ready to shut it off. There are two credible bomb threats coming in, one of which involves a real abandoned parcel that I’ve located on video. Your broadcast is going out on all frequencies, and as we speak, I’m turning the air-conditioning off. This is fun! Anything else you care to add?”


      I nodded mentally. “Thanks, dearest. I love it when you get nasty! Tell me, can you hook me up live to address the crowd outside through Wavehopper’s PA and the radio stations?”


      “Sure, honeybunny. Just a second while I hack... There. Give me the word, and we’re ready.”


      Suddenly I was neither worried nor angry anymore; my wife usually had that effect on me. “I’ll be needing that feed in just a minute. Tell me, can you hack into the Boardroom viewscreen?”


      “I think... Yes.”


      “Thank you so much, Love! Please, split-screen it for me. By now you’re repeating the recording I asked you to play?”


      “Yes, for the third time. And I’ve started playing it over Wavehopper too; that was a particularly nice idea.”


      I smiled. “Wondrous. Now, please splitscreen my statement on the Boardroom monitor, right alongside the reaction to it in Freedom Circle.”


      “Gotcha, hon! I’m busy too; though not quite so much as you are. Call me if you need me?”


      “Sure thing, dearest” I replied, shutting down the line. Suddenly I was hearing North’s voice again.


      “Answer me, Foote!” he was demanding. “What are you up to?”


      “Keeping my people free,” I replied evenly as the screen came to life. I nodded towards it. “Watch this,” I encouraged my ex-friend. “You’ll find it fascinating, I’m sure.”

    


    
      Bea projected the recording from my eyes and ears onto the left side of the screen, while playing the reaction to it on the right. She started with a wide-angle shot, then one by one zoomed in on individuals who were either listening to my yacht or else tuning in on portable audio-video units. Each and every time a Freedomite heard the word “Marine” or “Peacekeeper” used, it was if someone turned up their anger-knob another notch. My wife was providing an audio feed from outside our own building as well, and what had been an angry mutter after the shoot-down was now growing into a mass howl of outrage.


      Some members of the crowd were now brandishing clubs. And, as North and his stooges had to be most uncomfortably aware, the enraged Freedomites who were waving said clubs were standing less than fifty feet away from where they stood in this very room, as the stone flies.


      “Bea!” I ordered mentally. “Free-dom! Free-dom! Free-dom!”


      It took only seconds for the mob to pick up my chant. “Free-dom!” they cried out. “Free-dom! Free-dom!” Soon, they were clearly audible in the Board Room itself.


      One of North’s people licked her lips delicately. “Bill,” she said softly. “Perhaps you might want to reconsider that proxy motion Anson made. We’ve been moving awfully fast here...”


      Bill’s face twisted in rage. “You’re in this as deep as I am!” he screamed, waving his right fist in the air. “I’m the Chairman, and you’re out of order!”


      “Really?” Abu asked in his quiet way. “Why don’t you go outside and explain the situation to all the nice solid citizens out there? I’m sure that they’ll listen to you. After all, you’re the Chairman.”


      North spun on his heel, glaring first at Abu and then at me. “You!” he growled deep in his throat. “You miserable egotist bastard...”


      I inhaled to reply, but then realized that I was looking down the barrel of a revolver. “Bill,” I said calmly. “Bill, settle down. You don’t want to do this.”


      “How do you know what I do and don’t want to do?” Bill snarled. “You’ve nearly broken me, you bastard! How many years I slaved to build up my business! And you…you threw it away for a…a play-toy!”

    


    
      The gun couldn’t kill me, I reminded myself. It could hurt me, but it couldn’t kill me. However, it could kill others. “Bea!” I cried out. “Look!”


      “Shit!” she snarled. “Goddammit, everything’s going to hell at once!” Then her voice calmed a bit. “Harv, don’t be a hero. We can’t afford for you to be without a body just now. It’s cold and cruel, but it’s true. There are other things happening, no time to explain.”


      I nodded mentally, looking North dead in the eye. He was almost two heads taller than me, and far more powerful looking. “Right, dearest,” I answered dreamily. “I understand.”


      “Harvey Foote!” she cried. “I mean it! Just hold off a few more seconds!”


      Carefully I studied North’s eyes, and decided that I didn’t like what I saw. “There aren’t a few seconds, love. Flash-bang the screen for me, as bright and loud as you can.”


      “But...” Then she relaxed to the inevitable. “Three, two, one...”


      It was bright and loud, all right, and when the simulated explosion came North reflexively half-turned to face the monitor. Instantly I triggered my gengineered body and slapped the gun out of his hand with all my strength. The weapon impacted the wall with a sound like a shot, but not before I heard every bone in Bill’s hand snap like dry twigs.


      “Get the gun!” I ordered, and in a flash Malcolm threw himself onto the lump of misshapen metal. Few people realize how strong and fast I really am; titanium bones and carbon-fiber tendons can do wonders for a man’s physique. Or even for something that might no longer quite be a man, I admitted to myself.


      “All right,” I declared, examining North’s stooges for signs of resistance and finding none. Then I turned to Anson. “Mr. Chairman, I return this meeting to its proper Chair.”


      Anson was a bit slap-happy from all the excitement, I suppose. It was natural enough under the circumstances. “Remind me to nominate you for Sergeant-At-Arms,” he answered, shaking his head.


      “Second the motion!” Lisa answered.


      “All in favor, say ‘Aye’”.

    


    
      “Aye!” all my friends replied as one, and for just a moment we stood and smiled and let the tension lessen a little. Then came a new voice at the door.


      “Chairman Howard?” the voice inquired. It sounded familiar. “Mr. Foote?”


      “Yes!” Anson replied, the relief evident in his voice. “Who is it?”


      “It’s Kathleen,” I answered for her, my muscles relaxing another notch. “She works Security at the Foot.” I turned towards the door. “Hello, Kathleen!” I greeted her. “How’s little Harvey?”


      “He won’t take his nap,” Kathleen complained. “His father’s doing his best to get him to sleep, but there’s just too much going on. I’ve told Pedro to let him stay up; we’re living through history.”


      “I quite agree,” I replied. “Tell me, have you dealt with building security? They want to arrest us.”


      “Not any more,” Kathleen assured me. “Please don’t worry about them, sir; we were gentle since they were only doing what they were told to do. Now, is everyone well away from the door?”


      I looked over at Anson, who raised an eyebrow. For years I’d been encouraging him to upgrade his security staff. “Yes.” I replied. “We’re all clear.”


      “Good! We’re going to blow it open. Please have everyone turn their faces away.”


      I positioned myself so that I could watch North’s people while complying, then made sure everyone was well clear. “Go ahead!” Anson cried out when all was ready.


      The explosion seemed far less potent than Bea’s flash-bang effect on the big monitor; someday I’d have to find time to ask her why. There was a sort of “whoosh” and then the door burst in, frame and all. The muzzle of a laser-rifle poked its way through, followed by Kathleen and another battle-armored person I didn’t recognize. It took a moment for it to sink in that the stranger wasn’t a rabbit, and that both he and Kathleen were wearing militia rank insignia. Had Bea interfered somehow in military affairs, I wondered? If so I’d support her, under the circumstances, and of course so would Anson. But still... “Are you two on active duty?” I asked Kathy.


      “Yes, sir.” she replied, looking around the room. Then she focused on Anson and I. “I’ve been personally ordered by Colonel Greene to convey you two to the Secure Operations Area,” she explained, “in accordance with standing procedure.”

    


    
      Abu’s eyes grew wide. “But that would mean...”


      Kathleen nodded grimly. “Yes, sir. It means that we’re under attack.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Twelve


      



      Suddenly Anson was all business. “Details?” he barked.


      Kathleen turned around and shouted down the hall. “Winnie!” she ordered. “Get me that secure comm unit up here!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” Suddenly there was a third armored stranger in the Board room; they looked entirely out of place. But then again so did Bill North, rolling around on the floor and moaning in agony. No one was helping him.


      In a flash the comm unit was up and running, and Anson was face to face with Colonel Greene. “Report!” Anson demanded.


      Greene came formally to attention, something that I’d never seen before. “Sir,” he began. “At 15:40 hours I received a communication from Board Member North. He claimed that he was now Chairman of Freedom City, and that I was to stand down all missile platforms and darken all radars by 16:00. I chose to disregard these instructions.”


      Anson nodded. “Good. You acted properly, Colonel. Bill was attempting a coup.”


      The officer relaxed slightly. “Thank you, sir. At the time that I received these instructions, slow-moving aircraft that we interpreted as troop-carriers were coming into radar range from the northwest. At 16:00 hours, they began to circle in place as if waiting for our radars to darken. When our radars did not in fact darken, they retreated to the northwest.”


      Anson’s already hard face grew harder. “I’ve been informed that we’re under actual attack, Colonel.”


      Greene nodded. “We are, sir. Since well before the Conestoga shootdown, our regular police forces have been monitoring the activities of two very suspicious groups. Approximately ten minutes ago, one of these groups was caught in the act of attempting to sabotage a major fiber-optics trunk. They were affixing a bomb to it, sir. The evidence indicates that these were Spetznaz-type paramilitary troops, and two policemen were severely injured in stopping them. I’ve chosen to interpret this as an act of war.”

    


    
      Anson looked at me, then around the room at his loyal Board Members. One by one we met his eyes and slowly nodded. Yes, we were agreeing. We were now truly at war, incredible as it once might’ve seemed. “And the other group?” Anson demanded, turning back to the monitor.


      “They were immediately arrested, and made no resistance.” For the first time, Greene smiled slightly. “They were carrying explosives through some ductwork beneath the Rabbit’s Foot, and had become quite lost.” He nodded to me. “Apparently your actual plumbing system doesn’t match the computer records, sir. Nice move!”


      My face smiled, even though a block of ice was forming in my gut. There was only one area of the Foot where the records didn’t match reality, and that was immediately around the secret underwater lab where Conestoga had been developed. “Bea!” I cried out mentally. “They know about the lab!”


      “Yes, hon” she replied soothingly. “We already know. We’re pulling out of here as quickly as we can.”


      I nodded, then tuned my wife out so that both of us could work. “Colonel,” I said, edging forward a little. “If the computer records weren’t accurate, then the mainlanders were after a very secret facility of mine that I don’t want to talk about, not even on a secure comm unit.” I sighed. “They’ll probably be back.”


      Greene looked very peeved for a moment; then recognized that not even he had the right to be in on all of Freedom City’s little secrets. “Yes, sir.” he replied tightly. “I’ll make allowances, sir.”


      I closed my eyes and nodded. “Sorry. I wish I could’ve told you sooner.”


      “I understand, sir.” There was a pause, then Greene looked back to Anson. “Mr. Chairman, I have a full platoon of riflemen waiting to escort the leaders of our government to the safest place possible. I would respectfully ask that you go with them.”


      Once again my mind switched channels. “We have to change the plan,” I commented. “Anson and I can go, yes. But...”

    


    
      Anson nodded, understanding. Bill North had been the Board Member designated to go to an alternate location and take over if the Chairman and I were killed. “Abu?” he asked. “Would you and Lisa take over for Bill and Dennis?”


      They looked at each other, then Lisa answered for them both. “We’d be honored,” she said.


      “Excellent,” Anson said. “Consider yourselves sworn in as alternates.” Then he turned to Malcolm, who’d also stood loyally by us. “My friend, I have another job for you.” He nodded contemptuously at Bill North, who by now was sitting upright and cradling his injured hand. “These renegades are still plenty dangerous. I need a Board Member to take charge of seeing to it that they’re properly jailed. No one of lesser status will do; I need someone who’ll be believed when they speak.”


      Malcolm nodded soberly. “I’ll take care of it, sir.”


      Anson nodded his thanks. “Take half the platoon to keep an eye on them.” Then he turned to Kathleen. “I’m sorry, but they truly are dangerous. They need guarding.”


      She nodded. “Yes, sir. I agree. That’s going to leave us very short, however. If we allot eight guards to deal with the traitors, then we’ll have to split the rest and leave the escorts with four apiece.”


      “Five,” I volunteered. “Spots and Moppet are around here somewhere, if we can find them.”


      “Right,” Kathleen nodded. “They’re in the brig; your wife told us, sir. I’ve got two men down springing them now. We can sure use the help.”


      I nodded; another problem solved. Then I turned to face Greene. “I think that your command authority issues are resolved, Colonel,” I said. “We’ll call you again from the Secure Area.”


      “Your orders remain unchanged,” Anson emphasized. “Don’t fire first under any circumstances, but defend Freedom City to the hilt if we’re attacked. I have full confidence in your judgment.”


      Greene nodded formally in acknowledgment. “Very good, sir.” Then he switched off.


      



      It was the work of only a few moments to spring Spots and Moppet from their cell; they’d been taken totally by surprise and the only thing that’d been injured was their egos. The pair reclaimed their personal arms from the warder’s desk, then we split up.

    


    
      “It’d be safer to commandeer a chopper than to face that mob out there,” Moppet opined.


      “Probably,” agreed Spots. “Even a friendly mob can contain any number of threats.”


      “No,” Kathleen countered. “My orders are to avoid exposing Freedom City’s leadership to American military forces. They command the air. Or they will, rather, once they get around to it. Which could be any minute now.”


      “Mmm,” Spots agreed, cupping the bottom of his muzzle in his hand. “What do you propose, then?”


      “We can’t take our principals out into that!” Moppet agreed, tilting his head towards the chanting mob outside. “Even though they’re friendly, who knows what might happen?”


      “Perhaps we ought to travel belowdecks?” Abu suggested. “My son is a relocation counselor, and his work takes him down there quite often. He’s spoken to me many times about how easily the rush hour may be avoided by making use of the network of pathways down there.”


      Moppet looked at Spots and raised his eyebrows, then my guard turned to Kathleen. “What do you think?” he asked.


      “Hey!” I heard a voice from out in the corridor. “I know a way to the Command Center, all belowdecks!” It was Andy, my grape-leaf partner. He’d had a long, long bout with the bottle; if any of my rabbits knew his way around the underside of Freedom City, I reckoned, it’d be him.


      Kathleen turned to a normal human wearing corporal’s stripes. “Badger!” she snapped. “Get outside and relieve Andy, pronto!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” he answered, snapping smartly to attention. Then he was gone, and lop-eared Andy was stepping in.


      “Hello, Mr. Foote” he greeted me with unusual shyness.


      “Howdy, partner,” I answered back. “I didn’t know that you were in the militia.”


      “That’s the one thing I never quit,” he answered seriously. “Though I had to go on furlough for a while, when... when...”


      “Right,” I agreed, understanding. Andy’d been through a very bad time indeed. “I’m just glad you’re with us now.”

    


    
      “I’ll never do that again, sir,” he promised. “It’s done and over.”


      Then Kathleen spoke. “You said something about knowing a good route, Sergeant?”


      “Yes, Ma’am!” Andy replied, turning to face his superior officer. “There’s a catwalk down below this building that runs all the way over to Residential One. It even leads to a good place to change platforms by walking girders. All of us alkies used to use that crossing; the toll-takers still haven’t figured it out, the last I heard.”


      “It sounds dangerous,” Moppet objected.


      “Come on, Moppet!” Andy replied. “I used to be owsla too, remember? If the Chairman were really as old as he looks, then it might be another story. But as things are...” He shrugged. “It’s a cinch! I’ve crossed there half-plowed at least a dozen times.”


      “And from there, Andy?” Kathleen demanded.


      “Then we go over to Senior Center Two’s basement, break in, and commandeer two sub-trams, one for each group. Mr. Foote and the Chairman can go directly over to the Command Center on Industrial, and the reserve team can ride the rest of the way over to Residential Two. It’s easy as pie! And this way we don’t even have to consult a computer. They can’t possibly hack out where we’re going!”


      Kathleen wriggled her nose, then turned to her second-in-command. “What do you think?” she asked.


      “Andy’s one of our best men,” he replied. “I’ve tried to get him to buck for officer I don’t know how many times. I trust his judgment completely.”


      “Me too,” Kathleen agreed with a sigh. Then she raised her voice. “All right, team! Listen up, and listen good! We’re going to split up three ways here, instead of two as planned. Capron, you’re our new section leader. You’re going to be escorting some very important prisoners and Board Member Brannigan, whose orders you will obey. Take Stipo and Montclair and Fiver and escort them directly to the brig. Got it?”


      “Yes, ma’am!” Capron replied. Interestingly enough, she was a Foote rabbit, while Fiver was not. Freedom City could be a strange place at times. Confusing, too.


      Then she turned to her second-in-command. “Paul, I need for you and your section to take care of the reserve team. We’ll split up at the sub-tram station; I’m also pulling Andy out of your unit to take point. Got it?”

    


    
      “Yes, Ma’am.”


      “Outstanding.” She turned to Anson. “Please, sir. Have your people remain close together at all times. This could be very dangerous.” Then she smiled ever so slightly at Andy. “Lead off.”


      



      I hadn’t been belowdecks in several years, unless you counted taking shortcuts underneath the various platforms in my gig. It was late afternoon by the time that Andy undogged a maintenance hatch and led us down blinking into the unnatural darkness.


      “I’d forgotten how gloomy it was down here,” Lisa commented, earning her a dirty look from Kathleen. Apparently, our escort would prefer that we travel in silence insofar as was possible. “I can’t see a damned thing.”


      It was perpetually dark underneath the Platforms, of course, and relatively cool as well. The only illumination came leaking in from around Commercial’s rim. That was over a mile away in every direction, since Freedom Circle was located right at the very center of things. I felt my pupils expand and expand and expand, realizing with a sinking heart that the Norms could never match my low-light vision. There’d originally been illumination under Commercial Platform, but over the years the lights had been vandalized by druggies and drunks with nothing better to do with their time. The Board had debated replacing and vandal-proofing them, but had balked at so much cost against a questionable return. Now, it suddenly looked as if we’d been misguided in our economies.


      “I can’t see anything either,” Anson complained.


      “Nor I,” agreed Abu.


      “Shh!” Kathleen ordered. “Rig night-vision gear.”


      Then I remembered; in this elite unit, all of Kathy’s troopers were fully armored. That meant that our escort could see just fine. Suddenly I breathed a little easier. “Fiver!” Kathleen ordered. “Bissel! Dawson! N’Gobi! Each of you take a Board Member and lead them, all except Mr. Foote.” She turned towards me. “I assume that you can see, sir?”


      “Yes,” I replied. “Thank you.”

    


    
      “Good,” she answered. Then she turned to Andy and nodded. “Move out!”


      For a time we managed to move fairly quietly, considering the circumstances. The only sounds that even my sensitive ears could make out were the crunching of used heroin ampules and old syringes beneath our feet, mixed in with the occasional slight “oof” as one of my nearly-blind comrades bumped into something or other. All the time in the background we could hear the crowd still chanting “Free-dom! Free-Dom! Free-Dom!” outside the Board Building. After a time I decided that I ought to check in with Bea.


      “Hon?” I asked on my internal channel. “Is everything okay?”


      “No,” my wife answered, tension heavy in her voice. “It’s not. We’re having one hell of a time evacuating the lab, dear. The elevator is too damned small. We’re having to make trip after trip. And even worse, we’re moving stuff in broad daylight. The Foote Battalion is helping by moving lots of other stuff around randomly as a cover, but...”


      I sighed. “I understand. You can only do what you can do.”


      “Exactly,” she replied. There was a long pause. “Harv, we don’t know exactly how the Mainlanders cracked this lab site. I don’t know that we ought to be chatting on this channel anymore. It’s supposed to be unbreakable, but...”


      I nodded mentally. “Right, dear. From here on in it’s all sweet nothings unless I’m at a hard-wired console.”


      She nodded back. “We’re going to have to work something out, dearest. But for now, my love is all that’s really safe to send.” Then she kissed me with a ghostly tingle and was gone.


      Gradually the daylight grew brighter and brighter as we made progress towards the edge of Commercial Platform, until even the normal humans didn’t need to be guided anymore. Lisa was puffing slightly when we finally arrived at the crossing-point, but Andy didn’t even slow up. Instead he went scampering out across a gridwork of support girders and, with a graceful half-twist, hopped up onto the main support member of what I vaguely recognized as the main Industrial-Commercial bridge. Everything looked oddly familiar, and it took me a moment to recall that I had once personally tried to rescue a mainlander trapped on a safety net rigged for painters just a few yards from where I now stood. The net was long-gone now, but when I looked up I could see that the bridge’s paint was still bright and fresh-looking.

    


    
      “Wait there,” Kathleen commanded. “Fiver! N’Gobi! Follow Andy and take up covering positions.”


      The two normal human militiamen moved almost as smoothly as Andy had, stepping lightly over girders and actually running where an acrophobe would most certainly fear to tread. I looked over at my fellow Board Members; I knew for certain that Abu had no undue fear of heights. Nor was Anson visibly worried that I could see. But Lisa seemed to be trembling slightly. I looked from her to Kathleen, and noted with approval that she’d seen it as well. “How about if Lisa and I go next?” I suggested. That way she won’t have time to become more frightened, and I can catch her if she falls, I didn’t add.


      Luckily, Kathleen was well-able to read between the lines. “Go ahead, sir.”


      I looked over at Lisa, who swallowed nervously before nodding.


      “If I were you,” I suggested, “I’d take my shoes off.” She nodded again, and all of us waited a moment while the Boardwoman removed her high-heels and handed them over to one of our guards to be carried across affixed to his equipment belt. I didn’t let my impatience show, even though I felt a stab of frustration. I could understand why a woman would want to look nice; anyone could understand that. But even while inhabiting Bea’s body, which had been long-accustomed to the highest-fashion footwear, I hadn’t found a single pair of her shoes to be in the least bit either practical or comfortable. Not a single pair! And today Lisa, whose intellect and courage I otherwise respected wholeheartedly, had worn high-heels onto a yacht! I’d never understand women, not even after having been one for a few weeks.


      Then Lisa was standing in front of me, suddenly not all that much taller than I was and ready for the trip. “Let me go first,” I suggested. “I’ll brush away the broken glass with my feet, and then you can step where I do.”


      “All right, Harv.” she agreed.


      The first part of the trip went well, right up until we arrived at the point where Andy was perched after making his graceful turn-and-leap. “Hello, Boss” he greeted me cheerily as we worked our way under him.

    


    
      “Partner,” I corrected him. “Partner, nowadays.”


      He shrugged. “Sorry.” Then he turned to Lisa. “Are you all right, ma’am?”


      “Quite,” she replied with a little smile. “Do I have to---”


      But Lisa got no further, because just then all hell broke loose. Suddenly there was a loud explosion to my left, then Andy was firing just as fast as he could at something I couldn’t see, across the bridge on Industrial Platform. “Go back!” he ordered briskly. “Go back now!”


      I didn’t need to be told twice; Lisa had frozen under the impact of the sudden noise, and I had to drag her back to cover. “Bea!” I cried out mentally. “Spetznaz! Here and now!”


      “Gotcha,” she replied with forced calm. “Why on earth are you... Oh, the riot. How stupid of me.” There was a pause. “Stay down, hon. I’ve called the cavalry.”


      And stay down I did, once I’d found a nice niche between two girders for Lisa and me to curl up in. The place was filthy with the stink of stale beer and old cigarette butts and something rotting not too far away, but at least it seemed safe. Or relatively safe, I reserved mentally as a piece of shrapnel the size of my fist slammed up against one of the beams and ricocheted madly away. The firefight was intense; there were laser beams sizzling through the air everywhere I looked, and a continual drumbeat of explosions hammered in my ears. “Bea!” I cried out mentally. “What do you know?”


      “Take cover!” she urged me. “For god’s sake, Harv! Stay down!”


      “I’m down!” I replied. “Down and as safe as I can get. So is Lisa. But what’s going on?”


      “It looks like you’ve stumbled onto a group of saboteurs,” she explained. “They certainly weren’t lying in wait for you; even I didn’t expect you to take that route. Most likely they were going to drop the bridge. There aren’t any other high-value targets anywhere around there.”


      I nodded. “Bea, Lisa and I are stuck in no-man’s land. Can you see anything?”


      There was a barely perceptible pause. “I’ve only got partial monitor coverage... There are five of them; I’m relaying their position to Kathleen as we speak. I can’t see you.”


      I waved my hand out around one of the beams, then pulled it back before it could draw fire. “See us now?”

    


    
      “Yes,” Bea answered. “Quite frankly, this may prove to be a stroke of luck. Kathleen’s squad ought to easily be able to handle five Spetznaz, and... Oh dear!”


      Suddenly my guts froze. “’Oh, dear what, Bea?”


      “There’s more around behind you! I’ve got to---”


      I never did hear exactly what Bea had to do, for just then the volume of incoming fire increased enormously, doubling or even tripling as the crackling energy beams burned deeply into the steel beams protecting Lisa and I. Even worse, for the first time the beams were coming from both ways. We were trapped in a crossfire!


      “Stay down!” Bea ordered me again, and this time she didn’t have to encourage me any further. The explosions were coming in a continuous thunderclap now, as the two heavily armed and hand-picked elite squads met in a classic encounter-battle. From where Lisa and I lay, Andy was the only one of our men that I could see; he was crouched down behind a beam now as well, firing steadily and mouthing what surely must be a continual stream of curses. Andy could curse quite fluently when he put his mind to it, I knew from experience, and he was probably outdoing himself at the moment.


      “All right,” Bea said in my head after what seemed like a long absence. Once more, her voice seemed both very calm and very artificial; I wondered just how many filtering programs she was running it through. “Harv, we have a problem.”


      “No shit?” I replied, hugging Lisa a little tighter. Andy wasn’t the only Foote rabbit who knew how to curse, and I wasn’t running any filter programs.


      “No shit,” Bea agreed. “Harv, I’ve identified at least a dozen more Spetznaz nearby on Commercial. It appears that a major battle is developing.”


      An errant round hit a large structural bolt just right and severed it just a few inches over my head, the red-hot stub landing on my shoulder. I flicked it off and sent it spinning down into the dark ocean below, but not before it melted a nasty hole in my green tux jacket. “Yeah,” I agreed. “It looks pretty major from here!”


      “Help is coming, Harv. I promise you that it is! But we need to get you and Lisa out of there pronto. Most likely they haven’t figured out who you two are yet. Once they do, well, one rifle grenade and... “


      I nodded grimly. “Agreed.”

    


    
      “All right,” Bea continued. “Is Lisa afraid of heights?”


      “Yes,” I replied. It was much too loud for us to be able to hear each other, even though we were squeezed side-by-side in a very narrow space. She was trembling, I could feel, but when I smiled at her she returned the expression. “I suspect that she’s even more afraid of laser rifles, though.”


      “Right,” Bea agreed. “Okay, I’ve analyzed the available imagery as best I can, and I think I can create a dead zone down on the surface of the water where none of the mainlanders will be able to bring their weapons to bear. That zone will be directly under your feet.”


      “How on earth...” Then I dropped the subject; there wasn’t time to have her explain everything in detail. “Then you want us to jump.”


      “Not yet!” Bea warned us. “Not until everything is completely in place.”


      “Understood,” I acknowledged, leaning slightly so that I could see the water down below. It was perhaps sixty or seventy feet beneath our feet. “It’s going to be one hell of a fall.”


      “I know, dear” my wife said soothingly. “But you’ll be all right, and Lisa will have you there on the spot to help her.”


      I nodded again. “Understood.”


      “When it’s time,” Bea explained, “turn around and jump from the Commercial side of the beam. The angle is safer.”


      I’d made a sort of half-twist when I’d leapt for cover; our feet were now pointing towards the proposed exit. “We’ll have to get up and turn around,” I warned Bea. “It’ll slow us down a bit.”


      “Thanks for warning me,” she answered. “I’ll adjust things accordingly.” There was a long pause. “Hon, I know that this isn’t going to get you killed. It can’t kill you. But still, I’m so... so...”


      I smiled. “Me too, dear one. Me too.”


      Then Bea broke the circuit and I left her alone; she was a very busy woman just then. Andy was still profanely laying down his field of fire; I could just see him when I craned my neck. One shoulder of his battle-armor was now badly scarred. I very much hoped that the bolt hadn’t penetrated, though from the stiffness of his movements I rather suspected that it had. I felt very detached from the madness erupting everywhere, even though a friend had just been hurt and there was ordnance in the air all around me. How could that be?

    


    
      Then Andy went stiff and immobile. For just a heartwrenching moment I feared the worst, then I saw that he was merely listening intently. His mouth worked as if asking a question, then he nodded and spoke again. Clearly, whatever Bea was planning, Andy had a key role to play. His eyes searched back and forth along the underpinnings of the bridge above his head, and I followed his gaze until I saw what Bea had planned...


      ...and suddenly understood completely why she had neglected to go into too much detail with me. The commandos had already emplaced at least some of their explosives, it seemed. A rather ominous-looking package was affixed under the bridge-decking just a few yards away.


      A very few yards away!


      “Bea!” I cried out. “If he shoots that thing---”


      “---it’ll shear a major support beam and swing it down just where I need it,” Bea replied snappishly. “Dammit, Harv! This isn’t exactly easy, you know! I’m juggling six emergencies at once. Trust me, dammit!”


      I started to say more, then held my peace. When Bea got to cursing, there was no point in arguing with her. I’d been married to her long enough to know that. So instead, I met Andy’s eyes and nodded slowly. “Yes, Andy!” I was saying. “I really do want you to blow that thing up right in our faces. Am I insane, or what?”


      My fellow lapine rolled his eyes, then nodded resolutely in reply. He was slightly closer to the planned explosion than Lisa and I would be, though in fairness his cover was a bit better. Andy held up two fingers, and I knew that we had two endless minutes to go. I reached over and squeezed Lisa reassuringly, then placed my lips next to her ear. “We’re going to have to jump!” I screamed just as loudly as I could.


      Much to my surprise, it appeared that she was able to hear me. “Jump?” Suddenly she was trying to climb to her feet, and I had to pull her back down.


      “Not yet!” I screamed. “Soon!” Then I pointed towards our feet. “That way.”


      “That way!” she agreed. “All right!”


      I smiled reassuringly again, and squeezed her. She was proving to be a real trouper, was Lisa. I was suddenly proud of the fact that I’d personally seconded the motion for her Board membership almost a decade ago, even though her stock holdings weren’t really all that large. Anson had been certain that we needed her, and she’d never let us down for a minute since.

    


    
      I looked up at Andy again, who was now holed up tight in his hidey-hole and allowing his teammates to lay down the covering fire. My guess was that he was the only one with a clear shot to the explosive charge unless N’Gobi and Fiver, who’d gone across before us...


      Suddenly my heart froze. N’Gobi and Fiver were right in the path of where the beam should drop, if I understood what was going on at all! “Bea!” I cried out. “Bea! You can’t set off the charge!”


      Once more I could tell that I had her full and undivided attention. “Why not?” she demanded.


      “Fiver and N’Gobi! They’re out there on the bridge!”


      There was a long silence. “Not any more,” Bea eventually explained, her voice sad and gentle.


      There was a sick feeling in my stomach. “Oh. I see.”


      “Right,” Bea agreed, her tone still respectful Then her voice returned to normal. “Thirty seconds, Harv. Throw her off, if you have to. Kathleen’s position has been turned, and she’s got nowhere to run. I don’t know if her reinforcements are going to make it in time or not. Frankly, I doubt it.”


      “Gotcha,” I replied. If things went badly for Anson’s party, Lisa and I were the government of Freedom City. “She’ll jump, Bea.”


      “Good.” There was a long pause, and then Andy raised his rifle and aimed carefully. “Three, two, one...” my wife counted off as I covered Lisa’s body as well as I could with my own.


      Then there was a roar like the end of the world as Andy squeezed his trigger and the explosives detonated.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Thirteen


      



      The heat was even worse than the concussion; for an instant my back felt as if it were facing a blast furnace. Then the sound hit like a sledgehammer, and I missed a second or two as my senses shut down from the sheer impact. Then, only semi-aware of my surroundings, I raised my head and looked blearily around.


      “Jump!” I heard Bea yelling somewhere in my head. “Jump!”


      Yes, of course. That was what I had to do! Jump! I stood up and blinked in the sudden sunlight; what’d once been a solid roof was now a crazily slanting slab of concrete. Then I shook Lisa’s shoulder. “Lisa?” I said into the silence. It was very odd; I couldn’t hear my own words. Wearily she shook her head and then turned it slightly towards me. There was blood trickling down from her left ear-hole, I noticed, and she was absolutely covered with ugly gray concrete dust. “We’ve got to jump,” I explained as I formally extended my elbow for her. “Bea says so.”


      Lisa nodded, though I doubted that she could hear any better than I could. Then, as slowly as if she were eighty years old, she stood up and nervously brushed herself off.


      “Jump!” Bea cried again into my skull; her voice was making my sudden headache much, much worse.


      “Damn it, Bea!” I answered back testily. “Give us a minute!”


      “The mainlanders are recovering, Harv! Jump!”


      Mainlanders? I asked myself. What mainlanders? I shook my head vigorously in confusion, sending more concrete dust flying everywhere. Then suddenly I could hear again, and with the sound of laser bolts uncomfortably close by everything came back to me in a rush.

    


    
      “Lisa!” I cried out again, pulling my companion to her feet. “Come on! “


      Then her lips moved again, and amidst the diminished battle sound I could for the first time hear her words. “Jump?” she asked incredulously, as if such an idea was the furthest thing on earth from her mind.


      Damn! Clearly, she was still rattled from the blast, and Bea was right; there was no more time. So I took her up in my arms and turned us awkwardly around…


      …only to come face to face with the source of the rotting smell that I’d noticed earlier. My jaw dropped; it was Eric, my slot machine designer. What in god’s name was he doing down here?


      “Bea!” I called out, my mind for a moment rebelling at the information overload. “Look through my eyes!”


      There was a perceptible delay; clearly my wife was multitasking to the absolute limit. “Shit!” she exclaimed. “Is he dead?”


      Carefully I edged my way forward, still bearing an unprotesting Lisa. For a moment I thought that he was gone, then the fur around his nostrils stirred slightly. “He’s alive,” I reported.


      “It’d be better for everyone if he were gone,” Bea muttered blackly. “It’s what he really wants anyway, I think. He’s got a total slave mentality. Isn’t he free to make a choice like that? Isn’t that what Freedom City is supposed to be all about? Where will we end up if we start saving people from themselves?”


      “Bea!” I objected. “He’s family, more or less! I’m surprised at you! Even if he were a damned mainlander, we couldn’t just leave him here to die. Death doesn’t allow for free choices, and I’ll hear no more on this subject. Nothing more at all; do you understand me?” I paused, angry to the core. It was almost unheard-of for me to speak to Bea in such a manner. “Now, how are we going to get him out?”


      My wife sighed audibly, and I could hear her forcing calm into her voice. “Of course we’ll get him out, dear,” she replied softly. “I’m sorry. It’s just… It’s just…”


      I nodded. “Things are tough right now for everyone.” Carefully I edged past my comatose friend. “And I’ll grant that he’s been remarkably stupid.”


      “The rescue boat is down below you,” Bea reported. “There isn’t much time.” She paused again. “Harv, I sent your gig. There isn’t any room in it for Eric, as big as he is. If you take him, you’ll be slowed down. You might even swamp.”

    


    
      I pressed my lips together angrily as I stood Lisa on her feet and patted the dust off of her, trying to bring her around a little more before she went swimming. “Are you all right?” I asked her aloud.


      “Uh-huh,” she replied, her voice dreamy and childlike.


      “All right,” I answered with a reassuring smile. “It’s time to jump.”


      She nodded. “All right.” And then, much to my relief, she made the leap easily and cleanly under her own power; I’d been terribly afraid that I’d have to throw her. I watched her fall for what seemed like minutes, swinging her arms to remain vertical. She entered the water with a clean splash and bobbed back up to the surface with arms and legs pumping.


      Then I turned to Eric, nose wrinkling and skin crawling in anticipation of being forced to touch such a filthy, disgusting thing as what he’d allowed his Mistress to make him. The donkey was totally naked now, and lying in a pool of his own filth. For just a moment I hesitated; Bea was absolutely right in her way, of course. Most Freedomites would agree with her. Eric had freely found his own way to this most miserable of ends, could even have been said to have actively sought it out, in fact. And yet, what would I become if I simply let him lie there and cease to be? We were all human beings together in a sense, Foote rabbits and norms and Brains and donkeys alike. Even the mainlanders that were trying so hard to kill my people and me were still fellow humans. Who would I be if I had no regard at all for anyone else’s fate? Was it truly right for someone to just stand by and watch another human destroy himself? With increased freedom comes increased responsibility, I told myself as I fought down my nausea and levered my way underneath Eric’s body; he outweighed me by a factor of three or perhaps even four, and his coat felt like brittle dead grass up against my crawling flesh. Even the mainlanders deserved a future, I told myself, though heaven only knew that they’d worked nearly as hard as Eric to throw theirs away. Then I lifted and balanced the donkey on my shoulders in a gengineered parody of the fireman’s carry. Once he was settled in I took a baby-step forward, just as the first laser bolt since the big explosion struck the column next to me.

    


    
      “Harvey Foote!” Bea screamed into my head. “Jump, and jump right now!”


      Unable to take large steps, I edged my way forward. “Yes, dear” I replied meekly, smiling inanely at the idea that perhaps Bea had more in common with Eric’s Mistress than she might realize. More laser bolts were flashing by now, but I couldn’t move any faster. Eric and I would make it or not together; it was as simple as that. “I’m going as fast as I can.”


      “Move!” she roared out as a larger flash then any I’d seen before stabbed out of the darkness ahead of me; suddenly there was a metallic clang behind me. It was a rifle grenade, I knew with sickening certainty, and that was that. I fell forward, not at all sure if I’d carried Eric far enough forward or not…


      …and instead of landing on my face on a girder, I dropped and dropped, knifing effortlessly through the clean air even as the girder-junction belched flames and death behind me.


      



      I’ve never particularly enjoyed diving, or for that matter parachuting. Even before I went in for the tail-and-ears thing I never could see the appeal of falling just for falling’s sake. Rabbits tended to be even more closed-minded about this sort of thing, and I had to admit that this was probably one of those cases where a little bit of lapine had rubbed off on my soul. When at long, long last I finally hit the water it was a relief, even though swimming wasn’t exactly my favorite sport either.


      At least I didn’t have to spend long in the water. During the fall I’d shoved Eric’s inert body away from me so that one of us wouldn’t land on top of the other. The donkey hit considerably harder than I did, raising a huge splash and rocking the gig merrily as Patch, who was small even by Foote Rabbit standards, labored to haul Lisa over the gunwale. I waved and started to yell that I was coming to help, but as I inhaled Patch expertly used the wave motion to assist him in bringing Lisa aboard. It was easy to forget sometimes that Patch had been a Coast Guard petty officer on active duty for many years; Gabe was such a competent sailor that his quieter-natured assistant was easy to forget. “Bravo!” I called out, not wanting to waste the breath I’d taken. “Get the donk next; he’s unconscious. Or at least he was when we jumped.”

    


    
      “Aye-aye, sir!” Patch answered obligingly as he skip-hopped back to my gig’s tiller. With the very minimum of maneuvers— even the Brain Trust couldn’t have planned it any better even if they were given all the time in the world to work it out— Patch brought the small craft alongside Eric. “He’s conscious now, sir!”


      “Good! I’ll be right over.” Eric was going to be quite a handful to get aboard. If he could help himself, so much the better.


      But I’d been an optimist, I could see when I’d paddled closer. Eric was conscious, all right, but he was out of his head. The poor equine’s eyes were rolling in terror, and he was swimming away from the boat just as fast as he could. “Eric!” I called out. “Eric! Let Patch help you!”


      “Hee-haw!” he replied, snapping and baring his teeth at me. “Wa-a-a-y!” The donkey’s eyes were still filmed over, and his breathing labored.


      “Damn it!” I cursed, watching as Patch very nearly overbalanced while trying to snag my top slot-machine designer with a boathook; only a swift grab by Lisa kept him aboard. Here I was, an important governmental official of a nation at war, trying to save a stubborn jackass that didn’t want to be rescued. How much more ridiculous could things get, anyway? “Go back to the tiller and try to turn him my way,” I directed. “Unless you have a better idea?”


      “No, sir.” Patch replied, replacing the boathook in its rack. “You’re more than welcome to take a shot at it. I haven’t seen anything like this since, well…” Then he shook his head, clearly abandoning the attempt at comparison.


      “Me either.” The gig responded smoothly to Patch’s expert ministrations. First my cox’n swung to Eric’s right, turning him directly towards me. Then Patch dropped back and simply followed, nudging Eric either to port or starboard as required to keep him on the proper heading.


      “He’s in the groove, sir!” Patch sang out.


      “Right,” I agreed, not too loudly. I didn’t want Eric any more frightened than could be helped; now that he was closer I could see that his nostrils were flecked with blood. Eric whickered and brayed in terror, his head darting first to the left and then to the right. “Come on, boy!” I said in as soft a voice as I could manage, allowing for the firefight that was continuing only a few dozen yards away. “Steady, Eric…”

    


    
      “Wa-a-a-a-y!” Eric bawled, trying to stop. But Lisa was prodding him remorselessly in the rear with the boathook, and suddenly he was coming right at me again. “Wa-a-a-a-y!”


      I thought furiously as I treaded water; this wasn’t working out, not at all! Bea was right, the gig would be seriously overloaded with Eric’s bulk in it along with Lisa and Patch and I, and it’d be in serious danger of swamping. If he was kicking and screaming on top of everything else… “Eric,” I tried again. “It’s Harv. Remember me?”


      “Wa-a-a-ay!” he cried out again, kicking furiously at the gig’s hull.


      Damn it all to hell! What on earth could I do? For just a moment I pictured myself spending all afternoon swimming after Eric while Freedom City fought for its life just over my head. Then, as counterpoint, I imagined myself climbing into the gig and motoring away, leaving Eric to kick out his life here among the vertical steel girders, where the sun never shone and there was no hope of him finding solid ground under his hooves ever again. Then I clenched my fists in rage and gnashed my teeth at the reluctant ass. “God damn you for a fool, Eric Shackleton!” I screamed. “Why do you insist on dying? Why can’t you live and thrive and be free?”


      For just a second recognition seemed to dawn in Eric’s dull eyes, and he quit kicking. I pounded the water again. “You’re a goddamned fool, Eric!” I bawled out at the top of my lungs. “You’re useless and decrepit and a sick, sick pervert! I’m going to make you be free!”


      Almost as if a spring was running down, Eric slowed and then stopped, shaking his head. It seemed to be working, so I kept right on screaming. “You stay right where you are, do you hear me? If you don’t, I’ll… I’ll… I’ll tell your Mistress!”


      That was all it took. Eric’s eyes rolled in terror again, then he raised his head and gave out a long mournful bray.


      It was the saddest, most hopeless sound that I’d ever heard in my life.


      “You stay right there, Eric!” I commanded. “And help us get you into the boat. You hear me?”


      He brayed mournfully again.

    


    
      “Good!” I roared out at the top of my lungs. If Eric was responding to dominance, then by god I’d give him dominance! “Because if you don’t, you’ll be sorry! I promise you’ll be sorry!”


      It was a pretty straightforward exercise after that; though Eric was horribly weak I compensated by being strong, and him having just bathed for the first time since who knew when made the job a lot more pleasant than it otherwise might’ve have been. We had a good four inches of freeboard left when the donkey was finally settled in. Moments later he lost consciousness once more. Probably that was best for everyone.


      “All right,” I said, turning to Patch. “That’s done, thank heavens. Now, where are we going?”


      “Sir,” Patch explained as he swung us about. “I’ll go wherever you two Board Members tell me to go, of course.”


      “Of course,” I answered. “But surely my wife gave you instructions in case we were unconscious?”


      “Yes, sir!” Patch replied eagerly. “Mrs. Foote told me to bring you directly back to Wavehopper, sir. The Brains are sending all kinds of junk aboard. The reason that Gabe didn’t come to get you himself is that he was already tied up with the cutter running back and forth for them.”


      “I see.” I hadn’t had time to wonder about Gabe, to be quite honest. And,


      frankly, with things the way that they were in the City, Wavehopper might very well be the best possible place to be. Sure, it could be sunk by a single missile. But who would waste a missile on her to begin with? And at least we wouldn’t be continually interrupted every time we turned around by riots, quislings, commandos and who knew what all other menaces were still to come. “I think I agree with my wife,” I said after a moment’s consideration. “She always was the smart one. Is Wavehopper still tied up at Freedom Circle?”


      “No, sir!” Patch replied. “She’s putting out to sea, beating to windward. We can catch her easily, so long as the sea remains calm.”


      I nodded, looking down at our four inches of freeboard. If the seas didn’t remain calm then we were sunk, both literally and figuratively. “Lisa,” I asked my fellow Board member, who’d been listening in. “Do you agree? Should we move out to my yacht?”


      “It’s as good as anyplace, I suppose,” she replied. “Why not?”

    


    
      



      We’d made perhaps a quarter-mile out towards the edge of the platform, dodging girders and floating trash all the way, when something occurred to me. “Patch?” I asked.


      “Sir?” he replied.


      “Patch, what was the traffic like out on the open water when you came in?”


      He visibly shuddered. “Terrible, sir. Absolutely terrible. And chaotic, too, No one seems to be following the rules. Anyone who can get out is doing so. People think it’s going to come down to a shooting war.”


      I nodded. It was only to be expected. “And this is an open boat. Everyone and their brother is going to recognize Lisa and me when we get out onto the open water.”


      My cox’n nodded. “Yes, sir. Especially you.” Then he bent over and opened a small locker at his feet. “That’s why I brought a tarp.”


      I nodded. “Good thinking. But I still don’t think it’s quite enough. After all, this gig is pretty distinctive, and every ship-buff in the world knows that Wavehopper belongs to me.”


      Patch nodded. “Yes, sir. But what else can we do? If we try to get you two back into the City, everyone will still recognize you. There aren’t many choices that I can see.”


      “Hmm,” I said, wriggling my nose. He was right. “But we’ve got to do something, or else Wavehopper will become a target for sure.”


      Lisa tilted her head to one side. “Harv,” she said after a time. “Please, don’t be offended, either of you. But there’s something I need to say.”


      “You could never offend me, ma’am,” I replied formally. “Not after what you’ve done this day. Go ahead.” Patch nodded his agreement.


      “Well…” she said, still hesitating. “I don’t know if you rabbit-types realize it or not, but you don’t have much in the way of recognizable faces. If it wasn’t for the fact that your fur comes in so many different colors and patterns, and that some of you have lop ears and such, the rest of us could never tell you apart.”


      I nodded again. “We know. That’s why some of us also wear individualized clothing.” I fingered my green tux jacket. “There’s a lot of white rabbits, for example. I hardly hold a monopoly.”

    


    
      “Right,” Lisa agreed. “My point exactly.” Then she turned to Patch. “If you didn’t have that big black spot over your eye,” she said slowly, “and if you were wearing Harv’s jacket, then I don’t think that I could tell the difference.”


      Patch blinked. “But I’m much smaller than Mr. Foote,” he objected. “I did that on purpose to make it easier to get around on the lower decks. And he smells different; more cinnamon-like.”


      Lisa smiled gently. “Of course, Patch,” she agreed. “You’re smaller, but you have to remember that normal people think of all Foote rabbits as small. And no normal person can smell you at all.”


      I nodded slowly. “You think that we could pull off a switcheroo, don’t you?”


      “Yes,” she said, smiling. “I do. No one will notice me; I’m just another normal woman. But you can bet your bottom dollar that the mainlanders will have every spy satellite in the sky watching for you, Harv. You’re by far the easier target.”


      “Yes,” I agreed. Then I turned to Patch. “Don’t we have a first-aid kit in this thing?” I asked.


      “Yes, sir!” he agreed, burrowing once more between his legs. “After all, this is technically a lifeboat.” For a few moments he dug through the gear, tossing all sorts of oddments out onto the boat’s simulated plank bottom. Then he found what he was looking for, a large package with a red cross prominently emblazoned on the side. “Here it is, sir!”


      “Look and see if there’s any sunscreen in there,” I said. “Or, failing that, maybe some white antibiotic cream.”


      There was in fact a large tube of white sunscreen cream right on top, and hurriedly Lisa began smearing it over the single area of black fur that gave Patch his name. “It’s working!” she said proudly. “Not perfectly, but well enough!”


      “Excellent!” I replied, shedding my jacket. “Is there any good black grease to be had anywhere?”


      Patch frowned. “This is a fuel-cell powerplant,” he muttered. Not much oil in… Hey!”


      “Hey what?” Lisa asked, still smearing suntan oil.


      “The prop gland is leaking!” Patch exclaimed. “It’s slow, and no big deal; not even worth fixing, really. But…”

    


    
      “Right,” I replied, carefully stepping around Eric and making my way to the stern. Lisa and Patch eased over and made room, and very carefully I unlocked the catch on the tiller arm and used it as a lever to tip up my gig motor’s lower unit. Sure enough, there was a big wad of black goo collected around the prop shaft.


      “Let me get that, Harv.” Lisa directed. “This is going to look a little rough anyway, and we don’t want any other black smears on you to give anyone any ideas.”


      I nodded and let Lisa reach past me. “Are you absolutely certain that you want to go through with this?” I asked Patch as she gathered up a nice glob of grease. “It could be dangerous for you.”


      Patch looked me in the eyes, then placed a hand on my shoulder. “Sir,” he replied. “It’s an honor to be of service.” Then he took off the insignia-orange windbreaker that he always wore to keep the spray off when out in a boat, rain or shine. “Here,” he said, handing it to me. “I hope the ear-holes in the hood line up for you.”


      The ear-holes did indeed line up, though of course the garment was overall a bit short and tight. That didn’t really matter, however, as Patch always wore it hanging open anyway, and naturally I was going to be emulating him. In turn, my green tux wasn’t a perfect fit on Patch either. But given its battered and scorched state, I didn’t anticipate anyone noticing anything odd.


      “That’s amazing!” Lisa said. Looking from one of us to the other. “I’d never question it for a minute, at a distance.”


      “But he smells so much different than I do!” Patch objected again, and part of me understood perfectly what he meant. No rabbit would ever even begin to confuse the two of us.


      “True enough,” I agreed. “But spy satellites can’t smell.”


      “That is a rather difficult trick to pull off in a vacuum,” Lisa agreed with the first


      smile I’d seen on her face in much, much too long. Patch and I smiled back, then I took charge again.


      “All right,” I said. “I suppose that I ought to take the tiller then, while ‘Harv’ rides up front. Lisa, maybe you ought to go under the tarp for now, just so as not to take any unnecessary chances.”


      “Okay,” she agreed. “What about Eric?”


      “We’re loaded to the gunwales,” I answered. “There’s no possible way to hide that, so we might as well let them see what’s aboard. After all, what could be less suspicious than an eighteenth-century ships’ boat replica carrying a decrepit donkey out from underneath a mid-ocean platform, thousands of miles away from the nearest farm? And in the middle of a war zone at that?”

    


    
      Lisa smiled again as I twisted the tiller and our little craft surged forward. “I have to admit that I’d like to see their intelligence experts explain this one!”


      I smiled back. “So would I, Lisa. So would I.”


      



      The trip out to Wavehopper was surprisingly smooth; most of the horrendous traffic that Patch had spoken of was now well out to sea. Plus, the hydrogen farmers had by now banded together and taken charge, forcing what had once been an insane mob of fleeing ships into some semblance of a normal traffic pattern. Even as I watched, one of Hindenburg Hydrogen’s tugs blared its siren at an errant container ship and fired flares menacingly in its general direction. The container ship, despite being much larger than the tug, meekly swung back into line.


      “God bless the farmers!” Patch said from his seat up for’rard. “We might not’ve made it alive if things had gotten much worse. Not that it’s any picnic now.”


      I nodded grimly; our freeboard was so low that every wake and wavelet was a major navigational challenge. Our bilge pump was roaring away continually from where I’d failed to bring us around smartly enough to put our bows into a wave, and after long minutes it was only now catching up. “Thank god that the tugs recognized me. Or you. Whoever.”


      Patch nodded in agreement; there was a tug escorting us off of each beam now, and we weren’t being required to conform to other traffic. There’d been another brief orgasm of sirens and the like when my gig first popped out into sight, and Patch did a perfect job imitating my usual smile and wave. Wavehopper was just ahead now, her sails flapping noisily as she threw all aback in order to allow us to catch up. As a true sailing vessel Wavehopper had the permanent right-of-way over powered craft. Therefore she’d not been forced into the traffic pattern either, and there were no ships other than our hydrogen-tug escort nearby to snoop too closely at what we were doing.

    


    
      “Patch,” I called out, “I need your advice. I’m going for the lee side main chains.”


      “Of course,” Patch agreed. This was just common sense, with an overloaded boat.


      “Should I come up from astern, or try and bring her about at the last minute?”


      “Neither,” Patch advised after a bare moment’s consideration. “The cutter’s back aboard, so Gabe is too. He’s a damn fine seaman for a Navy swabbie. Come up alee and then let Gabe drift down to you. With the gig so heavily loaded, Wavehopper’s probably more manageable than this beast.”


      I nodded and swung the tiller slightly. “All right.”


      Sure enough, without a word of communication Gabe began to set the ‘hopper up for the maneuver. Even as I watched, my yacht’s sheets and halyards rearranged themselves with electrical whines, and the sails shrank and caught the wind.


      “He’s making himself just a little steerageway,” Patch explained unnecessarily. “So that the rudder will bite.”


      “Ahoy the boat!” I heard Gabe’s voice bellow across the water as we crept closer. It was getting along towards sunset now, and the bulk of my ship was blocking the sun.


      “Tell him there’s an officer on board!” Patch instructed me.


      I cocked my head. “You’ve got to be kidding!” I exclaimed. “We don’t have time—”


      “Sir!” Patch replied, looking shocked. “This is wartime. Proper etiquette is more important now than ever!”


      I rolled my eyes—seamen were so superstitious! “Aye, Aye!” I answered, displaying four fingers so as to indicate that ‘Harv’ was on board.


      Suddenly Gabe’s voice grew suspicious. “Sheer off!” he declared. “Sheer off or so help me I’ll fire into you! I don’t know who you are, but—”


      “Gabe!” Patch cried out, his voice far more piercing than mine. “It’s me! Mr. Foote and I are trading places!” Then he waved.


      For a long moment no reply came from the frigate. Then Bea’s voice spoke inside my head. “Harv?”


      “Yes, love?” I replied.


      “Harv, is everything okay?”

    


    
      I nodded mentally. “Just fine, hon. Patch is telling the truth.” I didn’t want to be any more specific than I could help over the radio.


      “Good, Harv!” she answered enthusiastically. “Then she gave me the ghost of a kiss and vanished.


      “All right!” Gabe called out almost immediately. “Prepare to come alongside!”


      I came about as planned, and watched with both awe and a little stab of wholly unjustified jealousy as Gabe let Wavehopper sag slowly to leeward until our hulls were just a few inches apart. I stood up and made us fast just as Patch took my usual position securing the bowline. Then we were alongside.


      “They’ll drop a line for Eric,” Patch said. “Can you rig a sling? It would normally be your job.”


      “I think I can stumble through,” I replied. “Let me know if I do anything wrong.”


      “Sure,” he agreed. “And it’ll be your job to help Lisa climb aboard.”


      I nodded again. “Do you think that you can climb the chains?” I asked her. “If not, I can ask for a bos’n chair.”


      She eyed the side of my frigate carefully. “I can make it,” she said at last. “If you’ll help me get started.”


      “Of course,” I replied with a little bow. She was a mere featherweight when I helped her climb up on the gunwale, Patch shifting position to counterbalance the boat. Then she made a perfectly timed step and was on her way up on deck. Just as soon as she was into the entry-port, a line came dropping down for Eric. I closed my eyes for an instant to access my knot library, then in a few seconds had created a fairly serviceable rig. As Gabe hauled away with the capstan, Patch whistled approvingly.


      “Sir,” he asked. “Are you sure that you were never in the Coast Guard?”


      I felt my ears blush. “I’ve just got a good memory,” I explained.


      Patch nodded. “Must come in handy, being a Brain.”


      “You ought to try it,” I replied, watching the unconscious donkey being swayed up over my head.


      “I just might, sometime. If the damned mainlanders don’t screw everything up for us all.”


      Then Eric was on the quarterdeck and it was time for me to go. I turned to Patch and saluted smartly. The gesture wasn’t intended merely to fool the cameras watching from the sky; I truly meant it and he seemed to realize it.

    


    
      “Good luck, Patch,” I said, my voice catching. “If I were you, I’d make for the Foot. Once you get there you can wipe off that lotion and find a safe place to wait things out.”


      He nodded back, eyes glistening. “That’s where I planned to go, sir.” he agreed. “It‘s where anyone would expect you to go. But after that, maybe I can find something a little more useful to do than just hiding.” He looked down. “Godspeed, sir. Make ‘em pay for what they did!”


      “We’ll do our damnedest,” I answered evenly. Then I turned and jumped onto Wavehopper. The quarterdeck felt firm and friendly indeed under my feet. Here, I knew in my heart, was where I’d make my stand.


      For better or for worse.


      



      My yacht was littered with crates, so many that my ship seemed almost a stranger to me. They were stacked everywhere, on virtually every level surface, so hastily that not a single one was properly secured. “Saltwater Purifying System Refill Membranes”, the nearest to me was labeled, while another was from the company that had supplied most of Wavehopper’s servomotors. “Gabe!” I cried out. “ What’s all of this? We don’t need any of this stuff; the ‘hopper was already outfitted with stores.”


      He was still busy at the capstan, lowering Eric down to sickbay. My shipboard medical facility was small, but very up-to-date. The donkey would probably be getting the best care that he’d seen in a long, long time. “It’s not what you think, sir. The boxes are dummies. Look inside one, preferably one not visible from overhead. You’ll see what I mean.”


      I nodded and selected a crate that’d been placed underneath the belly of the mainsail, one purportedly filled with high-tech lubricants. The lid was sloppily sealed. When I ripped it open…


      …there was a Brainbox inside, complete with a portable life-support rig. I recoiled in surprise; even now, the things still made me queasy. “My god!” I said aloud. Then Lisa stepped up alongside me.


      “My god!” she echoed.

    


    
      “That’s Dr. Chang, not God,” Gabe explained. “We don’t have him wired up quite yet, though Mrs. Foote says that he has to be next.”


      I looked into the crate again; sure enough, Chang’s leads weren’t plugged into anything. “Jesus!”


      “Yes, sir.” Gabe agreed sincerely. “Sir, with all due respect, there’s more work to be done here than I can possibly take care of alone, and you’ve requisitioned my helper. That was a neat little trick, by the way, trading places like that.”


      I nodded and pointed at Lisa, who was still staring down into the crate. “It was her idea,” I said.


      “Good thinking!” Gabe said, smiling approvingly. “I was really worried that Patch’s tarp trick wouldn’t hold up.” Then he turned back to me. “Sir, I’ve got two Brains wired up already, and they’re operating remote-powered equipment down in the saloon. But we can’t let any of that kind of stuff show above decks. Everything up here has got to be moved either by hand or with the ‘hopper’s own gear. Otherwise someone might notice.”


      “Right,” I agreed. “I’ll gladly help.”


      “Carry the crates to the main companionway, and the Brains will take them from there.”


      Just then I had a thought that caused me to shudder. “Am I aboard?” I asked. “My Brainbox, that is.”


      “Yes, sir.” Gabe answered, looking down at the deck. “You’re up at the foot of the mainmast. But don’t worry; you’ve got enough battery power and fresh nutrient to last for hours, or so your wife says. I made sure to ask.”


      I nodded. “Thanks.” Why did I feel shame whenever I discussed my Brainbox, I wondered for a moment. Almost as if the subject were obscene? Even Gabe felt that way deep down, it was clear despite the fact that he was fighting hard to maintain our right to do this kind of thing to ourselves. Bea never got all icky when discussing her box, nor did any of the other medical types. What a strange, strange species we were! Then I turned to Lisa. “You might as well settle in down below,” I suggested to her. “There’s a secure comm unit down in my cabin. Perhaps you could make contact with the City on it, and find out what’s going on?”

    


    
      “Right.” she agreed, looking around at the chaos that was my quarterdeck. “I’ll check in with Colonel Greene and anyone else I can get hold of.”


      “Try and find out what’s happened to Anson and the rest,” I urged. “In the meantime, Gabe’s right. We’ve got to get the Brain Trust back into business first thing, or else we’re in a heap of trouble.”


      



      Dr. Chang’s brainbox wasn’t terribly heavy, though it was awkward enough to maneuver down the narrow, steep companionway. As I neared the bottom, the heavy polished wooden portal swung open and a blast of cool, air-conditioned air swirled out. “Here,” a woman’s voice said as two metallic arms snaked out of the darkness. “Let me take that for you, sir.”


      “Thank you,” I replied automatically. “I didn’t recognize your voice.”


      “I’m Megan!” she replied brightly. “I’ve only been a Brain a few weeks, sir. So we haven’t really had a chance to meet.”


      My mind whirred. “Bea put you to work watching Roger Abrams,” I recollected.


      “Yes, sir,” she replied. “I’m still too inexperienced to do much else. Though I seem to have a talent for operating remote machinery.” Chang’s Brainbox bounced up and down a little as she demonstrated. “They hooked me up first so that everyone could access my skill to help set things up. There’s not much room for error here.”


      I nodded. “Good to meet you, Megan. Who else have you got hooked up?”


      “Dr. Stations, sir. He’s monitoring the media. So far that’s all we’ve had time for.”


      I cocked my head to one side. “But I just talked to Bea. She’s hooked up.”


      There was a very long hesitation. “Sir, didn’t you know? She’s staying on back at the platform. Someone had to stay on-line to keep things rolling, and her skill-sets were non-essential out here on the ‘hopper.”


      Suddenly my stomach turned to ice. “Bea!” I screamed out mentally.


      “Shh!” my wife responded. “Don’t be angry! And remember, people might be listening.”

    


    
      I ground my teeth in anger. But she was right. I’d have to keep my head about me. “Bea! You know what Megan just told me; I can tell. Care to explain it?”


      There was a short silence. “She’s right ,” my wife said slowly. “And… Harv, face facts. We’re just too important to be together right now. I’m your alternate. And there’s Felix to think of.”


      I nodded slowly, understanding. Bea had assigned the voting rights of her shares in Freedom City Corporation to me, and I’d in turn made her my own alternate in the event of my death. If both of us died, then far too large and important a block of Freedom City stock would remain unvoted. It could introduce uncertainty and confusion into the political process at a time when we could afford no more. And there was Felix to think of, too. He was a fully grown man, but grown men need their parents too. He was plenty smart and capable, but not quite ready yet to bear the kind of burden that our family’s level of wealth and social stature carried with it.


      “All right,” I agreed, calming a little. “ I don’t like it at all, but all right.”


      “Love you so much, hon” Bea replied. “You’re kinda cute when you’re angry.” Then she was gone.


      There were only three more Brains to be installed, one of them a Conestoga physicist and the second a computer expert whom I rather suspected was filled to the gills with the nastiest electronic viruses ever seen on Earth. The third was me, of course. Despite the availability of Megan’s dexterity for all to share, the saloon quickly became jammed to overflowing with cabinet after cabinet of mysterious equipment. I recognized some of the gear from the Conestoga lab, though other bits and pieces were entirely new to me.


      Gradually, it began to dawn on me what was going on. “Megan,” I asked while carrying one of the last loads. “You’re recreating the secret lab here, aren’t you?”


      “Of course,” she replied. “But it will take hours. We haven’t even begun yet, in fact; we’re still setting up our Brain network and life support system.”


      “But why?” I asked. “The capsule was shot down. We don’t have an orbiter. And we decided not to build an antenna. It would’ve been too obvious a target. Now it’s too late, and the measurements are too precise and critical to jury-rig the thing. We threw away our chance.”

    


    
      “I know,” she answered. “We agreed not to build an antenna because it was too risky. All except for one of us.”


      I cocked my head to one side in confusion, then Bea’s voice sounded in my mind


      once more. “I’m such a pessimist,” she said smugly. “And I don’t take orders worth a damn. Look up, Harv, and think about it for a few minutes. You’re a smart enough guy. You’ll understand.”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Fourteen


      



      Look up? I asked myself. Look up? Then I did exactly that…


      …and with a slowly dawning awareness did indeed come to understand.


      “Bea,” I said aloud, examining the forest of new “lightning-proof” rigging spread out over hundreds of cubic feet above my head. Gabe had been surprised at how high the quality of the materials had been; now everything was clear. “You’re not just the smart one, my dear. You’re a frigging genius!” Then I clapped my hands and leapt for joy. I’d resigned myself to making a near-hopeless stand, and here was victory staring me right in the face. “My beautiful wife!” I cried aloud again. “I love you!”


      “Sir?” Megan asked, baffled.


      I couldn’t help myself; with a little pirouette I danced down the companionway and kissed Megan’s cargo-bot right on the camera lens. “I love you too!” I declared to the universe. “I love everyone!”


      “Are you quite all right, sir?”


      “Oh, yes!” I explained, smiling like a pirate with my single black eye. “Never more so! Now, dear Megan, can you give me an estimate on how long it’s going to take to get Conestoga up and running?”


      The ‘bot sagged a little. “All night, at least.” she explained. “We’ve got Dr. Chang on line now, and he’s… Wait a minute, sir. He’d like to speak to you.”


      I nodded, then Benton’s Texas drawl emerged from the bot’s single tinny speaker. “Good evening, Mr. Foote.” he greeted me.


      “Good evening to you, Doctor.” I replied with a little bow.


      “May I congratulate you on your taste in spouses, sir” he continued. “This was…”


      “Brilliant?” I suggested, smiling like an idiot. “Gutsy? Daring?”

    


    
      “All of those things,” Benton agreed, “And more.”


      I nodded, still smiling. “And you’re a lying sack of shit, Dr. Chang. Aren’t you?”


      There was a very long silence. “Sir?” he asked after a long silence.


      “Don’t get me wrong,” I said hurriedly. “But Bea couldn’t possibly have kept anything like this secret from the rest of you, now could she? I’ve been inside, and I know how the network operates. You all not only had to know about this, but had to take it into account in your planning from the very beginning.”


      There was another long silence. “Mr. Foote,” Chang’s voice began again. “I, ah, don’t think—”


      “Maybe you don’t think, Benton,” I continued. “But I most certainly do. For some time now, I’ve suspected that the Brain Trust has been holding certain things back on me. I’ve gone right along with you up until now regardless, because I’ve been in mindlink with you and therefore I know you better than I could any normal human. You had your reasons, I told myself. I trust you, even now, to do what you think is right. But now not only has a Brain that I trusted lied to me, but my own wife of more than a half-century has lied to me as well. Things have hit a new level, so to speak, and I don’t know what to believe any more. Would anyone care to explain?”


      “I… We…” the speaker spluttered.


      “Harv!” Bea’s voice whispered in my head. “It’s not what you think!”


      I held up my hand to silence Chang. “One at a time,” I demanded. “I’m not networked for multiple inputs like the rest of you. Bea, I’d like to hear from you first.”


      She sighed, then her voice emerged from the speaker. “Harv, I’ve got to talk to you this way, even though it’s less intimate. This link is guaranteed secure; our usual one I’m no longer so certain of.”


      “All right,” I agreed flatly.


      Bea sighed. “Conflict has been inevitable between us and the rest of humanity since the day Anson drove his first piling. You can see that, can’t you?”


      “I can now,” I agreed. “I couldn’t then. No one could.”


      “A lot of historians did see it, though no one listened to them. Anyway, we’re also the only thing preventing the rest of humanity from entering a new dark age of mysticism and fear and revanchism; you know that in your heart as well.”

    


    
      “I do,” I agreed. “This is all old ground.”


      “Right,” Bea agreed. “Please, Harv, be patient with us for just a little while longer.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “The fact of the matter is, my love, that we Brains are truly something new under the sun. We’re far more capable than anything that this tired old world has seen before, and far more intelligent. Are we still together?”


      I nodded. “Yes.”


      “We’re the future, as you yourself have so often said. We’re the logical outcome of everything that has gone before us. We’re what happens when Mankind evolves himself intelligently instead of leaving things to blind chance.” She paused. “We’re supermen, Harv. In honesty, and in the full light of day, I tell you that we are supermen.”


      I nodded again. “Anson agrees.”


      “We’re the future,” Bea said again. “And in order to be the future, in order to safeguard everyone’s future, we absolutely must control the present.”


      I cocked my head to one side. “Say that again, Beatrice?” I asked. “Forgive me, but I thought I just heard my beloved wife declare that she’s become a superman and that this gives her the right to control the fates of everyone else on the planet, with their consent or without.”


      Bea sighed. “Harv, it’s not like that…”


      “It never is!” I interrupted angrily. “Damnit, the minute someone starts telling lies to me, I go all surly and suspicious. You know that, Bea!”


      Then a new voice spoke. “From time to time,” the cultured English voice said wearily, “The tree of Liberty must be watered with the blood of patriots.”


      “Hello, Dr. Stations;” I greeted the newest member of the Brain Trust. “How are you today?”


      “Very tired, Mr. Foote” he answered. “I’m monitoring a hundred channels at once, sometimes even more, trying to keep track of everything that’s happening everywhere today. And so far, with the single notable exception of the entire Freedom City government nearly getting itself killed in a chance firefight, everything is going exactly according to plan.”

    


    
      I nodded. “You actively wanted to provoke a shooting war,” I said. “Right from the very beginning. You all did. Admit it!”


      “Yes,” he answered. “As all historians know, we humans live in a world where outcomes are too often dictated by the aggressive use of one kind of force or another. Certainly, we attempt to rise above our basest instincts; our efforts to do so reflect the most noble aspects of Man. We make treaties and seek peace and fair trade.” He paused. “However, without exception the treaties either reflect an accurate understanding of the relative strengths of the nations involved, or else they fail disastrously. Always, some sort of force is the bottom line.”


      I nodded. “I’m a very old man, sir. With all due respect, this isn’t exactly news to me.”


      The cargo ‘bot nodded. “Of course, sir. I didn’t think that it would be. But, if I may ask, why exactly did you believe that Freedom City would prove to be an exception to this inflexible rule?”


      It was my turn to pause for a moment. “I, uh…”


      “At first,” Stations continued remorselessly, “Freedom City was far too weak to be perceived as a threat. Then, you developed gengineering to new levels and soon thereafter an attempt was made to assassinate Freedom’s most powerful ruling family. Did you think that the timing of this was sheer coincidence?” The ‘bot tilted its sensor pod to one side. “You don’t deny that you and Bea have grown to be far more influential and powerful than Anson and Jasmine, do you? Though you’ve never sought political power, it has definitely found you, sir. Anson knows this, and has attempted many times to persuade you to accept titular leadership so as to resolve what is already obvious to everyone else. He’s a wise and selfless man; it’ll be a great honor to commune with him someday.”


      I tried to interrupt, but Stations rolled remorselessly on. “Power is a notoriously difficult thing to define, Mr. Foote, and even more difficult to actively exercise and allocate. Yet power is such a fundamental part of the human experience that all of us recognize it instantly wherever and whenever we encounter it. Most likely it’ll never be done away with entirely. Even we Brains have formed a sort of hierarchy based on knowledge, willpower, and capabilities.”

    


    
      “Really?” I asked. From my own limited communing experience, I’d have thought that Brains would’ve evolved beyond the eternal quest for Alphahood. “May I inquire as to who’s on top?”


      “Your wife, of course.” Stations replied promptly. “Being Freedomites, where else would we look for leadership than to a Foote? The symmetry is perfect; she’s the leading Brain and you’re the leading non-Brain of Freedom City. Or, at least, for all practical purposes you’re a non-Brain. Everyone understands why you’ve not chosen to fully join us, of course. In fact, we’ve been grateful to you for not doing so. As a true Brain, you’d be far less acceptable to the masses.”


      “Of course,” I agreed slowly. Bea was the natural leader of the Brains? This would explain so many things...


      “At any rate,” Stations continued, “the march of technology has been concentrating power in fewer and fewer hands for millennia now. An absurdly tiny corps of men control the nuclear weapons of the United States of America, for example. The world’s wealth is today in the hands of a tiny group of international bankers wielding immensely powerful financial tools. And so forth.”


      I nodded again. “True enough.”


      The cargo ‘bot paused for a moment. “Because technological growth has slowed and even to a degree reversed itself elsewhere, Freedom City today stands at the very apex of modernity, and therefore has the wherewithal to generate and concentrate power in ways and to degrees far beyond those available anywhere else. Sir, as you well know the body that you wear couldn’t be produced anywhere else, or by anyone else. We make the best semiconductors, devise the most efficient software, and when we put our minds to it we produce by far the most effective weaponry. Conestoga isn’t the only example. Our laser rifles are lighter and can fire many more charges than those of any other nation without reloading. And our platform-launched missiles are twenty years ahead of anything the mainlanders can field. Quality versus quantity is a very old race, but quality always has the edge.” Stations, through his spider-like avatar, looked away. “Sir, I swear this to you on everything that I consider holy. Yes, we Brains conceived of Conestoga as a weapon from the very beginning. Yes, we Brains exploited Conestoga’s peaceful uses in order to get you on board and persuade you to unify Freedom City behind you. Yes, we sought to inflame nationalist feelings on both sides of the fence and thereby not only incite a shooting war but also make the idea palatable to Freedomites. Yes, we lied to you about our antenna difficulties; in point of fact we’ve by now safely teleported mammals many times over significant distances. However, had we not misled you about these things you wouldn’t have pushed the booster program with all your heart and soul. And that, you see, was what the situation required. The average Freedomite on the street would’ve seen through you had you given any less. They had to share your dream, and then see it dashed before their eyes. But I swear to you that our deceit went no further, and that it has ended forever. We’ll never seek to manipulate you again; it’d be unforgivable for us to do so. Only the most desperate of necessity excuses us this one time, and if we win such necessity will never arise again.”

    


    
      I shook my head in confusion. How could I ever believe the Brain Trust after this? Then again, considering how the world was falling apart, how could I possibly not? There wasn’t any other game in town! “But why, dammit?” I asked. “Why was it so uber-important that my countrymen believe I truly gave my heart and my soul?”


      Stations swung the sensor pod back towards me. “Because that’s the only way the common people will come to believe in you. Now, and after the war both. Sir, if things continue to go according to plan and if we can avoid the many perils that still lie before us, you’re about to become the most powerful man this planet has ever known. You’re about to lead Freedom City to an impossible victory against the mainlanders, thus unifying your nation forever and catalyzing a worldwide technological and spiritual renaissance the like of which has never been seen before. Even more, you’re about to become the person through which mankind redefines itself and thereby liberates itself once and for all from poverty, toil, ignorance and need. You’re the right person at the right place at the right time, sir. And I for one am grateful to whatever gods might exist that it’s you and your wife that’ve found your way here not anyone else. The human race couldn’t have asked for better, and probably deserves much worse.”


      For a long, long time I simply stared slack-jawed at the very ordinary little ‘bot. Then, an unexpected voice spoke behind me. “Hear, hear!”

    


    
      I swung around, startled. Suddenly I felt very small and frightened. But it was just Gabe, applauding silently with his soft-furred hands. Lisa stood beside him, eyes glowing. “Second the motion!” she declared. “Harv, they’re right. You can feel it in your heart and your soul. Freedom City’s finally all the way grown up now, and it’s time for us to stand up and take our place in the sun. We’re the best thing going for Mankind, and even our enemies know it. That’s why they fear us so. And that’s why we must take the lead; take it by force if we have to. After all, they fired the first shot. Without hesitation, you’ll notice.”


      “But…” I said. “I’m no politician. Just a hotel owner, is all. That’s the only thing that I really know how to do.”


      “Ben Franklin was just a printer,” Gabe replied. “And Thomas Jefferson was just a farmer.”


      “Harv?” This time it was Bea’s voice that came through the cargo ‘bot’s speaker.


      “Yes, dear?” I replied automatically.


      “You know fully damned well that I don’t have what it takes to be a great leader. I’m far too pragmatic, and even a little bit too selfish some ways.”


      I nodded. “Forgive me, dearest. I love you with all my heart and soul, but I find that I must agree with you.”


      The ‘bot nodded. “I know that you love me, Harv, as much as I love you. And no forgiveness is needed for speaking the truth, especially not now of all times. So I know that I can speak the truth freely as well.”


      “Of course,” I agreed. “Right now, nothing less will do.”


      “Good. Harvey, you’re absolutely right when you say that you’re not cut out to be a politician. You’re unsophisticated in some ways, and terribly naïve in others. Worst of all, you’re far too trusting.” She paused and sighed. “You wouldn’t believe how many late nights I’ve spent trying to keep our account-books up to your standard of honesty, even when I thought that you were demanding far too much of us. Even more, you’d probably be shocked to learn some of the things I’ve done to those who’ve tried to abuse your trust, who took one look at your generous nature and tried to take you for everything you had. Even long before I was a Brain.”

    


    
      I winced. Bea was right, except that I suspected I knew a lot more about how she’d covered for me than she realized. “Like I said, dear, I’m no politician. Look at how easily you Brains manipulated me, for example. I’m not fit to lead today’s Freedom City, much less a superpower.”


      She shook the ‘bot’s head. “But Harv, I am a good politician. I’m plenty nasty enough to survive in the snakepit. And you’re a magnificent and ethical leader of men, where I’m not and never will be.” She paused. “Harv, a couple hours back you rescued Eric from himself. I’d have left him lying right where he was to die. It’s not because I don’t like him, or because I don’t feel empathy for him. Far from it! Under ordinary circumstances I’d have moved heaven and earth to get him some kind of help. But today I’d have let him lie there and die rather than endanger Freedom City. And do you know what?”


      “What, dear?”


      “I’d have been dead wrong! It’s always you that does the right thing, Harv, even when it’s not easy.” Bea sighed. “You always say that I’m the smart one, and if you define ‘smart’ to mean ‘pragmatic’ then you’re probably right. But you’re the good one. You invariably attempt to do what you believe to be right, no matter the personal cost. Even more, everyone around you comes to know this in their hearts sooner or later. No one in Freedom City is more beloved and respected, not even Anson. You’re the moral compass and leader, Harv, where I’m the pragmatic executive. We’re partners who need each other, equal and true partners. Just as Dr. Stations said, you’re the right person at the right place at the right time to bring a new incarnation of freedom to everyone, everywhere. History’s hanging on a knife’s edge and the world is lying at your feet, lying sick and dying and willingly enslaved to false and cruel doctrines. Will you turn your back on them, my love, or will you step up to the plate and swing away?”


      “The crowd wants you to swing,” Lisa said.


      “Yes,” Gabe agreed. “Swing for the fences! For the good of everyone.”


      I looked all around me for help, but I was surrounded. “People are dying!” I pointed out. “For all I know, Anson and Abu are dead. And Andy and Kathy.”

    


    
      “If freedom doesn’t triumph,” Station’s voice said, “billions will die that might have lived.”


      “Billions,” echoed Bea’s voice in my head. “Harv, he’s absolutely right. Only something like Conestoga can save us from a cold, dark future. And the mainlanders can’t and won’t invent their own Conestoga. They’re mundanes, unable to dream.”


      I turned from one face to another. They were suddenly very blurry. “I…”


      Then Lisa stood upright. “Mr. Foreign Minister,” she said, “Anson and Abu aren’t dead. They’ve reached the primary secure command center and wish to speak with you; in fact, that’s why I came up here in the first place. They’re fine, and I took the liberty of asking about the bodyguard squad. Your friend Andy was wounded and is receiving treatment; he’ll be fine. Kathy, however…” Her face fell.


      My eyes teared up. “Oh, no! Little Harv is only six!”


      “I’m very sorry, sir.” Lisa replied gently. Then she stood up straight again. “Mr. Foreign Minister, she performed her duty to the very end. Are you prepared to perform yours?”


      I looked around me one last time; everyone seemed to be staring at me expectantly.


      Then I blinked away my tears and steeled myself to do that which I most manifestly had to. Now was the time for action.


      There’d be plenty of time for weeping later.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Fifteen


      



      Chaos reigned belowdecks; at least five ‘bots identical to the one I’d just been speaking to were zipping to and fro, rearranging and connecting up various bits of gadgetry. The Brainboxes were all lined up against the mahogany bar, their nutrient lines snaking about and looking like the world’s most complex keg-tapping system. Still, I gave the setup barely a glance as I passed through on the way to my cabin. Even though one of the Brains was my own, the life support systems were something that I didn’t particularly want to know more about.


      “You can take a few minutes to clean up, if you’d like,” Lisa offered. “Abu and Anson are doing the same. The conference is scheduled for ten. You need to get that black stuff off of your face; I can take a turn later.”


      I blinked, then checked my internal clock. It was nearly ten at night already? I could hardly believe it! “Yes,” I agreed. “That’s a good idea.” Marine-grade grease is not a good thing for a person to wear around their eyes for any period of time; not only was my fur in that area all matted and clotted up, but the eye itself was red and terribly irritated. I’d turned the discomfort off hours before and forgotten about it; now it was well past time to put things to rights. No furry creature is ever truly comfortable until their grooming needs are attended to, and I was no exception.


      My cabin was equipped with a small shower for long voyages, one that had a blow-dryer built right into the walls. I daubed as much of the grease off as I could onto an expensive bath towel that now, sadly, would never be good for anything else. Then I stepped into the shower, shampooed up, rinsed, and set my dryer for “Maximum”. I was easily done before ten, and felt distinctly better even though my eye would remain irritated and sore for days to come. It wasn’t quite as good as a full grooming session might have been, but I felt much calmer and more myself as I shrugged on a fresh green tuxedo jacket and stepped out into the main cabin.

    


    
      “Thanks for letting me go first, Lisa.” I said. “I needed that.”


      “Indeed,” she replied with a smile. “You look much better.” Then she nodded at the communications unit built into my desk. “The mainlanders have sent us a message, Harv. You probably ought to watch it a time or two before the meeting.”


      I nodded and stepped around to where I could sit on the bed and look over Lisa’s shoulder. She hit the “play” button, and then the president’s grave features were filling the screen.


      “My fellow Americans,” she began.


      “Tonight our nation finds itself facing a grim crisis. At noon today, the small artificial ocean colony that calls itself Freedom City attempted to test-fire an offensive missile of tremendous military capability. This test firing, which defied international law and which no peace-loving nation would ever sanction, unfortunately proved against all expectations to be successful. Therefore, acting upon orders which originated here in the White House, the U.S.S. Oregon City shot down the illegal ballistic missile.”


      The president’s features, already grim, hardened even more. “Over the past few years, the government of Freedom City has proven itself over and over again to be an outlaw regime of unprecedented magnitude. They’ve refused to sign gengineering treaties intended to guarantee that Man never defiles the work of God. They’ve refused to cooperate with income redistribution programs sanctioned by the United Nations, safeguards designed to ensure that rich nations share with the poor. They’ve refused to ratify international sanctions against drug-trafficking; indeed, they willingly allow their own citizens to be victimized by heroin-pushers.. They’ve poisoned the Earth-Mother with their high- tech emissions and mocked Gaia’s children by twisting them into deformed and unnatural caricatures of what they were meant to be.”


      She paused and pressed her lips together. “It’s no secret that Freedom City is made up largely of ex-Americans, though the peoples of all nations are represented there. Indeed, Freedom City is made up almost entirely of our nation’s worst elements, outlaw scientists and unrepentant corporate barons who illegally smuggled the wealth of this great nation into their new and lawless land, leaving America’s economy destitute. Their whole ‘country’, if indeed such a place deserves to be dignified by the term, is made up of anti-environmentalists and so-called libertarians, godless Randites and grasping, greedy businessmen who care only about profits, not the poor. Indeed, their entire population is made up of our malcontents and failures, the ones whom have proven, despite all the efforts of our schools, either incapable of or unwilling to understand and accept the most basic principles of modern government and social justice. There’s no welfare system in Freedom City, my fellow Americans. They let their poor children starve. There’s no public school system; they prefer to keep their serf-like workers ignorant and helpless. There’s no FCC to ensure that their television programs are safe and wholesome. Indeed, their government itself is structured as a...” the president screwed up her face, “a…a corporation.”

    


    
      For a long moment the president paused, staring into the camera to let the impact of the awful “C-word” sink in.


      “As I stated earlier, Freedom City was largely populated by Americans unfit to survive here at home. To a degree, therefore, it can be fairly said that Freedom City is our problem and our responsibility. My fellow Americans, I say to you that it is time for us to face up to our responsibilities and bring Freedom City back into the lawful family of nations, using force if necessary.


      “To the ordinary working people of Freedom City, I say that we are not at war with you. We make war only on your evil, unelected tyrannical leadership. Stay at home and keep your doors locked; our troops are your friends. Soon you shall be free in fact instead of merely in name.


      “To the junta ruling Freedom City, I would make one last appeal. In the name of humanity, please open your doors and allow our troops to enter peacefully. Even now, after all that has already happened, you’ll be dealt with fairly and your willing cooperation won’t be forgotten. Useless bloodshed serves no one’s interests. You can’t win, and you must certainly know it.


      “To the neutral peoples of the world, I say that America is removing a terrible threat from your midst. The criminals who control Freedom City are building weapons of mass-destruction, which are a threat to us all. Bio-war knows no borders. Don’t be surprised at the extreme measures we’re prepared to take to remove this threat once and for all.

    


    
      “And lastly, to the American people I say that once more you are about to serve your proud and most honorable role as the world’s bastion of freedom and democracy. Your sacrifices will serve to make the world a better and more just place.”


      The president smiled reassuringly. “Sleep well tonight, America, knowing that your military is invincible and that the world will be a safer place when this battle is over. God and Gaia and the historical imperatives of social necessity are all clearly on our side. Our cause is just and righteous.”


      Then the monitor went blank.


      “I first watched while you were still busy moving cargo,” Lisa commented bitterly. “I’ve spent most of the time since trying to count the lies and innuendoes.” She scowled. “It keeps me from getting angry.”


      I nodded slowly. “Good plan. You say that this was aired here?”


      “On a wide variety of frequencies,” she answered. “And Freedom-TV is rebroadcasting it.”


      “Of course,” I agreed. “The people have a right to know.” Then I turned and shouted down the hall. “Professor Stations?”


      A cargo ‘bot turned my way and answered in his voice. “Yes?”


      “I suppose that you’ve heard the president’s speech?”


      “Yes,” he replied. “Of course its contents were pretty much what we anticipated.” Then the ‘bot hesitated. “Hold on just a moment please, sir. I need to free up this piece of equipment for other uses.” The spider scuttled off, and then Station’s voice emerged from the speaker on my personal console. “With your permission?”


      “But of course. In fact, please stay there until I ask you to leave. I’m going to need you at my elbow, so to speak.”


      “Yes, sir,” Stations replied.


      Then my main screen lit up again, and the faces of Anson and Abu materialized there. Abu had a large bandage on one cheek, while Anson had a black eye. “My god!” I exclaimed, skipping the formalities. “What happened?”


      “There was hand-to-hand combat,” Anson replied. “Abu saved my life. He’s very good with a knife.”

    


    
      I looked over at the normally self-effacing Abu, who much to my surprise was grinning fiercely. “And Anson saved mine,” he replied. “He in turn is most skilled with a handgun. But we will speak no further of this, Harvey. It is very good to see that you and Lisa are unharmed. We feared the worst.”


      “Bea and the Brain Trust saved us,” I answered.


      Abu nodded. “I mourn for the lost men and women of both sides.” He lowered his eyes for a moment, silently mouthing a prayer in Arabic. Then he looked up once more. “I presume that you two have viewed the speech?”


      “We have,” Lisa replied for both of us.


      “So has the Brain Trust,” I volunteered. “In fact, Dr. Campbell Stations is monitoring this conference, at my request. Are there any objections?”


      “No,” Anson replied for everyone. “Of course not. Greetings, Dr. Stations. We need all the help that we can get.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Chairman,” Stations replied smoothly. “The Brain Trust stands ready to serve in any way possible.”


      “Excellent,” Anson replied. Then he opened the meeting on a formal note. “My fellow Board Members,” he began,” does anyone have any reactions or thoughts on what the president had to say?”


      “She wants all the booty for herself,” Lisa spat. “By declaring us to be an American problem, she’s making sure that she doesn’t have to share the spoils.”


      “I agree,” Abu said. “There was nothing new in this speech, and therefore our position should remain unchanged. We were determined to fight it out, and still are determined to fight it out. Even if we lose, it’d be better to be forced into serfdom at bayonet point than to give an inch.”


      Anson looked at me, and I felt very uncomfortable as I recalled what Stations had just said a few minutes before about our relative positions. Anson was after all my friend and someone whom I respected deeply; Freedom City had been his idea first, not mine. Then I swallowed down my misgivings and spoke aloud. “I, uh...”


      Everyone’s eyes swung towards me. “This communications network is absolutely secure, is it not?” I asked for the record.


      “As secure as secure gets,” Anson answered. “Any system can be broken.”

    


    
      “Of course,” I agreed. Then I took the plunge. “My friends, the Foote Institute would like at this time to reveal to this closed circle the fact that we are in possession of a weapon of unprecedented and almost unimaginable power. If we can bring this weapon to bear, the outcome of this war is not in doubt. We’ll win, and we’ll win easily.”


      Anson’s eyes narrowed. “Harv, I’ll not permit the use of bioweapons, or any other form of weapon of mass destruction. Not unless the mainlanders use them first.”


      I nodded soberly. “I agree, Anson. This weapon is neither biologically based nor necessarily one of mass-destruction, though it certainly can be used as such at need. Due to security issues, I’d rather not go into any more detail.”


      There was a very long silence, then Anson spoke once more. “Harv, if you can’t tell us any more...”


      I sighed. “I trust each and every one of you to the hilt. Heck, you guys actually own part of it; it’s an outgrowth of Conestoga. But even here, I don’t want to say more. The walls may have ears.”


      Abu pressed his lips together, then drummed his fingers nervously on his console. “Harvey,” he said at long last. “What do you need from us?”


      Suddenly everyone was looking at me again; sweat would have been rolling off of me if my body still did that sort of thing. “I need some time,” I explained. “I can’t utilize this new weapon until dawn or sometime after. I don’t want to explain why.”


      “You’ll also need to make sure that the Foote Institute complex isn’t overrun,” Stations interjected. “We’ll need to make use of some of the equipment there.”


      “Computers, dear,” Bea said in my head. “Sorry, didn’t think to tell you.”


      “And you must defend Wavehopper,” I finished up. “It’s an integral part of the weapon system. We’re still well within the defensive missile umbrella. Colonel Greene must be informed that Wavehopper and the Institute are to be defended at all costs.”


      Anson sat back and tapped his teeth with a pen; it was an old habit of his when deep in thought. “You have a weapon,” he said at long last. “And you’re certain that we can win with it.”


      “By any definition of victory that you care to employ,” I replied with a sober nod. “But I need time, and a safe place to work.”

    


    
      “And you can’t tell us any more, for reasons that I can understand and accept.” He leaned back in his chair.


      Then Abu spoke. “Anson,” he said. “We have to do what we discussed earlier. Even if he doesn’t. It was a good idea before, and is now inevitable, given these new circumstances. He must be free to act.”


      My ears pricked up as Anson continued to tap his teeth. Then, after a very long time, he nodded. “I resign as Chairman,” he said. “Effective immediately.”


      “And I nominate Harvey Foote to take his place,” Abu continued smoothly. “Further, I move that he be granted full emergency powers for the duration of this conflict.”


      “Second the motions.” Lisa said formally. “All in favor say ‘Aye’!”


      “Aye!” the others said as one.


      “All opposed?” Lisa asked. Then the rest looked at me expectantly.


      I closed my eyes and looked down at my console. Slowly, an impossible weight materialized on my shoulders. Somehow, I had the feeling that it was going to remain there for a long, long time. “I won’t fight against this any longer,” I said finally. “Perhaps it’s destiny at work after all.” Then I looked up, everything suddenly blurred from the tears forming in my eyes. “Thank you for your trust, my best of friends.”


      Anson was weeping too, I could see. He wiped his eyes, then sat up straight and tall in his seat. “You have our congratulations as a group, and my most sincere personal blessing as well, Mr. Chairman. Have you any instructions for us?”


      I closed my eyes one last time. When they re-opened I was all business. “First things first,” I said. “We need to include Colonel Greene in this discussion and bring him up to speed. For that matter, he’ll likely have some new information for us. Any objections?”


      No one spoke, so I plowed ahead. “Excellent,” I said. “Anson, Abu? I believe that you have a direct line from the Command Center?”


      “Yes, of course.” Anson replied. He pressed a button, and within seconds the grim face of the commander of Freedom City’s militia appeared on-screen.


      “Yes?” he barked. Clearly, our Colonel was a very busy man.

    


    
      I nodded at Anson. “First of all,” my friend began, “there have been some major rearrangements in the Board.” He smiled. “This time, they’re entirely legal and in the best interests of our nation.”


      Greene nodded. “Yes, sir?”


      “Harv here has taken on the job of Chairman for the time being,” he continued, nodding at me. “This was done legally, by Board vote. In fact, I voted for it myself. He’s been granted full emergency powers.”


      Greene simply nodded again, then turned to me. “I’m at your disposal, sir.”


      I cleared my throat before speaking. “Colonel, due to the interests of national security, I’ve been unable to reveal to you until now the fact that the Foote Institute has developed a major new weapons system. One that my Brains and I believe may become a decisive factor in our defense.” My heavens, I’d only been Chairman for five minutes, and already I sounded pompous!


      Greene’s eyes narrowed. All military commanders hated to be left out of the loop, even when it was unavoidable. “Yes, sir?”


      “This weapon won’t be ready for use until dawn, or soon after. Until that time, it’s critical that we defend at all costs and maintain full control of both the Foote Institute and the Wavehopper, my personal yacht. Both facilities are essential to the employment of this new weapon.”


      The officer blinked. “Sir,” he said slowly. “We’re not heavily deployed around your hotel. Nor are we well-equipped to defend a ship at sea.”


      I nodded. “I’m well aware of that. We’ve taken all possible steps to camouflage the fact that I’m aboard Wavehopper, and with luck our enemies will consider her not to be worth a missile. After all, she’s seen as something of an international work of art.”


      Greene nodded. “Yes, sir.” He paused. “Sir, with all due respect, I’m in the process of preparing for what’s shaping up to be a decisive battle. Can you perhaps share with me some of the details of this new weapons system that you speak of? I have plans to make, sir.”


      I wriggled my nose for a moment, considering. Either the radio link was secure or it wasn’t, and Greene needed to understand what was at stake. “I can tell you that it’s of a revolutionary as opposed to evolutionary nature, and will be of comparable strategic impact to the development of nuclear weapons. However, it’s not necessarily mass-destructive in nature.”

    


    
      There was a long silence as Greene stared at me, his mouth slightly open. Then he nodded. “I see,” he said slowly.


      “I wish that you were physically here, Colonel, so that we could speak more freely. Quite frankly, I could use your advice.”


      The officer smiled slightly. “Thank you, sir.” Then he turned to face another computer display off to his left. “I just had our tactical map updated for the use of the Board,” he explained. “If I could perhaps send it to everyone’s consoles?”


      “Of course,” I answered for us all, and in a moment it was done. Greene’s features vanished replaced by a diagram of Freedom City and the ocean surrounding it.


      An ocean, I noticed immediately, that was uncomfortably crowded with symbols drawn in angry “enemy” red.


      “As you can see,” Greene began, “the enemy amphibious force is located approximately two hundred miles to the northeast.” The largest group of red symbols flashed twice, and then quit. “Please note that the range and bearing are estimates based on hydrophone data. We don’t have this force pinned down accurately enough to shoot at, and even if we did it’s out of range of our missiles.”


      I nodded. “Understood.”


      Another group of icons began flashing, these shaped like fish and scattered randomly all over the ocean. “We also have no less than seven nuclear submarines in the area. Only six are definitely American; the other one is the green icon over to the west. That one’s nationality is undetermined. We estimate that it’s probably French, here to observe and learn what it can.”


      I nodded again. “And these other icons?”


      “They’re aircraft of various sorts, sir. The amphibious group has at least two full-sized aircraft carriers in support, and the assault ships have aviation capabilities of their own. Plus, many of the surface ships can operate helicopters.” Greene paused. “Sir, it’s very important for you all to understand that by any rational measure even a single carrier has us totally outgunned. More sailors serve aboard a single carrier than there are men and women in the entire militia.”


      I gulped. “What are your plans, Colonel?”

    


    
      Greene winced. “To be quite frank, Mr. Chairman, up until a few moments ago I considered it my duty and obligation as a professional military officer to advise this government to seek the best diplomatic solution possible.”


      I nodded. “Understandable. We can’t win a conventional war. The Board understands this, and always has.”


      “Thank you,” Greene replied sincerely. “However, given what you have just told me... Are you truly confident in this new weapon of yours?”


      “As confident as we can be, under the circumstances. There’s always the possibility of failure.”


      “And we must control both your yacht and the Foote Square area for at least eight hours in order to employ it…” He paused a moment for thought. “That mission might just barely be achievable, sir. Our militiamen are all highly motivated and well-armed; some of them are even well trained and professional to boot.”


      “Good,” I replied evenly. “Where should we bring the ‘hopper ‘?”


      “As near as possible to the airport,” he responded without hesitation. “Our missile platforms are closer together there, and the magazines are--” Suddenly Greene turned away.


      “Hello?” I asked. “Have we been cut off?”


      Out of nowhere, the tactical display in front of me came alive with little v-shaped symbols, a whole swarm of them, about halfway between us and the amphibious group.


      “Vampires!” I heard a voice call out in Greene’s headquarters. “Vampires, Vampires, Vampires!”


      “We have a ballistic threat!” sang out another voice. “I say again, we have a ballistic threat!” Suddenly another icon lit up on the display, this one brilliant orange and flashing urgently.


      “Colonel?” I asked in confusion. “What---”


      “Get under cover!” he snapped as the tactical display vanished, to be replaced once more by Greene’s face. “For the love of god, find whatever cover you can and take it!”


      “Dammit!” I ordered. “Tell me what the hell is going on!”


      “We’re under full scale attack!” Greene snapped. “And one of the bogies is following a ballistic missile profile.” He turned to one side and pressed a button. “Weapons free! I say again, weapons free! And may God be with us all!” Then he turned back to me. “Mr. Chairman, the god-dammed mainlander bastards aren’t taking any chances at all. They’re employing a nuclear weapon!”

    


    
      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Sixteen


      



      My jaw dropped. A nuke? Why on god’s earth would anyone want to nuke us? Then I remembered the president’s speech. “Do not be surprised,” she’d said, “at the measures we’re prepared to take to remove this threat once and for all.” Good Lord! She’d meant every word!


      “It’s offset,” I heard an officer say in the background. “The trajectory is offset! It’s going to miss!”


      “Air burst,” Stations interrupted.


      “Our computers are projecting an air burst,” Greene confirmed, almost as Stations spoke. “They’re going for an air burst, to produce an EMP. We can’t intercept anything that high, sir. We’re going to concentrate on the cruise weapons.”


      “Electro-magnetic pulse,” Stations amplified. “They’re trying to shut down our computer network without doing any real physical damage before we virus them.”


      I slammed my fist down on the desk. “Do it, then! Now! Download the damned things!”


      “Already begun” Stations replied smoothly. “Their hackers will be up to their armpits in alligators in nothing flat. It’ll cost them billions. Settle down, Harv. This is only the opening phase.”


      “We project detonation in about fifteen seconds,” Greene continued. “Get under cover!.” The air-raid sirens were blowing back home now; I could hear them over the comm unit.


      “Gabe!” I cried, suddenly remembering. “He’s out on deck!” In a flash, I was out of my cabin at full enhanced speed. “Take cover!” I shouted as my head came level with the deck. “Gabe! Take cover!”


      He just had time to look at me strangely when suddenly there was an explosion behind him; it was one of our missile-platforms, firing its first shot at the mass of incoming warheads. His eyes widened, then he threw himself prostrate alongside the taffrail. I in turn retreated a few steps down the companionway and braced myself as best I could. It wasn’t very good cover, but would have to do. Another missile platform fired a rocket, this one much closer. There was a brilliant red glow as the projectile streaked by just yards above the top of our mainmast, and I closed my eyes in pain from the glare. Then came a brilliant white light that filled the sky, and I knew that the mainlanders had done the unthinkable. They’d actually used a nuclear weapon!

    


    
      I’d always imagined that a nuclear warhead would make a single brilliant flash and then fade away, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The light went on and on and on, and I tried to lay a forearm across my eyes to shield myself. Somehow, however, it wouldn’t move. In fact, I slowly began to realize, I couldn’t feel my arm at all. Or my head, or any of the rest of my body.


      “Bea?” I called out mentally. “Are you there?”


      There wasn’t any answer. I was floating in limbo, the only physical sensation being the slowly-fading light that, I now understood, was a ghost-image still playing itself out in my mind. The communications link with my body had been severed! It was radio-based, and the damned EMP had cut me off! My nation was under attack, and I was absolutely, totally helpless!


      I raged and screamed in the darkness. This was intolerable, this was unacceptable, this was pathetic! Who could have imagined that such a thing might happen at a moment of crisis? The Mainlanders could even now be throwing my Brainbox over Wavehopper’s side, just as they’d done with my wife so long ago, and I’d never even know that I was drowning!


      It seemed to go on forever and forever, an eternity of blindness and deafness and, worst of all, the terrible absence of the bodily sensations that tell a man he’s alive. The panic built and built and built. Then suddenly I was lying on my face on a soft, comfortable bed.


      Instantly my head jerked up. “What?” I demanded. “Where—”


      “Shh!” Gabe said, laying his hand gently between my ears. “It’s all right, sir. You’ve just lost your radio link.”

    


    
      For just an instant I gathered my limbs under myself, prepared to run and run and run. Then understanding sank in, and I closed my eyes and lowered my head. I felt terribly sick to my stomach, and my head was spinning from lack of oxygen. A remote body can’t survive long without a Brain to regulate it, and mine had been on its own for at least several minutes. “Gabe,” I said. “I… Uh…” Then I reached out, grabbed the basin that my sailing master had laid by my bed for me, and retched for what felt like hours.


      “It took me eleven minutes to get you hooked back up,” Gabe explained gently. “The books estimate that your body could survive twenty-five.”


      I rolled halfway over and looked up at him. “If I ever go much longer than this, then I don’t think I want to come back.” There were terrible cramps spreading along my arms and legs and neck; until then, the nausea had drowned them out. Gently I reached around and felt the back of my neck; sure enough, a thin emergency cable connection was snapped into place there.


      “The Brains are really scrambling,” Gabe explained. “First they had to hard-wire a connection to a cargo-bot before the bomb burst. Then they had to work on you.”


      “Right.” I agreed, looking around blearily. I was in sick-bay; that was where my emergency cord was located. Eric was wired up in the other bed right next to me, still unconscious. I sniffed the air delicately, and then almost began heaving again. His body odor hadn’t improved any. “What’s happening out there?” I asked. “What do you know?”


      “All communications are down,” Gabe replied. “There’s nothing but static on the radio. All our basic running gear is working just fine; apparently if something’s shielded against a lightning bolt, then it’s also shielded against an EMP. Or at least we seem to have been, in any case. After the modifications.” He shrugged. “I’ve shut off all the lights to make it seem otherwise, however.”


      “What about the City?” I asked. “And the missile attack?”


      Gabe looked down at the floor for a moment, then raised his eyes and met mine. “Come up on deck,” he said at last, “and I’ll show you.”


      I blinked. “I’ve only got a few feet of cord. I doubt that I can even leave the room.”

    


    
      “No, sir,” Gabe replied. “The Brains fixed that while they were wiring you in. You’ve got enough to go just about anywhere on the ship.”


      I nodded, then rather timidly reached my hand around behind my head and fingered the cord that was now firmly locked to my spinal column. My fur was a little damp from the bleeding where the skin had been sliced open to expose the emergency receptacle. But the rig seemed to be working. Bea put up with as much every time she wore her bedroom body, so I reckoned it wouldn’t be so bad. “All right,” I agreed. “Lead the way; it’ll take me a little while to get used to dragging this damned tether after me.”


      



      The first thing I noticed when climbing up the companionway to the main deck was that the sky was still glowing slightly where the nuclear bomb had burst so high up in the air. The remains of the explosion still hung like a sickly, rotten fruit at the boundary between sky and space, though it clearly wouldn’t be visible much longer.


      “I didn’t even feel any heat,” Gabe explained as he followed my gaze. “They just wanted to take down our electronics systems.”


      “Did they?” I asked dully.


      “Not the military ones, I don’t think. The launchers were firing like mad until just a couple of minutes ago.” Suddenly Gabe’s face lit up with an eerie red light, and he pointed. “Look! There’s another!”


      “Yes,” I agreed, shielding my eyes once more from the glare. This time the missile passed well clear of the ‘hopper to starboard and then plunged directly into the sea just a few miles off the starboard quarter. It was apparently an anti-submarine missile. I vaguely recalled one of the fish-shaped icons being located off in that general direction. “What about the City itself?”


      Gabe merely pointed, and I turned around and looked behind me. For just a moment my mind rejected the data that my eyes were sending it; instead of a lovely, well lit skyline rising incongruously from the waves, all I could see was a blacked-out shadow punctuated here and there by flickering orange flames. “Some of the missiles got through, sir.” the sailing master explained. “And civilian power is out. If you look closely, I think that you’ll see where they killed missile platforms four and five as well.”

    


    
      I raised a hand to shade my eyes, useless reflex though it was. Sure enough, two of the orange glows seemed to correspond with just about where four and five ought to be. Even as I watched, one of the glows swelled obscenely and then subsided; almost a minute later, a dull “boom” came thundering across the water.


      “Yes,” I agreed. “That was probably number five.”


      “Most of the first missiles that got through detonated between the platforms,” Gabe volunteered. “I watched the battle for a few minutes before I realized what had happened to you. I think they foxed them by playing electronic games with the radars.”


      I nodded; that was the way our forces tended to fight. They habitually looked toward electronic solutions first. “Then the mainlanders switched to using GPS coordinates, I bet. You can’t fox those. That’s why Greene never really warmed to the idea of fixed defenses.”


      “You’re probably right,” Gabe agreed. “Only the later missiles actually hit anything.” He paused. “Still, most of the missile platforms have survived, and I bet the mainlanders are plenty pissed off about that.”


      “Probably,” I agreed. “The battle isn’t going all their way, like they probably expected it to.”


      “Not hardly,” Gabe agreed. “Sir, I was just a petty officer, not any kind of expert on grand strategy. But you don’t fire that many missiles, not to mention a nuke, without expecting your target to be toast. This isn’t going at all according to plan.” Just then, as if to underline the Sailing Master’s words, there was a dull green flash near where the anti-sub missile had entered the water not long before. A few seconds later, Wavehopper shuddered a little.


      “Got her,” Gabe declared, his hare-lip pressed into a thin white line. He’d once made a career of the US Navy, I knew. I placed a hand on his shoulder, offering comfort. He reached out and hugged me close to him, suddenly very rabbitlike. “Mr. Foote,” he said. “I wish with all of my heart that we didn’t have to do this. But we do.”


      I nodded slowly. Only very rarely did anyone survive when a submerged sub was sunk in wartime. Then a new voice spoke from behind me. “We all hate it,” Lisa said. “All of us. Even they hate it, over on their side. But we’re human, all of us. And, sadly enough, this is how human beings resolve their most serious disputes.”

    


    
      I felt my expression harden. “Not forever,” I swore, making a fist. “ We can change this about ourselves, if we try. We can gengineer it out of our makeup.”


      “I sure hope so,” Gabe answered, turning away from the American sub’s grave. “God but I hope so.” Then he stopped suddenly. “Jesus! I sure hope the engineering crew did their duty, too! That thing is right next to the City!”


      Sometimes I’m a bit slow, I fear. “What do you mean, ‘did their duty’?”


      “All American subs are nuke boats,” Gabe explained patiently. “And the water isn’t very deep here. If it looks like a sub is going down, the engineering crew is supposed to SCRAM the pile before they die. That’s a firm rule in all navies.”


      My jaw dropped. “My god! Have we got any Geiger counters aboard?”


      “Not that I know of,” Gabe replied sadly. “And even if we did… What in the world could we do about it? What could we do any differently?”


      He was right. We were making for the waters off of the airport, where the defenses were thickest, and the sunken sub was well astern of us anyway. “There’s not much of anything we can do about anything,” I answered slowly. “Is there? Except to wait while the Brains finish their work.”


      “Thank god we have them physically aboard,” Lisa added. “If they’d counted on doing this by radio link…”


      I winced, then something occurred to me. “Those fires over there,” I said, pointing to an area many degrees of arc away from the ruins of Platforms Four and Five. “That’s the Foot burning, isn’t it?”


      Gabe and Lisa both leaned out over the rail, as if the extra few inches might help. “No,” Gabe answered eventually. “I don’t think so. It’s a little too far over to the right. And besides, the mainlanders aren’t going to shoot up a hotel loaded with their own citizenry. Even if the guests do sympathize with us, for the most part.”


      I gauged the distance mentally, then superimposed a memory-image that almost matched the current view from my mental files. A ball of ice formed in my gut. “You’re right, I think. That’s not the hotel. It’s the Institute. Bea’s still in there! And so’s the rest of the Brain Trust!” Suddenly I was hopping up and down in place and grinding my teeth in angst. “We’ve got to get back there!” I declared. “Right away! Gabe, bring us about!”

    


    
      Then suddenly Gabe had his hands on both of my shoulders, holding me down. “Sir!” he said forcefully. “Get hold of yourself. Now!”


      “My wife is there!” I explained again, trying once more to hop up and down. “I can’t lose her again! I just can’t!”


      “Harv!” Lisa snapped, stepping forward. “Listen to yourself!”


      “My wife!” I cried, looking back and forth at the two of them. “My son!”


      Gabe grabbed me by the ears and made me look directly into his eyes. They were as black as his long thick fur, and very, very hard. Then, quite deliberately, he slapped me.


      Hard.


      I rolled across the deck in a sort of haze at the force of Gabe’s blow; he was physically enhanced too, though not so much as I was. Then somehow I was sitting up on the deck and Lisa was applying an icepack to my left eye.


      “Dammit!” I murmured, gently replacing Lisa’s hand with my own. “Why couldn’t Gabe have used his other hand? Now both of my eyes are sore!”


      “Shh!” Lisa hushed me, for what felt like at least the thirtieth time since Skyhopper had blown up so long ago. “You’ll be all right.”


      I sighed and looked down at the deck; as always it seemed to glow slightly in the starlight. “Where’s Gabe?” I asked after a long while.


      “Near the back of the ship, by the steering wheel,” Lisa replied. “Harv, he didn’t… I mean…”


      I raised my hand palm-out to ward off her explanations. “I know,” I answered her. “He did what he had to do.” I dabbed at my eye with the towel that someone, presumably Lisa, had wrapped around the ice. “Sometimes we rabbits are a little flaky under stress. It’s one of those things that you just can’t help when you modify someone. The lapine side can leak through. Gabe knows that, and he did the right thing.”


      Lisa nodded, clearly relieved. “Good.”


      For just a moment longer, I pressed the ice to my swollen face. It felt good in the tropical heat, very good indeed. “And,” I added, “since you’re going to be our guest for a while, the steering wheel is called the ‘helm’. The direction towards the back of the ship, or the ‘stern’, is called ‘aft’.”

    


    
      Lisa nodded seriously. “Thank you.”


      “No problem,” I answered, levering myself to my feet. I checked my internal clock; it was pushing one in the morning.


      Gabe was indeed standing near the helm, facing aft. His ears stirred when I walked up behind him, but otherwise he didn’t move a muscle.


      “Thank you,” I said simply after a long moment.


      Suddenly Gabe seemed to melt a little, and I realized that he’d been standing ramrod-erect, not knowing what was coming next. “Don’t mention it,” he replied. “I’ve seen it before, and done it before. Not just with rabbits, either. Once, it was to a flag-rank officer.”


      “In private, I hope.”


      The Sailing Master was standing upwind of me; I could smell his embarrassment as he remembered the incident. “In a bar, actually.”


      I shrugged. “Same difference.” The silence went on for a time as both of us watched Freedom City roll slowly by. The fires were mostly out, now, and the City was merely a dark, brooding presence alive with the twinkling of flashlights. “A rabbit shouldn’t be expected to fight a war.”


      “Not an offensive one,” Gabe agreed. “Though in self-defense we bunny-types have been known to get downright nasty.” He turned to me. “Sir… Harv?”


      My eyebrows rose. He’d never called me that before, though we’d been close enough for ages. Or at least I’d thought so. “Yes, Gabe?”


      “This is a defensive war, Harv. Don’t be too hard on yourself. And don’t be afraid for Bea, either. With all due respect, she’s a mighty tough lady. She can take care of herself, and frankly is in a far safer place than you and I and Lisa are. There’s loyal troops all around her, and my guess is that the Institute is probably a near-fortress since the kidnapping attempt. Am I right?”


      I nodded, then asked a question I should’ve asked long since. “Is there anyone you’re worried about?” I asked. “I mean, anyone special?”


      The Master’s black eyes softened. “Not anymore,” he said sadly. “Not in a very long time.”

    


    
      We were both Foote rabbits, were Gabe and I, awash in fear and uncertainty and a terrible, unfulfillable need to know more about what was happening in the world. Neither of us had truly been human in a very long time.


      So it was entirely natural and normal that he and I would silently hug each other in the darkness and squeeze tight tight tight while we waited impatiently for the dawn.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Seventeen


      



      We were still standing there snuggling when Gabe suddenly stiffened. Then his left ear twitched. Instantly my own ears rose as well. “What’s wrong?” I whispered.


      “Shh!” he answered, making a slicing motion with his hand. “I heard something.”


      Side by side we leaned out over the taffrail and swiveled our ears. Then I heard it too; a sort of faint electrical whine too high-pitched for human ears. I looked over at Gabe, and for a moment our eyes met. Then he dashed over to the binnacle, pulled out a pair of telescopes, and handed me one.


      Like everything aboard Wavehopper, the ‘scopes were lightning-proofed. Mine came to life in an instant as I raised it up to my right eye and peered through it, the tiny built-in computer automatically evaluating the situation and switching over to low-light mode. In an instant I had a nearly daylight-clear view of the sea. Carefully I cranked down the magnification…


      …and gasped as a pair of rubber assault rafts swept into view, racing right up our wake!


      “Oh my god!” Gabe whispered. “It’s the SEALs.”


      I nodded. “Break the small arms out of the lazarette.”


      “I can’t,” he whispered back. “I donated them to the militia. Remember? They were short.”


      I pressed my lips together, then nodded. I’d chosen to arm Wavehopper with half a dozen of Freedom’s service-standard laser-rifles. Then, when recruitment had exceeded supply, I’d authorized Gabe to turn them over to the Foote Battalion. “Damn!” I hissed. “Shit and damn!”

    


    
      For just a second longer we stood there, side by side. Then Gabe spoke again. “Sir,” he said. “They’re still a good ways off.” He gestured at our long twenty-four-pounder stern-chasers. “And those are real guns. What do you say that we give them a whiff of grape?”


      My jaw dropped; no one had fired a round of grapeshot in a naval battle in two centuries or more. Then I realized that, in this insane time and place, it just might work. “Is our flag still flying?” I asked.


      For just a moment Gabe looked confused, then he understood. “Yes, sir. It’ll be legal.”


      I nodded. Only a flagged naval ship of war was legally justified in firing first, without warning. “All right. Go get the grapeshot while I get things started here. And while you’re gone, see if the Brains can’t get a cargo-spider or two up here to help.


      “Aye-aye, sir!” Gabe replied automatically, and then he was gone.


      I raised the telescope to my eye again, then snapped it shut decisively. The SEALS were a good three hundred yards away, and moving only slightly faster than we were so as to be as stealthy as possible. Had they not been attacking hearing-enhanced rabbits, I realized with a gulp, they’d have been boarded before we even knew they were there.


      Then I had to get to work. It took a lot of time and muscle to operate an old-fashioned cannon. First I opened the little chest that sat between the stern-chasers and removed the swab, the worm, and the rammer. Only the latter would be needed, as there wouldn’t be time to fire each gun more than once. Carefully I leaned it up against the taffrail, where it’d be handy. Then I dashed forward to the tiny powder-locker where Spot kept his saluting charges. It’d take eight of them to fully charge a twenty-four-pounder, I knew from the times that our historical re-enactors had come aboard. Wavehopper didn’t have a magazine like a real warship; indeed, we had to make special provisions even to fire a single full broadside. It took me three trips, scrambling back and forth like a real powder monkey of the days of yore, but soon I had a nice pile of silken bags lying next to the rammer head.


      I was removing the tompion from the starboard gun, having already dealt with the port-sider, when Gabe came dashing up with something heavy under each arm. “Grapeshot, sir!” he said. “From the display on the saloon wall.”

    


    
      I nodded as he placed the projectiles next to my powder, then I undid the lashings on the starboard gun while Gabe took care of the other one. “The Brains said that their spider control cords aren’t long enough. Most of the spare cable got used on you, sir. They’re trying to cobble something up now, but don’t expect any help soon.”


      “Damn!” I cursed under my breath, more at the recalcitrant breechline knot I was fighting than at the Brains. A real US Navy captain would have been most displeased at how long it was taking us to clear for action, most displeased indeed! “We’re only going to get one shot out of each gun, you know.”


      “Yes, sir!” Gabe agreed.


      Finally I grew angry and yanked on the breech-rope; it parted with a loud snap. The seas were calm enough that there was no danger of the gun breaking loose and careening around the deck for lack of a proper tie-down. The recoil-ropes would be more than enough to hold it. “That means that we can’t miss,” I continued, sounding far calmer than I was. “We need to take our time, and do this right.”


      “Aye-aye, sir!” Gabe acknowledged. “We’ll have to open the gun-ports to ram the charge home; I don’t see any way around that.”


      I thought about it; once we opened the ports and “showed our teeth”, our enemies would be in no doubt whatsoever as to what was coming next. They’d open up on us with everything they had. “We’ll just have to take our chances,” I growled as I spun the elevation-coign all the way up to the top; we’d be engaging at point-blank range, and the muzzle therefore needed to be depressed as far as possible. “At least the hull isn’t made out of real wood.”


      Gabe grunted in reply as he, too, spun his coign. Wavehopper’s sides were made of ultra- modern carbon-fiber materials, sheathed in simulated oak. They should provide us with at least some measure of protection.


      Then I heard Lisa’s voice. “How… How can I help?” she asked.


      There wasn’t anything for her to do, really, or at least not that I could see. The guns were heavy and awkward, more then any normal human could handle. She needed to be down below, where she’d be safer. “Go down to the saloon.” I snapped. “There’s a brace-- a pair of double-barreled pistols on the wall behind the bar. They’re real, and the powder and balls for them are in the drawer down underneath. Get them, ask a Brain how to load them, then bring them back up to me just as quickly as you can.”

    


    
      “Right,” she answered, dashing off.


      “Nice move, Skipper,” Gabe replied when she was out of earshot. The pistols that I’d sent Lisa after were rifled, which meant that their tightly fitting bullets had to be driven down the barrels with great force and dexterity. Gabe and I sometimes shot them together for pleasure; we were lucky to get off ten rounds an hour, and we were familiar with the weapons. “She’ll never get them loaded in time. Not all four barrels.”


      I nodded as I counted out eight bags of powder for each gun, then shoved them as far down the muzzle as the length of my arm allowed. Ideally they should’ve been rammed home at that point, but that would have required us to open gunports. Instead, we’d ram home both powder and shot together. Carefully the Sailing Master shoved the tightly-wired grapeshot charge into first his gun and then mine, then we had a moment to rest. Our eyes met wordlessly in the darkness for what felt like a very long time, then we returned to our labors. My telescope was still lying on the taffrail where I’d so carelessly left it; I extended the tube with one smooth motion and raised the lens to my eye. “About a hundred and fifty yards, I’d guess.”


      “Right,” he agreed, looking through his own glass. “We want to play it close, but not too close. The guns will only depress so far.”


      I nodded. “Now, do you think?”


      “Now,” he agreed.


      “One… Two… Three… Go!”


      We leapt into action together, slamming open our gunports and working our rammers like madmen. It took all of ten seconds for the boarding party down in the rafts to see and then comprehend what was going on, and then perhaps another second or so for them to react. That bought us enough time to drive home our charges, though my rammer got stuck on the way out and I had to leave it dangling ridiculously out of the muzzle. It was during the ramming process that Gabe and I were truly vulnerable; for that part we had to stand out in front of the gun, fully exposed.


      “Run out, port side!” I commanded, stepping over and throwing my shoulder behind Gabe’s gun.

    


    
      “Run out port side, aye-aye!” Gabe acknowledged. His voice sounded oddly high and strained.


      “Take your aim!” I commanded. Gabe was by far a better shot than I was. By then, the first laser-bolts were flying towards us.


      “Wait… Wait… Wait…” Gabe replied as I reached down for the cigarette lighter that Patch used for saluting.


      Suddenly my guts froze as I realized something awful. “We didn’t prime the flash- hole!” I screamed out in agony.


      “Shit!” Gabe agreed, turning around angrily. “You’re right! Jesus Christ!”


      The priming powder was all the way up for’rard, in the special little locker, and the heavy, corned stuff used in the cannon would never ignite without primer-powder. There was no time, no time at all! Then from behind me came the last sound in the world that I expected. “I’ve got your pistols, Harv!” Lisa cried out. “Here they are!”


      I didn’t have time to think; instead I merely snatched them out of her hands. “Keep clear of the recoil!” I roared as the laser bolts continued to sizzle by. “Gabe, take your aim!”


      The black rabbit looked confused for a moment, then understood. “Wait!” he called out again, judging wave and time and distance. “Wait… wait…” Then he ducked safely aside. “Fire!”


      By then I had the right-side barrel of my pistol cocked and ready; recklessly I shoved its muzzle down close to the flash- hole and angled it slightly; with any luck at all, the bullet would ricochet off the curved metal surface of the cannon and away from us.


      Then I pulled the trigger, and the world ended.


      “Boom!” went the large-caliber weapon in my hand.


      “BOOM!” the huge twenty-four-pounder bellowed out, emitting a huge orange- red fireball and clouds of reeking, sulphurous smoke. Tons of cast iron slammed itself violently against the restraining ropes. The laser-fire slackened, and I could hear someone screaming in terrible, mortal agony. Whoever it was, I noted distantly, was just barely inhaling between screams; it was just as well we couldn’t see.


      “Run out the starboard gun!” I ordered, hardening my heart. My voice was oddly flat and lifeless in my own ears after the deafening crash of the big twenty-four.

    


    
      “Run out starboard gun, aye-aye!” At least it wasn’t Gabe who was screaming, I told myself. That was good to know. Together we levered the huge black weapon sternwards, our toe-claws seeking out the seams between fake planks for traction. “Take your aim!” I cried out again.


      Gabe squinted down the long barrel, then made a coarse adjustment with a belaying pin. “Wait… Wait… Wait…” Then he ducked aside once more. “Fire!”


      I dropped the hammer on my other barrel and the second cannon fired, the lodged rammer making an oddly insectile whirring noise as it spun off who-knew-where into the darkness. There was the huge orange flame again, and more smoke and stench.


      But this time there was no screaming. Only silence.


      I dropped my empty pistol and strode boldly across the deck to the taffrail; there was no incoming fire any more. The wind was blowing for’rard, and passing through the smoke cloud was like exiting a dream. Though I searched the surface of the placid-looking water for what seemed like hours with my glass, I couldn’t find even a trace of the SEAL team who’d come to take me prisoner and haul me away in chains.


      Suddenly there was a presence next to me. “See anything?” Gabe asked.


      “No,” I replied, lowering the ‘scope.


      My friend’s head fell. “Damn.”


      Then another shape loomed up out of the smoke. It was a spiderlike cargo ‘bot. “What’s happening?” it demanded in Dr. Station’s voice, “What can we do to help?”


      Suddenly I felt both terribly empty and filled to overflowing with cold rage, both at the same time. I wanted to let my head loll over the taffrail and strive once more to empty my tortured stomach, while I also wanted to swing around and pummel the bot to ruins with my bare hands. “Nothing,” I answered flatly. “Nothing at all, now. The inevitable historical forces have conflicted, my dear Doctor, and violence has settled the conflict. They’re all dead. I’m not even sure how many.” I paused and smiled cynically. “Tell me, did you know that historical forces can scream? Did you hear that part, Doctor? Were the screams predicted in your flow-charts and models?”

    


    
      Suddenly there was another shape beside me. It was Lisa. “Harv…” she said softly, laying her hand on my arm-fur.


      I shook her off. Adrenaline was raging through my bloodstream, and there were things that needed to be said. “We’re killers now, Gabe and I,” I continued. “We’re killers, and as long as we live we’ll never erase the bloodstain from our souls.”


      Then it was Gabe’s turn to try and calm me. “Harv,” he said gently. “We had to do it. Both of us. Really, we did.”


      At that moment, Gabe was perhaps the only man in the world to whom I was prepared to listen attentively. I turned to face him.


      “You did the right thing,” he said, taking me by the shoulders once more and looking deeply into my eyes. “They want to enslave us and compel us by force to conform to the limits of their superstitions and fears. Besides, it’s good that you’ve done yourself what you’ve ordered others to do. Killing is no easy thing, and from now on those of us who serve Freedom will know that our leader is himself courageous, cool and capable under fire. Even more…” He paused. “Even more, we’ll know that you understand the true meaning and ugliness of war.”


      I sank my head into Gabe’s chest; thank heavens that there was a fellow lapine around, or god only knew what might have happened. I needed to snuggle more than anything else in the world.


      Presently, I wept.


      “It’s all right, Harv,” Gabe said over and over, patting me on the back. “It’s going to be all right. It gets easier to live with over time. I know.”


      I was still weeping into Gabe’s chest fur when suddenly a new series of explosions rolled menacingly across the water; almost instantly I was up on my feet and alert again. “What’s happening?” I demanded of the world at large.


      “It must be another attack,” Gabe replied, shading his eyes with his right hand. “Look at platform seven!”


      I looked, and sure enough seven was firing missiles just as fast as the launcher was capable of cycling. “Damn!” I exclaimed. “The magazines won’t take much of that!”


      Gabe nodded; the explosion-like launches were coming as a steady roar now, as all the launchers began to ripple-fire. “Someone must think that this one is for real.”

    


    
      The rockets were streaming overhead then, missile after missile streaming angry red fire as it raced to meet its assigned target. Soon there were dozens, perhaps even more than a hundred, all in the air at once.


      “He’s going for broke,” I said aloud. “Greene’s betting it all on this one. We only had a few hundred missiles in stock.”


      Gabe nodded. “Yes, sir.”


      Then the far horizon lit up in a series of fireballs as rocket after rocket struck home. At first the explosions were miles away, but as each second passed the interception point seemed to press closer and closer to Freedom City. Our defenses were being saturated by brute force! “Damnation!” I said, whistling through my teeth. “Hell and damnation! How many weapons did they launch at us?”


      “Too many,” Gabe replied. Suddenly the wall of fire was perhaps half as far away as it had been just seconds before, and the fire from our Platforms was noticeably slacking off. “Sir, I think--”


      “Right,” I agreed, turning towards the companionway. But it was already too late to take cover; even as I turned the first yellow-flamed American missile roared overhead at not much more than masthead height and raced towards missile platform seven.


      “Damn it!” I screamed. “No!”


      Just then, a stream of tracers so close together that they looked almost like a jet of glowing water reached out and gently caressed the incoming missile. It exploded violently, the debris raining down on us like hail.


      “We’re too damned close!” Gabe screamed out. “Dammit, I didn’t think---”


      Another missile roared over, also aimed at seven. The tracers snaked out again, this time missing cleanly. The American cruise missile flew on, straight and level and deadly until…


      …with an explosion that staggered us even so far away, the evil thing struck home and blew up in a gout of ugly flame. Once again, the debris rained down.


      “We’ve got to get some searoom!” Gabe declared. “I’m going to---”


      But I never did hear what my friend planned; even as he spoke another missile passed overhead, its motor drowning out his voice. As it steadied down on its target, the already- devastated platform seven, yet another stream of tracers emerged defiantly from the wreckage. It struck home, and the missile detonated…

    


    
      …not a hundred yards off of our port beam!


      The explosion was immense at such close range; Wavehopper rolled onto her beam-ends as bits of shrapnel and debris thud-thud-thudded their way home into my yacht. I slid across the deck until I ended up sprawled in a scupper, only to have Gabe land directly atop me. Will she go over?, I asked myself, too frightened to breathe. Will she go? Then, with great reluctance, Wavehopper rejected the warm embrace of the Caribbean depths and ever so slowly righted herself.


      “Gabe!” I cried out. My friend wasn’t moving. “Are you all right?”


      Then there was a second terrible crash in the darkness; it felt as if the deck had been struck with a huge hammer. “Gabe!” I cried out again, this time as much for reassurance as out of concern. I reached out and shook his shoulder, but again he didn’t reply. “Gabe!”


      I clambered to my feet. The sky was bright with flames now; it might as well have been noontime in the water immediately around Freedom city. Our fore-topmast had come crashing down and was now hanging over the side like a huge sea-anchor. The mainlander missiles were slamming themselves home with a vengeance now, and there was no return fire to oppose them. They were landing in a lot of places, striking at the major gengineering concerns on Industrial, at Freedom Circle, and, especially, in the area around the Foote Institute. “Gabe!” I cried out again, looking down to where he lay at my feet.


      But Gabe couldn’t answer. He had no head.


      I wanted to scream, wanted to weep and shred my clothing to ribbons and scream rage and defiance at the angry skies. But my ship was in trouble, and my nation was under attack, and there wasn’t time to deal with Gabe. I hopped over the blood as best I could and went dashing over to the companionway. “Hello, down below!” I cried out. “All hands on deck! This is an emergency!”


      First Lisa came scrambling up, her forehead bleeding from where our roll must have thrown her up against something, and then the one single cargo ‘bot which had a long enough control wire to operate above decks. “Yes?” Lisa asked, eyes wide.


      I pointed at the mass of destroyed rigging dangling over the starboard side.

    


    
      “We’ve got to cut that wreckage away immediately!” I declared. “We’re out of control until we do. Go down below and round us up some welding torches, or axes, or…anything!”


      “Aye-aye!” she declared, vanishing.


      Then I spoke to the ‘bot. “How is Conestoga coming?” I demanded. “Did the roll break anything?”


      “Not that we can’t live without,” Dr. Chang said, his Texas accent feeling even more wildly out of place than usual. Then his camera swung to look at the damaged rigging. “The antenna!” he cried.


      I nodded grimly. “We’re going to have to rig another,” I answered.


      “It’s simply not possible,” Chang replied. “It’s much too precise an instrument! That’s why we had to hide it there in the first place. I… I… I…” Suddenly the ‘bot began to tremble.


      I wondered for a moment how you went about slapping a Brain, then simply decided to slap the ‘bot instead. It had the desired effect. “Settle down, goddammit!” I demanded. “There’s no time for this!”


      The machine seemed to freeze in place for a long moment, then Megan spoke in calmer tones. “Sir,” she said, “We need to examine the antenna more closely. I need to, ah, ‘go aloft’ I think is the correct term.”


      I blinked; cargo ‘bots were very definitely not designed for climbing. Megan was supposed to be highly skilled, however… “All right,” I agreed. Just then Lisa reappeared, carrying a fire-ax and a cutlass that I recognized from the wall of my cabin. “But come and help me clear away the wreckage first. Dawn is coming soon, and usually the wind picks up and backs a little. I certainly don’t want us to be caught up against a lee shore in this condition!”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Eighteen


      



      “Where’s Gabe?” Lisa asked as I took the cutlass out of her hand. Pain stabbed through me for a moment, then with an effort of will I steadied myself. “He’s dead,” I replied simply. “I left him lying aft, in the scuppers. It’s not pretty.”


      Lisa’s eyes widened, but she said no more. Instead, she simply gave Megan the axe. The ‘bot hefted it for a moment in its gripper-arm, then swung the tool easily back onto its thorax. “I’m very sorry,” the ‘bot said softly. “We all are.”


      “Me, too.” I answered, a bit harshly. This wasn’t a subject that I was prepared to address just yet. Then I was walking for’rard, up to the mass of twisted spars and cordage that up until a few minutes ago had been part of the most sophisticated sailing rig on Earth. “Be very careful as you cut,” I warned Megan. “The wreckage will shift, and the water is pulling at it. This is very, very dangerous.”


      “Aye-aye,” the ‘bot replied, then we fell to our work.


      The fore-topmast itself wasn’t broken. Rather, its mounts had sheared under the unbearable stress of the explosion. The royal mast was completely over the side, though the butt-end of the topmast was still lying across the shattered remains of my rail. The spar was wedged firmly between two twenty-four pounders, one of whose trucks had crumpled under the excessive strain. The guns and their tackles alone would’ve been enough to firmly anchor the wreckage, I estimated, but there were also dozens of sheets and shrouds still hanging taut from the stump of my now-shortened foremast. “Cut carefully,” I cautioned the ‘bot again. “If something’s taut, that means it’s carrying a load. Everything else will shift when you slice through it. We have to watch out for each other.”

    


    
      “Aye-aye,” Megan replied. Somehow, she always managed to sound cheerful and optimistic. It was a tonic to my soul.


      Together we waded into the wreckage, me hacking away with my cutlass and she with her ax. It was dull mindless labor, undertaken solely by the light of the burning gengineering concerns on nearby Industrial. The platform lay under our lee, but I reckoned that we had enough time before the wind carried us too close. I came across what looked to be the main tops’l sheet; it was stretched taut as a violin string. “Watch out,” I called out. “I need to cut this!”


      “Right,” Megan replied, scrambling out of the way. I swung with everything I had, and my steel blade parted the tough synthetic fiber with a sound like a shot. The wreckage groaned, rearranging itself. Ropes twisted, torn sails swept across the deck, and the cannon with the broken truck writhed in its mount, muzzle rising skywards.


      “Wow!” Megan said, leaning on her tool as if fatigued. “You weren’t kidding about the wreckage shifting.”


      I nodded grimly, then got back to work hacking. “Thump, thump, thump” my cutlass went, a little more quickly than the meatier “chop, chop, chop” of the ax. I was listening mindlessly to the sound of our tools when, suddenly, a third tempo manifested itself.


      I swung around angrily. It could only have been Lisa, I thought, and this was no job for the unenhanced! But it wasn’t her; in a moment Megan heard it too, and she too stopped to listen. “Thump thump thump…”


      Megan swung her camera lens to me, and I shrugged. The drumbeat grew louder and louder; it sounded almost like a helicopter, but not quite, Then, flying very low, a dark plane-like shape with oversized propellers flew overhead, its wing beginning to tilt back into vertical-flight mode.


      “Assault craft!” Megan cried out. “It’s the Marines!”


      Another aircraft soared by, and another and another. There were dozens of the things!


      “They’ll land at the airport,” Lisa predicted confidently.


      “No,” I answered; the leading tilt-rotor craft were already past it. “They’re going to land smack-dab in the middle of Foote Square!”


      “Yes,” Dr. Stations’ voice said out of the ‘bot’s speaker. “We concur.”

    


    
      One after another they swung low and dumped their human cargo, then flew off to clear the landing zone for the next contingent. “There isn’t any firing going on,” Lisa whispered. “I wonder if they’ve surrendered?”


      Just then a red-flamed rocket swooshed up from very near Foote Square and at practically point-blank range struck one of the helicopter-things dead-on; the wounded craft staggered, then fell out of the sky like a great dead bird. Then the launcher was ripple-firing; one, two, three birds died, each carrying a squad of men. Suddenly the sky over Wavehopper was filled with swerving, jinking planes as the survivors tried to abort their mission.


      “Holy shit!” Megan cried out. “They still had a working launcher! They were playing possum!”


      My jaw dropped; it was brilliant. “They can’t fire any more big missiles with their own men in the area. And now they’ve got, what? A half a regiment of Marines landed and cut off?”


      “At least that,” Lisa judged. “Those things are bigger than they look. I’ll bet that they landed a thousand men.”


      “But they’re right at the Foote Lab,” Stations reminded us darkly. “Even if we win the battle, if those Marines damage our computers we’ve lost the war.”


      Another missile leapt up out of its rack; try though I might I couldn’t quite tell where it came from. Perhaps they’d improvised a launcher on Commercial itself, somehow? I rather hoped so; that’d be worse news still for the mainlanders. It’d mean that henceforth they could never, ever be totally sure that we couldn’t fire back. A tilt-rotor plane slewed sideways, trying to avoid the projectile. But the missile flew true and slammed hard into the helpless transport; debris and bodies rained into the sea less than half a mile away. “We’ve got to get this wreckage cleared away!” I snapped, turning back to my work and ignoring the skyshow going on all around me. “Come on, Megan! If the Foote Battalion can hold, we just might win this thing yet!”


      



      Once more my whole world shrank to a nightmare of ropes and spars and electrical conduit. By the time we had everything cut away, my chest was heaving and I was terribly thirsty, a sure sign of incipient heat exhaustion. Yet there was still plenty to be done; our topmast was still firmly wedged between the guns and showed no signs of going anywhere, despite having been cut completely free.

    


    
      “I’m going to have to wear ship,” I decided, eyeing the looming bulk of Industrial Platform. “If I can change the way the water is dragging on the wreckage, then maybe it’ll fall free.”


      “Maybe,” Megan agreed. “Sir, we really don’t know.”


      I nodded; Even Brains weren’t automatically experts in every field. I was the most skilled sailor aboard. Or at least the most skilled living sailor. Carefully I reached out with my mind and pictured what I wanted Wavehopper to do. My ship tried valiantly to comply, though her rigging was now terribly unbalanced and out-of-sorts. Piggishly, her bow began to swing to starboard. But the wreckage didn’t shift, not even slightly. Next I tried wearing to port, but that didn’t work either.


      “You’ve got to back her up, Harv.” Lisa encouraged. “That’ll do it.”


      I turned away, then rolled my eyes heavenwards where she couldn’t see. This was a sailing vessel, not some agile, self-propelled motorship with a reversible prop! Wavehopper wouldn’t sail backwards! It just wasn’t possible! Though Lisa was basically correct; I had to give her that much. You could see in an instant that sailing backwards was exactly what needed to be done.


      Suddenly a new thought struck me. I couldn’t go backwards, maybe. But perhaps I could make the wreckage move forwards? Silently I adjusted my sails again, this time placing the wind on my starboard quarter. That’d been the ‘hopper’s best point of sailing before she was damaged, and even with her reduced area of canvas and the light airs prevailing my ship seemed almost to leap forward. The autopilot spun the wheel furiously left and right as it tried to compensate for the ridiculously unbalanced drag for’rard, and the hull snaked like a mad thing through the sea. Then, when we were making perhaps three knots and I knew that we could make no more, I issued the mental command.


      “Drop anchor!”


      Red lights flashed in my mind; this was dangerous, the computer was trying to tell me.


      “Drop anchor!” I repeated, activating my override.

    


    
      The chain roared through the hawsehole and sought out the bottom; presently the “hook” found purchase.


      “Lock the capstan!” I ordered, again activating my safety override.


      It was as if a train had suddenly locked its brakes; the bow plunged downwards as the chain drew up short, and everything aboard the ‘hopper creaked and groaned. Had we been making any more headway I’ve have ruined my ship with such a crazy maneuver, but as it was…


      …the wreckage continued forward under its own momentum, turning and twisting and popping and crackling, until suddenly the butt end of the topmast caught itself under the dismounted gun, paused for just a moment…


      …and levered itself over the side, taking the heavy cannon with it.


      Good riddance, I thought to myself. I didn’t want to have anything more to do with guns for as long as I lived. Then I jettisoned the anchor as well; the debris was still much too close alongside of us for me to risk stopping and perhaps fouling it once again. Anchors were cheap, while on this of all nights our time most certainly was not.


      “Very nicely done,” Megan said from her ‘bot as I passed by on my way to inspect the damage.


      I shrugged. “It worked. That’s what really matters.” Then I changed the subject. “If you’re going to go aloft, now is the time for it. I’ll be setting sail in just a few minutes.


      “Aye-aye,” she replied, scuttling off gracefully. I watched as, with the utmost care, our best ‘bot-handler gripped the foremast rigging in her manipulators and levered herself upward, doing half a somersault in the process. Then, moving very slowly, Megan freed up her dangling cord, righted herself, and began to repeat the process. So I quit worrying about her; she was making it look easy, when I’d thought that it’d be nigh unto impossible! Then I turned around and nearly bumped into Lisa. “Hello!” I said. “We’ve got the debris cut away, and should be underway soon.”


      Lisa nodded. “I see. The radio’s still scrambled. We’re not getting anything from the City.”


      There were radios that would work after an EMP, or so I’d heard. However, neither the government nor the militia had chosen to invest in them. It’d looked so unlikely even just a few days ago that we’d need them. “They’re still fighting around the Institute,” I said hopefully. “You can see the laser bolts.” Indeed, they were flying thick and heavy in the area.

    


    
      “Yes,” Lisa agreed. “They haven’t surrendered.”


      I took a moment to look my fellow Board Member in the eye. She was obviously exhausted. “Why don’t you take a break, Lisa?” I suggested. “Lay down in my bunk and take a nap. There’s nothing for you to do for a little while, and you need the rest. I’m enhanced; if need be I’m good for two more days.”


      Lisa pressed her lips together. “I am tired,” she admitted.


      “Nothing’s going to happen until dawn,” I added. “Not unless the radios start working again. I’ll wake you if that happens.”


      She nodded. “All right.”


      I smiled. “Lisa?”


      “Yes, Harv?” she answered.


      I let my smile widen. “I’m proud of you.”


      Suddenly she seemed a little taller, and there was life in her eyes. “Thank you,” she replied sincerely. Then she made a little curtsey, and went below.


      I looked up the foremast to check on Megan, and was shocked to discover that her ‘bot was already all the way up at the masthead, manipulators working furiously. My heavens, but the Brains made a formidable team! “Ahoy!” I cried out. “Do you need any help up there?”


      “No, sir!” Megan replied. Her shout sounded strange, being an amplified version of her normal speaking voice rather than what one was accustomed to in such conditions. “But the Brain Trust wants to see you below!”


      “Thank you!” I cried out. Then, I scanned the ocean around us to make sure that I could safely leave the helm unattended for a while and headed down the companionway.


      I hadn’t been below deck in what seemed like hours, and the transformation that the Brains had accomplished in that time was breathtaking. My tastefully decorated saloon had been converted into a mad-scientists laboratory; even as I stood with mouth agape a ‘bot edged up behind me. “Excuse me, sir,” Megan’s voice said. “I need to get by.” For just a moment my spine turned to ice; hadn’t I left her up at the masthead? Then I shook my head to clear the cobwebs that must have been building up. There was no reason whatsoever, after all, why a Brain shouldn’t be two or more places at one time.

    


    
      “Hello, Harv!” Dr. Stations greeted me from a speaker sitting atop the bar next to a Brainbox. The leads had been attached with wire-nuts, a clear sign of hasty improvisation. “As you can see, we’re just putting the finishing touches on things down here. Once we can make contact with the computers at the Institute, we’ll be in business.”


      “Wait a minute,” I asked. “What about the antenna?”


      “It wasn’t damaged after all,” Dr. Chang’s voice interjected. “I’m sorry, sir. I… Uh…”


      I waved him off wearily. “Most of us have lost it in one way or another tonight, Doctor. Forget about it. Now, tell me more.”


      “We lucked out,” Chang explained. “ Must be all of the rabbit’s feet around here.”


      I flicked an ear in irritation, not being in the mood for rabbity one-liners just then. “How did we luck out?”


      “Your masts were taller than the antenna needed to be,” Chang explained. “A lot taller. Originally we planned to rig the cables as high as possible. If we’d done so, we’d be sunk. That’s the plan I was remembering when I panicked. I thought that we’d actually done things that way.”


      “But you rigged them low on the masts instead,” I answered, beginning to understand.


      “Right,” Chang agreed. “That way we could keep the leads shorter, which we found to be more important than a little extra height.” He sighed. “My heavens, but we were lucky! All that’s been damaged is a connector, and Megan is working on that now. We brought a De Monsyne fabber out with us, and it’s printing up a replicate now. We should be in business just after daylight, as planned.”


      I exhaled fully, for the first time in what might’ve been hours.


      “But we still need to establish contact with the computers at the Institute,” Stations cautioned. “And they’re still smack-dab in the middle of a war zone.”


      “They haven’t even tried to reinforce the Marines,” I pointed out. “They can’t, not while we’ve got a missile battery still firing. If they do, their losses will be horrid.”

    


    
      “True enough,” Stations agreed. “But Harv, we estimate that they may have as many as fifteen hundred troops on the ground, against what? A couple hundred members of the Foote Battalion? Historically, you only need a force preponderance of roughly three to one to make an offensive succeed. Don’t forget that they also poured in dozens of missiles in support. Missiles with big warheads.”


      I nodded. “And there are also more troops in Freedom City than just the Foote Battalion. Greene will counter-attack, and for that matter the civilians will fight and fight hard. You know they will.”


      Stations sighed. “The Spetznaz were targeting the bridges, so shifting troops around isn’t going to be easy. It’s probably a lot easier to order a counterattack over there just now than to actually carry one out, especially in an organized fashion.” There was a long pause. “If I were a betting man, I’d wager that the Marines will take and hold their bridgehead. I hate to say it, but it’s true.”


      I pressed my lips together; Stations might be an eminent historian, but he didn’t know his rabbits worth a damn. “Our troops will throw them back,” I declared with far more confidence than I felt. “They know the ground, and are fighting for their homes. They’re holding now, and they’ll hold as long as they have to.”


      “Perhaps,” the Brain replied. “And perhaps not. But there’s more to consider. Our computers were located underwater; so they probably survived the EMP without too much damage. However, the same can’t be said for their electrical supplies. Even if our friends still hold the machines themselves, can they get power to them? So far, Freedom City is still blacked out. If there are any power stations working, we see no evidence of it.”


      “The hotel had a backup,” I replied. “We had a diesel generator with twelve hours worth of fuel, intended to keep the whole building running more than long enough to evacuate the place in an emergency. They’ll hook it up to the Institute.”


      “Assuming it hasn’t been blown to bits. And that someone is willing to run the wires in the middle of a firefight,” Stations countered. “A most vicious and unforgiving firefight at that, judging by what we can see.” The professor sighed. “We’ll keep working this through on our end, Mr. Chairman, never doubt that. But you may want to start thinking about finding a way to end this war without employing Conestoga. It’s my clear duty on behalf of the Brain Trust to inform you of the current situation in a realistic manner.”

    


    
      I looked down at the carpet. “I see. Have you any suggestions?”


      “Yes,” Stations replied. “Of course. The mainlanders have to be horrified at how ineffective their initial missile barrage was, and you can be certain that our virus attack is playing merry hell with their infrastructure back home. That was no love-tap, even if we can’t see the results here and now. They very likely feel that they’ve bitten off more than they care to chew.”


      I nodded. “Go on.”


      “Moreover, they can’t know with any real degree of certainty our true ground strength at the Institute. Roughly half of their first wave had to turn back without unloading troops. So, they’re probably just as fearful of losing that battle as we are. A thousand or so POW’s wouldn’t be a good thing to have to explain to the American public. Especially not along with the high losses aboard the shot-down aircraft.”


      I nodded again.


      “Sir,” Stations said, “it’s my duty to inform you that, due to the unexpectedly strong resistance put up by the militia, a resistance far in excess of anything that we ever planned on, a window of opportunity exists to go back to the bargaining table. We can still negotiate our way out of this mess. However, it must be done quickly. If we lose the battle at the Institute, as frankly we should expect to, our bargaining leverage drops off quickly. We still can’t win a conventional war, and the odds are still heavily against us even winning this first conventional battle. It’s only the fact that the mainlanders fear losing too that makes successful negotiations possible. Once we’ve lost the Institute and they’ve gained a toehold…”


      “Hmm.” I cupped my chin in my hand and thought furiously. Stations arguments made sense, after a fashion. We could go back to negotiating, end the killing--- “Doctor,” I asked eventually. “Do you think that we’d still be able to keep Conestoga a secret after these negotiations?”


      “Oh, no!” Stations replied. “We’d never be able to escape the impositions of arms inspectors and the like, because they know they can win, if they’re willing to accept the pain. We’d be able to maintain a degree of autonomy this way, is all. We might be able, for example, to continue gengineering research under somewhat fewer restrictions than everywhere else. And, we might even keep you and Bea and Anson out of jail.”

    


    
      Suddenly I had a sour taste in my mouth. “You’re saying that I should re-open negotiations?”


      “No,” Stations replied soberly. “I’m not. We fight this war to defend our basic freedoms, and the right to control our own destinies. We fight this war to drag humanity into the future, even if they kick and scream and resist all of the way. We must either grow or die, that hasn’t changed at all. I say that we play the game out to the end, sir, even if the end proves to be bitter indeed.” He paused. “But it’s my duty to point out alternatives. And…” He paused again. “Sir, I didn’t have to listen to anyone scream. Therefore, this isn’t a judgment that I’m qualified to make.”


      Suddenly, for the first time, I found myself liking Stations. I’d respected his abilities and background all along, but now I found myself actively liking him as well. “You’re correct in that advising me as you have was your proper duty,” I replied formally. “I’m grateful.” Then I turned to face the Conestoga cabinets along the far wall. “Once we cede the mainlanders an inch of our sacred independence, they’ll bully us into giving up a mile. I have faith in my rabbits and the militia, and I don’t hesitate to place the fate of our nation and of the human race in their hands.” I turned to face Station’s speaker. “Yes, Doctor, I agree with you that we have a window of opportunity just now to lessen the extent of our defeat. But a bitter defeat it would still be if it means giving up growth and freedom and the stars for all mankind. Instead, I hereby damn all apologists and lovers of the mediocre. I choose to seek absolute victory, to give our people the chance to live free or die fighting for what they believe in. To hell with the risks, to hell with the Marines, and to hell with the Mainlanders! Give us liberty or give us death!”


      “Hear, hear!” Lisa said, squeezing past the Conestoga gear. “Second the motion!”


      “Amen,” Stations replied.


      Suddenly for the first time in hours my spine felt strong and my head absolutely clear. “What are you doing up, Lisa?”

    


    
      “I couldn’t sleep,” she replied. “Not at a time like this.” Then she turned to Stations. “You were just talking about negotiating,” she pointed out.


      “Yes,” the Englishman agreed, sounding slightly embarrassed. “It was my duty to—”


      Lisa held up her hand. “I know,” she replied. “I’m not being critical. But, you made me wonder about something. How exactly were you planning on communicating with the Americans?”


      “Oh,” Stations replied, sounding a little better. Suddenly a waldo on the bar moved and pointed at a little box with a turreted lens emerging from it. “That’s an infra-red laser. It was in a shielded box, fortunately; we bought it from the Mainlanders military-surplus people. We believe that several mainlander satellites are infra-red laser-capable. All we’d have to do is target one, and modulate the beam.”


      “The EMP won’t affect that?” I asked.


      “No,” Stations replied. “After all, a laser is just light.”


      “I see,” I replied after a time. “Who thought of this?”


      “I did,” came the voice of Dr. Chang.


      “Would other physicists think of this?” I demanded.


      “Probably,” he agreed. “Or more likely a computerman. IR is used for computer links all the time.”


      “Then the Brains back at the Institute probably have set up a rig along the same lines,” I continued. “If they had the components down in their lab, under water. And I bet they did. The place was pretty well-equipped.”


      “Of course,” Stations interjected. “We can use this as a computer data link back to the Institute!”


      “It’d be slow,” Chang pointed out. “And it’s limited to line-of-sight. Smoke and such would affect it.”


      “Naturally,” I agreed. “But it’s better than nothing.”


      “If they have power,” Lisa mused. “And if they’ve thought of this.”


      “And if the smoke is thin enough,” I agreed. “All right, then. If I make sail, can Megan continue with her repairs?”


      “I don’t see why not,” she replied. “I’ve got a good grip. And if worse comes to worst and I can’t climb her down, I’ll just abandon the ‘bot at the masthead. It won’t hurt a thing.”

    


    
      “Excellent,” I agreed. “Then I’ll go up on deck and make sail for Foote Square.” I checked my internal chronometer, then the ‘hopper’s inertial navigational systems. “We ought to arrive at just about daybreak exactly.”


      “Perfect!” Lisa replied, her eyes sparkling. “How utterly perfect!”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Nineteen


      



      Megan was indeed able to get her ‘bot back down onto the solid deck despite the ‘hopper being under full sail, or at least as full as the damage to the foremast would allow. She was a virtuoso with the thing; at one point she actually let her avatar drop about five feet and then caught the next handhold with a manipulator arm. It was amazing to watch. The sky was beginning to lighten now, and I was able to appreciate the view in full.


      The sea bubbled noisily under our bows as the morning breeze freshened, and our wake extended far across the still sea. Wavehopper was coming alive under her press of sail, becoming a beautiful living thing that danced effortlessly over the ocean. It was because of moments like these, I mused, that mankind would never give up sailing.


      Someone had removed Gabe’s body, I noticed as the daylight steadily increased in intensity, presumably Lisa. He was probably lying alongside Eric in sick bay, though far beyond any form of treatment available to mortal men. Someday, perhaps, we might vanquish death entirely, render it as obsolete as the flintlock pistols that still bulged in my tuxedo pockets. My own wife had once cheated death, in fact. But there was no saving poor Gabe. He was gone, gone, gone, and I suddenly realized that sometime in the upcoming days it’d be my solemn duty to personally bury him at sea from ‘hopper’s quarterdeck. That was the way he would’ve wanted it.


      If I was still free to do so, of course. If we won our war. If I was still alive myself. How truly awful it was that men had to die in order that others might be free to fight death, the most ancient enemy of us all!

    


    
      Presently I removed my telescope from the binnacle and looked out over my deeply wounded nation. The fires on Industrial were largely out, there being no invaders present to hinder damage-control efforts. A lot of our gengineering concerns had lost their buildings, and presumably their computers and a lot of data. But most of the staff would have been safe at home; indeed, I suspected that the attack had been timed for the wee hours for that very reason. It was the staff that was irreplaceable; dedicated free-thinking men and women who still dared to dream in a world that had largely lost the art. If they’d survived, as I believed that they had, then we could rebuild.


      Residential Platforms A and B were completely untouched, so far as I could tell, as it made perfect sense that they would be. They were jam-packed with civilians, and of no great military or strategic value to anyone. The mainlanders might be arrogant, overweening bastards, but at least they’d taken precautions during their attacks to avoid bloodshed on a truly massive scale. At least that much could be said for them.


      Next I swung my glass over to the pinnacle of the Rabbit’s Foot, where Bea and Felix and I lived. The structure was still standing and seemingly intact, which again made sense if the mainlanders were trying to keep the body count low. The Foot was jam-packed full of guests, though some of them probably were able to evacuate on the fleeing ships and the last planes out of the airport. Still, the hotel had ended up in close proximity to what amounted to an urban war zone. Both sides would go out of their way to avoid harming it, but being so close to so many missile hits certainly couldn’t have done it any good.


      We had to round Fishmonger Point before I could get a view of the base of the hotel, where the fighting had been at its most intense. During the night we’d followed the battle in at least a limited way by watching for the pinpoint flashes of laser bolts that had gone high, but now there was too much background light for that. When we rounded the Point I could climb the rigging and get a better look. In the meantime, all any of us could do was stand and fidget. With an effort I lowered the ‘scope from my eye and snapped it shut.


      “What do you think, Harv?” Lisa asked worriedly. She was standing beside me on the quarterdeck.

    


    
      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I honestly don’t know. I can’t hear much of anything, and it’s too bright to see any flashes. We could have won, we could have lost. Hell, it could even just be a cease-fire, while both sides are out recovering their wounded. I just don’t know.”


      She nodded soberly. “I wish that we could tell. I’d give anything to know.”


      We might well be better off not knowing, I whispered to myself in my mind. Better an illusion of hope than no hope at all. But I didn’t speak my doubts aloud; instead I extended my arm. Lisa slipped under it, and I hugged her tight to me.


      Meanwhile, Megan was working steadily at the taffrail, bolting the infra-red laser turret to the synthetic oak and connecting up a bundle of control cables that now ran untidily across the deck. She at least had something constructive to do, I reflected. I certainly wished that I did. Restlessly, I altered the trim of the spanker, trying to increase our area of canvas and speed us along a little. It threw off the delicate balance of forces in the rigging, however, and without any way to counter the increased pressure on the stumpy foremast the ship actually slowed. Angrily I retrimmed it back to where it’d been to start with, wanting to stamp the deck with frustration. Why hadn’t I lusted after a nice, fast, modern motor-yacht like all the other plutocrats? Why?


      Inch by inch we beat past first Industrial Platform and then much of Commercial. Though the Foot grew slowly taller in the sky, the ground clutter frustrated every effort at seeing what was going on. Fishmonger Point loomed closer and closer, but until we were ‘round it there was simply no way to learn anything more.


      The minutes dragged slowly by as the dawn grew nearer and nearer. “Come on!” I heard Lisa mumble to herself. “Come on, you miserable, slow old tub! Come on!”


      I smiled slightly; clearly I was not the impatient one. Then the fishing fleet’s wharves were nearly in line with the top of the Foot, and I knew that it could only be a couple of minutes longer. Impulsively, I tilted my head to the side and pecked Lisa on the cheek. “For luck,” I explained. Then I slid my ‘scope out of its receptacle and headed up the mainmast.


      The rigging was wet with morning dew, and by the time I made it all the way up my fur was damp and clammy. Still it’d done me good to stretch my muscles; the climb burned off a lot of nervousness, and the telescope was steady in my hand even before I engaged the gyro.

    


    
      For just another minute or two Fishmonger’s Point continued to block my view, then one agonizing degree of arc at a time it slipped by to reveal last night’s battlefield. At first I didn’t recognize what I was seeing; there were thick clouds of low-hanging smoke everywhere, and between them and the general ‘courtesy-of-high-explosives’ rearrangement of the area, I couldn’t make heads or tails of anything. The Foot itself was still there, providing a solid landmark amidst the chaos. Even so, I realized with a sick feeling in my stomach, I still couldn’t tell which side had triumphed.


      “What do you see?” Lisa cried out.


      “Nothing much,” I replied. “There’s been a lot of damage, and there’s still plenty of smoke.” Carefully I instructed Wavehopper to come about; we’d safely weathered Fishmonger’s, and it was becoming obvious that we’d have to come very close inshore indeed. The masts creaked as they swiveled in their well-oiled sockets, and all around me a forest of electric servomotors hummed smoothly.


      I raised the scope back to my eye once the course change was complete, and turned the magnification up as high as it’d go. Even with the gyro my view began to jump around; in the days of yore sailing captains had been forced to try and make sense of what they saw despite the eternal jiggling of their telescopes; I pressed my lips firmly together and resolved to do the same. There! One of the Foot’s utility sheds streaked by, now reduced to a ruin of shattered fiberglass and tangled steel. Then I glimpsed the hotel’s front steps; they were blackened and fractured from the battle.


      And there! My telescope raced past the point I wanted so badly to see, and frustratingly would not resettle itself. For just a fleeting second, I’d seen a sea of green uniforms.


      U.S. Marine uniforms. Worn by formed-up troops standing in orderly ranks.


      My heart sank; we were lost, utterly lost. Troops didn’t form up like that in the middle of a battle! They just didn’t!


      “Do you see anything yet?” Lisa called out again. “The Brains say that they can’t make out a thing either.”


      I didn’t reply, not quite knowing how to break it to her. Instead I kept the ‘scope firmly fixed to my eye, though the image was growing increasingly blurry. This wasn’t due to any flaw in the optics. There were U.S. Marines formed up in Foote Square! What Freedomite could see such a sight and not shed a tear or two?

    


    
      Then my field of vision swung past another blur, this one bouncing up and down excitedly. It was reflex, really, that made me swing the ‘scope back and take a moment to wipe away my tears. There was something about the way the object was moving that caught my eye, or perhaps it was the color of the banner that it waved.


      I blinked, then blinked again. What I was seeing was a Foote rabbit in full blast armor, hopping up and down excitedly on top of the entrance to the Foote Institute. In one arm it held a blast rifle…


      …and with the other it was waving a brown rattlesnake-adorned ensign for all that it was worth, trying desperately to attract our attention.


      “The flag!” I cried out joyfully. “The flag is still there!”


      “Thank god!” Lisa replied. “Oh, thank god!”


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Chapter Twenty


      



      Heart filled with joy, I raised my ‘scope again, this time trying to relocate the formed-up Marines that I’d just seen. It wasn’t easy with all the smoke. But eventually I found them again, and this time was also able to make out the grim-faced militiamen who held them under armed guard. They were prisoners, not occupiers! How could I have been so stupid?


      “I think we’ve won it clean!” I called out again. “I can see POW’s standing out in the middle of Foote Square! They wouldn’t do that if there was still fighting going on! It must be over. And we’ve won!”


      “The Brains agree,” Lisa replied after a short pause. “And so do I. Harv, we’ve got to move closer and get Conestoga going.”


      “Right,” I agreed, even though it was far easier said than done. I looked over the set of the sails again, and decided for the thousandth time that given the damage to our foremast the rig couldn’t be improved upon. “We’re already going as fast as we can.”


      “Damn!” Lisa replied. “The mainlanders aren’t just going to sit and wait, Harv. You know and I know it.”


      I nodded exaggeratedly, so that Lisa could see the gesture from so far down below me, then set about examining the sea around us for traffic. Things had thinned out tremendously since yesterday, with most ships that were able to leave by now well clear of the area. There were still dozens of hydrogen tugs about, however, some of them anchored up close to the City and presumably helping with fire-fighting and the like. One of them was passing not too far off our starboard bow; its siren sounded out a crude but joyful Morse “V” for “Victory”. I waved heartily in reply, though I couldn’t know if anyone was watching or not, then descended to the deck below.

    


    
      Predictably, a cargo ‘bot was waiting there to talk to me. “What did you see, sir?” it asked in Station’s voice. “Tell us all about it!”


      For just a moment I smiled and relished the fact that for once I was better-informed than the Brain Trust. Then I did my best to describe everything. “The Foot itself is only moderately damaged,” I concluded, “though the grounds are a total loss. The Institute is still standing, though it looks as if it took a huge amount of fire. As I said, the rabbit waving the flag was standing on top of the Institute.”


      “I think that’s a clear signal meant to convey that the Institute’s computers are still intact,” Stations replied after a moment’s thought.


      “Maybe,” I replied. “Or maybe not. You’re assuming that this wasn’t just perhaps a rabbit acting on his or her own initiative when they saw the ‘hopper. By now word may’ve spread that I’m aboard, and it’d be perfectly natural for someone to try and let me know the battle’s over.”


      Somehow, the ‘bot managed to look dejected for a moment. “True enough,” Stations admitted. “We estimate that our laser link will only be good for a mile or so, unless Mrs. Foote and the rest have gained access to better equipment than what was available when we left. Under the circumstances, it’s quite possible.”


      I rolled my eyes. “Right now, anything seems possible,” I admitted. “The militia threw them back! Can you believe it?”


      The ‘bot raised its eyes. “Yes, isn’t it wondrous? Greene’s methods will be studied by general staffs the world over for years to come, you can be certain. He’s proven himself to be a tactical genius.”


      I nodded. “And he had fine troops, too. Not just the Foote Battalion, but out on the platforms as well.” Suddenly my mood shifted a hundred and eighty degrees once more, for what seemed like the hundredth or maybe even the thousandth time in the past twenty-four hours. “Oh, good Lord,” I murmured. “I hate to imagine what the butcher’s bill is going to look like.”


      “It’ll be bad,” Stations agreed. “But maybe not so bad as you imagine. The fight was hard, but short. And the mainlanders did target their missiles carefully.”


      I nodded, though in my heart I didn’t agree with him.


      For a long time we sailed on in silence, examining the City idly. Each yard we traveled revealed more and more destruction. At first the buildings and rail parks seemed virtually untouched, but as we approached Foote Square blast scars and shrapnel holes began to appear in quantity, at first high up on the walls and then lower and lower. Here and there Freedomites could be seen already hard at work nailing boards over broken windows and patching holed roofs, many of them taking a moment to cheer Wavehopper as we passed ponderously by. In the near vicinity of the Square, however, the picture was uglier. Here there was often no structure left to patch, only heaps of rubble. At least four cruise missiles had slammed into the immediate area. Almost no one was moving among the debris, most of the few that were being militiamen armed with blast rifles whose function was presumably to prevent looting.

    


    
      We were indeed roughly a mile off of Foote Square when the infrared laser began to chirp and twirl about. “We have a datalink!” Stations cried out ecstatically. “It worked! We’re in business!”


      I nodded and smiled, waiting patiently while the Brains conversed and established communications protocols among themselves. Then the ‘bot shifted posture subtly and spoke again, this time in Bea’s voice. “Harv?” it asked. “Am I getting through?”


      I hopped a clear three feet off of the deck in joy, then threw my arms around the ‘bot and hugged it tight. “Oh, Bea!” I cried out, the tears beginning to flow once more. “ I’m so glad that you’re all right!”


      “I’m fine,” she replied. “Just fine. Harv, they tried to storm the Institute.”


      “I know.”


      “You should have seen it, Harv! The Foote Battalion fought so hard; Felix should be very, very proud of them! And we Brains drafted every single remotely-operated piece of equipment in Freedom City that we could get emergency power to. We fought with fire ‘bots, maintenance spiders, waldoes on wheels, manlifts, anything! It drove the mainlanders nuts, trying to fight machines that didn’t care if they got killed! Plus, they wasted god knows how much ammo and time on machines that couldn’t possibly hurt them. I think that’s what broke the back of the attack.”


      “That and the fact that half their troops couldn’t land,” I corrected her gently.


      “Well…” Bea sounded slightly embarrassed. “Of course. And the power went out for a while, too. We were on local battery for life support down in the Conestoga lab. It was kind of hairy, until the Battalion ran us new lines. Harv, someone deserves a medal for that, but I haven’t been able to find out who yet. A suicide squad ran the new wires practically right down the middle of Foote Square, out in the open and under fire. If they hadn’t done that, we’d never have regained control of the ‘bots, and the mainlanders would’ve won for sure. That group took terrible casualties.”

    


    
      I nodded. “Find out who it was, Bea, just as soon as you can. We haven’t gotten around to creating any Freedom City medals yet, but that’s easy enough to take care of.” For that matter, we hadn’t figured out how to pay death benefits to the survivors of our fallen yet either, though I swore to myself that we’d work it out just as soon as was humanly possible, or maybe even a little sooner. Our government payroll was going to swell enormously as a result of this war, and mostly that was a bad thing for Freedom. However, we’d not begrudge a single penny to our heroes dead or alive, or my name wasn’t Harvey Foote.


      “Will do, Harv, though there’s other issues on the platter first. Like winning this war.”


      I nodded, then realized that Bea could no longer read the gesture. “Right,” I agreed aloud. “Will this datalink work for Conestoga?”


      “Yes,” Bea replied. “Though much more slowly than we’d like.”


      “How slowly?” My stomach knotted; in the back of my mind I was beginning to develop a plan, but it depended on a very flexible employment of our secret weapon. It was almost axiomatic that the more slowly Conestoga worked, the more destructive we’d have to get in order to convince the mainlanders that they actually, most unexpectedly, had lost. Or, conversely, the more overwhelming Conestoga appeared to be, the less actual damage we’d have to do.


      “We’ll only be able to cycle the system about twenty times a second,” Bea explained, and I felt my stomach muscles relax once more. “That’s including all search sweeps, of course, where we analyze a sector. And you’re going to generate a huge amount of data doing searches. That data would overwhelm the link in a second; you’ll have to do your own target analysis aboard ship, though we can offer general suggestions.”


      “Great,” I replied. “Any other restrictions?”


      “At first we’ll be operating in search mode only, because we’ve got to get this thing calibrated,” Bea continued. “Give us about another ten minutes. Also, your range will be limited; not all of the United States will be in reach, though roughly everything east of the Rockies should be.”

    


    
      I nodded, then caught myself again. “Gotcha,” I replied.


      “Good. In the meantime, Harv, you might recall that the antenna system is highly directional. I’d suggest that you turn the ship, or ‘put about’ or whatever you call it and get yourself oriented broadside-on to where we last saw the mainlander invasion fleet. I presume that will be your first target?”


      “Yes,” I replied firmly. “Absolutely.”


      “All right, then. I’ll call you again in about ten minutes. Love you, Harv!”


      “Love you too, Bea!” I replied automatically, somehow feeling much better. Things felt almost back to normal in some ways. It hadn’t felt natural for me to be out of instant touch with Bea. I’d felt as if an important part of myself was missing.


      I called up the sailing menu in my mind, and once more like magic my ship’s masts pivoted and the big wheel spun. We were close-hauled on a port tack now, pitting nature against herself by sailing to windward and away from Freedom City. Suddenly something important occurred to me. “Bea?”


      “Yes, honeykins?”


      “This laser link is like a tether. Much too short a tether for a sailing ship. I’m not going to be able to steer this course for very long before I’m out of laser range.”


      There was a long pause. “You’re right, dear. The signal is already degrading. The Brain Trust thinks you’re going to have to perform some very complex maneuvers in order to keep the connection open as much of the time as possible. They believe that Gabe is up to it, however.”


      I gulped, then decided to be blunt. “Hon, Gabe is dead. We saw action twice last night ourselves. Have you looked at our foremast?”


      There was another long pause. “I’m so very sorry.”


      “Me too,” I sighed. “He was a good man.” Then I returned to the subject at hand. “Bea, the ship’s not in the best of shape, and I’m not the saltiest sailor in the world either. We’ll just have to make do with what we have.”

    


    
      “Right,” she agreed. “Of course.” There was another long pause. “Harv, we’re ready to run searches now. Would you prefer us to pipe the data down to your cabin screen, or download it directly into your mind?”


      I hesitated; downloading data direct could be disorienting, and I was about to be terribly busy. Still, I couldn’t afford to be below decks, not while sailing a damaged vessel so close to so many navigational hazards. “Download it,” I ordered. “But be prepared to stop and reroute if I ask you to.”


      “Aye-aye.” Bea replied. “All right, we’re going to initialize the antenna system. Can you safely hold your course for a few moments, Harv? This is going to take just about all the power that the ‘hopper has to offer.”


      I glanced around the horizon. “Go ahead.”


      “Phlogistron ‘A’ initiation,” Bea said. Phlogistron ‘A’ involved charging a bunch of capacitors up to create a huge electrical potential; every fuel cell on the ‘hopper was straining, straining, straining. I could actually hear them, though a normal human wouldn’t have.


      “Phlogistron ‘A’ complete,” Bea said next. “All charges up and holding. Initiating Phlogistron ‘B’.”


      I pressed my lips together and braced myself for the emotional storm that was sure to come, given the huge size of Wavehopper’s antenna in comparison to what had been used in the lab. As before, the Phlogistron ‘B’ sequence began with a terrible feeling that something was wrong, that nothing was right with the world or anything in it, that a demon was walking on my grave. My eyes widened and my respiration increased. Then a new thought struck me. “Did anyone warn Lisa about this?” I asked aloud.


      “Yes, dearest” Bea replied soothingly. “She’s all right.” My wife’s ghostly hand materialized out of nowhere to stroke my sensitive ears, and for a moment I had to wonder just exactly how different Conestoga really was from the everyday reality of the mental linkup that she and I shared. Suddenly Bea was all business again. “Five, four, three, two, one…”


      Then the system began firing at the intended twenty cycles a second, the ship’s new gear giving me a God’s-eye view of roughly a ten degree arc of open ocean. But it was more than just a picture, far more! It was a description of every particle of space and time and matter down to the quantum-foam level where reality was expressed in degrees of probability, an exact template that would’ve allowed me to recreate to the last detail everything within my view. I could pick out not just every fish, but every atom in every molecule in every scale of every fish merely by exerting my will. The hardest part was sorting things out. While there were no limits to the acuity of my vision, there was indeed a very firm limit to how thin I could stretch my attention. It was incredible, it was awesome, it was beyond anything I’d ever imagined. “Bea!” I stuttered, lost and rambling among the myriad textures of reality itself. “Bea! I—I…”

    


    
      “Gotcha, Harv.” she replied. “It happens to everyone at first. Try imagining yourself backing off a little, or picture a map on a larger scale.”


      “All right.” I screwed my eyes even more tightly shut, and tried to imagine a nautical


      chart of the Caribbean like the one on my cabin wall. The software fought me for just a moment, then adapted itself to my needs. Soon I was picturing a pie-shaped wedge of water, with every ship on it marked by a little icon.


      “Can you see anything?” Bea asked. “Harv, the link’s not good enough for us to feed the data ashore.”


      “I’ve got a freighter,” I said slowly, trying to work out a perspective somewhere between the macro and the micro. Eventually I succeeded. “It’s Japanese-flagged. And there are a few fishing boats. That’s it.”


      “Try a new bearing, then.” Bea urged me. “Come about a little more to the left. Greene suspects that the mainlanders were headed that way, from the way the bearings on the cruise missiles were changing.”


      “Right,” I agreed. I was becoming terribly disoriented; opening my eyes showed me one reality, while closing them took me to another, a far richer and more interesting one. This was what it must be like to be in two places at once, I mused. It was something that I’d never been wired up for, and therefore had often wondered about. “We’re going to have to come about soon to keep the link open. Otherwise we’ll be too far away. Give me five minutes, and turn off the feed while I navigate. It’s too distracting to be safe.”


      “Aye-aye,” Bea agreed.

    


    
      Bringing the wounded Wavehopper about in the limited space available was no joy. A hydrogen tug cooperated by changing course, or else the maneuver might have been entirely impossible. By the time I was done it was past time to check Conestoga again; clearly, I couldn’t rest for a second. “Wire me back in, Bea.” I declared once the ‘hopper had steadied herself on the new heading. We were aimed obliquely back towards Foote Square, with the hotel itself standing fine on the starboard bow. The images came rushing in once more just as soon as I closed my eyes, and this time I had no difficulty persuading the computer to present them in nautical chart form. First a nearby hydrogen tug appeared, one so close that I could’ve seen it with my own two eyes. Then more data poured in…


      …and there was the American fleet! The big carrier at its heart was exactly two hundred fifty-five point six nautical miles away, making twenty-two point four-two knots on a nearly parallel course. Even as I watched, an airplane appeared off her bow; she’d just launched a fighter.


      “Got ‘em,” I declared aloud. “Bea, can your datastream handle the load of a single image? If so, Colonel Greene needs to see this. Besides, I ought to check in with him anyway.”


      “Right,” Bea replied. There was a long pause, and then the Colonel himself spoke inside my head. “Sir?”


      “Yes,” I replied aloud. “It’s Harv. How are things ashore?”


      “Better than we had any right to expect, sir. The Brains proved most formidable. We believe that the mainlanders weren’t expecting anything like them.”


      “Probably not,” I agreed. “Casualties?”


      There was a very long pause. “Over five hundred dead,” he said slowly. “And counting. Two thousand wounded, mostly civilians.”


      I’d expected higher numbers, frankly, but that had seemingly done nothing to cushion the blow. I felt as if someone had kicked me in the testicles, hard. I was sick and weak and hurt, all at once. “Were any of them Foot guests?” I asked. “How are Anson and Abu? And Felix?”


      There was another long silence; perhaps the datalink was even slower then I’d imagined. “Abu and Anson are unhurt,” Greene replied slowly. “And we managed to evacuate the hotel before things got too warm. But…”

    


    
      Suddenly the image in my head seemed to explode with new icons. “Holy shit!” I said. “What’s going on here?” I flashed the new image to Greene.


      “It’s a new missile launch,” the Colonel replied angrily. “Goddamn them! The idiots are trying again!”


      “They’re not being stupid,” Bea interjected. “If it weren’t for Conestoga, we’d have no idea this was coming at all.”


      More and more missiles joined the first, until they formed a stream several miles long, pointed directly at us. “Damn!” I whispered again. “It’s as big as the last attack!”


      “Maybe even bigger,” Greene replied wearily. “The Marines we took prisoner seem very confident that they’re going to be rescued.”


      “Bea,” I demanded. “You said something about calibration. How long is that going to take?”


      “We’re working on it now, Harv. But… It won’t be quick enough.”


      “Shit!” I cursed, stamping angrily on the deck with my eyes still firmly closed. I must have looked ridiculous, if anyone were looking. “Bea! People are going to die. Make it quick enough!”


      There was a long silence, broken only by a new launch from the fleet. This time the aircraft were slow, vulnerable troop transports, following the missiles in. Fighters looped lazily above them.


      “It’s simply not calibrated, Harv!” Bea sputtered.


      “What can we do with an uncalibrated system then, dammit?” I demanded. “We don’t need precise, we need now!”


      There was a long pause. “Dr. Chang is working on it,” Bea said eventually. “Stand by.”


      For an endless three minutes I did exactly that, breaking the tension only by shortening sail. We were headed for the City, after all, and I didn’t want to be caught needing to come about just as a solution was found. Meanwhile, the missiles approached steadily. I walked to the other side of the quarterdeck and scanned the horizon; sure enough my enhanced eyes could make out something moving there, though exactly what I could not make out. “Bea…”


      “Yes, Harv!” she snapped back. “I know!”


      Gradually the missiles became visible for what they were, and I knew we didn’t have much time. “Bea?”


      “All right!” Bea replied, joy in her voice. “Harv, you’ve got to target this. You’re the only one equipped to. Focus in on each missile, one at a time. Then picture it turning straight up, a ninety-degree turn. Got it?”

    


    
      Each missile individually? But there were dozens of them; there wasn’t time, was there? “All right,” I snapped. Carefully I looked at the closest one in my mind; it was painted white, and the US emblem on the fuselage’s side was bright and proud. I sort of twisted it in my mind…


      …and suddenly the cruise missile was zooming vertically into the sky. It bobbled for a moment, then fell off on one stub wing and crashed into the sea.


      “It worked!” I cried out in glee. “It knocked out the guidance, I think!”


      “Good!” Bea replied. “We thought that it might.”


      Thought that it might? I shook my head and pictured the second missile, then the third. They tumbled and fell in turn, and then I was into the thick of the swarm tipping and turning them just as quickly as I could. “Bea?” I demanded as I worked just as fast as I could. “Am I going to make it?”


      “No!” she answered. “Oh, Harv! Please hurry! If they hit the Institute again…”


      I gritted my teeth and concentrated, hard! One after another, bim, bam, boom! “Bea! I’m going as fast as I can!” In the City, I could hear the sirens wailing once more. “I can’t go any faster! I just can’t!”


      Then suddenly something went “click” in my mind and I felt the presence of a large unwashed body. “Hello, Mr. Foote,” I heard Eric’s voice say. “It’s very nice to see you. Thank you for helping me into the boat yesterday; I wasn’t myself, I fear. Megan informs me that you urgently require assistance from someone with a mind-computer interface?”


      “Jesus!” I exclaimed, in shock. I didn’t know that Eric had regained consciousness! “Quick, son! Look at what I’m doing! Do you see?” I turned a missile.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Well, keep right on doing it, just as fast as you can! For god’s sake, don’t stop! There’s thousands of lives at stake, and more!”


      Even with Eric’s unexpected help, I didn’t think the job could be done in time. Just when I thought all was lost, my wife’s calming hand appeared between my ears and rubbed gently. It helped; suddenly I had the idea of grasping and turning volumes of air that held several missiles. Soon Eric was doing it too. There was a terrible clap of thunder in the distance each time we did that, a rumble so loud that I could feel it on my face. Probably Conestoga was disturbing the lower atmosphere on a massive scale, not that I gave a rat’s ass. Freedom City, my city, was in deadly peril!

    


    
      The very last missile was zooming over the masthead when I turned it in my mind. By then I was getting a feel for things, so first I turned it around a hundred and eighty degrees and made it fly away from my ship for a bit, then flipped it again when it was a safe distance away. Interestingly, the thing had already begun circling around towards its original heading before I made the second turn; its guidance system was rather impressively engineered, I had to admit. After all, the designers could hardly have counted on a sudden vertical climb. The deadly thing splashed harmlessly into the sea, just like its fellows, and I watched it hit with satisfaction…


      …until a ship’s siren sounded, far too close at hand. I opened my eyes, only to see that I was about to ram into Foote Square! Damnit, this was like juggling live hand grenades with the pins pulled! Desperately I came about, letting my computer operate the winches and windlasses at maximum emergency overload so as to complete the maneuver as quickly as possible. The wounded ‘hopper came around stubbornly, what with half the foremast’s area of sail missing from the balance of forces that usually made my yacht such a joy to handle. Agonizingly the bow began to swing…


      …and I exhaled the breath that I didn’t realize I’d been holding. It’d clear the jetty! “Bea!” I called out mentally. “Where are the troops?”


      “You’ve got to line up on them so we can see,” she reminded me. “Get on a steady course and stay there.”


      I wanted to tear my hair out, even though I technically had fur up there now instead. “Are you out of your mind?” I exploded. “This is insane! You’re asking me to maneuver a crippled sailing ship in an area less than a mile across, and you want a steady course?”


      “You could anchor,” Bea suggested. “Professor Chang says that you could use something called a ‘spring’ on your hawser to point the ship wherever you need to.”

    


    
      I stamped my foot in rage. “Dammit! Does he think I’m stupid or something? I lost the anchor last night, clearing away the damage aloft! Does he think that I wouldn’t be anchored if I possibly could be?”


      There was a long, long silence. “Calm down, Harv.” Bea said soothingly. “I know that you just almost wrecked the ship, and that you’re having to do far too many things at once. Let Eric help more. Just calm down and we’ll get through this thing together. All right, love?”


      I felt my anger melt away, like it always did when Bea spoke to me that way. “All right, dear.” I replied, trying to sound cheerful. “Let me get a little sea room here, and I’ll bring us broadside to the troop-carriers.”


      “All right, dearest.” Bea replied brightly. She left me in peace to manage the ship for a moment, then made a suggestion. “Would it help if I sent out a hydrogen tug, Harv? We could tie it up alongside and use it to turn you any way that you like.”


      I mulled it over as the ‘hopper settled down once more on the reciprocal to her old heading. “That’d be a good idea,” I agreed. “Once we get some time, that is. Setting that up won’t be simple, however, and I rather suspect that the exciting part’ll be over before we get a chance.”


      “Probably,” Bea agreed. “But still, I’ll get someone to work wigwagging signals. You need more help than just Eric!”


      “Yes,” I replied with a sigh. “Bea, I think we’re about set up again on this end. How’s your calibration coming?”


      “Chang just finished. I was about to tell you while you were turning, but you seemed too busy.”


      “Excellent,” I said. It felt like the first good news I’d heard in hours, though of course it wasn’t. I must be even more harried, I realized. “Let me look again, please.”


      Once more I felt the donkey’s mind beside mine. “You’re all hooked up,” Bea declared.


      I closed my eyes tightly once more. “Hello, Eric,” I whispered to the donk. “I’m back.”


      “Yes, sir,” he agreed.


      The airlift was about halfway to the City now, though I could only see part of it because the angle was slightly off. Mentally I swung my frigate half a point to port, and then everything was centered in my view. “They’re just milling around,” I said. “I think losing the missiles confused them.”

    


    
      A new voice cut in. “Sir, this is Colonel Greene. We’ve already taken a good part of the landing force prisoner. If you splash the rest, the mainlanders will have to go home. They’ll be completely out of troops. Shoot down those planes, and you’ve pretty much pulled their fangs.”


      I nodded; he was right, so far as I could tell. And there they were, right in the palm of my hand. Nothing would have been easier than to reach out and simply turn the aircraft just as I had the missiles, repeating the treatment as rapidly as necessary if the human pilots proved more resourceful than their automated counterparts. After all, there were far fewer of the assault craft to worry about, moving much more slowly. Eric and I could play with them for however long we needed to.


      Then I remembered watching living Marines come tumbling out of a falling, burning aircraft not so many hours before, and decided that I’d seen enough killing for a lifetime. And more. “Bea?” I asked.


      “Yes, dear?”


      “You said that you’ve used Conestoga on living creatures before, right?”


      “Yes, Harv. Even humans. With no side effects. What do you have in mind?”


      I switched over to ‘nautical chart’ mode in my mind, and observed that the extreme corner of the airport was almost inside my ‘Conestoga’ cone. Very carefully, I swung the rudder a little to include it. “Colonel?” I barked.


      “Yes, sir!”


      “Is the airport still garrisoned?”


      “Not as heavily as it was, sir. But there are armed men there.”


      “Are the machineguns covering the tarmac manned?”


      “If not, I can arrange it in five minutes or less. Why do you ask, sir?”


      “Because I’m planning on taking some prisoners, Colonel. They’ll be arriving in about ten minutes. Tell your people to keep the tarmac clear; I’m going to be bringing ‘em in fast and furious. If you have any questions, ask Bea. She’s figured it out by now, and I’m busy.”

    


    
      “Yes, sir!” he answered. Then I cut the connection and spoke again to Eric. “We’ve got more work to do,” I explained patiently. “Are you feeling all right?”


      He mentally shrugged. “It doesn’t matter how I feel.” Then I felt his face screw up. “She left me to die, Mr. Foote! To die!”


      I closed my eyes; even the faint echoes of Eric’s pain that leaked through the computer cut deep into my heart. “She did,” I agreed.


      “But you didn’t, Mr. Foote!” he exclaimed. “I only remember a little of it, but…” He flashed me an image of himself looking down at the ground in abject shame.


      There wasn’t time for this right now; there wasn’t even the beginning of enough time. And yet… “Eric,” I whispered, reaching out and running mental fingers through the equine’s mane. “She didn’t deserve you.”


      The donkey turned away. “No,” he muttered angrily. “No, she didn’t. She was just a whore, taking all and giving nothing.”


      My eyes narrowed; this was the first time that I’d ever, ever detected even a shred of self-respect in my most problematic employee. Maybe there was hope after all? “You’re free of her now, Eric. Free forever, if you choose to be.”


      Eric’s jaw worked, then he nodded once. “Maybe I am,” he said slowly. “But… Forgive me, Mr. Foote. I shouldn’t interrupt, I know.” He nodded at the wave of airborne Marines hovering in our collective consciousness. “But shouldn’t we be doing something about that?”


      My smile grew even wider. “Yes, of course. Just follow my lead, son, and all will be well. I promise.”


      Then I concentrated on the nearest assault plane. One by one, I relieved the troops of their personal weapons, reaching out mentally and relocating the deadly things to a spot in the air just outside of the aircraft where they could fall free into the sea. Once I was sure that I had every rifle, every pistol, every grenade and every block of explosives, I then flashed the Marines one by one to our airport, where they found themselves standing unarmed on acres of flat, open ground, covered not by one but by several heavy machine guns. If some idiot failed to surrender under those circumstances, I reassured myself, that I’d shed no tears at his passing. Darwin could take the credit for them!

    


    
      It proved to be quick work, once Eric and I got the hang of it. There was some confusion when two of the now-pilotless and empty aircraft collided, but otherwise the operation went so smoothly that we actually finished well before it was time to put Wavehopper about again. “Thank you, Eric,” I said through my link. “Take a rest. I’m going to need you again in just a few minutes for an even bigger job.”


      “You lead,” Eric replied, “and I’ll follow.”


      



      “Sir!” Dr. Stations called out as I brought the battered ‘hopper about for another pass at my nation’s enemies. “Sir! You’ve done it! They can’t hurt us now! We can negotiate from a position of strength.”


      I looked over at the cargo ‘bot from which the professor spoke and considered his words. “You’d stop now?” I asked.


      “Yes,” he answered. “We can settle now on advantageous terms.”


      “Wrong,” I replied, teeth bared. “There are at least five hundred dead in Freedom City, and another aboard this very ship. For their sakes, we’re going to do a hell of a lot better than merely ‘negotiating from a position of strength’.”


      The bot’s head tilted slightly. “Sir?”


      “We’re going to win!” I declared, in a near-snarl. “We didn’t start this damned fight. All we did was mind our own business and try to get into space, where mankind should long since have been. And for that they used a nuke on us, for god’s sake! Or have you forgotten that part? We’re going to win, Dr. Stations. Unconditional surrender, or my name isn’t Harvey Foote! We won’t try to make them live like us; that’d be wrong as hell and probably futile to boot. But by god they will recognize our right to live free and to conduct our affairs as we choose to conduct them. To quote my very favorite mainlander, ‘I have not yet begun to fight!’”


      Stations stood silent for a moment. “Sir…”


      “Five hundred dead!” I snapped back. “Either I’m running this thing, or you Brains are. Which is it?”


      There was a long pause. “You are,” Stations replied.


      “All right then! Colonel Greene?”


      “Yes?” my military chief answered.


      “How are things going at the airport?”

    


    
      “Sir… All that we have are signal flags. But from all the information that I have, things are going well.”


      “Excellent!” I replied. “Colonel, there are going to be many, many more prisoners. Thousands, in fact. Do you understand me?”


      He gulped audibly. “Sir?”


      “You have another fifteen minutes to make arrangements. House them out on Conestoga Platform for all I care; there still aren’t any bridges. Set up relays of hydrogen tugs if you can find enough captains to volunteer. I bet that you will. From what I’ve seen they’ve been doing everything possible to aid the war effort.”


      “Indeed,” Greene agreed. “Almost everyone has. But sir, can you tell me how many thousand you intend to take? I truly need to know.”


      I shrugged. “I don’t know, exactly. However many sailors there are out in that task force that’s caused us so much trouble. I’m planning to take them all.” Then an amusing thought occurred to me. “Send out a few dozen tugs, if you can find enough volunteers. We’ll take the fleet prize. Especially, we’ll need any ex-Navy men who might know how to shut down a reactor.”


      There was another long pause. “Sir?”


      “The ships, Colonel. We’ll take them prize, all of them if we can find enough tugs and enough sailors. Let the god-dammed president explain that to the American people during a nice friendly fireside chat. Just make sure that the tugs have flags aboard; I want the news people to get some really nice pictures of our rattlesnake flag hanging right above the stars and stripes. That ought to be good for a few headlines!”


      Stations made a sound like someone hissing through his teeth, but said nothing. I chose to reply anyway. “Unconditional surrender I said, and unconditional surrender I meant.” Then I turned my attention inwards again. “Bea?”


      “Yes, dear.” She was practically purring. “By the way, I really love it when you get all decisive and manly.”


      I smiled, albeit fiercely. “They chose to turn away from destiny, and now they’re going to reap the whirlwind.”


      “Good,” she responded. “For what it’s worth I agree with you, though we’re clearly in the minority. As usual.”


      I shrugged; Bea and I were well used to being a little out of step. We’d been called crazy when we’d staked our futures and our fortunes on a ridiculous little platform far out in the ocean. And, I expected we’d be called far worse in the long, long years to come. “Bea, we’ve got to get a full system running soon. They’ll nuke us for real if they can, once reality sinks in. What were doing to them is intolerable, from their point of view. Absoultely intolerable.”

    


    
      “I know, Harv. That’s priority one. Chang says that now that we can work out in the open, we can get it done in two days.”


      “Good,” I replied. It’d take at least two days for the Americans to get over the shock of losing their fleet, if I wasn’t mistaken. Especially if we chose not to tell them how we did it. “If you can beat that time, do it. Use every resource we have.”


      “Gotcha,” she answered. “I’ll get on it right now.”


      “All right,” I answered. “I’ve got a lot of work to do, too.” Then, impulsively, I reached out mentally and kissed my wife’s pink little nose. “I love you so very much!”


      She dimpled. “And I love you.”


      Then my Bea’s presence vanished from my mind, and Eric and I began the long weary task of teleporting mainlander sailors one at a time from their ships into the new quarters that Colonel Greene would happily provide.


      

    

  


  


  
    
      Epilogue


      



      



      Three Months Later…


      



      The sun was shining down hot and hard on the deck of the nuclear aircraft carrier U.S.S. Saratoga, once the pride of the United States Navy and now permanently moored close alongside Foote Square. Most of the captured ships we’d be giving back soon, though not this particular one. We were keeping Sara in partial compensation for damages done; Freedom City was always short on deck space, after all, and this monster of a warship was possessed of deck space in spades. Even now, her reactor was providing a major portion of our power and fresh water. Because the war damage was so heavily concentrated in Foote Square, I’d be receiving the bulk of the new real estate. In fact, Doctor Chang was already investigating the possibility of transferring the Conestoga laboratory on board.


      The summer sun was hot and intense in the Caribbean and probably always would be, one natural constant amidst the continual whirlwind of human growth and change. I looked up and squinted; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky today, and the audience arrayed before me in row after endless row of folding chairs would be intolerably hot and uncomfortable before long. I didn’t want them to be hot and uncomfortable, so I mentally selected and then quickly reviewed the shortest version of the speech that I was about to give. These men and women had suffered quite enough, and then some. It wasn’t right that they should be subjected to needless speechifying as well. “Bea?” I called out mentally.


      “Yes, dearest?” My wife was in her body to mark the occasion, sitting out among the crowd; on this day there was and could be no VIP section. Or, rather, there was only a single far-too-large one. Either you were aboard the Saratoga, or you stood in Foote Square and looked on respectfully from a distance. There were and could be no other distinctions.

    


    
      “Bea, I want to keep this short. It’s hot, and everyone here has been through hell. Can you ask the band to wrap things up?”


      “Sure thing, hon.” In the distance I saw Eric’s new rabbit ears jerk upwards; he still wasn’t quite used to his new radio link, apparently. His head bobbed up and down eagerly as Bea relayed my request, still a bit too eagerly in my opinion. I sighed to myself in resignation as my new personal aide arose and began to make his way across to the bandstand. His therapists had sent me a long letter suggesting that making him my assistant once he got out of the Tank was probably the best of several rather poor treatment options. No one seemed to have much faith in Eric’s ability to stand up on his own two legs in the long run, though personally I rather suspected that having played such an important role in events out on the ‘hopper might have been better medicine than the shrinks knew. And being constantly exposed via radio to someone as confident and able and loving as Bea wasn’t going to do him any harm, either. Eventually my own link-system would be upgraded to include his frequency, and I’d get to know him a little better myself. In the meantime he was performing his new duties ably, continued to design slot machines on the side against the day when the Foot reopened for business, and had utterly sworn off of playing bondage games, at least on the overt level. I couldn’t ask for anything more in the short run, I supposed; only time would tell the rest of the tale. At least he was still alive, and where there was life there was always hope. It was the stuff of miracles, life was. Perhaps my friend would find his new rabbit’s feet to be luckier than horseshoes; I certainly hoped so.


      Unfortunately the musicians were just beginning a rather long number as Eric delivered his message. They played endlessly on and on and on as I stood and waited. Abu and Lisa were sitting well off to my right. Both Abu and Anson had offered to give this particular speech for me, and under the circumstances I’d given serious consideration to taking them up on it. Anson, however, was very busy in Washington these days dictating terms. The Americans had finally seen reason once we’d neatly stacked all of their nuclear warheads inside the hole in the center of the Pentagon, lined up their missile subs in a wheat field in Kansas and neatly parked the long-range bombers in the middle of Yankee Stadium. In fact, just to rub things in, Anson had personally returned a rather special little something to the president at their first formal meeting. He’d had it gift wrapped especially for the occasion. It was the ‘football’, the little briefcase that contained all the US launch codes. It was possible that Abu might have been able to pinch-hit for me, yes, though despite all of his other sterling qualities I didn’t feel that Abu was up to giving such an important address. He was far too self-effacing to make a good orator. In the end, however, I couldn’t let anyone make my speech for me, no matter how much it was going to hurt. This particular audience deserved to hear from the Chairman, and no one else on Earth would do.

    


    
      Presently the music faded and died. And all eyes were on me.


      “Fellow Freedomites,” I began. My throat locked up tight, and for a moment I found myself unable to continue. Patiently, the audience waited while I got myself back under control. After all, if anyone else in the world could understand how terribly difficult this was for me, it would be them.


      “Fellow Freedomites,” I began again, this time fully resolved to see things through. “Today we are gathered together for the most solemn of all possible purposes. Today, we’re gathered to honor and remember our fallen heroes.”


      My voice failed me again, then somehow I found myself looking directly into the eyes of six-year-old Harvey Kettner, my namesake and the son of a woman who’d died with her back to the wall, fighting for Freedom to the bitter end. I owed it to little Harv to finish this speech. To him and to hundreds of others just like him. I took a moment to smile gently at the little boy; he grinned back and waved a little. Little Harv was still too young to understand what’d happened to his mother, and probably that was for the best.


      “Today we survivors are gathered together to honor the five hundred and twenty-three men and women of Freedom City who died that the rest of us might live free. They were militiamen, rescue workers, and ordinary civilians from many diverse backgrounds. Yet all of them are as one before us today, all ennobled before posterity by their sacrifice.”

    


    
      I paused for a long moment and met as many eyes as I could. “Multitudes have died in the many wars that span the course of history, in the service of causes both virtuous and terribly evil. Over the eons of humanity’s existence we’ve killed each other in numbers that stagger the imagination and sicken the soul. After each and every such conflict, it’s customary for some chieftain or king or president or emperor to stand up in front of the survivors and explain to them that somehow it was all worthwhile, that the deaths and maimings were vital, that some important cause has been forwarded because of the deeds of the dead.”


      I sighed. “And so today I find myself standing here on the deck of our largest war trophy, struggling to find meaning in the death of my only son and hoping that, in so doing, I can somehow help the rest of you to find ways to deal with your own terrible pain.”


      Once more I looked out and tried to meet as many eyes as possible. “Personally, I’ve found comfort in several facts, which I wish most earnestly to share with you today. First of all, like every other man and woman who died defending Freedom, my son died a hero. In Felix’s case, he died leading men and women who were stringing critically important wires across open ground. His death was widely witnessed and thus the story of his sacrifice has spread far and wide. However, Colonel Greene has solemnly assured me that there has not been one single case of cowardice reported to him either during the battle or since, nor is there any evidence that anyone anywhere fighting on the side of Freedom failed to do their job. Just because there are no living witnesses does not mean that your own loved ones failed to show valor of an equal caliber. In fact, I can say with reasonable assurance that every one of our beloved dead truly died as much a hero as my own son Felix, and that everyone here should be as proud as I am.


      “Secondly, and perhaps even more profoundly, I find comfort in the fact that this was a different kind of conflict than any that has ever been seen before. For perhaps the first time in human history, a war has been fought for the sake of the right to grow and change and redefine who and what we are as we see fit. For the very first time, humanity holds in its hands the ability to modify our most essential selves. In my opinion, this ability to grow and change and the right to make use of it is the root of all future freedoms, and is ultimately the key to the universe. Our brothers and sisters, our sons and daughters, our fathers and mothers fought and died not just for Freedom City as a nation, but for mankind’s future. They died not to advance a petty political agenda, but rather that our entire species might achieve its most ancient and enduring dreams. They died for Freedom, yes. But they also gave their lives in order to help advance Mankind’s march towards our most clearly manifest destiny.”

    


    
      I paused and looked down at the deck. Someday soon, I intended to build my own memorial to those who’d died. The “Foot” was obviously going to need a new Alpha attraction to draw the tourists back in. That attraction, I’d already decided privately, was going to be a Conestoga gateway to another planet, once a safe and suitable one was found. “Come to the Rabbit’s Foot,” the brochures would read, “and walk on another world!” Standing right alongside the path to the stars would be a memorial dedicated to Felix and all the rest. Somehow, it seemed fitting that the first commercial starfarers be reminded of those who’d died. That their ability to step from world to world had been paid for by blood of free men and women, patriots and dreamers all.


      The sun was still hot, I reminded myself; there was no time for woolgathering. “At a stroke, we’ve turned the world upside down. Suddenly the world’s economies are in a state of uncertain flux, the ranking of nations is upset, and there is great disorder in the affairs of men. We’ve reintroduced growth and change and the primacy of technology into a world that prized stagnation, superstition and ignorance above all other things. Even more importantly, we’ve reasserted mankind’s basic right to live free and make of ourselves what we will. Every time that our children flash from star to star, as they now most certainly will, they’ll be honoring the sacrifices of those whom we’re gathered here to remember today. Each time that our descendants expand their mental horizons and meld together into joyously communing multiple-minds, they’ll be memorializing the bravery of our fallen ones. Every time that we tap the natural resources of a virgin world or exploit a new field of learning that lies beyond the comprehension of our current minds,, the sacrifices made by our dead will be validated anew, forevermore. Because of what they did, because of their bravery and self-sacrifice, true Freedom shall ring for all men. The ultimate destiny of mankind shall be their finest memorial, and the stars their eternal torches of honor. No more might any hero ask, and nothing that we can say or do will ever be more fitting.”

    


    
      I was halfway to my seat, tears for Felix burning in my eyes, before I realized that there’d been no applause. Of their own accord, my fists balled up in self-directed anger; of all the terrible things for me to flub! Of all the crowds to let down! I’d meant to bring my audience release and comfort, and instead I’d bored or perhaps even offended them. “Bea!” I wailed in my internal voice. “Oh, Bea! I’ve failed these people! I’ve failed them!”


      Before she could answer, an older woman in the second row stood up and tore off her mourning band. “My husband,” she declared, “believed in the future!”


      “So did mine!” declared a second, not far away. She tore off her mourning band, too. “It’s time to go out and get to work and make the future happen. That’s what he’d want.”


      “Mr. Foote is right!” declared little Harv’s father, standing up and tearing off his band as well. “It’s been long enough. Freedom City is about the future, not the past.”


      They arose in a mass, then, some of them weeping openly, tearing their black crepe armbands off and throwing them away. “Let’s get back to work!” one declared. “Jesus, there’s so much to do! Why in hell are we just dragging around, when there’s such a wonderful tomorrow waiting to be built!”


      As the gentle trade winds wafted the black crepe across the deck and into the eternal ocean below, my wife’s voice came to me once more, sweet and steady and so very wondrously alive. “You’ve not failed, my love. Can’t you see? You’ve succeeded beyond your wildest dreams. First you freed yourself, then you freed a city, then a nation and a world and now soon something far beyond even that. You’ve succeeded beyond all imaginings, and I love you more than you can ever know.”


      She gave me a ghostly kiss, which I returned with feeling. Then Eric was at my elbow waiting for instructions, and I realized the voices in the crowd had been absolutely, perfectly correct.


      Why on Earth was I standing around and feeling sorry for myself, when there was so much of life yet to be lived?



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      



      



      



      



      About the Author


      



      Phil Geusz is one of the better-known authors in the furry genre. A three-time nominee for the Ursa Major award, Mr. Geusz has been an ardent science fiction and fantasy fan since early boyhood. He particularly admires the work of golden-age authors such as Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke, and Robert Heinlein. Among his many other published works are the novel Transmutation Now! and The First Book of Lapism.



      



      About the Publisher


      



      FurPlanet Productions



      FurPlanet is a small press publisher serving the niche market that is furry fiction. We sell furry-themed books and comics published by us and most major publishers in the community. If you can’t get to a furry convention where we are selling in the dealers room, visit www.FurPlanet.com to shop online.

    


    
      



      



      About Seasteading


      



      If you’d like to learn more about real life seasteading, visit The Seasteading Institute at http://www.seasteading.org/
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