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In memory of David Gullen, much missed.


   

DRAMATIS PERSONAE AND GLOSSARY

CHARACTERS

The Baron—Frog, water reclamation services

Benson—Turtle, Uzco manager

Sister Craw—Crow, religious and reclamation worker

Eddi—Rat, gangster

Saint Frances—Human, a nun

Fischer—Toad, anarchist

Fitch—Raccoon, Uzco employee

Hansard Brass-Shirt—Squirrel, Redcoat officer

Iggy—Rat, barista

Ikelos of Santorini—Tortoise, ex-military

Keaton—Bat, anarchist

Loui—Rat, gangster

Lulu—Pigeon, amanuensis

Maria—Possum, Uzco employee

Meece—Mouse, scientist from the Farm Projects

Mother Murnau—Rattenkönig, gangster boss

Nimoy—Rat, Ratlabs scientist

Old Tekki—Ratsnake, assassin

Ripley “Ripper”—Squirrel, Graycoat officer

Schreiber—Human, a novelist

Shojen—Tanuki, HengZeico employee

Skotch—Raccoon, freelance investigator

Springer—Squirrel, Graycoat quartermaster

Sylvester “Sly”—Fox, British ex-military, dog-runner

Szerky—Stoatweasel, Country Club enforcer

Tybelle—Cat, hired killer

Uwe—Pigeon, cyborg data broker

Wizzo—Rat, anarchist

ORGANISATIONS AND FACTIONS

Country Club—association of guilds that run the Farm Projects

Graycoats, Grays—the gray squirrel army

HengZeico—Japanese genetic engineering company

Jeffists—religious sect preaching that all possible opportunity is permitted

Maulers—anarchist collective

Ratlabs—independent scientific institute

Redcoats, Reds—the red squirrel army

Separatists—religious sect concerned with the animal soul

Uzco—service provider based in the United States

Wasservolk—the amphibian Strains working the water reclamation services

PLACES

Bärenhaus—animal refectory at Embassy Plaza

British Republics—current incarnation of Great Britain

Casa de Alphonse—exclusive human club

The Chapel—Saint Frances’ domain

Embassy Plaza—uptown human recreation district

Farm Projects—out-of-city high-density food production facilities

Franz-Ferdinand’s—exclusive human restaurant

Gasthofmund—town housing the majority of the Wasservolk

Goods Lift Nine—ill-omened lift descending to the lowest levels of Neuwien infrastructure

Neuwien-Grunstadt—one of the new green cities

Rootspace Central 38—Unterroot hub and market

Rootspace One—location of Ratlabs

Rootways—those parts of a green city inhabited by the Gehirner

Separation Plant—reclamation and corpse disposal facility

Unterroot 93—nook-space complex where Skotch bunks

Das Uzcogebäude—Uzco’s HQ in Neuwien-Grunstadt

TERMS AND THINGS

Anglot—argot derived from UK English

Argot—any artificial language created for the use of augmented animals

Espanimàl—argot derived from Spanish

Faleather—plant-based leather alternative

Filmy—biodegradable paper

Furze—argot derived from American English

Gehirner (Tiersprech)—an augmented service animal

Grunstadt—a green city, built with new solartech methods

Henge—an augmented service animal, also an argot derived from Japanese

Little Helper (Furze)—an augmented service animal

Maulkrankeit (Tiersprech)—a lowering of intellect brought on by lack of Plangent

Mausgelt (Tiersprech)—the value of an augmented animal’s life

Organocrete—organic building material

Plangent—neurological supplement maintaining augmented animal intelligence levels

Popgun—a spring- or air-powered weapon developed by Gehirner

Rattenkönig (Tiersprech)—the head of an organised gang working outside the system, often a rat family

Rule One—the prohibition on coming to the attention of humans

Separation—a mortuary process

Skelter—the propensity of a Strain to run away from threat

SLG—standard food produced in the Separation Plant for animal consumption

Spiker—a one-shot spring-powered weapon developed by Gehirner

Strain—any breed of augmented animal

Super—a marsupial pouch engineered into many Strains for use as a pocket

Tiersprech (aka ’Sprech)—argot derived from German

Tom—derogatory American term for tanuki
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1

SKOTCH ON HIS UPPERS

Skotch wakes up feeling dumb. That oddly numb sensation about his jaw and tongue. You’d think you’d feel it in the head, like a shrinking of the brain within the skull. Like a fog. But it’s the teeth, the mouthfeel of it, that tells him he’s jonesing in that worst way, the animal way. And he knows that if someone sat him down right now, put him through his paces in a citizenship test of the wider Gehirner community, then his metrics would be down. He’d pass, but they’d be down. He’d have lost the long words, the more complex associations.

He feels around in his super until his hands—the clever little things they hadn’t had to change much, honestly, not like some Gehirner Strains—find a strip of ampoules. Just tiny plastic tabs with a mil of fluid in them and a breakable top. Most of which are broken, but, bringing them out, he sees three intact. That isn’t much more life.

Oh, he’s being dramatic. His Strain is prone to it, a little instability in the engineering that the updates haven’t ironed out yet. Not life. Just the sort of life that can know itself.

He should save it. He should live with feeling that dumbness at the back of his throat, laying a weight on his tongue, stifling the big words, slurring his speech like he’s been at the fermenter. Backseating the finer judgements and letting instinct go wild. But right now Skotch is a freelancer without a job and, in the fine city of Neuwien-Grunstadt, that can be a death sentence.

A specific death. The death of the mind and the voice. Maulkrankeit. The mouth-sickness, the locals call it. And back in the US where Skotch had been made, they’re sensible about things and talked about brain-dampening and other terms that locate the problem properly in the augmented grey matter packing out his low and narrow skull. Here over the pond, in the local argot, everything is located in the mouth. Skotch can appreciate that, honestly. That’s how it communicates itself to you, the fact that you’re falling back into the hole your ancestors were dragged out of.

The more that dumbness grows, the harder it will be to find work. Try to sell yourself as a finder of things and of secrets when you can’t string words together: It’s never a good look. He cracks an ampoule and rolls onto his back because it’s easier to tilt an eye skywards like that. It’s not true that raccoons can’t look up. That’s just the joke. But still.

The drops, into his eye. One, two, three. Fighting the reflex to just blink and shake all the precious stuff away. And most Strains just neck the stuff. Even put it in a drink to wash it down. But for arcane reasons of their own, the Strain engineers over in the US used tear ducts as the ingress point to get Plangent to his augmented neutral centres, so he has to go through this rigamarole. The locals, discreetly sipping their own, find the sight awkward, painful, or hilarious. He’s learned to go somewhere private to dose himself up.

Not that topping up on Plangent is exactly a prized social activity. Unless you’re a pigeon or a squirrel or something—he’d heard they do major bonding sessions over it, swearing allegiance and siblinghood and all that as they shoot their brains full of the good stuff. But for most sensible and civilized animals it’s a little shameful. An admission that you’re on the downward curve of dumbness. Returning to the beast.

He feels better, after all that. The rather dangerous complacency you get after a hit, when your brain is doing cartwheels; when it can do the hard sums and learn a dozen languages and even maybe read some human words, but doesn’t actually want to do any of that hard work. Just wants to revel in the potential. And, left to its own devices, will squander all that sharpness before it can be put to work. So it’s up to Skotch to wriggle out of his nook and go scrounge for business.

◆        ◆        ◆

Nook is just about all he has. For those still on the company payroll—or the guilds, as the locals have—accommodation is usually laid on. Either it’s built into the city structure, part of the way that the Grunstadts are designed so their invisible workforce can tuck itself neatly away and not get in eyeline of the actual human residents—or else the incomer guilds and companies provide for their employees. Back when he was on the payroll, Skotch had a little cubby he could call his own, rent-free, up in the eaves of Uzco Towers.

Right now he lives in Unterroot 93. Which means a nook within the tangle of roots, ducts, and cabling that leads from the city’s green ceiling down to below the bridges and boulevards. Down into the dark warren of irregular spaces created inadvertently by the organic nature of Grunstadt infrastructure. A host of little gaps an animal can call its own, where you can curl up and grab some shut-eye. Warmed by the minimal lost heat and energy that gets out where living plants meet the inorganic conduits that feed photoelectricity to the city. Neuwien winters can be harsh, even in these latter, warmer days. The lake itself hasn’t frozen for the best part of a century, but the streets get cold. Many of the luckless, the foolish, and especially the dumbed-down die every year because they can’t find shelter. A fraction of the amount who die due to territorial squabbles, of course, but Skotch doesn’t plan on joining either contingent of the deceased just yet. And even a nook in the roots needs rent—or at least the heavy mob who claim this turf come round every so often and demand landlord rights from all the wretched refugees and rogues and freelancers who call the place home. And he has to eat, and he’s going to need to haggle for some more ampoules soon.

Work. He needs work. When he parted company from the company, the city had seemed full of jobs needing doing, and Skotch felt as though he could just reach his clever little hands up and pluck gainful employment from the air like fruit from trees. And like the fruit on the trees, it turns out everything in Neuwien is parcelled out and claimed by a competing network of guilds, syndicates, foreign companies, and just ornery individuals. A poor raccoon could starve, or worse.

It beats working for the company. He tells himself that on the regular. It keeps him from going back to Uzco Towers, notional cap in hand, asking for a job that doubtless has long since been filled.

And it does beat working for the company, because the problem with being a bunch of foreign nationals trying to drive a wedge into a city already tightly parcelled up between competing packs of locals is that you end up cutting a lot of very dodgy deals to make space for your people in the ecosystem. Invasive species, basically. One of the things that comes with not being just a dumb beast is a sense of doing the wrong thing, or doing a thing wrong. It’s a mandated piece of Gehirner mental architecture, because humans need to rely on their little partners to make sure the city runs right. And in the end Skotch decided that working on the company tab conflicted too much with the nagging little voice in his head that tells him he’s being bad. It’s a voice most animals learn to tune out. He wishes he had, most days.

It’s also a voice that will go silent with the rest of him if he runs out of ampoules, so time to get hustling.

◆        ◆        ◆

The Grunstadts—or whatever label they go by, wherever they’re built—are spacious, open. Parks and leisure spaces, broad boulevards, pedestrians, cycles. The effortless coordination of electric trams and metro trains, clean and soundless, linking every district. A citywide communications web invisibly connecting everyone to everyone, via device or implant. Augmented reality overlays so you’re never lost or alone or short of something to spend your money on. Outer rings of electric vehicles, segueing smoothly from driver-controlled to city-slaved as they cross from district to district. Shaded avenues, sunlight filtering down through an interlaced ceiling of greenery that cools and refreshes and generates carbon-neutral power. Not a fossil set on fire, nothing more ecologically damaging than a scented candle burned. A city sufficient unto itself, spotless streets and gleaming buildings. A forest that is also a town, as though humans have, in these latter days, become the elves of past fictions. A balance with creation. An equilibrium. The turning point of the end of the world into something new, strange and sustainable.

All of that was in the stuff Skotch sat through, after he left the creche and was inducted into the company. Pictures of cities in China, France, Kentucky, Canada. Sometimes old-style architecture greened over, more often brand-new places set up right next door to the old because it’s literally more efficient to build new eco houses, offices, and infrastructure designed for the green to grow around.

Of course, that’s for the humans. Skotch has, on occasion, seen it. Mostly at night. One of Uzco’s prime selling points, when it’s scrounging for contracts outside the US, is that its workforce is capable of day and night work. Because any kind of major works tend to go on after dark to avoid breaking Rule One.

Skotch has broken Rule One, in his day. Sometimes you have to. You just do it really politely, and actually it doesn’t explode in your face as much as you’d think, from something they literally call “Rule One” and practically hardwire into your genome. But Gehirner who make a habit of it get kicked out, find themselves sans work or friends and, soon after, get dumb, and get dead, in that order.

Which is a problem for the aspiring freelancer, because a lot of the work that filters through the greenery down to Skotch’s shady little stratum tends to involve messing around the edges of Rule One, which is why the regular guilds don’t want it.

A weird side-effect of the Gehirner life. Put a few thoughts in an animal’s head and apparently one of the first things they invent for themselves is criminality.

Opportunity, Skotch tells himself. Was it criminal, to push the boundaries of what they’d given you? Of what they’d literally built into you? To explore the edges of the systems they’d set up, that are so perfect, and find where all the gaps were, where things didn’t quite fit together? He isn’t the first animal to explore the grey area between expressly permitted and definitely forbidden.

◆        ◆        ◆

He lowtails it out of the knotted tangle of roots that is his flophouse. His neighbours, such of them as he can’t avoid seeing, make a big show of not seeing him. A ragged motley of species they are, too. Redcoats, rats, pigeons, a crow, a newt. Native Gehirner Strains who’ve been cut loose from their guilds but haven’t fallen into utter penury yet, or who’ve made the bold decision to go freelance like Skotch and, like Skotch, are probably regretting it around now. A scatter of other invasive Strains, brought in by one foreign company or another, or just slipped into town on their own paws. A mongoose, a possum, a pair of belligerent parrots. At the very back, holed up in the darkest corner of what passes for a common space in the Unterroot, Old Tekki the ratsnake rustles his coils together and looks death at everyone. Hard to make friends when your Strain had been specifically designed to predate on other small animals, after all. As far as Skotch knows, Tekki’s the only ratsnake who’s braved the European winters, and Skotch hopes against Jeff that it stays that way. When the snake Strains go dumb, he’s heard, they let go of whatever’s in them that stops them just killing and eating every damn thing that comes within strike range.

Another reason not to be a lone freelancer in this green city. Down these mean streets a beast must walk … Or at least beneath them.

Outside of the Unterroots is still behind the scenes of the city, where Gehirner are supposed to be. The shadowy walks between the organic roots and behind eco-crete walls. The roads that go around the back of all the human spaces, the Gehirner thoroughfares leading to where the pipes and ducts are, the access hatches, the crawlspaces and ladders. Crowded, even early morning like now. Everyone scurrying like they’ve got a job on, whether they have or not, because you don’t want to look down on your luck in this part of town. There are Redcoats about in force, he sees. Squads of them strutting about, tufty ears and tails high, maintaining a presence. Scuttlebutt says this district might be changing hands soon, the fighting swinging close to home. And theoretically it isn’t anyone else’s business, certainly not a loose nut like Skotch’s. The truth is, though, when one of the big factions decides they are going to take over a services contract somewhere, everyone gets caught in the crossfire. Unless you’ve a guild watching your back, it’s very easy to become just one more casualty of circumstance.

Maybe time to change address, Skotch thinks. But that’s hard. Like a lot of Strains, the idea of a little span of territory that’s his is hard to shake. Even if it’s a single nook in the Unterroots. And besides, trouble for everyone means opportunity for some. Maybe this time he can be in that some.

You catch glimpses, sometimes, of how the other half live. There’s a path that leads through a tunnel in the wall-cladding ivy, and you look out into the early morning sunlight and see the vast spaces that the city gives to its masters. Tables outside a restaurant, all of that enormous scale that humans need. People—people people—sitting and enjoying what Skotch’s nose tells him is good coffee. And Gehirner aren’t supposed to have a taste for coffee, but when Skotch was on trash-panda detail for the company, he’d go around all those tables at night and slurp out the dregs from every cup. Uzco’s marketing fluff proudly announces that its Assistant Strains are engineered not to process human-meant stuff. No metabolising nicotine, caffeine, alcohol, cannabis. They’re big on that kind of message back home, all very puritanical. Of course, there are hacks. The caffeine hack is particularly popular. Most of Uzco’s foreign deployment units laid out for it. Skotch finds the buzz is even a short-term Plangent supplement if he’s desperate. He’s snuck out and scavenged the last inch of prime Spanish bean blend more than once, when his tongue started feeling heavy. Doesn’t actually fight off the dumb, just makes you think it has.

Right now, on his way to Rootspace Central 38, he’s passing by those tables. Up close, the ivy clinging to the very café wall. He can stop and sit up, and put a hand out to where the fibrous anchoring roots link into the building’s grid, the dark leaves harvesting the second-degree sunlight that filters through the upper canopy of the city. He can take a noseful of that rich roasted aroma. Wasted on humans, who can barely smell it. Skotch, paused in his hustle, is in good company. Half a dozen other Gehirner of various species, stopping to inhale as a human on the nearest table sips at his broad, shallow, biodegradable porcelain. The stuff that’s like fine china for half a day and then sludges into crinkly cardboard for the trash-panda patrols to gather up and recycle.

Skotch shares a moment with his fellow caffeine addicts. They let their keen noses drink it in, because that’s all they’re getting of the blend of the bean. Nobody’s going to stroll out into the light of this fine autumnal morning and polish off the grounds, not in front of the humans. Not break Rule One so brazenly.

And Skotch has done that. Just the once. Desperate. Just hopped out right in front of a woman working on her tablet. A bold little nod through the haze of the virtual screen. And the woman, bespectacled, huge, blond, actually nodded back to him. Watched as he cleared away a half-full cup her colleague had abandoned when he got called away. Assumed, doubtless, that Skotch being there was just the city’s service sector working as usual, and not an opportunistic raccoon caffeine-fiend.

Once was enough, though. When the jolt had brought him back to himself enough to understand just how he’d danced on the edge, he’d taken his last—then—ampoule in the eye and sworn never again. It would only take one complaint to City Services. He didn’t want anyone passing his name and a contract to Tekki the ratsnake or his peers.

◆        ◆        ◆

Rootspace Central 38 is an example of a particular kind of space. The people—the human people—who planned the city didn’t really intend for these little hubs to exist, but the radial way the infrastructure spreads out from the hubs of the big trees gives rise to little bubbles of hidden vacancy. And when you leave that kind of opportunity, the animals move in. It’s like the Jeffist mantra everyone parrots. Up to and including the parrots themselves, in their raucous, aggressive, semi-sapient flocks, where the vast hubbub of talk is half meant and half just echo. But what those Jeffist words mean is that where there’s an opportunity, someone’ll work out how to take it. Where there’s a space, someone moves in.

Small spaces, single occupancy. Big spaces go one of two ways. Mostly some faction takes over. One of the service guilds claims the space, or else one of the armies that run protection over them. Sometimes it’s a personality, though. One of the Rattenkönig class, and these days that’s more than just rats. More animals finding the cracks and prying until there’s a space for them. Building their own niches on the backs of everyone else, just like the Jeffists are so keen on.

But Central 38 isn’t Rat King territory. Instead, it’s Commons. Enough small local operators working in lockstep that it’s known as a safe place to go, buy, sell, deal, meet. You wear big boots if you want to make trouble in Central 38, and since none of the Gehirner wear boots—or anything more than a toolbelt mostly—that means trouble stays away.

Skotch slouches down there and looks for a ready mark. Finds his way to a rat who’s boiling up coffee and puts down a couple of buttons for a cup the size of an acorn cap. Strong, vicious, artificial-tasting stuff that he’s not supposed to get the jolt out of. There was that time he’d been flush, though. Uzcomint buttons stuffing out the pocket of his super. Getting the caffeine hack had seemed a good use of his time. Now it’s one more dependency he’s having trouble supporting.

There will be someone around with tabs of Plangent under the table, strictly banned and who knows what you’re getting in the greasy hand-to-hand ampoules. It doesn’t matter because Skotch doesn’t have credit nor cash to pay. Instead he’s hustling work because, like every freelance animal in the green cities, he has bills and debts and habits and they all cost.

The rat who makes the coffee is also a freelancer. It’s tough being a rat. He has to give away a lot of free samples to avoid bigger beasties giving him a stomping, and every little rodent polity calls him a quitter. All about family, with the rats. Skotch doesn’t have family. The only other raccoons in Neuwien-Grunstadt are on the Uzco payroll, strictly professional. He sits with the rat—Iggy, this rat—and passes the time. Drinking rumours with the coffee, because Iggy’s position is precarious, so he keeps his big rat ears to the ground.

Iggy is going through a depressive phase, so either too much or too little of his own stock is going down his throat. He serves a handful of other loose, unaffiliated Gehirners while keeping up a constant despondent complaining to Skotch. The war’s coming here, he says. The Grays are making a play for the whole district. Every guild and every independent ending up in their shadow. Making it sound like Skotch’s fault.

“I don’t give marching orders to the Grays,” Skotch says, reasonably.

“Your people, then,” Iggy accuses.

“I’m not with the company, Iggy,” Skotch says. “And the company’s not with the Grays, not anymore. Come on, Iggy, you know this.” And Iggy does, or should, but he doesn’t let up with the pointing of those little rodent fingers. And maybe Iggy’s light on recent doses of Plangent, too. That’s how it shows, in some animals. Difficulty in processing new info, a loss of recent developments, retreating into calcified old memories. The rat still remembering how to operate the Rube Goldberg mess of his jury-rigged coffeemaker, but living in the distant past of the year before last, when he was a pup.

Eventually Iggy mentions that Uwe has a lead on something, and Skotch can only hope that’s current news and not the greatest hits of yesteryear. Uwe has a nook across the root-ceilinged dome of Central 38, festooned with wiring both modern-organic and old-artificial. The greatest concentration of undegraded retroplastics in the district. Uwe himself is a pigeon, but a freelancer, again. Not a part of the airborne army that’s currently shunting round the edges of the Red-Gray conflict, just some pigeon. Cyborg pigeon. Honestly, Uwe looks like humans thought augmented animals would look around thirty years ago. All that art they made, of creatures ravaged by tech. Visible implants and wires and VR goggles covering everything above the beak. One wing fewer than the regulation complement, and the other one atrophied from lack of use and reallocation of calcium resources. A body too plump and round to fly anyway, even if Uwe wasn’t cabled into his booth by a hundred hair-thin connections.

That blind head turns not-quite-towards Skotch as the raccoon ambles over. Uwe’s voice is gone with a lot of the rest of him. The smooth Tiersprech—the local version of the artificial language gifted by Santa to his Little Helpers—coming from fuzzy speakers buried in his mass of obsolete electronics. “Skotch, long time no see.” The pigeon limps three steps towards him, cables whispering and rustling around him like Medusa. One foot is just an aluminium plate but, the way Skotch heard, the original was short two toes anyway so what’s lost, exactly?

Uwe takes buttons for info. He is the bird of a hundred hacks, connected to all the Gehirner data-chatter—some of the human, too. You want to know exactly where the Reds or the Grays are moving next, you ask Uwe. Plenty of his customers are on the army payrolls, though nobody in an actual uniform would be seen dead talking to 60 percent of a pigeon down in Central 38.

“Praise Jeff but you’re looking peaky, Skotch,” says Uwe’s fake voice. The pigeon comes too close, the back-and-forth motion of his head sending little snakes of movement down the cables. It’s to do with visual focusing, Skotch heard, that bob-of-the-head so many birds do. Meaning Uwe could probably do without it and not end up constantly about to put Skotch’s eye out.

“Just between jobs at the moment,” Skotch says, casually.

“So you come to call on your good friend Uwe.” Skotch is having to concentrate, because when you’re light on Plangent, one of the first things that goes is second languages. The compacted Germanic mash of ’Sprech is supposed to be intuitive compared to what he’s wired for, but it doesn’t help. And he had his ampoule this morning, should be good for a few days, but you start double-checking every word you hear for errors, once you know you’re on the downward slide.

“Uwe, pal,” Skotch says. Pal, from the US-standard, one of those words that’s seeped its way into the local argot. Defiantly seedy, connotations of debts, pressure, underhand schmoozing.

The pigeon goes still for a heartbeat—a fraction of a second given pigeon hearts. There was a time when Skotch bailed Uwe out. Last year, which is a lifetime for some, an age ago for Skotch, a decent chunk even for a long-lived pigeon. Uwe hasn’t forgotten, hasn’t really forgiven either. Nobody likes being beholden.

“Grays are hiring,” says the robot voice from Uwe’s speakers.

“I don’t take army work,” Skotch says. “You know that.”

The pigeon limps away, taps at a few keys, moults a feather. He has bald patches, but then his alcove is uncomfortably hot from all the outdated electronics. Probably he’s glad of the ventilation. “Sometimes,” say the speakers, “work finds you.”

Skotch’s turn to go still. His hands—their nimble dexterity a major selling point of his model—are the only moving part, fidgeting over one another. “Tell me,” he prompts, knowing he’s eating into his credit.

“Company suddenly remembered you exist, just yesterday,” Uwe says. “Maybe that’s the work you’re looking for.”

It isn’t. It isn’t welcome news either, but it’s news Skotch is glad to have so he can get out from under before the wave breaks. His former employers, from whom he’s been enjoying an amicable separation these six long months, have suddenly developed an interest in him. Can’t be good.

That changes the parameters. Rather than just some work, he needs to find a job with someone big enough to keep Uzco on the back foot. Which means rifling through his super for the really big favours.

Skotch ducks out of Central 38 before anyone with an Uzco collar turns up with his name in their mouth. Heads across town by the rootways. Through the shaded and the dark. Past tunnels leading to clustered digs just like the nook he stays in. Guild-controlled, some of them, but some just rookeries. Spaces claimed by anyone strong enough to hold them, changing hands daily. Desperate dives, and he knows them. In most, there’s at least one name he can call on. To push, to wheedle, to bribe, to exact payment for past services rendered. That’s his stock in trade. You want something dug up, ask Skotch. Want the dirt on someone, the truth on someone, or even just a particularly useful lie. Skotch is your animal.

◆        ◆        ◆

None of it was meant, of course. All the whole system was for was to make sure everything worked behind the scenes. Keep the lights on and the water clean and the streets free from trash in these, the new green cities humans were building for themselves. The utopian cities that lived off the sun and had the carbon footprint of an ant wearing tight shoes. And for all that to work, for the green city residents to get the full futurist experience, nobody wanted to have to go unclog the sewers or go up a pole to fix the telecoms transmission box. It all had to go on seamlessly, unseen, like magic. And, like magic, the solution was having a dove up your sleeve and a rabbit in your hat. Or a pigeon and a rat, respectively.

Nowhere in this plan did it say Freelance Raccoon Investigator, but the problem is, when you put a bunch of animals in a system, and engineer them with a load of complexities and a bunch of extra needs, they start to push the boundaries. And if Freelance Raccoon Investigator was on your bingo card for where those boundaries might extend, then you should mark it now.

◆        ◆        ◆

Embassy Plaza is not in the rootways. It is in the centre of human Neuwien-Grunstadt, overlooking the marina and the blue, blue waters of the lake. Blue blue, because of all the decontamination work they did last decade, when the corner got turned on the whole deindustrialisation wars. This is where the city’s human governance goes on, and where a handful of foreign interests are, and—because all of those humans are wealthy even above the universal provisions of the green cities—a lot of restaurants and theatres and other fancy places. Most of the foreign interests—not actual political embassies but the holdings of various major tech corporations—have their own in-house Gehirner staff, and the Bärenhaus is a unique place where they can go, that’s upstairs, in sight, revealed to the sun and to human gaze. Here, a handful of extremely well-behaved animals can have teddy bears’ picnics, sitting on the floor at low human-style tables, drinking tea from little cups. Human tourists from less green places love it.

The Bärenhaus belongs to HengZeico, a Japanese group specialising in Gehirner design—Henge as they call them, over there. HengZeico were a major partner in green city projects across the world, and part of the price was a permanent embassy building in the best part of town. In Neuwien this includes the Bärenhaus and, in the Bärenhaus, Skotch spots his good old friend Shojen. Shojen probably doesn’t have any work for an itinerant racoon, but Shojen owes Skotch for extrication from a spot of bother. A foreign model getting lost in the wrong part of town, a pack of leery locals. Skotch turning up and the regular Gehirner assuming that the raccoon and the tanuki were pals because they had the same face markings. An association that was rather less complimentary to Shojen than to Skotch, honestly, but they’d come out of it on good terms. And Shojen owes him—and also, somehow, is something like a friend—and if Skotch gets a temping contract with HengZeico that would keep the company off his back.

He doesn’t know how late he is. Not by much, certainly. If he’d got the lowdown from Uwe an hour beforehand, maybe it would have made all the difference. The truth is in Shojen’s body language, though. The stiffness to the tanuki. That stare—the black-banded eyes that every other Gehirner species sees as identical, but to Skotch and Shojen both are worlds apart. Get out, those eyes say. Not hostile, warning. But Skotch is at least three-quarters away in his own head and he only registers the unspoken caution as he’s on the point of joining Shojen at the little low table. The human thing, fit for humans to see their Little Helpers at, like the animals are playing dress-up here in the front window of the Bärenhaus.

Skotch turns on his heels, front and rear, then rises to his haunches, feeling resigned. They’re right there, a raccoon and a possum with collars on, their tags showing the Uzco logo just as Shojen’s shows the spiral of HengZeico.

“If it isn’t our old pal Skotch,” says the other raccoon, the company raccoon, whose name is Fitch. The possum, designated Maria, nods and bares a lot of sharp teeth, though that’s par for the course with possums. The speech is the US argot, which some human joker somehow got away with calling Furze.

Shojen stands up—tanuki are bigger, so that’s a lot of up. The two American animals aren’t intimidated.

“Siddown, Tom,” says Fitch, the talker. The old slur name for tanuki models, coined by some recidivist human way back when and passed into animal parlance because no human really watches what they say in front of the Gehirner.

Shojen is maybe about to make a scene, because he’s a good sort and takes debts seriously. And the last thing Skotch needs is to be cause célèbre for some sort of international incident here in green city turf, because Uzco and HengZeico are commercial rivals, and the boardroom and stock price friction tends to filter down to hackles and scraps here at the animal level.

“It’s cool,” Skotch tells Shojen. “I reckon these two gents just want to talk about outstanding paperwork.”

“Sure,” says Fitch.

“Something like that,” snickers Maria, because apparently she can talk too. Lispy, because possum dentition screws with the diction.

“I’ll be back for that meeting we talked about,” Skotch says, in the hope that a sudden absence of Skotch in the world now has a stink attached to it, and maybe that’ll stay someone’s paw if the question of whether or not to off him reaches edge-case status.

“I will look forward to it,” Shojen says in precise Furze, giving Fitch and Maria the hard look, which they return in spades.

The pair don’t quite frog-march Skotch out of the Bärenhaus. But then, given that a whole class of Gehirner models are amphibians, the phrase is reckoned bad taste. There’s a definite impression that, even though Skotch’s four feet are taking him the right way, his consent is not being asked for.

This is how Skotch returns to the bosom of the company that made him.
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COMPANY TOWN

Literally made, in Skotch’s case. He’s first generation. That isn’t the case for most Gehirner. Sustainability is the green city watchword, and that includes the service infrastructure, and all the Little Helpers. Especially given that some Strains have quite the fleeting lifespan. Animals breed, and the genetic augments get passed down. Neuwien has seen generations of rats and squirrels and pigeons and the rest come and go within the half-a-human-lifetime the place has existed. Breeding and multiplying and assiduously keeping out of sight.

Back in the States—barring those seven holdouts where augmented animals are still banned—there are whole clans of raccoons and possums and bluejays and the like, long genealogies stretching back decades. When Uzco got the contract to provide corporate services for Neuwien’s new business enclave, though, they went in with all-new stock, and as they expanded over the next several years they kept bringing in new, rather than waiting for biological supply to catch up with demand. Skotch came out of the factory just over two years ago, meaning he’s staring middle age in the mirror but hasn’t quite reached it yet, given that augmented strains live longer than their natural counterparts. Longer doesn’t mean long though. Life can be cheap in the green cities. For some strains it’s cheaper than others. At least being a raccoon carries a decent weight of mausgelt should some dandy with a razor decide they want a Davy Crockett hat.

There was already a full ecosystem in the service sector before Uzco brought its invasive species into the mix, of course. Because the business enclave was a new district of the city, built with international money, there wasn’t much the local guilds could do about it. Uzco hasn’t sat idle since then, of course. Oh, the actual human company is all about stock prices and the boardroom and all of that stuff that no Gehirner bats an eye at. Behind the scenes, though, the service animals of Uzco are their own force within the walls and under the roots of Neuwien. Since the company moved in, they’ve been expanding their reach, taking over services, pushing out from the business district wherever their pointy animal noses can make room. Because more service territory means more resources from the city’s coffers. Power, Plangent rations, food, all the good things.

◆        ◆        ◆

Again, nobody ever planned for it to go that way. Nobody, in those human planning sessions when the green cities were being designed, sat down and suggested that a cutthroat competitive economy should exist within the engineered animal populations. It was all just a side effect of good intentions, the way things so often go.

The Gehirner, the Henge, the Little Helpers, whatever they’re called, wherever you are—they’re just a part of the system. An eco-friendly, self-sustaining solution to the problem of How does all the work get done? All the jobs that humans, with their leisure and their universal income and their expectations, don’t want to do. The aspects of their lives they don’t want to be worrying about. So, genetic engineering being what it was, why not just have an unseen population behind the scenes, making sure everything works and tidying everything away? Originally the Gehirner weren’t even supposed to be language-capable, save that engineering them with speech centres meant their creators could have them use human-style interfaces rather than inventing something completely novel. And, of course, that population of unseen service workers across each green city would need providing for: properly balanced food, geneware updates, and the like. All a part of the city budgeting.

Which meant, from the point of view of even the earliest first-generation animals, that the environment they found themselves in had a resource economy which could be manipulated, controlled and gamed. Which meant whoever provided a particular service in a particular district got the goods, that they could consume or barter, and that might eventually filter down to a lowlife like Skotch. Who does the work, gets the pay, basically. Except there are always those who decide they’d rather just skim off the top with menaces, and that works too.

Skotch, who probably has a slightly more complex perspective on humans than the average Gehirner, is well aware that almost none of them have the faintest idea just how tangled and nasty things have become, behind the scenes. Which is just as well. If humans became more aware of what they’d inadvertently created, that would be the biggest ever breach of Rule One. They’d probably set fire to the whole system and hand things over to robots or something.

◆        ◆        ◆

Uzco Towers, technically Das Uzcogebäude, is top-grade modern office space, a tower of balconies bursting with green, filled with airy spaces. The porous bonded cob of the walls is run through with a living trellis of vines that’s cooling, power, and aesthetics all in one. Every office is a glade. From the upper reaches, the view out over Neuwien is like looking over some ruined city that nature reclaimed centuries before. Save that Neuwien is still a working city, and has only been in existence fifty years.

Of course, none of that’s where they bring Skotch. The local community of Little Helpers doesn’t get the big offices. Instead, Fitch and Maria haul him down beneath the earth, to where the roots lead. The banks of indicators and access panels that let the building’s invisible workers keep tabs on all its many organic and artificial systems. Not exactly a good look for Uzco if its own HQ suffers an outage or a blight, after all.

Dark, down here, but Uzco’s Strains are all good with low light conditions. Skotch spent the first year of his life based here, heading out into the city to where the friction was. Hunting, prying, finding for the company. Before deciding there was a better living to be made doing it on his own tab.

“I don’t know if you guys know it,” he tells Fitch and Maria as they jolly him through the maze of little winding spaces the roots make, “but I hung up my collar.”

“Still got your tag, though, ain’tcha,” Maria hisses through overlong teeth. “Big brave boy standing on your own feet, except you’ll still spend company credit.”

Her own tag hangs from her collar. Literally a collar, literally a little metal lozenge, a dog tag. Property of the company. Skotch took his off, but it’s true he kept it stashed in his super. Perhaps that’s just some errant magpie genetics, but maybe some part of him always knew he’d be back, willingly or otherwise.

They find a space where nobody’s working, plant him on the floor like he’s going to put down roots. Fitch, a beefier raccoon than Skotch is, tries to loom. Maria is smaller, but possums are nasty. Vicious bastards in a fight and you never know when they’re down.

“So what is it?” Skotch asks them. “You want to shake me down, you can’t do it in the street?”

“Like you’ve got anything we want,” Fitch throws at him, but obviously he has, or why’s he here?

Another thing humans probably didn’t plan was hierarchies, but they didn’t have to. Humans think in hierarchies. They exist like ghosts within the systems humans make. And even where the base animal species involved are just antisocial loners, the engineering required to bring them up to Little Helper spec imposes a certain social structure. Hence, when the tank wheels itself in, Skotch understands he’s here to see the boss. It’s not just that Fitch and Maria are going to rough him up for being a quitter, or lean on him for a cut of the nothing he’s been making recently. Things just got serious.

Animals come and animals go. Most of the original generation of Uzco Gehirner are already dead or getting old. Benson, though, has run the place since the start, and supposedly he was in a Grunstadt in Mississippi before that, clambering his way up the ranks. Slow and steady is Benson’s way. Slow and steady until something comes within strike range, when he goes for it faster than you can follow. Skotch developed a healthy respect for Benson’s bite—physical and metaphorical—when he was working on the company tab. Being up before the beak once again isn’t exactly a joy.

Benson’s tank is motorised—so something halfway between the fish-container and the military hardware. Below there are all-terrain tracks. Up top is a clear plastic bowl in which the old turtle reclines, hooking onto the rim with his claws, wrinkled scaly head projecting over. They tried otters at first, for aquatic work, but the Strain was faulty, went mouldy unless they dried themselves off properly. These days it’s mostly amphibians doing the wetwork, but back in the States they worked up a stable snapping turtle Strain that proved adaptable and reliable. Enough that, after a decade of sewers, drains, and canal clearance, Benson got moved up to manage the service side of the Neuwien operation.

Benson’s big, too. A hundred pounds of turtle, just about, because his Strain doesn’t stop growing. He’s already pushing the limits of his tank. They’ll need to build him a new one in a year or so. Right now it just emphasises his bulk. His authority.

“Skotch,” says Benson. “Look at you, back in the fold. Lean, you are. Plenty of exercise out in the wilderness, hm?” Watching a turtle speak Furze is a fascinating lesson in how animals aren’t really supposed to speak anything at all. With the mammal strains there’s just enough lip and tongue mobility that the mouth movements sort of sync with the words. Benson just opens the blade-edged beak of his mouth and the words come out. Further down his wrinkled throat there’s a judder and a quiver which is at the actual place they’re made, the specialised organ coded into his genes, that lets a turtle create complex sounds that a similarly engineered part of Skotch’s brain can decode. The argot of the Americas, designed and created by some Berkeley linguist for maximum task-related efficiency and now set loose across the world to mix and mingle with its overseas counterparts, gone feral and pushing boundaries just like the animals that use it.

“What’s up, chief?” Skotch asks. “Someone forget how the hydroponics controls work? Or maybe you got that back pay you owe me?” He’s down on his haunches, relaxed, puddling up the way that racoons and cats and other flexible animals do. Inside he wants to be standing as tall as he can in a futile attempt at intimidation, but included in his augmented intelligence and implanted socialisation is enough Theory of Mind to know when that’s not going to wash.

There isn’t any back pay, needless to say, and the hydroponics basically run themselves. But Skotch is damned if he’s going to be all penitent about going freelance. The old turtle wants to tear a strip off him, he’s going to have to at least reach out past the edge of his bowl.

“How’s your geneware, Skotch?” Benson asks. “Latest updates for raccoons are in. Addresses some late-lifespan instability. You feeling glitchy, Skotch?”

“No more than usual,” Skotch says, though there’s a little worm of unease in him. Raccoons are a bit less stable than some breeds, a fact that Uzco does its best to play down in the human brochures. Existential crisis isn’t something you want in your service infrastructure. Goes with the territory of being smart, Skotch likes to think. When your base stock is already a clever son of a bitch, small wonder you get a little excess personality out of the upgrade and augment procedure. Except maybe it’s just shoddy workmanship. That is, after all, what the geneware upgrades are for. Fine-tuning. And he’s definitely a patch or two behind since he lost access to the company network.

“How about you open a channel,” says Benson. “We’ll bring you up to standard.”

That seems a suspiciously generous offer. Skotch’s body language speaks eloquently of his scepticism.

Benson makes a gravelly sound that indicates reptilian amusement. “Can’t have you being a bad advertisement for our product line now, can we?”

Skotch reckons if that were ever a danger, the solution would be swift action to remove him from the equation, rather than handing out freebies. Uzco’s human operation doesn’t exactly work off open-handedness and charity, and that ethos has very definitely filtered down into its service sector. Still, if there’s a freebie being handed out, he’s enough of a bandit to grab it, and run later if needed. He links to the Uzco service network, that familiar tickle at the back of his head that he’s not known for a while. Runs his anti-malware routines, gets the green light, and then the data loads in. Biological connections shift in his memory centres, taking up temporary space now, ready to make permanent alterations to his brain chemistry the next time he sleeps. Patching vulnerabilities and staving off whatever raccoon-specific issues have turned up in the last year or so. Maybe tomorrow he’ll wake up and that word he could never quite remember will be there in the forefront of his mind, or he’ll find dealing with Tiersprech easier, or his sense of direction won’t crap out when he’s tired. Or maybe some specific combination of stimuli won’t send him into fatal epileptic fits or a rabid frenzy. Little quality of life stuff like that.

Benson raps on the side of the bowl. His forelimbs are handlike, same as most Gehirner, and back when he was doing the grunt work he’d have kept his claws clipped. Right now they’re nasty, long and sharp like curved daggers. The luxuries of someone who has other people to do the manual labour for him.

Maria comes forwards. It’s time for Benson to show off his vices. The human foibles he can afford to indulge. She holds out a human-scale cigarette for him, lights it when the turtle has it pincered in his beak like a big stogie. The habit made a big comeback among humans after they got lung cancer licked, and since tobacco grows way more northerly than it used to. Benson had himself hacked to get a hit from the stuff, maybe, but it’s mostly status. He can afford the ridiculous business, and that tells everyone just what a big turtle he is. After that, the little printed glasses come out, the size of thimbles, and Fitch decants a measure into each. And maybe that’s also just showing off. Certainly Skotch, despite the name, still has the old fruit-fly-derived markers in his genome that mean bourbon is just nasty-tasting water to him.

Benson knocks his back. “Now I’m going to explain we’ve got a job for you,” say the vibrations of his throat, even as the liquor goes down, “and you’re going to tell me you don’t work for us anymore, so let’s just put all that behind us so we can get to the meat.” His beak clicks shut on the last word. And Benson, the de facto Grand Old Man of Uzco’s service sector, has not actually had to engage in serious physical violence in living memory—anyone’s living memory save the old turtle himself. But that doesn’t mean he couldn’t shear a digit off with those cutting edges, so Skotch keeps still and retains his casual, unthreatening attitude.

“Consider it said, chief.”

“How’s the freelancing business, Skotch?”

“Ups and downs, chief.”

Another gravel chuckle. “More downs than ups, maybe?”

“Something always turns up,” Skotch says. “Hey, chief, so it’s been grand catching up but—”

Fitch’s hand is pushing him back down the moment he tries to get up. Skotch snaps at the other raccoon, a instinctive instant that all the augmentation in the world can’t iron out. A cospecific in his personal space, intruding on him. A challenge. Fitch snickers contemptuously. Then Benson’s tank grinds forwards another segment of track and they separate and pretend they were playing nicely.

“You’ve got contacts in the Graycoats, Skotch?”

Skotch has, though he’s loath to call on them. He wants to tweak the company nose about them, too, because the only reason there’s an army of the bastards fighting battles across the upper reaches of Neuwien right now is that Uzco brought them in. Benson’s cold stare suggests nose-tweaking is contraindicated right about now.

“And the Redcoats, they talk to you?” the turtle presses.

“A little,” Skotch admits. More than they talk to anyone from Uzco, certainly, and this is all obviously feeding into why the company has suddenly recalled its errant prodigy.

“Son,” says the turtle, a human Americanism inferring a familial connection that they’d have to go three hundred million years back in time to recover, “the company remembers its own.” A promise, a threat, nothing in the grating tones to suggest which. “When we let you go—”

“Chief.” Because that’s wider than a raccoon’s throat can swallow. “I recall when I went. I recall dodging this joker’s forebears for a month before the company cut its losses.” A scowl at Fitch, the latest in a long line of enforcers who go down on the ledger as Animal Resources rather than doing the useful work.

“Skotch,” says Benson, the long-lived, “a month’s nothing. A month’s hassle
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