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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








PART 
ONE
GRAYCOAT TURF









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. Uzco-mint 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.







2
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 hand-like, 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 is just … severance. Think of it like your farewell party from all your happy colleagues. We let you go. That’s why you’re still out there, constantly pissing your little markers on our good name. We let you go because sometimes it’s useful to have someone who’s out there, but who’s still ours at heart. You’re ours at heart, aren’t you, Skotch?”

Skotch’s augmented language centres absolutely bubble with defiant words right then. His augmented sense of self preservation, vis-à-vis difficult social situations, puts a stopper in them.

“We need a favour, Skotch,” Benson says. “Just a little one. Well within your capabilities. I understand you took all those skills the company trained you up in and you’ve been spying and prying, hunting and finding.”

“Someone’s always lost something,” Skotch says. “Someone always wants to know something that’s not written down. It’s a living.” Sometimes it was, at least.

“You’re going to find something for us, Skotch,” Benson says. “As a freelancer, and also as a good son of the company. Find someone.”

Skotch thinks he has it, then. Some other Uzco asset has gone on the lam. Set a bandit to catch a bandit. He decides he doesn’t like it. He decides he’s not going to do it. Whether he says he’s going to do it is another matter.

Benson’s rheumy old eyes read every bristle of his fur. Some animals, they can smell the mood on you, the lie. Hard as hell to fool a fox or a rat to their face, to their nose. Benson’s just old and cynical to just about the same effect. “Fitch,” he says.

The other raccoon steps over, and Skotch tenses, waiting for the tussle, the slap down, the teeth at his hackles to show who owns who. But Fitch has something in his hands, like he’s offering Skotch a cigarette. An ampoule. Plangent.

“I’m good,” Skotch says through gritted teeth. He’s not good. He has two tabs in his super and then he’s out, and the problem with Plangent withdrawal is that it gets progressively harder to make the smart decisions that might see you secure a new supply.

Fitch nonchalantly sets the tab on the rim of Benson’s bowl, and then another, and then another, producing them from his pouch like a magician doing a trick. Lines up six, and then takes a seventh and decants it into his own eye with a luxurious shiver.

“The company looks after all its errant children,” Benson says. “Down payment, Skotch.”

Skotch swallows. Six tabs is a good lease of life. “And the balance?” he says.

“A line of company credit. Five hundred buttons back on that tag I know you still have,” Benson says. “A full box of these fry.” Mobile neck making his bullet head into a pointer at the ampoules balanced there. “Twenty. Set you up for a good slice of what time you’ve got left. Never say Uzco isn’t a generous employer, even to those who’ve left. Or tell me no to my face, Skotch. Tell me no and walk away.”

Skotch constructs the short string of Furze sounds that would tell Benson no. The Plangent ampoules twinkle in the corner of his vision. That final supplement every Gehirner needs. The precise mix of heavily engineered chemistry that lets the augmented neurons work as intended. Go too long without, and it’s the maulkrankeit for you. Your mouth stops working. Your mind stops working. Plangent is the Chemistry of Doctor Moreau, finishing the work of the gene engineers to make not-quite-men out of not-quite-beasts.

What do the humans know, in their green towers? They put Plangent in and get services out. It’s just another part of the green cities’ running costs. Plangent, manufactured at modest expense in complex biochem works, shipped in, distributed to every company and guild that’s actually contributing to the running of the system. Simple, clean, efficient, and almost none of those humans ever need to think anything more about it. They have no conception that there’s a whole turbulent market for the stuff, extorted by the armies and the Rattenkönige; bartered between the guilds, tithed to the churches, scrounged by freelancers like Skotch living from day to day. Not the system working as intended, but still, the system works.

You can buy Skotch’s services for electronic credit on a company tag. You can buy them for the sequin-like tokens various guilds and companies mint, the buttons that exist in a constant shift of currency values depending on who’s up and who’s down. You can buy them for favours and hacks and illicit geneware tweaks. But you can most certainly buy them for Plangent, because without Plangent none of the rest of it matters worth a damn.

“Who,” says Skotch with a dry throat, with dry eyes, “do you want me to find?”

It’s Maria who has the dossier: the filmy, plasticky paper that biodegrades to nothing. More energy efficient than powering electronic media with devices that, themselves, are less recyclable. Skotch glances at it, and his ears twitch in surprise. Not some luckless Uzco deserter, no brother-in-arms he’d be predisposed to feel bad about turning in.

“You sure, chief?” he asks. “A mouse? A country mouse?”

He hadn’t heard that Uzco was expanding its services to skip-tracing fugitive animals. This doesn’t seem like company business. There’s a moment, between him and Benson, where they both acknowledge that there’s something out of the ordinary going on, and accept that the ampoules of Plangent there in Skotch’s eyeline are sufficient inducement that he’s not going to mention it.

“We’re not the only ones fussy about our reputation,” is the gloss Benson puts on it. “A good relationship with the farms is always useful. And when some defective mouse model does a flit to the big city, they’d rather he found the trap than started causing trouble.”

Which makes some tissue-thin sense on the surface, none at all once you start rummaging. Skotch looks at the picture there. It’s a mouse, and to a human that would be all, but animal eyes see a handful of distinctive markers that at least narrow it down to mouse-clan. There’s an ampoule hanging off the dossier—not a Plangent ampoule—and Skotch snaps off the end and sniffs. Mouse-scent, a precise identifier, more individual than a fingerprint if you’ve got the nose for it, which raccoon Strains have.

All of which is a lot of effort to go through for a mouse who, the dossier suggests, doesn’t have more than maybe nine months left. No stripling, this mouse. This—he checks the name and snorts—Doctor Meece.

“Seriously, this is what they’re calling them now?”

Benson can’t actually roll his eyes, so he rolls his whole head on that snake of a neck. “You in, Skotch? One last favour for your old pals.”

There’s not much in the dossier about where this Meece is, but transcribed rumour says Redcoat turf. Specifically Redcoat turf right in the path of the Gray advance. A volatile place to go to ground, but then the country mouse probably doesn’t have a handle on city politics. A place that Uzco can’t just send good company servants with collars and tags, though, because the Reds flat out hate them, and the Grays are basically company deserters grown strong enough that Fitch and Maria aren’t going to be hauling them before Benson for threats and menaces. But Skotch has people on both sides who’ll talk to him. He has indeed become the useful servant of the company, and it’s worked out so well for Benson that for a moment he wonders whether everything he’s ever done has been to the turtle’s plan.

He’s about to say no. That streak of raccoon independence, the unstable wobble to his genome, is going to throw it all in Benson’s scaly face. But that would involve throwing that Plangent down payment as well, and Skotch needs that. Or will, very soon. If he wants to remain Skotch. Plenty of dumb animals die in the green cities every day and winter’s coming.

“Chief, it would be a pleasure,” he says, and he’s sold his animal soul, and knows it.
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DOWN THESE MEAN STREETS



There’s supposed to be a piece of Gehirner brain chemistry that gives a little reward for work done, tasks completed. A pat on the head, some piece of dog genetics spliced into the mix. Except the mix is very complicated and to Skotch it just feels like he’s chasing his own tail sometimes. And perhaps it’s that old wobbly raccoon Strain, that means he never feels as good belonging or doing what he’s told or indeed what he’s supposed to.

He’s taken the job. He’s got the down payment shoved into his super—that marsupial pouch they wedged into his genome because they knew the city’s little workers would need somewhere to put stuff. He should be feeling a nice rush of optimism and determination right about now, biochemical motivation to see the task through. If Skotch’s brain had been wired that way then probably he’d still be wearing the Uzco collar.

Gray turf, Red turf, right where the fur’s about to fly. That, apparently, is where this mouse has gone to ground. And who even cares about a mouse? About one mouse? Literally and by definition the single smallest unit of value in the currency of mausgelt. Even Skotch is worth multiple of mice, should it come to that. Not that he’d be able to collect, by definition, but if anyone cared enough to press the issue, his pelt has a price that’s double figures in mice, at least. And Doctor Meece, fugitive country mouse, is worth precisely one.

And won’t see another summer, based on the birth date on the little piece of filmy also currently shoved into Skotch’s super. Mice are cheap in the big city because they don’t last. But then again, who does?

The main business of the Gray-Red turf war—into which every other army, guild, and sect in the city-behind-the-city is shoving its snout or beak—will be going on at elevation, but Skotch isn’t heading straight up the green roads to the canopy just yet. He has calls to make, information to glean. A favour to call in and a debt to pay off, with someone who keeps many, many ears to the ground.



The place the mouse has gone is more than just contested turf. It’s up high, meaning not just the overarching green powerhouse of the city but fancy human turf too. Hunting in those districts carries some seriously competing hazards. The Gehirner who’ve holed up there aren’t the talkative sort. Those who aren’t with one army or the other are there because they’ve got nowhere else or they’ve got a racket, and either way they’re not chatty about it. Below them, in the penthouses and the elegant rooftop dining establishments, are the humans. And you can’t bother the humans, obviously. Rule One.

Skotch knows someone who breaks Rule One on a regular basis, though, and gets away with it. Exploits a peculiarly human gap in the ways things are supposed to be, between Gehirner and their makers. Someone who has a unique information network that goes all over in the city and doesn’t care about staying beneath human notice. It’s time to go talk to Sly.

Sly was military, the story runs. Because, while the vast majority of Gehirner are civic infrastructure—while the tech was developed for that peacetime market before, contrary to traditional vectors, getting adopted for war—there is still a use case for animals as a martial asset. To no animal’s particular benefit. Sly was a mine sniffer once. A head full of complex detection electronics paired with a Gehirner’s augmented intelligence and thumbs. Able to take orders, report, find explosives. Disarm them every time except the last one. The original models had been dogs but it turned out that a lot of soldiers got very sentimental about dogs, and upset when they didn’t quite get the mine disarmed properly. The manufacturers looked for a useful model they could just port the dog-ware into, and that led to Sly, to Sylvester the fox.

Sylvester isn’t army anymore. The British Republics have formally dispensed with his services. And usually, for a military model, that would mean decommissioning with extreme prejudice, but Sly had friends on the inside. His squad-mates—human squad-mates—owed him. Had a whip-round. Bought him and set him up. Because there’s no room for Rule One in a foxhole. In Sly’s case there wasn’t room for a whole fox, in the end.

The metal stilts he has for forelimbs mean he’s still mobile, but he won’t be disarming more mines any time soon. His pelt is tatty and balding enough that, if he holds still, he looks like bad taxidermy. And if it’s hard for Skotch to make a living on the streets of Neuwien, how much harder for Sylvester, 80 percent of an expat British fox.

Sly has a dodge, though, and it’s because he understands dogs.

There’s a dog at his door, when Skotch gets there. A pit bull, that stares him down and growls furiously. It wears a collar—not a guild collar like a Gehirner, but a regular dog collar. On the collar is a little black disc. Not If found please return to because like all Sly’s pack this one’s a stray. A mic and camera, in fact, through which Sly can see what the dog’s upset about. In this case, an intruding raccoon.

The pit bull bares its teeth, then Sly triggers its good boy switch and it wags its stump of a tail and sits down, suddenly entirely happy that a raccoon is just standing there within snap range. A tinny little voice comes from the dog tag. “Well hello there, Skotch. Are you still among the living then?”

“Just about,” Skotch says. “I’ve got what I owe you. I need a favour.”

“Amazing how those two things always seem to go together, with you,” the distant voice of Sly remarks. “Come on in, Skotch. Let’s open a can together and see what’s what.”

Sly’s workshop is a scrapyard of old electronics and newer biocable-ware. He’s not an engineer any more, not since the accident, but he has the implants to assess it all, and sells it on now and then. Mostly he just seems to collect it for the love of being surrounded by piles of junk tech. At one wall there are a slew of water and food bowls, blankets and a few chew toys, but most of Sly’s pack are out on manoeuvres. He’s got them well trained.

The old fox taps out from amongst the scrap, the metal balls of his artificial forepaws making sharp rapping sounds on the ground. At a word from him a small dog, some sort of mongrel terrier, goes to fetch a can, drags it over to a hook on the wall, and then wrestles with it until there’s a sharp crunch and a fizz of froth. One of the things Sly’s squad-mates laid out for was an alcohol hack. Apparently, to British squaddies, the idea of not being able to enjoy a pint was absolutely beyond the pale.

The terrier pushes a bowl in front of Sly and then leans the can so it starts glugging its contents out, mostly where they’re supposed to go. Sly laps up a few mouthfuls and then cocks an eyebrow at Skotch. He has an extra-expressive face, for a Gehirner. The few intended to work direct with humans usually do.

Dogs aren’t Gehirner. For two reasons. Firstly, they’re not service animals, or not in that way. Secondly, they don’t usually have the geneware. Pet cats get the full treatment sometimes, and you’d think that a talking dog would be just the thing humans would be all over. Not popular or functional, as it turned out. The human-dog relationship already did a lot of uplift work the old-fashioned way, and that made dogs just so smart, and no smarter than that. Messing with it the Gehirner way turned out a lot of very neurotic, existentially insecure animals. Plus, being just so smart and no smarter turned out to be the way humans like their dogs. Nobody wants a pooch that can beat them at chess, basically. The hyperpet industry crashed two decades back in a welter of defective and unsatisfactory models. Dogs were already too smart to be properly engineered any smarter. But people still own dogs, of course, and even in a modern green city, some of those dogs fall between the cracks. Get abandoned, owners die, get lost in the streets. And a population of strays is a standard garnish to any human city, but in the green cities there’s also a population of Gehirner, all of whom look like they’d be fun to chase up a tree.

Pets are sacrosanct. You do not kill a human’s pet. That’s part of Rule One. Which is why outdoor-roaming cats fill basically the same sort of niche in Gehirner nightmares as giant sabre-tooth leopards did for early hominids. Sabre-tooth leopards explicitly protected by God.

Strays are not sacrosanct in any way. Strays usually live short, unhappy lives. And honestly, green city or not, the life of a domestic animal severed from its domicile is hard. Stray dogs don’t live long anywhere, cats likewise. Mooching off humans is just about the only way to make ends meet, even without vengeful Gehirner looking to hunt you down.

Skotch sits down with Sly and gives the outline of the job, all the serial numbers filed off. If I were looking for a mouse…? Sly laughs at that. Or rather, wags his tail and narrows his eyes to show amusement. There were Gehirner foxes in some Grunstadt projects. The idea was that the regular Gehirner population would need some sort of enforcement keeping them in line, and so various carnivore species were tried out, a sort of beast police. Except the Gehirner workers just got on with things and the predators caused more trouble than they solved. Discontinued, all but a few Strains. Meaning that Sly is getting by on cobbled-together black-market cat updates and the original dog-ware they put into him. He’s probably only about 40 percent fox by mental weight, but on a good day it all comes together and he is every bit as cunning as the archetype.

As he and Skotch go over the details, his dogs come and go. They bring food, most of them. They’ve been out and about in the city, panhandling. Dogs can go to human places. A dog isn’t bound by Rule One. They go up and down the freight elevators of the big buildings, trot out into restaurants and open-air dining areas, and do their best begging act. Nobody’s going to throw a bone to a mangy fox with a couple of artificial legs and some bomb scars, but Sylvester keeps his kennels immaculate, the dogs handsome and groomed and cute as buttons. Under his tutelage they’re all well-fed mutts, and they bring enough back that he’s got quite the paunch himself these days. And, while they’re out and about, those tags are watching and listening—to the humans, and to the Gehirner that the dogs move amongst. Because Sly pays his dues to the armies and the guilds, so nobody messes with his pack. Everyone knows he’s a nosy son of a vixen and hears far too much, but also, everyone knows he’s the fox to speak to when you want the skinny on what’s going down.

Skotch uses another chunk of Benson’s buttons to settle the account from last time. Laps a little beer himself, even though it’s just bad water to him. Sly has one of his dogs bring a half a cup of coffee, still sitting in its moulded cardboard tray. Something left behind by a human too busy to finish it. Cold, but caffeinated. Skotch will take it.

“One mouse,” Sly says, amused. “What’ll they have you hunting for next, Skotch? A roach? Some rather valuable ant someone mislaid?” Sly speaks Anglot, which is supposed to be a close cousin to the US Furze, but is just different enough to wrong-foot Skotch every ten words or so.

“I don’t get it any more than you do,” Skotch says. “Unless you do, of course.” Because he’s known Sly fifteen months—a long time in raccoon years—and the old fox has a lot of tells once you get to know him.

“You’re not the only one to be hunting mice. That’s yours for free. Crowded market right now, old mate.” Sly overdoes the Britishness sometimes. Skotch wouldn’t be surprised to find him wearing a monocle and a top hat, one of these days.

“You’re already hired?” Skotch asks him.

“Not me, but I hear enough that maybe I did some of the groundwork on the off chance.” Sly laps at the beer noisily. “As your information suggests, Skotch, it’s right in the war zone that all those arrows are converging on. And not by chance. Best place to go, if you want to shake the hunters.”

“Who else?” Skotch tries, not really expecting answers, because probably Sly has some professional confidences to keep. The fox has thoughts, though. Everyone involved in this mouse-hunt is keeping their cards close to their chest, it seems, but a sharp player like Sylvester has been able to draw some reasonable conclusions from what his dogs have picked up.

Most of the pack are coming back by then, each with some prize held proudly in their mouth. Sylvester breaks off to reward them, trigger the automatic feeders, look over what they’ve got.

“That’s good eating, up that ways,” he remarks to Skotch. “My puppers go panhandling there most days.”

“Sounds handy,” Skotch says.

“Maybe I could send them up when they next go out,” the fox suggests, and names a price which isn’t actually that unreasonable. Another chunk out of Benson’s bounty, but Skotch knew the account was more expenses than wages. The Plangent is the real prize.

“Just narrow the field for me,” Skotch asks. “Small mouse, big patch, lots of Grays and Reds with itchy trigger fingers.”

“Rely on me, old son,” Sly promises, and worries one of the dogs fondly behind the ears. A scene of domestic bliss, the fox and his hounds.

One of the Rattenkönig families took offence, once, at Sly poking his scarred fox nose into their business. Sent a whole team of belligerent Gehirner to teach the old vet a lesson. Skotch heard about it after. About how those “puppers” got very, very defensive once Sly gave the word. All bite and no bark. So nobody messes with the fox, and the fox, for his part, plays very carefully around the factions and powers of the Gehirner back-city.

Which is why it gives Skotch a chill, when he turns to go and the fox says, “You look after your skin, Skotch. Someone’s making this mouse Serious Business.” Sly is worried. For Skotch, but also for himself. The informational ripples that have reached the fox suggest a very big fish. Whatever’s going on that Skotch has got himself involved in, it casts a longer, darker shadow than he can know.



While he’s waiting for Sly to come through for him, he heads back to his nook, where he now has the wherewithal to activate some facilities.

Nothing’s for free, when you’re outside the system. Nothing’s for free and that’s the price of being free, Skotch considers. Poetic. The nook spaces at Unterroot 93 are short of mod cons, but if you have the buttons then the world’s your oyster. Not that Skotch can eat shellfish. Something in them interacts badly with the caffeine hack. It was mocha or mollusc, in the end, and he made his choice.

Above the nook he sleeps in there’s a space with facilities he can hire. Technically it’s the residence of one Ikelos of Santorini, one of those freelance Gehirner who came to Neuwien with a full shell of buttons and never seems to run out of them. When Ikelos first arrived, he brought a lot of trouble trailing his tail. Rumour claimed he, like Sly, was a military model, not civilian service. Skotch had no idea what possible purpose a military-modded tortoise would serve in any sane conflict, back then, but rumour is 90 percent of what anyone says about anyone and he had no better suggestions. Ikelos turned up old and rich and wanting out of the game, though, just about at the same time that Skotch decided he himself wanted clear of Uzco. Skotch’s local knowledge and connections served to sever the various strings still latched onto the edge of the old tortoise’s shell, and a peculiar business relationship was formed.

Skotch has done several pieces of work for Ikelos since, and most recently a particularly big and convoluted piece of business that’s given him some privileges as regards Ikelos’ living space. When the old shell moved in, he fit some serious doors on his nook. Partly it’s because there’s some serious tech inside, a hotchpotch of repurposed Gehirner stuff enhanced with human components, tapping into the Gehirner’s piecemeal communications net and giving access to way more information and connection than anywhere else in this rental band. Partly it’s that Ikelos is cold-blooded and Neuwien gets cold.

Part of the big favour Skotch does for the old chelonian is to tell people he’s hibernating. Turn away creditors and busybodies and potential trouble, tell them to wait for late spring, early summer, whenever Ikelos might stir himself. In return for which doormanship Skotch gets the keys to the place and access to the toys, if he pays into the rental account Ikelos set up.

He slips in. Ikelos is up on a shelf of the space he rents, doing his best paperweight routine. A huge shell, really, and polished to a shine—another service Skotch provided for him once. Ikelos claims that his Strain keep growing, and that he’s as old as the entire Gehirner project and then some. That shell is certainly Galapagean in scale, bulking out one whole side of the nook. Rumour says that anyone monkeying with it while its owner is dormant can expect quite a range of potentially fatal surprises from his wired-in countermeasures.

Ikelos has a contactless paypad set up in his quarters, and Skotch touches his Uzco tag to it, transferring over some buttons so he can access the facilities. Ikelos keeps a terminal here, and the terminal is hacked for a wide range of access to Gehirner and human information sources. Enough to find one mouse somewhere in the whole of Neuwien? No. Enough to cross-reference the info Benson gave him, to know which of his contacts to tap? Maybe. Certainly enough to get word to a few Gehirner he knows within the targeted area and prepare the ground.

He works for twenty minutes, feeling his brain fizz—not just with the Plangent hit he took that morning, but with the knowledge of the ampoules he’s got in his super. The promise of sharp wits for weeks to come. Suddenly Skotch is a winner, top of the world. The fact he’s going to head into a war zone sooner rather than later can’t dent his confidence.

Then she comes in. Or rather, when he turns, she’s already in. He didn’t hear her, or even scent her. If she was willing to pay the mausgelt for him, he’d be dead. And he’d love to say that probably murder isn’t on her mind but, being what she is, it’s almost certainly front and centre 100 percent of the time. She just keeps her murder on a leash until she’s ready to let it loose.

Gehirner aesthetics are a tricky business. You wire a bunch of different animals up with a certain commonality of genetic hackery, and it leads to a lot of weird interspecies interaction. Skotch’s actual sex drive is strictly raccoons only, baby, and driven mostly by scent, but he knows beauty when he sees it. He knows grace. And she has grace. She’s made of it. Most Gehirner—mammal and bird Gehirner anyway—are constantly fidgeting. Noses twitch, hand-paws pluck, ears swivel. Not this girl. She’s very still, regarding him. A stone cold killer out of the country, out of the farms.

They discontinued most of the civic enforcer Strains. Sure the original human engineers reckoned the Little Helper workforce would need an external agency to keep them in line and under control. Not exactly complimentary, when you think about it, and missing the mark entirely because, as it turns out, humans have no idea all the ways their creations have been bursting their specs at the seams and going wild. But going wild doesn’t mean the work isn’t getting done. That’s a major part of Rule One, after all. Nobody—not on any side, not from any faction—wants the humans turning up and asking why the trash isn’t getting collected. Nobody wants the Plangent to get cut off or the SLG food shipments to stop being delivered from the Separation Plant. So the enforcer Strains are mostly extinct, or else scrabbling for a freelance living, or propped up by some weird amateur conservation initiative from odd-minded humans. You still see them around, but a lot of the time they’re living the same precarious freelance existence as Skotch.

In the country, though, the farms are a tight ship and they still have their minders to make sure all those mice play nice. That’s what his visitor is. And Skotch heard it isn’t a precise species, but something of a mélange of mustelids, all those long, low skulking carnivores who have rabbits and rats waking in a cold sweat at the very thought. Stoatweasels, is what’s on their official specification. She’s a little smaller than Skotch, by body mass, but one thing that her Strain is notorious for is its ability to punch way above its weight in a fight. A good thing they’re mostly confined to the farms, except here she is.

“They tell me you’re Skotch.” Her voice is like liquid molasses, slow with a country accent. Her long body is poised like she was dancing slowly behind Skotch’s back a moment before.

“Let me guess,” he says, casual as can be—and there aren’t many animals that can lounge like a raccoon. “Lost dog?”

She gives him a look like butter wouldn’t melt. Which is to say she’s the sort of cold-blooded killer who’d give Tekki the ratsnake frostbite. They have a whole warrior aristocracy thing going on, he’s heard, the Country Club enforcers. Honour duels and fighting scars. Not that anyone’s come close enough to put a scar on her. “I hear you’re watching a mouse-hole, Herr Skotch.”

Skotch shows no surprise. He’s already guessed that the presence of a farm enforcer, here in this space and right after he got this job, means someone at Uzco is likely on the take. She’s not here on Benson’s ticket, but someone on Benson’s team has a second line of income coming in.

“You’re not going to tell me what the big deal is, are you?” he prompts. “You’re going to warn me off.”

“Maybe.” She oils closer. A whole load of contradictory instincts are sounding off in Skotch’s brain, the basal ones all warning about predators and the more artificial ones purely admiring. Grace is always attractive. That level of physical control crosses species boundaries, plugging into that weird cerebral space that Plangent opens up. It’s one more unintended consequence of Gehirner engineering, that he can look from one end of Carnivora to the other and appreciate what he’s seeing. She ends up with him backed against the wall, locked eye to eye. They don’t actually have magic powers of hypnotism to entrance their pray, the stoatweasels, but you’d not know it right now.

“Now I could tell you to just go through the motions,” she says softly. “Take whatever advance they were dumb enough to give you, just spread those little hands of yours when they ask why it wasn’t you who closed the trap on the mouse. But I don’t reckon you’re the type to just sit around.”

“I’ve got a reputation to think of,” Skotch says.

A wrinkle of her snout shows what she thinks of his reputation. “Herr Skotch,” she says, “you know where the money is, in the Gehirner business? It’s not picking up trash. It’s the farms. It’s making sure the humans get fed.”

“Sounds like a good business to be in,” Skotch says.

“You won’t be the one to flush out the mouse, Herr Skotch.” That old-timey formality they still use in the country, along with a lot of other traditional ways of doing things. “Your American paymasters won’t be the ones to get their paws on him. But if he bolts into your hands … just remember who can reward you best.” She’s right up close, teeth practically at his throat, and he just wishes his biochemistry would decide whether it’s fight or flight or whatever the hell, honestly. Because right now there’s a riot going on in his head, because of the danger of her and the scent of her and the sheer proximity. He’s bristling all over and his instincts are shouting at him to do that tall stance, up on his hind legs, shoulders up to his ears like a cartoon gunfighter.

“Tell me why,” he says. Her ears go flat, eyes hard. Full-on obligate carnivores are supposed to freak you out. Another cross-species language. Disruptive enough that it’s why most of the Strains got discontinued, in the city. They do things different out in the sticks, though. Remind me never to go there. “Some mouse. Who even cares?” Except everyone apparently does.

“He’s a very bad mouse, Herr Skotch,” she says. She has a collar, he sees. She’s official, then. A farm employee from one of the Country Clubs, as they call them. It even has lettering on it, and he’s flush enough with Plangent that he can read her name there. Szerky, stamped onto the metal. Szerky the Stoatweasel.

“I could tell you that I represent very powerful concerns, Herr Skotch,” Szerky purrs. He can feel the buzz of her voice box, in her long throat. Like the turtles, stoatweasels don’t really make words much with their mouths. That’s the business end of the animal, the weaponised part. “I could tell you about how things will go, for a lone raccoon outside any guild or company, if he disappoints a lady.” And she nips him, just at the fur of his throat, and he jolts back, feeling a maelstrom of conflicting instincts and chemicals warring it out over his reactions. “But instead I’m going to tell you that you think the farms are food and vitamins and all good things, but you never gave a thought to just how much poison and mutagenics and contamination go on under that nice happy label of ‘agriculture.’ Just what a bad little country mouse might learn and, getting old and bitter, might decide to export to the big city.”

Skotch goes still, considering. Yes, you hear rumours. The farms, genetic mods, chem weapons, biohazards. The things that humans ban but, through the back door, also buy. Things supposed to stay under lock and key because of the colossal fallout there would be if anyone started playing with them in, say, an enormous and biologically underpinned conurbation.

“I don’t think you want to catch this mouse, Herr Skotch,” Szerky says. She coils back from him. Not grinning, because there isn’t a Gehirner in the city who thinks baring your teeth is a sign of good humour. Showing him her carnassials though. The specialised dentition of a carnivore.

For a moment, mouse had actually been off the menu. The very instant prior to her parting words, he was absolutely convinced that staying well clear of Doctor Meece was good for his health. But there’s that smug edge to her voice, the upper-class carnivore sneering down at Working Joe Trash Panda. His pride kicks.

When she’s gone, he looks up at Ikelos’ silent form, tucked into his polished shell, and thinks, You were some help. And Szerky is bad news, and he’d far rather be living in a city without her in it, but at the same time she’s told him something very important. Something he could have guessed, but it’s nice to have the confirmation. Because her turning up here and putting the frighteners on a poor raccoon means that Benson’s spiel about being contracted by the farms is baloney. Or else there are multiple farms after the same mouse, and last Skotch heard, the Country Clubs were all happy just to be rich together. Like the stoat said, the food trade is where the real profit margin is. Agriculture was one of the industries to get a big shakeup, during the deindustrialisation. Too much land, too many chemicals, inefficient, ecologically disastrous. The new Farm Projects just tick along, turning out enough to fill everyone’s cupboards plus enough luxury surplus for all Neuwien’s fancy restaurants. Human food, needless to say. What Skotch eats, the stuff most Gehirner eat, that’s the SLG from the Separation Plants. Guaranteed nutritious and that’s about the best you can say for it.

And if Szerky’s right in her insinuations, even more reason for Skotch to get to the mouse first. It’s his city too. It’s where he keeps his stuff and it’s most certainly where he drinks his water, which he’d prefer to be free of plague or toxins. Maybe the mouse has a head full of poisons, but he’ll need facilities before he can turn that into something tangible. Time enough for a resolute raccoon to track him down and find out what the hell his deal is. After which Skotch can decide whether he really wants Benson to get his scaly claws on whatever is in Meece’s head.

It’s time for Skotch to go onto the streets and just hope he can get where he needs to before Szerky gets there first. Or that he can get there without Szerky just using him as a stalking horse and following him in. When he finishes up at Ikelos’ terminal, there’s a dog waiting for him outside, the terrier mongrel, Sly’s messenger. Skotch takes the filmy paper message from its jaws, shakes off the slobber, and reads. Sly’s information network has come through for him. The last words: Careful, mate. It’s all about to blow.







4
ONE MAN'S TRASH



Or, rather, human trash is Gehirner treasure, sure enough. The high reaches of the city are a peculiar habitat with their own specific niches. Back in the old days—the polluted, oil-burning, plastic-heavy days that the world is still trying to shrug off like a stinking dirty coat—humans built upwards. Cramming as many people as they could one over the top of another. Piling them high, maximum population density, living in one another’s armpits and paying a fortune for each square foot. And, honestly, not that much has changed. It’s just what the towers are made of, how they’re powered, the quality of the air, the view, the aesthetics and health benefits of it all. It’s that, these days, the new cities are designed to house not only the people who can afford it, but the people who are actually needed to keep them running—and to provide for them all, no questions asked. Sustainable society, as well as just sustainable living. And the fact that, to facilitate all this utopian new deal, there’s an army of Little Helpers operating unseen in every wall and underfoot to keep it all ticking along.

So Neuwien is still a city of towers, all the Grunstadt projects are. But the towers wear green, bioengineered foliage from the ground to the apex of every building, curving gracefully around each expansive window, forming an interlaced canopy overhead. A dozen layers of vines and trees and epiphytes, a hundred species, all carefully calibrated to work together, to produce a robust and healthy urban ecosystem, varied and mutually reinforcing, resistant to blights, even yielding some fruit and veg for everyone’s little windowbox gardens. A little bioengineered expense paid back tenfold by a healthier population taking the pressure off the healthcare system. Getting back to nature, the way humans always talked about but never did, before.

The tower tops remain places of status. A world above the world. Important humans live there. Swanky eateries have their rooftop gardens spread out right under the canopy. There are pools and boulevards. Semi-organic bridges arch like fairy spans from one tower to the next. Just … absurd beauty, really. Go compare to the derelict inner city landscapes of unregenerated London or Berlin or the BosWash Conurbation. You’ll soon see why the human money has fled to the Grunstadt projects and settled itself where it can be lord of all it surveys. And why they built the Grunstadts vertically, to fit in as many people of all social strata as possible. And why it’s worth the extra mile and the Euros to have a raccoon taking out the trash when you’re not looking.

The Gehirner guilds and companies and armies operate citywide, of course. There’s always work, and where there’s work there’s wages, meaning food, Plangent, and access to regular updates. All the basic support that humans thought the Little Helpers would be happy with. But the posh places where the human money concentrates, that’s where the best contracts are. The high-rise residents’ associations, the exclusive clubs and gyms. The establishments like San-Germaine’s and Wessenhaus and Legacie de Blumenthal where the CEOs and film stars go on the regular and everyone else saves up and books a year in advance. Those places pay more for spotless service, and that’s all the deal they’re interested in. No mess, no fuss, no disturbing the diners. At the same time the sweepings from their tables are gold dust to the acquisitive animal, even when the haute cuisine portions are very small. Like a gratuity to all those busy little workers. Always tip your service staff!

What this translates to, behind the scenes, is that the areas that are the absolute shiniest and best-heeled in all of Neuwien are, to a Gehirner, the most brutal, the harshest to live in, the most viciously fought over. Because they fight, the service animals. It wasn’t in the design specs, but there’s some healthy Darwinian competition going on up there. Skotch has had plenty of experience of it, after going freelance. Two out of three jobs send him somewhere where the teeth are meeting the fur.

By the time Uzco moved into the new business district with its own invasive service contracts, there was amongst the company’s human bioengineers at least a fuzzy understanding—no pun intended—that you had to protect your investment. Actually almost a complete misunderstanding, but they budgeted extra animals for redundancy, essentially. A greater headcount and a faster-breeding population than was necessary. A vague idea that Uzco would be expanding (true) and that there was no harm in coding for an excess of little bodies just in case (false).

There are still some squirrels working on the books at Uzco. The American Gray was an early Strain—lots of innate potential in the baseline stock for them to work with. Smart, dexterous, and mobile, what’s not to love in a service animal? Nobody particularly coded for them to be clannish and aggressive, and most likely almost no human ever notices that they are. If you’re another Gehirner, though, you damn well know it.

When the Grays of Uzco saw Neuwien-Grunstadt they saw opportunity. The existing guild structure of the place was a nut they could crack. Within a couple of years the vast majority of Uzco’s squirrel workforce had gone freelance.

Or, rather, had set up its own army.



Skotch can climb. Most Gehirner species can, the ones that don’t fly. For the conscientious working animal there’s a whole commuter ascent, avenues of vines up the sides of buildings, tunnels at the back of the green. Routes to scurry upwards before dawn every morning, nose to tail with all your co-workers, the rat race made literal. From rootspace dens to their workspaces up in the gods.

Or you can take the goods lift. Which is strictly forbidden, but the lifts work automatically and Skotch has credit on his Uzco tag and so decides to spare his poor legs.

At the great yawning doors of the lift there are a couple of Grays. Big, beefy squirrels, not actually that much smaller than a skinny raccoon like Skotch. And if it comes to a throwdown then, pound for pound there’s more fight in his Strain, more Skelter in theirs, meaning an innate readiness to run. That Skelter gets diluted when you get more than a few squirrels together, though. And Skotch isn’t interested in making trouble, so he touches his tag to the clumsy reader one of the Grays has on a strap, and pays a couple of buttons for the ride.

This is how armies function, because no matter how bloody the action nobody’s interested in breaking Rule One. The work always gets done, and the humans always get looked after and never have to know just how many diminutive throats are getting slit behind the scenes. But everything else is fair game. There are many ways that an animal’s life can be easier. There are plenty of off-the-books pleasures a Little Helper can access, when the working shift is done. Every one of them is operated by some industrious freelancer who’s making their food and Plangent off other Gehirner, rather than direct from a civic contract. And every one of them is in the territory of one army or other who’s leaning on them for protection. And sometimes there really is protection. Got a mad stray dog on your patch, or some bunch of low-down dirty rats trying to squeeze you out or any of a hundred little inconveniences? Your local militia is only too glad to help. And if you haven’t got those problems then you have your local militia, which can make itself a problem all its own if you don’t keep up payments.

Mobsters, yes. Because organised crime is just one more thing that can evolve through Darwinian methods once you make animals smart enough. The Jeffist monks mumble their mantra and nod and tell you it’s the wicked way of the world, and no sense fighting it. Why not gather a pack of stout bruisers and start your own racket, find your own way?

Skotch looks at his fellow social climbers in the goods lift, on the way up. Always a good weathervane for how things are going, seeing who’s got the buttons to get to the top the easy way. He is decidedly the shabbiest critter in the room. There are a dozen Grays, sleek squirrels, soldiers high in the echelons of the army. The sort who are going to be giving the orders, rather than receiving them, when the next stage of the war kicks off. Any day now, Skotch reckons. Tonight isn’t out of the question. A distinct air of anticipation to them. There are a couple of rats, likewise glossy and well-fed, who are probably errand runners from some Rattenkönig, armoured by association against any squirrel-led persecution. There’s a badger. One, solitary. Another discontinued enforcer Strain kept going mostly because there’s some human amateur genehackers who keep putting out homegrown badger-ware updates. And the badger is three times Skotch’s height and around ten times his weight, and probably she’s hired on with the Grays as muscle. There is no Skelter in a badger. They are renowned for not running no matter what. Mad bastards, the lot of them, and their grasp of Rule One can be rudimentary. This one is drooling in a way that suggests her last update didn’t fix the problems it was intended to. Skotch keeps his distance. The Grays are welcome to her and woe betide everyone if some rich human gets a rabid badger falling in their lap during hostilities.

Up at the top of this particular tower there’s a club, a human club, Casa de Alphonse. Very fancy, very art deco. The green of the city grows through it, twining about the gilded moulding of the walls in a way that’s been designed with obsessive attention to detail to look as unplanned and natural as possible. It’s like being inside a Mucha painting. The interior décor changes automatically with the seasons. You need to visit at least four times over the year to get the full effect. It’s very exclusive. Waiting list a mile long. If you’re human. The Gehirner get to just walk in, of course. The club, and its neighbouring restaurant, they’re some of those weird interstitial spaces where Rule One works differently. Every table has a little access hatch, and the animals come in and out to clear the glasses, empty the ashtrays, take payment with their little data readers. They wear little waistcoats, even, to show that they’re on contract with Alphonse. To the human patrons they’re next to invisible. Every so often some wag tips them, but that’s considered gauche.

Behind the scenes, the Graycoat Army oversees every damn part of the operation. Because the service contract—controlled by the sort of conclave of old Neuwien guilds that Uzco is never going to break into—is to clear everything away and keep everywhere spotless. There’s nothing in there about what happens to anything left over. So when the glasses and the plates get loaded into the dishwashers, they’ve already been conscientiously emptied. The Grays have a whole bootlegging operation off of the dregs. They even have their own little barrels and a special Alphonse stamp to show just how high class these lees are. Even the ash from the ashtrays gets repurposed as Gehirner snuff for those who have the hacks to partake.

It’s Skotch’s misfortune to be recognised when he steps out of the lift. Gray squirrels live a long time, one reason their population exploded enough for them to fill out an army. At the top of the lift, there’s a patrol, and in charge of the patrol is a mean, scarred veteran who knew Skotch when they were both at Uzco.

Uzco didn’t take it well when half its employees just quit to form an army. There was a considerable period of friction. Which is why Benson isn’t sending his regulars into this particular war zone—that and the fact that the Redcoats on the other side of the conflict like them even less. Now Skotch finds himself nose to nose with a bunch of squirrels, and specifically with this old-timer he remembers as Ripley. Or, as the nom de guerre she’s apparently decided to adopt, Ripper.

“Why if it ain’t Skotch,” she says, in the broad Furze all the Grays use amongst themselves, and expect the locals to speak to them. Abruptly Skotch, three paces from the lift, is surrounded. Surrounded to his top set of nipples, anyway, because they’re that much shorter than him, but surrounded nonetheless, and numbers breed courage.

“I’m not here making trouble, Ripley,” he tells her, but she has the swagger of the winning side to her, baring her incisors like she’s about to start whittling on him.

“You think we’d not make you from the old days, Skotch? Come here to scope us out for your chief at Uzco? That ol’ turtle got a message for us? Or should we be sending one to him?”

“I quit,” Skotch says. And under any other circumstance that would be entirely true, but as it happens he actually is here on Uzco’s tab, and he’s got a tag loaded with Uzco credit. It’ll all start to look awkwardly incriminating if they hold him down and go through the contents of his super.

“I reckon the old homestead is getting scared,” Ripley says. “And it’s Ripper, remember, Skotch?” Those incisors just seem to keep getting longer the more she bares them. “They got you scouting for the Reds, Skotch?”

“You know the Reds hate them more than they hate you.” It’s a complicated thing to say in any kind of compacted argot. Not clear just who it is who hates who more than whom, by the time Skotch has the words out in Furze. But, as everyone in that particular triangle hates everyone else, the sense of it comes through despite that.

“I think Uzco would be very unhappy with how well we’re doing since we got out from under,” Ripper Ripley remarks to her followers. Because anyone in any sort of army likes to believe it’s all about them. Skotch reckons Uzco doesn’t actually give that much thought to what its wayward former employees are about unless it clashes with company business, but he’s not so impolitic as to say so. You don’t tell Gehirner like this that they’re not top of everyone’s hate list. They like their self-image as the embattled underdogs winning despite the odds, rather than the bloated bullies they actually are. Squirrels, Skotch reflects, are nuts. But then there’s always a streak of self-righteous paranoia in all those Strains that come from the bottom of the food chain.

“Ripley,” he says. “Ripper. Listen, I went freelance a lifetime ago. I’m just working a case here. It’s not army business.” True, but also false. And the Graycoat Army probably reckons every little thing on its turf is its business. Certainly Ripley isn’t in the mood to cut him some slack. Enjoying herself too much, to have someone she can persecute in her first language and know every barb is understood. And some of her people have the nasty little air-powered popguns that some idiot rat innovator worked out a few years back, that are now all over the city wherever the armies muster. The rest have blades, because the Grays are very good at repurposing plastic and metal into a standard model stabby that slots very nicely into a regular Gehirner toolbelt. Slots nicely into a regular Gehirner too, if Skotch isn’t careful.

“Nice raccoon you’ve got there,” calls a new voice. “You selling him by the ounce or just whole pelt?”

Ripley rounds on the intruder, then loses half her attitude quick enough. It’s another Gray, although there isn’t much grey left on this one because she’s been through the mincer. Possibly more than once. Possibly she went back to retrieve her tail, because the one she’s wearing is very definitely wired on. No acrobatics and balancing for this squirrel. Scars on one side of her, burns on the other. Been, as they say, in the wars.

The armies don’t really have a chain of command and formal rank structure anywhere near as complex as human institutions. This newcomer plainly outranks Ripley, though, and that’s mostly because she’s a quartermaster. Meaning she’s the one who controls who gets what stuff, from all the goodies the army extorts, captures, steals, and gets freely given by grateful animals who’ve been allowed to retain all their limbs.

“Just interrogating a maybe potential spy,” Ripley explains.

“Don’t recall as how that’s your brief, soldier,” says the scarred quartermaster. “Sounds like serious business.” She limps closer. Unarmed, unfit, but they all make room for her. She wears her scars like armour and medals all in one. “I’d better take custody of him.”

Ripley bares her incisors a little at that, frustrated at missing the fun, but she’s not going to shove. The newcomer is deeper in the books of the Graycoat Army than she is; hence not to be trifled with.

When Ripper’s squad has gone to bother someone else, the scarred squirrel looks Skotch over. From a muzzle crinkled and ragged with old wounds she says, “You look like shit, Skotch.”

“You, on the other hand, are a picture of health,” Skotch tells her. “It’s been a while, Springer.” One of the calls he put in, from Ikelos’ terminal. Which foresight means he’s not currently being shaken down for buttons by a pack of squirrel chisellers.

“Mighty tempted just to let you get skinned, back there,” Springer tells him. “There’s maybe not as much left on the tab as you think there is.”

Back in the day, Skotch was in the wrong place at the wrong time when a Graycoat offensive went spectacularly wrong. Match, flames, unexpected flammables reservoir that wasn’t on the plans, that sort of thing. It wasn’t so much hauling the stricken Springer from the fire that means she owes him. It was getting her far enough away that the Rule One–related shitstorm didn’t get on her charred fur. And, true, that was because he was doing himself the exact same favour, but she still owes him. Or owed him. Squirrels live long, but maybe their memories aren’t so good after a while, for who did them a solid once.

Still, of all the Gehirner he can tap with influence amongst the Grays, Springer is the most highly placed and best-connected. He needs information and he needs access. Because Sly’s best guess points to Doctor Meece having gone to ground exactly where festivities are about to kick off between the Grays and their rivals.

The Grays are all over the back-city up here. In the branches over Casa de Alphonse, in the walls, in the service warrens that run behind the kitchens. The human staff just know that clean glasses are always there when they open the hatches; the wait staff know they always find clean tables when they lead the next set of diners in. Perhaps there’s a glimpse of a tail, or there are a couple of waistcoated Gehirner just discreetly pushing the previous drinkers’ detritus into the service hatch. A perfectly presented rat waltzing around the table with a cloth. The sort of thing that was restricted to kids’ cartoons and bad-cheese dreams back before the deindustrialisation, but that is just part of human lived experience these days. The shallows of Rule One, where the service industry is actually visible. And, behind the scenes, the Grays. They don’t wait tables or pick up trash, but they sure as hell take their cut from those who do. The mood, in back of Alphonse, is like a city that is either occupied or liberated, depending on who’s asking, but is most certainly very keen to ensure that the soldiers at every junction are kept happy.

Springer takes Skotch to a nook and sends a junior squirrel out for lunch, privilege of rank.

“You don’t want to be here right now, Skotch,” she tells him, over standard packs of SLG rations: nutritious, balanced, mostly tasteless.

“I mean, no, not much,” he admits, “but when did that ever matter? I imagine it’s the usual mess out there.” There’s a reason Meece has holed up in the war zone. It’s a hard place to be found in. Refugees and deserters and chancers from both sides end up there because the tides and battle lines of the conflict have left them no other place. Or because there’s opportunity.

“When things kick off,” Springer says, “nobody not ours is safe. Reds have bought a lot of freelance muscle.”

“Which is why I was going to ask you for papers,” Skotch points out reasonably.

“When things kick off,” Springer echoes herself, “I can’t guarantee anyone’s stopping to look at papers.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” he tells her. “Come on, what’s it cost, your pawprint on one more piece of filmy?”

“Costs me remembering who you are, next time you come calling,” Springer says flatly.

They stare at each other, into that awkward void that sits between human and beast, the heart of the Gehirner experience. Two animals who weren’t ever supposed to be having this kind of conversation, talking in a crunched, artificial language that shouldn’t have been able to support it, holding between them a complex, jagged piece of relationship such as neither of them was really designed for. But that’s how it goes, when you make something complex enough. These things arise, of their own notion. The human people who built these animal people—who made these animals just human enough—did not ever plan for them to become little shadows of their creators’ vices, but that’s how it’s turned out. Turned out in a way subtle enough that most humans have never really clocked onto it. And long may it remain so.

Skotch examines his claws. His nails. The indeterminate things at the ends of his humanised hands. “Sure you’re riding high now,” he notes. “You know there’ll come a time when the wind changes, and the Grays will be really glad of a friend in low places. Someone whose bridges they haven’t burned. Or maybe just one Gray.” It’s easy for the Graycoat Army to think it’s immortal and indomitable, so long as it keeps winning battles and taking territory. There are squirrel kits out there who don’t ever remember losing. But Springer is older than that. She should know better. Or perhaps it’s because she’s old. Perhaps she hopes that by the time the Grays overextend and get a mauling she’ll be gone.

Still, he sees her weigh his words. The fecund melting pot of the Grunstadt is always throwing up new factions. Wasn’t so long ago that nobody would have spared the Graycoats a moment’s worry, amongst Neuwien’s established interests. Maybe tomorrow some other pack of animals will be the city’s enfants terribles, and the squirrels will be on the back foot. Skotch has a few years left in him, if he doesn’t get himself killed. There’s a chance he’ll be of use to Springer or her heirs and assigns, should the whirligig of time bring its revenges in due course.

“What’s your angle, Skotch?” she asks him.

“Not working for the Reds. Not working against the Grays,” he says. “Just to get that right out there. Missing person. Very sad. Family want a reunion.”

“Spare me the sob stories,” Springer tells him. “Put up, Skotch. Who are you tracking and is it live or just the skin?”

“Area round here, in back of Alphonse and Franz-Ferdinand’s.” The exclusive club, the swanky restaurant. “Got any mice?”

Springer stares at him. Staying still too long with eyes open, she looks like she’s died. “Mice?” she bursts out in the end. “Who the hell cares about mice?”

“That a no?”

“You’re serious? How many mice?”

“Just one. One mouse.”

“Nobody goes to this trouble for one mouse,” Springer says disdainfully. “Nobody goes to any trouble for one mouse. Just wait. There’s always another one along in a second. Always more mice.”

Which is the puzzler, about this case. Skotch can only agree. Doesn’t change his brief, though. He shrugs. “So maybe I’ve got some rich cat, got buttons to spare. You got mice or you don’t got mice?”

“You don’t mean rats, now? Not losing your Furze?” In some argots—Espanimàl for example—there’s only the one word for both, and it’s the spin on how you say it that makes the difference. But US Furze and local Tiersprech are pretty clear about the species delineations. “Mice, as in, country matters?”

Skotch nods patiently. “Only a little bird told me,” he says, “how back of Franz-Ferdinand’s there was a whole kitchen of them making packed lunches.” Big business, high value, exactly the sort of thing the Grays would want to skim off. And it was a little dog, not a bird. Sly does business everywhere, and his big-eyed endearing doggies go begging even in the posh places.

Springer’s body language says he’s right and she doesn’t like it. Whatever the mouse community around here are into, it’s valuable enough she doesn’t want him making a mess of it.

“I’m not going into mass rodent smuggling. Just one mouse. One particular mouse. New on the scene. Won’t even have learned the ropes yet.”

She shrugs. “Who keeps track of individual mice?”

“You won’t miss one then, will you? Think of his poor mouse family, how happy they’ll be to know he’s safe and well.”

“You even pick him out of a crowd?” she asks doubtfully.

“Got his scent.”

Springer rolls her shoulders. “This is it, Skotch.” He sees she’s serious. It’s the last time he’s going to be pulling this particular string. “I walk you in. You grab your pet mouse. You walk out.”

“That’s what these feet were made for,” he agrees. A little sad, one more account emptied, and he doesn’t imagine that Uzco goodwill is going to come flooding in to fill the gap.

Springer finishes off her ration block. Flicks crumbs from her fingers. “It’s not this side of the block,” she says. “This kitchen with the mice, it’s the one at Franz-Ferdinand. It’s ours right now. As of yesterday.”

“Lucky me.” Again, Sly’s up-to-date info proving its worth. His dogs can smell what Strain of squirrel is scurrying about in the area, and they noticed a definite shift change.

She hops up, stalks off, slightly stiff, shaking out her legs. That tail wobbles, stiff and awkward. Not for balance so much as status. You don’t keep face as a squirrel without covering your ass with something. Walking carefully in her footsteps, Skotch follows. Moves carefully between the packs of other Grays, who stare suspiciously after him and finger their guns and knives.







5
IT ALL KICKS OFF AT FRANZ-FERDINAND'S



It feels like there’s about a hundred different checkpoints between the goods lift where he met Springer and the green ceiling over Franz-Ferdinand’s. The Grays are guarding access to their newly acquired wealth. Down below, the last of the human diners are just settling the bill and finishing their liqueur coffees. Three-quarters of the tables are already vacant and the Gehirner—wearing their little waistcoats in the establishment’s red and white livery—are discreetly clearing away the last of the leftovers. Others are in the kitchens, emptying the trash, shuttling the crockery from dishwashers to cupboards. Franz-Ferdinand’s pays a premium to the city for the full service so its human employees can focus on the award-winning menu and famously snooty table service.

From the interwoven branches above the diners, they cross over the kitchens. The human kitchens, where the human staff work. They’ve mostly knocked off now—given that all the menial clear-up work is being done by little hands behind the scenes. The sous chef and the head sommelier share an ashtray that will itself be cleared off without a human having to break sweat over it. And, behind the scenes, red and gray squirrels will fight over the ashes.

If there’s trouble, Skotch knows it’ll come soon. When those last diners have paid up and looked big. When these two loiterers below have stubbed out their dog-ends and shrugged on their coats. When there aren’t humans around and nobody needs to worry about Rule One, that’s when the knives come out. Right now, Springer’s people own this turf. Meaning behind the walls, under the floor, the overhead of it. The parts where a human wouldn’t be able to fit more than a groping arm. A day ago this was Red turf and, given its value, they want it back. A constant back and forth of shed blood and ripped fur until one side counts the cost and makes the sensible decision. And all the while the other Gehirner, the contractors, the freelancers, can only duck and cover and hope it’s not their nook that the two squabbling armies will storm through on the next reversal.

“Speaking of country matters,” Skotch says to Springer’s scarred back, the stiff panache of her tail, “you hear of a stoat in the area?”

She goes still. Moves on. The moment’s interruption telling him all he needs to know, so when she says, “What, like a weasel stoat?” so very casually, he’s not fooled a bit.

“Where there’s mice…”

She doesn’t answer. Down below, in the kitchen, the two humans head out the door. Like they’re the counterbalancing figures of an elaborate clock, in come a bunch of Gehirner with bioplastic sacks and a trolley: squirrels, a raccoon, a couple of rats. The trash detail, that coveted assignment. They empty all the bins with fierce determination. Load up their trolley and light out for the sorting station with a will. There, more of their colleagues will go through it all, salvage everything, organic and otherwise, that can be of use. The food scraps have already been scoured clear of the plates before anything could even reach the bins, though. That’s the big business around here. That’s where the mouse kitchen comes in. Why mice? No particular reason, save they’re small, with a rapidly self-renewing population, and they were there. Some escapee demographic who skipped out on the farms a dozen mouse-generations ago—early last year, say—and found a niche reprocessing scraps under Franz-Ferdinand’s. Mice know food, they say. That farm mystique, bartered into a niche in the big city.

A flurry of Grays rush past, heading in the opposite direction. Popguns slung over their backs, tails defiantly high. Tense, is how Skotch reads them.

“How much of a kicking did you give the Reds yesterday?” he asks Springer’s tail.

“Not enough,” she says shortly. Because it’s always better if your enemy retreats after a proper bloody nose, a good line of bodies to send to the Separator. If they just dance back like it was their plan all along, you know they’re up to something.

“You ever think you’re in the wrong business?” Skotch asks.

“Shut up.”

They drop down to another level. Skotch has to duck under a lower ceiling. This is just an underfloor space. There are ducts complicating the geometry of the walls. Part of the building’s cooling-heating system, that operates as much through transpiration as artificial pumping. And even the pumps are vegetable and bioengineered. Doesn’t mean being surrounded by the pipes can’t be stiflingly hot or freezing cold, depending. Here it’s cold, because that’s better for food preparation. They’ve got a half dozen moulds and stamps based off the machines in the Separation Plant. A bit like old-fashioned printing presses, but what they do is take a loose mass of organic material and, through mechanical advantage and the good old-fashioned lever, smoosh it into a tablet like the SLG ration bars Springer and Skotch were sharing earlier. These presses are copies, because you show a smart animal a trick and sooner or later it’ll figure out the details. Clever little rodent hands repurposing old scraps and pieces to make facilities that do not appear on the human manifests of Franz-Ferdinand’s business assets.

Down here there are, as advertised, mice. The space is so cramped you’d never fit that many of any other Strain in, honestly. They’re industriously taking all the food waste that the human diners left on the sides of their plates, sorting it into dietary types and pressing it into the sort of block that Skotch or Springer might nibble on like a sandwich, or a trio of mice could share like a palatial meal. The offcuts from Franz-Ferdinand’s are in high demand, Skotch knows. And this isn’t a service, so it’s not guild business. The freelancers do the work and the armies handle the distribution and take most of the recompense. Or, at least, whichever army holds the turf at any given time.

He wonders how many mice and other freelancers got caught in the wrong place when the Graycoats rolled in. A proper throwdown between squirrels doesn’t tend to care about collateral damage that only involves other animals. And it’s going to happen again, and probably one more time after that, at least. So Skotch needs to grab his quarry before anyone he needs becomes a statistic. Including himself.

Springer is getting more and more twitchy, and there’s a general sense of things happening upstairs. The only problem is, his mark isn’t here. He sniffs the scent ampoule, reminding himself of just which diminutive rodent he’s after. He muscles through the working ranks of them. Each little critter determinedly doesn’t meet his gaze, but he feels a lot of hostile beady eyes on his back. Him turning up here with a Gray escort automatically puts him into the category of problem, and that’s fair enough. He goes up and down the room twice, nostrils wide for the signature stink of that one particular country mouse. And it’s there, but very faintly. Like the rodent already lit out. Or like Doctor Meece is just in the next room …

“Where else are there mice?” he asks. The mice around him go still, or at least they keep working very hard but they’re also suddenly on hooks, listening, waiting.

“These are the mice.” Springer maybe hasn’t quite heard him properly. Her ears twitch. “Was that…?”

“There are…” Skotch inhales, tries to get a sense of spaces beyond this one. He knows how Grunstadt buildings are put together. There’s a common logic through the city. This low, cramped space will feed onto others, if he can see the access …

Springer leaps into action, dashing from the room in a flurry of scrabbling paws and the stiff plume of her fake tail. In the aftermath Skotch recognises that those little pops he heard were shots.

Humans never gave Gehirner guns, obviously. Have no idea the little toys even exist, everyone fervently hopes. But again, you make the critters smart, you give them tools and need them to understand basic mechanical principles to get their work done, then a certain sort of evolution of ideas is going to take place. The sort that would have given Darwin conniptions. No gunpowder—that would be a tricky thing to get the ingredients for, and storage accidents would flick the nose of Rule One. Nobody likes it when the rats in your walls get careless with a match and their arsenal blows up your living room. Gehirner arms come down to compressed air or springs. A bit of simple gearing. Small, robust, and easily produced weapons that a squirrel, say, can just about handle with two hands and a braced tail, or that Skotch could maybe level one-handed, if he carried one.

If they shoot you, needless to say, you know it. Popguns, the street name, suggest something cutesy out of a cartoon. Problem is, scaling down tends to make things more efficient, pound for pound. The tyranny of the square cube rule. The same math that means an ant can carry ten times its body weight means weapons tech that would give a human a nasty bruise, when scaled down for Gehirner use, can just about explode a mouse if it hits dead on.

The mouse on the left basically undergoes just that. There’s suddenly only half a mouse there. Sheer mechanical transfer of physical force does that much damage if the spring is wound real tight. The other mice scatter, abandoning the presses. Springer comes back down from the upper level she’d run to, along with three or four other Grays. Comes down backwards and it’s “three or four” because it was four up top but, by the time she gets down, it’s just three. They have their own popguns out, aiming and firing upwards. Another shot zips past them and puts a dent into one of the presses. Up above there’s a flash of red and Skotch thinks, The British are coming! The British are coming! Or the Europeans, anyway. The native squirrel Strain come to take back its home turf.

Skotch is the biggest target in a small space and doesn’t appreciate it. He has contacts amongst the Redcoats but in the heat of the action he’s just going to look like a Gray hanger-on. He sees where the mice are going—mostly through holes too small for even an elastic-bodied raccoon to squeeze in. One hatch is larger, though—it’s where they brought the presses through. He bowls a couple of mice over, shoving himself into it. Ends up almost nosediving down a vertical shaft leading maybe all ninety storeys down the building. The mice ahead of him are running along the pipes into another chamber.

His nose tweaks at him. The scent. The quarry. Doctor Meece. He almost wants to demand, Not now! Because he’s shifted modes from hunting to fleeing, and those are two entire different sets of instincts. He only has so much adrenaline to go round. It’s all the same direction, though. He follows the mice. He follows his nose.

Out, into a larger space. Mice living quarters, he realises. A mass dorm because mice like company. Two score little bundles of rags and paper, each with an improvised shelf or nook above it for a handful of possessions. Skotch and his fellow fugitives burst into it just as the fighting performs the same service for the far end of the room. Three Reds, two Grays, guns slung or lost, going at each other with teeth and knives. The dance of animals who weren’t made for murder but it got in somehow, between engineering and socialisation. Chittering threats, standing tall, arched backs, bared incisors, all that territorial animal stuff. But then those teeth go in, and the blades of sharpened plastic or steel or glass. Two of the Reds are on the ground in short order. One of the Grays falls back, slashed open—a different kind of red—but still alive. The remaining Red flees. Grays are bigger, meaner. It’s how they got such a foothold in so short a time.

Skotch’s nose is mostly telling him about the blood, the fear, the pain, the olfactory equivalent of the high shrilling cries of pain from the wounded Gray, the terrified keening of the mice. But beyond it, there’s the scent, the trail. Somewhere, in this mess, is Meece.

He almost gets himself shot, pushing towards the far end of the room. The Gray fumbles her popgun at him, seeing an animal more than twice her size looming. His US credentials get him a pass, though, and his spread hands say civilian, and then he’s stepped over the bodies, hearing the skitter and rustle of more bodies—live bodies—on the way down, and no idea whose side they might be on. Skotch, who doesn’t have a side, reckons there’s no winning in waiting around to find out.

He comes down, and he’s almost in time.

Another space. A weird corner block that only exists because of the geometry of more important infrastructure, and was probably supposed to be filled in. A windowless hollow lit by stick-on bioluminescent strips, jellyfish blue. And fitted out as a lab, rough but serviceable. Someone’s been doing science. Doctor Meece has been doing science, in fact. Has been in this one airless chamber long enough that his stink is strong about the place. Not here now, but there is literally an open hatch in the far wall. Skotch doesn’t actually see a mouse tail disappearing out through it, but there were probably only seconds in it.

And notes. Literal little scraps of filmy, scribbled on. The walls, too. Some little boffin has been very busy in here. A whole tiny chemistry set, like toys made for the most erudite of doll’s houses. A whole mad scientist’s kit in miniature. The mice have been busy down here and Skotch has the distinct sense—from Springer’s reactions and from the mice upstairs, when he was asking—that this isn’t a part of the operation which either army knows about. It’s Meece’s personal pet project. And Skotch would be very happy if it were just cooking up some rat meth for a quick sale, or medicine for the doctor’s dicky heart, but he really doesn’t think it’s anything that innocent.

More shots from overhead. A sudden crash that’s probably the badger he saw in the lift making its entrance. Clean-up crew is going to be pulling double shifts to make sure none of Franz-Ferdinand’s breakfast patrons find bits of squirrel in their omelette. Skotch bolts across the lab space, snatching up a couple of crumpled pieces of filmy, grabbing a miniature phial and stashing everything in his super. It’s all adding to the bad feeling Szerky gave him about why people want to talk to Doctor Meece. If the mouse has just concocted a new flavour for SLG ration bars then all well and good, but there’s always some story about rats, mice, fleas, plague, you know. Stories that get a lot more hysterical when you discover a hidden laboratory under the floorboards.

Hoping he’s not carrying any new plagues out of the place, Skotch bursts through into what he’d thought was going to be another buried space but turns out to be the outside. Meaning the inside of Franz-Ferdinand’s. The dining room floor, in fact. A vast, cathedral space, made more so by the vaulting of the tree limbs and vines that interweave about the ceiling. The rain screens are up, but they’re transparent. Above is only the green and then the black of the night sky. The moon fights through to give the combatants more than enough light to kill each other by. There are Reds and Grays all over, some in little squads, but mostly discipline has gone out the window with the wiser civilians. They call themselves armies, but they’re gangs, hoodlums. They call themselves soldiers but they’re animals. Animals given just enough humanity to understand a cause like us against them, like a tribe, a cult, a guild. Enough humanity to fight, when their wild forebears would have just cut and run. So it is that Skotch bundles out into a tiled expanse colonnaded with the legs of chairs and tables, scattered with bloody-mouthed squirrels and their hired allies. The badger, ten times the size of anything else, romping about upsetting furniture with a Redcoat in its teeth. A lizard wearing armour made of coiled and humming wire that keeps the critter’s body temperature up as it jabs at Grays with a sparking metal lance. A furious bright-plumaged berserker off Madparrot Alley, dive-bombing what seems like both sides with broken-glass knives clenched in its feet.

A mouse. The mouse.

He can be no other. Cutting a straight course through all that blood and thunder, almost under the badger’s stomping feet. A mouse in a trailing brown coat, clutching a satchel. When he casts a panicked look back at Skotch, his eyes are behind goggles, making him weirdly buglike, alien. Doctor Meece, I presume.

Skotch sets off after him but he’s not the only hunter who’s done his homework. Halfway across the floor, the whip of the rodent’s tail still beyond his claws, and Szerky’s there.

She comes from above, from who knows where, from the nightmares of any small mammal evolved to hide in a burrow when the predators come calling. The impact bowls Meece over. He goes onto his back, forepaws still locked about the satchel, but kicking fiercely at her with his hindfeet. She bares her teeth, pinkish eyes pinning him. Skotch—still running—thinks she’s going to bite his throat out, but Szerky is a familiar of the Country Club, a civilized weasel. She pulls out a long blade, polished and treated wood, lacquered sharp as glass and hard as metal. Her orders are not Skotch’s. No “Bring ’em back alive” for her.

A random squirrel saves Meece from immediate evisceration. Just some Gray, blundering in, seeing a stoatweasel who wasn’t on the muster rolls and taking her for an enemy. Which she is, just not of him in particular. The squirrel goes for her with his own blade, and Szerky brings out something from her super. It’s a gun, Skotch sees. Not the popgun theatrics of the two armies, but something squat and nasty. It makes a high whining sound as it fires, and the squirrel goes down. Not clean down, but twitching and spasming, the impact point visibly swelling with anaphylactic shock. Nasty little toy, some Country Club speciality. Skotch has never seen one before.

He has the option of letting her take her prey, but he canvasses his feet and finds out he’s still running. Because he wants to know, and if she puts a shot into Meece nobody will ever tell old Skotch just what the hell it was all about. A second later all he’d be able to do, other than keep running, would be to uselessly—probably fatally—screech to a halt right in front of her. So he kicks a little extra surge of speed from his legs and barrels her right off the top of Meece. Rolling over and over, trying to get a grip on her like he’s trying to grab a snake or a live electric wire. Skotch never thinks of himself as a bruiser, but he’s one of the biggest Gehirner on the field bar the badger. Szerky is longer but he outweighs her, and there’s a fightiness to raccoons when you force them into it. A remnant of that evolutionary nexus they share with bears.

He has her then, pins her, tries to get his teeth to the nape of her neck because that’s the moment the fight goes out of most Gehirner. Stronger, for sure, the big burly raccoon, but predators always have an edge in this kind of scuffle. It’s in the blood, deep enough you can’t engineer it out even if you wanted to.

A moment later she’s just out of his hands like smoke, coiling back from him, leaving blood on one arm where her teeth worried at him. She’s dropped the gun but sidewinds backwards and picks it up.

“Herr Skotch,” she tells him. “You were warned.”

Skotch didn’t notice Springer turn up. He is willing to bet neither did Szerky. The Graycoat quartermaster has her popgun levelled. Doesn’t know who Szerky is, but knows Skotch just enough to have her step in. Doesn’t hesitate, either. Little squirrel finger already on the trigger and no time wasted with challenges.

Skotch will swear, later, that Szerky wasn’t even aware of Springer until after the shot was fired, and yet the stoatweasel whips her long body out of the way even as the pellet is crossing the minute distance between the mouth of the barrel and the weasel-sized space she was occupying. The shot barely clips the outward bristling points of her fur, and then she is returning the favour, the bulbous little gun spitting one, two, three.

Skotch has her knife, the wood one, that’s probably a month of Plangent ampoules to the right buyer. Instead of selling it to some collector he brings it down across the gun hard enough that the blade’s lacquer coating cracks, and the gun explodes. Explodes, as it happens, into bees. The inner workings, revealed like a smashed fruit, show a spiral of little chambers, a miniature living hive. A gun that shoots bees. Some weaponsmith on the farms has way too much time on their hands.

Szerky flails backwards because, when they’re not coming out of a gun, the bees don’t really have much friend-or-foe functionality. Skotch undergoes an equal and opposite reaction to the insect problem everyone’s just inherited, and falls over Springer.

She’s dying. He can tell that immediately. The gun shucked the stingers out of the bees, complete with muscular venom gland, before expelling the dying bodies like so many spent cartridges. Springer took three stings deep in her narrow torso. The allergic reaction is already sending her tissues into a frenzy of overcompensation, splitting her skin down the lines of her scars as she bloats up. Her eyes stare helplessly into Skotch’s. She fights for breath through a neck already bulked out as thick as her thighs. And probably a reprobate raccoon isn’t who she wants to see, as her final company in this world, but at least somebody’s there for her.

Then she’s gone, and Skotch is looking round. The fighting’s rolling his way, and stray shot scars the tiles—something for the kitchen staff to puzzle over come morning. Szerky is on the wrong side of a great rushing tide of avenging Reds, furiously trying to get round. Which must mean …

Skotch sees Meece fleeing the other way, having very correctly identified the stoatweasel as the biggest threat. Skotch is, for once, on the right side of the trouble, a clear field if he can only catch the damn rodent up.

He tries to call out as he runs after Meece. Tries to say something about only wanting to get the mouse out and safe. His own blood’s up, though, and overcharged adrenaline makes most Gehirner lose the finer points of speech. Plus it’s not exactly honest. He’s hired to get Meece to Uzco, and if it turns out that Benson just wants a mouse to snack on, that’s outside Skotch’s contract. And so, in the end, he gets as far as the mouse’s name, and just runs.

One look back, wild, panicked, the goggles askew. Still that satchel in his arms, and without its weight he’d have been gone a long time ago. The coat that flails and whips about his heels and tail is one of those garments that can button up into overalls, protective gear, lab gear. More bad thoughts.

It’s the damned parrot, in the end. Why is there even a parrot, in Neuwien? Because the city’s exemplar, old moribund Vienna, has had invasive parrot colonies for decades. Exactly the sort of clever, opportunistic, and fairly aggressive species to find a way to exploit human construction once the temperate zone’s been considerately warmed for them. They turned up in the Grunstadts, like they do, and now there’s a whole district which is basically semi-feral, semi-genehacked parrots, where the regular armies and guilds and little powers of the city fear to tread.

The parrot soars down from counter level and does its best to snatch up Meece from the tiles. Except parrots aren’t raptorial birds, particularly, and mouse-plus-satchel exceeds the laden flight capacity of one parrot. The end result is that the bird becomes Meece’s hang-glider, the pair of them coasting, wobbling wildly, across the kitchen at squirrel-head height, banking sharply from the occasional shot or brandished knife. Meece isn’t cooperating, either, which makes the parrot’s life even more difficult. Fine by Skotch. He just runs doggedly in pursuit and hopes nobody shoots him.

The parrot-and-mouse combination finally comes down in a tangle of feathers and tail amongst a small group of animals at the kitchen periphery. Not squirrels, or not majority squirrels. Some rats, some pigeons, a toad. They have cloth about them. Neckerchiefs, mostly. Ragged and red—not the rusty orange of the Redcoats, but actual bright scarlet. The shade maybe let them get in through the door, posing as mercs aiding the Redcoat Reconquista, but they’re not. Skotch recognises the livery.

Making the same mistake about colours, a handful of Grays take that moment to try and drive them off. One of the pigeons performs a remarkably acrobatic backflip and, at the appropriate point, uses its momentum to lob something from its claws. The little device lands close enough to the Grays that when it blows, the shrapnel cuts across them. No fatalities but bloodied muzzles and fur. The anarchists—that’s what they are, actual animal anarchists—have Meece then, and that was plainly what they were here for. They bundle him out of the kitchen and the Grays don’t care enough to pursue.

Skotch does. He’s dumb that way. He bundles through the little service door right after, and runs into the barrel of a gun.

The toad with the gun is steady. Short arms, the butt of the weapon braced against one warty knee for stability. Great big eyes that have Skotch’s number.

“Scram, Herr Bandit,” the toad says. Retreats, but keeps the gun on him down a long corridor the others have already got clear of. By the time Skotch isn’t being held at gunpoint by an amphibian, the gang of them, and Meece, are long gone.
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OUR LADY OF BREAKING RULE ONE



Back at his nook, Skotch takes stock. And it has to be back at his nook because, after Meece made his exit—or was forcibly exited, no way of knowing—things were getting a bit hot, chez Franz-Ferdinand. And Springer was dead.

Skotch has had plenty of time to think of that, going back down the hard way, back to the root levels where the Gehirner mostly live. And it’s not like he and Springer were Best Friends Forever. And friendship is a tricky thing, anyway, for the Little Helpers. The engineered part of them, that drags them far enough towards the human to be useful to humans, makes room for it. The innate part of them that existed beforehand isn’t so accommodating. You have kin, basically. There’s a place in Skotch’s head for family. Mate, kits. There’s a broader and less-welcoming space for conspecifics. Then there are other categories that include Prey, Predator, Not Predator But Dangerous, Irrelevant, that kind of thing. And also Oddity, because his species is curious and investigative by nature.

But the engineering is like a hook into the low ceilings of those spaces in his head, lifting them up, making room. So that, over the course of a protracted association, animals of other species can end up slotting into those categories where they wouldn’t normally belong. He can know a squirrel, for example, and when that squirrel gets gunned down by a stoat he feels it. It plucks the same string a lost mate would, or offspring gone down the gullet of an owl. Not as keenly, but interacting with the same neural and hormonal architecture.

So Springer’s dead, and it leaves a scar in his mind.

He dropped in on Sly before dragging his feet all the way home. The fox had a dog with a camera collar-tag look over the little scraps of filmy he got from the lab—Meece’s lab, where who knows what was being done. Sly will put out some feelers, do some analysis, get back to him. And Skotch could just have gone straight home and then sent some images via Ikarios’ illicit terminal, but he has a bad feeling about those notes. He doesn’t know chemistry—never worked a job where it was part of the package—but he knows a little chemical notation from Gehirner basic ed, and Meece was working up some powerful-looking molecules if he’s any judge. You start sending the formula for a water-soluble neurotoxin over the public network, some system’s going to clock it. So it’s all on the hush-hush, just between him and Sly, the fox that Skotch hopes he can trust—a sentiment that so seldom works out well in folk tale and story.

In his nook he considers, and reckons he’s now the proud owner of more questions than before he set off into Graycoat territory, and the answer drawer is just as empty as before. Benson wants the mouse alive for Uzco. Szerky wants the mouse dead for the Country Clubs. That alone is quite enough of a tangle, except that either Meece, in his brief time in the city, has made some wild allies, or his fame has spread through other channels. Because those beasties with the red neckers are full-on outsiders. A group—a movement—Skotch has never had an in with, because they are very dangerous animals indeed. Animals who don’t necessarily care about Rule One. Full-on anarchists looking to bring the system down by dynamiting the bottom floor and seeing how everything else thinks it’s going to stay up after that.

Or maybe not quite that. That’s how they talk, sure, but thus far they’ve not actually, say, poisoned a high-profile human or set an actual bomb somewhere. Just some Gehirner graffiti in human areas that probably looks like spilled paint to human eyes, just some light industrial espionage, and beyond that mostly infighting or squabbling with other animal factions. But dangerous, because they claim not to be bound by the usual cast-iron lines other Gehirner won’t cross. And Skotch has always reckoned they’re full of BS when it comes down to action. But right now they’ve got Meece and maybe Meece has some really nasty little piece of chemistry homework they can help him finish. Maybe the Maulers are about to up their game.

Maulers is what they call themselves, those red-neckerchief movement types. On account, Skotch suspects, of “rednecks” sending the wrong message. And probably the name is meant to be clever, but as most Gehirner never heard of Chairman Mao the name is wasted. It’s the maw, though, the teeth and tongue, the maul in ’Sprech. Along with the hands, it’s the part of the beast where the human is most obviously imposed. The symbol of the halfway thing they’ve been made into.

Skotch has a lot of contacts. He’s a personable raccoon. Give him a district of Neuwien, a service sector, a cult or social club or closed shop society, he’ll know someone who knows someone who can get him an interview. It’s that kind of sociability hack that led him to take up this freelance investigative schtick in the first place. Not even something raccoons have, because in nature his old kin are feisty and territorial same as most animals. Maybe some capybara genestock in him. He’s heard there’s a Strain from Peru that’s so chill they give them to hostage negotiators as icebreakers.

Now’s the moment he goes back to Uzco, basically. Now’s the point where he holds up his little raccoon hands and tells Benson, Sorry, chief, he got away. Takes the down payment, waives the rest. That would be the sensible thing to do. Given Springer and Szerky and all the other complications this job has already thrown up.

One thing most Gehirner Strains are engineered for, though, is a certain task-centred sense of duty. An incomplete job is like a splinter in the mind. Part of the package that has them actually doing the work they’re designed for. And this transfers even to self-determined tasks, as Skotch well knows. A lot of Strains, a lot of individuals, they have an almost ADHD facility for being unable to hold focus on anything except for the task right in front of them, which they tunnel obsessively into until they’re faint because they forgot to eat. Pigeons, especially, and a lot of the other bird Strains, but Skotch has a touch of it.

More than that, though, the Gehirner engineering gives animals a more human sense of time. Meaning they can regret the past and fear the future, two facilities that Skotch feels aren’t exactly great quality of life upgrades from his base species’ state of natural innocence. Skotch has a bad feeling about the future that is inextricably bound up with Doctor Meece being out there in the city, especially in the hands of dangerous anarchists. Maulers who were all talk yesterday, but now might have some trousers to back it up. And as for reporting to Uzco anyway, just as a matter of being a conscientious contractor, Skotch doesn’t really want to hand his former employers anything until he has a better handle on just what the hell is actually going on. Because he trusts Benson as far as he could throw the old hundredweight of turtle, plus tank.

The other reason he doesn’t just walk away, of course, is that if Meece is cooking up something nasty, then it could end up being Skotch’s problem whether he sticks with the job or not. As well as a problem for just about everyone he knows and maybe the entire city.

All of which means he’s going to have to go outside his comfort zone.

It’s not like he can go tip Ikelos’ hardware a button and open a channel to the anarchistas. If it were that simple then they’d be well on their way to being just regular archistas and a functioning part of society. It’s also not like he can just shimmy up to their regular haunts and hand over a business card. Best scuttlebutt has them based out of Madparrot Alley and that’s a chaotic and dangerous district for a stray and friendless Gehirner to find himself in.

But he’s who he is, and that means even if he doesn’t have a chain of connections he can climb up, he knows where to go to get one forged.

The city is short of proper neutral areas, safe zones where you leave your allegiance at the door, and which the armies have, to date, respected even at times of open war like now. Where a freelancer or Guild-Gehirner or even a mad anarchist can show their snout and not have the end of it bitten off. Hard to enforce that level of safe passage and equity. Who has that kind of respect? Who is there, that some faction or group won’t try to knock off their pedestal?

It’s time for Skotch to pay a visit to a saint. A singular answer to a question that very seldom even needs asking: What happens if a human doesn’t respect Rule One?



She’s not always there, of course, and when she’s not there the place isn’t safe in the same way. When Skotch makes his way down to Saint Frances’ Chapel, however, she’s at her usual post, and that means sanctuary is in session.

This space is low in the city, root level and then some. Not somewhere humans go, except this human does a lot of things most humans don’t. It’s one of the unintended spaces. Water drains in, and drains out slower unless the levels rise past the ring of outlet grates that generations of Gehirner averse to drowning have installed of their own notion. It’s a bit like living inside a fountain, Skotch thinks. Because that kind of associative imagery is also something that the engineering of his brain has made room for. It’s a big space, too. A good eight metres across at least, and green. Not green in the planned way the city is, but green where nature has colonised. There’s moss, and sprays of ferns that have caught some errant geneware and now throw up new growth year-round in the Chapel’s constant warmth. There are vines and creepers climbing the walls, odd species left over from the city’s engineering, not found flourishing in the wild beyond these walls. Strange flowers bloom here that aren’t seen anywhere else in the world: the result of forbidden unions between the engineered and the natural taking place outside the purview of science.

The place is busy. Probably over seventy Gehirner, by Skotch’s quick count. Some relaxing in the pools, some gathered on the higher ground—discarded cob rubble and organocrete from the early stages of the city’s founding, left over in this place beyond the notice of the architects and construction crews, or thrown down here by some irresponsible workers. Now it’s all bonded together, levelled off. A series of irregular little plazas and patios for the Gehirner to sit out at, talk, drink, trade. Beast business outside the regular services of the guilds. Anyone welcome, leave your grudges at the gate. Not to make trouble, that is the law—the one law of Saint Frances’ Chapel.

Saint Frances herself is at her accustomed place. She has other business sometimes. She sleeps up above in the human city, and sometimes her order calls her to account. She is, if not an actual saint, a genuine honest-to-God nun. Skotch understands what that is because the Gehirner have religion like they’ve got all sorts of other snips and snaps of human ideas, infesting their engineered brains like fleas. From speaking with Frances, he has the vague idea that her order isn’t actually delighted with her self-determined mission to the Gehirner. It’s not as if human churches are looking for converts from the beasts of the field, after all. That this one errant sister has decided it’s her God-given calling to provide for the Gehirner is, he suspects, a bit of an embarrassment for her superiors. But also, it was on the human news. Quite against her wishes, Saint Frances was a bit of a celebrity for a while. It would have been bad publicity for her order to rap her knuckles over it, so they’ve done their best to ignore her instead. Hence she keeps coming down to this sump that the Gehirner call her Chapel. She brings a basket of food—not the SLG ration bars but human food: bread, vegetables from her windowbox garden, soy protein, all the good stuff. The most desperate and friendless of animals, cut off from guilds and kin, can get a simple meal at Saint Frances’ kitchen. Not quite enough to keep body and soul together, of course. You need Plangent for that. But it’s hard to score some of the good stuff on an empty belly.

Saint Frances does not dress like a nun, who Skotch understands normally cosplay as penguins for some reason. She’s down here in sensible boots and hard-wearing denim dungarees, a long faleather coat and a broad-brimmed hat to ward off the constant drip-drip-drip of water. Rather than wading up to his hackles, Skotch takes a water-taxi, a raft poled by a rat gondolier, across the flooded central space of the Chapel. Water mists about him, beads on his fur, drops on his head and makes him shiver. The rat, wearing a poncho made from a scrap of tarpaulin, grins at him.

“Bring your umbrella next time, Herr Washbear,” he suggests with a flash of incisors. Skotch, who never liked that particular slang for his Strain, ignores him.

Saint Frances is dispensing. Food, yes, but she’s also just about the only pharmacist a lone Gehirner can access. There are pills and ampoules in her basket, sourced from charitable veterinarians, and she has a little electronic weighing scale and a pestle. Chopping up tablets into powder like she’s a dealer for the whole animal kingdom. Razor-blading the dust into little lines and decanting it into bottle-top cups. Doing her best with what Skotch suspects is a very limited medical knowledge given the range of species she’s trying to tend to. You have to be somewhat desperate to throw yourself on the mercy of the dispensary of Saint Frances, but there’s a lot of desperation about.

He waits his turn, passes the time in talk. Hears how it shook out at Franz-Ferdinand’s after he left, which is to say bloodily for all parties but the Grays held and the Reds backed off. Probably not the last clash over that remunerative turf, is the word. But everything was cleaned up before the human breakfast shift arrived, and nobody put a little clawed toe over the line of Rule One. Doesn’t matter how many squirrels got offed overnight so long as there’s not a speck of rodent blood on the kitchen floor come morning.

He drops a few questions about his projected destination. How are the lords of Madparrot Alley these days? Upswing or downswing? Nobody has a clear answer for him, just about the least helpful situation. It’s in flux. But then it’s always in flux, down Madparrot Alley ways.

Then the Saint has a moment to spare him, before the next of the genuinely needy.

She speaks, but it’s the real Austrian Deutsch, not Tiersprech, and spoken softly because regular human voices are over-loud to Gehirner ears. From beside the basket, a wavering artificial voice translates the words into passable ’Sprech. And it’s not as though that’s a standard piece of kit, because the whole point of having the Little Helpers is that you don’t need to remember you have them. But the engineers and developers responsible for them needed tools for when they were testing the capabilities of their creations, and somehow Saint Frances was able to secure a prototype. When Skotch speaks back to her—or mostly to the actual device—it feeds a crooked translation into her ear. And ’Sprech is a crunched and simplified Germanic language, so most of the time they can understand one another through the magic of technology.

“This penitent who comes before me,” she says, “I recognise as Skotch.” Or that’s what comes out of the machine. Her voice rumbles overhead like a distant thunderstorm. Quiet, because she’s being quiet, but Skotch can feel the vibration of it, the potential for volume. She’s huge. You forget how big humans are, when you’re looking down on them eating their fancy food at the tables in Franz-Ferdinand’s or drinking cognac in Casa de Alphonse. If Skotch concentrates really hard and has had a recent hit of Plangent, he can just about follow the regular Deutsch. What she’s actually said is, “Es ist Skotch, nicht wahr?”—It’s Skotch, isn’t it?—but whoever did the gubbins of her translator had an ear for ritual. It adds to the untouchability of her, the weight of sanctuary that keeps everyone from one another’s throats.

Skotch has hopped up on her workbench, like most of her petitioners do, and she, seated, towers over him. Looks down with a face as big as the whole of him. Saint Frances, Our Lady of Breaching Rule One.

She is a holy terror, in a way. She Is Not Supposed to Be Here. She is intruding into a stratum of the city that is supposed to explicitly exclude humans. And it’s not like she couldn’t be in danger, theoretically. Those popguns the armies make could put out a human eye. A good set of teeth could bite the hand that feeds. One of the big, discontinued carnivore Strains, a fox or a badger say, could do a lot of damage. But that would be breaking Rule One from their side. A dead human on their patch would be the end of the world for a great deal of what the Gehirner have going on. Even the armies, greedy for territory, understand that. Even the Rattenkönige.

Even anarchistas like the Maulers. Saint Frances is often their last resort, when they’re starving or sick or they get injured after some anti-establishment prank of theirs backfires. Hypocritical of them, to keep a human in their back pocket? Well, then let nobody tell you anarchists can’t be hypocrites.

“With the greatest of respect to your position, Your Holiness,” he tells her translator. What that title—a ’Sprech neologism because surely the bioengineers didn’t code for popery—actually ends up translated as, he has no idea. “I humbly beg your blessing and your favour. And a favour.” The way her translator outputs its speech has led to a tradition of petitioners trying to match its awkward and overblown manner.

Skotch knows that favours are like grain. You cast yours on fallow ground and hope to reap the harvest. Saint Frances doesn’t only recognise him because there aren’t that many raccoons in Neuwien. He’s been around the Chapel before. Sometimes she’s had petitioners who could use a freelance investigator. He’s made sure that he’s offered his help publicly a few times, just to get his name in the book of the virtuous. Now it’s time, he hopes, to collect.

He tells her, as circumspectly as possible, that he’s really keen to get into the Alley without getting all his whiskers pulled out, and that in particular he needs to speak to the Maulers. All hedged about with as many qualifiers as he can wedge into the sentence, to indicate his good faith. He’s not trying to sting them for some faction. Just would really appreciate a relaxed chat with them about a case he’s working. Just a little info, one Gehirner to another. And he knows they pitch up here at Saint Frances’ door often enough, so could she perhaps put in a word, or…? Wording it as highfalutin’ as functional Tiersprech allows.

“Your words have been heard,” she says, or her machine says. Her eyes weigh him—about seven kilograms give or take—as though she can read sincerity or otherwise in his body and the way he holds his tail. And probably she can’t, human limitations being what they are, but she certainly gives the impression that she can. That calm, slightly creased gaze would look into Skotch’s soul if there was any consensus over whether he had one. Most of the human religions—Frances’ order included—say no. Of the Gehirner creeds, only the Separatists are really vocal on the idea that some part of the engineering process grafts a soul into the body and descendants of each Gehirner. Skotch himself, defiantly agnostic, doesn’t even speculate.

“Return to this place upon the morrow,” decrees the Saint’s machine. Up above, she murmurs, “Kannst du morgen wiederkommen?” It’s not like she’s got a handy anarchist in her back pocket, after all. It means she’ll ask, though. Either direct to their faces, or to animals who’ll pass the word on. Say that Skotch the raccoon wants to talk, under the stamp of Saint Frances’ neutrality. And though that neutrality is a commodity that decays rapidly away from the Chapel, it’s better than nothing. Because going into the Alley without some kind of armour gets throats slit on a daily basis.

That’s all he’s going to get from the towering icon right now, and the actual currency of her help can be as ephemeral as genuine divine intervention. She is, as they say, only human. But she’ll try. That’s really the thing the Gehirner believe—have faith in—when it comes to Saint Frances. She means well. She has decided, for religious reasons of her own, that the wellbeing of her diminutive congregation is her primary concern. She is, in her vague, vast, inscrutable way, on their side.

That done, Skotch hops down from her table and is instantly accosted by an Annoyance, capital A.

“You were at Franz-Ferdinand’s!” calls a cheery voice like nails on a chalkboard—considerably more of an annoyance when you have Skotch’s keen ears. “What was it like? What happened? What went down?”

A flurry of wings and there’s a pigeon beside him. Not the regular somewhat tatty Gehirner who have their own army and their own turf out in the wider city, jockeying with the Reds and the Grays or else beholden to this guild or that. A plump, well-fed pigeon, the sort that would have Sly’s mouth watering, if the old fox was so impolitic. Skotch winces. So much for slinking away unnoticed. Now the whole world wants to know his business. The sleek bird struts behind him as he heads towards the water’s edge and the gondolier rat. On one of her ankles a metal ring glints. Because of course where there’s one human who breaks Rule One, there’s at least the shadow of another.

A ring about the leg. Back in the old days when humans were humans and pigeons were pigeons, that symbolised ownership. A complicated concept for the Gehirner. Technically, they’re owned. By corporate bodies like Uzco; by the civic authorities. Except the whole point of the Little Helpers is that they do their multitude of jobs without needing human oversight. Part of the infrastructure. It is, Skotch knows, something that lunatic fringe groups like the Maulers talk about a lot, and something most Gehirner—him included—think about not at all. The collars of the Uzco employees or the guild members signify belonging, to those who wear them and those who see them both. Any suggestion of property and owner is sufficiently diluted by the fact that the Gehirner just get on with things behind the scenes, and no human is standing over them with a whip. They have their world and the humans have their own, and the two aren’t supposed to have much of a permeable boundary.

Then there’s Saint Frances, who’s blithely crashed through that wall leaving a nun-shaped hole. And there’s this pigeon, Lulu, and her human. Human singular, no company nor religious sect or government department. And the ring on Lulu’s leg really is a great deal like an Uzco collar in one respect. It doesn’t signify ownership so much as protection—that messing with this otherwise delicious-looking pigeon would have repercussions.

“I’m working,” Skotch throws over his shoulder.

“I know! That’s why I want to talk to you!” Lulu says, fluttering about behind him so her wingtips are constantly at the edge of his vision. “Franz-Ferdinand’s! What went down, Skotch? Himself needs to know! Come on, cut me some slack, my good friend the raccoon! Give me the dirt!”

At the water’s edge, Skotch rounds on her, mouth open for a devastating put-down. This pampered, overweight bird who has a full feeder to go home to, and a human who will personally source off-the-books Plangent and geneware hacks for her, just for the asking. And she wants the dirt, and last night Springer died in Skotch’s arms.

He stops before the sharp words get past his teeth. Luluhead cocked, is eyeing him sidelong. The plumage of her breast is dolled up, a sheen of iridescent green and blush pink. Which means all sorts of complicated things to pigeons that Skotch is entirely excluded from.

She wants the dirt. She wants the sensation. For a very specific reason. Because it’s her job. What keeps her in birdseed and Plangent. And for that, he should absolutely give her the cold shoulder until she gets bored and goes to bother someone else—about five minutes, in his experience. Except if he sits down with her and tells her the real deal of the story, then something of Springer will pass from him to her, and end up where all the dirt does. Immortalised, in a way.

Against his better judgment, he ends up on one of the Chapel’s rubble islands, spending half an hour of his remaining lifespan telling over the events to Lulu. And her head bobs and her eyes stare past him on either side, but she’ll remember. Most of the engineered pigeon Strains have incredible memories, expanding inherited spatial and navigational faculties into a space where the seen and heard can be held eidetically, to be recounted once and then erased even in the act of speaking. A living recording device, through accidental over-engineering. And Lulu is, for all her irritatingly upbeat personality, one of the best in the business.

He tells her about the night, and is surprised to feel a lot of echo-adrenaline, so that his hands shake and his fur bristles with the memories. The clash of the armies, the chase, Szerky’s teeth, Springer. He hadn’t realised it had got to him so much. Trauma and stress aren’t even something that came with the Gehirner geneware. It’s part of life’s baggage, long predating humans or their interference.

He tries to scrub his account clean of the actual case he’s working, but his mouth runs on without a firm hand on the tiller. There was a mouse, he had a satchel. Skotch was giving chase. The stoat. The teeth. The gun.

Lulu takes it all in. And she’s not going to gossip his business all over the city. Her words are for one market only.

“So this mouse,” she says, after he’s done. After he’s just sitting there, feeling the fight-or-flight of it all wash back and forth inside him, trying to calm his breathing.

He cocks an eye at her, resentful and yet grateful. Catharsis isn’t something you often get for free in his line of work.

“That’s who you’re tracking. That’s who you’re going to the Alley after?” Bird eyes still bright with story.

“It ain’t your business, Lulu,” Skotch tells her.

“Could be. I could help. They know me there.”

One animal doubting another is a very engineered thing. Not something your basic raccoon really needs in the wild, a bit of social scepticism. It’s front and centre in Skotch’s eyes and body language, though, and the set of his whiskers.

“They do!” Lulu insists. “Himself loves it. The parrots. Local colour, you know.”

“I don’t need a sidekick,” Skotch tells her shortly.

“Sure you do. Let’s meet here tomorrow. When are you coming back?”

“I work alone, Lulu.” He signals the water-rat. But of course there’s no way he’s going to lose a bird just by getting on a boat. When he leaves the Chapel the pigeon is still talking his ear off, telling him of all the many times she’s been to Madparrot Alley and come out alive. How they love her there. How they see her as the way to get their message out to the world. Not just the Gehirner world, either. And honestly, maybe half of it’s true and the rest is her filling in the gaps left in her memory after she’s vomited out her information for her master. Lulu confabulates as a matter of course. Wouldn’t even understand if Skotch called her on it. It’s just how pigeons live, half in the world and half in a fairy tale of their own construction. It makes the pigeon armies absolutely terrifying when they’re on the advance, because they convince themselves they’re ordained crusaders or chosen ones or rightful inheritors, and you can’t reason with them. At least Lulu’s the non-violent kind of pigeon crazy.

So maybe she can come and go in the Alley and maybe she can’t, but what she absolutely can’t do is be subtle. Lulu is the loudest Gehirner Skotch knows. There are probably engineered peacocks with more of a sense of modesty and discretion. He goes into the Alley with Lulu at his back and every damn beast in the place will know he’s there. Which, given there are at least two groups on the trail of the same small rodent, would be a problem.

He has a very bad feeling that he will, nonetheless, be doing this unwise thing. Lulu has attached herself to his story, now, and once she fixates on something shiny you can’t shoo her off it.

She dogs him all the way back to his nook in Unterroot 93. Talks all the way, sometimes to the purpose, sometimes just whatever comes into her head. Pigeons are like that. A lot of birds are. Most mammals aren’t wired to make noise as much as birds do—birds having the privilege of being loudspeakers mounted too high for predators to dismantle. Hence, bird Strains tend to run off at the mouth, and Lulu should win awards for it. This level of incessant distraction is what he later blames for his not spotting the rats.

The first he knows of the rats, honestly, is when he’s at his nook, about to turn and explain to Lulu that, no, she’s absolutely not going to be a house guest overnight. As he prepares himself for the arduous conversational marathon this will entail, something cold and nasty prods him in the ribs.

The popguns the squirrels carry in two hands would just about have to be over-the-shoulder for a rat, like a bazooka. Maybe two of them working as a team. Instead, the thing that rat is jabbing into him is known as a spiker. It’s a single-shot tube with a tightly wound spring and a sharp metal bolt. Once loosed, it basically needs a foot-crank to re-tension it, cumbersome as any medieval siege arbalest. Plus it has an effective range of about thirty centimetres unless you’re shooting a crowd and aren’t choosy about who gets hit. It packs enough force to send that bolt right through Skotch, though, and at the current range of zero centimetres it’s probably going to make quite a mess of his thoracic cavity. He goes still.

There are three rats, and they’re all armed. Big, well-fed rats, which still means they’re smaller than a raccoon. Smaller even than a rather overstuffed pigeon like Lulu, whose flow of words is just petering out as she registers what’s wrong.

“Herr Washbear,” says the rat with a spike at Skotch’s ribs. “You got an overdue appointment.”

Skotch is about to disagree with this, just from general contrariness, but a prod from the weapon convinces him that his diary just came clear.

“You’re going to have to remind me,” he says carefully, “where I was supposed to be for it.”

“You booked a trip on Goods Lift Nine,” the rat reminds him helpfully. Skotch’s little raccoon heart sinks. Nothing good or happy involves Goods Lift Nine. It’s not one of the lifts that rises up into the human-occupied towers, where a bright animal might go seeking their fortune. From where he’s standing, Goods Lift Nine only goes down.

“What about the bird, chief?” says one of the other rats. The rat who’s menacing Skotch curls his lip, bares tobacco-brown incisors. About to suggest that it’s sparrows God cares about, and the fall of a pigeon is beneath anyone’s notice. Skotch hisses and jabs his snout at Lulu’s leg, the red metal ring clasped there.

“Ah, pellets,” swears the chief rat. “Is that the…?”

“It’s her, chief,” says one of the others, possibly better read.

Offing Lulu is abruptly off the table. Like Skotch knows, that ring says protection. More trouble than any three rats can handle if she turns up dead and they get linked to it. Rule One staring them in the face. And these rats are just the messengers. The originator of the message won’t thank them for tracking that kind of trouble to their door. There’s a brief battle in the chief rat’s mind, about whether it’s best to cut Lulu loose or haul her along. No good options, honestly. Skotch, who’s well and truly fed up of the pigeon’s chatter, rather sympathises.

“Bring her along,” the rat decides. “Maybe she can get a chapter out of it.” And then he prods Skotch again, extra hard so it’s a miracle the spiker doesn’t go off by accident. “Get moving, you. Mother Murnau wants to see you.”
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When a group of armed Gehirner bundle Skotch somewhere like Goods Lift Nine—it seems to happen distressingly often—he’s used to awkward silences. Not much to say, after all, to a trio of scar-pelted rats with spikers who are very aware that he could use them as nunchuks if it just came down to physical clout. Of course, most of the time when this happens to him, he isn’t in company with Lulu.

Lulu never stops talking. Given she’d been talking to—or at—Skotch for a while before they reached his nook and the whole abduction thing, she’s transferred her attention to the rats. Lulu is very interested in other animals’ lives. Professionally so. Famous for it. And it’s hard to be famous, as a Gehirner. They’re legion, and they live partitioned lives: armies, guilds, service contracts, territories. Skotch—more travelled and gregarious than most—will live and die without the vast majority of the city’s non-human residents ever hearing his name, and he likewise ignorant of them. Lulu, though: A remarkable number of Gehirner know about Lulu. A celebrity born of an utterly unique halfway-house state between the worlds of beasts and humans.

And Gehirner tend to open up to her. Despite—or because of—her rather brash, abrasive manner, the way she wedges her beak into everybody’s business. Perhaps it’s just that answering her questions is the only way—and even that not entirely reliable—of shutting her up for a moment. So, there they are, five of them in one corner of the big goods lift as it rumbles downwards towards the stygian depths of the undercity, and Lulu wants to know about the rats. What are their names? What’s it like, working for one of the Rattenkönige? Is Mother Murnau as old as people say? When did they last get to use their spikers? Tell, O tell me tales of your dashing criminal exploits! At first the more junior rats bite, and the senior one—the one who’s been doing the talking—snarls at them to shut up. Then Lulu turns her attention to him and, before the lift shudders to a halt three floors down, she’s got him reeling through some exaggerated story of braggadocio and skulduggery. Proudly confessing to crimes: thefts, protection rackets, even murders with the mausgelt still unpaid. Boasting of his savage villainy. His name, Skotch learns in the midst of all this Threepenny Opera stuff, is Eddi. Give Skotch three guesses, probably he’d have picked it. He’s known a lot of rats called Eddi—there are a lot of rats, and their species name list is limited—and well over half of them were gangsters.

The lift comes to a halt just as Eddi is relating—with relish—how he faced down the big rat of another Rattenkönig family, had the rodent begging on his elbows. Abruptly it’s business rat again, the proximity of his superiors reminding him of just what his and Lulu’s relationship is supposed to be. A bit of embarrassment, really, as he gestures with the spiker to get her and Skotch out of the lift. A bit of Look, I know we’re past this, but I gotta keep up appearances here, capisce? They step out into the darkness of the lowest city levels. The deep roots, where a network of fungal conduits feeds nutrients to the vast greenness of the Grunstadt above, tended to by a whole host of Gehirner guilds and contractors. Up in the grand open spaces of the canopy there are armies running their rackets over broad, airy territories. Fielding battalions of hundreds and drilling with popguns. Down here it’s all more intimate. The relationships between spaces are a matter of connection, not spatial proximity. Allies are those within arm’s reach, turf is what’s within arm’s reach of them. The racketeering down in the dark is the province of little gangs and families, individual strongman Gehirner with their immediate cronies. And the Rattenkönige, those who rise out of that morass of backbiting and feuds, feared enough that they can live off the tribute of lesser villains.

Mother Murnau is just one such, but she’s a beast whose name Skotch knows. Like many ambitious Rattenkönige, she doesn’t confine her operations to the obscurity of below. He’s clashed with her people on more than one occasion. Has a healthy respect for the sort of vicious realpolitik she’s bloody to the elbows with. Two ways to make it big, as a rat, he’s heard. You get religion or you go for the throat.

He and Lulu are menaced and shoved onwards, or at least a reasonable pretence of it given Lulu is now on first name terms with Eddi and it would take at least two out of the three to shove Skotch anywhere. They duck under doorways that the rats just dart past. They squeeze into gaps that the rats just shrug through. Other rats are constantly turning up to see what smells out of place. Other family soldiers, strutting, spikers shoved in their supers or on straps about their long bodies. Unarmed rats who look once, then slink away. Rat children, weeks, days old, staring with newly opened and infinitely wide eyes at these prodigies from the world above.

Then they drop into a space that was the interior of a metal barrel once, but the rats have wedged it here on its side and cut a dozen circular holes in it, for the coming and going. Holes for rats, and holes for bigger things than rats. And there, at the far end, is Mother Murnau.

She’s enthroned, sitting on her haunches in a tin cup with a cutaway side that makes a kind of bucket seat for her, high up at the back wall of the barrel. Not a huge rat, as Skotch had expected. Certainly not a whole nest of them with twisted-together tails like you see in some pictures. An old female rat, dark fur gone grey, gone white at the tips. Missing a couple of fingers, a couple of toes, the end of her tail. Very old, and rats don’t get old, really. Eddi has probably seen his second birthday and, without a career of violence, might just make it past his fourth. Longer life than a wild and unengineered rodent, but Skotch will outlive him by years, all things being equal. Lulu will outlive the pair of them; will outlive Eddi’s great-great-grandkids, assuming her mouth doesn’t get her killed.

Mother Murnau is, according to rumour, going to be celebrating her eighth birthday soon. The equivalent of a human still running the family firm at the ripe old age of two hundred and twenty-five. Skotch wonders if he was supposed to bring a present, maybe a brightly coloured hat and a streamer.

The high-set seat shudders, and then lowers down from the far top end of the barrel, coming so that Mother Murnau is still able to look down on the pair of them, but not quite so distantly. Her throne is on a hinged arm, and maybe there’s some super-silent piece of mechanics involved, but Skotch would put buttons on it being a team of rats acting as counterbalance. Still, the effect bristles his fur a little. You have to hand it to her for showmanship.

The pipes and tubes in her, that’s not just showmanship. They run through gaps in the wall, and Skotch’s heard the rats have a whole med-unit back there, human-grade preservative tech stolen or bought off the actual human black market. The Rattenkönig family, bartering what it skims from the Gehirner into human capital to allow it to creep up out of the animal world. Online bids on the dark web, and the crooked human sellers never knowing what species they’re dealing with. All against Rule One, or it would be if any human ever found out. Maybe that’s Rule One (A): Don’t get caught.

Liquid passes in some of those tubes, departs through others. The stuff going in’s noticeably cleaner than the yellowish stuff coming out. Telomerase, someone once speculated. Just brute-forcing longevity by having every scrap of DNA simply swimming in it. And if it was that easy, everyone would be doing it. Humans would be doing it. But then—for not entirely happy reasons if you’re of the species concerned—there is a vast library of medical research about the effect of experimental procedures on rats. It’s almost like Mother Murnau has the entire human med-research industry working to her order.

Mother Murnau hunches forwards, juts her quivering snout at the pair of them. Her incisors maybe stopped their incessant rodent growth some time back, because they’ve been replaced by gleaming metal prosthetics. Her eyes are lenses—maybe replacements, maybe just fit over the originals. The glassy, blind-seeming stare is discomfiting, to say the least.

“So,” she says, “Herr Washbear. Where is the mouse?”

That’s bad, Skotch reckons. Bad for a number of reasons. Bad for how well-informed they are, that he’s after a mouse. Bad for how badly informed they are, because apparently he’s supposed to know where Meece actually is. Which, despite a few leads, he really doesn’t.

He opens his mouth to at least earn the buttons Benson’s paying him with a few stock denials. Murnau has given Eddi a nod, though, and the rat bruiser whacks a stick across Skotch’s toes. Pretty much the part of him most vulnerable to a bit of bruising given their relative sizes and Skotch’s thick pelt. He hisses in pain, hopping back. Eddi shows him the stick—just a knotted length of root, hardened and polished—then swaps it for a knife. The message is simple: That time we didn’t break the skin.

“We know the old shell-head at the Uzcogebäude put you on his trail,” Mother Murnau says. “We know you caught up with him at Franz-Ferdinand’s, Herr Washbear.”

“You got it all then.” Skotch might hate that particular piece of slang for his Strain, maybe even more than “bandit,” but right now he swallows it right down.

“Herr Washbear, you’re known. Sometimes, these things you do to make a living, they are an irritation, like a flea,” Murnau tells him. “Sometimes, they are like scratching the flea. Some action of yours removes some little parasite trying to get its beak into us. And so we tell ourselves, that Washbear, Skotch, he’s all right. No need to have a word with him. Just let him get on with his life.”

“That’s mighty good of you,” says Skotch, although he can feel the other conversational shoe about to stomp on his tail.

“Where’s the mouse, Herr Washbear?” Mother Murnau says again. “Because, as you can see, now you’re here and we’re having words.”

And Skotch has some obvious options here: outright denials, evasions, spilling his guts—figuratively, he hopes. Instead, some part of the mess of his geneware decides turning the questioning tables is the best gambit. “What’s this mouse to you, Mother?” And, because him piping up like that is unexpected enough that Eddi doesn’t go for him with the knife, “What’s this mouse to everyone?” The unspoken question: Is Herr Doctor actually the monster? “Why’s he so important?” Because the Rattenkönige are dirty with all kinds of crime but he’d have thought they’d stay clean of the sort of filth Meece might be cooking up. Tell me it’s just drugs or some damn thing. Please.

“Eddi,” Mother Murnau says, after a reflective pause. “Herr Washbear has a lot of fingers. So many. I think they must be distracting him. Maybe one less would help him focus.”

Eddi moves in, and so do his two friends and about half a dozen other rats who’ve just slithered into the barrel. Enough to overcome one raccoon. Skotch tries to back off but there aren’t many places to back off into when you’re in a barrel. Then Lulu has strutted between him and the rats. Head ducking forwards and back.

“You can’t!” the pigeon announces. “I won’t let you treat Skotch like that. He’s my friend.”

It’s news to Skotch, honestly. He isn’t really sure what Lulu is, but pain in his raccoon ass is probably closer to the mark. Here she is, though, apparently in the belief she can defend him.

“Eddi, what is this?” Mother Murnau asks, sounding weirdly fascinated. “Is it chicken we’re having, for dinner? Shouldn’t you have plucked it already?”

“Mother.” Eddi hunches, twists, then actually rolls over, exposing his belly to Murnau as though she might jump down from that seat and put her steel teeth into him. “Mother,” Eddi says from that submissive posture, “she’s the pigeon. The pigeon. The one who works with the Schreiber.”

Murnau’s glass eyes peer at Lulu, at the ring on her proudly presented foot. “Is that so.”

“That is so, thank you very much,” Lulu confirms. “And I would love to talk to you, about whatever you want. This is such an opportunity for me, and you must have such incredible stories to tell. But you can’t hurt Skotch. He’s just a raccoon. He’s doing his best.” And honestly Skotch would rather go back to the Washbear stuff because this is embarrassing, has the rat thugs snickering into their whiskers. Patronised by the liberal pigeon literati.

“And what,” says Murnau, “do you propose to do, should I decide that I just have to hurt Herr Washbear, regrettable as that might be?” She speaks very pleasantly, hunched forwards, watching Lulu strut like the pigeon’s some precocious rat two-week-old who’s learned a trick.

“Well I’d have to stop you,” Lulu says earnestly. Another two steps of strut, that ring presented very prominently. Her guarantee of safe conduct.

“What’s the mausgelt on a pigeon, Eddi?” Murnau asks softly.

“But Mother,” Eddi manages, half-twisted up from his prone position, caught between desperate options.

“I asked you a question, Eddi.” Her voice still smooth as poison.

“Seven maus, Mother,” the rat bravo gets out, “but Mother—”

“But she’s the famous pigeon,” Murnau agrees. “She’s the Schreiber’s pigeon. Oh my, whatever will we do? Worth more than all our pelts together if we so much as ruffle a single one of her feathers, yes. My oh my, what an impasse we are in. What a fool I was to think I could pit my little might against such a luminary of the city.”

Honestly, Tiersprech wasn’t ever really designed for that level of sarcasm—one more feature the genetic engineers didn’t think their diminutive creations would have any use for. Murnau manages magnificently, however.

“Loui,” she tells one of the other rats. “Go ring the bell, will you?”

The rats all go still. Skotch, by dint of base animal instinct, goes still too. Lulu keeps strutting, because she doesn’t do well with sarcasm. Maybe pigeons don’t use it.

Loui the rat skulks out, plainly not happy to be the one tasked with ringing the bell, whatever the hell that signifies. Mother Murnau sighs, scratches at her belly, shakes her head at the foolishness of the world.

“I do not hold,” she says, “with all this trafficking across the boundaries of Rule One.” As the human-made medical machinery beyond the barrel labours to prolong her unnaturally protracted life. “When we meddle with that border, we take pains to be circumspect, you understand? We do not just stride around telling everyone that we’re working directly for some human, some individual human, and expect that to make us invulnerable.”

Distantly a bell rings, high and tinny. Skotch’s ears twitch, and so do those of every rat present save Murnau herself.

“Herr Schreiber places a great deal of value on my services,” Lulu says proudly. “I’m very important to him. If any Gehirner laid a foot on me, it wouldn’t be a matter of mausgelt.” She looks around, judges herself in control of the situation. “But Mother, it doesn’t have to be like this. I’m a great admirer of yours. It’s an honour to be in your presence. I’m sure that you and Skotch and I can just sit down and be friends and talk. Without anyone needing to lose—”

That’s when it happens, under cover of her babble. A flash of grey, a suggestion of motion simultaneously big and swift. Lulu’s chatter ends in a hoo! Just an astonished bird noise. Skotch is just starting to react. The sense of it, the experience of it, seems to come to him not through eyes or nose or the bristle of his fur but some part of his brain that predates the bioengineering. Raccoons aren’t pure prey. They hang about the waist of the food chain. But being small in a world with wolves and dogs and bears has given him a slice of it, and that’s what’s screaming at him now.

Lulu shudders. Those feathers—a moment ago a serious diplomatic incident to even ruffle—are all awry, several scattered about the floor of the barrel. A single grey paw keeps her pinned. Skotch sees the claws arching from it, extended just enough to prick at her breast. Her eyes are wide. For a moment he thinks she’s died, just the shock of it, but some Strains have this reaction to stress. They overload. They play dead. Not the cunning stratagem of a clever beast, but a blankness rising up from the deep wells of their being to overwhelm every other instinct. Be still. Be dead. Live ones are more fun for them. Maybe they’ll get bored.

A cat. A lean grey cat, here in the rat’s nest. Cocking her head at Mother Murnau—the ancient rodent surely just a chewy mouthful. Not a hungry look, though. A querying one.

“Do I kill her now, or what?” the cat drawls. A slight slur to the words, but words, still. No trained animal. Not a Gehirner, either. There are no Gehirner cats because Gehirner are service animals, the busy workers of the green city’s infrastructure. Who ever heard of a cat doing an honest day’s work?

Skotch hears the faintest of sounds come from Lulu, just a panicky little judder from inside her ribs. The cat’s head shifts to peer down at her, and the tiny bell on her collar tinkles merrily. Didn’t make a sound as the monster approached. Didn’t rattle the slightest warning when she pounced. But she can make it jingle when she wants, knows exactly how to move.

“Tybelle, my dear,” says Murnau, and Skotch can’t quite believe what he’s seeing. The rat matriarch, so calm in claw-swipe range of the cat. And maybe she’s not really that calm. Maybe amongst the anxious rat-stink rising from Eddi and Loui and the rest there’s a tiny streak of Murnau’s own fear. But she didn’t get to sit in the tin cup by not facing her fears, and that’s why her gang has a cat on the payroll. And not just some ragged stray that would be fair game for every gang of Gehirner vigilantes. Tybelle has a collar. A human owns her. The worst thing.

Engineered cats were a fad. Some of those who worked on the Little Helpers were cat people. As in people who liked cats, not cats that thought like people, though the one led to the other. Engineered cats are something of an amateur effort. They make very challenging pets because you can push a lot of boundaries with an enhanced brain and thumbs. Some studies claim some sort of hyper-toxoplasmosis was behind the engineering venture, but since nobody’s really established that even the regular kind has any effect on humans that’s probably just fantasist-talk.

Regular cats are a threat to the unwary Gehirner, of course, but Gehirner are smart and regular cats are, relatively, not. An engineered cat like Tybelle is a holy terror, but without that collar she’d be brought down like a vampire cornered by the torches and the pitchforks. But the collar is problematic. The collar invokes Rule One.

Tybelle is not a part of the Gehirner system. She’ll never pay any mausgelt, she doesn’t need to worry about consequences. She could run riot through the city’s civilian ecosystem on a gleeful murder spree. And if anyone raised a hand against her, well, she has an owner, and the owner would complain. And while outdoor cats are strongly discouraged in Neuwien-Grunstadt, those owners of enhanced pets are often influential people. Nobody wants humans peeling back the surface of the Gehirner world and maybe discovering it isn’t all just obedient simplicity. Easier to let the cat have her tribute of blood.

And the other problem—the one right now most keenly relevant to Skotch—is showcased when the cat flicks the ring on Lulu’s foot. “What do you think?” Tybelle murmurs. “Will I get”—flick, ting—“into trouble?” Flick, ting. “Will your owner”—flick, ting—“complain to mine? Who has the better address, do we think?” Bringing her face—her great green gaze, her fangs— right up to Lulu’s wide staring eye. The pigeon shudders again and Skotch thinks she might just go from feigning death to actually dying of fright, right there and then.

“Listen,” he says, “I don’t have the mouse, Mother. Seriously. I chased him out of that mess up in Ferdinand’s but he found a hole and I lost him. I’m still hunting him, sure, but I don’t have him. What, I’ve got some place I can stow a live mouse, all of a sudden?”

“Unless it’s not a live mouse you want,” Murnau says idly.

“It is,” Skotch says flatly. “That’s my contract.” Probably that’s revealing Uzco trade secrets, but you have to give if you want to get. “You’re worried about him being dead, you look out for a damn stoatweasel called Szerky. She’s after his guts, for sure.”

Murnau looks from him to Tybelle, as though about to suggest a change of cat-toy. “Does the pigeon,” she asks, “have any more to say?”

The terrified wordless rumble in Lulu’s breast suggests the negative. Murnau makes a little twitch of her snout and Tybelle lifts her paw. The faintest scent of blood troubles everyone’s sensitive noses as she cleans her claws. Lulu wobbles to her feet, puts herself behind Skotch, shaking.

A couple of new animals intrude into the chamber: a rat and a mouse, both wearing weird, purple robes, fancy as anything. Tybelle offers her paw to them, and they assiduously clean her claws, file the tips to a new sharpness. Her personal retinue, her Kit Kat Cult, just like most of the kept kitties have around to pander to their every wish. Skotch feels his usual shudder of revulsion at the abject fawning, never quite sure if it’s choice or some parasite-prompted slavery.

A long, whistling breath from Mother Murnau, satisfied that Lulu is well in her place, and her tame killer’s presence is focusing Skotch’s attention wonderfully. “What is Herr Washbear worth, Eddi?”

“Thirty-seven maus, Mother,” the subordinate rat replies promptly.

“So much! Who’d have thought the world had such a use for you, Herr Washbear,” Murnau says.

If this is a prelude to her working out she can easily afford a dead raccoon out of her loose change, then Skotch isn’t going to make it easy. A cat and a raccoon having it out inside a barrel can cause a lot of collateral damage. They weigh in at close to the same, not so one-sided a fight. He stands tall, bristles wide, as much racoon as he can project out into the enclosed space. Tybelle watches him with clear amusement, her tail curling this way and that. Eyes wide, pupils narrow, the arousal of a predator.

“And you, Eddi?” Murnau asks.

“Two maus, Mother,” Eddi says.

“And me, Eddi?”

“Two maus,” the other rat spits.

“And Doctor Meece, our country cousin?”

“One maus, Mother.” The baseline unit of mausgelt, the least of all possible Strains. Low biomass, large litters, swift-breeding. All the measures of a life’s value. How much does it cost to replace this worker. Murder a mouse, in public, in cold blood, that’s what its Gehirner community would demand from you and yours. And, once that moiety is paid, no more. Justice done, the blood washed away. That’s law, amongst the Gehirner of Neuwien. That’s the price, because otherwise it’s feuds and grudges and complicated process and that all gets in the way of making the city work and fulfilling the obligations inherent in Rule One.

“One maus,” Mother Murnau echoes. “Is that just, Skotch? A scientist, a wise rodent. Trained up in the ways of the Farm Projects. Surely that counts for something, in this wicked world?”

Skotch says nothing. He knows it doesn’t. Mausgelt doesn’t deal in imponderables. To every Strain, a value. One maus is what Szerky would have to pay, if they catch her with her jaws clamped in Meece’s throat. Two is what the system would demand if she served Mother Murnau the same way. And if Eddi and Loui and the others went after her for vengeance after the gelt was paid, then they’d be in the wrong. Not that being in the wrong isn’t their natural state most of the time anyway, but Skotch at least appreciates the different flavours of wrongness in those two scenarios.

“Our country cousin has come to the big city,” Mother Murnau says. “He finds all hands turned against him. On the run, frightened, lost. Doesn’t your heart go out to him, Herr Washbear? Our hearts do. Mice and rats are just one big family within the Muridae, after all.”

Skotch knows damn well that rats kill mice for a pastime. No love lost between them. He’s not going to call Mother Murnau a liar to her face, though.

“You have a reputation, Herr Washbear,” Murnau says. “A reputation for finding strays. You say you don’t have Meece yet. I believe you. But you might soon. A resourceful animal such as you. I don’t know for sure what the old shellhead at Uzco is offering you, but I’ll double it. If you let us keep the mouse safe, rather than handing him over to your fellow Americans. And believe me, he will be safer with us than he’d be in the jaws of Benson.”

Skotch sees the turtle’s sharp beak in his mind’s eye. Fit a mouse in there, easily enough. And while he doesn’t think Benson’s offering him all that Plangent and buttons just for a juicy rodent snack, he doesn’t necessarily think that Meece is going to go play on a farm upstate on Uzco’s tab, either.

“Like I say, I don’t have any mouse to offer to anyone. The longer I’m here trading riddles, the greater the chance that stoat has her teeth in him already.” And they don’t like the stoat, any of them. Rats and mice both, they know when something evolved specifically to go after them. A bitter thing to come to a human-level understanding of, that your species is at the very bottom of the pile.

Mother Murnau leans forwards again. The tubes hiss fluid in and out of her.

“I have faith, Herr Washbear, that you’ll make the right choice when the time comes,” she says. “Tybelle has faith too, don’t you, Tybelle?”

“Like a priest,” the cat mumbles through fur and fangs. “I look forward to seeing Herr Washbear do the wise thing.” Meaning, I’ll be watching.

“Eddi,” Murnau says, “our guests were just leaving.”



It takes until Goods Lift Nine gets halfway back to Skotch’s level before Lulu starts talking again. Once she starts, though, a great deal of her former blather is back on form. He’d thought it was too good to be true, honestly. She’s already renewing pleasantries with Eddi. By the time the lift grinds to a halt up top, he’s got as close as he can to actually apologising for the breach in their hospitality. Desperate to claw his way back into her good graces. Into the human’s—Schrieber’s—good books.

For Skotch, Eddi has less love. But maybe a bit of respect. A certain understanding between them. Two animals on opposite sides of an invisible dividing line but maybe doing relatively similar work. Meaning they’ll probably end up one of them killing the other, but at least it’ll happen within a common and mutually understood frame of reference.

Standing back up in the regular rootways, Skotch brushes the rat off his pelt. Turning, he catches the big round eye of Lulu.

“No,” he says.

“I will see you at the Chapel,” she tells him.

“No,” he says again.

“For when you go see the parrots,” she tells him. “I’ve just got to. I owe you, Skotch. You saved my life.”

He briefly distracted a cat, and he reckons the thread Lulu’s life was suspended from would have held or been cut by Mother Murnau’s nod, not anything he did. “It’s fine,” he tries.

“I will do everything I can to help you find this mouse,” Lulu says. “I have wings. I have good eyes. You need me.”

She has a mouth on her, is what she has. He can only hope she’s not around when he pays his next call on Saint Frances. But these days his luck doesn’t seem to be working out that kind of way.

With Lulu fluttering off to spill the beans to her patron, it’s time for Skotch to drag his feet back to Rootspace 93 and his nook. He feels he’s already put in a day and a half of work today, in sheer hassle. He feels the maulkrankeit creeping up on him, though the dose he had yesterday should still be in full flow. Stress runs through the Plangent in your system more quickly. And running short of Plangent, of course, generates stress.

The dog finds him before he gets home. No dogs allowed down in the rootspace, of course, but Sly has a way round everything. It’s one of the smallest, a tiny terrier who’d probably lose to Eddi in a bare-knuckle match.

Skotch had passed Meece’s notes to Sly, of course, in the hope the old fox could help decode what they were. Whether they were as bad as he was worried. Because he’d told Murnau he didn’t know why everyone wanted the mouse, and, true, he doesn’t know, but he sure as hell has suspicions.

There’s a little capsule at the dog’s collar and Skotch opens it and unrolls the note he finds there. Sly can’t write, but he has a speech-to-text app. The neatly printed message is simultaneously alarming and uninformative.

Skotch, we have to talk.

Tomorrow, thinks Skotch. Honestly he could get a psychic vision of Szerky with a foot on a terrified Meece’s tail and it wouldn’t keep him from his bed right now. He needs to decompress. It’s a common Gehirner problem, all that human-level worry backing up in a brain that’s not quite adapted to process it.

Turns out the world isn’t done worrying at him yet, though. His nose is already telling him something’s off before his feet bring him into sight of his nook. It’s not empty, but there’s no living occupant. A body is sprawled there, the nip of blood in the air.

A raccoon’s body, lying on its front right where he might have been standing. It’s Fitch, of course, and from the look of it he’d been searching through Skotch’s things when someone crept up behind him and shot him neatly in the back of the head.
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UP BEFORE THE BEAK



“You have to admit,” Benson says ponderously. “Looks pretty damn suspicious.”

The worst of both worlds sometimes seemed like the advertising tagline for the whole Gehirner project, but it was sure as hell where Skotch’s actions had landed him now—the actions he’d taken immediately after finding the corpse of Fitch cooling in his nook. Because the smart thing to do would have been to just turn on his heels and pretend he’d never gone home that night and hadn’t, therefore, discovered the cadaver of his onetime workmate stretched out on his own floor. On the other hand the diligent thing to do would have been to go running to the treads of Benson’s tank just as if he’d never taken the Uzco collar off, make a clean breast of it, and hope that washed all the blood off. What he’d actually done was go up to Ikelos’ to put in a single call to Uzco, to tell them where their overdue employee had got to. Just your basic twinge of—well, not even conscience, really. Just that odd stab of instinct that has raccoons—even unrelated raccoons—form odd little gangs of a couple or three, for no particular reason other than, maybe, being alone isn’t fun. That instinct, transmogrified into a sense of responsibility for the other. Not to take the bullet, but at least to mark the death.

And, having taken that much time, when he leaves Ikelos’ place to head to Sly’s, there are Uzco goons all over, because they were already on the hunt for where the hell Fitch had got to, and they found out, and then they found Skotch.

Hence Skotch is up before Benson again, and this time there’s no advance payment and no avuncular turtlage going on.

“Chief,” Skotch says, “I don’t even own a shooter.” Because gun doesn’t quite cover the various contraptions Gehirner have constructed to fill the gap in their natural arsenal, and Skotch hadn’t taken the time for a forensic look over his conspecific’s corpse.

“Have done, though, haven’t you,” Benson rumbles from the base of his throat. “Maybe you do again. Territorial little bastard, aren’t you. Find another raccoon going through your stuff, you get jumpy.”

Skotch is rubbing his hands over and over, that old ingrained behaviour. Stress brings it on like he’s burlesquing Herod. Maria and another couple of possums are right behind him, and they do have guns. Just spikers, but bigger and better-made pieces than Eddi and his crowd were packing. Enough to put some inconvenient holes all the way through him. Under pressure, he does what his nature always prompts him to do, finds a different line to push back on. “You going to tell me just why he was doing that?”

“Word said you’d got the mouse,” Maria says from behind, jabbing him with a spiker. And Skotch, having been jabbed and threatened with a number of ersatz firearms in the last couple of days, rounds on her—on all three of them—showing his teeth, standing up, looming. Maria snarls right back at him—nothing snarls like a possum. The other two scrabble back, which is the exact wrong thing when you’ve got a weapon with an accurate range of only four inches max. For a moment Skotch is going to go for Maria’s gun, get his bigger hands over it and shake her off it. And then he’d be in the clench of Uzco’s fist, with their regional manager, and a weapon, and that would be lines crossed that nobody could go back on. And Benson’s tank doesn’t have a turret but that doesn’t mean the old reptile hasn’t built some ordnance into the thing.

And he reckons he reads something into Maria’s furious defiance. That part of the engineered Gehirner brain where the base animal concept of kin is stretched to cover colleague, guild, all the wider associations and circles they’re made to move in. That part which was jabbing at him after Springer died. Maria’s lost a friend, basically, and she cares, and she’s fighting mad over it. He can respect that.

“There’s a lot of that about,” he tells the room. “I don’t have him. I’m on his trail. Like you hired me. I’ve got leads to follow up. I’m on the case, chief. I almost got him at Ferdinand’s but a…” Stoat, except raising the slender spectre of Szerky here would be as good as calling Benson a liar over who Uzco is helping out, because it sure as hell isn’t the farms. “War got in the way. But I’m on it. You hire this raccoon, he does the job.”

Benson scrabbles at the side of his bowl, hooks a claw over the rim, cranes his wrinkled neck over. Surprising amount of binocular vision, in a snapping turtle. The sign of something that’s evolved to strike swift and sudden despite all the cold-bloodedness. And needless to say, the tank has a heater, so Benson’s mind and metabolism are working at 100 percent efficiency 100 percent of the time. Sharp guy, that turtle. Enough to read mammal body language, every hair and bristle of it.

“Skotch, this is big business,” the turtle says ponderously.

“Yeah,” Skotch says, understatement of the century, “I get that. Big enough that Fitch got himself killed over it. And I didn’t do it but I’d sure as hell love to hear who you thought did, that being so. I mean, come on, chief. You hired me for this, so you don’t think I’m some dumb animal. If you could just let me into what this Meece’s deal is then maybe it means I make some right move down the line that gets him to you.” For the love of Jeff will someone tell me what’s going on? Skotch feels like every damn beast in the green city has had a detailed dossier on the truth of what makes Meece so damn dangerous, and he’s the only one who somehow missed checking his mail. Just left guessing.

A ponderous silence, then. Ponderous because it’s Benson’s silence. Maria isn’t saying anything either, but she’s got nothing to say. Just a good obedient owner of an Uzco collar, doing what she’s told. But the turtle knows. The knowledge is heavy in him as the rim of his plastron scraps against the side of his tank. For just a moment Skotch thinks he’s going to spill.

The old turtle closes his eyes and nostrils for a moment, shutting a chunk of the world out. “The mouse,” he says heavily, “is dangerous. The mouse being in this city is bad news, Skotch. That’s what you need to know. That mouse doesn’t find a trap soon … chaos, panic.” He lifts his plated head, eyes still closed. “One damn mouse, can you believe? A single maus worth of gelt, and all this trouble.”

“So who was it got Fitch?”

“There’s trouble in the world, there’s always someone wants to own it.” Benson’s withered eyelids slide apart again, the regular two and the transparent third. “You know, those who aren’t part of the guilds and service companies. Who don’t just help make the city work. Armies, parasites. Freelancers.” The baleful reptile stare on Skotch again. Putting him in his place: useful but only because the world’s such a broken, twisty place. “You bring that mouse in alive, that’s good. But I’ll take delivery of him dead and still pay you. More than enough to afford the mausgelt on him.”

“Well, fine, sure,” Skotch says vaguely. “Thanks for untying my hands, chief.” Hands which are still washing one another, over and over. Skotch has no intention of turning assassin for Uzco, especially given that the market seems so crowded right at the moment, but it seems politic not to parade his scruples just now.

“Also I reckon you need a partner, Skotch. Given how dangerous the world just got for raccoons,” Benson says.

“No, chief. There’s a reason I left—”

But Benson and his tank just roll over that. “Maria can go with you. Keep your hide free of holes. Keep you on the straight and narrow. She won’t get in the way. You lead, she follows. Just a few discreet steps behind, right?”

“Come on, chief. I need to go places where an Uzco collar won’t win me any friends.”

“She’ll take it off for the duration.”

Maria twitches at that, doesn’t like the idea, but she’s an obedient enough wage-slave that she’ll pretend not to be if that’s what her paymasters tell her.

“You’ll barely know she’s there, Skotch,” Benson assures him. “Like your shadow.” Except Skotch’s shadow doesn’t make the back of his neck itch and doesn’t carry a spiker. And doesn’t, maybe, still blame him for Fitch being dead.

When he departs the tower of Das Uzcogebäude though, there’s a possum-shaped shadow skulking along behind him. And he wants to go to Sly, to find out whatever the hell has the old fox so spooked, but he sure as hell doesn’t want to share that tidbit with Maria. Instead, he goes to his nook, now free of bodies. Uzco has cleaned up after its own, and has added one raccoon’s worth of mausgelt to the ledger as it tries to find someone to pin the death on. After which it’ll decide whether to do things in the open, take the thirty-seven maus of compensation, or else get medieval on the other party, who hasn’t, after all, fessed up to the deed.

In the nook there’s a note, though. A corner of some human piece of paper, ripped out of a book. An inherently transgressive and destructive act, bordering on violating Rule One. Come to the Saint tomorrow. We’re ready.

The Mauler anarchists—the ones who actually have the mouse, if Skotch has any grasp at all on what’s going on—want to talk. And Skotch doesn’t want to share that with Maria either, but he doesn’t reckon they’re a patient crowd, so he’d be wise not to keep them waiting.



Of course Maria wants to know what he’s about, the next morning. Simultaneously she wants to stay in the background in case he’s being watched. Or maybe she fondly thinks she’s so inherently stealthy that he’ll forget that his pelt now comes with an extra tail. The fork of that particular dilemma keeps her out of Skotch’s hair until he’s almost at the Chapel, way across town. He rides most of the way there. The walk to where Saint Frances hands out the benedictions cuts through the turfs of a dozen different guilds and a hundred tiny parasite polities. Rattenkönig gangs, Jeffist sects, Separatist churches, and just random packs of thrown-together Gehirner. His ride pierces the thorny political landscape: an automated mini-train shuttling human-required goods around, part of a great silver spiderweb buried beneath Neuwien. Engines in darkness, powered by photoelectricity from the great green above. Not intended for Gehirner use, but the animals figured it out as an energy efficient way to cross the distances within the city. Official and unofficial business mean a lot of animals have a need to get from outskirts to civic centre and back, and so the little goods wagons have become the standard safe way for just about any beast to take the weight from their four feet.

Maria must read in his stance that he’s about to hit his stop, because she scrabbles over the cardboard of the packing crates to put her snaggle teeth in Skotch’s face.

“I get it,” he says, waving her breath away. “You’re watching. Benson’s faithful sentinel, vigilant until death, sure.”

“I haven’t forgotten Fitch,” she tells him.

“Again with this?” Wondering if he can get her in some conversational bind that will see him continuing on foot and her still trying to think up an argument on the train. It seems unlikely. “You want to get your gelt out of that business, you’re watching the wrong animal.”

“You’re deep in it,” she snarls at him. “I keep watching you, you’ll take me right to them. Or else they get you and I tell Benson he’s got a second dead body on his hands.” She’s vibrating with rage, not rage at him especially but there’s nobody else here. Like raccoons, possums aren’t the most stable Strain. A long way removed from the rest of the mammal stock, so a lot of the tweaks don’t quite take properly. Skotch heard they update possum-ware on a weekly basis and it still doesn’t fix the bugs.

“Leave it,” he tells her. “I don’t want some jumpy poucher going rabid just when I’m doing something delicate.” Like talking to jumpy anarchists.

Her mean button eyes don’t let up on him. When he gets off the train at Chapeltown station, she’s his shadow again. Not close enough to trouble the corner of his vision, but the whiff of angry possum most definitely in the back of his nose.

The Saint is in her accustomed place in the centre of the sump, a line of ragged petitioners come to tweak the nose of Rule One by begging human help, save that Frances has recused herself from her position of privilege. One of these days, Skotch thinks morosely, some mad animal will go for her. Something big and wild with corrupted geneware will decide that she really isn’t categorised as human, and that makes her fair game. Because, sure, everyone loves Saint Frances the open-handed, but there’s always someone, right? And yet it hasn’t happened, and he’s seen her put a hand on a wounded, fight-crazy badger and calm him somehow. Like her own belief in her sanctity is a kind of magic. Sanctity as far as the animal kingdom goes, anyway. Skotch hears her relations with her own sororal organisation lacks the same protections.

He does not go take his place in the queue. He does not go sit somewhere obvious and wait for the Maulers to pay a visit. Instead, he plays a weird little game, crossing from rubble island to rubble island and back, making the rounds. He greets individuals and groups, where there’s a name or a scent he knows. He spreads old news around and scrapes up some new. He stays visible and in motion. And, he suspects, eyes follow him and, because he keeps going back and forth, they note he’s being followed. Skotch tenders his compliments to the Maulers and will do them the honour of not bringing this damn possum to their doorstep. If only he can find a way to shake her.

And then he becomes at least nine times as conspicuous because Lulu descends on him in a flurry of words and feathers, just about proclaiming to the whole of creation that he’s there. He can almost hear Maria laughing at him.

“Skotch! You’re here! You have to tell me what’s happening!”

“I don’t.”

“You promised me an interview!”

“I didn’t.”

“Not now. After.” Apparently her gratitude for saving her from the cat hasn’t survived the night, and now he’s the one being called on to do the favours.

Except, if it’s favours …

Skotch makes a big show of being hounded by the pigeon. The famous pigeon. Famously annoying. Everyone knows it, Maria included. Lulu is a law unto herself, literally. A personality recognised—and often avoided—across the city. The possum is probably snickering through her jagged teeth at her old pal Skotch getting mobbed like this. He plays up to the impression. Probably half the Gehirner at the Chapel are enjoying a laugh at his expense. In the midst of all of that reputation-shredding stuff he gets to tell Lulu, “Fine.”

“What?”

“Interview. After. Fine. All the beans I can, spilled for you and your employer.”

“Skotch, my good friend, that’s—”

“But you shut up about it right now,” he hisses at her. “And you do something for me. Otherwise there’s no story because I don’t get to go do anything, got me?”

“What do you need me for?” she asks, delighted to be a part of the action.

“You notice there’s a possum skulking about over there. Got her beady eye on me, you see that?”

And, despite the general empty-headed air to her, pigeons boast a sharpness of vision that’s second only to the raptor Strains. She doesn’t tip him the nod—from a pigeon it doesn’t mean much—but she clicks her beak at him. She’s made Maria, sure enough.

“Believe it or not she’s got a really unique life story, just desperately interesting. She’s real keen to get it off her chest to an enquiring bird such as yourself,” Skotch says. “So how about you go bother her for it and don’t stop until she’s told you every last memory from when she was a joey, or you can’t see me any more.”

“You’re going to run out on me,” Lulu accuses reproachfully.

“Yes, I am,” he confirms, “but only so I can go do stuff I can tell you about later. Otherwise you get a chapter full of me sitting here dangling my tail in the water and hoping to catch a fish.”

She looks like she doesn’t trust him, which is fair enough because maybe Skotch doesn’t take her seriously enough to stick to the letter of any agreement he makes with her. At the same time, she’s simultaneously insatiably curious and steered by whatever the last thing was that got put into the narrow cavity in her skull where her brain sits. Seeing as this is now the idea Skotch has pitched her on, a moment later she lifts off from bothering him and skims over towards Maria.

The possum tries to evade, but Lulu stoops like a sparrowhawk and starts bombarding her with questions. Skotch only catches the edge of them but he knows from personal experience exactly how distracting the verbose pigeon can be. Now, time to put his part of the plan into business.

He dives in. No water taxi for Skotch this time. Dives in and goes underwater as long as he can. Not natural behaviour, every instinct screaming at him, but overriding instinct is what the geneware’s for. He comes out of the water, sopping wet, shrunk thin where his sodden pelt clings to the skinny critter that lives inside every prosperous-seeming raccoon. Comes out of the water on the far side of the Saint from where he last saw Maria, anyway, and hopes that’s enough, with Lulu’s incessant pestering.

There’s a line, and he’s cutting in, but he’s on the clock now. Bad manners, and he can only hope the powers that be have some idea of just what’s at stake.

Saint Frances glances briefly down at him, when he squelches up to where she’s sitting. Tugging at the hem of her woollen sweater, even, as daring as any animal ever was. But she’s helping her petitioners, of course. She can’t just let some scoundrel like Skotch muscle in. And Maria will get free of her incumbrances soon enough and spot where he’s got to and …

“Sister, please,” he says, and knows the bead in her ear will be translating the ’Sprech into the more elaborate human words his own are a mockery of. “I don’t know what’s up but it’s bad. Two animals are dead over this already. There’s a mouse I need to find and if I don’t, maybe a lot more.” And more than two are dead, given the territorial wrangling between the Reds and the Grays, but Springer and Fitch both died over the mouse, of that much Skotch is sure. And maybe this mouse means trouble to more than just animals, with his chemistry set. But that’s more than he is willing to put into words.

Frances looks down on him. That serene human face—and there’s something in every animal’s geneware that reacts to human faces. Awe, fear, respect, love. A weird mélange of man-made emotions to ensure they don’t forget who they owe their intellect to. That Frances lowers herself to scatter crumbs for them doesn’t mean she can shed the glare of that artificial halo. “Dead?” she asks softly, or he sees her lips move and the machine makes up the difference.

“Killed dead,” Skotch confirms. “I’m sorry, sister. Something real bad’s going on and I need to get to the bottom of it. If I don’t, who will?” And who’s he doing it for, in this moment? Surely not Uzco; surely not dead Fitch who he never liked, or dead Springer who was just one more gray body sent to the Separation Plant after the fight at Ferdinand’s. In that moment perhaps he’s just doing it because he’s got his hands around a mystery, and he’s going to pry at it until he can get the meat out.

Frances looks over her shoulder—looks massively, distantly, far over Skotch’s head. He tries to follow her gaze but can’t even approach the angle. Then she’s back to her ministrations, handing out food. Grinding up a pill for a sick rat. Our Lady of the Minuscule Mercies.

Skotch sags. Soaked, tired, still hearing Lulu’s yattering but knowing she can’t keep Maria sidetracked for more than a minute longer. No pigeon’s that annoying. Then he jumps, because a stubby hand tries to yank on his ankle.

He looks down. There’s a pair of eyes. Bulbous, yellow, protruding from the water. A single thick arm reaches for him. Three thick fingers and a wrinkled thumb. A toad. Not just a toad. The toad. The one from Ferdinand’s, last seen holding Skotch at gunpoint. The knot of his red necker can just be seen jutting from between folds of warty flesh.

“Herr Bandit,” says the toad, broad mouth sitting at the very meniscus of the water. “You have an urgent wish for freedom.”

Skotch is about to agree to that, and then deny it, and then guesses it’s some damn fool ideological anarchist thing the Maulers say to one another when they want to feel they’re being clever.

“You got the mouse?” Skotch asks.

“Herr Bandit is feeling larcenous perhaps,” the toad says. “Wants to steal something we have worked hard to secure. Perhaps we don’t want that so much.”

“Listen—” Skotch starts, eyes rolling left and right as he looks for Maria.

“Herr Bandit is vouched for by the Saint, though,” the toad notes. Its eyes move in towards one another as though each finds itself on a different side of the debate. “It is enough to get him in. Is it enough to get him out? Herr Fischer does not know.”

“Who the hell,” Skotch demands through his teeth, “is Herr Fischer?”

The toad regards him reproachfully. The toad is, Skotch clicks, Herr Fischer. Amphibians were a more ambitious engineering project than mammal or bird stock. They tend towards linguistic quirks and clannishness. And, apparently, anarchy.

“You got somewhere to take me,” Skotch tells Fischer, “you better lead on, or else there’ll be more to the party than you’ll like.”

“Herr Bandit is impatient,” says Fischer reproachfully. He bobs there and, for a moment, Skotch thinks he’s about to offer for Skotch to get on his back like the old story. Even a big engineered toad is around a fifth Skotch’s size, though. They’d not exactly get far. Instead Fischer kicks off, startlingly swift and graceful in the water. No anarchist water taxi arrives to collect him. It looks like he’s in for another ducking just as he’s begun to dry out.

The toad could have lost him a dozen times in that swim, but he keeps circling back and waving his big flat feet in Skotch’s face to make sure the raccoon stays on course. They come out at a grating, around the Chapel’s edge. The water runs down and down, there, gurgling into the abyss of the city’s drainage and reclamation works where another dozen Gehirner guilds hold sway. The grating’s pushed out, though, and inside there’s a ledge and the toad is squatting on it. Narrow, but Skotch can make it if he shuffles on two feet.

He looks around. No sign of an angry possum charging over to make an unwelcome third. And then from third to fifth wheel because a pair of squirrels—one red, one gray—loom up to shove the grating back into place. Both of them wearing the neckerchiefs of the Maulers, neither of them associated, presumably, with their original crews.

He thinks he’s come away clean from the Chapel, but he’s not so lucky. Just as they’re trying to lever the grating closed against the flow of the water there’s a sudden flurry of motion at its edge. The squirrels flinch back, and into the gap that makes, a feathered body forces itself with undue enthusiasm and a paean of praise for its own cleverness.

“How was that, Skotch?” Lulu demands. “I did well, didn’t I? I made sure she didn’t see! And here I am!” And there she is, on decidedly the wrong side of the grating after the squirrels have closed it up and clasped it shut.

Skotch waits to see if any of the Maulers feel that the presence of Lulu is too much of a security risk for their secret society. Apparently they know the pigeon’s reputation, though, and they’re not as anarchistic as all that. More than happy to talk about overthrowing the status quo, but none of them ready to start pulling feathers.

So it is that Skotch travels to the den of the Maulers in Madparrot Alley with Lulu keeping up a constant patter of questions in his ear.
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WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE



The parrots had been a mistake. That was the conclusion the genetic engineers had come to, and it was a thought shared by most of their other creations.

Parrots—parakeets, arguably, but the distinction lacks taxonomic force—weren’t native to Wien, old or new. However, colonies had been finding homes in southern Europe since long before the green cities, formed from coteries of escaped domestic pets and slowly moving their range northwards as the world warmed. Being smart and opportunistic birds, they’d become a fixture of human landscapes, more than capable of adapting their tricks to the novel opportunities to feed and nest. They were a familiar sight in old Vienna by the time the first prototype Gehirner were being worked on. Clever, social, dexterous, and resourceful, they seemed an obvious choice. What wasn’t to like?

What wasn’t to like, as it turned out, was the parrots not wanting to Work for the Man. No matter how smart humans engineered the birds to be, they couldn’t ever instil the sort of dutiful nature a Gehirner needed. In fact, the smarter they made them, the more the parrots found ways to shirk their responsibilities. There is, Skotch reckons, a lesson one might learn from that.

The trip to Madparrot Alley—as the district of the city where the parrots flocked was known—is by raft, and in the dark. There’s a whole buried webwork of subterranean waterways, quite apart from sewage and reclamation and even the clean water supplies that lead into every human dwelling. It’s the supply that feeds the green of the city itself, pumped up from deep aquifers or desalinated from the sea, husbanded and recaptured so that the reservoir barely needs topping up, a masterpiece of conservation. And here they are, bobbing about on it like jolly animals in some human child’s book. A raft made of wooden slats over bottles, poled by the two squirrels while Fischer crouches at one end and regards their two passengers doubtfully. Both at once, given the enormous scope of his protruding eyes.

From above, through precisely designed cracks in the ceiling of the pipeways, shrouds of roots descend. That’s why these pipes aren’t full and pressurised, because you need to leave gaps for the trees to reach in and slurp out their share. There’s a whole Gehirner crew of frogs and newts who go through these tunnels on a constant yearlong cycle, pruning it all back to make sure the flow isn’t too choked, checking the roots for disease and damage. And clearing out the bodies, because these waterways are prime territory for Rattenkönige to sink their failures in. You wouldn’t think anyone made concrete shoes small enough.

Skotch, being the biggest piece of ballast on the raft, keeps to the centre and looks right back at Fischer. He’s run out of conversational gambits by then, mostly because there’s only so many times you can ask, “Where’s the mouse?” before a lack of response becomes awkward. And in other company he’d start to talk about the danger of some mad rodent escaped from the unknown conditions of the farm with a head full of chemical equations. But these are anarchists, and he doesn’t have a solid handle on where the Maulers really stand. A rare thing, for a Gehirner to go completely off the rails and out of the system, and when they do, they all have their own particular trajectory, from those who just want to tinker with the nuts and bolts with a spanner, make things better in some loosely defined way, to full-on doomsday cults who’ll burn the green cities down and render the entire concept of Gehirner extinct if they can.

Lulu’s still talking, of course. She tried to get all three of the raft crew going about their life and history, gathering more information. Then she tried to get them to open up on their ideology. Lulu’s wide-eyed interested act—not even an act, really; she genuinely is interested—hasn’t ever failed before, but these three stay shut up as clams, staring at her. They do not trust her, Skotch guesses. Probably they don’t trust anyone. You get paranoid enough just as a freelancer, with no social group there to watch your back and reassure you as to your place in the world. How much worse that must be for the genuinely lost and outcast?

Then Fischer’s tying up the raft, and the two squirrels—who haven’t offered names—scurry up ratlines leading vertically into the dark. Skotch is a fair climber himself, and Lulu has wings, but he assumes this is the last contribution Herr Fischer will be making to their journey. When he looks back, though, the toad is right at his tail. Just crawling up the wall like a damned spider, some piece of tree-frog inheritance worked into his geneware and giving his toes rough adhesive pads.

Then the squirrels shift a metal cover up above and the sun slices down at him like sword blades. Even before he blinks it away his ears are telling him exactly where he is. No mistaking the soundscape of Madparrot Alley.

The parrots fell off their service contracts quickly enough, so that other guilds moved seamlessly in to take up the slack and pick up the rations and the Plangent that went with the work. Unlike more organised overgroups like the Redcoats or the Rattenkönige, the parrots don’t just apply themselves to a kind of organised protection racket. The sheer idea of being organised in that way turned out to be anathema to the parrots. Highly social, yes. Hierarchical and stratified amongst themselves, yes. Fitting into anyone else’s idea of a grand system? Absolutely not. The parrots, through innate orneriness or flawed geneware, flat-out rejected the role that the engineers had set out for them. And yet, at the same time, attempts to eradicate them met with technical failure and a surprising resistance from Neuwien’s human population. In those early days of the project, there had apparently been a sense that, once you’d made these things, uplifted your Little Helpers, they weren’t just something to stamp out. You had to live with it, after you’d made them to live with you. Or that’s the story. Skotch reckons it was more that the parrots were way too smart to get poisoned or trapped, and nobody’s fool enough to start throwing parrot-specific diseases around because that kind of thing can get out of hand really quickly. So these days, there’s an invisible and somewhat shifting line of tolerance, and so long as the nuisance value of the parrots stays below that, the humans live with it. The soiling and noise and petty vandalism of the engineered parrots is no worse than the equivalent behaviours of their natural forebears, as it turns out. And when the parrots push things beyond that hard-to-define boundary? Well, there’s a reason that, while the fox and badger Strains have been officially retired and aren’t being updated any more, owl and hawk Gehirner are very much a thing. A haughty, aristocratic elite in their high eyries above the city, waiting for the call to go ply their murderous trade where the parrots live. Or to cull the pigeon army forces, if they’re getting too plump. Or maybe the squirrels. The raptor Strains are nobody’s friends, animals made entirely for killing, like Szerky the stoatweasel, like Tybelle the cat.

The way Skotch’s luck is going, he’s vaguely surprised not to emerge out into a whole raptor convention up there, but it’s just the parrots.

Up overhead, in the lower branches of the trees and the organic cladding of the buildings: a riotous, bright-coloured madcap whirl of noise and motion, flying feathers and territorial squabbling. Flocks of them flurry back and forth to unseen triggers, and every one of them keeps up a constant heckling at every other one, renewing their precise standing within the wider parrot polity. Some of what’s said is ’Sprech, words that Skotch’s ears can separate from the din and assign meaning to. The rest is just parrot-noise, the sublingual cawing and cackling that they’d evolved long before primates started monkeying with their genes.

Lulu’s eyes are wide, her head tucked into her puffed-out neck. Perhaps the noise conveys a whole extra level of meaning to another bird, probably that she isn’t welcome. Certainly if she wants to get some interviews from the locals she’ll have her work cut out for her.

Not participating in the human-designed Gehirner system means the parrots have a problem, of course. No regular consignments of Plangent are bestowed on them from on high, and they aren’t extorting it from harder-working animals in the sort of cheerfully ruthless way the armies do. Instead, they just grab it where they find it, neck it when they have it, live without it when they don’t. At any given time, maybe three-quarters of the parrot population of Neuwien hasn’t had its regular dosage and has fallen back into dumbness, all that advanced geneware just ceasing to make the proper connections in their heads. And then, at some point, another parrot feeds them an ampoule of the good stuff, and they wake up, remember their words, start acting with that extra level of smarts the Gehirner are supposed to have. Until they run out again.

It seems a horror, to Skotch. Losing yourself, regaining yourself, long periods when the only name you answer to is the cackle-call that parrots give each other. Lose all your understanding of the world, memories locked away and Plangent the only possible key. But then parrots live longer than any other Strain—actually live longer than most humans, even. He heard one of them speak about it once—some spaced-out-sounding parrot in a span of Plangent-induced lucidity, talking about the coming and going of mind entirely equably, as though each side of the coin has its advantages. As though it’s a mystical experience too transcendent for some poor unimaginative beast like Skotch to understand. Gave him the creeps to hear it. The thought still shivers his fur.

He looks up now, trying to flatten his ears against the cacophony. The air is bright with parrots chasing one another back and forth, bolting in and out of nests, staring down at him with round, mad eyes. Mindless, mindful, a spectrum of awareness from the smart animal to the wise Gehirner, and who knows whether they go beyond even that? As though, in the raucous air between them, some unseen avian jester god exists, made up of all their sounds and colours and movement, simultaneously idiot and savant. The secret religion-philosophy that the parrots don’t so much follow as embody from moment to moment.

Certainly the presence of the parrots, and the fact they’re more than willing to meet violence with violence when pushed, means the armies and the other domineering Gehirner factions are kept out of parrot country. Nobody’s running a racket here. Which, for the actual service guilds, doesn’t necessarily mean it’s all bouquets and parties. Instead, they end up leaving out offerings to the parrots just like they’d pay up to the army provisioners or the Rattenkönig enforcers, in the hope that the birds will take what’s given, rather than taking everything apart. And it works, just about, give or take. As though that notional parrot god really does exist, in the form of the entire parrot community, and it can be appeased by votive worship. But the key thing is that, because of this peculiar freewheeling arrangement, the outcast amongst the Gehirner also creep out here. To live in the chaotic shadow of the parrots, where they can follow their own stray paths without the guilds and the armies cracking down on them. Cults and sects, lone fugitives and dissident political groups. Like the Maulers. Because the parrots don’t care if you’re an anarchist. In the moments when they even understand what one is, probably they approve.



“I know you, Amerikaner,” says the rat with the bandolier. “You work for the Man.” The bandolier is of actual bullet casings, human ones, antiques, little point 22s. Some trinket they stole from the wrong side of Rule One to show how daring they are. It must weigh the rodent down so much he probably doesn’t go on the rafts much. Or move about much. This is obviously his pad, though. He introduces himself as Wizzo, which is not a name off of the approved rat list. He’s making clockworks, obsessively fitting the wheels together even as he talks, the brass of his adornment scratching at the brass of the cogs.

“I work for myself,” says Skotch. “I went freelance an age ago.” A rat’s age, certainly.

The parrot—the one in the red necker who’s in with the Maulers, and maybe serves as their ambassador to wider parrotdom—shrieks at a pitch that sets Skotch’s ears ringing. “We know you!” she calls. “We know you, Herr Uzco! Still on the company tab, eh!” And Skotch knows her, too. She’s the one who snatched up Meece over in Franz-Ferdinand’s. Meaning that, yes, he is at least talking to the right pack of anarchists. Shame they’re not really talking to him.

They’re in a round space in a wall where something probably ought to be. Loose wiring and bio-electric tendrils suggest it was pried out, likely by the parrots. There’s a design painted up on one wall: an animal in a red necker—some sort of mammal but it’s crudely done, so hard to tell precise species—with its hands outstretched as though imploring. Written above and around it are the words, A plague on you for teaching me your language. Which, presumably, means something to someone. Means this is Mauler territory now, Wizzo the Rat’s clock shop. Skotch hopes against Jeff that these idiots in the red neckers haven’t got their little hands on any explosives or all this gear ratio stuff will start to look way less innocent.

“Where’s the mouse?” he tries. Didn’t work on the raft. Maybe the rules are different here.

“What mouse?” Wizzo says.

“You don’t get to see the mouse,” the parrot squawks simultaneously, and one of the squirrels, the gray one, says, “The mouse don’t want to see you, Bandit,” suggesting they haven’t gotten their stories straight ahead of time. The red squirrel sees all of that obfuscation and raises them a “We should just off the pair of ’em,” with a broad Anglot accent.

Fischer, who incredibly is looking like the most stable of the lot, sits in a pool of warty skin and boggling eyes. He’s got his popgun back, stubby hands stripping the spring mechanism and checking it over, every bit the hard-bitten revolutionary. “Saint Frances has vouched,” he says. Like Benson, the words ripple up through his throat and out the gape of his open mouth. “That gets Herr Bandit here as a guest. Herr Bandit is not to be offed.” His gaze somehow strays to indicate Lulu without the focus of his glassy eyes really moving. “Her, though…”

“She’s that pet one,” says the punchy Red.

“Lapdog of the human institution,” Gray puts in, not to be outdone.

“We should—” they both get out, then glower, each determined to out-revolutionary the other.

“Ain’t nobody getting offed,” says Wizzo the Rat, not looking up from his clockwork. “Some of us like Schreiber’s stuff.”

There is some dissent on this point, which degenerates into a heated debate about whether it’s ideologically permissible to consume the products of the system and whether anything produced by a human can be repurposed to have revolutionary merit. Which, given that each one of them was produced by a human, and here they are with their little red scarves on, makes Skotch wonder why their heads don’t just explode. And then Wizzo shuts them all down because, although they’re all egalitarian siblings of the revolution, he’s still in charge.

“You don’t know, Amerikaner, why your paymasters want the mouse?”

“They pay me less the more questions I ask,” says Skotch, knowing simultaneously that it’s a good line and that Lulu is eagerly memorising it for later appropriation. “Look, I get you guys. You don’t want to work the services, I get that. You aren’t just leeches like that army lot. I respect it. You chart your own course. Gets hard to scrape together the Plangent required for cogent political argument I’m sure, but plainly you manage.”

Wizzo shoots him a narrow and unfriendly look like he’s reconsidering the no-offing rule. He says nothing, though. The parrot even laughs. Or, at least, makes parrot noises that are maybe a laugh and maybe a sign that Polly wants an ampoule.

“And you’re right, they don’t tell me anything,” Skotch goes on. “But I see enough to work out the mouse is going to be bad news for anybody who has him. Anybody who’s near him. Look, you guys know how it is, with anti-system outfits like yours. Just because you’re all against the system, doesn’t mean you’re all in bed with each other. You ask yourselves honestly who you hate most, and tell me it’s not those guys two floors down who want a slightly different set of changes to you.”

The two squirrels and the parrot fall over themselves to tell him he’s wrong. Wizzo applies himself to his clockwork. Fischer—and maybe Fischer’s older than most here, and has seen more—inflates and deflates, a froggy sigh that perhaps acknowledges Skotch’s point.

“This mouse isn’t your sort of people,” Skotch tells them. “I get a very bad feeling about this mouse. I mean, there are enemies of the system,” he leaves off wringing his paws together to indicate this noble gathering of activists, “and there are just enemies.”

“You’re not the only one after him, Amerikaner,” says Wizzo. He’s put the clockwork together now. Sets it moving under the power of a coiled and naked spring, each wheel moving spasmodically to its own beat, yet all together. And achieving nothing, just bleeding out its mechanical energy into the air. Possibly it’s a metaphor for something but Skotch isn’t the watchmaker to work out what.

“We all saw that at Franz-Ferdinand’s. And here am I, asking nicely and being such a reasonable Gehirner. You saw that stoat in action. She won’t ask and she isn’t reasonable.”

“Fuck the Country Clubs!” the parrot announces fiercely. Maybe a heartfelt sentiment, maybe just something she heard and is repeating.

“Well quite.” Skotch pirates the sentiment. “And it’s not just them. And word will get out. I’m here ahead of the crowd, but if I worked it out, the others will be sniffing round already, parrots or no parrots. You let me take him off your hands then you can get back to philosophising, rather than defending your patch against every hired killer and ratcatcher in the city.”

He tries to read them. They’re all abristle with fervour, but he catches a few nervous sidelong looks: the squirrels, Wizzo, Fischer, all aware he’s right and not wanting to admit it.

“Why’d you even grab him, anyway?” Skotch presses.

“Fuck the Country Clubs!” the parrot repeats.

“Like the bird has said,” Fischer puts in. “The Maulers have contacts in the provinces. Word came to us that Brother Meece was making a run for it, and could some sympathetic friends maybe catch him in his fall and get him on his feet in the big city. Some spirited debates, they are happening in these rooms, regarding what parts of the system need fixing, and what parts need burning down. The Farm Projects fall into the latter.”

“You don’t like to eat?” Skotch asks innocently.

“No animal legitimately ate anything that came out of there,” Wizzo puts in. “That’s human foods only. And those Rattenkönige and the rest who load their tables with farm produce are playing lickspittle species traitors, complicit in the exploitation of our rural siblings.”

“That’s a lot of long words,” says Skotch. “Me? I just want the mouse.”

“For your fellow Amerikaners in Uzco,” Wizzo notes.

“I mean the little squeaker probably only has nine months left on the clock,” Skotch points out, “but I reckon with Uzco he at least gets use of them without them being cut short.” He is very definitely clinging to the idea that Benson still left him the option of bringing Meece in alive, and screening out the fact that dead was also on the table.

They exchange glances, narrow, excluding him. Squirrels to rat, rat to parrot, parrot to toad.

“If it helps—” starts Lulu brightly, about to damn Skotch with a glowing character reference. The anarchists’ disparate glower comes together to focus on her and she stops talking, aware that, no, it doesn’t help.

“Herr Doktor Meece,” says Wizzo, “goes nowhere he doesn’t want.” And, when Skotch shifts footing and opens his mouth to try a new tack, “You can convince him to go with you, of his free will? You go right ahead and try. But you can’t sell him on the idea, Amerikaner? Then he stays right here.”

It’s plainly further than any of the others want to go, but Wizzo quells each one of them with a look. “What? He doesn’t go where he doesn’t want, but that means we don’t get to keep him here if he doesn’t want to stay. We keep no prisoners here. But just you,” he adds, as Lulu takes a deep breath. She lets it out in an exasperated warble.

“I only want to—”

“You, sister, get to talk to me,” says Wizzo. “On account of how I feel the work to which you contribute could use some education in anarcho-socialism.” Human words that can’t even be constructed in Tiersprech. Something sad, Skotch reckons, about this pack of would-be system-smashers having to borrow the vocabulary of those they see as their oppressors to even express dissatisfaction with their lot.

Fisher and the anglo red squirrel lead him out and down a couple of levels through the shaggy overgrowth of the building. Whoever has the service contract to prune the greenery here is probably being kept from a neat job by the attentions of all the parrots higher up, but it serves the Maulers too. Gives them a nice covert thoroughfare between all the little nooks and crevices they’ve claimed. Toad and squirrel go ahead, look back to make sure he’s following, then disappear into what turns out to be quite a large space. Some big piece of plant that sufficient poundage of parrots tore out of its mountings. In its place, a gap you could have fit Benson’s tank into with room to spare, if you could have hauled it this high up the building. A space with hanging greenery for walls on two sides, and ready access to electricity. And here, in the midst of a new chemistry set partly assembled, Skotch comes face to face with Meece once again.
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HERR DOKTOR



It’s not a showdown. It isn’t just a raccoon and a mouse facing off against one another waiting for high noon. They don’t have the space to themselves. Over in one corner there’s a somewhat ragged-looking older parrot—a first-generation Gehirner, given how long they live—strutting back and forth before a battered e-reader, reaching out with a four-fingered foot to scroll the text from time to time. Skotch wonders whether they’re the lucky bird who gets their Plangent on the regular, or whether they just recently emerged from years in the intellectual wilderness to catch up on their reading. It’s human text, though, so high level stuff for a powerfully multilingual Gehirner.

Another wall of the space is given over to an art studio where class is in session. A whole load of parrots plus a crow and a couple of pigeons are all working on little canvases. Up above are some originals—bijou little portraits of humans, miniatures that, to the Little Helpers, are good as full size canvases. They’re making copies, Skotch notes with a twinge of alarm. Duplicating the lines and strokes of human masterpieces using engineered animal cunning. He’s no judge—Skotch doesn’t know from art—but he reckons there’s some top quality knocking-off going on here. Maybe it’s just for practice, but he has an uneasy feeling that he’s seeing the ground floor of a criminal edifice that has humans living in the penthouse. Gehirner crime and human crime getting tangled together is a real Gordian knot for Rule One and the thought of human law turning up with animal names on their warrants is enough to make him wring his sweaty hands together. Animals aren’t the only ones to exploit unintended opportunities. To Skotch, with night-adapted mammal eyes, the paintings are all dull, muddy colours rising sluggishly from shadows and greys. Bird eyes, with an entire extra set of receptors, can duplicate shades beyond the dreams of the most exacting human, and just maybe some human forging ring has picked up on that.

In a further corner two more parrots, a rat, and a pair of newts pass round a printed cardboard bottle of something, tipping the weighty thing precariously this way and that to decant sloshes of amber liquid. Looks to Skotch like the sort of container humans use for urine, but perhaps it’s a particularly good vintage. There is a little jack-straws stack of popguns nearby. They’re security, and they give Skotch a sharp look when he ducks in. It lingers, that look. He’s not one of them and he’s not welcome. Fischer and the squirrel give them the nod, and the end result of all of that exchange is that there are far more eyes on Skotch than he’s happy with.

And then there’s Meece, and at least two-fifths of a chemistry set already set up. Some purpose-made Gehirner glassware, some small human stuff, and a few pieces cobbled together from found materials by cunning Mauler artificers. A miniature centrifuge whirs away, spinning its iotas of material.

Meece is wearing that garment he had on before, that was mostly a cape then, but which he’s buttoned up his front, fastened at his wrists and ankles, so that it’s become overalls, the tiniest item of protective gear in the world. Or it would be, save for that even smaller pair of goggles, bulbous and insectoid about his narrow wedge of a head. The regard he gives Skotch is alien, impenetrable. Two wary raccoons bend and bulge in silhouette across the curved lenses as Skotch approaches.

“Herr Doktor Meece,” says Fischer from behind. “This here is Herr Bandit from Uzco, come just to talk to Herr Doktor. Herr Doktor’s safety remains guaranteed and nobody forces anyone to do anything, isn’t that right?” Goggling gaze turned to Skotch.

“Sure, talk,” he agrees. “All friends here. All just trying to make ends meet around the edge of the system.”

Meece’s alien regard doesn’t waver. The mouse is frozen in the midst of his profession, as though no amount of verbal reassurance would stand in the way if Skotch went for him. The perennial prey species, always ready to flee. “You almost had me,” he says. “At the eating house.” Not the most auspicious start to the conversation.

“I saved your guts at Ferdinand’s.” Skotch, attempting to establish credentials he doesn’t quite possess. “That stoat—”

Meece flinches, just at the word, just at the thought. And mice don’t live long but, out on the farm, those brief lives are eked out in the shadow of enforcer Gehirner like Szerky. “Herr Raccoon,” he says, “you’re persistent.” His voice is, of course, high, thin. A mouse voice, but very exact in its diction. The words formed at least partly by lips and tongue, like Skotch’s are. Herps like Fischer or Benson are often sloppy speakers, and birds are too good at it—most of them capable of a far wider range of sounds than the stripped-down language of ’Sprech really requires. It’s the mammal Strains who speak like humans intended; like humans themselves do.

“Herr Doktor,” Skotch says respectfully. His fingers pluck at the cuffs of fur about his wrists. He should go into his spiel now, explain why Meece is going to be so much better off with Uzco than with any of the others snapping at the mouse’s tail. Shouldn’t even be a hard sell given players like Szerky and Murnau. But Skotch has a nut to crack, and it’s not just getting Meece to cooperate. It’s getting to the heart of the poisonous riddle the little squeaker represents. So instead he asks, “What even is all this?”

The mouse makes a sound so high even Skotch’s ears can only just sieve it from the air. A snicker. Not a happy laugh. A lot of despair in it, for a mouse who’s only had three years at most to accumulate bad karma. “You don’t even know,” he says. “Here you are, come to lay hands on me, and you don’t even know.” That faint thread of rural accent to him, like Szerky. Skotch knows that, for humans, rustic means unsophisticated. To an animal it means just the opposite. The Farm Projects are great eco-machines designed to turn out food with the minimum of physical and chemical footprint. They run a tight ship there. Not yokels but scientists and aristocrats. And peasant labour whose lives are worth precisely one maus each.

“I mean, I know you’re brewing up something fierce.” Skotch jabs his snout at the glassware. “Something that meant you had to go on the lam from the Projects.”

The mouse bares his teeth—bares them further, anyway, because for a mouse they’re always partly on show. “As if I’d need a reason,” he says, “to get out.”

“And you don’t want to go back, right. I get that.” And, again, a perfect point to fight in Uzco’s corner, but that nut is still there in his mind, defiantly unopened. “Do they know what you’re up to?” A nod at the drinking guards, at Fischer and the red. “They going to wake up one morning wondering why the air tastes of almonds or something?”

“This is what they are saying about me,” Meece remarks—to himself, to some invisible but judging audience of scientific posterity. “I, who seek only to bring an equality across our kind, to all Gehirner. To bring us and our creators more to a level.”

The great leveller. It’s a phrase and Skotch knows what it means. But it’s exactly the sort of rhetoric Skotch can see working on the Maulers. Just vague enough to sound like freedom until it turns out you’re talking about murder. “That’s what that is, huh? You brewing up the ol’ freedom juice there? Gonna put it in the human water supply, make sure they can taste the equality?”

He’s watching for the guilt, or maybe it’s the triumph of it. Seeing which way the little squeaker will jump, to tell him how close to the mark he is. Skotch never knew either rat or mouse that could really clamp down on the thousand little tells of an agitated animal. He never met Meece before, though. There’s barely a twitch of whisker, giving Fischer a run in the cold-blooded stakes. And it’s to the toad he looks, saying, “I do not wish to speak to Herr Raccoon any further. I have work to do.”

“Herr Bandit has used up his opportunities,” Fischer announces. “Come now, Herr Bandit. It is time for your exit.”

Which, from a frog with a gun, sounds particularly threatening, and Skotch shrugs off his four-fingered grip.

“Meece,” he says, “this place won’t be safe for you.” At last, and very belatedly, deciding to do what Benson actually paid him for. “There’s more than just the stoat on your trail. I can’t promise Uzco are only thinking of your best interests, but they’re not sending killers after you.” Yet. “They can keep you safer than these clowns can.”

The red squirrel practically puts the end of his popgun into Skotch’s ear, hissing furiously and lashing his tail like a tiny lion.

“Herr Bandit should leave now,” Fisher says. “Or it may be his safety that cannot be guaranteed.”

“Seriously, Doctor,” Skotch insists, even as the toad gets hold of him. “How long do you think they can shield you here?”

The weird, inorganic stare of the bulging lenses bores into and around him. “How long do you think I have?” Meece asks softly. “How long do you think I need?” One little clawed hand caresses the centrifuge, now spun down to stillness. “The work is all.”

Skotch’s blood is running colder than any amphibian’s right then. He is desperately glad he can’t see the mouse’s eyes because they’re surely bulging, pregnant with madness. Fischer hauls at him, pulling the fur of his arm painfully where those blunt fingers are clasped. Punchy the squirrel is hissing and snarling like he’s auditioning for the role of the tiger in some cheap drama, visibly willing the raccoon to cross the line. And Skotch has blown his chance to get Meece to come peaceably, for sure. But he’s absolutely established that Meece is about some terrible piece of business. That all those questions he was asking, maybe he actually doesn’t want to find out the answers. In case it means that what comes later is in some way his fault.

Fischer and Would-be-Tiger get him most of the way from the chamber before he decides he needs to make one last appeal, one desperate call to a conscience they probably couldn’t fit into a mouse’s tiny skull during the engineering process. He turns, twisting in the toad’s grip. The pair of them are focusing on him, Meece is looking at the readout of the centrifuge, the various other Maulers devoted to their particular pastimes. Only Skotch sees.

He breaks away from his escort, knocks the squirrel backwards with a flailing foot. Just enough purchase to get him scrabbling back across the organocrete floor towards Meece.

The mouse hears, reacts as fast as prey. Leaps up onto the centrifuge, ready to kick off and away. Flee! The constant companion thought of anything whose ancestors were on the menu for half of creation. So when Tybelle descends, slunk in from some high gap in the chamber, she doesn’t pin the mouse between her front paws, just knocks him and all his science gear sideways.

There is a frozen moment, every single Gehirner there just staring at the cat. The meanest thing in the room, and simultaneously the fastest and most graceful. The art class, the drinkers, the literato, all goggling at her. Tybelle’s face is a study in feline anticipation, eyes wide, the corners of her mouth pulled back to show all that carnivore cutlery.

She flicks a claw against the bell on her collar. It sounds a pure, clear note. And it’s on.

The Maulers, secure here in their den, are off balance but come back swinging as best they can. The boozers are fumbling for their popguns, knocking over the stack and scattering the weapons across the smooth ’crete of the floor. Punchy the squirrel has his up and starts shooting before it’s anywhere near pointing at Tybelle, because his Strain are notoriously jumpy when their adrenaline gets pumping. Fischer, ectothermic, cooler on the trigger, is lining up his shot. Skotch goes wide, because going straight for Tybelle or Meece, aside from any other considerations, will get him shot.

His calculations are complicated by Tybelle not sitting still. The direct lines between her and any given gun barrels are a spider’s web of possibilities covering half the chamber. Several of them pass through Skotch no matter where he goes and a few probably go through Meece too. Most likely Tybelle would be a bit disappointed if Meece got himself shot but would take the credit with her employers anyway.

She goes for Punchy first, a single pounce from where she is to where he is, so swift it barely seems she passes through the intervening space. She is the single largest creature in the chamber after Skotch, yet even rodent reflexes are barely a match for her. Skotch, nimble as raccoons are, feels himself lumber, scrabbling to change direction.

He hears a high, harsh yap and Punchy goes past him like a bullet, twisted at an awkward angle, trailing blood. Tybelle goes halfway after him, the cat chasing the moving object, but it’s only a fake-out to draw Fischer’s aim. Skotch has a moment when the toad’s popgun is pointed right at him, right between the eyes, and he’s convinced he’s about to die. Herr Fischer has trigger discipline, though, and is midway through dragging the gun back when Tybelle reaches him.

He tries a jump, but he’s more a creeping-about sort of frog than a leaping one. She bats him back and forth, one-two-three, very quick, rattling his brains round in his skull, then turns to the drinkers, still with that murder-grin, her slit pupils gone wide with excitement.

You don’t kill cats. Not owned ones with a collar and a human master. That’s Rule One. But the Maulers are anarchists and even that primary rule doesn’t bind them like it does most Gehirner. They start shooting with a clack of springs and air reservoirs and the bullets ricochet about the chamber as Tybelle walks in between them.

By that time, Skotch has got to Meece. The mouse is picking himself up, goggles askew. Skotch spends a fraction of a second canvassing the exits and then just grabs the mouse and goes for the nearest one while Tybelle makes trouble for the Maulers. Meece fights him; bites him, the little bastard. Skotch is trying to get over the concept that he’s on Meece’s side and that he’s trying to help, at least one of which is true. He’s in full action mode, though, and that little effort it takes for any Gehirner to actually talk, is muscled out by the other demands on his neurology.

He hears Tybelle make a sound behind him. Not pain. Not the sound of a shot cat. A pleased sound. Her prey is going to be entertaining today, and there’s nothing she likes more.

He bursts out of the chamber, which very nearly translates into vaulting into open space twenty floors up. A flailing hand and foot catch the green cladding of the building and then he’s scurrying down as best he can. Meece is still squirming and he manages to find some words. “Going to let you go. Stick with me. She’ll be right on us.”

He lets go of Meece, and the mouse does not stick with him, instead going off at a tangent along the wall of the building, leaping from branch to branch. Skotch swears and follows, and at least he’s got the hands and feet for climbing, a miniature bear that parallel evolution has sent halfway towards becoming a monkey. The mouse flees ahead, and only the flash of his protective overalls lets Skotch keep eyes on him.

There’s a platform ahead. Not a part of the original building, but bolted on by the Maulers or the parrots. Spattered with droppings, rickety as all hell. Meece zips out onto it, that straight line dash mice can do that makes them look fired from a gun. Scrabbles, stares back at Skotch for a fractured second through bulbous lenses. Doesn’t see the shadow.

“Move!” Skotch yells. Meece does. Rodent decision trees: Run first, ask why later.

Tybelle comes down on the platform less gracefully than she might. A big cat, and she jumped from two storeys up. Just enough time to get her feet under her, to let the hollow made by limbs and belly slow her a little. The platform gives dangerously. For a moment she’s hissing, back arched and tail bristling. It holds, though, and Meece has dropped. Now he’s descending, when it’s almost too late.

Skotch sees what he’s going to have to do, understands it’s a terrible idea, but he’s down to butchered seconds to make decisions, and his engineered brain architecture is folding under too many demands. A million years of instinct are shrieking at him. The cat is a predator, but raccoons fight and even kill cats in the wild. Not even for food; ask Skotch why and he’d not be able to tell you. Two species in the same niche and morphospace, too close, too smart, too aware of one another, who knows? A raccoon versus a cat, pre-Gehirner, is a good match, advantage raccoon if anything.

The cats cheat. Or rather the amateur gene-hackers who created them couldn’t leave well enough alone. Tybelle packs more muscle into a cat-sized package than her ancestors, and her reflexes are faster-firing. She’s smart as they could make her, too, engineered brain processing options and the elegant telemetry of brawling quicker than Skotch.

Still, she’s focused on Meece, bunched to go after him, and so he at least connects, claws for her face, her eyes, anything for an early advantage.

For a moment he has her, hands at her throat, hooked to her collar. It’ll come free before he can strangle her with it, but until it does it means he has her located in his head, letting him bite and kick and drive his sharp nails in. Then she twists in his grip and her teeth worry along his arm, bloodying the fur. One hind foot rakes down his belly, a sharp line of pain from the single claw that digs in. He hisses and tries to hold on. For that instant they’re eye to eye. He’s no expert on cat body language but she looks like she’s enjoying the challenge.

Her whole spine twists, flexible as a snake’s. His feet are abruptly not under him where he wants them, but mostly clutching at air. He’s on his back, and she has her teeth in him, her foreclaws, as her feet kick and rake, driving the air from him. He tries to bite back, gets mostly fur.

A couple of Maulers turn up then. A rat and the gray squirrel who was part of his escort. They’ve got spikers and rush in to jab them through Tybelle, or possibly Skotch. That makes them just enough threat that the cat writhes off him. One idle flick of her paw sends the rat off the sagging platform entirely. Gray discharges his spiker; the flash of its little bolt glitters out into the air as it flies wide. Tybelle’s murder-grin widens.

Skotch drops. The flash of Meece’s overalls comes from below and he lets himself descend as fast as is safe, knowing the cat will be coming right after. The moment’s grace the two Maulers have given him lets him work out precisely how screwed he is, because what’s he going to do, exactly? Not just right here and now with Tybelle breathing cat-breath down the back of his neck, but overall. If he gets Meece out of the Alley, does he hand the squeaker over to Benson at Uzco Towers and call it a job well done? Does he want Benson to have whatever the hell the mouse is cooking up? More than Mother Murnau or the Maulers, maybe, but still not actually that much.

Or does he get his own hands on Meece and wring the rodent’s neck? Stick a single maus of gelt on the tally and report that kind of success. Strangle whatever it is that’s brewing in the mouse’s brain and hope he didn’t leave cogent enough notes for someone to take up the great work? From everything he’s seen, that seems like the sensible raccoon’s choice.

Skotch plays the hard freelancer. Not like anyone’s handing out bonuses for being nice in this world. And sure, there’s blood on his hands, but less than you’d think and only in self-defence. And maybe stopping one mouse from poison-gassing a city block might count as self-defence if it’s a block you could be in when the capsule bursts, but that’s not an eventuality close enough to trigger Skotch’s fight-or-flight response. If he’s going to solve the mouse problem he needs a humane solution.

Which leaves only one option: Where the hell can the mouse go, where someone isn’t just going to track him down? You’d think hiding a mouse in this city would be easy, but every part of the Gehirner world has some animal’s beady eyes on it.

With these ideas jangling about in his skull, he scrabbles down towards Meece. Above, Tybelle finishes playing with the Maulers and drops towards him.

Meece hits ground level, mostly by bouncing off branches, because at his mass-to-surface-area ratio you can survive a lot of fall that would inconvenience something as big as a raccoon. Down on street level he dodges away from human feet, then from a cyclist knifing past like a swift discontinuity in the fabric of the world.

“Meece!” Skotch calls. “I can help you!”

The mouse looks up. Sees Skotch. Sees what’s coming past Skotch. Bolts out into the human traffic, dodging their ponderous, crushing footfalls. And a mouse can maybe just get away with that. A couple of humans see his fleet scurry and jerk aside, there’s a cry of shock. Rule One teeters, but humans do know about the Gehirner. And so seeing a mouse out in the open has become not a vermin problem but a gauche pulling back of the curtain on the city’s infrastructure. Maybe there will be complaining messages to the civic centre.

A whole-ass raccoon barrelling through that human traffic is more than Rule One would bear, though. Skotch can’t follow across the road at ground level, but the Maulers have strung lines between buildings at two storeys up. Skotch goes across one, hand over hand over foot. Meant for squirrels so it sags a bit, but the anarchist architectural subcommittee was obviously organised enough to make something that can take his weight. Halfway across he feels the line move to a different drummer. Looking back past his own belly he sees Tybelle walking along it, impossibly poised, like a special effect in a human movie. His own suddenly hurried progress jerks and twangs the line and she adjusts effortlessly, tail high to show him just how much fun she’s having.

He drops down on the far side of the street, catching himself on the foliage of the wall, then to the ground. Just about right on Meece’s tail because the mouse has been playing dodge with human footfalls all the way over. “Go!” he shouts needlessly: The mouse is already going. Skotch is almost straddling him, Meece darting between his feet, under his belly. Behind them, Tybelle drops soundlessly to the ground and takes up the chase.

She’s right on his tail. Literally, the swipe of her claws leaving some dark and light hairs behind as she pounces. The scrabble of her as she turns the lunge into more forwards momentum. He can hear Meece’s shrill wheeze for breath, and maybe the mouse has ten million years of being prey to prod him forwards, but he’s also a mouse towards the end of his lifespan who’s lived as sedentary scientist for most of it.

The sky darkens over them. At first Skotch thinks it’s just his own vision because he’s pushing his own boundaries too. It’s not, though. It’s the locals, come to see what’s going on.

The parrots descend in a wheeling, cackling mob. Clawed feet snatch and rake at Skotch’s ears and back. A thunder of bright wings batter the air back and forth. Dozens of parrot throats give rise to a ghastly mutant gabble that runs the whole spectrum from comprehensible Tiersprech to just shrieks and whistles.

For a moment he’s sure they’re going for him, but instead it’s Tybelle they mob. They know a predator on their patch when they see one, and numbers make them bold. She hisses, yowls, leaps up to bat a couple from the air. The rest evade, circle, return like flies to meat. The brighter ones drop stones and bits of wood on her, or try to bullseye her with their shit. And Skotch would very much like to sit back and watch this enjoyable turnabout but instead he’s pelting along with Meece under his chin. And probably the mouse doesn’t trust him, but adversity has made them bedfellows and that apparently counts for something because, when Skotch has a moment to stop and breathe, Meece does in fact stop and breathe right alongside him. Although he’s so plainly in need of breath that perhaps he’s just out of flight, and there was never much fight in him to start with. Skotch is in the shadow of a great outgrowth of ivy the local street crews should have cut back a long time ago. Meece is in the shadow of Skotch. There is an awkward détente, the mouse still poised in case flight turns out to be the right option after all.

“Listen,” Skotch says. Gets it all out as fast as he can. The betrayal of a confidence, the revelation of a personal secret that he could have done with keeping under wraps. But right now it’s all he can think of. Meece watches him, wide eyes behind grotesque goggles.



Tybelle comes stalking round the corner a little later, after she’s dodged the parrot mob. Perhaps after she’s taken a moment to clean herself off, given their filthier habits. Staring down at the exhausted Skotch through narrow eyes.

“You’re short a mouse, Herr Washbear.”

Skotch makes a big show of searching his super, shrugs, spreads empty hands. “Tricky little squeakers, you know how they are.”

Tybelle steps closer, dainty as a water strider dancing on a pond. There’s blood on her paws and she licks at it thoughtfully. Parrot blood, Mauler blood, maybe a bit of Skotch’s own. None of hers. Nobody’s come close to breaking Rule One on her account today, though not for want of trying.

“We’re throwing down now, you and me?” Skotch doesn’t feel like he has much to give, in the fighting stakes. Bruised and battered, a little cut up, wiped out by too much running around. A raccoon no longer in the bloom of youth. Three years old, and not likely to see four.

“You amuse me, Herr Washbear,” Tybelle says. She’s craning around a little, sniffing, trying to work out if Meece is still in Skotch’s shadow. He isn’t, though. He’s still running, and maybe he’s following Skotch’s plan, and maybe not.

“Raccoons, nature’s lovable clowns,” Skotch says, and braces for her to come at him.

She doesn’t, just sits there and regards him. It’s the most damnable thing about cats, honestly. Now they’re smart and augmented enough to beat a raccoon one-on-one, and they know it, they enjoy it. They fight and kill dogs, too—Sly’s lost a few of his pack to them. Those ailurophile genehackers didn’t know what a curse they were unleashing onto the Gehirner world, honestly. But because they enjoy it, sometimes that means they don’t just go ahead and murder you. If they feel that you’ve still got some fun in you for the future.

“Until next time, Herr Washbear,” she says, and he feels a wretched flood of relief pour through him. “Or until Mother Murnau gives me more explicit orders, concerning your fate. I’ll be watching you. I’ll be your shadow. When you lead me to the mouse next time, we’ll finish our dance.”

Szerky, he can understand. The stoatweasel is just like a hyper-carnivorous version of him, really. Part of the system, working for a living, even if she clearly enjoys that her work involves hunting and killing prey animals. Tybelle is like an alien monster, though. She has a food bowl and a human home to go back to. She’s out here killing Gehirner because it’s her hobby.

“Until next time, Tibbles,” he agrees. He’d hoped the nickname would annoy her but her tail crooks in amusement, and then she’s gone, leaping away into the green.

Skotch sags back. There will, he has no doubt, be a next time.
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THE BARON OF WASTE SECTOR THREE



Skotch should probably go home, catch some shut-eye. He’s been pushing himself too hard. Gehirner engineering bestows a bit more of an energy reservoir than a natural beast might have, efficient fat reserves and a little anaerobic boost, but that just means that when the Tired hits, it really bites. But the last raccoon who closed his eyes down in Unterroot 93 woke up dead, and that’s not a precedent Skotch feels like following. Honestly, what he really should be doing is checking in on Ikelos the tortoise in the nook above, given everything. Seeing if that Do Not Disturb sign on his shell has been disturbed. But maybe not the best idea to parade his big raccoon body around those parts just yet, in case it draws too much attention.

Instead, it’s Rootspace Central 38 he pitches up at, drops some buttons for a little nutshell of coffee with an extra shot. Iggy’s obviously struggling right now. Mistakes Skotch for three different raccoons while he’s serving, two of whom exist only in Iggy’s Plangent-deprived imagination. When he talks, his barista’s patter is made up of clippings from the last two years, events that happened, some that didn’t, the names of the dead. His rat eyes are wide and desperate. The Gehirner behind them knows he’s screwed, can’t source new Plangent, because freelancers always pay through the nose for it. Going dumb.

His chatter makes Skotch bleakly depressed. Yes, all very There but for the grace of Jeff go I. But the point of Jeff, of Jeffism, is that you can have anything in the world, but things only happen through your own efforts, and if things don’t work out for you, you obviously didn’t try hard enough. It’s not a particularly philanthropic—or philzoologic—creed. Some other animal is failing, that’s not your problem, Jack.

Skotch slides the buttons over, wondering if Iggy can even count them right now. Most animals come hardwired with numbers up to three, but that’s not exactly a good basis for an expansive economy. He wonders just how screwed up the geneware engineers were, when they decided to wire empathy into their creations. Or maybe they never did. Maybe, you make a thing that comes with two whole sets of instructions, the animal side that knows survival and maybe kin; the human side that knows a whole other set of priorities which may or may not fit with those. You mash those things together and somehow empathy is one of the things that comes out of the mix. In the wild, Skotch might meet another raccoon and understand, from how it stood, from its smell, from the sheen of its fur, how it was doing. What it was feeling, thinking. To the extent that feeling and thinking is a thing unaugmented raccoons do. Skotch the Gehirner can look at most of his fellow triumphs of engineering and get a sense, inside his head, of what it’s like to be them. An idea of what they want, how they’ll act, what they think of him. A complex social network that maybe parrots and pigeons and rats came better wired for, but that they shoved into raccoon-ware 3.1 anyway, and somehow it took.

Iggy’s pain, even unspoken, even just sitting behind the rat’s mad eyes, becomes Skotch’s pain. Like a hook in him. Hating himself, feeling keenly the offence to divine Jeff’s self-improving creed, he slides an ampoule over to Iggy with the buttons. It’s one he got from Benson and it’s looking less and less likely he’s really earning that advance, given his misgivings. Why not share the love?

Iggy twitches, a whole body convulsion like only rodents are capable of. He almost fumbles the ampoule, almost snaps the end off and squeezes it onto the floor. Then he’s necking it—no eyedrops for the rat Strains. It’ll take a while before it kicks in, and anyway Skotch wouldn’t know what to do with either thanks or lack of thanks. He takes his coffee and drags his feet over to Uwe’s tech booth.

“Need a news digest,” he tells the pigeon. A little haggling, but it’s not exactly a premium service. “Need mouse news,” he says. While Skotch gets to rest his feet and drink his coffee, the cyborg bird trawls Neuwien-Grunstadt’s informal channels and grapevines for anything involving a mouse, the farms, a handful of other useful search terms. Most of it is dross. Skotch filters through it on one of Uwe’s screens, deleting left and right. Always plenty of farm news and most of it entirely aboveboard. A big part of the whole green city project, after all. The big challenge: keeping that many human people fed in a way that’s both efficient and doesn’t cost the Earth. The rural projects, gated and fenced and run with military precision, are the heart of the new low-impact lifestyle. Because there are a lot of humans, and it’s the lazy man’s utopia that rests on a convenient mass die-off of the population. Instead, there are the farms, where the old mass-injections of ’cides and steroids and antibiotics that had the old agriculture poisoning the world have been replaced by an intricate network of biological controls. Not killing everything off but inviting everything in. A tailored virus or fungus or parasitic wasp for every occasion. And, industriously making sure it all runs smooth, the mice.

So naturally there’s just regular farm news, and he works out how to filter that out. Beyond that, though, a subtle little spiderweb of rodent-related threads has expanded out through the city. Lots of little backroom chats, message boards, anonymous notes. The animals in the marginalia of human communications, all of them asking, Have you seen this mouse? He can see the little fingerprints of the Rattenkönige there, and Uzco’s rather blunter attempts to squeeze usable data from the city. Nothing direct from the farms, but half the loose queries out there are probably freelancers like him but with farm buttons in their supers. And others he can’t immediately identify. Definitely a big current in the rat-heavy sectors. Word of mouth passed on through Jeffist cells and working rodents’ associations. Even the Kit Kat cults, he sees grimly. The rodents who’ve made a fetishistic religion of worshipping cats like the pyramids never went out of fashion. Doubtless Tybelle’s own coterie of toxoplasmosis-ridden votaries are even now trying to track down where Meece went when he left Skotch’s shadow back on Madparrot Alley.

Nobody’s mentioning Meece by name. Nobody’s publicly joining the dots: rogue mouse, Farm Projects, chemistry doctorate, potential anarchist-backed terrorism … But it’s there for those who know. Lots of threads and they all lead to the same place.

All of which boils down to one strand of good news. If they’re all still looking then nobody’s found him yet. Skotch is still ahead of the game.

As to what might happen, the mouse in his clutches and nobody else breathing down his neck, that’s a problem for tomorrow’s Skotch.

“All good, Skotch?” comes the fuzzy voice from Uwe’s speakers, because the rub of his raccoon hands has gone from anxious to eager. Always good to find that everyone else is as stumped as you. Then Uwe goes still, and Skotch turns to see Old Tekki the ratsnake peering into the tech-booth. And raccoons would count as a very big prey item for a non-venomous snake of Tekki’s size, but the old reptile has laid out plenty of mausgelt in his time. If he wants to take Skotch on then he’ll do it, though probably not by announcing himself politely like this.

“There is a dog.” The vocal generation of a snake is all the way down its belly, in Gehirner. Honestly they had to do a lot of messing about to make it work. Tekki speaks very clearly and politely and the voice comes mostly from about halfway down him, like Skotch is being addressed by his lunch. “A dog has presented itself.” Tekki doesn’t like dogs—well, most Gehirner don’t like dogs, but a lot of dog breeds will attack snakes on sight.

Something clicks in Skotch’s head, a late connection that suggests he needs to re-dose on Plangent himself. Of course there’s a dog. Sly’s dog. The old fox wants to see him.

True enough, it’s one of the most diminutive of Sly’s pack, with a message in the capsule on its collar. Still need to speak, V. important. The words printed in a mangle of Furze and Anglot because Sly’s speech-to-text is glitchy. How’s your credit with the Baron? She knows M.

Old Tekki is still glowering at him and the dog, as though Skotch is lowering the tone of the neighbourhood. He scratches the dog behind the ears. He needs to see Sly, but apparently first he needs to see the Baron. It’s been a while. He hopes she still remembers him fondly. Visitors that she finds objectionable have a habit of ending up sleeping with the fishes.

He scrawls an affirmative reply and replaces it in the little screw-up canister. Its job done, the dog bolts. They don’t much like being on dedicated Gehirner turf, Sly’s pack. Skotch turns. Old Tekki, barely mollified, turns. The pair of them freeze. Utterly motionless. Still life with snake and raccoon.

Szerky is there. He didn’t smell her, and mustelids are traditionally a smelly lot. She’s had her scent glands doctored, he guesses. Not a whiff of her to tip off prey when she’s on the hunt. The heady musk of dangerous, beautiful predator she was exuding at their first meeting is absent, and just as well. There’s enough blundering about in Skotch’s skull that he doesn’t need the complications.

He froze because he’s seen Szerky in action, and she’s got another one of those bee guns hanging off a strap, weird enough that half the city Gehirner probably don’t even make it as a weapon. Old Tekki’s probably frozen from ancestral mongoose memories, or maybe just because yesterday’s predator recognises today’s update. When it’s plain the stoatweasel is watching Skotch, the old snake slithers away double time, probably to crawl into a bottle of the hard stuff and not come back out for a week.

Szerky isn’t really built to swagger. She’s a mammal carnivore that parallel evolution tried to turn into a serpent so she could go after little squeakers like Meece on their home turf. Right now she’s looking at Skotch as though she’s ready to expand her ecological niche to larger prey. Only, you know, not in a mean way. Acknowledging you as an interestingly challenging prey item is probably high praise in her world view. Probably as close as she comes to really acknowledging most other animals outside the Country Club.

She’s abruptly far closer than she was an eyeblink ago, that effortless, oily grace. Very different from the poised balance of Tybelle, which is backed with the force and mass of a particularly beefy augmented cat. Szerky is like the tenth muse, celebrating elegant murder. Tybelle would make a mess of her, but the killer cat would have to catch her first. And Tybelle, for all her engineering and casual attitude to murder, is a talented amateur. Skotch has heard that the stoatweasels of the Farm Projects are mad for fighting, duel each other every day, hold hunts. Release dangerous engineered animals, even captured city Gehirner. Lives spent honing their skills until they can dodge bullets and walk through the rain without getting wet. And probably that’s all a cultivated exaggeration coming out from the Country Clubs, but he doesn’t want to try her.

“Herr Skotch,” she says softly, and his fur bristles at her tone, her teeth, her proximity. “You smell of mouse.”

“I was just about to wash,” he says. A bit of a joke, on the local nickname for his Strain. She isn’t laughing.

“Do I take it that your having returned to your old haunts means you are off the case, Herr Skotch? Say it’s not so.” Twisting her mobile neck to look at him coyly. Fluttering eyelashes are neither something her Strain can do, nor something that would mean anything within the overlap of their body languages’ Venn diagram. That’s the impression, though.

“Do I take it that your having returned to my old haunts means you’ve lost the trail, Fraulein Szerky?” he asks her. “Poor country girl got herself lost in the big city?”

He waits for the insult to land but it misses her, as so many attempts at injury doubtless have in the past. Her look of devilment only increases.

“I confess, Herr Skotch, that you are not the lumpen oaf I took you for. You have a certain skill set that doesn’t come from your engineering.”

High praise, really. You’ve made something of yourself. The Divine Jeff, smiling down from His notional cloud, congratulating you for finding a way beyond your inbuilt limitations. And it’s easy to think about her Strain as no more than killers, and the farms as prison camps, but that’s where the cutting edge of the science is. Forget the rural accents, they’re sharp as tacks out there. Hence why Meece’s game, whatever it is, is such a problem.

Skotch had been about to make some serious inroads into finding out just what that game was, but he doesn’t want to do that with Szerky looking over his shoulder, or maybe under his armpit given their difference in sizes. Which means it’s time to follow up Sly’s lead, because if his path takes him down to the Baron’s domain then Szerky will find that fortress more than ready to hold her off. Clannish lot, down there. Skotch is only lucky that—as with so many of his contacts—he was of service to them a year back, and he’s hopefully still in the good books.

“Yeah, well,” he says to Szerky, preparatory to going, “I’m for hire, once this job’s done. You and your Country Club pals are more than welcome to come press buttons into my hand.”

“What about before this job is done?” she asks. Her hand, lifted, pricking the longest hairs of his coat, arrests his turn.

“You care to clarify?” he says carefully, retreating from Uwe’s booth and lowering his voice in the probably vain hope the cyborg pigeon won’t overhear.

“Herr Skotch, whatever they’re paying you, I’m sure they’re not recognising your true worth. Not mausgelt worth. You, the skilled investigator. How lucky that my employers at the Clubs have deep pockets.”

“That so?” he asks, as neutrally as he can, what with the instinct overload of her being within snap of his throat and the whole cross-species appeal of all that boneless elegance.

“I bet they just scattered a few tabs of Plangent and a fistful of buttons in front of you, and expected you to put the collar right back on,” Szerky says.

“You’re not far wrong,” he admits.

“How long have you got, Skotch? Eighteen months, two years, three tops. It’s six to eight years for your Strain, isn’t it, before the engineering and the neurology fail.”

“If you’re offering to cut my suffering short, Fraulein, I’m happy to let nature take its course,” he says, and she finds the sentiment funnier than he’d meant it.

“Bring Meece to us, or bring us his corpse, and you need never get dumb again. My people have deep pockets. We can afford to keep a raccoon in deep thoughts for the rest of his natural life. It wouldn’t even put a dent in the Projects’ operating budget. Our surplus stocks are the stuff of dreams, Herr Skotch. You’d not believe how much we have just … lying around.”

“My whole life, huh?”

She tilts her sharp snout, giving him an exasperated look. “Natural life, Herr Skotch. We don’t need to, if you’ll forgive the pun, weasel with our words. No sudden and unexpected end for Herr Skotch after his faithful service. We pay for value received.”

“Well, that is a profoundly generous and unexpected offer,” he admits.

“Even so.” And she gathers herself to slide away from him, considering it a done deal.

Residual honesty—and maybe he doesn’t like her looking so self-satisfied—has him adding, “Only a shame that old Benson got to me first, Fraulein. I’m just a simple service Gehirner at heart. I can’t carry that many jobs in my head at once.”

She stops still for just a second, as though she can’t quite believe where he’s taking this. “Uzco?” she asks acidly. “Really?”

He lets his stance—which had become a bit puffed-up and tall-standing with the threat of her—sag into What you gonna do? “I know,” he confirms. “But I did say.” And he’s as mendacious as any stoat right now because he was halfway to throwing Uzco out of bed, given he trusts them almost as little as he trusts her. But some glitchy part of his neural architecture understands loyalty even if he’s freelance now. Screw over Benson for his own conscience? Sure. Do it for this tempting piece of murder? Not so much.

“Herr Skotch, Uzco will come and go. They’re foreigners, short on friends, intruders into our little ecosystem here in Neuwien,” she tells him. “Maybe they’ll be gone even before your own time is up. And certainly, if you planned to find a little raccoon hausfrau and raise some kits, then those kits will more than likely grow up in a city where the logo on Das Uzcogebäude has changed, but the Country Clubs are well and truly still in control of the food. Do you understand me, Herr Skotch? We will persist, and you and yours will always be in our shadow.”

“Ah, now this I do know what to do with,” he tells her, mumming relief. “You see, when it was all sweet nothings you had me confused. But we’re back to threats now. Play to your strengths. I get that. Threats against kids I don’t even know I’m going to have. That’s class.”

Her look is steely. “You and yours, Herr Skotch. That old shellback aside, nobody of your acquaintance wants us as an enemy.”

“Fraulein, I would live my whole life with no enemies except fleas and intestinal parasites, and probably I could even come to an accommodation with them. But life’s not like that. I’m just some poor freelancer making a living. You decide that makes me your enemy then I reckon it brings you down to the mud and doesn’t much alter my chances. If you’ll excuse me.”

He has no hat to doff. He just shuffles off, every hair of his pelt prickling as he braces for the strike. She doesn’t go for him—too public, maybe—but there’s a reckoning in the cold gaze he feels on him. She doesn’t tail him, either. Or at least, if she does, he doesn’t mark her. Not by sight or sound, and of course there’s no scent.

He has to hope that his next port of call still has appropriate security. Before rendezvousing with Sly, he’s off to see the Baron of Waste Sector Three.



A city full of humans uses a lot of water; a city full of humans and Gehirner a lot more. Clean water. Clean enough that the delicate intestines of humans can process it without getting sick. Clean enough that the Gehirner—otherwise a bit more robust—can drink it without something messing up their engineered neurology. During peak global industrialisation, water was in the top three causes of wars. Water processing was an enormous energy sink, and as more people fled for the cities, the load grew until systems broke. Epidemics, water-borne plagues, filth-dwelling bacteria cleaning up, so to speak.

Part of what gives the green cities such a negligible environmental footprint includes bio-efficient means to process and clean water. Not exactly glamorous. Not the poster child for the future. But absolutely essential. That and keeping the lights on are every green city’s top priorities and, frankly, fewer people catch cholera if the bulbs flicker.

The earliest green cities used engineered reedbeds, an updated model of old, old tech. The drawback being that the reedbeds themselves used up disproportionate space because the reeds needed access to sunlight. Space that the cities also needed for agriculture and living space and recreational parks and … all the different competing drives that the initiative is still trying to juggle. Plus the smell. Human civilization is nothing if not an attempt to get away from reminders of what life is all about. So it is that later projects like Neuwien have next-gen sewage works that nobody needs to look at. All underground, buried in the dark but still doing the reeds’ work.

The water falling down from the city above—the used water, from washing, from cleaning, from commercial and automated processes, and that vast amount of bodily waste that living things must constantly rid themselves of—that water passes down into the unlit, dank domains that are the Waste Sectors. Instead of green reedbeds and tales from the riverbank, it’s fungus, now. A sieve of busy mycelial hyphae, just desperately hungry for all the nasty stuff that humans put into the system. Foul water in, clean water out, happy hyphae, and the whole grand cistern system overseen by a special class of Gehirner. For when someone has to get into the water and sort things out.

Skotch descends into the underworld to the sound of funnelling water and the smell of organic waste. At first just open walkways alongside rushing channels, the sky above boxed in by organocrete walls. Then closed tunnels, and the constant vibration of thousands of litres of water thundering all around. Like a storm, like a tide, the unending backdrop to the lives of the Wastewater Gehirner. They have a whole town here, a community of specialists only loosely connected to the rest of the city. Gasthofmund, a place most non-residents have no intention of ever visiting.

There are constant branchings and convergings, but he follows the dimly luminescent arrows on the walls because he doesn’t want trouble with the locals. Small tunnels, too—a raccoon can just squeeze through on all fours. The local Strains are larger than their originating species but still smaller than he.

He sees them every so often, staring at him in the gloom. The phosphorescence of the lights—just glowing terminals of the great fungal system they oversee—glistens wetly on damp, soft skins. Wide, bulbous eyes goggle at him. They most definitely have a look, the Wasservolk of Gasthofmund. Skotch, the outsider, is marked and kept track of as he winds his way into their domain.

Up above, the guilds jostle over service work, and the armies and gangs jostle over the guilds, a landscape of shifting alliances and contracts going from hand to hand. Here where the water goes, though, things are more stable. Because if another guild decided to move in on this turf its personnel would end up drowned. There are a handful of services like that, so intertwined with the capabilities of particular Strains that they become little fiefdoms of their own that can afford to be distant and dismissive about the wider city. The bats who have the nightside maintenance shift for the city’s rooftop wireless transmitters are a weird and cultish bunch, Skotch has heard. And the water reclamation Strains are fiercely protective of their way of life, secretive and distrustful.

And yet he has an in, as he always does. Because when there is friction—when Gasthofmund needs something from the wider city, or trouble comes to the Waste Sectors—it’s to freelancers like him that the Wasservolk come. They don’t trust guilds or corporations or Rattenkönige to act as go-betweens; that would be too much of a gap for outsiders to set their prybars in. Better to have some lone operator who knows not to ask questions.

Skotch fetches up at a gate, knowing that today he will be asking questions, and hoping his credit will bear it. He tells the newt on the other side, “I’m here to see the Baron.” The pause that follows is longer than he’d like, the amphibian just staring at him past the bars. There’s an old human saying, about the presence of newts guaranteeing clean water, and nowhere is that truer than in Neuwien-Grunstadt.

The newt itself—Skotch cannot tell amphibian genders most of the time, and they tend not to be permanent fixtures anyway—just lies on its belly in a centimetre of water as though nobody’s paying it to move. Eventually the gate opens, though, the word passed back through some means or other, and at least a qualifiedly positive response being received. Skotch ducks in, tries to get past the newt without brushing its clammy skin and mostly fails. The creature barely reacts. Cold-blooded Gehirner have a very different energy economy. Skotch has heard it saves a lot in meals. Has heard they only need Plangent once a month or less. Isn’t sure what to believe, given the way the Gasthofmund folks’ slimy lips tend to stay closed about their living arrangements.

“I’ll just … explore, shall I?” he asks it. “Just find my own way to the Baron, or…?” But then there’s an escort come to him. A pair of frogs, gazing upon him with enormous eyes. Surprised? Outraged? Probably neither, but there’s a fixity of regard you get from amphibians that’s a bit off-putting to a mammal. He’d been getting it from Fischer and he’s getting it from these worthies too. And he’ll get it from most of the Gasthofmund crowd because it’s an amphibian world down here. A handful of mostly waterproof voles, but the rest are all cold-blooded and goggle-eyed.

Skotch shivers. “Just get me to the Baron,” he invites then, knowing that neither they nor he want him down here longer than he has to be.

The Baron adopted the title back when she was going through a male phase. There’s a certain fluidity of gender built into frogs, and the Gehirner engineering only loosened it up further. She’s the biggest frog around, and receives Skotch at her workstation, a gantry overlooking a great rushing nexus of water. Part-treated, thankfully—still a bit ripe but his nose can stand it. There are a score of separate inflow pipes, each one of them bearded with a tangled mat of hyphae that the water filters through. The water runs and drips, collects, a whole tributary system in miniature, until it becomes a great funnelling whirlpool roaring down to the next stage of the process. Up on the gantry, the Baron and her froggy assistants have a whole bank of readouts confirming the gradated purity of the waters from each pipe, ready to intervene if the balance tilts the wrong way. The readouts make almost zero sense to Skotch’s eyes, displaying information not in colours or words but flickers of movement and shape, the data frog eyes respond best to. That was something he dared ask about, when he was here doing his favours for the Wasservolk community. It seemed an odd thing for the humans to provide for their faithful servants. Which was when he discovered that certain technically adept sectors of the Gehirner community weren’t just making do with what they’d been given. The displays the Baron watches over are designed for and by her people, with help from the keen rodent minds over at Ratlabs, always the frontrunners in Gehirner innovation.

She doesn’t turn to look at him. She doesn’t need to, given the wide angle of her eyes.

“Skotch,” she says. A warm, lugubrious voice, deep and rich. Resonating through the metal of the gantry, coming to him through his feet as much as his ears. Despite the rumble of the water she has no difficulty making herself heard. He has to shout in response.

“Sly said to drop by.” And how she and Sly ended up so tight he has no idea, but the pair of them have been trading favours since before Skotch hit the scene. And the Baron has run Waste Sector Three for as long as anyone can remember, from a keen little froglet to the single largest amphibian Skotch ever saw. She’s smaller than he is, but maybe not by so much. That broad mouth could swallow a rat or a squirrel whole. Frogs live a long time and, in their Gehirner incarnation, don’t stop growing. When she moves her feet to face him, he feels the whole gantry shift with her weight.

“The old fox,” she says, “put out some whiskers.” Her talk comes in gulps and gasps. He can see her puff up to give vent to each utterance. “A mouse, he says. My old friend Doctor Meece.”

Skotch gets a nasty feeling about that, because if the Baron wants Meece too, that’s a whole other problem.

“Your old friend’s been causing problems,” he says.

“So Sly tells me,” she confirms. “He finally made a break from the farms, then. That a problem, to you, Skotch?”

“Baron, that ain’t nothing to me. What’s a problem is he chose to come here. Sly reckons you’ve gotten sight of him?” Because if the Wasservolk have traced Meece to where he’s hiding, that could get awkward.

“Oh he’s in some hole I’m sure, Skotch.” The Baron lurches away from the controls abruptly, an assistant newt slithering up to take over. She heads off across a distressingly narrow bridge over the cataract. It creaks and shudders as she progresses—no hop in this frog, just a stately trudge. Skotch is decidedly leery about following her, both because he feels the architecture wasn’t built with such a weight of frog in mind, and because he’d be ever so vulnerable out in the middle of that bridge. But if the Wasservolk want to screw him over, it’s not like he isn’t already in the heart of their power.

“Sly thinks I should give you the lowdown on just what Meece is,” the Baron tells him. Crawling away from him, still watching him from both eyes, and her voice just shuddering along the bridge to him as he dares put a foot on it.

“So give it to me,” he invites her. Following one hand or foot at a time, the other three clenched tight as anchors. She’s waiting for him. She’s come out here to talk, he realises, because even here in her fiefdom she doesn’t want anyone overhearing. Not even her own people.

“This Meece, he’s known to us. Has been for a year. Long time in mice, a year.”

“Sure, sure. Regular prodigy.” He’s trying for flippant but her stare stops him. The Baron’s not up for joking right now.

“Got ahead of himself, in the farms. Broke out of their communications cordon, that they reckoned was so secure. Asking questions at first, because he saw a hundred ways the work in the Projects could be improved.”

“You taught him everything he knew, sure.”

She laughs, a liquid sound in her bulbous throat. “At first. Then he taught us, later. Came back and gave us nineteen different ways our systems here could be improved and streamlined. All that without anyone ever talking through how we do things, just working it out from first principles. How’s a mouse do that, Skotch?”

“Beats the hell out of me, Baron.” Feeling like he’s walked in on some boffin scientific conference he’s not remotely qualified for. “You ever think about taking him up on all those good ideas?”

“Skotch, we already did, every one,” the Baron told him. “Our operation here has benefitted considerably. Resource and power efficiency. We get a lot more for our Plangent and food rations these days. Savings we can bank for our own benefits, if you understand me.”

That he understands. It’s the game of every guild, to shave the edges off everything and keep the peelings for barter and pocket change. Except it sounds like it was more than peelings once Meece finished with his suggestions.

“I get it, mouse super-genius.” And that did not in any way preclude Meece as mouse super-monster. Made it more likely, if anything. Sure, Szerky was a monster too, but she could only kill people one by one. “Baron, I’m going to be straight with you, just like you like it. I’m getting real twitchy about this Meece. A lot of people want him dead, and I’m not necessarily the kind of guy who just goes with the majority, but I reckon it’s not just that it’s turned mouse season or something.”

“No smoke without fire?” she says, to the drumming of the water all around them.

“Something like that. What’s his game, Baron?”

She starts moving again. “He’s unique, Skotch. No other mouse like him.”

“So what? I mean, there’s a big gap in them words you said that’s the exact same shape as any possible answer to what I’m asking you. You want him, same as everyone else?”

“Us?” Again she stops, staring backwards at him, just as she stares in all directions all the time. “Skotch, I do not want the trouble that is Doctor Meece. Not in Gasthofmund. But what you need to know, what Sly sent you to me to hear, is that Meece is special. Enough that his premature demise would be a loss.”

“Because this special of his helped you with your tech problems.”

“Among other things.”

“Crazy special? Dangerous special?”

“Do you think you can be that special, and not be a bit of both?” Beginning to cross to the far end of the bridge. The beams shudder and Skotch clings on, feeling the world whirl below. “He’s a mouse who won’t accept his limitations. Or anyone’s limitations. You can fit a lot of resentment into a mouse, if that mouse is very smart. Smart enough to know how screwed-over he is by the world.”

Enough resentment to do something terrible? Skotch remembers Mother Murnau’s bitter words about the relative worth of one strain or another. And mice most of all. All that genius, and Meece is still worth a single unit of gelt. Any animal could break open that big brain of his and pay almost nothing for the privilege, walk away, hands cleansed of the act, by so small a piece of recompense.

“Baron, how’s the security on the water?” he calls to her. “If someone wanted to get something into the supply—”

She’s on the far side, turning, facing him, blocking off his own ability to get onto firmer ground. “That almost sounds like you’re accusing me of complicity.”

“Complicity in what?” he demands. “What’s Meece after? Revenge? Against the farms? Against humans? Is it Rule One? Baron, before he found a new bolthole he was in with the anarchists.”

The Baron chuckles, deep in the well of her body. “Oh he doesn’t confide in me, Skotch, but I know that mouse is going to change the world. If he gets the chance. For the better? All I can say is that he’s always been a friend to us and to Ratlabs, to all those with keen, enquiring minds. Are you going to give him the chance to change our world, I wonder?”

There’s a moment when he’s sure a trap is about to be sprung, when he doesn’t know whose side the frog is on, when she could be all-seeing deity or Beelzebufo and him just a clueless raccoon caught between angel and ape. Then a couple of frogs are hustling up to her, speaking in low croaks Skotch can’t catch. The Baron goes still, then turns back to him. “Sly says he’s getting some attention. Time you went to see what he’s turned up,” she tells him. “See you round, Skotch. Give my regards to the doctor.”
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DOG-EAT-DOG WORLD



He goes upcity for Sly’s turf, that twisted little snarl of independence where the service contracts keep trading hands and the armies come and go. And freelancers with particular dodges that keep them in buttons and favours hide out. It’s a trip up in the lifts, because Skotch feels he’s had his exercise quota for the year honestly. The whole cat-related shenanigans at Madparrot Alley took it out of him. He’s not the young raccoon he once was. They say you get wiser as you get older, trade all that youthful vitality for valuable experience. Right now Skotch isn’t convinced it’s as bad a deal as all the others a Gehirner ends up making.

The lift passes up within the walls of the human world. Every so often, when it stops, there are little gaps he can look out of. Look out one way, there’s the green sheath of the building and, across from it, the jungle wall of another, riotous with leaves drinking in all that free sunlight so that the city can have electricity. Look out another way, you’re spying on the humans. On this floor, an open plan office where some of them sit at desks and others kick back on sofas, talking, drinking coffee that starts Skotch’s saliva glands watering. On another there’s some sort of entertainment or education going on, or maybe a presentation. Projected screens in the air, people watching or ignoring as they prefer. A third is just one of those big common areas, furnished with seating and flowering plants and a lot of light wells from outside. Humans on their own, looking at little devices; in small groups talking. There’s a child there, and she’s staring right back at Skotch, looking into the little gap in the green that is the lift’s window. A jolt of that eye contact you get when a Gehirner with sufficiently binocular vision meets a human gaze. Which you’re not supposed to do, and adult humans wouldn’t even be looking, most of them. It takes a child to breach the line, make the invisible visible.

She waves. Hello Mister Raccoon. Skotch, feeling like the garbage removal guy pressed in at the last minute as a kids’ entertainer, waves back. Then the lift is moving again, after disgorging a trio of squirrels off to see why someone’s stove isn’t working properly.

Then he’s up at the best exit for Sly’s level, the floor between floors that doesn’t get a number in human notation. If you were in a human lift you’d notice just a slightly longer gap between floors thirty-two and thirty-three. If you were a human who’d ever thought about it, and was even slightly informed, you’d know it was infrastructure. Space for the Little Helpers. You’d never know how the Gehirner had partitioned and repurposed it for all their multifarious little dodges.

He comes out of the lift and runs into a squad of Graycoats. Freezes, but they’re just hanging about, sharing a dog-end of cigarette between them, passing it two-handed around the circle. Popguns slung across their backs, though, in that high-cinched style that means the gun doesn’t throw their balance when they’re climbing. Possibly they’re here because they’re meant to be keeping an eye on traffic from the lift, but whatever’s keeping the nicotine company has obviously put that out of their heads. They’re a very relaxed trio of squirrels indeed. Skotch almost hangs about to eavesdrop on their rambling conversation, but that would likely draw too much attention and he’s got places to be.

This is turf the armies do occasionally wash over, one or other of them. A few months ago the place was all over pigeons, and wasn’t it the Reds a while before that? Finding three armed Graycoats watching the lift isn’t unprecedented. Skotch doesn’t like it, but if he was to start making a list of the things he doesn’t like then his raccoon lifespan would be up before he’d finished, artificially lengthened as it is. He ducks past them and heads off into the little snarl of Gehirner concerns towards Sly’s den.

Except there are more of them, after that. Not a full-scale occupation by any means, but look in any direction and you see a grey coat, the curl of a tail. In twos and threes, and all armed. Sometimes they’re causing trouble for someone. He sees a red squirrel on the ground getting a kicking—not a soldier of the Redcoats, just some freelance fixit squirrel or dodgy trader, and maybe the Grays didn’t like his prices. Two turns later—and enough guns in sight that Skotch is feeling the fur on his back itch—and it’s a shouted argument with a crow who reckons they snatched some ratty piece of salvaged tech from her stand. Elsewhere they’re just standing around, no actual menacing but the menaces very definitely implied.

A sense of time is something the Gehirner process gifts you. The sort of gift most sane animals would rather return unopened, but there you go. The innate day-night clock and the wheel of the seasons gets augmented by a very human awareness of sands running down, of there never being enough hours, of deadlines both looming and past. It’s a very human thing, Skotch knows. It’s a very human thing from peak industrialisation, in particular. It’s exactly the sort of vise that modern humans are trying to loosen in themselves. Green city living is supposed to be less stressful—a guaranteed basic standard of living, light and air, the verdant spaces. Healthy, happy and unstressed. Which means that a certain amount of that artificial urgency gets outsourced, and Skotch is where it gets outsourced to. Or, rather, the Gehirner as a whole, but honestly, as he pushes on and sees more and more grey coats, it feels as though he’s shouldering way more than his share of it today.

He’s going to have to make a judgment call very soon, and it’s not something he was particularly engineered for. He was intended to pick up the trash, basically. Fix the bio-electrics, trace faults. Liaise with other Gehirner to the extent it’s necessary to make sure the wider human city functions. Stay out of sight. Receive geneware updates and doses of Plangent and SLG rations. Just a part of the green city workings, no more nor less integral than the vegetation cladding. Everything else—meaning almost the whole of what’s important to Skotch and what his life revolves around—has been built by the Gehirner in the spaces in between. So what, out of that mess of cobbled-together nonsense, is supposed to allow this lone raccoon to make decisions that could affect the whole city? What the hell am I going to do about Meece?

The fugitive farmworker. The maverick genius. The mad scientist constantly trying to scrape together enough of a chemistry set to do … what? Does Skotch even want to know? Will he sleep easier, understanding the true scale of Meece’s madness?

The mouse had been in his hands. There, in Madparrot Alley, while Tybelle was dealing with the mob of angry, semi-sapient birds. He’d made a choice then, when he could just have wrung the little squeaker’s neck. And now he’s maybe regretting not doing just that and vastly simplifying his world. Doing the one thing that just about everyone seemed to want someone to do. Except the Maulers and the Baron, and who knew what their real priorities were. And if you were the one to do it, to snap that brittle little neck, you got the buttons and the Plangent and the pat on the head. Why not Skotch, getting rewarded as the great mousetrap of latter days? Better that than let Tybelle or Szerky or some random mook take the credit, surely? And certainly his trip to Gasthofmund hadn’t made him feel any better about not just ridding the world of Meece. The Baron had well and truly given him the shudders about the whole business, intentionally or not. Almost everyone else with any influence wanted Meece dead and that was a great deal of weight for a single mouse’s life to bear.

On the other side of the scales from the Rattenkönige and the farms and at least 50 percent of Benson’s thinking was basically just the feeble weight of Skotch’s conscience, a thing he hadn’t even been engineered to have. And yet he hadn’t taken the step then and he wasn’t about to now, not until he actually understood what Meece’s deal was. Perhaps it was some stray strand of diligence, the work ethic they’d wired into his neurology. You’ve got a Little Helper who’s rated to fix your power grid, you don’t want it biting through wires until it’s absolutely sure it knows where they go—a piece of geneware that led to Skotch turning investigator when he left Uzco, and that’s still driving him now.



The Grays and the guns are putting him more and more on edge as he closes with Sly’s. Right now, the least extra shock to his system might unleash the feral raccoon inside him that’s all wound up and ready to get primal on something. Which means he just about jumps out of his skin when he’s ambushed by a pigeon.

“There you are!” Far too loud, drawing all eyes. “You owe me a story!” Lulu descending on him from some rafter, veering down into his own personal space. Landing right in arm’s reach and not ever knowing how close she came to getting raccoon teeth in her throat by sheer reflex. “I’ve been looking all over! You left me in the Alley!”

“The small matter of having a murder-cat on my tail,” Skotch hisses at her, trying to imply, by his own hushed tone, that this is a conversation not to be shared with the entire Gehirner population of Neuwien.

“So tell me about it!” Lulu exclaims, as though she’s shouting to a friend on the moon. “I did you that favour. I got the possum off you. So you owe me, Skotch! You don’t get to welch on a deal with me!”

“Okay, okay, will you just—”

“I’ve been everywhere looking for you. All the places you go. And here you are, sneaking out on me!” He can’t actually tell if she’s genuinely mad at him, or if she’s just doing her usual melodramatics. “Skotch, there are squirrels here, with guns!”

“I noticed,” he tells her. “So did everyone else. You don’t need to do a public announcement about it.”

“So tell me what it’s about!” she insists. “Come on, Skotch, spill the beans!”

“I will, I will, only I’ve got an appointment. Urgent one. Hopefully one that gives me some beans to spill.” Because honestly, even though he’s right in the middle of this thing, he feels the bean can is running on empty. There’s a big piece of the situation he’s not grasping, and just maybe Sly can—

“This whole place has gone mad,” she says. “There were humans.”

And this is one of the bigger, airier places a Gehirner might be seen. There are humans crossing through within sight of the place, big access ways to the flipside of the city. That’s why Sly built himself a den here, so his pack could get out and panhandle for him. But that doesn’t sound like what Lulu’s talking about.

“Humans came,” she says. “Everyone was going mad about Rule One, but it wasn’t Gehirner business, what they were about. They were doing human work.”

“Slow down.” Because, despite himself, she’s hooked his interest now. Since when did humans work? Or rather, there were plenty of things humans did, but none of them counted as work to a Gehirner. Work was city business, keeping the lights on. The whole point of having Gehirner around was that humans didn’t need to do it. But that’s the way Lulu’s using the word. Humans, doing work.

“What work?” Skotch asks.

And her innocent reply: “They were catching dogs.”

Skotch stops dead, stares at her. “They were what?”

Lulu cocks her head to one side. “Dogs. Strays, you know. Like, human pet dogs. A load of them for some reason. Running all ov—”

Skotch is running too, leaving her behind. Just pelting along on all fours, fast as a raccoon can. Heading for Sly’s den.

Humans don’t get involved in Gehirner business. But dogs … dogs were always liminal. A pet dog is sacrosanct, protected by Rule One. A loose dog, unowned, is a problem that Gehirner tend to solve with a hunt in the same way that primitive humans wouldn’t cohabit with a tiger. Sly’s pack were strays but he collared them, and everyone knew Sly. He had his dodge, he kept the mutts in line, and in return they made sure that none of the Gehirner factions interfered in his biz. Because at a word from the fox, they’d stop with the puppy dog eyes and it would be out with the teeth and the snarling.

When he reaches Sly’s place, he’s too late. Lulu’s flapping about behind him but he’s got no time for her right now. The den has been turned over. Humans have been through, for sure. The place is big enough for them to reach into, and reach they did. A lot of Sly’s stuff has been shoved aside in precisely that way that humans do, who don’t realise it’s not just stuff. The outer space of Sly’s domain, the places he did business and where the dog bowls were laid out, it’s all smashed up. No dogs, no fox. Every stray they could get their human hands on, hauled off to whatever fate awaits loose dogs. Probably a kind fate, honestly. Fostered out to new human families, the way it’s meant to be. A nice farm upstate. Something.

Human dog catchers, out of their area. Not even professionals, Skotch guesses. Concerned amateurs, members of some human charitable concern so terribly concerned about the lot of abandoned animals. And someone put in a call to tell them there was this pack of strays needed rounding up.

After the humans came and went, the world of the Gehirner invisible about their ankles, the others came.

Sly’s no fool. Nor would he have wanted to be spotted by the humans, who might have registered him as dog-like enough to go after. He had an earth to retreat to, like every old fox. Concealed behind a false wall section, but Skotch can see where it is because someone came after him. Not a human—they’d not have fit in—but other Little Helpers. The path that Skotch walks, ducking into Sly’s hidden domain, is one written in blood.

He finds dead Grays. A couple got caught by some kind of wire trap, cut up nastily. Another’s been savaged by teeth, showing that the concerned humans from the dog charity didn’t get the whole pack. A terrier can make a terrible mess of a squirrel if it catches one.

Skotch stares. The Graycoats have no beef with Sly that he’s aware of, but here they are. An unattended popgun lies discarded against one wall, painted with its owner’s blood. Feeling cold and twisted inside, he picks it up, checks that the spring is tight and there’s a pellet loaded. Skotch doesn’t like guns. They’re bad for everyone’s health. But right now he feels he’d be underdressed for this party if he didn’t have one.

He follows the smell of blood and panic. Another dead squirrel there, torn up, but a dead terrier too. It’s one of Sly’s smallest, but small dogs can pack a lot of bite. Skotch wouldn’t have wanted to take the thing on. It died with its jaws in its prey, shot peppering its sides. Fanatically loyal like dogs are supposed to be, though not usually against the hunters and for the fox.

Sly, what did you get yourself into? But that’s mendacious. Skotch can’t be honest with himself and still pretend this is some unrelated dodge the old fox had going.

He proceeds. He should be calling out his friend’s name. The fact he’s not tells him that some part of him already knows how this has gone.

There’s a bigger chamber down below. Skotch never saw it before. It’s Sly’s vault, because the fox was saving for … what? Not his old age because that ship’s been rusting at the dock for some time. Just saving, preparing for some moment of opportunity that never came. There are cans of dog food stacked up here, and there are boxes with a few buttons still left after the looters have been. There are ranks of data storage devices, from modern liquid storage tabs to clunky old USB pen drives from decades past. Who knows what secrets await those who can crack their passwords? If anyone ever does.

Two more dogs are dead here. A dachshund lies locked in a death grip with a badger, its natural nemesis. The same badger that had hired on with the Graycoat Army at Franz-Ferdinand’s, in fact. The other mutt, something like a miniature pit bull, head-heavy, bloody-muzzled, lies sprawled on its side. Three more tatters of fur and plumes of tail have gone to Valhalla with it. The Graycoats paid heavily for their intrusion here, and that gives Skotch a moment of hope.

There is a scrape from somewhere nearby. He whirls, fumbling the popgun.

A voice, little more than a whisper, says his name.

There’s a hatch the whisper leads him to. A square thing that was once the flap on some kind of mail chute. Behind it, there’s Sly.

A leap of joy: Sly! Still alive. A swoop of misery. Sly, the red of his fur not the russet of foxhood but plenty of his own blood. One artificial stilt of a forelimb gone entirely, the other scratching feebly as he tries to pull himself out. Sly, wheezing, the rattling from within his narrow torso both organic and artificial. The war veteran back in the game for one last round of pointless, needless violence.

“Skotch,” he says. He took a serious broadside of shot from the Grays. There are entrance wounds peppering his ribs and flank.

“Wait. I’ll … I can…” Skotch tries to stop him hauling himself out of his little bolthole, but Sly kicks and scrabbles with his hindlegs, slides himself out like a corpse on a gurney. When Skotch touches him, he’s already cooling. Cold and sticky as laying a hand on the Baron.

“Meece,” says Sly. The confirmation, if any were needed, of what sealed his fate. Skotch’s fault, surely. But he hadn’t known, back then, just how much death could hide in one mouse’s shadow.

He tries to speak but Sly says, “Listen, no, listen.” And what can you do, to that kind of last request? The fox drags in a breath that hisses out of him through at least one hole not on the original plans. “Meece—is…” he gasps.

Skotch, desperate to spare him, says, “I know, I know. Meece is trouble. I’ll go get him, Sly. I’ll put a stop to it.”

The fox’s eyes bulge. A desperate scrabble has his face right in Skotch’s, jaws open as though he’s going for the raccoon’s throat in a final access of instinct. “No,” he gets out. “Change the world, Skotch … Amazing … Free. Save him, Skotch.”

“What?” Skotch chokes. Because he’d been right about to take his newly acquired piece of hardware and go on a brief and merciless rodent hunt right then, for all the trouble this damn country mouse had caused. But now this. “Sly, what do you mean? What did you—?”

“Step away from the fox,” says a new voice. Not a total stranger, but not anyone Skotch wants to hear from right then. And he’s not going to, but Sly’s eyes are as lifeless as the taxidermy he always looked like. His last breath has whistled out of him. The old veteran has lost his last war.

Skotch turns, and the popgun is in his hands. Facing him, come in behind him, are a good dozen Graycoats, all of them armed. “Ripper” Ripley is at their head, signalling her contempt for him by having her own weapon just cradled in her arms, because she’s got lesser squirrels to threaten raccoons for her. In the wild, she and hers would definitely be on the menu for Skotch’s kin, and maybe she’s looking forward to redressing that balance.

“All this, huh?” Skotch says. “For what, Ripley?”

“Drop the piece,” she says.

“You’re going to tell me the army had some serious reason, to declare war on Sly?” Skotch’s body is full of something. It’s fight; it’s flight: those animal passions. It’s the directionless rage of a beast in a trap. It’s something else, that crept in by way of his engineering. It’s grief at a lost friend. He’s outgunned twelve to one but right now he’s not letting go of the gun. “Tell me who it is, Ripley. Or we’ll all pull the trigger together and see who comes out of it.”

“That’s ‘Ripper’ to you,” the squirrel sneers. “And I don’t reckon you’ve got the guts.” Because Ripley is, all said and done, a truly stupid squirrel, one in whom the species’ natural caution has been entirely overwritten by the engineering. And Skotch is about to give her a lesson in Darwinian evolution right then and there, except Szerky slinks her way out from behind the pack of squirrels. She has a new bee-shooter in hand but, deadly as it is, it can’t compare to her own self.

“Herr Skotch,” she says, “who do you think has the pockets deep enough?”

“That’s it, is it?” Skotch demands. “Graycoat Army just errand boys for the Country Clubs? All your boasts and flags and it’s that?” Because the blind rage is ebbing, and Skotch understands he’s in a very bad spot here, one that the advent of Szerky has only made worse.

Some of the squirrels shift and shuffle a little, but Ripper doesn’t flinch. “You ever tried farm food, Skotch? Like, human food?” And Skotch has. There’s always a lively market for contraband from the farms, the good stuff, way tastier than SLG rations. Ripper Ripley snickers. “Who doesn’t want to have the farm owing them favours? The troops eat well tonight.”

“Those who made it out alive,” Skotch says. “I counted plenty bodies on the way in.”

“That’s war for you.” Ripley makes a cavalier gesture with her popgun. “Besides, way I hear, this squeaker you got is making waves everywhere. Best he’s gotten rid of double time, is what my chiefs tell me. That makes us the good guys. We’re just doing everyone a favour. Just a shame you got so turned around you don’t see that. Drop the piece, Skotch. You ain’t going to use it.”

Skotch looks down at the popgun in his hands, still pointed at the sublimely unconcerned Ripley. A decided pleasure, to let fly and maybe explode that smug squirrel face, but all it would get him is a fatal salvo of return fire. He could turn it on Szerky, and maybe her continued health is key to the Graycoats getting paid? Except he’s seen her move in a fight and he doesn’t reckon he can actually hit her.

These days Gehirner don’t generally end up gnawing their own legs off when caught in a trap. They have thumbs and tools and friends to get them out of that kind of scrape. Skotch seems to have run right out of friends and, in their absence, the thumbs and the tools don’t seem to be up to the task. When he puts the gun down and surrenders, it feels a move as desperate as biting into his own ankle.

“We’re going to have a proper conversation about where you’ve put the mouse, Herr Skotch,” Szerky tells him, and when he insists, yet again, that he hasn’t stashed Meece anywhere, she waves his protests away. “Save it. We’re going somewhere to focus your attention, mein Herr. It’s time you had a dose of good old-fashioned religion.”

They bring him out and most of the disruption is already cleared away. There’s a wheeled trolley. A half-dozen crows have turned up after all the murder and they’re dragging the bodies onto it, squirrel and dog both.

“There’s more inside,” Ripper tells them almost cheerily. Brutally unsentimental about her own losses, but then squirrels breed fast, and the bonds of both kin and camaraderie run thin amongst them. The army is all.

Skotch stares at the trolley. It’s marked with the unmistakable symbols of the Separation Plant, where all Gehirner end up in time.

“Hop on,” says Ripley. “We’re going for a ride.”

It’s been Skotch’s general experience of life that things can always get worse, and this latest twist should, therefore, come as no surprise. He bares his teeth at the squirrel and she all but rattles the barrel of her popgun against them.

“What?” she demands, with that nasty cheer. “Public-spirited animal like you? You never wanted to contribute to the common good?” A particularly grim little Gehirner joke.

Skotch considers himself considerably beyond Ripley in wit, but right then he’s short of snappy comebacks. Instead he gets up on the trolley, with the corpses, even as the crows laboriously haul the rest out from inside. Sly, the dogs, the badger, the remaining Graycoat dead. A bumper haul for the funereal birds, whose scavenging way of life has become a civic office.

Up above, wings of a different hue flurry away, but Skotch attaches no hope to them.







13
THAT PART OF YOU THEY CAN'T RE-USE



The number of times he’d thought it, over the last few hectic days. Ever since Benson had those ampoules balanced on the rim of his tank. Since Skotch took this damned job and the down payment. I need to take another tab of Plangent. But he was used to eking it out. Maybe getting a little dumb just to make the stuff last. Even when he’d had a handful of doses rattling around in his super, he’d kept on living like he was starving.

Maybe, if he’d indulged a little more, he would have been sharp enough not to end up here.

They’ve shoved him in a cell. Just a square space in the works of the place. Metal, because this is somewhere the business can’t be done with organics. A lot of steel here, enough that the spaces outside the bits where the biz gets done can be repurposed to hold those not here voluntarily.

And, honestly, nobody’s here voluntarily except the guild that runs this place. Another little closed shop, like the water reclamation works. Not, in this case, because of physiological requirements, but through something that must count as next-door to superstition.

Do raccoons have a sense of the numinous? That the world might contain more than can be grasped, smelled, bitten? Skotch, despite being one, can’t say. If a lion could speak, the old human saw goes, could we understand it? And yes, it turns out you can understand the lion. But the act of reworking the lion to allow it to talk removes enough of its lion-ness that, when you ask, What’s it like, being a lion? the thing can only shrug with the new shoulders you’ve given it.

It’s probably something about the engineering process, though, that makes space in a Gehirner’s head to think about the other and the beyond. Not a huge amount of space, because they’re small heads and full of work stuff most of the time, but still. The big questions squeeze in there somehow. Not quite What are we for? because that’s a known quantity, given they’re literally made for specific tasks. Is there more than this? though, that’s always a good one. What do we aspire to? What happens after? And the Jeffists have their self-improving creed, and that focuses strongly on the first. In this place, though, a place that focuses more on the endings of things, they prefer the other question.

Skotch is in no position to answer it. Should have taken the Plangent. But probably there isn’t a mental accelerator in the world that can tell you where you go when you die.

They rifled through his super, squirrel hands scrabbling about in that marsupial addition they grafted onto his genome. Never a comfortable experience, unpleasantly intimate, and worse when they came out with the ampoules of Plangent he’d got off Benson, plus the couple of his own he’d had to start with. Took it all off him. He’d watched the squirrels squeezing it into their tear ducts in a little celebration of their own good fortune. Like pillaging armies everywhere, eager to divide the loot. So that was his stash, that was his future as a thinking being. Now, the longer they keep him locked up here, the dumber he’ll get, until he’s no use to them or anyone, not least himself. So probably they aren’t going to keep him around for long and that isn’t an upside either.

They put a collar on him again. That ambivalent sartorial note. Signifying belonging, whether that’s a good or a bad thing. Pets belonging to human masters, once. Gehirner belonging to a guild or a company, benefiting from the protections, following the orders. Accepting that the goals and enemies and reputation of that greater body will stick to your fur so long as the collar’s around your neck. And most Gehirner in the city accept that as a baseline of life, but it never sat well with Skotch. Raccoon geneware was always sketchy. They’re an independent-minded breed.

Which independence of mind has led him nowhere but here, in this cell. Should have kept the original Uzco collar, honestly.

The collar he’s wearing now is also one of belonging, cinched tight enough that he won’t be able to get out of this particular association. It’s attached to the wall by a metal cable. He’s done all the usual: wriggling, pulling, prying. For a species whose closest relative is a bear, raccoons are surprisingly flexible. Not enough to squirm out of this onerous responsibility, though. Szerky could probably have done it, but Skotch would swear they put some snake in the stoatweasel genome, the way she moves.

And she’s won, in the end. And he helped her win. She came to his nook. She saw Sly’s messenger pup on its way out. And, despite her being the outsider whom he’d mocked for not knowing the city, she’d been able to work out what that meant. And she’d had the Grays on board, probably already, primed to move at her word. Deep pockets, the Country Club. Enough to buy all the mercenaries they needed.

Skotch had got Sly killed. Sly had known something, found something out from the snips and snaps of chemical notation. Had been on at Skotch to come hear the revelation, but Skotch had always had other things to do.

If I’d gone to Sly first, the Baron after … Probably he’d have been there when the Grays fought their way in. And while Skotch’s usual high opinion of himself would want to argue he could have made all the difference, right now he sits in the dark and knows he’d just have taken a shot himself. Or have ended up right here anyway.

There’s no handle or purchase on the inside of the door. That’s what makes it a cell. No lock on the outside, but a complex lever arrangement. Over-complex, but crows like their Rube Goldberg stuff. He hears the various parts of it rattle and shift as his keepers open up. The artificial light stings his eyes after all the dark.

A crow hunches in, looking sidelong at him through one black eye. The crows are their own guild, and they run the Separation Plant, which is where this little oubliette is.

“Your name,” the crow croaks, “is Skotch?” Speaking Tiersprech, but then switching to, “Amerikaner? You prefer Furze maybe?”

“Sister”—Skotch has taken a wild guess at the bird’s gender, and still isn’t sure he’s got it right because there’s no real reaction—“unless you’ve got a tab of the good stuff under your wings, maybe that would be best.” Because, now he can feel his mind degrading, the effort of working in a second language is starting to elbow out other thoughts.

She?—call her she—switches effortlessly into the US argot. Crows are good with languages, and this sort of extreme unction is just about the only use they put their gift to. “Mister, we’ll be taking you to the factory floor soon.” Even with a creditable Midwest accent to go with the words.

“Yeah, I guessed that,” he admits. “Things not looking so good for old Skotch right now.”

“Who can say how things will go? This ain’t a standard disposal, Mister. Don’t know what you did nor how you made so many enemies, but you got a whole guest list of notables come to hear your speech from the gallows. Maybe if you say the right things they’ll let you down gently. Maybe not.”

“You’re a barrel of comfort,” Skotch mumbles.

“Comfort is what I bring to you, Mister,” she says. “You can call me Sister Craw.” So either he was right or she’s just rolling with it. “I’m come to give you a chance to become something greater.”

“Sister, I don’t really do religion.”

“You figure there’s a better time to start?” She actually pecks at him, the way crows do when they want you to pay attention. “You need to be ready to let go, Mister. You know how it is.”

“Sister, spare me.”

She puffs up her feathers, and there’s few better than a crow for regarding you sternly and reminding you of mortality. Not that Skotch needs the reminder, honestly.

“You think you’re just code and meat, Mister?” Sister Craw demands of him.

“Yes.”

“You think, when they took your root stock and lifted you up to the lofty heights you now occupy, that was just a matter of a few extra As, Ts, Gs, and Cs? That the myriad complexities of you can be contained just in a few million base pairs and amino acids? I tell you, Mister, the humans don’t believe that about themselves, even those who say they do. They know there’s a part of them that ain’t in the meat, not even in the grey matter inside their skulls. They know there’s that invisible part of them that needs special care, and that doesn’t just go into the earth or get burned up in the incinerator at the end.”

“Sister, I appreciate you got yourself a captive audience here”—yanking at the cable attached to his collar—“but I ain’t buying.”

“Mister, they put a soul in you, but you wasted it,” Craw tells him urgently, like it’s in any way her business and like she really cares. Some serious sincerity in that raspy crow voice of hers. “Running around chasing buttons, never anything in your head but the task at hand. Well now you got yourself some thinking time. That’s what these cells are for, you see? Some time to put your head in order. When they designed your Strain, they made a space for you to grow a soul, Mister. And soon enough you’re going back to the cycle of life, every part of you pulled apart and put to use. Each individual component of this sack of earthly remains,” peck, peck, “put back into the system the way it’s supposed to be. But what happens to the part that’s you, Mister? You think there’s any part of the machinery out there can repurpose it? You think that, unless you commit it to a greater purpose now, it won’t just get wasted and lost?”

“You, sister, are crazy,” Skotch tells her.

“You think about it, Mister. You tell me, when I come for you the next time—that’s going to be the last time—that you don’t want to commit yourself to a greater duty. Because let me tell you, your time is come, and unless you let go of that little kernel of you that you’re hoarding, it’ll go to nothing, and it’ll be just the meat getting separated out and put to use. You have it in you to be more than meat, Mister. But you got to want to be something better. You got to believe. That way the part of you that’s spirit gets to move on, cut loose of these here bonds. Take wing, Mister, like you never did in life.”

She leaves him them, probably judging that time alone with his deteriorating thoughts will be more incentive than her preaching. Separatists, they call themselves. And he still thinks they’re mad, honestly. It’s just that, sitting there in the dark with death over his shoulder, madness feels a mighty comforting option. And what is the part of him that is Skotch, exactly? Where is it located? When you’ve put him through the process this place specialises in, which bucket does it end up in?

The Separation Plant looms large in the mind of every Gehirner. It’s a part of the green city infrastructure, just one more cog in that vast machine of sustainability the humans planned out. It’s where every Gehirner goes, in the end, when their lifespan—short, long, indeterminate—is run out. Feeding the city one way or another, nothing wasted.

The guild that runs the Separation Plant has, over the generations and the years, begun to have odd ideas. Because when your life is spent watching the mortal remains of other Gehirner stripped down to the basics, you start to ask questions. Specifically, Where do we go? Because, once the process is done, there’s nothing left in any of those buckets that is the me every Gehirner feels they have. Nothing of it is bequeathed to the city. It isn’t recycled. Such an important element, the self, yet where is it when the separation process is done?

Sister Craw would tell him that if Skotch acknowledges that invisible part of himself he’ll go on still. As though he’s accepting a contract with some angelic guild in an invisible city of souls. Maybe human heaven has a divine infrastructure that the spirits of the Gehirner tend. As above, so below.

And if he denies his immortal nature, then nothing. Oblivion. No more Skotch.

And Skotch strongly believes that No more Skotch is how things are going to go. With a dose of Plangent in him and a rationalist wind at his back he’d say the self was no more than the emergent property of all that neurological complexity they put into him. That a native raccoon probably even has some dull nubbin of it, which the engineers built on. But right now it seems a cost-free choice to bow the knee to the Separatist ideology, given he’s going to go into the teeth of the machine anyway. Why not pay lip service to the idea in case it’s true? Pascal’s wager, if Pascal had been a desperate, dumbed-down, imprisoned raccoon.

He’s heard it said that the sublime truth of the Separatist creed is how animals in the utmost of their need, death hanging over them, throw aside a lifetime of scepticism to sign up. From Skotch’s point of view, at this moment, it’s like saying that information exacted under torture is more valid than that given calmly and freely. At this moment he’d claim a belief in anything if there was any chance it would help him out. But the only help the Separatists are offering is strictly post mortem.

They come for him soon after. He’d thought they’d let him stew with his morbid thoughts to soften him up but when he comes out on the separator floor he sees it’s because there’s quite the select guest list for this execution.

The Graycoats, for sure. His gun-toting escort and a dozen more scattered about. From the way they’re just loitering, bored and fidgety, he reckons this still isn’t their fight. Hired muscle, if you can describe a squirrel as muscle.

He sees Szerky there, though. The look she gives him, the coiling line of her body, still suggests butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Maybe it wouldn’t. He reckons there’s enough cold blood in her to make the Baron blink. Country Club donations have bought her a bodyguard of Grays, but it seems this is bigger than just her. He sees Eddi and Loui there too, and a clutch of other gangster rats from Mother Murnau’s brood, plus a couple of knots of other rodents that—from the mutual distance they’re keeping—are out of some other Rattenkönig retinues. Big, sleek rats, easily as beefy as the Graycoats, but mostly armed with blades and spikers for close, nasty work. Under the watch of the popguns they’re playing nicely, for now.

And Maria, he sees with disappointment. The possum, hunched there with her Uzco collar on. Giving him a look like What ya gonna do?

The crows pass through and between them, just going on with business. And their business is reclamation of a very particular kind. Humans designed this place, of course, just like everything in the Gehirner world is built on human designs. Built up in chaotic heaps and weird directions sometimes, but the skeleton it all hangs from was born in human minds.

This is where the bodies come. The mortal remains of every Gehirner that dies—and they die: naturally, in industrial accidents, in violent clashes with one another. But humans had just known that they were mortal, and so provided their Little Helpers with this multi-purpose mortuary facility. Every small corpse is brought here for disposal in the separators.

There’s a chute with a conveyor belt, constantly turning. As Skotch watches, a couple of squirrels go in. A Red, a Gray, locked together like they’re still fighting. Or like they made up after death. A lesson there, that Skotch reckons none of the onlookers are going to learn. Strive how you want, it’s all just meat. None of your differences matter.

The pair of corpses drop into the maw of the separator. There are metal teeth there and they grind fine. It’s a ghastly sight. Skotch, no stranger to them, tries to flinch away but his escort won’t let him. The Grays prod him and shove him towards those endlessly meeting teeth. For a moment he thinks about grabbing a popgun, holding the room to ransom. But the problem with a popgun is there’s only one pop. It means that advantage of numbers counts for a hell of a lot. Perfect tools for keeping one raccoon in line, not so much for assaulting a crowd.

They get him up on the platform of the separator with a bit of wrangling, practically shoving a barrel up his nose at one point. A little street theatre for the crowd in the cheap seats. From up there, it’s all downhill to the teeth.

He looks down into their constant grind. The crows give him sidelong, almost sympathetic looks. Accessories, but not really involved. The ministers of small deaths. Some of them are croaking a kind of hymn together as they check over the machinery, or pass by, towing little wheelie bins of dead flesh. Skotch knows the tune. Meant to be cheery but amongst the Gehirner it’s become a dirge, the thing you hear at memorials. “All Small Beasts,” it’s called, sung in Finnish or some such so that the perfectly pleasant lyrics become something hallowed and strange.

Looking into those teeth, where the last twists of squirrel fur are disappearing, he understands the Separatists. Because to see this, day in, day out, and have nothing to cling on to, that would be terrible. How much better to believe that the grinding, tearing maw liberates some part of the beast that goes free from the industrial processes below. That ascends to some further place where things like this are not done. The maddest and most extreme—heretics even amongst the Separatists—claim that the separated part of you, the invisible part, can be born human, if you live your life a certain way. Though no two ever agree just how.

The teeth go still. Just these. Across the rest of the Separation Plant a dozen other grinders are still at work, but this mouth stops chewing. What descends is far from a hush, but he can hear Szerky when she speaks.

“Herr Skotch,” she says. “We are all gathered eagerly to hear your confession.”

Skotch is trembling deep inside. He wants to look big but bigger animals than he have gone into those teeth. His forepaws are crooked into claws and his lips drawn back from his teeth. The grinder before, the guns behind. Things not looking so good for old Skotch right now. Makes him wish he’d never decided that this freelance business was a good idea. Except he’s a freelancer working for his old employer and that seems absolutely the worst of both worlds right now.

“Well then, I reckon you’ve got the wrong raccoon,” he says, and his voice shakes a bit but overall he’s proud of how steady it comes out. “This one’s got a clean conscience on him.”

Szerky oils forwards, eyes fixed on him like he’s prey. “You’ve got one chance to avoid making a final contribution to the city’s diet, Herr Skotch. Where’s the mouse?”

Skotch gives the world an aggrieved look, directs it at each interested party in turn. “I do not,” he says, very clearly, “have any idea where the damn mouse is. I am literally working the same case as all of you. I get the mouse, I’ll put the little squeaker up for auction and one of you can make me rich.”

Eddi the rat hunches forwards. “We heard from Tybelle. You and the mouse, you were together. Then she found you and he was gone. You expect us to believe he just slipped through your paws?”

“If this Meece was easy to hold on to, we’d none of us be here,” Skotch tells the rat, pushing the exasperated angle. “I don’t know if you’ve been out Madparrot Alley ways but it’s not exactly a stable regime they’re running there. Yes, I had him. Yes, I lost him. Or you’re going to take the word of some dilettante cat over a hard-working raccoon?” Working himself up into some real righteous indignation. “I mean I notice she’s not even here. Let me guess, she heard her owner’s can opener, right?”

“She’s hunting,” Eddi says, with the confidence of a rat who reckons he’s not on the menu, today at least. “But maybe you can shortcut that for us. Where’s the mouse, Skotch?”

“Or do we introduce you to the food chain?” Szerky signals, and one of the crows pecks a lever. The teeth start up their rotary chatter again.

It’s an old piece of agricultural economy, from back when animal-based agriculture was big business. The cheapest thing to feed to your animals is your animals. Waste as little as possible. Use every part of the pig. And the Farm Projects are all about hyper-concentrated and environmentally sound food production, great vertical stacks of green and gold, but Gehirner only get to taste it through the contraband that leaks into the city via Rattenkönig smugglers, or the waste that human diners leave behind in places like Franz-Ferdinand’s. The regular rations, the SLG bars, come out of the separators. And what goes into the separators is organic waste. Not just corpses, but they’re a big part of it. And there’s a whole system to inject vitamins and minerals and medication, the basic ingredients of a healthy Gehirner. But organic is organic, protein is protein. Green cities mean recycling, up to and including the Little Helpers themselves.

“I hope I poison the lot of you,” Skotch tells the world at large. “I don’t have the mouse.” Looking down into those teeth, feeling the cord of his nerve stretch thin. Like it was already caught down there and being pulled tauter and tauter every second. Confession, Szerky said, and right now he’s in a tug of war with his conscience over just what the hell is the right path.

But amongst his audience right now is whoever had Sly killed. Is whoever put an end to Fitch, thinking it was him. Bad people. Whatever else is good or bad in the world, his present company is stinking rotten.

“If I had the squeaker,” he tells them, “I wouldn’t give him to the likes of any of you.”

“Put him in,” says Szerky, but Maria speaks up: “No.”

The possum approaches, giving him all of her teeth in a vicious snarl. “You were one of us once, Skotch. You were born to the company. What the hell went wrong with your geneware that you ended up like this?” Mad marsupial eyes bugging at him, grey and white fur bristling, that ragged way possum pelts do. A Strain of animal that always looks a bit like it was put together in a hurry from ill-fitting pieces. “If you’d have just handed the squeaker over when you had him…”

Skotch’s hands clutch at one another for comfort. The vibration of those moving teeth is coming up his legs and making his bladder weak, even though they’re all engineered to only piss in designated areas. “I appreciate your confidence in my skills, that I somehow kept hold of him while all of you failed, but it ain’t so. Go ask the anarchists. Go ask the parrots.”

“We’re asking you,” Maria says. And she steps back, looking left and right at her impromptu co-conspirators. “Or we were.”

That’s when the shooting starts.
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DISRESPECT FOR THE DEAD



Skotch comes as close to dying as he ever has, right in that moment, because the first shot—the one someone had time to line up—goes right into the Gray who’s got a gun on him. Which means that gun goes off too as the squirrel’s slammed sideways by the impact. The barrel of the weapon passes right across the breadth of Skotch’s body as the trigger’s being pressed. The convulsive clutch of the rodent’s hands on the lever comes just as the path of the shot would take it through a solid knot of raccoon guts, but the infinitesimal delay between pressure and release means the spring-loaded projectile only hits fur. A moment of surprisingly acute pain, when Skotch thinks he’s shot, and then the next moment, when he’s still alive and whole and realises it was just a fistful of hair.

Everything goes to pieces all at once. The Graycoats around the Separation Plant are simultaneously returning fire and trying to find cover. The crows are all spreading black wings and flurrying out of the way—Skotch sees at least one of them brought down by a stray shot. Someone’s going to have some mausgelt to pay when this is over, and the Separatists will get to sing “All Small Beasts” over at least one of their own as they feed them into the machine.

Eddi and the other Rattenkönig foot soldiers have their spikers to hand but mostly as a rearguard action. Whatever is going on isn’t their kind of fight. It’s army stuff, clear enough, and the gangsters try to keep clear of pitched battles for exactly the same reasons Skotch himself does. Sadly, right now he’s in the middle of this one.

The other Gray who was holding him at gunpoint has a moment of indecision: kill Skotch or shoot back at whoever’s attacking. Despite everything, but in perfect accordance with Skotch’s luck to date, he chooses the former. That moment is enough for Skotch to get a claw on the gun, though, and an instant later they’re wrestling for it. Wrestling is complicated when one of you’s a raccoon and the other’s a squirrel who’s under half the size and a quarter of the weight, but the Gray’s a game fighter, trying to use superior flex and squirm to keep hold of the weapon. Doing so stubbornly enough that he ends up springing the popgun and himself out of Skotch’s hands with more force than anyone intended. Sending him backwards quite violently, which is a problem for him because at his back is the hungry maw of the separator.

Skotch makes a snap decision. Some connection of mutualistic geneware and the fact that he and the Gray were once both Uzco kids has him grab the squirrel by the tail and haul him back before his head meets the metal teeth. Then he shakes the Gray pretty damn hard so that the rodent lets go of the gun, which falls into the separator.

The machinery at the plant is good for bone and even teeth, but not really meant for metal. The popgun goes into the mechanical jaws and there’s a dreadful squealing shrieking noise. The weapon discharges convulsively into the ceiling as it’s crushed and then there’s a shrieking alarm to add to all the rest of the chaos and this set of teeth, at least, falls still. The half-mangled popgun projects outwards like a jaunty cigarette.

Skotch swings the squirrel by the tail and lets go just about at random, sending the Gray tumbling across the factory floor. Shot whines and rattles all around. The Grays are trying to entrench but it’s an open space without much cover unless you fancy getting down into the dents of the separators themselves. Which nobody sane does, needless to say. The rats have mostly cleared out, and he can see the attackers trying to push forwards against Gray counter-shot. It’s the Redcoats, of course. The other squirrel army currently trying to dominate Neuwien. Not immediately clear why they decided this piece of off-the-books mercenary action by their rivals was something they needed to break up, but Skotch doesn’t feel motivated to get into the geopolitics of it. Instead he just wants to get out of the middle of it.

A duck and a dive and he’s away from the stilled teeth. The alarm is deafening, and none of the crows is around to shut it off and work on the damage, on account of none of them want to get shot. Skotch reckons such unwillingness to meet their own final separation suggests a lack of courage in their convictions, but that’s the sad state of religion today maybe.

He tries to go for the closest Red, on the unwise assumption that they know he’s not with their enemies. That’s the second closest he gets to being shot, and it’s only second closest because the Red is panic-firing and doesn’t really take time to aim. Skotch suddenly feels himself a big target, and his US-engineered heritage is like a big stars-and-stripes flag on his back that means Shoot me. So the Reds aren’t his friends either, and no great surprise because honestly he feels friends are something he’s pitifully short of right now.

Except he can hear a voice. Even over the shooting, over the alarm, over the screech and chitter of injured squirrels, a voice. A clear, high bird voice exhorting one side or the other on or just generally shouting for things to happen. A bird who will be remembering every detail for later transmission to her human employer, no doubt. A bird who is supposed to be a neutral observer in the world but has apparently decided to start making the news and not just reporting it. Lulu, somewhere at the back of the Red advance.

Skotch snatches a frantic look at how the battle lines are drawn to see if he can get to her. Because the vapid, annoying, pointless pigeon has come through. Saw him get snatched and came up with a plan that might just work, if it doesn’t end up getting him killed. Saw the Grays and understood that meant she could tip a word to the Reds.

Started a little side war, here at the Separation Plant. Pissed off the Separatists and who knows how many other interested parties, but Lulu is more about the moment than the consequences, in Skotch’s experience.

He makes for the Red lines anyway, crouched as low as he can go, moving across the floor of the Separation Plant like an animated rug with a stripy tail. A crow gets in his way, wings beating at his face. He’s not sure precisely what it intends and never has a chance to find out because a shot tears it away from him a moment later. When the veil of feathers is torn from him, though, what he can see ahead is Szerky.

She has the bee gun in her hands and looks murderous, but murderous is really just the way her body language goes when she’s not trying to be charming. Resting killer face, really, as is appropriate for one of the last pure-predator enforcer Strains that still gets geneware support. The guards from the Farm Projects, the warrior elite of the Country Clubs. Mean, basically. Mean from nature and bred to be meaner, and right now she’s locking eyes with Skotch and doesn’t intend to let him just walk away.

She’s tense as a garotte wire but her aim doesn’t waver. She steps closer so he can hear her over the alarm and general hullaballoo. Practically in reach if he lunged, but he reckons stoat reflexes can pull a trigger faster than a poor raccoon can leap.

“No more innocent act, Herr Skotch,” she tells him. “I know you have him.”

And he wants to do the innocent, he does. Up on the scaffold, the teeth below him, he managed it with admirable sangfroid. His adrenaline system is overclocked past all tolerance, though, teaming up with the nerve-jangling cocktail of sounds and the lack of Plangent finally to wrestle his self-control to the ground. He gives her a mad grin that suggests that, yes, maybe he’s been stringing them all along, all this time. But if it’s true then he’s not going to tell her or anyone. She can wear his hide as a cloak before she’ll get it out of him.

Seeing her fury is a last tiny joy he can squeeze out of this otherwise unsatisfactory situation. Fury not even at being wrong, but at being right and still being outmanoeuvred. Her composure cracks and for a moment she’s not an engineered predator with a gun, but just an enraged mustelid with teeth.

He goes for her. It’s his window, the moment the gun drifts from him in her shaking hands. He’s bigger, he’s stronger, he’s got the drop on her. If he can get his teeth into her throat he’ll show her just whose branch of Carnivora is best.

She’s gone when he gets claws and teeth into that serpentine space she occupied just a moment before. Her own teeth tear at his arm but don’t lock on. Instead she puts distance between them because she’s got the gun full of bees and he doesn’t.

He has just one moment to sincerely regret his life choices when the shooting comes to play a surprise inspection to this particular part of the battlefield. Surprise, because it’s not Szerky pulling the trigger. Her body jerks aside so savagely he thinks she’s taken a pellet, but instead she’s weasel-dancing around the incoming attack, throwing her long form into mad contortions so that the shot passes through the gaps between her loops.

“Skotch!” shouts a voice. He’s already backpedalling away because hopefully Szerky’s gun doesn’t have much range on it.

It’s Maria. She’s got a popgun, a good one, air battery for two or three shots before it needs recharging. Ramming another pellet into the breech and bringing the weapon up again. Trying to draw a bead on Szerky as the stoatweasel leaps around, a sinuous blur.

“Go!” Maria snaps through her jagged mess of teeth. And possums always look mad but right now she’s practically rabid. And Skotch doesn’t know if she came here with orders to rescue him. What he does guess, though, is that she reckons Szerky got Fitch back at Skotch’s place. She’s not after justice, but she’ll take revenge for her partner if she can get it.

Watching Szerky close the distance like a lightning bolt clad in ermine, he reckons Maria’s going to be crap out of luck. Right now, though, it’s not his fight. He doesn’t even have a fight. What he has, ideally, is an escape.

He bolts. Leaves Maria his absolute best wishes as she snaps off another shot. Skotch has his own pelt to look after right now, and it’s already collected a couple of bald patches.

He vaults over a crow lying on its back with its feet in the air like it’s in a cartoon. A Gray comes at him, pointing a gun that turns out not to be loaded or tensioned, or for some other reason doesn’t go off. Skotch scoops up the dead bird and knocks the squirrel flat with it. Disrespectful both to the deceased and to religion in general, but he reckons he’ll take the bad karma if it gets him out in one piece. Then something hits him from the side—not a shot but a solid body. A squirrel, clinging to him, trying to get its incisors into his neck. He rolls over fighting to dislodge the tenacious rodent. It’s Ripper, he realises. Ripper, who presumably took the bulk of the Country Club haul for this piece of off-the-books service, and who stays bought once she’s paid for.

He gets a hand on her leg and drags her off his back with what feels like quite a lot of fur and skin he’d rather have kept. For a moment they’re rolling over and over, spitting, scratching, biting. Him bigger, her faster and just generally madder. Just insanely furious that Skotch, whom she never liked ever, is in danger of escaping with the miserable dog-end that passes for his life.

With a convulsive thrash he throws her off. She almost goes into the teeth of another separator, and this time he’s not going to suddenly turn merciful at the last minute. His blood’s up, his cognitive functioning’s down, and he’s just a spitting hairball of rage. And it’s his cue to run, honestly, as Ripper scrabbles to keep from losing her tail to the mechanical jaws, but all the flight’s been punched out of him.

“You killed Sly,” he spits. His mouth is full of saliva. The words come out thick and choked.

“Who?” Ripper looks like some invisible hand is squeezing her, teeth all bared, eyes virtually popping from her head with rage. The Gehirner engineering colliding with animal instinct at full speed, resulting in a kind of berserk fury, the state no animal wants to get to, but sometimes you just have to roll with the punches and come up swinging. “The fox?” she spits. “Who cares about some cripple fox?”

He goes for her. Hits her hard enough that the pair of them actually bounce clear over the separator. Her teeth go into his shoulder like knives, and then she’s got an actual knife scraping coldly down his ribs. Skotch takes her and shakes her, slams her against the metal of the floor. A crow blunders into them, all flailing wings and sharp beak. Skotch kicks the bird, then just swings Ripper at it, lamping the blundering corvid across the back like Ripper’s the stick he’s got to beat the world with. Then Ripper’s blade worries across his fingers and he loses his grip on her. She rolls, lands splay-limbed. There’s a gun.

A popgun, there between them. They both freeze, looking at it. In his fired-up state Skotch probably couldn’t even pull a trigger, but he recognises it as a weapon he doesn’t want his enemy to have. He lunges for it, practically jaws first.

She’s quicker. Gets it in her hands and pointed the right way, the ring of the barrel right into the concavity of his body as he folds round her. He feels the vibration as the trigger pulls. Ripper’s shrill cry of triumph.

It’s not charged. Nothing happens. Skotch gets a hand about her throat. He’s about to end the whole business here and now. Then a knot of fighting squirrels, red and gray, boil into the pair of them. Ripper is gone from his grasp and Skotch ends up on his belly, shaking his head, feeling a half-dozen points of pain where he’s been bitten and cut. Suddenly his instincts are fighting back the red tide of rage and telling him he’s hurt and this is a good place to be out of. All that fight alchemised to flight the moment he gets a breathing space.

Shuddering, the back of his brain yammering with panic, he tries to get a sense of the fight’s choreography. Plenty of Reds and Grays popping off at one another still. Plenty of bodies, a bumper restocking day at the Separation Plant. Szerky.

All the way across the factory floor from him. A dead squirrel at her feet and so messed up he can’t tell which side it’s from. Her mad stoat eyes find him even as he finds her. No sign of what happened to Maria.

There’s a lot of ground to cover between them, and some of it is grinding mechanical teeth and other parts of it are a thoroughfare for popgun fire, but Szerky isn’t going to let that kind of trivia stop her. She bunches, ready to go for him, and Skotch flees.

Tries to flee, anyway. His usual disadvantage, when amongst squirrels: He’s the biggest target in the room. A pellet strikes sparks from the floor to his left, making him jink right. He scrabbles round the blood-slippery rim of a separator, nails raking for purchase against the metal, for a moment that cartoon character whose legs are cycling like mad but who doesn’t actually go anywhere. Behind him, out of sight, Szerky is knifing through the melee in his direction.

He goes, getting his feet under him at last, streaking across the room and just ignoring the whole risk-of-being-shot thing because he can’t exactly dodge between the bullets like Szerky apparently can. Just relying on the general odds that his body and a speeding bolt won’t ever quite be in the same point in space at the same time.

And somehow she loses him. He doesn’t see how. Maybe Maria, coming back for more because you don’t ever assume a possum’s dead just because it’s down. Somehow, rather than the factory floor stretching out forever ahead of him like a bad dream, his feet spill him into a pipe-cluttered wallspace. Not exactly a happy thought, knowing what’s carried through those pipes, but at least it’s shorter on guns than the place he was in before.

Just one gun, in fact. A yipping voice barking out his name. He bunches, crouched, turning. Knowing he should run but knowing he’ll take the hit if he does. Instead he does literally the worst thing against a popgun, which is make himself look big, the perfect target. It’s instinct, though, the raccoon standing tall on its hind legs, arms out and fur bristling as though he was facing some dog dumb enough to be intimidated by the display.

Ripper has her popgun loaded now, levelled at him. Just as his mad rage has washed away, so has hers. She’s cold and level on the far side of the gun.

“Company raccoon,” she says. “Where’s your collar?”

“This again?” Skotch complains. “You’re an army squirrel? Your friends are back there getting murdered, Ripley. You want to pretend you’re here with a gun on me cos of orders? Or you care about the damn mouse? You don’t even know what’s going on here.”

“And you do?” she throws back and he almost gags on his frustration.

“I mean, I don’t!” he shouts at her. “But this whole circus is because all those dumbasses think I do! Go help your friends, Ripley. Go fight the Reds. Isn’t that your job?”

Right then she obviously thinks her job is loose raccoon disposal, because she doesn’t go anywhere. And he reckons that her general dumbassery didn’t extend to getting payment up front from the Country Clubs, and now she’s got absolutely nothing to justify to her superiors why she went and got a load of their soldiers killed. And not like a dead raccoon is going to level those scales, but it will obviously give her a huge amount of personal satisfaction.

“Just a shame you came out here, Skotch,” she tells him, because even with her finger on the trigger she wants him to hear the sound of her carping voice just a little longer. “Means I got to drag your dead weight all the way back in to the separators.”

He goes for her, or he tries to, but the hurts, the encroaching dumb, the threat of the gun, they conspire to fix him in place, compliant as you choose for the shooter who doesn’t want a challenge. Something comes down between them, though. Like a curtain. Feathers. A high voice telling “Ripper” Ripley that she can’t. “No, no! I need him! He owes me a story!”

Skotch hears the sharp clack of the popgun even as Lulu intrudes. Her voice is abruptly a shriek of pain, swatted out of the air by the force of the bolt. She collides with him, a meaty weight of pigeon enough to knock him down from his threat display. She’s flailing, keening, feet scrabbling at the air. Skotch shoves her off him, no time to be delicate. Comes up facing Ripper.

Her eyes are wide. She’s shot Lulu. The pigeon; the pet. Rule One. Rule One, which says, fight, squabble, politick, build, and thrive, but under no circumstances ever bring humans into the Gehirner world. Because all we are is theirs, and they can take it back.

The next shot snatches Ripper away, sends the Graycoat spinning off back towards the factory floor, knotted about the bolt. There are more Reds moving in. The first few just step past Skotch and the spasming Lulu, barely sparing them a glance as they hunt their territorial rivals. The second wave stop and stare, waiting for someone with authority. It’s an army and the Reds are big on chain of command.

Skotch claws over to Lulu: still alive, shivering, one wing flat out at an awkward angle.

“Hurts,” she gets out, all those words condensed to just one. And Sly’s dead, and Fitch and Springer, and now this. This ludicrous, irritating bird whom Skotch never wanted involved in any part of his life, except she was and now she’s shot.

He calls out to the Reds, demands a medic. They ignore him, soldiers who don’t take orders from some civilian. Some US civilian, surely closer to their enemies than to them. If they only knew …

Then there’s a squirrel standing over the pair of them. Or at least standing beside, because, on his hind feet, he’s not really much higher than either Skotch or Lulu are lying down. He wears a cuirass of buttons that rattle together when he moves, and his helm is a bottlecap, emblazoned with a little image of a cheery cartoon panda. His whiskers are curved like elaborate mustachios and, of all things, there’s a tiny gold-rimmed monocle somehow propped over one eye. He has a popgun in his hands. For a moment it looks like he’s going to just finish the pair of them and move on.

“Big stretchers,” he calls out, and the way the other Reds hop shows that this is the near-side terminus of the chain of command. “Get these two back to forward command. Maybe one of them can tell us what the devil is going on.”

And Skotch probably could have done, once, but he’s falling down the well of Plangent deprivation and right then feels he could barely get out his own name.
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RED-HANDED



He’s asking for a medic from the start. Not for himself but for Lulu. At first calling from his stretcher, hauled by four squirrels away from the Separation Plant, and never has he been happier to see something recede into the tangle of the green city’s underworkings. Then from his feet, because he’s bone-tired, muddle-headed, and cut up, but he can walk. The Redcoats stretchering him look mutinous about it for a second, but he’s a big raccoon and he’s saving them some grunt work.

Lulu isn’t walking out of here on her own two feet. Her bulk bows the slightly degraded plastic of the stretcher. One wing trails, obviously not going to be carrying her through the air any time soon. Perhaps ever. There’s a constant throaty sound in her breast that Skotch can parse as whimpering. Her eyes stare both sides of her and her feet claw and clutch. Her breast has gone red as a robin’s with lost blood.

“I’m here,” Skotch tells her, as though that’s ever comforted anyone. Then looks daggers at the squirrels who’ve been freed up from hauling him. “Get a medic, will you?”

Medicine for Gehirner is tricky. Nutrition is brought to them by the somewhat morbid repast of the SLG bars, to which Skotch just narrowly avoided making a contribution. There are little guilds who monitor Gehirner health across the city and code for medications whenever any sickness gets hold. Three times in his years in Neuwien, Skotch has scarfed down pills with his rations because some epidemic or other was being wrestled to the ropes. Health notices get posted up everywhere, and when the white doves and rats with the red markings start distributing pills, nobody gets in their way, as neutral and respected as their opposite numbers, the carrion birds of the Separation Plants. Except Skotch has some words to say about just how they use their neutrality.

Injury is tricky, though. There’s no safety net for something that lays you low but isn’t catching. Often it’s just age catching up with you, because the majority of Strains only have a few years, even with their operational lifespans increased by the engineering. From a human perspective there’s not much mileage in a big expensive rat hospital so that a washed-out old rodent can limp on another three weeks. Industrial accident is the other common cause of damage built into the system. The guilds look after their own,. They build what facilities they can within the walls of the city, and a fair body of knowledge about how various Strains are put together has accumulated, and gets shared city to city. Not quite a global network of hospitals urgently flying out mangled animals to this or that specialist unit, but they’re getting there. The Little Helpers have only been a thing for a few decades after all.

Amongst the armies, and at various other strata of the Gehirner world, the most common cause of injury is precisely this, though: violence. The Reds don’t go into a firefight with their perennial rivals without expecting to take a bullet or two. They must have someone to hand.

“She’s been patched,” one of the Reds tells Skotch shortly. “That’s all she’s getting.”

Where the shot went, there’s a knot of stuff the colour of off milk. Glue, basically. Glue to seal the wound and stop external blood loss. If the pellet tore her up inside then it does no good, but Skotch reckons she’d be dead already if there was too much like that going on.

“Give her something for the pain, at least,” he demands, but their looks, and the tilt of their guns, suggest that demands are something he’s not in a position to make. Skotch bares his teeth, wrings his hands together, tries to think. The stifling fog of dumbness is still creeping through his brain, an army on the march and he has no chokepoints to hold it at, no forces he can muster. “Give me some Plangent at least,” he asks them, and receives only scornful looks in return. The old stigma of letting yourself get too dumb. Even if it’s just circumstance that puts you there, the other Gehirner who see you mumble and flinch and fumble basic tools will always tut and roll their eyes. Should have been more careful, shouldn’t have pushed the boundaries, shouldn’t have left the company … Skotch snarls, at his thoughts, at the world, and the squirrels bring their guns up in case they need to put the mad raccoon down.

They hit a lift, head up nineteen storeys, Lulu trembling and whimpering all the way. Skotch puts a hand on the ring around her leg. To reassure her. To remind himself. Who he is, at least. The animal person he’s still desperately clinging on to with the tips of his nails.

At the top of the lift there’s a Redcoat camp, almost a little town that can be packed up and moved at need. Hangings and hammocks, a forge and a little printer turning out plastic components. A big pot where the company’s SLG rations have gone, to be stirred into a stew with seasoning and any contraband goodies the soldiers have made off with. Lots of blunt orange-furred heads and tufted ears pricked at the newcomers. At the prisoners, Skotch understands. He hadn’t quite worked it out, because he’s got too many disconnected wheels in his head, but somewhere between the Separation Plant and here, the rescue side of things dropped away, and he’s just been passed from one set of squirrel hands to another.

“Get a medic,” he insists to his escort. “For her. Look.” Clutching at Lulu’s anklet. “She dies, it’s trouble. Seriously, get a medic.”

Some looks between them, at least, that aren’t just hostile or dismissive, but no medic turns up before he and the pigeon are stowed in a blind space covered over with tarpaulin.

“I’m sorry, Lulu,” Skotch says. It’s hard, and not just from the way his mind is fogging up.

One of her eyes swivels and blinks until it’s on him. “Hurts,” she gasps. All those words in her, put them under sufficient pressure and that’s what they bake down to.

“You came for me,” he said. “You shouldn’t have. I’m not worth it.”

“Owe me a story,” she forces out of her beak, eyes bulging at the strain.

He’s about to tell her, then. Tell her all of what even the threat of the separator hadn’t scared out of him. Because he owes her. Because the concept of owing and paying, of doing your duty, is part of the neural engineering they’re all blessed and cursed with. That humans gave them so they’d want to do their jobs, and that ran on to generate the tangled emergent world of Gehirner society that most humans can’t even guess at. He owes, and so he opens his mouth to tell what might be the most valuable secret in the whole of Neuwien-Grunstadt. Then the squirrels come in.

Not a medic. The self-important mustachioed officer with the shirt of button mail, along with a handful of regulars with popguns. One of them sets down a tiny stool and the lead squirrel hops up onto it and crouches there, just about at eye level with Skotch sitting on the ground.

“They tell me you’re Skotch, eh?” he says. “The name’s Hansard, but the fellows round here call me Brass-Shirt. Can’t imagine why.”

“Let me guess,” Skotch tells him. “You’ve got a few questions.”

“Just a couple,” the squirrel agrees. He has a laid-back, humorous manner, quite unlike the run of squirrels who end up a bit frantic by default. Under other circumstances Skotch feels he might get on with this bravo, but right now he has priorities.

“I will answer anything you’ve got, but first she needs help.”

Brass-Shirt narrows his eyes. “Now, son, one might observe that we’ve got you, and we’re in a position to be quite encouraging, as far as answers are concerned. I don’t want you labouring under any false pretences regarding your position here. You’re an enemy combatant and you’re a prisoner.”

“I’m not with the Grays,” Skotch says. “Not even with Uzco. Just me, on my own.” Finding the concepts hard to put into words. Complicated things, belonging, factions.

“You’re a New-worlder, though. Means you’re on their side often as not,” Brass-Shirt says philosophically.

“Please,” Skotch gets out.

Hansard Brass-Shirt stares up at the low ceiling, bares his big incisors, looks around at his escort. “One of you fellows go fetch some pain meds. And disinfectant, too. Looks like someone got their teeth into you, friend.”

Skotch can only nod. Feels like someone beat him all over with sticks, too. He just sags there on the floor, and honestly nothing sags quite like a raccoon.

A subordinate squirrel ducks out and then ducks back. Lulu gets a shot of something, and if it won’t help her live it will at least let her die easier if that’s the path she’s on. Skotch doesn’t feel he’s got the credit to demand exploratory surgery right then, and probably he couldn’t even explain what that was. His grasp of the concept is receding away from him like a drowner in deep water.

He flinches. One of the squirrels has prodded him with a gun. He realises Brass-Shirt had made a start on his questions. Tries to recapture what was said, fails. Tries to ask the officer to repeat himself. Fails with that, too. In the end just makes a pitiful gesture, pulling at his lower eyelid. What comes out of his jaws is just a chattering sound where fragments of words get ground up like meat in the teeth of the separator.

Because of the different delivery methods, the squirrels don’t immediately understand, but then one of them obviously recalls the slightly uncomfortable way that Skotch’s Strain is set up. The same orderly nips out and back in, this time with an ampoule in his hands.

Hansard has a cup. An actual goddamn honest-to-goodness acorn cap cup, or at least one printed to look like an acorn cap. He decants most of the ampoule into it, then hands the almost-empty tab to Skotch.

“Bottoms up,” he suggests, and sips at his own draught of intellect merrily. Skotch fumbles, drops the thing, scoops it up desperately. Tilts his head back, eyelids peeled back. A drop, just a drop, into his right eye. The clarity of thought comes almost instantly, with the understanding that it’s only a passing phase, a moment’s respite.

“There’s more where that comes from,” says Brass-Shirt. “If we like your answers. So, Skotch?”

“That’s me.” The words still coming thick and rusty, but the little drop of oil doing its work to get the gears moving again.

“You want to tell me just why the hell the Grays were throwing such a party in your honour, son?”

Skotch blinks, takes a deep breath. Very aware of Lulu, her breathing easier now, her whimpering retreated further into her breast. Very aware of the guns, and that Hansard Brass-Shirt’s genial manner is just one more sheath you can hide a knife in.

“I’ll tell you,” he says. “Everything I can. But you’ve got to agree to fix her up. She’s not with the Grays—I mean, she came to fetch you guys, so you’ve got to know that. She’s not just any pigeon. She’s owned. She dies, it’s trouble.”

Brass-Shirt swills the thick Plangent in his tiny cup. “The way I see it, it wasn’t us who shot her. It was the Grays,” he points out. “That means the trouble devolves to them. I don’t see any reason to stop the world taking a big old dump when my enemy’s downhill of me.”

“That’s not how Rule One works,” Skotch tells him fiercely. Aware that it’s half that, and half him not wanting Lulu to die, but that only the first of those will carry any weight with these brigands. “Rule One craps on all of us. We do not make them take notice of us, right?” And he’s aware that Gehirner flirt with the edges of Rule One every day, from stealing food scraps out of the bins at Franz-Ferdinand’s to the Rattenkönige and Maulers trading services for human currency on the dark web. But the sanctity of human pets is a point in the doctrine where there isn’t any flex. And Lulu just about counts.

“You’re getting no promises out of me,” Brass-Shirt says, but Skotch can see his big plume of a tail flicking about, giving the lie to his composure. “We don’t have anyone who knows birds anyway. But maybe there’s someone. We’ll make enquiries.” He nods, and that same put-upon squirrel dashes out again. “So maybe you talk. Why’d the Grays grab you, son?”

With a drop of Plangent inside him, Skotch is able to get out a coherent story. More than that, he’s able to edit before the words come out. Brass-Shirt seems a sharp edge, so he doesn’t try to either play too dumb or get too clever. He keeps the stuff about Meece on the slender side, though. Helps that he doesn’t actually know the full truth himself, but he doesn’t trouble the Reds with his speculations, either. Doesn’t mention Sly, or whatever it was Sly knew that Skotch, now, won’t find out. Cuts down the cast of characters so names like the Baron’s and Muther Murnau’s don’t directly feature. The Grays grabbed him, but they were working for the Country Club. An escaped mouse. Somehow the whole thing turning into something between a circus and an auction.

Hansard chuckles into his mustachios about that. He and his detachment were in the area because the Grays had been putting the word out to interested parties about valuable information. Selling tickets to Skotch’s gallows confession, basically. Ripper got greedy once she worked out that it wasn’t just the Country Club who’d pay. Probably Szerky was royally pissed at it, but Skotch will shed copious tears over that when hell freezes over. Anyway, once the Reds not only heard this particular word on the street, but figured out they were pointedly not invited, they decided to track down the party and crash it with extreme prejudice just on principle. Hence, they were in the neighbourhood for Lulu to find and guide in. And for once—given they’ve been on the back foot for a while against their rivals—it worked out for the Reds. Except now Skotch has explained it wasn’t even a Gray scheme, just one they were providing the hired muscle for, because a single stoat wasn’t going to be taking on Sly’s entire kennel on her own.

Skotch goes quiet and still then. Hasn’t really had the time to process it. Sly’s death. And why? Not like the old fox was anyone’s ideologue. Szerky could just have bought what he knew off him, given the deep pockets the Country Clubs have.

Except, Skotch gets, it wasn’t that she needed to know it. Presumably she—or her paymasters—already do. It was that she couldn’t have anyone knowing whatever it was. Meece’s chemistry experiment. That’s why she wants Meece dead. That’s why she offed Sly once she worked out, or even suspected, that he was onto the secret.

“Son?” Brass-Shirt prompts. “Mud in your eye, get your memory sparking again?” He decants a single bead of Plangent from his cup and Skotch takes it on the pad of one finger and pulls his eyelid back to drop it in. It’s not that he’s slow, though. It’s that everything else is big, and he’s having difficulty stretching his head to fit it all in. There’s a limit to what even Plangent can do.

Szerky wants Meece dead. Benson wanted Meece alive, and then decided dead was also good. Meaning …

He shakes his head. The pieces rattle around but don’t quite connect.

“I don’t know what you want to hear, boss,” he tells Brass-Shirt. “I got myself in the middle of some big old mess I don’t understand. I’m not with the Grays, and right now I’m probably on their list of public enemies till I can buy myself off it, buttons or favours, you know? I’m not a problem for you. I owe you, even. Owe you even more if you can fix up the pigeon.”

Brass-Shirt regards him levelly, slurps the last of the ambrosia from a cup no longer running over. That genial regard has crystallised into something calculating that reminds Skotch the Reds aren’t the good guys, just the bad guys who aren’t currently shooting at him.

“I mean, you’ve told me enough, son,” the squirrel says meditatively. “You’ve told me that your hide is worth something to someone.”

It was, Skotch considers, inevitable that they would end up here. If he’d been sharper he’d have seen it coming. There’s a tension in the way the guns in the room are being held that suggests he shouldn’t try to wring Hansard’s neck right now to register his dissatisfaction.

“I can do a lot of good work for the Reds. I have contacts, skills,” he tries.

Hansard does a little shrug and juggle with the cup, as if to say that contacts and skills are cheap in the big city, as opposed to a big sack of buttons to pay for guns and mercenaries. “Cheer up, son,” he says sunnily. “Not like I’ll be selling you to the farms, or anyone who decides the Grays make better partners than we true children of Neuwien. But someone’s buying, of that I’m in no doubt.”

Skotch is already slouching to his feet for them to lead him out.



They put him back in with Lulu. She’s still alive, breathing, awake. Staring at him with one eye at a time.

“Skotch,” she whispers, deep in her throat. A voice that sounds like it’s gone on a long, ragged journey to find the open air. “I need you to do something.”

He sits down by her, slumping, brain trying to suck the last goodness out of those two drops of Plangent. “Whatever I can do,” he says.

“I need you to tell Schreiber—”

“Lulu, I’m not—I can’t…” Talking to a human, or at least a human who isn’t Saint Frances. Not something he’s going to do. Even a human who wants to hear from a Gehirner, it’s too far into Rule One territory. “You can tell him yourself,” he says, trying for “bright” and just getting “hollow.”

“Skotch…” she says, and to stop her asking, he starts talking. Telling her things. All the things he knows, all the workings of his mind. The Meece case, the story of the fugitive mouse, its details all Swiss-cheesed full of holes he’s trying to fill.

“Benson,” he tells her. “Benson at Uzco, he wanted what Meece knew, that’s why he hired me to bring the squeaker in alive.” Wondering, as he says it, whether that “squeaker” would piss off Meece as much as “washbear” or “bandit” do him. He’s never thought about it before, but he’s not had much to do with mice either. “But I guess I wasn’t his only angle, and maybe he pulled some serious strings. Next thing I know he wants Meece either way, and to me that says he found out what the mouse was up to, and decided it was dangerous. And no way is Szerky on regular runaways duty, not with the buttons she’s throwing around. The Baron told me Meece is like a super-genius mouse. Whatever it is he knows would mess things up for Uzco as much as the farms.”

He looks at Lulu. Still with him. Managing a nod. The details are starting to fuzz and disassociate in his head. Talking about it is just about keeping the wheels turning.

“Murnau, the Rattenkönige, not sure quite what their angle is. Either they want him so they can sell him at a markup, or they want what he can make, or they want him dead because he’s a threat even to them. I mean the only people who definitely wanted him alive and well were the Maulers, and they want to bring everything down. Or say they do.”

“What,” Lulu whispers, “does he know?”

“I mean, I was thinking … poison gas? A plague? Apocalyptic stuff,” Skotch says. “Was a moment, in the Alley, where I had my hands on him and I thought, I could just snap his skinny little mouse neck myself, you know?”

She nods. “But you didn’t. Because you’re a good Gehirner.”

“I mean it’s just one maus worth but maybe I can’t afford the gelt.” A wretched chuckle from him. “Or maybe it’s that I’d have to pay it to those farm bastards, as his guild. Even though they’re trying to kill him themselves.”

“You let him go,” Lulu says.

“You think that was the smart move?” he asks her. “Half the humans drop dead, or some Gehirner Strain suddenly goes extinct, I’m going to know I was wrong, aren’t I? Except…” His hands clutch at one another as though desperately trying to keep hold of his train of thought. “The Baron should be the first one panicking about anything getting into the water, and she was pro-mouse. And Sly … Sly could just have sent a message ‘Kill Meece On Sight.’ And didn’t. Told me the Baron had an angle. Told me he needed to speak to me. Not spreading an alarm. Keeping a secret. Said … save Meece, at the end. But what did he know, honestly? A mad old fox on the way out.” He clutches his fingers together so hard it hurts. “I can’t make it make sense, Lulu.”

She just makes a noise. No contribution, but telling him she’s still alive. And all the pieces of what’s going on are just floating away from one another in his head, the little well of Plangent all run dry. He can’t think, certainly not the high level of problem-solving that this kind of thing needs.

“Hey!” he calls for the squirrels. “Hey, we going to get fed in here?” Just in case dinner comes with a side order of ampoules.

A squirrel sticks her rusty head past the tarpaulin, looks from him to Lulu, then ducks back out. Dinner doesn’t manifest, not even a corner of an SLG ration bar. And Skotch reflects bleakly that he’s seen how the sausage is made, and it’s made of other Gehirner like Lulu. And maybe that’s what the squirrels reckon she’s good for, and they’re going to save their rations for actual soldiers.

There’s a darkness growing in his brain. It’s made of ignorance and forgetting. Forgetting the complex chain of events that brought him here. Forgetting the niceties of being a Gehirner. Forgetting what Skotch is and why it’s important. It’s the old animal soul inside him, that all the engineering couldn’t quite crowd out. Always waiting for when the chemical supplements dry up. For the moment the bio-engineered neurology that makes Skotch a person ceases to link to the raccoon brain his ancestors evolved. For the lights to go off, so that he, the nocturnal predator and scavenger hanging in the middle of the food chain, can get off the bench and just act as nature intended. And here he is, right next to a delicious plump pigeon, trying desperately to remember that she’s got a name. That she’s a person too.

Fatigue is catching up on him too. All those escapades, so little sleep. He fights it. He pinches himself and grips his knuckles and grinds his teeth together, trying to stave off oblivion. Because he’s very worried about what might wake from that sleep. He’s worried it won’t be Skotch.

He’s worried that, by the time Skotch reasserts himself, he won’t be hungry anymore.

He puts as much distance as he can, in that little space, between himself and Lulu. As though it will help.



He wakes up held down. Fighting instinctively, snapping, snarling. No Skotch in him right then, just raccoon, clawing with all four feet, growling and screaming at the whole world. The instinctive push back against restraint, imprisonment that no animal can brook. There are what feels like a dozen squirrels wrestling with him, holding him still. They have his head. They tie a strap about his muzzle. They pry open his eyes. Skotch screams, a muted, squealing sound from between his teeth.

The Plangent goes in. Drop, drop, drop, icy cold against his naked eyeball. The instinctive buck and twitch against it, even though he’s done it to himself a hundred times.

Clarity returns. The fight doesn’t exactly leave him, but it goes back to its corner and waits for the next bell. He stares out at them, the mob of squirrels.

Lulu’s gone from there. There’s no great mess of blood and feathers, no taste of death in his mouth, but she’s gone. A terrible wrenching feeling grips him, as though a taloned hand had reached in through his gut.

There’s a rat there, amongst the squirrels. A pale silvery-furred critter with a bandolier of what look like medical or bioscience tools, scaled for clever little hands. He thinks at first she’s wearing a metal skullcap, flat and sleek across the top of her head. There’s no cap to it, though. A rat with a metal cranium, which reaches down and around one eye. That eye is glassy, and there are a couple of jacks and what looks like a tiny antenna behind one pink ear.

“Skotch, PI, gumshoe, investigator? Yesno?” she says, the words coming out in a kind of machine-gun rattle.

“I, what? Yes?” Skotch manages. The Plangent is a potent batch. His mind is spinning its wheels like a revving car, desperate to go somewhere but without a map.

“Good, acceptable, excellent,” she says, like it’s a multiple choice. “I, this one, Nimoy, me.” She raps a nail against the steel over her eye, tik tik tik. “You, Skotch, accompanying, coming with me, yesno?”

“What? No.”

“What, yes,” she corrects. “Purchased, bought, paid for. Also to your advantage, benefit, yesno, but coming with me if you like it, if not, in either case. Nimoy, me, of Ratlabs. Ratlabs has you now.”
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THE MORAL MAZE



They’re deep under the central city now. Skotch isn’t quite sure where, given his lapses in cogency. When he asks, Nimoy says, “Rootspace One, yes. Rootspace One for Ratlabs.” And he isn’t quite sure where that really is, but perhaps dead centre.

“Whose guild?” he asks, trying for a sense of territory, belonging, a pin in the social map of the city.

“Ratlabs. Ratlabs, own guild. Good workers. Very efficient,” Nimoy returns in her staccato manner. She snickers, as though there’s a joke there Skotch isn’t getting. “Biggest guild, Ratlabs, by worker headcount, yes.”

They’re on a car. Not the city’s own infrastructure, not some repurposed human train or lift that the Little Helpers hitch a lift on. A little electric buggy, four wheels and a motor on a flatbed, and no obvious means of controlling it. Nimoy sits up front, but facing backwards, meaning Skotch clings on to the low rails because nobody visible is driving the thing. Beside him, strapped down, Lulu shudders.

It’s being controlled remotely, he knows, or following some programming, or there’s a rail set beneath the floor to guide it. Newly fed with Plangent, his brain can think of plenty of ways the whole thing might be managed. None of them make him feel more comfortable with the careering journey through a host of low access tunnels that mean he has to flatten himself onto the flatbed to fit through. Rat-scaled places. Nimoy’s ears flick at the ceiling as she observes his discomfort.

There are other cars, occasionally; passing by so close as to almost strike sparks, but never quite touching. The lab rats have their transport network sorted out.

“How come,” he’s talking more to distract himself than any serious attempt at investigation, “you got the prime real estate?”

“Not at first. Originally, further, higher, less advantageous, yesno?” Nimoy rattles off. “Moved in, made offers. Innovation, success; success, leverage. Moving in, Ratlabs, yes. Facilities, access.”

“Hire you some guns and turf out a few Rattenkönige?” Skotch guesses.

Nimoy is scandalised. “Violence? No! Negotiations, yes! Much service, Ratlabs to Rat Kings, Ratlabs to guilds. Good neighbours, yesno?”

He’s not convinced, but it’s her car so he keeps schtum. Changing the subject to: “You can help her?”

She cocks her head. “Why?”

“I mean why bring her if not?”

“What we can, yes, done. If we can,” she says. “Why? Why you and her, Skotch? You owe her? She owes you? Source for your investigations? All of the above? Yesno?” Her look at him is sharp, suspicious.

“A source? The pigeon?” he asks. “She’s, like, the opposite. An information sink. A nuisance, ask anyone. She’s just…” And he has it all lined up: Lulu’s curious relationship with Rule One, the danger of humans taking an interest if something happens to her—or something worse, given something already did. Skotch the tough guy, brushing her off. Wanting her patched up only because his life would be easier that way, and not for any other reason.

He doesn’t say it in the end. “Just … help her. If you can.”

“If help is possible. The Redcoats, inconducive to ongoing salubriety, yes,” Nimoy says, most of which are not real words, in Skotch’s book.

“Your friends,” he points out.

“No, not, no.” Her whiskers bristling at the thought. “No enemies. Ratlabs tries hard. Neutral, benevolent. Everyone’s confederates. Worked so far. Maybe not much longer, yesno?” And a look at him, as though he ought to know what she’s talking about.

The car slows, descends a ramp, turns perfectly into a low but wide space where a score of the little buggies are parked. It slots itself neatly between two others, and there is already a rat trauma team there with a trolley, ready to rodenthandle Lulu away.

“I should go with her.” Skotch slides off the car, ducking under the ceiling.

“No, no, small rooms, delicate work, large raccoon,” Nimoy tells him, tugging painfully at the fur of his flank with her little hands. “Come. Time to look at you, Skotch the raccoon.”

“Me?”

“Squirrel bites, nasty, yes,” Nimoy says. “Infected, yesno? Examine, diagnose, see.” She yanks his fur again, which he’s getting fed up of. And there are no guards, or maybe there are guards he can’t see. Maybe there are all sorts of defences around here. You hear a lot about Ratlabs and some of it’s probably true.

A guild, like she says. Slotting into the services network of the city. Rats, like the name suggests. Maybe a Rattenkönig gang that went straight. Maybe they got religion real bad in a weird way. Maybe some early part of the original Gehirner plan in Neuwien-Grunstadt. Maybe really just some guild that went in a radically different direction to the others. The main thing you hear, though, is they don’t do things like anyone else in the city. Work smarter, not harder, that could be their motto. So mostly Skotch runs into the name “Ratlabs” attached to some innovation or other that’s spreading through the other guilds of the city. Some time-saver, work-saver, little piece of efficiency. That’s how he reckoned they made their capital. But apparently here is their little heartland, a nugget of territory right in the middle of the city, and they still do guild work, keep the human lights on and the communications infrastructure connected.

“Look,” he tells Nimoy’s back, “I don’t have time for this. There’s … stuff going on, out in the city. Stuff I urgently need to get sorted out. Or people will sort it out for me.”

She cocks an ear back at him, to show she’s listening. “Yes?”

“Only there’s this psychopathic stoatweasel out there, and she’s not got what she wants yet, but she’ll get it soon, and I reckon that’s bad news. Or there’s my old boss, and maybe it’s bad news if he gets what he wants, which is basically what the stoat wants, or maybe it’s not. And some of your kin, too. More than one faction of them, only one of them’s got a cat on retainer. And some anarchists, if they’re even still in the picture. And the Baron’s shoving her dank snout into things too, the Baron of Waste Sector Three, you know her.”

“Yes, known, yes. Friend. Mostly. Maybe.”

“So what I’m saying is”—even as he’s drawn helplessly along after her tail because he’s way out of his regular haunts and needs her to point him right—“I don’t have time for a medical check-up. I’ve got to get back out there and … do stuff.”

“Find mice, yesno?” And, when that makes him stop, she turns a beady eye on him. “Known, yes. Ratlabs. SCURRY AND KNOW THINGS.” Spoken as if it’s their official slogan, on all the flags and T-shirts. “Come, now.”

She descends into a chamber where the walls are lined with tubes and the tubes are full of bugs. Skotch has a bit of a moment, seeing them. Not revulsion or fear, as a human might. Hunger, mostly. Fat bugs, bustling back and forth through clear organoplastic tubes. Roaches, he sees. Hundreds of them, crawling over one another, meeting, butting heads, passing by. And, incidentally, lighting up the chamber with a warm, amber glow because they have illuminated backsides. The last handful of abdomen segments glow and flicker. Just a little per roach, but a lot of roaches together and the room feels like there’s a hearth there, a fire in the grate, save that the gentle leaping light comes from all over.

“I never knew they engineered roaches with light-up asses,” Skotch admits, thrown from his resolute purpose by the sheer weirdness of the sight.

“‘They,’ clarify?” Nimoy asks.

“‘They’ as in humans.”

“They did not. Ratlabs work. See. Peer close, Skotch.”

“What?” He does so. There’s a little blurred shadow across every lit-up bug butt. He squints very closely, with the focus brought by a recent Plangent infusion. There’s a word there. He has to wait until a couple have paused to flick feelers at one another, but it’s true. A slightly malformed rendition of the letters “r a t l a b.” Short for rattenlaboren.

“Wait, you made…?” For a moment he wants to believe that somewhere there’s a whole class of rats with little crayons, doodling these things onto the bugs. But this isn’t just scrawled on. The letters are actually within the translucent cuticle of the insect carapace. Which means … big things. Possibly bad things, Rule One things, maybe. He shivers.

“You want Meece, don’t you?”

Another couple of rats have wheeled a little trolley in. They apply stuff to where the squirrels bit and cut him, stinging and sharp enough that it’s probably good for him. Nimoy regards him brightly.

“Yes, guest, colleague, emerattus professor, if he would, yes. Here, friends, admirers, supporters, or would like to be. Known, he is. We Know Things. Meece’s work, we know. Meece’s place, you know.”

“Everyone says that,” Skotch remarks, wincing at the ministrations. “Going to make me an offer?” He watches the bugs seethe through their tubes. Wonders if the unauthorised engineering changes the taste. Wonders if bug-ass lamps will be the big thing next year, every guild and Gehirner space crawling with them.

“A conundrum, yesno?” Nimoy says. “You have him. You don’t have him. Not certain, Skotch?” And she’s off again, and apparently that’s all the medicine he’s getting, but if it keeps the wounds from going bad he’ll take it.

The tunnels he squeezes himself down have the plastic tubes along the side, the roaches a constant back-and-forth patter. Then Nimoy has stopped, and below them he’s looking down on a chamber where …

“Lulu!” he spits out. The pigeon is there, laid out, wings spread, one whole, one mangled. Eyes closed. “What—?” To his eyes, the three rats around her are scavengers, about to tear into this prime piece of meat he brought to them. A moment later he sees they have gear, Gehirner-scale medical, which means big in rat hands but tiny by human standards.

“What we can, we do,” Nimoy says. “Bona fides, ours, see? No guarantees. Ill used, she was. Redcoats, barbarians. Grays and pigeons no better. Brigands, vandals, yahoos, extortionists.” Suggesting relations between Ratlabs and the armies are rocky right now.

“Let me guess,” Skotch says darkly. “You get hold of Meece’s secret, you’d show them all.”

“We would rid ourselves of their shadow, yes. Change the world,” she says, and so blithely it chills him. A rat world, perhaps. A plague world. All the old stereotypes of her Strain.

“Okay, so you’ve got her, and you’ll take care of her if I play along. I get the gameplan.”

“For her, we care. What can be done. For you, also. In return? What can be done for us. Come.” And she’s off again, but only a brief hop, then they’re in another roach-lit chamber. Here, the tubes have gone mad like they were vines left to grow wild. Knots of them reach into the space, twine around one another, meet, exchange complements of insects, part and fan out again. A half-dozen rats are in here, apparently measuring or studying the activity of the roaches like they can see the future in it. On one wall there’s a big Jeffist shrine, and that’s no surprise. If there’s one thing Skotch has heard about the Ratlabs crowd it’s that they’re all massively into the Jeffist creed of self-improvement.

“City heart, yes?” Nimoy prompts him. “Way of the future. The work, yesno? See?”

“What?” He doesn’t see, or even really follow the broken patter of her speech. “I see a lot of bugs. This what you do when you’re not making the services run?”

She snickers at him, that high rat chitter that has always grated on his nerves. “The work, yes. This is the work. This that you see, yesno?”

“Listen, doc, you’re going to have to use more words. Small ones for preference. I’m just a dumb trash disposal boy from Uzco.”

“Hard work, that, yes?”

“Good work when I had it.” Right at this moment he’s almost nostalgic for the days when he wore a collar and cleaned the streets.

“They do that work,” she says. “Also fix wiring. Also diagnose faults. All in the brain-hacking.”

“They? They who? The bugs?” Ludicrous. She’s making a joke.

“Yes.” She isn’t. “Our work. Guild work. Our services. The bugs, yes, they do it. Gives us time to think, make, do. We made them. Hacking roach brains. Easy, really.”

“Wait, the bugs … do your work for you?”

“Do yours too, if you want.” She shrugs. “Only here, so far. Tomorrow, who knows? Whole city maybe, yesno?”

“You’re going to replace the other guilds with bugs?” Skotch demands, and she chitters derisively at him.

“Offer bugs to other guilds, yesno? Labour saving devices, green city style, yes.”

“But the work…” The basic reason for them, for Gehirner existing at all. That they maintain the infrastructure of the cities.

“Gets done,” she says, a twitch of her whiskers dismissing all such concerns.

“But you can’t just … not do the work!” He’s surprised to find how invested he is in the thought.

She leads him over to the shrine. The icon of Divine Jeff there, his holy motto arcing over him. “See there, see him?” And it’s the usual depiction: a male human in his prime, lying back, chest bared, radiating confidence and virility. Across the city—across the whole Gehirner world—he’s a symbol of success through endeavour, a promise that you can always better your lot. That motto, the mantra that there’s always a path to where you want to go, if you work hard enough at it.

“So many of the faith,” Nimoy says, “believe it is just them, yes? Their rise, another’s fall, zero sum. Ratlabs, we see all boats lift, if the tide rises. We are the tide, not the boat, yesno?”

“That’s how people drown,” Skotch says.

“Look at him.” Nimoy sniffs at the shrine. “See how he is? Does he slave? Does he sweat? No. Relaxed, so handsome! Enjoying just rewards. Jeff wants our lives easier, better, yesno? He wants us to find ways—his holy words—to improve our lot. Sacred duty, always.”

It sounds like the kind of dogma that’s very convincing until it isn’t, Skotch reckons. He’s still reeling from the idea that the rats have outsourced their actual work to bugs, leaving themselves free to … do science, he supposes. The perfect hothouse for whatever Meece might cook up, if the little squeaker gets to them. For a moment he teeters on an almost existential abyss, seeing Ratlabs devoid of walls and rules as much as the Mauler anarchists, but with so much more potential to do harm. Or good? Maybe, but based on his experiences with any given sect or cult or faction of Gehirner, what are the odds?

Nimoy’s in something of a rodent rhapsody, though: turning on the spot as her hands, nose, and tail all point out random points of the great insect conurbation. “Skotch, raccoon, the future, yes? Ratlabs, yesno? It is not written that we must sweat with work. Only that the work must be done.”

“And so you made your own Gehirner’s Gehirner?” he says. “Hack their brains and give ’em light-up asses and they just do?” And of all the things humans never intended, this is surely the greatest sacrilege. Humans never meant for their creations to follow in their footsteps and create in turn. But here in Ratlabs a revolution is brewing that would knock all the rhetoric and plans of the Maulers aside.

Nimoy stares at him a moment, then her whiskers twitch and she adds, “Also, yes, you’re welcome. Don’t mention it. The service, all part of. Yes.”

It’s a helping of non sequitur and Skotch feels his plate is already groaning. “What now?” he demands, staring at the bugs going about their hacked business. Imagining, maybe, a city scoured down to skulls and bare organocrete by the insect tide.

“The update, yes, geneware, that,” Nimoy says.

“The roach update? You done them all up to light-up-ass-bug two point oh?”

“Raccoon OS 98.3.3.1,” Nimoy says precisely, “aka Evergreen 9 update.”

Skotch blinks slowly at her. And if he was feeling stuff clunk about in his neurology he’d put it down to the huge load of nonsense he’d been asked to swallow since Benson first called him in on the Meece case. Entirely understandable. But apparently it’s more than that. “I didn’t open a channel.”

“Ah, well,” says Nimoy.

“Did you just,” Skotch says, with admirable calm, “hack my goddamn brain?”

“A lone raccoon, no affiliation. A recent security update, small, important. Assumed, under the circumstances: your acquiescence. Simpler, just to do.” She stamps, a little rat habit of frustration. “We are showing, to you, Skotch, that we, the Ratlabs, the benevolence of us.”

“You hacked my head and showed me your bug collection because you’re the good guys?” Skotch demands.

Nimoy just nods. “And helped your friend.”

“I see her next, she’s going to have two heads cos you guys think that’s a look she’s gonna prefer?” Skotch explodes. “Or she’s a brain in a jar cos it frees up so much energy she doesn’t have to give to, you know, breathing and stuff. You got a brain collection to go with the bugs, maybe? You have any idea how crazy you sound?”

“Science is oft maligned,” Nimoy says sadly, as though she’s quoting. It’s probably in the top ten on her “things my brain-in-jar collection says” list. “No offence. We try. So hard.” Some more rats are coming in, and Skotch braces for the rat-scale strong-arming, but these are apparently more of Nimoy’s stripe. If they’re going to off him, it’ll be high-tech chicanery, not brute force. Or maybe they stitched together a hundred squirrels into some patchwork monster, and it’ll get unveiled at the appropriate moment.

One of the rats has a tray, and the tray has a scatter of ampoules on it. Skotch’s eyes twitch in sympathy. He’s only just had a shot, the one Nimoy gave him, but that doesn’t stop him wanting more the moment he sees it. You attach that level of value to a thing and there’s no Strain can get the concept of “enough.”

“A gift,” Nimoy says, rather weakly. “Further the cause. Our bona fides. As it were.”

Skotch eyes the “gift” narrowly.

“Poison, you think,” the rat says, bitter. “No trust, in this world. Our goals, intentions, wishes. We only seek to do right by the Divine Jeff, find our way to a better life.”

“Yeah, well,” Skotch tells her, though his eyes are still on the ampoules, “it’s a rat-eat-rat world out there.”

“Unnecessarily so,” Nimoy suggests. Skotch’s hands, meanwhile, have made their decision and he grabs the four tabs and shoves them into his super. Maybe he’ll ditch them later if he doesn’t trust them. Though, now they’re in his pouch and nominally his, he can’t see that’s going to be a thing that ever happens. And the Grays robbed him off his regular stash, his down payment from the employer he isn’t sure he’s still working for.

“So,” he says, on the basis that, if this goes south now, at least he’s got that, “you want the mouse. Just like everyone.”

“Correct, indeed. Yes,” Nimoy confirms.

“You want him alive, or just his little mousy body? Only there’s a difference of opinion on how live this mouse’s got to be, when he’s handed over. Dead’s interesting, cos I understand from quarters he’s one real smart mouse.”

“A prodigy, Doctor Meece. Accelerated Encoded Learning Pattern Acquisition, plus geneware copying version error, resulting in neural linkage hypertrophy. One of a kind. Further amplified by personal self-experimentation using Farm Project facilities.” Nimoy frets at her whiskers, and all the rats there seem agitated at having it talked about. Which would be a fine thing if Skotch understood a word that was just said, or even what it was.

“You’re gonna have to break it down for me here,” he mutters.

“Mouse that is born of mouse. Short time to live, yes? Rats only a little longer. Raccoons a little more. Few Strains live long, Skotch.”

“So sure, I know that.”

“Gehirner work, complex stuff. Infrastructure of a whole city. Menial tasks, technical, mechanical, diagnostic. The oil, between civic components. Green cities are built on our work. We are self-renewing, zero-carbon, eco-efficient. The idea of us. The reason of us. But the work, so complex, the lives, so short, yes? Your first day, serious work, how old?”

“Nine months.” At least that’s a question Skotch can understand. “Nine months old.”

“Nine months learning speech, socialisation, role, job skills. And more. Over-engineered, most of us. Nine months. Humans in nine months? Not much there. No talk, no walk, no operating heavy machinery. Accelerated Encoded Learning Pattern Acquisition. Inherent Gehirner engineering. Much learning, short time. From womb to work, quick as possible, yes?”

And for a rat it wouldn’t be nine months, maybe three or four tops. For a mouse, even less. So that most of their available lifespan could be devoted to their purpose, in the Farm Projects, in the cities, wherever. Whatever brought in the rations and the Plangent. And, in what time was left, some side hustle for buttons and social capital. The Gehirner life. Skotch had thought about it before, sure, but only as What Was. “So Meece got a double dose of this malarky?” he asks.

“The greatest mind, the smallest skull, yes,” says Nimoy. “The farms. Breeding programmes. Accelerate womb-to-work,” Nimoy rattles off. “From birth to the factory line, five days now.”

Skotch winces. Not that his own time as a kit was a bed of roses but better that than be a mouse. Better anything than a mouse, probably.

“Experimental still,” Nimoy adds. “The failures, well.”

Honestly, Skotch can guess. Szerky and her fellows probably dine well at the Country Club.

“Functionality beyond expectations, sometimes. A prodigy, Meece. Learned too much, too fast. Made contact. The Baron. Us. Talking science.”

So now Meece is not just a maverick mouse with a head full of chemical formulae, he’s some sort of self-engineered super-rodent. “Like what sort?” Skotch asks, and if he had any more of a sinking feeling he’d be through the floor, honestly.

“Brain, mostly. Maximising neural architecture, outsourcing cognitive load to other body systems. Even we say, Too far! But Meece, without limits, yesno?”

“That why you want him? He’s smart and you like smarts round here?”

“That also,” she says.

“Also? Also than what?” And, because she’s plainly either not going to answer, or going to fob him off with some piece of flummery, “Damnit is nobody going to give me a straight answer?”

“What side, Skotch? A shifting stance, yesno? The farms, the company, the anarchists, the criminals? Whose raccoon are you?”

“None of the above,” Skotch says.

“If you knew, would you say? The where of Meece?”

“Everyone thinks I know,” he complains.

She actually jabs him in the hip. “You, the last to see him, yes. Then gone. Hunt here, hunt there. No sightings. No bones, no blood. No mouse-murder from Skotch, yes. But you are with him, then gone. A bolthole, yours, not known to any. There is Meece. Where only you know.”

He goes cold, staring at her. She’s not putting a “Yesno?” on the end of it. It’s not a question.

It isn’t that they worked out he has Meece—or knows where the mouse is, at least, given the squeaker wouldn’t fit in his pockets. After all, Szerky reckoned he had a line on the fugitive, and the other hunters all followed Graycoat rumour and her lead to be there at the Separation Plant. It’s just the way Nimoy laid it all out, the perfectly logical way. Skotch has a place he knows, that nobody else does. Meece is there. And maybe it’s a rat just getting a lucky turn of the maze, but he reckons not. He reckons Ratlabs sat down with their big brains—with their brain-in-a-jar collection maybe—and just worked it out. Which means that, give them a little longer, they’ll work out exactly where his bolthole is and not need his actual compliance any more.

“Even if it were true,” he says, the feeblest fig leaf of pretence. “Say I got Meece somewhere, what of it?”

“Trust us.”

“You’re asking if I trust you?”

“Trust us, Skotch. Trust someone, is necessary, yes? Trust us.”

“I ain’t got to trust anybody save myself, and you just messed with my head so maybe not even that,” he points out. “You get this Meece, how do I know you’re not going to be crashing through the human city riding a four-hundred-foot cockroach and shouting out that they all called you mad? Look, I appreciate you’re bending over backwards to be nice to me, or what you think is supposed to be nice, but maybe you ought to get out more cos you got a hell of a way of showing it. Maybe just bring me back to where Lulu is. Maybe just that, to show what nice guys you all are. Do that and I’ll have a real good think about whether I trust you an inch.”

An inch, to a rat, is perhaps more than to a raccoon. Nimoy exchanges twitches with her fellows.

They take him to where Lulu is, as patched up as she’s ever going to be. One wing is heavily splinted. Unless Ratlabs are working on the science of turning mice into bats, maybe her flying days are done, which with most birds means no work, no rations, obsolescence coming at you hard. Always exceptions, though. Uwe the data broker hasn’t flown in five years. And Lulu has a safety net, a human hand spread to catch her. Or so Skotch hopes. Because Lulu was never just a pet. She was an employee. That ring on her ankle isn’t ownership so much as a token of a working relationship, that nobody’s ever supposed to have direct with a human. Only he’s no regular human and she’s no regular pigeon.

She turns her head to look at him, one eye wide. “Skotch!” Her voice recovered a little from the rasp of before. “How’d I do?”

“Fine,” he says. “I want a bullet caught, you’re the first one I’ll call. Don’t do that again, seriously. I hear as a career it’s got no prospects.” Fighting down the desperate rush of positive reinforcement inside him, at how she seems like she’s maybe going to pull through. Because it would make him feel beholden to the rats and that’s the last thing he wants. “Look, I’m in a bind here, Lulu. I may need to leave you with the rats. And the bugs.”

She eyes the tubes of marching roaches overhead. “Fun décor they’ve got here, Skotch.”

“Sure, hot and cold running lamp-ass bugs in every room. Lulu, I need to go get Meece.”

“I figured that was what you’ve been trying to do all this time,” she gets out. “You need to get back to it, fine. I’ll be okay.”

And he should leave it like that, but those strings of duty and debt they engineered as drivers to Gehirner productivity pull in all sort of weird ways. He owes her. She took a shot for him. He got her hurt, nearly killed. Maybe saw to it that her future’s as free of flight as those little bird Strains they’ve got over New Zealand ways, that shine the humans’ shoes for them. “Okay Lulu, you want your story?” he says, pooling himself down beside the pallet she’s on. “Our hosts worked it out anyway. May as well tell you. Down payment on what I owe you, right?”

Her head bobs, eager for the news even in her current state.

He explains it to her. Just as the rats laid it out. Doesn’t say where, because sure as hell Ratlabs has ears here, but brings her up to speed on the rest of it, quick as he can.

She nods seriously, when he’s done. “You better go, Skotch. Before…”

Before the rats or Szerky or someone else puts a pin in the map and gets it right. Because Skotch isn’t Meece-smart, or even Ratlabs-smart. He’s just a dumb gumshoe raccoon who lucked out into finding a real good hiding place once. As a weird payout for the last job he did for a good friend. And maybe it’s already happened. Maybe Meece is dead, or in the hands of Murnau or Benson. But if not then Skotch needs the mouse in his grabby little hands, because at least that way he gets to decide if he wrings Meece’s neck himself, or else who he hands the squeaker over to.

A million Gehirner in this damn city, he thinks, and not one of them with a straight answer.

He says his farewells to Lulu, hopes to Jeff the rats will keep up the level of care in the hope it’ll buy his quid pro quo. Which it might, honestly. Hard to choose out of this bad lot of options but just maybe the ones who patched up his friend are the ones who win his loyalty when he’s forced to give it.

He creeps out of the infirmary. The eyes that see him are all faceted and belong to roaches, and he reckons the system they’ve got set up here isn’t quite up to reporting his movements to their masters. He has a sense of which way is out, and even though he’s big, he can sneak like a shadow if he’s focusing on it. The whole place smells of rat and bug and industry, but he keeps his ears on the swivel for the little voices of its masters.

Sure enough, as he’s on the way out, he hears a whole gathering of them. Some convocation of scientists, maybe, except one of them’s not talking the same as the rest. Skotch wriggles through to get an eye on what’s going on. There’s a rat voice there making demands. He hears his name. Never a good sign, in his experience. Amazing how few people have fond feelings for Skotch the raccoon.

The identity of that new voice is nagging at him, but somehow all the Plangent in the world doesn’t let him make the connection until he sees the little gathering. A handful of Ratlabs rats, with their toolstraps and belts, and a couple in overalls not a mile away from what Meece was sporting. And a couple of other rats, a bit bigger, a lot more pugnacious. Rats used to the sort of problem-solving stratagems that their current hosts disdain. Eddi and Loui, here to bring the word of Mother Murnau.

And maybe it’s just that her life-support system needs tuning. In fact, Skotch reckons that it’s probably courtesy of Ratlabs that she has it, and that her life has been extended so far beyond her Strain’s carrying capacity. Plenty of innocent reasons a couple of gangsters could be down here talking to the boffins.

But Nimoy’s there, and Skotch hears his name again. “Yes, yes, here, he is. Working on him. Soon, the location, yes.” And if Eddi’s trying to be big and threatening—alpha rat amongst his lessers—there’s no suggestion Nimoy is intimidated, leaving Skotch with no sense of the dominance gradient here. Who’s giving who orders. Just that the Rattenkönig gang and the scientists very much have their whiskery little snouts pointed in the same direction.

Skotch thinks vile things of the world in general and this particular twist of events in particular and reverses his course. In moments he’s back at Lulu’s bedside. She blinks an eye at him.

“I thought you—”

“We need to go,” he tells her. He can’t leave her here, not now he’s seen the underside of Ratlabs. All rats and mice together, hand in hand to the plague apocalypse, maybe. Or maybe it’s just that Ratlabs is the acceptable face of rodent criminality. That there’s an amicable continuum running from Murnau, through the murderous Tybelle, all the way here to Rootspace One: that means he can’t trust them with Lulu’s ongoing health. Too much leverage on him, too much threat to her. He works out what needs to unclip and unsocket to get her off the pallet. She gasps weakly as her feet hit the floor and he feels the phantom pain of it inside him. That empathy, that ability to feel for others, that was maybe just background radiation in his genetics by nature, but which the engineering brought front and centre.

“I’m sorry,” he says. “We’ve got to go.” And they do.
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Nobody stands in his way. No death rays or psychic brains, no poison gas or giant robot cockroaches. Not even just sufficient rat medical orderlies to overpower him and strap him to a gurney. Skotch moves swiftly through the heart of Rootspace One, hustling Lulu along even though she’s weak and awkward, one wing splinted. Too big for the place and unable to just squeeze down through gaps like a raccoon. At least she’s light, for all that plumpness. Skotch practically carries her hollow bones, following the tubes of illuminated roaches, passing rats who glance at him curiously but don’t seem to understand who he is or why he’s there. A little alarm, but no instant hue and cry. And then they’re out.

Out and up. Ratlabs is encysted below human street level, and that means Skotch and Lulu come out to just under people’s feet. The layer of conduits, ducts, and pipes that need ready access, that carry the necessities of life around the city. Clean water in, dirty water out, electricity, communications.

There’s a whole layer of Gehirner society here as well. Not the actual science-lords of Ratlabs but presumably the Little Helpers whose help is still required. Skotch gets Lulu a block away from their exit point and ducks into one of those confluences of paths that make a little space in the middle. Here are the working animals he’s used to, or at least a more orderly version of that crowd. Some of them are actually working. He sees a trio of moles squinting down at an illuminated display, a pipe layout, some piece of excavation that needs repairing or re-routing. He sees a bat, hanging from the rafters with an earpiece. Every so often its fanged snout opens, and he can just catch the high, sharp sounds as it responds to some ultrasonic query. Hanging beside it is a bloodbag of what Skotch hopes is coffee, and it sucks at the dangling tube absently as it listens to the reply.

Other Gehirner are here to relax. There’s a cubbyhole at one end of the space from which a family of mice are selling that same coffee. A couple of rats are sharing a tiny roll-up, the scent aromatic and heady. Skotch goes cold when he sees a stoatweasel coil up to them, but it’s not Szerky. Maybe not even in the employ of the farms any more, given that he doesn’t get the impression there’s much love lost between the Country Clubs and Ratlabs.

He has no buttons on him—the Reds and the Grays between them made sure he was shaken down for everything he had. He desperately wants coffee, though. If ever nerves needed steadying it’s his, and now. He has four ampoules of Plangent on him, and that’s wealth. It’s also life and thought and the basic ability to function, but that’s a problem for tomorrow-Skotch. He trades one tab of it for two coffees and a fistful of buttons in change, and the mice know they’ve skinned him alive on the deal, but what’s he going to do?

Lulu doesn’t have the coffee hack, so he gets it all to himself. He asks when she last had a hit of Plangent. She can’t remember, so he gives her a tab herself, then helps her neck it when her claws shake too much. He washes his eyes with another, even though he’s full-on sharp already. One more left in the super, but he reckons the way his luck goes, that’s just the loot someone’ll be taking off his body, like he’s a nameless enemy in a human virtual game.

He knew a Gehirner who worked on games, once. A rat. Strictly forbidden, against Rule One, outside the frame of their functional world. Except the human games developers wanted to code enemies that weren’t human, so they made contact over that shadowy meniscus of the human comms network that touches the Gehirner world. Skotch has no idea how it went, but in the rare cases that human currency filters down to the hands of the Little Helpers it’s a gold standard kind of wealth. Beats the hell out of buttons.

Speaking of flirting with Rule One … “Okay,” he says to Lulu. “How’re you doing? That better?”

She shivers. “I think all you’ve done is let me feel how much it hurts that much more. I can really appreciate all the bits of me that aren’t working.” But she sounds a bit more like her old self, or the ghost of it. The words are coming back. That’s got to be good, right?

“I had to take you out of there,” he says. “Murnau’s mob was moving in. Ratlabs were in bed with them. They were going to … We weren’t safe.”

“It’s all right, Skotch. I understand.”

“You’re going to be okay,” he says, forcing the earnestness into his voice even as his hands wring over one another in a constant round. “I’ll see you right.”

“It’s fine, Skotch. We had to run. The bad guys turned up. That’s how it goes.”

She sounds like she understands—not just saying it to salve his conscience but because she’s living an adventure now, she who mostly only gets to record them. And it may kill her. She might not be okay. He might not be able to see her right. The rats patched her up but they’d probably have put on white coats and told her to avoid any strenuous activity for a while. Like escaping. She can’t fly, and she walks funny, off at an angle, one leg weaker than the other. She was shot. For him. And now he’s dragged her off her hospital bed because he didn’t want her to be used against him. It’s not a good feeling, being Skotch at this moment. Feeling that web of connection and obligation, tug and pull, that he was never by nature supposed to have.

His Strain has a reputation for dishonesty, roguishness, sharp dealing. He can only imagine how much easier that would make everything, if it were actually true. Who the hell has a use for a faithful raccoon?

“So this is how it’s going to be,” he tells her. “Because I can get you somewhere you can get some medicine, get some care. Get word to your human, your employer.” And is he worried, that faceless giant who only exists to Skotch because of what Lulu’s said about him? Or is he already flicking through the pigeon fancier’s catalogues or however the hell else he managed to get hold of a personal Gehirner emissary? Hard to imagine anything so vast and distant actually shedding a tear at the fall of a single bird.

Except there is one human who does. “Saint Frances,” Skotch says. “She’ll do you right. She’ll sort you out. I’ll get you to her.”

Lulu’s head bobs, twice, three times. It’s not a nod, just a pigeon trying to see the world properly. “Skotch,” she says, “the rats said this is Rootspace One.”

“They did say that, yes,” he agrees.

“The Chapel is all the way across the city,” she notes. “I mean, it wouldn’t be an issue, but…” She shifts the broken wing, but only slightly. Across the city just became a way bigger obstacle to her than it used to be.

“There must be a cart heading that way, or…” He looks up at the bat, because there’s an entire nocturnal airborne guild that ferries stuff across the rooftops at night. Couriers, wireless engineers, package delivery. They have drones and microdirigibles and all sorts, he’s heard. Maybe a little light bribery, that last ampoule …

The bat is looking right back at him when he looks up. Don’t let anyone tell you they’re blind. Der Fledermaus is giving him the eyeball, sure enough. A couple of the rats are, too, now that Skotch glances around. In the bat’s ear, a tiny tinny voice squeaks and shrills.

“I reckon we’ve used up our welcome,” Skotch says. “You ready to take a walk?”

“Always,” Lulu says, though it takes her a moment to catch her balance when she tries. They get out of the space as quickly as possible, and Skotch looks for the underground goods train to take them outwards. Finds a loading point soon enough, where a bunch of animals are waiting. More rats, a couple of badgers wearing vests festooned with bulging pockets, a tiny, huge-eyed monkey-looking thing half lost in a woollen jumper, talking enthusiastically to an axolotl in a poncho using an argot Skotch doesn’t know. The sight of them, a pair of prosperous foreign Gehirner here on some kind of exchange of business, makes him think of Shojen and the HengZeico embassy. I’ll get Lulu safe, and then I’ll go there. If there’s any safe and neutral ground …

“Skotch,” Lulu says, “I hate to say but I think we might be attracting some attention.”

He looks up, and a half-dozen of the nearby Gehirner look away. And sure, a raccoon and a lame pigeon, not something you see every day, but that’s not the vibe he’s getting from the situation.

This is still Ratlabs turf. He doesn’t reckon they do things the jackboots-and-stormtroopers way, maybe, but if they put the word out on a couple of fugitives, people will listen. Probably the word’s already got back to Rootspace One that their two lost guests haven’t gone far.

“Move,” he decides, and the pair of them break away just as the automatic goods transport shunts into view. And what was the plan? Would it just not have left, or would it have been diverted to some convenient siding where a Ratlabs crew would be waiting with dart guns and nets? Skotch has no intention of finding out, except that the other thing he also doesn’t have is a backup plan. They can’t walk all the way to the Chapel. Even Skotch would find that an epic trek, and Lulu … wouldn’t make it. Of that he is sure. So, what’s Plan B?

“I think I’ve screwed up,” he tells Lulu. They retreat from the platform, and then they retreat again, forced out to the fringes of all the places a Gehirner can be around here. Until they’re right up at the edge, pressed against a grating. On the other side of which is … the place they don’t go. The human world. Feet passing by on streets that a night shift of rats—or maybe roaches—scoured of litter and grime. The shade of the green buildings, cooling and pleasant. The sound of big, slow voices speaking real human languages, the exemplars that the argots are just boiled-down forms of. Skotch hears his breath ragged in his ears.

“How’re you doing, Lulu?” he asks her.

“Swell, Skotch. I’m good, I’m fine. I’m, you know, it’s exciting. I’ve never done this. I’ll have so much to tell him, when I get back. Only…” And she doesn’t say the next words, because if she asks him, I am going to get back, aren’t I? that might compel him to answer her, and maybe she doesn’t want to hear the honest truth right about then.

She’s huddled into herself, feathers plushed out for warmth but still shivering. The sight of her moves something in his gut, like a wire. Anxieties his neurology never evolved for.

“Okay, so,” he says. “I’ve got a plan then.”

Her head bobs, maybe a nod, maybe not. And it’s her fault, in a way. On his own he’d never dare this, but if things go dreadfully wrong then it’s on his head, not hers. That ring about her leg might just mean she makes it home anyway.

It’s not much of a ray of sunshine but it’s all he’s got.

There are humans out there, going about their big, ponderous business. And sometimes humans, too, need to get across the city. There are no private vehicles allowed on the streets of central Neuwien, not even the electrics that took over decades ago, after someone finally worked out a long-life green battery. Instead, there’s a whole aboveground network of trams that means a human can just hop on, hop off, go anywhere within city limits. There are whole Gehirner guilds devoted to keeping the system running, Skotch knows. He’s had some contacts amongst them, which means he has a little understanding of how the autonomous carriages are designed.

“We’re going to break Rule One,” he tells Lulu. “But real quiet like. And hope nobody notices.”



There’s a hatch, underneath the tram carriages. Maintenance access only. It’s where the Gehirner get in, the works shift that goes over every one of them every two days at the depot. Because it’s a big part of Rule One that human life in the green cities is seamless. Step on, step off. Nobody wants a tram breaking down, or an annoying groan of machinery, or the lights flickering even once.

But in the works of a moving tram is not a safe place to be. Skotch remembers the warnings, from his contact at the depot. More than one Gehirner hitchhiker has gotten themselves fried. There’s only one safe place to be, while the carriages are gliding about their railed business across the city.

It’s where the humans are.

There’s another hatch. It leads up from the works straight into the interior of the carriage. It’s used by the cleaning crews at the depot. It’s intended to be opened only when the conveyance is properly unoccupied and off its route, for obvious reasons.

All regular Gehirner transport out of the Ratlabs’ territory are going to be watched, maybe even controlled, by the calculating eyes of the rats. But the human tram network is something they won’t fool with. For exactly the same obvious reasons that Skotch shouldn’t fool with them.

Skotch’s life has pushed him beyond the territory of “obvious reasons.” He finds a road hatch—again, for nocturnal cleaning, as discreet as possible, and waits until he hears the soft hum of an electric carriage pause above him to let humans on and off.

Then it’s up with the road hatch, bundle Lulu through. Locate the hatch on the carriage underside and slide it open. Bundle Lulu through that, her claws flexing weakly as she tries to help him. By then the carriage is moving off. He doesn’t even have time to close either hatch behind them, but they’re on a timer and will do the work themselves.

Around him, the air sparks. His pelt frizzes with static and the tines of Lulu’s feathers shiver. He scrabbles above them, hoping desperately that they’re not about to bring the wrath of the world down on themselves.

Even though it’s not ever to be used when the carriage is filled with humans—let alone actually underway—it’s still discreet. Positioned under a seat, in fact, so that when Skotch shoves his head up he sees only feet. Enormous human feet, rat-crushers, sandalled or sneakered or wearing shiny faleather shoes. A crackle of shock nips him from the rim of the hatch, reminding him of just where it is and why it isn’t healthy to remain there. Honestly not much choice, but this way he has a chance of getting by unseen.

He hauls Lulu up into the shadow of the seat. The human above shifts—he hears the creak, sees their feet move, one hooked round the other. The air is full of the low thunder that is human conversation. Because it’s mostly the local patois, Skotch catches the odd word that’s said the same way in Tiersprech, even after being adapted for the lowest common denominator of Gehirner vocal apparatus.

He is more than aware that he’s a raccoon, scared, filthy, and exhausted, and none of those is a fragrant thing to be—even to a human nose. All it would take is some offended giant to bend down and look under their seat to see what reeks. Neither he nor Lulu are little mice, to hide behind a seat stanchion.

“Do you even know,” Lulu says softly, “where this tram goes?”

He doesn’t. He somehow hadn’t thought of that. It was just the tram that arrived, and it’s pointed towards roughly the right quarter of the city, but that covers a lot of ground.

“There’s a display somewhere, that says the route and shows a map of where we are,” Lulu says. “These humans don’t know how to find their own apartments without a map or a device or something. He gets lost just going through a door and then coming back out.” And of course this is an area she knows better than he does: how humans work. And to a pigeon, finding your way across the city is something she probably doesn’t even need to think about. Internal compass and the sort of spatial memory that neither Skotch nor a human can imagine. And some of that is kicking in now, perhaps, giving her an idea of direction and distance despite the unheralded way they’re getting about.

He feels the tram take a turn, so that it’s no longer even heading in the proper direction. “I’ve screwed up,” he tells Lulu, but she’s pushing past him. Trying to get an eye past the rim of the seat and the ankles of the sitter. At first he’s going to pull her back, but she seems to have a definite idea, and that’s one more thing than he’s got.

The pair of them end up at the very edge of the underseat, shoved all the way over to one side so Skotch’s tail doesn’t tickle the human’s ankles. Lulu pokes her head out, very carefully, tilting it so one eye peers up. Up towards the carriage ceiling, up along the towering heights of the human travellers, as they read or talk or listen to earbuds or just stare out of the windows. Over those windows are displays, and mostly they seem to be advertising things, but some of them show a tangled multicoloured wiring diagram. Or, Skotch realises, maybe that’s the route. And the carriage definitely has a lot of red to it—just a sort of washed-out rust to Skotch—and one of the routes is picked out in that same shade. Next to it is a moving display that he eventually understands is a map of the city, seen from above, with a blue dot in the centre that is Where They Are. These are all sources of information, but he’s fighting to build them into something useful.

“Does this help us?” he whispers to Lulu.

She’s breathing hard, her upturned eye bulging. For a moment he thinks she’s having some sort of attack. She’s concentrating, though, and it occurs to him that the top-down view of the cityscape the map shows is information she’s very used to parsing. A literal bird’s eye view. Strange, honestly, that it’s become the default of humans, who never normally get to see it.

She shudders, slumps back, takes a deep breath. “Yes,” she whispers. “This can work for us. We stay on for … nine more stops. Then we change to the green line. Then three stops. Then we can walk. I think I can walk that far. To get to the Chapel.”

Skotch huddles close to her. “You sure?” he asks, but if she can’t, at least they’re on his turf then. Ratlabs and their influence left far behind. At that point he can improvise, if need be.

He sags down beside Lulu, and looks across the carriage right into the eyes of a human.

It’s a small human. An immature one. It—she?—he’s not certain of the gender honestly—is sitting on the seat opposite, booted feet off the floor and kicking. She’s looking straight at him, very wide-eyed. A raccoon and a pigeon on their morning commute, what’s the big deal? Or maybe it’s evening. Skotch finds he’s honestly lost track of time, what with all the running and fighting and menaces.

The human child opens her mouth, about to inform the big world about this flagrant breach of Rule One. Skotch—because he’s seen the move used in human media briefly glimpsed from through the crannies of his world—puts a single digit up to his snout and waggles his eyebrows.

The human’s eyes get even wider. It mimics the gesture, finger to its lips. Nods very solemnly. Accepts, without any question, that a pair of animals hitching a lift on this tram obviously have secret business they’re about. Becomes, perhaps, a character in some kind of story it likes, just for a moment. Lulu’s existence makes plain that humans, although they never want to see one, do appreciate stories about Gehirner from time to time.

They manage to get off the red tram. They find where the green tram is going to arrive—it’s all colour coded, which is of limited use to Skotch, but Lulu’s colour vision is literally superhuman so that balances out. They get on the green tram, and at that point maybe they could just have got to the Chapel by more regular means, but by then Skotch feels like there’s some sort of magic going on. He’s been plucked out of the regular Little Helper life. He’s riding the trams like he’s a human and about to go break some stocks or count some ants or whatever it is working humans do. Lulu is definitely fading by then. Spent most of the journey asleep, and only woke when the tram stopped the third time, suddenly panicking that they had to get off. They’re still very visible on the road after it moves away, and Skotch has to carry her into the shadows of a roadside grill, a rainwater sluice. He’d hoped it was one he could lift up or squeeze into, but it’s fixed. No access to the Gehirner world from there.

That’s where Tybelle finds them.

He hears the bell first. Of course he does. The bell that only rings when she wants it to. She’s right above them, sitting on the rim of the grate in plain view. Then she bends over, presents them with her upside-down face. And cats don’t actually grin, but there’s more than a hint of Cheshire about Tybelle’s expression right then.

“Fancy running into you here, Herr Washbear,” she says.

She pours herself down until she’s on her paws and facing them. A handful of rodents come with her, all of them wearing voluminous purple robes, some with pink bows at their necks. Votaries, a full half-dozen of them. Her Kit Kat Cultists, bound to the personality of their feline overlord. Skotch guesses that maybe some rats and mice have a whole weird thing for it, to be pinned under the paw of a predator that probably won’t actually eat you. Safety in the shadow of death. Or maybe it’s a sex thing, Skotch isn’t judging.

Maybe judging a little.

And he can’t run. Or actually he could absolutely run, just bowl the rats over and flee, and maybe get away. And leave one prime pigeon luncheon for Tybelle to tuck into.

He can fight, of course. As noted, raccoons kill cats sometimes. Only not this tired old raccoon and not this cat, he reckons. Like he found out last time, they knew what they were doing when they engineered Tybelle to be able to survive in a Gehirner world. Or, rather, they didn’t, because when they toughened up her genome they thought it was just to keep her safe from the nasty animals. The ailurophile geneticists didn’t think about the reverse interaction. Meaning their new Smartkitty 3.0 is more than suited to the role of killer for hire to a bunch of rat gangsters.

“You didn’t see Mooshkins,” Tybelle said, “but she saw you.”

And there had been a couple of cats, on the green line. They’d been in carriers. And they’d definitely smelled him, but all they’d been able to do was make a bit of fuss over it. He hadn’t even thought. Certainly hadn’t thought one of them would get on the phone to Tybelle the moment its owner got it home.

“Let me guess,” he says, “Mother Murnau sends her regards.” Putting Lulu behind him, squaring up to her.

Tybelle examines her claws. “Isn’t the pigeon going to fly, leave us to do this one-on-one?” An exaggeratedly wide-eyed look. “Oh no, did something happen to her? Is she grounded? How terribly sad, Herr Washbear. To have the gift of the sky taken from you.”

“Look, I got places to be,” Skotch tells her. “That means I’ve got to go through you, so be it.”

She laughs, and as she laughs she pounces. That fast, and so much an organic part of the laugh that he barely even reacts. She hits him hard—they’re comparable, pound for pound, so she brings all the momentum at her disposal and slams him on his back. He feels her claws prick, shoulders, chest, throat. Her eyes gleam like the blade of a guillotine.

The rodents, her cult followers, make a quiet chattering sound, like they’re clapping politely at a deft golf stroke.

Skotch dips his ladle in the barrel marked “remaining energy” and it’s empty. Even so, he tenses up as much as he can, about to go for the eyes with his nails. About to bite the paw that pins him. To fight, the mad hissing fight of a raccoon with its back to the wall.

Tybelle laughs and steps back. “You’re no fun, Herr Washbear. I will chase you down and finish you, and your fat bird too, but not today. Not when you’re all washed out, Mein Herr, and no bear left in you. That’s no fun. Killing you now would be far too sad. It would be almost like work.” Her tail goes up, crooking at the end, a little happy flag. “I’ll be seeing you, Skotch. Give my regards to Saint Frances.”
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There’s a smaller crowd at the Chapel than he’s used to. Thirty Gehirner at most, and usually that would mean the Saint was absent and the protection of her presence was removed. She’s there, though, and Skotch has never been so glad to see a human in his entire life. There and dispensing aid to a straggle of petitioners. Which makes the overall sparsity of the locals worrying. Later for that, though. He has an invalid to hand off.

He gets a rat to punt the pair of them out across the water to the Saint. Lulu’s in no position to swim, after all. The nun looks down, registers who the patient is, and her eyes widen.

“Alas,” says the little box at the nun’s feet. “What has befallen her?” That weird ornate way it turns her words into ’Sprech.

“Sister,” Skotch tells the box, “honestly it’s better you don’t know. Just, ah, she was benevolent enough to take the hit for me and it has become my responsibility to get her patched up. I will make a donation, I swear. When I get paid.” Not that it feels like anyone’s going to be paying out on his current investigation, and so he’s basically lying direct to a saint, but sometimes you’ve got to play fast and loose with religion. It’s not like she’s the Divine Jeff or anything.

“All poor and hurt animals shall be tended to,” says the box. “As is my holy duty.” And he isn’t quite sure of the Deutsch behind all that, but she catches his eye, human on high to beast down low. They understand, together, that her duty is self-imposed, and her order finds her embarrassing, but here she is and she’s what he’s got. That some human’s gone funny in the head so she thinks she needs to take care of all God’s creatures, even when these creatures aren’t God’s at all, having been remade in the image of lesser creators. All that in a look, a testament to how well Skotch’s Strain was engineered.

Saint Frances sorts in her basket of supplies. She has a little tablet, scrolling down some reference there. Skotch reckons it’s probably a veterinary manual and she’s looking up bird facts. The Saint has a harder job than a doctor of humans, because her patients come with a wide range of intolerances, vulnerabilities, and resistances. You can’t give a frog drugs that were measured out for a rat. But pigeons have been human pets enough that there’s some literature, and soon enough there’s a little row of tiny capsules for Lulu to choke down, to fight inflammation and infection.

“Sister,” Skotch says, “I can’t thank you enough, but I have yet more to ask. I’m real sorry.” If he wore a hat, he’d be wringing it wretchedly in his hands. As it is, those hands just move one over the other, endlessly round and round. The nervous energy of a raccoon with nowhere else to go. “I need you to put in a call for me. A human call. Is that perhaps a thing you can do?” Because under no circumstances can a Gehirner make contact with a human, if they even had the means. But Saint Frances is the point where the two worlds touch. Skotch can speak to her box and it can speak to her earpiece and then she can speak to her tablet and, through it, to another human.

“On her ring,” Skotch says, indicating Lulu’s leg, “you see his details. The guy who’s her employer. Schreiber, his name is. He needs to know.”

“It shall be done,” says the box, to her murmured reply. “Bless you, Skotch. You are a beast of virtue.”

He tries to parse that, and can’t, quite. Wishes he was sharp enough that he’d caught what her actual words had been. “Sister, I am the reason she got hurt. And then I made it worse. I dragged her halfway across the city, even. This is all my fault, and I don’t even know if there’s any way that I can fix it.”

She regards him—sympathetically, he thinks—but he isn’t sure just what came through, via the box, and what was lost. He was made in her image but it’s a poor copy. His makers never really intended him to have anything to say to them.

He has a desperate sense of needing to close up business. Which means he’s going to have to finally go to where Meece has been hiding. Assuming the little squeaker is even still there. Which also means that Skotch needs a plan for what to do with him. Who to sell him to, if Skotch is being both grim and honest with himself.

Szerky’s knife smile appears in his mind as he hesitates at the edge of the water, and he kicks away from the idea instinctively. Oh, she’s the doyenne of elegance, but she’s murder. A femme fatale with all the pretence stripped away. When the farms send out a killer they don’t mess around. And she’d make him rich, maybe, if he just decided that nobody ever designed him to have a conscience. Or maybe she’d cut his throat for him as a bonus, and keep the payment for herself. He reckons that’s quite likely, and he reckons that whoever is working as her catspaw in the city will probably learn the same lesson the hard way. For which he has no damn sympathy at all, honestly. Anyone who lets a fistful of buttons blind them to what Szerky is deserves all they get.

And speaking of catspaws … Tybelle and Murnau’s people, then? Is the cat a more admirable killer than the stoat just because she brings a note of psychopathic whimsy into the mix? Would Meece appreciate being gobbled up by someone who is, at least, amused by the whole business rather than grimly serious? Honestly Skotch feels there isn’t much of a silver lining to the mess, from a mouse’s perspective.

Which leaves him with … but there he has to stop his train of thought because there’s a frog waiting to get on. Lumping himself out of the water to sit almost companionably beside Skotch, like they’re old friends. Not even holding a gun this time.

“Herr Fischer,” Skotch notes. “You made it. I thought the cat got your tongue.”

Fischer’s broad mouth gapes in nothing much like a smile. The aforementioned tongue moves inside, like a worm, but has little to do with the words his throat forms. “Herr Bandit is kind enough to remember me in his prayers. Perhaps it is through his good thoughts that I survive.” He tugs at his red neckerchief, wet from the water but it looks like blood. “Herr Bandit brought a great deal of trouble to our manor.”

“You put in an order for that trouble when you grabbed the mouse,” Skotch notes.

“Yes, the mouse. Whom Herr Bandit grabbed back.”

“I was just getting between him and the cat. He’s in the wind now.” A lie, and by now Skotch reckons Fischer and just about everyone else in the whole damn city knows it’s a lie, but he still mouths it. “Is there some non-mouse-related favour I can do for you, Herr Fischer?”

The frog dabbles his broad feet in the water. “Herr Bandit does not wish to catch up on old times.”

“You would think I was known for going round with a sack full of rodents, the way everyone wants a mouse off of me,” Skotch complains.

Fischer gives a croak of amusement. “Dead rodents or live ones, does Herr Bandit have in his sack?” A bulbous, golden eye fixes Skotch sidelong.

Skotch takes a deep breath. Feels himself on a precipice. Or at least understands he’s had his toes to this edge, this drop, for a while now. Prepares to cast himself from the heights. Feels the plunge in his stomach, that falling fear most non-avian Strains have. “If it was a dead mouse I was selling, I’d have done it by now, I guess. Which cuts down on my potential customer base. Herr Fischer, when you’re running around like I’ve been, you can’t keep your ear to the ground. They’re still all hunting the mouse, right? The stoatweasel especially?”

“If Herr Bandit means the farms’ professional murderer then yes, she hunts still,” Fischer agrees. “Mad with not finding her quarry, is Frau Stoat. Rushing here and there. Warm-bloodedness is wasted on some Gehirner. And the Princess of Cats also. All parties to the dispute very keen to know where Herr Doktor is. Except you, Herr Bandit, the investigator.”

“The Reds and the Grays? They decided they want him for themselves yet?”

“Herr Bandit might think so.” A throaty chuckle from the frog. “But the generals do not understand how it impacts their war. And the soldiers just take buttons to be the swords of others.”

Skotch frowns, the pendulum of live mouse–dead mouse swinging in him again. He doesn’t like the sound of that impacts their war. Because that makes Meece sound like a weapon and he’d almost convinced himself otherwise.

“But still,” Fischer continues philosophically, “you’ll see plenty livery on the streets right now. This district’s ripe to change hands. Reds’ve had it too long. Herr Bandit might want to be wary of what stones get turned over when the Grays come through here.”

“They won’t come here, though,” Skotch mutters, casting an eye up at the towering form of the Saint, currently dispensing pills to an injured squirrel.

The frog regards him, but then, by default, he’s constantly regarding almost everything around him. “Herr Bandit may remember his friends,” Fischer says. “In his time of need.”

And Skotch doesn’t think the Maulers are his friends, and he doesn’t know how damn needy he’d have to get to call on them. Anarchists, after all. And sure, Skotch isn’t going to die on the hill of Gehirner life being sugar-sweet perfection, but he reckons if you rip out the foundations then you’ll never get anything to stand up straight after.

“Been nice chatting with you, Herr Fischer,” he says. “But don’t hold your breath.”

Fischer, who breathes at least partially through his skin, watches as Skotch heads away from the water, back towards Saint Frances.

“Sister, I’m really sorry, I need another favour.” He’s thought it through. Found his best options have him tracing a circle to where it all began. “Can you put in another call for me?”

Communications between Gehirner are surprisingly patchy. There’s a makeshift network of data resources and connections, but they’re piecemeal and unreliable. Guilds are jealous of their channels, and humans didn’t really intend for their unseen Little Helpers to be chatting on the phone every minute of the day. Didn’t really foresee that their animal infrastructure would self-generate the sort of complex society that might need it. Hence there are occasional hubs of connectivity, like Uwe’s little cyborg holdout, but very few official points of contact. A few guilds are wired into the network, and probably you can put a call out to the farms, which is something Skotch has no intention of doing. And then there’s his old friend. Because one place that Saint Frances can get a reliable line to is Embassy Plaza and HengZeico. Because Skotch has no intention of marching into Das Uzcogebäude and putting himself in Benson’s shadow, but at the same time he sees that somewhere between his former employer and his embassy staff friend is his last roll of the dice. The final chance to find a happy home for displaced possibly genius mice.

Before he goes, he tracks down Herr Fischer again, still dabbling his feet in the water.

“If he wasn’t trouble, your lot wouldn’t be interested in his wellbeing,” he points out, jabbing his snout at the frog. That broad regard absorbs his ire without flinching.

“The problem with animals like Herr Bandit,” Fischer says lugubriously, “is that one can take the animal out of the company, but not the other way round. Herr Bandit knows it’s a bad world, but thinks it’s as good as it gets. If Herr Bandit believed in better then perhaps he wouldn’t be so scared of change.”

Saint Frances has made his connection and he has two terse conversations with two very different and opposed powers. At the end of which he has what promises to be a fraught dinner date at the Bärenhaus and a last throw of the dice to find somewhere for Meece.



The tourists at Embassy Plaza are having a field day. It’s only tourists, really, who cluster at the windows of the Bärenhaus to watch the funny little animals sit on stools and have dinner. Local Neuwieners don’t care for it, really. It’s not a novelty, maybe. More than that, they are part of a compact even if they don’t know it. Being reminded of the presence of the Gehirner underfoot and in the walls and all over, it doesn’t sit well with them. As though they, too, are dedicated to upholding Rule One even though they don’t know it exists.

To visitors, though, Gehirner are one of the great fascinations of green city life. Brits and Chinese, Italians, Americans, they all take photos of the tea party. They see just the cute. Here is a raccoon and a possum, a tanuki and a turtle, and they’re all having a delightful tea party together like they just stepped out of a children’s book. While on the other side of the glass, the Gehirner are talking serious business.

Talking in Furze, because none of the other three speak Shojen’s native Henge, but other than that, they’re all foreigners. And Skotch hadn’t really thought Benson would actually haul his bulk out of Das Uzcogebäude himself. Had expected some slick Uzco negotiating team to pitch up, Business Raccoon and Legal Possum at your service. It’s the old man himself, though, chewing on a slow-burning stogie, and Maria with a spiker shoved into her super in case of trouble. Although probably Benson’s tank has plenty of lethal surprises if some guild or gang thought his death was worth the appalling weight of mausgelt the turtle’s worth.

They had to shift some stools, for sure, but the staff of the Bärenhaus are nothing if not obliging. Benson’s motorised demi-fishbowl is shunted right up to the table, and the turtle has his foreclaws grappled over the rim, looming down on everyone like a monstrously bulky priest in a glass pulpit.

For his part, Shojen sits and sips green tea. Tanuki are big animals. He’s not too overshadowed. Sitting next to him, Skotch looks a little like Shojen’s brought his kid to work. Maria, theoretically the muscle, is the smallest at the table, which plainly rankles with her.

“You’ve got some big words, to call us all the way out here, Skotch,” Benson says. His wrinkled neck stretches down and he crops at the shredded meat on his plate. The Bärenhaus is one of the few places a Gehirner can eat real food legitimately, because the tourists don’t want to see them tucking into ration bars made of separated dead Gehirner.

“Chief,” Skotch says, “you’re not getting me into Uzco Towers without a gun at my back right now.”

“It’s almost as if you don’t trust me,” Benson says, playing for wounded.

“Let’s just say there’s been a breakdown of employer-employee relations,” Skotch tells him.

“I’m going to advance this conversation a little,” Benson says. “Just to save everyone a slice of their allotted lifespan. You’ve got the mouse. Despite taking our pay, you’re on the fence about handing him over. You’ve been speaking to communists and crazy people and they’ve filled your skull with talk. So now you’re stuck in the middle of just about everyone and you don’t know what to do. Even though just about anyone involved will make you a very rich raccoon if you hand the squeaker over.”

“Dead and rich just buys a good funeral,” Skotch points out, and honestly it probably doesn’t even do that. It’s not as though the Separation Plant runs a VIP service. “And you?”

Shojen, here as unofficial representative of HengZeico, Uzco’s great rivals as foreigners seeking influence in Neuwien, tilts his head. “The account of your position fits our own understanding precisely,” he says. Sips his tea. Manages to look apologetic out of the corner of his eye. “You’re in a bind, my friend.”

“So let’s see if we can cut the knot,” Skotch offers. “Come on, Benson. Chief. Straight answers for once. Everyone knows what the deal is with Meece except me, it seems like. He’s going to poison the whole city, overthrow our human masters, make the Maulers’ day? What’s the deal?”

He reads the table, then, or as best as he can. Maria doesn’t know, he’s pretty sure. Just muscle after all, and why tell her anything that might get in the way of her pulling the trigger? Benson absolutely knows—Skotch isn’t quite sure when the button dropped for the turtle, but it switched the assignment from live to dead or alive between Skotch getting hired and him getting marched in after Fitch died. Shojen is still and stiff on his stool too, for a moment just a stuffed tanuki, a toy. While Skotch has been chasing about, some amount of knowledge has come to the Gehirner of HengZeico too.

“Sometimes,” Shojen says diplomatically, “the knowledge of what a thing is can be as dangerous as the thing. The knowledge that a thing exists. The threat of it.” His eyes meeting Benson’s for a moment. A common understanding from two opposing poles of the corporate spectrum.

“I’d say that nobody wants the change that mouse will bring. How he’ll shake up everything. Spit in the eye of Rule One,” Benson says. “But you’ve met the sort of people who do. You happy with your new friends, Skotch?”

“So you’ve come down on the dead mouse side of things,” Skotch notes.

“It seems safest. And when someone at my elevation is worried about the stakes, that ought to give you pause,” Benson says.

Skotch is about to throw it all over then. He’s here, in this company, because he had a backup plan should Benson tilt that way. He looks to Shojen, his mouth already open to make the offer. You take the mouse, then.

The tanuki won’t meet his eye. Dad has some bad news for son. “My friend,” he says, “this is not a propitious time.”

A twisted moment. Skotch feels the ground shift under him. “Your people…”

“As a representative of HengZeico,” Shojen says, meaning not the human company but the guild of Henge that they engineered, “we would obviously be happy to receive the mouse. Most likely he would be offered a place back at our head office in Osaka. Most likely you would not see or hear from him again.” Shojen’s snout tilts lower. Ashamed, Skotch reads. Both at what he is and isn’t doing. “As your friend I advise you to seek other options.”

Benson laughs, a harsh, crooked sound from deep in his heavy body. “It’s a hard world full of moving parts, Skotch. You get soft, you get chewed up between them. You’re still on retainer. Bring in Meece and at least you’ll have the satisfaction of knowing those Country Club types won’t get him.”

Outside the window, tourists take pictures of the jolly animals having their picnic.



Skotch isn’t quite sure where he’s heading, when he leaves. Just away, mostly. Away from Shojen, who’s plainly been overruled by his own superiors. Away from Benson’s massive, grinding presence. And when he hears feet pattering after him, he reckons that one or other faction have decided that he’s become surplus to requirements and they’ll find the hidden mouse up his sleeve or something.

It’s Maria. They’re in the well-travelled spaces edging Embassy Square, plenty of respectable animals going about their business. Doesn’t mean she won’t shoot him down and take the consequences. Uzco has deep pockets after all.

He wavers at the point of just running for it. Knocking over all these good hard-working Gehirner in his panicked flight, the mad possum snapping at his heels. In the end he finds he just doesn’t have the energy for it. Life has made too many demands of him recently. He could do without one more chase. Instead, he turns to face her. Two Americans abroad. Not even standing tall, not bristling, no threat display. He’ll go calmly if it’s his time to go.

Maria stops, eyes him up and down. She doesn’t have her spiker actually out and in sight, but she could probably get it pointed in his direction before he reached her, if he decided to close.

“Did I leave my keys?” Skotch asks acidly. “Or you want to share a ride home?”

She scowls at him. Bared teeth, mad eyes, but that’s just resting possum face. Which means he has zero indication of whether she’s going to go for him or not.

“Benson’s going to have you offed,” she tells him.

It’s absolutely the sentiment he was expecting but it’s not the tense. “I mean, you’re carrying, and you’re right here in front of me. I don’t see that the situation needs this kind of formality.” Tensed to leap, if that’s all the option he’s given.

“Once he’s got the mouse, or once the mouse is dead. Because of what you know,” Maria says.

“I don’t know jack,” Skotch says, heartfelt.

“Sure you don’t,” she says, then adds, “and probably you don’t. But just in case the mouse told you. To stop it ever getting out. Doesn’t want you turning up and asking for a bucket of Plangent and buttons just to stop anyone hearing of what might have been.”

“And what might have been?” Skotch demands of her.

Possums aren’t really built to shrug, but the hunch of her spine implies it. “I don’t want to know, Skotch. Cos then I’d be on the list too. But maybe you ought to find out, given they’ll kill you for it anyway. Maybe that gives you some leverage.”

Skotch opens his mouth, closes it. Understands that he knew this was the deal, at some deep level, and that he could have pried down to the heart of the mystery if he’d wanted. But easier just to stomp around and ask questions of people he knew would never give him a straight answer. And probably most of the animals in this particular race don’t quite know what the trophy is, at the end; just that there is one. But those who know are jealous of it. He’d understood, at heart, that this was the sort of knowledge that gets you killed.

And now, like it’s paint or radioactivity, he’s been around it long enough that it’s on his fur. He’s marked as knowing too much even though he doesn’t know enough. The two untenable poles of the situation. So maybe Maria is right. Maybe he needs to take that middle ground of knowing just enough.

“Why even tell me this?” he asks Maria. “Not like you owe me.”

“They paid off Fitch’s gelt,” she says. “The stoat with the Country Club just turned up with a bag of buttons. So sorry we killed your man, here’s the fee. All quits now, no hard feelings.” And of course that was how it worked. You paid the gelt for a killing, and it was all clear between the two guilds or companies or whatever the factions were. That way, there weren’t ongoing vendettas getting in the way of everyone doing their jobs and keeping the city running. It was a good system right up until someone close to you got killed and you were supposed to take that bag of buttons and smile.

“Fitch was a mean, crooked, vicious son of a bitch,” says Maria. “But he was my partner and my friend. And I can’t just let that go because the Country Club has deep pockets.”

“And I thought you blamed me,” Skotch says.

“I blame you because it should have been you dead in that nook, and not him,” Maria says fiercely. “I blame you for still breathing, Skotch. They hand over a sack of buttons for your corpse, I’m shedding not one tear. But it ain’t your doing. You’re just bumbling cluelessly through all this. We’re not friends, but you’re not the one spitting in my eye right now and telling me I got to like it. So you take what I’ve got for you or not, but I reckon seeing you right is what I can do to piss off that stoat.”

“And maybe Benson,” Skotch says, because precious little of what she’s said really has much of an impact on Szerky’s plans, the way he sees it.

“Maybe,” she admits. “We’re his people. He’s not supposed to just … take the money.”

And of course that’s exactly what Benson is supposed to do. And Maria isn’t supposed to have such strong feelings of loyalty towards her dead partner that they override her bond with the company. But that’s how they made her, it turns out, and Skotch isn’t in any position to turn down even this kind of mean and grudging help.



That’s what brings Skotch back to Rootspace Central 38. Specifically to Uwe’s little data nook. Aware of eyes on him, surely, amongst the crowd of Gehirner there for coffee or alcohol or nicotine, or just for talk and company in the moments between shift and sleep. Aware that knowledge of hot rodent property on the streets must be bleeding out into the wider community, his fellow desperados and freelancers. Some of them will have heard his name connected to what’s going on. A price tag attached to his pelt. Dead or alive, just like Meece.

But right now he’s keeping ahead of the tide. It’s just eyes on him, and not weapons. And probably there’s some snitch or other running hotfoot to Mother Murnau or Szerky or someone, but he just needs one favour from Uwe and then he’s gone again.

“A private line,” he tells the pigeon. “The white noise generator. Nobody knows where I connect or what I say.”

The living parts of Uwe bob and scratch. The rest of him, the plastic and metal of his implants, gets carried along by the biology without ever really being a part of it. Skotch knows how they feel. It’s a service Uwe provides though. A little private time. And along with Uzco and Shojen, there’s one other point in the city that he’s got a comms address for. Him and nobody else. A secret given to him by an old friend.

He connects, there in a booth Uwe’s thrown up, with baffles and the painful hiss of the noise generator tweaking all the high frequency receptors in his ears. Connects and says, “Hey, you there?” and waits. Waits, knowing that if that silence stretches out too long it means that he’s failed. That Szerky or Tybelle or someone got in ahead of him. Or Meece walked out.

At last the voice comes, thin and cautious, “Ah, mein host. Yes, I am still here. These cramped quarters you have found for me.”

A voice that a variety of Gehirner would pay a great deal to meet the owner of. Doctor Meece, if not in the flesh then in the audio reproduction.

“Food, water,” Skotch says. “My little bolthole. Damn luxury compared to the inside of a cat. They come round to search?”

“I hear animals outside, once, twice,” Meece says, static-washed and distant. “They do not find me here.”

“Working as intended,” Skotch says.

“Yet is it unsatisfactory,” says the doctor’s sharp, precise voice. “I must finish my work.”

“About that—”

“I am aware I do not have long. Either they find me or you sell me, Amerikaner. But I must have it written down. My formula and its procedure. Have you nothing? Filmy, a device, even human paper?”

“Doc, I don’t know how much time you think you’ve got, but the game’s up now.”

“Is that so?” Meece says, quite calm, expecting as much.

“I’m going to come and get you. Or I guess you can run and take your chances.”

“And what will you do with me, when you come and get me?” asks Meece’s high, bitter voice. “Who do you sell me to, Amerikaner? Whose offer has tempted you?”

“You know the Baron of Waste Sector Three, Doc?”

“A great mind.”

“You know the Ratlab folk? Nimoy, maybe?”

“Likewise an acclaimed thinker in many fields.”

“And I know you know the Maulers.”

“Liberated minds all.”

Skotch thinks of Fischer and Wizzo and the parrots and reckons that a mind can get too liberated, especially from reality. “You got any other friends in your corner, Doc? You can assume I’m more than familiar with your enemies.”

“I had thought, perhaps, some amongst the Rattenkönige,” Meece says hesitantly.

“Yeah, well, we met their emissary when she came for you in the Alley, so not sure you’ve solved that equation right, Doc,” Skotch tells him. Although he’s thinking now, about the chase with Tybelle. She didn’t get her claws on him, so maybe she was just going to trot and drop Meece alive on Murnau’s doormat. But maybe not. And in the end, Skotch just doesn’t know, and he’s aware that the sands of his own time are running out the glass. He says, “Right, Doc, you’ve got one chance.”

“And what is that?”

“You tell me now just what the hell it is you’ve got. What’s the grand project? What’s the terrorist act? What is it you need to get down, that needs the chemistry set and the lab space? Because it’s something pretty damn explosive, and I may as well get myself killed for what I know, rather than what I don’t.” Maria was right, he’s decided. He needs to understand.

A pause. A wretched little mouse laugh. “You don’t know.”

“I am literally out of ways to tell the world how damn ignorant of everything I am,” Skotch says, with feeling. “You going to remedy that situation, Doc?”

Meece laughs again, despairingly, and tells him.

After that, after the call is cut, Skotch sits down in Uwe’s tech shack, no matter how many eyes are on him, or how the pigeon plainly wants him to move on. Takes a good four or five long breaths to stop his heart clutching. Then he’s on the move. Because he’s made his call and he needs to get Meece back in hand so he can sell him to the right people.







19
THE DOCTOR IS IN



The path from Central 38 to Unterroot 93 isn’t a long one, and Skotch has travelled it plenty of times. Right now it’s a route he barely recognises. It winds in and out of the roots of the city, around the organocrete foundations of the buildings, sometimes overground, sometimes under. Somehow it’s just crossing the dawn barrier when he makes the trip, the whole night stripped away in a sequence of moments and scenes that Skotch, ragged with fatigue, finds it hard to piece back together.

At this time he’d expect to see the shift change. Nocturnal Gehirner heading to their nooks and the day shift shambling out to replace them. A brisk trade at those places that serve coffee and food for those whose dealings have given them the extra buttons or credit to pay for it, while everyone else makes do with what their guild lays for them, drinking water and eating SLG ration bars. It should be a quiet but industrious scene of Little Helpers doing what their makers intended.

Instead, those who hurry by do so with lowered eyes, keen not to attract attention. There’s no casual conversation, no catching up. Most of the kiosks are shut, and the ones that are open are operating on a not-for-profit basis because the army’s in town. The shifting of power between the Reds and Grays has fallen on these mean streets like weather, and that breeds all kinds of trouble. And for nobody more than for Skotch.

He sees the Grays first, standing at junctions, peering suspiciously at every animal passing by, fingering their popguns. Not actively shaking people down yet, no stop-and-search of anyone who looks like they’ve got a few buttons in their super. But a menacing, silent presence nonetheless. And this is the actual army, and so it shouldn’t make a difference who Skotch is, but he remembers being grabbed by them before. Any of them could have turned mercenary for the Country Clubs, or for any of the other players. Or maybe they just got word that Skotch is a good raccoon to have hold of, for whatever reason, and there are standing orders to snatch him if the opportunity arises. He doesn’t need to get many searching looks from Graycoat soldiers before he starts finding alternative ways round. And he knows these streets and the Grays don’t, so the two or three squirrels who had idly begun to trail him, they lose him fast enough. But when you’re as big as a raccoon it can be hard to keep yourself off the army radar, and today the sons of bitches are everywhere.

And then he breaks into another street, and it’s the Reds there. And, needless to say, their attention is mostly down the block towards the areas controlled by the Grays, and they weren’t on Szerky’s payroll, so Skotch reckons he can breathe easier for a while. Steps out into the open, and sees how all those slightly protuberant, slightly mad-looking squirrel eyes flick to him.

And he was in their hands, and they sold him to Ratlabs. Although given all the crap he’s gone through taking this case, he feels almost nostalgic for the hands-off approach Nimoy had to holding him prisoner. A room lined with roach tubes seems like a nice break from the grind, honestly. However, he doesn’t particularly want to go back.

He even sees that jingling popinjay Hansard Brass-Shirt strutting it around the place with an escort of half a dozen gun-toting Reds. That has Skotch ducking way back into the shadows, trusting his own nocturnal heritage against the squirrels’ day-sharp eyes. There’s quite a head of Redcoat muscle gathering up here, and he reckons that, before the day’s out, more than a few streets will have changed hands. And this has been long in coming—almost a year of inconclusive skirmishes up top where the two armies normally have their playground. But down here’s where a great many of the guilds are, which means richer pickings for the armies in terms of screwing protection out of them. It was inevitable the war would come down from the treetops soon enough.



Skotch starts dodging eyes again. What should have been a quick commute to Unterroot 93 is turning into a whole lacework of skips and diversions, dodging in and out of different guilds’ territories, retracing his steps. He has a feeling of running out the clock. Technically, nothing should have changed since he put in that call from Uwe’s. The only difference is inside him, where a decision’s been made. But it feels like the whole world was eavesdropping and has adjusted its plans accordingly. He’s going to be too late. He can feel it.

One time, he gets stopped completely. There’s a whole parcel of Reds moving through a choke point, and plenty of eyes and guns out in case the Grays try to take the opportunity. They’ve got a handful of motorised trolleys that are supposed to belong to some guild or other to transport parts or materiel. Now they’re transporting the army’s rations and what looks like a big version of the popguns, barrel jutting up at forty-five degrees and a fantastical array of clockwork at the friendly end so the internal mechanisms can be tensioned with as much mechanical advantage as possible. Skotch is willing to bet that, if he got close and looked over it, he’d see a Ratlabs logo somewhere.

So the Reds have artillery, and they’re going to use it to clear the Grays out of somewhere. And, doubtless, cause a lot of damage and disruption that’ll make it hard for the actual working Gehirner to do the job that their combined existence depends on.

“That’s the army for you,” says a voice at his elbow. “Screwing up everything for everyone.”

A familiar voice. Not a particularly welcome one. He looks down at the pointed face of Eddi, the gangster rat. There’s a beat where Skotch is fully expecting the cold jab of a spiker in his side, but Eddi just leans on a root and watches the parade philosophically.

“Gonna be a week before this district picks itself up,” the rat says.

“Poor you, having to wait that long before you can start with the extortion and the beat-downs,” Skotch commiserates.

Eddi sighs. “You think we’re the bad guys.”

The Reds are still marching through, so it’s either go the very long way round or stay here chewing the fat with Eddi. “I mean I did get that impression,” Skotch says. “Partly from the general point that you and your Mother are crooks scalping off the working Gehirner, and partly from the bit where you grabbed me and hustled me down to your den to show me your murder-kitty. Whom I have had several run-ins with since.”

“She’s a darling,” says Eddi, with enough admiration in his voice that he’s halfway to joining the Kit Kat Cult himself. “You look down on us,” he adds. “Cos we’re rats.”

“I do not. Some of my best friends are rats. I have a problem with you cos you’re crooks.”

“And these boys are better.” Eddi jabs him and Skotch jumps, but it’s just a sharp little rat finger, not a weapon. “These armies, they’re just gangs from up where there’s sky and space for them to get big. A hundred squirrels gives them a seat at the respectable end of the table, does it? And a dozen rats trying to make a living means we’re eating scraps at the bad end?”

Skotch watches another trolley grind through the gap. This one has armour plates bolted to it, and Brass-Shirt and a couple of other decorated squirrels are riding up top, waving to the troops.

“Maybe you’ve got a point,” he admits. He’s ratcheting up the tension inside because the Redcoat rearguard is passing through now, and after that it’s his window to crash out of this conversation and run the last leg of the way to home. “So what happens now, Eddi? Because I don’t have time to go pay respects to your Mother right now.”

Eddi sighs. It’s such an unexpected sound Skotch forgets to be tense, just looks down at him. The rat’s looking up, head cocked, oddly sincere.

“We ain’t the bad guys, Herr Washbear,” Eddi says. “Ain’t saying we’re the good guys, but we look after our own. We’re the bottom of the pile. You never tried living like a rat. You don’t know what it’s like. We got to stick together. World’s like a foot pressing down on us, so we got to push back all the time just to keep the space we’ve got in it. Two maus, Bandit. That’s the gelt on us. You could kill me now, pay two maus to Mother, she’s supposed to just grin and say thank you very much. Two maus, and that’s twice as much as you’d have to pay for that doctor you’re after.”

“I heard the sob story the first time you kidnapped me,” Skotch growls.

“Yeah? Any of it go into that head of yours? Or you just told yourself, bad rats and didn’t give it another thought.” Eddi makes a disgusted sound. “So what happens now? You go your ways, Bandit. That’s what happens.”

“You’re telling me you’re not here with some message from Murnau?” Skotch demands.

“Everything ain’t about you,” Eddi tells him, and then the rat’s walking off. If he’d had pockets he’d have his hands in them, but as it is, he’s just a rat, and so he’s on all fours, back hunched against Skotch’s gaze as he vanishes into the low and dark places of the world.



The corpse of Fitch has long since been cleared away, of course. But there’s still a faint whiff of death on the air when Skotch gets back to his nook at Unterroot 93. The reminder that the space recently contained a dead raccoon and, that cadaver hauled away, there’s space for another.

All his stuff was turned over, of course. What little he had of it. First Fitch did it, and then whoever killed Fitch. Szerky, according to Maria. Szerky, killing the wrong raccoon, and then just spilling her hands over with buttons until Uzco had to close the account on the murder. The way these things go, that makes sense from the point of view of the guilds and companies and society as a whole, but still rankles to individuals like Skotch and Maria. The individuals who might be next to be written up on that kind of account. A possum is worth less than a raccoon, after all. The system works, but that doesn’t mean anyone has to love it.

Two maus, Eddi said. And maybe Skotch can sympathise a little. Honestly it doesn’t matter what the number is. Once someone staples a price tag to your pelt it makes you feel cheap.

He looks around this little hole in the ground. Going to be a while before it feels like his again. Maybe never. Maybe he was due to change his address and this is his wake-up call to shift lodgings to some place with fewer dead raccoons in its recent history.

Anyway, what he’s come for isn’t here. Just as well, given the number of hands that have been over every inch of the place. After a little wrestling with the fittings he does spring open the hidden compartment he set up, using the tools and the skills his company training gave him access to. Inside is a meagre handful of buttons, but at least it’s something.

After that, he heads upstairs to the sealed door of the nook rented by Ikelos the tortoise. The wartoise, the agent, the military model who fled to Neuwien so the last few years of his long life could be spent incognito and in peace.

Ikelos of Santorini, the fugitive. He and Skotch had spent more than one evening sharing the grappa that the tortoise loved and that Skotch couldn’t metabolise. Ikelos talking about the old days—predating Skotch’s birth by decades—in a mixture of argots so the raccoon could only follow half the words. If you believed it, the reptile had been on half the battlefields of the last half century. Doing what? They hadn’t exactly stuck a gun on his shell and called him a tank. Put him in a field and called him a stone, though. Relied on his cold metabolism to fool the heat trackers. Packed his shell with military grade intercept and decrypt gear. Ikelos and his fellows, making a crawling electronic spy grid between them, feeding back to the humans they worked for.

Military grade, which meant way less care for the future than the civilian models that would come later. No kids for Ikelos or his ilk—they’d taken out a lot of the original turtle-flesh to fit in the electronics, and it wasn’t like they gave him his balls back when they were done with his good and faithful service. Probably he was supposed to be decommissioned at the end of his long tour of duty, because human military use predated any of the later regulations and animal rights protections that Gehirner like Skotch benefitted from. When Ikelos arrived, he did so with a lot of history left behind that might yet follow him along. Skotch helped muddy the waters, found him a place to live out his days, made him welcome, one foreigner to another.

And, at the end of all that, the final deal between them. One last favour for the old tortoise, one last offer to an up-and-coming freelancer raccoon. The weirdest damn arrangement that Skotch ever entered into, but it gave him occasional access to Ikelos’ place and his tech. And one other thing.

He puts in all the codes that get the door open, slips inside, closes up. Takes a moment before all the anticipated arguing and maybe fighting. For the last few days he’s been in a vise, a decision hanging over his head that he hasn’t known how to make. And now he knows everything. Now Meece has finally spilled his little mouse beans, and Skotch understands.

What he’s about to do now, it’ll have consequences. Not just for Skotch, but for everyone he knows. For the city. Maybe for the humans. Maybe for Rule One. The thought scares him more than he’d care to admit. He’s just one raccoon, a US-engineered Gehirner deployed here in Europe because of some human corporate game that probably even Benson doesn’t much understand. Gone freelance because raccoon engineering was always jittery and they still have a big old streak of independence courtesy of Mother Nature, that Poppa Geneware hasn’t wrung out of him.

“Well, damn,” he tells the quiet confines of Ikelos’ space. On his shelf, the tortoise’s shell sits quiet and still. Hibernating.

The door opens behind him.

Skotch spins round, because nobody’s supposed to have access save him. And yet there’s the door, swinging open sure enough, and there’s Szerky coming through it.

She’s got some kind of device under one arm. Some kind of electronic lockpick. Flash-looking piece of kit, sure enough. In her other hand is the bee gun.

“Oh, Herr Skotch, you look so startled,” she says coyly.

“Ikelos is going to be pissed,” Skotch tells her, glancing at the shell. “He’s got contacts. Political. Human, even. You don’t want to mess with him, Fraulein.”

Szerky laughs almost fondly. “You terrify me, Herr Skotch. See how I shake. Herr Ikelos’ technology was probably state-of-the-art twenty years ago, but the farms are cutting edge. We have to be, to keep all those wretched rodents in line.” She moves, as she does: perfect stillness, then a liquid grace as she shifts position, closer to him but not in reach. “You have such worries in your head, Herr Skotch. So much that even a little tradecraft is beyond you. I saw you bring the fat pigeon to that mad human, and you never left my sight after that. All the way here. What’s here, I wonder?”

“I live here,” Skotch says.

“Oh, you live in the shithole down below, Herr Skotch. Here, not so much. Are you going to use all this old gear to search up some facts, read the news, sell some shares, I wonder? Or are you here for something else?” And she drifts closer, herding him, putting the threat of her teeth and her gun between him and Ikelos. She rates his reflexes so little that she even looks back at the looming, slumbering shell.

“Will he stick a head out and complain, do you think? I don’t think he will. Not now, not ever.” She reaches back, then abruptly has her snout and gun pointed at Skotch when he twitches towards her. Her hand twitches and he feels a stab of fire in his leg. A stinger, buried there. He pries at it, even as the disembodied musculature of it tries to drive the sting deeper into his flesh. A fierce, burning pain, but just pain.

“A warning,” she tells him. “Not to think that you are the equal of me. There is a hierarchy to the world, Herr Skotch. I am a warrior, of a line of warriors. You are a trash-gatherer. You shouldn’t forget that. The next shot will carry a more serious load of toxin.”

She reaches out delicately and knocks on the shell. “Herr Ikelos, this is your wake-up call. Will you come out?” An innocent look to Skotch. “Oh my, he doesn’t seem to want to.” Her eyes narrow with glee. “It’s almost as if he isn’t home at all.”

His last deal with Ikelos, that bizarre piece of business. Because the tortoise was old. Old and still suffering from all the cuts they’d made in him, to make him fit for military service. Old and with history. Enemies back in Greece and Turkey and Cyprus, from both sides of all his wars. Gehirner who’d raise their own glass of grappa if they heard Ikelos was dead. And so his last wish was not to give them the satisfaction.

When he died, Skotch had gone to considerable effort to conceal it. Had a discreet mole artisan in to boil the shell and shine it up with Turtle Wax polish, as presentable a memorial as any body laid out at a wake. He’d put it about that Ikelos was hibernating. He’d kept the place clean. And, in return, had access to the tech the tortoise had brought with him, and to that one other thing. The shell. The big hollow shell that stood in for the last remains of Ikelos of Santorini, secretly deceased. A space he’d stocked with his own little stash of food and water.

When he’d been with Meece that one time, in Madparrot Alley; as they’d listened to the sound of Tybelle fighting off the parrots just round the corner, he’d made the snap decision. Told the mouse about this place, and how to get in. Not like genius Doctor Meece couldn’t remember a few access codes, after all. And all that time, as Skotch had dodged from one set of hands to another, Meece had been hunkered down here in Ikelos’ nook, in his very shell, as weird a mock turtle as the world never saw. While Skotch had tried to work out what to do with a mouse who seemed to be simultaneously saviour and destroyer, perhaps on a scale that would topple all of Neuwien.

And now he’s come to collect, and he forgot to watch his back. Assuming any amount of watching would have seen Szerky coming.

Szerky knocks again and snickers. “Why your friend sounds quite hollow, Herr Skotch. Perhaps he’s out. And the problem with leaving your home empty is that little vermin will sneak in.” She darts another look at the shell, her neck snaking to let her look at the seam where plastron meets carapace. The catch there is hidden, but she sees it. He sees the satisfied flick of her ears.

He goes for her. He didn’t particularly intend to, but that smug little movement cues him. And, because he didn’t intend to, he gives her no warning. Is on her even as she’s turning back to him. She jabs the gun at him but he gets an arm in the way. A handful of stingers spit out across Ikelos’ nook and rattle at his screens and wiring, eviscerated insects ejecting from the breech to get trampled underfoot. But Skotch actually has hands on her, digging in with his claws, using his greater strength and bulk. She writhes in his grip like a serpent. Her teeth snap at his eyes and he leans back. He’s trying to smash her against the wall but she won’t keep still for it. It’s like trying to hold on to an eel. There’s a flash of pain: she has a blade out, cutting at his thumb. He flails her at the floor like a whip and she actually shrieks with outrage and—he hopes—pain.

Something snaps in him and he goes for her with his teeth. It’s what fights between Gehirner always devolve to. The thin veneer of civilized engineering rubs off mighty fast in a scrum. Her fur, her blood in his mouth, her own vise jaws closing about his arm. For a moment they both hold fast. Then she’s raking her little knuckle-knife at his face and he lets go. They break, both bloodied. Her eyes shine like gems. The fight is something she feeds off, while Skotch is drained by it. Maybe she’s right about the whole warrior thing.

The bee gun is lying on the ground. Skotch goes for it, hoping that she’s hopped up enough on bloodlust that she’s forgotten her ranged options. She’s a second behind as he begins his lunge, a second ahead as he ends it. They both get hands on the weapon. He feels the uncomfortable vibration of its living contents. It’s made too small for his hands to close about it properly, though, and she twists it from his grip, ends up with it practically shoved up his nose. Breathing fast, eyes wide, as excited as if this was courtship.

“Why, Herr Skotch,” she hisses delightedly. “Who would have thought you had such exertions in you.”

He waits for the shot, the brief but savage agony of a lethal anaphylactic reaction. Instead she coils back from him, every part of her in sinuous motion save the hand that holds the gun.

“Let us at least have an audience for your execution, Herr Skotch,” she tells him, and flicks the catches of the shell.

Ikelos of Santorini’s cenotaph of a shell hinges open smoothly. Inside there are empty water bottles, SLG wrappers, scraps of crumpled paper written over with alchemical notation. No mouse.

“What?” Szerky demands. Skotch can only echo the sentiment. The mouse was right here. They spoke not so long ago. He’d been waiting for Skotch. That was the plan.

The little squeaker ran out on me. And maybe he shouldn’t blame Meece for not trusting one raccoon’s personal Damascene conversion, but in that moment he’s still absolutely furious at being outmanoeuvred by a mouse. Every bit as much as Szerky. And she looks to him, jabbing the gun, but obviously reads his reaction as genuine. Meece has pulled one over on the both of them.

Or maybe not. Because, from beyond the open door to Ikelos’ sanctum rings a single high, clear note.

Tybelle leans her head into the doorway. The sound of her bell slowly fades into the growing silence.

“Aw,” she says to Szerky, mock solicitous. “What were you expecting to find in that shell, Fraulein Stoat?” Luxuriously licking her lips. “Meece’s pieces?”
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THE DIVISION BELL



What gets Skotch most is Szerky’s reaction. Because this is what the stoat wanted, isn’t it? Meece dead and his secret with him. That’s the end goal of all her bloodshed and manoeuvres and spending buttons like water. All that’s left is to deal with any loose lips who know what it was that Meece was about, even if they wouldn’t be able to duplicate the work. Lips or near-substitutes, like the ones an engineered raccoon has.

But Szerky isn’t relaxing. Doesn’t apparently feel that having it done without even having to get blood in her teeth is actually a benefit. And Tybelle’s gloating look shows she’s on the same wavelength as the stoatweasel, leaving only Skotch between them not quite sure why they aren’t breaking out the party hats and the streamers.

“Meece … is…” Szerky says slowly.

“Meece was,” says Tybelle, “delicious.” And there’s a little snickering chorus from behind her. Her cultists, the sycophantic rodents in thrall to her shadow, come to sing her praises in high squeaky voices. Tybelle graciously steps back from the doorway, out into the unterroot annex that fronts onto the nooks of both Skotch and the late Ikelos. Szerky follows her up in a furious sine wave of motion, leaving Skotch to edge after her.

Out there, Tybelle sits and licks at a paw, perhaps cleaning the very last taste of genius from it. Probably, Skotch reckons, tastes just like the blood of any other mouse. And she’ll pay one maus worth of gelt to the farms, and that’ll be accounts settled, and he feels very keenly the injustice that Eddi and Murnau and the others were talking about. Because Meece was special, and could have changed the world, and Skotch only just discovered how. And now …

“Where,” Szerky demands, “is his body?”

Which seems morbid, but then she’s an obligate carnivore born to some warrior-code trumpery, and so morbidity is to be expected.

Tybelle pauses, eyeing her, pink tongue still extended. Behind her, the purple-robed rats and mice form a little crescent, gazing at her adoringly.

“I mean…” Tybelle seems embarrassed to have to say something so obvious, “you know how it is, Fraulein. When you get your teeth into something.”

Szerky is shaking, very slightly but very fast. Skotch’s brain still hasn’t quite caught up, but then she says, “I need his body, for the Club, to prove that he’s dead.”

And maybe some of the rage is being cheated of the kill, but Skotch reckons there’s the real line of warrior honour. Nobody back at the Farm Projects is going to send off a loose cannon like Szerky on an assassination mission, and then just take her word for it that the job’s done. She needs proof, or else she’ll go back a failure, and they’ll send someone in her place.

Tybelle yawns lazily. “Fraulein, give it a day, you can go through my litter box.”

The cultists find that hilarious, squeaking and chittering to one another. Skotch watches them with a sense of revulsion. Everyone knows that, in the Kit Kat Cults, votaries can find themselves redefined as offerings quickly enough, if their god-monarch gets hungry, or bored. And yet they still sign up, desperate to shackle themselves to something strong, something with a paw in the Gehirner and the human worlds.

Skotch frowns.

“You’re coming with me to the farms,” says Szerky desperately. “You can tell them.” Sounding, for the very first time, desperate.

“Oh, well, I’d love to, obviously, but my human will be upset, and besides, that’s out of my territory. Some of us find travel rather wearing. I’m afraid you’ll have to go all the way back to your sty and just try to be ever so convincing when you tell them I beat you to your quarry, little hunter.”

For a moment Szerky is silent, still but vibrating with rage. Then she has the bee gun up again, and her knife in her other hand. “You will come with me,” she tells the cat, “as witness, or I will take your pelt back as a gift.”

Tybelle’s look suggests that she can try. “Children,” she tells her cultists, “mother’s going to teach her country cousin a lesson now. You run along to the Chapel and prepare my cushions, won’t you? Herr Washbear”—and her eyes fix Skotch—“you’re a big Gehirner in a small space that’s about to get very busy. You clear us some room.”

Skotch nods, begins to edge around. Tybelle’s slit pupils have gone very wide and her ears are up. Everything else about her gives the impression of languid unconcern, apart from the actual tension in her muscles, which is like drawn-back rubber bands. Szerky is swaying slightly side to side.

Skotch gets clear from between them. The cultists are already heading away, picking up speed. Rats and mice in ridiculous, ornate robes. Seven of them, he counts. And the last, the smallest, stumbling a bit over unaccustomed hems.

Szerky sees it too, just as they’re rounding the corner. Skotch hears her insane shriek of fury at being fooled. He turns, despite himself, even as the cultists flurry off ahead of him.

Szerky fires the bee gun at Tybelle, but the cat—such a big, still target a moment before—flows into motion. Maybe one stinger finds a home in her fur, of the half-dozen in the air. Skotch hears her myowp! of pain, but it doesn’t seem to slow her. Then cat and stoat are dancing, leaping over one another, claws out, jaws snapping, neither one able to make contact with the other. If he’d come to this scene cold, honestly, he’d have thought they were playing, or even going through some prearranged choreography. Chasing one another back and forth around the space, the cat larger and stronger, the stoatweasel swifter. Except it’s not play. They are absolutely trying to end each other, two killers at the top of their game.

Skotch goes. Whoever wins, there’s no profit for him in seeing it. Discretion is so much the greater part of his current valour that whatever’s left wouldn’t make a single mouse pellet.

The Chapel, Tybelle had said. Safe ground, neutral ground. The one place where even a fugitive from the farms might just catch a breath, in the shadow of Saint Frances.

He has no idea just why Tybelle has hired on Meece as an extra cultist, save that it’s probably not just to round out the numbers for a grooming ritual. Right then, though, working out what’s going on comes a distant second to getting the hell out.

He hears Szerky shriek from behind him, but any hope that it signifies her demise is dashed when she calls out, “Stop them! Stop all of them! I’ll pay double!” Because apparently the great huntress didn’t come alone.

Up ahead is Unterroot 90, a larger chamber that’s a hub for a half-dozen twisty dark corridors. The cultists burst out into it, running like only rats can run, but there are Graycoats there, squirrels shouting orders, waving popguns. Not the best weapons in these close spaces, but still enough to put a big-sized hole in a small-sized rodent.

The cultists—no fighters they—eddy back. The one at the rear, the awkward one who isn’t used to the robes, gets trodden on. Beneath a half-yanked-down hood, Meece’s wild eyes stare out.

Skotch barrels out behind and through them, scattering the cultists like skittles. Partly it’s a kind of desperate bravery—or that’s what he wants to tell Lulu later if he gets the chance. Partly it’s that he understands he has momentum and the squirrels aren’t quite sure what the situation is or what’s happened to their paymaster. Partly again, it’s that he was coming out from Unterroot 93 at quite the pace and doesn’t have the traction to slow down. He bowls into the Graycoats with furious speed and lays into them with all four feet and his teeth. Not big, as raccoons go, but a giant in squirrel terms. A couple of the popguns go off with sharp snaps, but he’s right in the middle of them and the weapons are intended for rooftop vantages and big open spaces.

Skotch is no great fighter, honestly. A blue-collar piece of genetic engineering, intended to collect trash and fix wiring with dexterous little hands. When he gets stuck in, it’s without any of the deadly grace of the two killers dancing it out back in ’93. He relies on a kind of furious berserking that comes right out of his evolutionary heritage. Clawing, spitting, biting, gouging, no blow too low and no holds barred. Every animal will fight in a corner, and one thing the Gehirner engineering gives you is the ability to put yourself in a corner, inside your head; to trigger all that mad frenzy. Workplace stress, basically. Another unintended gift of human meddling that an animal should never have had to deal with. In his mind, Skotch feels the wall at his tail, the pressure of it against his shoulder blades. The squirrels and their guns are between him and out, in his imagination, and so he tears into them.

And he’s big, and the confines are close, and that carries the entire fight forwards down the next tunnel, the squirrels fleeing frantically ahead of him, the cultists swarming on his tail. A mad procession like a horrifying small mammal Mardi Gras. There’s blood under his nails and in his mouth before they burst out into the next open space.

This is Rootspace Central 75 and it’s a big nexus of paths that should have had a flow of working Gehirner passing through it with trolleys and carts. Instead there’s a pack of Redcoats with guns, and the space to use them. For a moment, Skotch is actually glad to see them, because he’s fighting Grays and that’s supposed to mean the Reds are notionally allies. The Grays are scattering then, and while a couple of the Reds track them with a popgun barrel, the rest are looking right at him and the clutch of cultists.

“Hold there, Bandit!” shouts their officer, and then, to her followers, “Lock them down. Hold them till the stoat gets here.”

“Damn me,” spits Skotch desperately, because apparently, in his absence, the Reds have been taking farm coin as well. Or at least these Reds, but as these are the only Reds here and they have the guns, that’s really all that matters.

“Your paymaster’s getting the stuffing ripped out of her by a cat right now,” he tells them, hoping it’s true. “I hope you lads got a down payment for your services.”

The look in the officer’s eyes suggests that just maybe they didn’t. There’s a fragile fraction of a second when he thinks he can talk his way out of this, but then he sees the doors slam shut behind her eyes. She’s a soldier, she has orders—even if they don’t originate in her regular chain of command. She’s not someone in whom creativity has been fostered or rewarded.

The shooting starts then. Skotch has one terrible moment of thinking he’s just died and his nerve endings haven’t caught up with it. Then two of the squirrels are down and the rest are turning as a pack of rats charge out into the space. They only have spikers, but they’re already close enough to use them. Rough rats, scarred rats. He sees Loui there, and a couple more who were dancing attendance on Mother Murnau. Eddi is hollering at him from the tunnel entrance they came in from.

Honestly, in all the fuss and reversals, Skotch had almost forgotten whose coin Tybelle was taking.

“Come on, Washbear!” Eddi shouts at him. “Come on, you loons!” at the cultists, who hurry towards him and the tenuous safety he represents.

“The Chapel?” Skotch asks and, “The Chapel!” Eddi confirms. Skotch risks a look back. The squirrels have recovered some of their military order and the rats are falling back. The popguns are lifting, ready to take advantage of the range.

They fire just as he’s ducking past after the last of the cultists. He hears the solid thunk of bullets driving into the gnarled wooden tangle of the rootspace walls. He feels a flare of pain as one skins along his flank. He sees Eddi, mouth open, cartwheeling backwards with the force of a solid impact, the missile piercing through his thorax.

Skotch has a moment of trying to bring the rat along, but the trembling going through Eddi’s body is of a final nature, just loose discharges of muscles deprived of their central authority. The rat is dead.

Another pellet bounds back from the ceiling over Skotch’s head and bounces from his snout on the way down, its force spent. He ducks into the tunnel and runs after cultists, pelting on all fours, just an animal fleeing for its life.



It’s not so far, from Rootspace Central 75 to the Chapel, but they have a time of it. Skotch on his own would have walked it, not even broken into a sweat. Instead he’s got a clutch of mice—a mischief is the collective noun and they’re certainly trouble enough for it—and these mice are not rugged survivors. Their heredity does not go back to wild scavenging vermin dodging the owl and the wildcat in a desperate struggle for existence. They are the heirs of cage-fed pets and laboratory dwellers, used to regular meal times and indolence. In these latter days they’ve found their niche cosying up to a cat because nine times out of ten it means they’re provided for out of their mistress’s largesse. The other time, well … Skotch can’t quite work out what makes it worth the moments when Tybelle’s feeling in a murderously frisky mood, but perhaps they see it as some sacred way out. Perhaps there’s some afterlife where they get to eat and groom forever if only they die in feline jaws. Between the Separatists and the Jeffists and these cultists, religion seems to Skotch to be one of the weirder things that a Gehirner’s expanded mind can find room for.

There are plenty of squirrels between them and the Chapel, and the one thing that stops them just being held at gunpoint until Szerky can catch up is that they’re squirrels from two different armies. When they run into Graycoat checkpoints Skotch leads his ragbag of rodents into Red territory, and vice versa. They cut a zigzag through the rootways beneath the city, and leave half a dozen shoot-outs behind them as Reds and Grays cross invisible boundaries and end up in each others’ faces. And through it all, he keeps the hapless cultists out of the firing line. Or, rather, the six cultists and their new addition, the one just wearing the impractical clothes.

He wants to stop and speak to Meece, to the good doctor. There’s no moment when he has the breath for it, between ’75 and the Chapel. And Meece isn’t volunteering. Meece, of all of them, can run. He ran all the way from the Farm Projects, after all, and halfway across the unfamiliar territory of Neuwien before Skotch first saw him in Franz-Ferdinand’s.

With one more fur-flying skirmish at their heels, they pile into the Chapel.

Two things become apparent to Skotch then, as they skitter out onto the rubble, and to the water’s edge. One is how crowded the place is, the other how empty.

When he was here last, the place had only a skeleton crew of idlers and fugitives crouching in the Saint’s shadow. He recognises now that this was because the armies were moving in, and a lot of the Chapel’s regular malcontents are of a mobile breed. When a place gets hot, that kind of Gehirner packs up and moves on for as long as necessary. No sense holding out in a war zone. And there’s always a war in Neuwien-Grunstadt, because Eddi was right. The armies are just bigger gangs, players in a game where numbers and main force lend legitimacy. Skotch heard from some high-minded rat once that official power always devolves to the control of force. And that isn’t really true in the Gehirner world, or if it is, it’s in the shadow of human power, which is a force so far beyond animal comprehension that it skews all the scales. But Skotch reckons that the equation is a two-way street. Control of force makes you official, if you can hold on to it for a generation or two. Mother Murnau is a gangster and a criminal, oppressing the weak and breaking all the rules around the edges of the Gehirner way of life. But if she had not thirty rats under arms but three hundred, she’d be a statesrat, a general, and people would talk about her wisdom and dignity.

So now there’s a war on, and while all the transient Gehirner have cleared out, the regular working Gehirner couldn’t or didn’t. When their places were filled with armed squirrels with itchy trigger fingers, those who weren’t actively working at keeping the human city running have come here. Come for the safety of the Chapel, until the Reds and Grays settle just who it is gets to call this territory theirs, and demand tithes and taxes from the locals. Skotch sees a fair cross-section of all the guilds that call this part of the city home. Waste collectors, electricians, plumbers, cleaners, botanists, apiarists, haulers, all the different trades whose entire existence goes towards making sure that the needs of the human populace of Neuwien are met. Who only exist because humans decided those needs should be met, and wanted an eco-friendly and sustainable way of ensuring they were. Because the armies and the Rattenkönige and even random freelancers like Skotch, they’re parasites, really. They’re evidence that the humans wrought well when they engineered the Gehirner system. Built in enough spare flesh and redundancy that just this many animals can carve a living by doing something other than providing essential services. Because the humans never really thought that the animals they were gifting intellect and speech to might not just be happy trudging along the ruts they were designed to. Despite the fact that the Divine Jeff is always depicted as that smiling, reclining human, humans never really understood his simple four-word mantra. That living things are going to push the boundaries, just as humans have always done.

So the Chapel is busy today. Dozens, scores, hundreds of Gehirner who’ve abandoned their nooks and guilds to come here and keep out of the way of the fighting. Whole families of rats and moles, half-blind infants curled close to their parents. Frogs, newts, even some birds and bats from up top who fled here as the armies descended towards the roots. A handful of loose freelancers who haven’t run. Old Tekki the ratsnake coiled into a knot on one small island. A grim-looking owl. A pair of scarred badgers. None of them anybody’s good neighbours under normal circumstances, but right now everyone has bigger worries.

And yet one obvious absence. Because Saint Frances isn’t here. The pillar of this particular community, in whose presence rests the only actual sanctuary the Chapel can offer, and she’s gone.

“Well, damn,” says Skotch. Out there on her island, the big one in the centre, there’s a clutch of animals, and some of them, at least, he knows by name. Time to go find out what the hell’s gone wrong. Because they’re down one nun and so this place just lost its divine protection.

Because nothing in his life can ever be easy, even getting over there is a trial. The rat gondoliers usually plying their trade here have fled, and so it’s wade or swim. And there are precious few animals who can’t swim, honestly, and the water’s not deep, but the cultists won’t doff their robes, and those things get sodden and heavy real quick. In the end Skotch has to stride laboriously over with the entire cult clinging to him like he’s turned into Mother Possum. Very aware of eyes on him. Knowing that someone out of all these fugitive beasts will already have turned quisling. Be running off to the Reds or the Grays or someone, to say that the raccoon everyone was so interested in finally turned up.

Herr Fischer the toad is the one who helps Skotch up out of the water. A rather token gesture given their difference in sizes, honestly. The Mauler has his popgun slug across the bulging sack of his body, and Skotch sees a handful of other anarchists there as well. And, fine, he’s not actually daggers-drawn with them—maybe one of the few factions he isn’t—but that doesn’t mean he’s ever going to be delighted to see this particular group of loose cannons. There’s Wizzo the Rat, with his bandolier of outsize bullets and some kind of clockwork-assisted crossbow slung under his belly. There’s a handful of others, squirrels, pigeons, a bat, a salamander with a bright belly, all with the red scarves of revolution proudly displayed. Warning colours—in this case, warning Skotch that he’s probably picked the wrong side to throw his lot in with.

“Oh look,” he says sourly. “It’s the Revolutionary People’s Front of Neuwien.”

“Herr Bandit has finally put in an appearance,” Fischer observes.

“Ran into some trouble with…” Skotch pauses. “Let’s say just about everyone.”

“Skotch!” And any further verbal fencing is knocked sideways as Lulu totters over. She’s still bandaged up, and probably a bit hazy on painkillers, but apparently she’s pleased to see him. “Skotch, what happened? Where did you go? Did you find—”

“Amerikaner, you brought friends,” Wizzo breaks in. He’s sitting, cradling his crossbow, the other Maulers clustered about him, trying to look more belligerent than they are scared.

“These squeakers?” Skotch says, looking at the rather damp cultists wringing out their robes. “I mean—”

“Not them, Amerikaner,” Wizzo says. One rat finger points, and Skotch looks round to see that the army has arrived.

Armies, even. At one point along the Chapel’s circumference, there’s a crack in the wall that a force of Grays is filing out of, spreading out on the shore and with their beady eyes very much fixed on this central island, and Skotch. Across the way from them, through one of the overflow pipes, come the Reds, no less a figure than Brass-Shirt at their head, in his polished cuirass. Eddies of alarm amongst the various camps of refugees, and those closest to either incursion start putting distance between themselves and the uniforms. Some head for the central island, as though the ghost of Saint Frances lingers there. Others see which way the soldiers are looking and move around the edge, clustering on every outcrop and rock and mound that’s neither between the two hereditary enemies nor in the way of their path to the Chapel’s heart. Plenty give up on their last hope that the Chapel can offer any kind of sanctuary and just get the hell out by any egress by which the armies aren’t coming in.

“Well, damn,” Skotch says again. He keeps waiting for the two forces to start pot-shotting at one another, but right now trigger discipline prevails. The Redcoats glower over at the Grays and the Grays scowl right back, but these are squirrels with a chain of command, and their officers are restraining them. And everyone sees that. Not that they’re working together, because that’s a step too far to describe the détente on display here. But that they’re pointed in the same direction and not trying to kill one another. Skotch wonders whether this, here, will start some ripples that might lead to big changes in the future. The guilds put up with the armies lording it over them, because the armies act as their own counterbalances. Reds, Grays, that pigeon corps from across the city, they spend more time shoving one another than punching down. But here’s evidence that it needn’t be that way. Maybe tomorrow the guilds will start to organise against them, arm up, and throw off the parasitic rule of the militias. Nice thought. Shame it seems unlikely Skotch’ll be there to see it happen.
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Skotch looks out at the troops as they file in. Squirrels, in the majority, but he sees a badger out there with the grays, and the reds have a fox. Those remnant carnivores, those discontinued models, making rent the best way they can by turning mercenary.

“Where,” he demands, “is Saint Frances?” Because there should be a huge figure at his back right now, forbidding by its very presence the possibility of violence. Instead of which there’s an absence as big as the Chapel itself.

“She left!” Lulu bursts out. “Skotch, we were all sitting here waiting, and all these others coming in to escape the fighting, and then suddenly the Saint, she gets a call on her device, the little one she carries. I tried to listen in but all the talk was on the other side. All she was saying was ‘yes’ and ‘okay’ and she didn’t seem happy with any of it, but she listened and she listened. And then she was up on her feet, and she gave over the food and medicines to us, told us to give it out to whoever needed, and she left! She left, Skotch. Just walked away. Walked up.” Meaning she went up the metal ladder to the one human-sized exit the Chapel had, the one that led up to a metro station for humans, and thence to all the other human spaces of the city. The exit that Gehirner didn’t take, because it led to where they weren’t supposed to be.

Skotch looks around, matching gazes with Wizzo, with Fischer. Nobody’s any the wiser. Saint Frances just up and left them in their hour of need and that’s mighty inconvenient, because that need is just ramping up the more soldiers filter in.

No fighting yet, just that gradual buildup. Wizzo has a little telescope, probably self-made, and he hands it to Skotch wordlessly. The Reds and the Grays have at least as many eyes on each other as they do on anyone else. No love lost nor trust given, over that way. But they’re not doing what nature intended and just popping away at the opposite side. He sees the more decorated squirrels going round, curbing the keen of the others. Brass-Shirt is sitting on a tiny fold-out stool sipping at that damn goblet. On the Gray side there’s some scarred veteran Skotch doesn’t know, wearing a cloak of sewn-together leaf shapes. The material looks like that tough vegetable faleather stuff that can probably stop a popgun bullet at sufficient range.

Not fighting each other, but not advancing on the centre of the Chapel, nor just randomly brutalising the refugees. Waiting for something. Which in the short term is obviously preferable, but it gives Skotch a bad feeling about the long term.

“So tell me!” Lulu shoulders into him and he almost loses the glass into the water. “What happened? Did you get the mouse? Was there a fight? What’s the story, Skotch?”

“Did nobody prescribe you some bedrest?” he complains.

“You owe me, Skotch! You owe me the story!” And they’ve obviously been feeding her the right drugs because, while she still sounds a bit weak, there’s the annoying pigeon he knows and—if you twist his arm enough to make him admit it—is at least a little bit fond of.

“Sure there was a fight,” he says. “Maybe even still is. Not one that I had much part in. Two folk like that get into a tussle, you just leave ’em to it, I say. As to the mouse, though…”

Apparently Herr Doktor Meece has a sense of drama, because that’s when he pulls back the cultist hood that was draped over his snout. And of course Lulu never really saw him before, or not to recognise, so there’s a moment of uncertainty when the Maulers are congratulating him on his continued existence, and she’s just bobbing her head in puzzlement. Then she says, “Wait, that’s him?” and Skotch gets to make the introductions. “Doc Meece, this here is Lulu. She’s a … recorder of things.”

Meece eyes the pigeon. “Recording,” he says, “is what is required.”

“Yes!” Lulu’s eyes glow with enthusiasm. “Tell me your story, Doctor Meece! Tell me everything, what all this is about.”

“No,” he says primly. “That is not what is meant. I require a device, a facility, on which to complete my work. I require a channel, by which to transmit it.”

“Sure, sure,” Skotch says. “I mean, let’s fend off two whole armies first. I mean, priorities, Doc.”

But Meece understands priorities better than he does. “Now,” he says. “Because there are many soldiers out there, and soon they will come over here. We will not survive this. But my research can survive. I have completed the work. I must record it.”

“Completed the…” Skotch didn’t remember seeing the interior of Ikelos’ shell scrawled with equations or anything. It’s in Meece’s head, he realises. The entire complex madness of it, contained in that one mouse’s little knot of grey matter. A genius, like Nimoy said. A fluke where the enhanced learning ability that the Gehirner were engineered for had just never stopped. For a moment the sheer concept makes him feel weak, at how much brain this one mouse has stuffed into his little bullet skull.

“I had something…” He’d had those scraps of notes he retrieved from Franz-Ferdinand’s, the first brief time the pair of them met. The notes he copied for Sly, that got the fox killed purely because of what he might or might not have worked out.

No, Skotch remembers the desperate note his friend sent, to come and talk. Sure Sly had worked it out, even just from those scraps. Skotch feels a stab of grief and guilt at the thought.

And even those scraps he lost, he realises. Taken from him by the Grays, or was it the Reds, or the crows at the Separation Plant, or someone. He’s lost track of just who got what off him, in his recent rough ride through the city.

“Yes, yes, recording.” A new rat is pushing into the conversation. Skotch glances, double-takes, recoils. It’s not one of the Maulers, but a neat, somewhat plump rat in overalls, silver-furred, and the top of its head just a curved metal plate extending down to a glass lens of an eye. In its hands it has a device that’s cumbersome for a rat, enormous for a mouse; manageable for Skotch, tiny for a human. Hard to standardise your tech given the spread of species in the Gehirner project.

“Nimoy,” he names the unwelcome apparition. And there are a dozen other rats backing her up, laden down with tools and bandoliers and kit. Some of them are assembling things from parts even now, working with a hyperfocused absorption that’s either the good rat drugs or maybe just a genetic quirk of Ratlabs heredity. A rodent neurodiversity they’ve made work for them.

“I, yes, indeed, myself,” Nimoy confirms, words like a machine gun. “Doctor, an honour, yes, your acquaintance, finally, we make it, yesno?”

Skotch looks across the lumpy fallen masonry that makes up the central island. Big enough for Saint Frances to set up shop on, when she was actually present. Now she’s gone, a lot of open space, a lot of topography.

He looks over the Gehirner there present. A dozen Maulers, decently armed. Around the same number of Ratlabs technicians, not conventionally beweaponed and what they’re setting up could be a death ray or a fancy coffee percolator as far as Skotch knows. There are some other rats there too, who look like they’re out of Murnau’s stable of bruisers, or the property of some other Rattenkönig. Maybe two dozen all told, though they’re wiser to the environment so aren’t just standing out in the open to be counted. Plus half a dozen Kit Kat Cultists whom he doesn’t reckon are going to weigh in much when it comes down to the fight. Perhaps a dozen other miscellaneous Gehirner who waded out to the centre, got some sense of what’s about to go down, and didn’t wade straight back. Plus Meece, plus Lulu, plus him.

“Get him down low,” he tells Nimoy. “He’s going to be writing his memoirs, maybe he does it some place he’s not in line of sight of a gun?”

“Yes, indeed, ballistics, angles of fire, perspicacious, yes,” the chrome-pated rat jabbers, and they get Meece in a hollow with the device propped up in front of him. There’s a touch screen to it, Skotch sees, and the mouse is already starting to draw out strings of chemical equations and molecular diagrams, tiny hands working with a desperate frenzy as all that pent-up knowledge rises to the surface.

There is a definite stirring amongst the two camps of squirrels, but they’re still waiting. Small mercies, Skotch thinks, but he has a real sense of a rubber band under tension, about to snap at any given moment even as it pulls tauter and tauter.

“So, Herr Bandit finally does the right thing.” Fischer has come up under his elbow, resting the barrel of his popgun on a shelf of stone ahead of him, squinting out across the water at the soldiers.

“So someone finally told me what the hell it was Meece actually had. Amazing what can happen, when people actually start being straight with one another,” Skotch points out. “Just think how much of a mess we could have dodged if someone had actually thought of that before.”

“Herr Bandit thinks so?” the frog asks. His bulbous gaze doubts. “And yet we are all here because those who did know were very quick to decide they wanted Herr Doktor dead. And the more who knew, the more there were who decided that dead was best, where Herr Doktor’s continued health was concerned. Do you blame Herr Doktor for not sharing his purpose with Herr Bandit? Do you blame us?”

Skotch thinks about how Benson’s goals changed, from live mouse to dead mouse, and knew it was because the old turtle must have discovered the full truth about why the farms were so keen to hunt Meece down. He grunts, conceding the point.

“No, what changed was that Herr Bandit earned Herr Doktor’s trust,” Fischer says. “Herr Bandit kept him safe, underwent trials. Did not reveal his whereabouts. Herr Fischer is glad that Herr Bandit has come down on the side of the angels.”

“I don’t get it, though,” Skotch admits. “I mean, the farms, they’re all crazy there. But wanting to murder the little squeaker…”

“Control, yesno?” Nimoy puts in. The wan light falling into the Chapel from above gleams on her skullplate. “Since he was young, we hear. Of Meece, in the farms. At first, their pride. The smart mouse. Improvements and efficiencies. Yields up, costs down. When he is young. Does what they want, yes.” Meaning, by Skotch’s calculations, last year. When Meece, now old, was young. Burning twice as brightly, because he was only ever going to get half as long. “In those days, with Ratlabs, much sharing. Correspondence. The science, yes. What they had, then, yes, they did not know. Did not know to stop him sharing with us, yes. The mouse-hole always bigger than the trap was good, yesno?” And even though rats lived longer, it would still have been a good chunk of Nimoy’s lifespan ago, as well. Perhaps back when she’d still had the eye and the cranium she’d been born with. That dizzy sense of differential time between Strains. And not as though Skotch had that many years in him, either. He wondered what the world must look like to the truly long-lived. To parrots, to turtles, to humans.

“Later, less word from him, yes, indeed,” Nimoy says. She’s setting up something that looks like a little meteorological station, spinning balls and vanes and things, and maybe a satellite dish. It makes Skotch’s fur prickle with unease. “But the word, sneaking out to us, such thoughts, yes! Such ideas. Questions. Unhappiness. Why this, why that? Why our lives, so short, our lot, so mean, yesno? What is it, keeping us down. To follow the Divine Jeff, in the farms, is not allowed. But from us he has heard, the creed, the hope. To find a way, to exceed limitations, to achieve! And he achieves. Beyond us, Meece is. The greatest mind. To us, he is brought. By you. Our thanks, yes. A great thing has been done, by you.”

Skotch pauses to disentangle that big old heap of words. It’s not like Nimoy can’t speak like a civilized Gehirner, more that her words are constantly being dragged along behind her racing thoughts like cans on a string. In the gap, Lulu shoves some words of her own.

“So someone tell me what’s so great that this mouse has done!” she demands plaintively. “Only I see a lot of fuss and just, what, he’s writing his life story. He’s got an exposé about life in the Farm Projects?”

“Oh, I could,” comes Meece’s thin voice. “You don’t know, here in the city. You don’t know how it is for us, in the farms. Under the whips of the stoats, slaves in all but name. And that is an injustice that must be visited, but it is not the prime injustice. That is what I am rectifying. That is the knowledge that must be set out and disseminated.”

“So what?” Lulu demands. “Come on, it’s like everyone here knows what’s going on but me!”

Skotch takes a deep breath, but bottles it in the end. Can’t actually bring himself to say the words because they really are that big. That dangerous. World-ending, maybe. Even here, even now, he has a sudden twinge of perhaps being on the wrong side. He looks to Fischer; Fischer looks to Nimoy. Or maybe Fischer just looks at everyone, frog physiology being how it is.

For a second there’s a general and unspoken conspiracy that says nobody’s going to spill the beans and Lulu will go frustrated to her grave, but then Nimoy’s words leak out.

“Doctor Meece,” the rat says, “the secret, artificial fabrication, the formula. Plangent.”

It’s Lulu’s turn to fight with the cryptic utterances of Ratlabs. She blinks, head going back. “Wait…”

“He’s worked out how to make Plangent,” Skotch decodes. “Not just get it from humans, actually make it ourselves, cheap and easy. And make its effects last.”

“Last?” Lulu echoes.

“Tenfold, at least,” Meece puts in. “One dose a month. To be improved. One dose a year. For short-lived strains, one per lifetime, intellect gifted at birth? Who can say. Efficient, affordable, a low-resource catalysed sequence of reactions. Universal access, security of mind, is it so bad? Perhaps, if it means they cannot keep us dumb and down.”

Lulu makes some fairly disarticulate noises, eventually coming out with, “Who’s even going to…?”

“Ratlabs,” Nimoy says. “We offer. At first. Facilities being already available. Later, whoever. Plangent for all. Like water.” The great limiter, the brain-fuel that activates all the complex neuro-engineering that the Gehirner are inheritors of. The stuff that makes the connections fire, without which they’re just dumb beasts. The cruellest economy.

“But what happens … when we don’t need…” Lulu looks stunned. And Skotch went through this self-same shock when he found out. When Meece finally told him, there in Uwe’s tech shack. The end, he’d thought. The collapse of that pyramid of needs and obligations. Who’d ever work, if Plangent was just being handed out for free on every street corner? Who’d ever do what needed to be done, to keep the city running for the humans that had made them?

He’d come perilously close to deciding to grab Meece and throw him at the feet of Szerky, right then. Seeing the end of his whole world in that one mouse. Suddenly the farm’s pet killer, the orders of Benson, all of it had seemed perfectly reasonable. Of course animals had to labour in conditions of want and need, or else it would all fall apart. Idleness and indolence and the end of the world.

But he’d sat and thought, with the good brain that engineering and Plangent together had given him. The work didn’t get done because everyone was a slave to their dependencies. It got done because that was what the Gehirner did. Because the space that they occupied existed solely on the basis of that work being done. And even though Skotch had opted out to go freelance, that hadn’t been because the work was onerous or repugnant or gruelling. Just because he was a loose cog that had never quite fit. Honestly, most days he felt hauling trash had been more fulfilling than running his investigator racket. It was just that his particular raccoon neurology pushed him to go his own way.

He’d sat there, and he’d thought, and come to the conclusion that free access to Plangent might not actually be the end of civilization after all. It would just be the end of a certain flavour of misery. The end of fearing the encroaching fog of dumbness that came with running out. The chance for a great many animals to be that much more secure and comfortable with their existence. And, for some, maybe the chance to find a better way to live, just like the Divine Jeff encourages them to do. Like Ratlab roaches doing their creators’ job for them, so they can concentrate on science. Not bugs, but features. Improving the world one tiny rat step at a time.

“I think,” he tells Lulu slowly, “that it’ll be fine. Just better.” A bit optimistic, because the soldiers are still mustering, a good thirty or more in each camp so far, and Meece is still feverishly working, showing no signs of drawing to a triumphant close. Right now the maybe-bright future he’s envisaging exists only in the head of one mouse.

“Trouble,” Fischer says shortly, and Skotch jerks his head up. The frog is sighting down his gun at a large figure that leaps from island to island, fastidiously trying to keep its paws out of the water.

“Wait,” he says. “She’s with us.”

“Herr Bandit is mistaken,” Fischer says, but Skotch pushes the popgun barrel aside. Tybelle pauses on the nearest island, looking down at the water with distaste, and then pads her way through it, lifting each foot and shaking it.

She’s seen better days. One ear is torn and there are cuts across her muzzle and swollen stings on her flank, though her upgraded physiology has avoided the anaphylactic response to the bee gun’s stings. The bell about her neck is dented enough that it probably won’t ring again. Skotch would really like her to turn up and say, You should see the other guy, but he reckons he knows this cat well enough by now. As much as he ever wanted to know any cat, honestly. The victorious strut he’d have expected is absent. This is not a cat who’s notched up a dead stoat in the recent past.

Her cultists swarm over her as soon as she makes landfall, bringing out unguents and bandages from within their robes, chittering their dismay. She rests her head on her paws, watching Skotch.

“That weasel,” she says, “is fast.” Confirming his fears.

Skotch sits down before her, though far enough that she’ll have to stretch if she wants to get a bite of raccoon as a restorative. “Tell me, Tibbles, since when were we on the same side? Only I reckoned you were out to kill me and the squeaker both right up until you pulled that stunt at Ikelos’.”

Tybelle snickers, then winces. “Oh, Mother Murnau only ever wanted the mouse alive. Alive and in her hands, for preference, but alive most of all. The lot of all rats and mice is to live lives nasty, brutish, and short. She wants to change that, just like these do.” A flick of her tail towards Nimoy’s people. “If she can change it by controlling Meece and what he knows, all to the good. But next best after that’s just letting Meece live and do what he wants.” She rolls her eyes as though the whole business bores her. “For me, Herr Washbear, I’m not on your side. I’d hunt you in an instant. Maybe I will. You’re fun.”

“But right now?”

“Right now, Mother’s paying me enough to keep me on message.” She stretches, not quite as fluidly as before, working around the discrete pains. “And besides, I want a rematch.”

“Your owner’s going to have a fit, when they see you next.”

Tybelle gives him a sly look. Flicks her bell with her claws, though it just makes a dull clonk noise. And he wonders, then. Wonders if this collared cat actually has an owner. Or if she’s just a stray with a bell, taking advantage of the whole myth of pets and humans and Rule One. And she won’t say and so he’ll never really know.

There’s some more splashing then, and Skotch looks over in case it’s an amphibious squirrel assault. It’s one more lost soldier coming in from the cold, though. A drenched possum shaking the water from her coat. Regarding him with a flat, unfriendly gaze.

“Maria,” he names her.

“Skotch,” she says. She’s got a spiker slung from a bandolier, and a couple of knives as well. And her teeth, if it comes to that.

“Benson had a change of heart?”

“Benson is doing what Benson does best. Waiting for the outcome,” Maria says grimly. “That old turtle’s got a hundred contingencies. Live mouse, dead mouse, golden future, or complete collapse of society. He’ll float to the top whatever happens.” Sounding simultaneously disgusted by the old reptile’s flexibility and grudgingly impressed.

“And you? Here as his personal exterminator?”

“I went freelance,” she says. “On account of how there’s a stoat out there needs to get a cap in her ass, and Benson won’t give the order since they paid mausgelt on Fitch.”

“Oh she’s all yours,” Skotch says. “Though you may have to race the cat for her.”

Maria looks like she’s up for a spot of cat-racing, but before she can say as much there’s a stir out across the Chapel. Both camps of soldiers suddenly sitting up and paying attention. A new figure’s turned up, cutting a line directly between them. Even at this distance there’s no missing the sinuous figure of Szerky.
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The stoatweasel, the hunter, stands for a moment, looking out across the half-drowned battlefield-to-be. Skotch doesn’t watch her so much as the soldiers. They’re not all suddenly sitting up and taking notice. Their leaders—Brass-Shirt and the unknown leaf-cloaked Gray—sure are, but the rank and file are still more concerned about their opposite numbers. The squirrels of another colour that they’ve been jockeying against all their lives, and will be trading shots with tomorrow. And that gives him some hope, because the Country Clubs have a lot of money, but what they don’t have is a good grasp of how the city works. That’s Skotch’s skill set.

Still, there’s a definite exchange of looks, Szerky with Brass-Shirt, Szerky with Leaf-cloak, and then she strides forwards until she’s at the furthest promontory of the Chapel’s perimeter, looking out over the shallow sea like she’s seeking more lands to conquer.

When she speaks, her high, clear voice echoes out to them across the waters.

“You’re probably wondering,” she calls, “where your human went.”

There is a distinct worried shuffle amongst those on the central island, that this is the stoatweasel’s conversational gambit. A bigger stick than the brute demands they were expecting her to wield.

“The human received a call from the sect she belongs to,” Szerky announces proudly. “They are most displeased with her and have called her to an accounting. The humans, too, respect the rules. It is not fit that one of them comes down here, to soil herself amongst you city animals.”

“Well, crap,” says Skotch. Lulu makes a nervous little sound in her throat. It’s not just the absence of Saint Frances, because it wasn’t exactly as if anybody could have overlooked it. It’s the suggestion of the Country Clubs’ reach. The fact that they can, in fact, breach Rule One when they need. That their funds, their influence on the financial ecosystem that sees the city fed and its humans provided for, allows them such liberties. They got to Saint Frances through her order. And probably they had already been prepping for just this necessity, given that Skotch had been in and out of the Chapel more than once since Meece hit town. But the efficiency of their operation at those higher levels is genuinely intimidating. Tybelle tells her cult to get to the Chapel, in Szerky’s earshot. And before Skotch can get the clown car of robed rodents there, the call has already come in to summon the Saint from her ministry. That’s the flex Szerky is making. The other thing—that she’s thrown around enough buttons to buy the services of troops from both sides in the current military festivities—is almost an afterthought.

Skotch has done the math, of course. How is it, precisely, that those who control the Farm Projects have quite so much largesse to throw around? Possibly some of it’s simply overbudgeting. After all, keeping the humans of Neuwien in affordable, eco-friendly, and nourishing victuals was always going to be high priority to the civic planners. But he reckons it’s more than that, especially given what Meece said about the place. There are thousands of mice in the Projects. That’s a big old budget of food and Plangent and just resources in general, all of which can be bartered for cash or capital. Skotch reckons precious little of that budget gets to the actual workforce out there, in fact, while the elite set in place to keep them in line have sufficient spare time and cash to strut about playing warrior. It’s not that the farms are rich so much as they keep their labour poor.

All a great revelation, and maybe under other circumstances he’d be getting together with Wizzo to start a new revolutionary collective aimed at liberating the countryside. Right now it just means that Szerky isn’t hurting for either troops or influence.

“I’m giving you this one chance, Meinen Herren and Damen,” she shouts. “Give up Meece or float his body over, either one will do, and all this unpleasantness can be put behind us. Life can go on how it’s meant to be.” Life, with the ever-present threat of falling into dumb oblivion. And maybe the parrots have worked out how to live with that, but all Skotch knows is that it’s a fear he’s been aware of all his life.

No guarantee that Meece has even got it right. Maybe he forgot to carry the one and what he’s writing out the formula for is pure snake oil. Still, it’s clear the farms believe it. And Skotch reckons strangling the Plangent supply is their premier means of controlling the mouse masses out there. Give Meece his way, there’ll be an underground railroad smuggling the stuff into the Projects within the year.

He finds it’s a gamble he’s willing to roll the dice on, that Meece has done his sums properly.

“Can you pop a shot into her?” he asks Fischer.

The frog has been sighting down his gun, but cocks an eye up at Skotch. “Herr Fischer does not wish to try it,” he says. And frogs are good with ballistics, something to do with the brain-wiring required for launching your tongue at flies. He’s probably the best aim they’ve got. If he shot and missed, that would de facto be the commencement of hostilities, and right now they’re benefitting from any delay they can get.

“Let me go talk to them,” Lulu suggests. “I’ll keep them busy.”

“They’ll shoot you dead,” Skotch tells her, more fiercely than he intended. When she waves her ankle-ring at him, he brushes it away. “You heard her. You think that they wouldn’t risk one dead pigeon, pet or no pet?”

“I’m not a pet, I’m an employee!” Lulu insists, like that either makes a difference or makes any sense.

Wizzo has been keeping an eye on the opposition as he hunches over his crossbow. Now he calls out, “Keaton, get over here.”

Keaton turns out to be the Maulers’ bat, a diminutive critter wearing a red necker. His enormous ribbed ears swivel and flick, dwarfing the rest of him. He knuckles over on his wings, a spiker clutched in his feet.

Out there across the water Szerky has called Brass-Shirt and Leaf-cloak to her. The two enemy officers regard each other suspiciously, but the payout the stoat represents is obviously keeping them from doing anything rash.

“What’re they saying, Keaton?” Wizzo asks.

Keaton’s ears pivot and turn like radar dishes and he says—his voice so reedy Skotch can only just catch it—“Telling them to behave themselves. Marching orders. Two pronged-attack. It’s time, comrade.”

The word goes out that they’re coming. Everyone who can, finds cover. Skotch has to chase Lulu down to where Meece is still frantically working away at the little touch screen, covering it with a dense forest of steps and procedures. Then he goes back, flattens himself down as only a raccoon can. He doesn’t have a gun and nobody brought a spare, but he wants to see them coming.

Around him, his fellows in adversity are hunkering down and waiting. The Maulers, a scatter of gangster rats, Maria. Tybelle, making a big show of finding all the fuss beneath her. A couple of belligerent moles and three guild squirrels sufficiently pissed that their work rota’s been screwed over. Tekki the Ratsnake, even, for some damn reason. There are at least two score Reds out there by now, and at least as many Grays, and they’ve all got popguns. The odds, Skotch reckons, are looking somewhat stacked.

“This would be a fine time for someone to pull out a real clever surprise,” he remarks.

Wizzo grins at him. Skotch would love it to be the grin of a rat with a real clever surprise, but Gehirner don’t tend to bare their teeth for that sort of reason. Instead he mostly reads as “deranged anarchist with a crossbow.”

The squirrels start the crossing. A few have found some rat punts abandoned by their gondoliers, but the rest are just wading. It’s chest or even neck deep to a squirrel, along the shallower paths they’re taking. At least it means that when Fischer and Wizzo start shooting, it’s not like the soldiers will have many ways to dodge. Still, they push through the waters briskly enough, guns held above their heads or slanted over shoulders.

At a point that almost seems mutually agreed on, the shooting starts. A handful of popguns from amongst the Maulers spit out at the exposed squirrels. Considerably more return fire from out across the waters, with the main intent of keeping the defending snipers occupied in ducking rather than picking off targets. Fischer and Wizzo each claim a victim, but other than that it’s mostly just spent ammo and the oddly muted sounds of airguns and spring-locks clacking. A little percussion solo without rhythm, going nowhere.

Skotch is actually looking in the right direction when it happens. The Reds wade forwards, two or three finding a nubbin of higher ground to stop and take a shot, then reload or retension their guns and wade forwards again. Abruptly the leader is down, though. Flailing into the water, gun splashing and sinking. Red stains spreading. No immediate panic, because the others out there think he’s just been shot. Except that’s not what’s happening and another two squirrels go under in sudden struggles before anyone works it out. Then the Redcoats are backing up, and a moment later the sheer nastiness of it—an invisible enemy utterly unsuspected—has them flooding back to the dry land of the periphery.

The Grays, who weren’t being beset, see their frenemies pulling out and instantly assume they’ve been screwed over. They also retreat, despite Szerky’s shrill voice yelling at all and sundry. Some squirrels are shooting into the water. For a moment a whole mob of Reds are shrilling and chittering at the Grays—who, to their eyes, got away without loss—and the Grays are posturing right back. Skotch holds his breath in case the whole tenuous alliance falls apart right there and then, but that would be too much to hope for. Szerky gets in amongst them, snapping and snarling and forcing the two sides apart by sheer force of personality. Order, alas, is restored.

The new forces begin to slither up onto the central island, now their surprise value is spent. Newts, and no more than a dozen. Skotch has never before looked on something as inoffensive as a newt and felt a shiver, but honestly this pack is channelling their prehistoric giant ancestors. They have knives and a couple have what look like spearguns, and they’re painted up in toxic waterproof colours.

“Who the hell are you?” he asks them.

“Gasthofmund Irregulars,” says the lead newt, who has an honest-to-Jeff eyepatch strapped about its slick head. “The Baron sends her regards.”

The last member of their impromptu conspiracy spoken for, then. And it doesn’t do much to balance the numbers, but it’s bought time and given the squirrels a nasty scare.

Szerky obviously has a sense that the defenders are trying to run out the clock, though. It’s only a few moments of her bawling out the commanding officers before both bands of squirrels are coming on strong. The newts blink laconically and slide into the water again, but this time Skotch doesn’t reckon they’ll make enough of a dent in morale to get the same results.

Someone elbows him in the side. It’s Nimoy. The chrome-domed rat wordlessly hands him something. He asks her what it is and she ignores him entirely. When he looks down he understands why. Earplugs. She and the other Ratlabs techies are passing amongst the defenders, giving them out to anyone with external ears. Wizzo grins at Skotch, every bit the rat with a clever plan after all.

Then they’re all putting their heads down below the parapet because the squirrels are coming for a second try, keeping up a barrage of shots to occupy the minds of the defenders. The front ranks of the Red force are using spars and long knives to investigate the water ahead of them, and the Grays follow suit quickly enough when they spot the tactic. Skotch sees a couple of them go down to newt-related incidents, but now that they’re wise to the threat they can counter it easily enough. Wizzo comes within a millimetre of taking a pellet through the head as he tries to line up a shot, and one of the gangster rats takes one in the haunches and goes down squealing. With the earplugs in, it’s all weirdly numbed and distant, like something Skotch is telling Lulu second-hand.

Speaking of Lulu, he looks round to make sure she’s not about to try some dumbass heroics like trying to fly out and convert the whole Gray force to the cause of being nice guys or something. She’s nowhere to be seen, though, and Skotch realises he can’t see any of the Mauler’s bird contingent about, nor Keaton the bat. Another trick, another scheme, he guesses. And then there’s something big coming on.

It’s the fox, the one the Reds hired. There’s a pair of Redcoat soldiers trying to ride the damn thing, knives in their teeth as they cling on for dear life. It’s going to be the vanguard for the assault, on the basis that the water barely slows it and it’ll make a mess of anything rat-sized when it arrives. The Grays’ badger is behind and to the right, built lower to the ground, so getting a lot wetter as it advances and obviously not enjoying it very much.

Skotch looks at those oncoming lupine jaws. He’s almost the only animal amongst the defenders even approaching a fox’s weight class. It may be time for that old berserk-raccoon-in-a-corner routine. Maybe Tybelle will step in, but probably the cat feels she’s taken enough scratches today and doesn’t fancy anything approaching a fair fight.

The fox is well into its charge when Nimoy’s device goes off. Way too close, by Skotch’s estimation. He himself discovers that rat-made earplugs are maybe a bit small for raccoon ears, because the sound is high and skull-piercing and has him curled up and trying to bury his head in his own belly to blot it out. In the instant before he loses interest in the battlefield, he sees the fox go absolutely cross-eyed, caught right at the epicentre of the sound-gun. The big Gehirner staggers and collapses, then drags itself away with blood coming out of its ears and nose. The badger, a bit further back, also decides this wasn’t part of the contract and turns its flash of a white tail. Badgers, as everyone knows, never run from a fight, and, like lots of things everyone knows, this turns out to be a lie.

Wizzo, ears plugged, pops up and starts shooting, Fischer too—the frog not having the keen high-frequency hearing of a mammal.

The squirrels fall back again, but not all the way. Sound falls off sharply with distance, and enough of them grit their teeth and start shooting at the sound-gun when they’re out of the worst of it. Nimoy hurriedly tries to take the machine down, and gets an arm laid open for her pains. The next two bolts strike the machine itself, and it yawps a final ear-breaking screech and then goes silent.

There’s a final pause, right then. The squirrels maybe waiting to see if some other technological monstrosity will rear its head to combat them. A rat in a giant robot suit, that kind of thing. Honestly Skotch is waiting for the same, because he’s allied with anarchists and mad scientists and none of them filed a battle plan with him.

He looks round at his allies. Nimoy’s arm is being stitched up meticulously by one of the gangsters. Wizzo winds the intricate clockwork of his crossbow, retensioning the string. Fischer has a philosophical look to him as he checks the popgun’s action. The newt with the eyepatch has lost a couple of her followers by now. Her single golden eye is hard and staring and she has a knife in each four-fingered hand.

Tybelle yawns.

“How’s it going, Doc?” Skotch asks.

“Almost,” says Meece. “Where is my line out? When I am done, I need to transmit. I must spread knowledge of this, or it’s for nothing.” They’ve all done away with the earplugs now, and Skotch can hear the worry in his high voice.

“You should have one, Herr Doktor,” says Wizzo, eyes narrowing. “The Saint, she has reception here. She got that call, that sent her away.”

But Meece has only static. A complete thesis and no electronic door to nail it to. “I don’t understand,” he whispers.

“I do.” Maria the possum ducks in. She’s been out of the fighting so far, waiting for her moment. “Ain’t in the skill sets of those clowns to mess with the comms network”—a contemptuous wave at the reforming Reds and Grays—“but we know someone who can.”

“You think Benson?” Skotch asks her.

“I think,” she agrees. “Not gonna actually send guys with Uzco collars down on one side or another, but happy to nail the lid down then open the coffin up later, see who’s still standing.” And she’s right, it’s exactly the sort of slow-and-steady minimum exposure thing the old turtle would do.

“We could send a runner,” he suggests. Even as he does so, the squirrels are on the move again, a fan of Reds one way, a fan of Grays the other, the only clear way out the channel they’re leaving between them.

“Where’s that bat? Or didn’t you have a pigeon?” Skotch asks, as the firing starts again.

“Sent away, the sound, yes?” comes the strained voice of Nimoy. “No external ears to plug, yet keen hearing.”

“And anyway, they’ve got their own job to do,” says Wizzo, even as Lulu turns up again, limping and splashing and not even noticing the stray pellet that parts a couple of her feathers.

“I’m here! I’m here! What can I do?” she calls out, far too loud.

“Get down there with Meece,” Skotch snaps at her. He wonders, for a moment, if they can parlay her anklet into getting her out with the mouse’s notes, but he reckons that ship sailed a while back.

“Herr Bandit should ready his teeth,” Fischer says, taking a last shot and then jamming a plug bayonet into the muzzle of his gun.

Skotch’s teeth are always ready, but he bares them just in case. At least the fox and the badger have quit, after getting the sound-gun full in the face. So when the squirrels come over the top, chittering war cries, he’s ready for them. He has bear-cousins in his ancestry, and he taps into them, flings the little bastards left and right. Worries them in his jaws like he’s channelling Sly’s dogs. He feels the cold stab of knives and incisors both, but nowhere he can’t spare. Around him, the others have surged to the defence. The gangster rats with spikers and daggers, the Baron’s special newt forces, the Maulers. Tekki strikes and coils furiously about his prey, giving in to a murderous nature he’s been throttling in himself for years. Tybelle carves through the Grays with a pounce and grin, her dented bell rattling. They eddy back from her wherever she goes, partly because she’s their natural predator, partly because the odour of human sanctity still clings to her, a pet someone will miss. Or that, at least, is what she lets the world believe.

Her cultists, needless to say, are useless, but at least they cheer her on.

That’s the most desperate moment: both squirrel phalanxes pressing in and the few defenders being pushed from their cover, the amphibious assault finally making a solid landfall. Skotch can’t leverage his bulk and strength enough to brace the line on his own, and Tybelle’s whole fighting style is to keep on the move, not to hold a fixed point. Everywhere he looks, he sees the defence crumbling. A Ratlabs technician run through on the bayonets here, a gangster shot at point-blank range there. Wizzo tears one of the little bullets from his bandolier, bites into its cap, and flings it into the advancing Gray ranks. There’s an eye-searing flash as it explodes, sending brass shrapnel all ways. That same instant he’s shot, a bolt plunging into his ribs. With a desperate snarl, blood soaking his red neckerchief, the revolutionary rat gets his teeth into one of the remaining bullets and just throws himself into the thick of the enemy. A moment later the whole string of little makeshift grenades go off at once, and that’s the end of Wizzo’s manifesto, but it leaves a lasting ideological impact across the ranks of the Graycoats.

Maria flashes past Skotch, making that furious inhalation sound that’s about the most a raging possum can do. He turns to see that Szerky is already past all of them, has just snaked her way to the heart of their island without touching any of the fighting. She’s right there where Meece is, ready to put an end to all of it, and it’s only Lulu in the way. One wounded pigeon, and if the stoatweasel hadn’t had a specific job then she’d doubtless be out with the napkin and the knife and fork and be thanking providence for such a meaty dinner.

Lulu flaps her wings—or her wing, the one that works—and tries to threaten Szerky with one foot. The result being that she just pitches over on her side and spins awkwardly in a circle, as though she’s inviting the stoat to a dance-off. It does actually delay the mouse-murder for a vital second because Szerky is laughing too hard to pull the trigger.

Maria hits her hard from behind, Lulu providing sufficient distraction that all the reflexes in the world wouldn’t be enough to dodge it. A moment later the pair of them are rolling over and over, stabbing and snarling, bloodied fur flying. Skotch goes to pitch in, but a squirrel rams a bayonet into his leg around then. The stab of pain just goes into that bubbling cauldron of fight-or-flight that’s been fuelling him through the battle, and a moment later he’s in a furious scrum with at least four Grays, scratching and biting, kicking one so hard in the gut that he sends it all the way back over the water.

Then there are Reds instead of Grays, and one of them’s Brass-Shirt. Skotch tries to get his teeth into the chain of command, but that shirt of buttons isn’t just decoration. He rips off quite the payday from it but doesn’t get any high-rank blood on his teeth. Hansard Brass-Shirt has a sword, an actual little sabre sized for a squirrel, and he flourishes it with ridiculous aplomb, mustachios bristling. Skotch goes for him and gets the point pricking his muzzle, a pain sharp enough to puncture all his battle-frenzy. In the face of that—and then in the face of a good half-dozen Reds with bayonets fixed, making a miniature spear-wall—he gives ground.

Brass-Shirt puffs out his little armoured chest. “You’ve put on a good show—” he starts, and then one of his escort gets shot from behind and it’s on. Not the thing that was already quite advancedly on, but the other thing, the potential scrap that was threatening from the moment Szerky got armed Reds and Grays in the same place and told them to play nicely.

Abruptly shots are zipping into the Redcoat ranks, and they come from the direction of their traditional enemies, and so it doesn’t take much to add two numbers together and come up with an answer that’s absolutely plausible, while still being wrong.

Skotch, being taller, sees a wider picture. Wings are passing over the battlefield. A few Mauler pigeons and parrots, Keaton the bat. A few guns between them, but it’s not the amount of damage they can do so much as the direction they can bring it from. Putting some shot into the Reds from the Gray half of the scrum, then circling around to do the same in reverse.

Both sides have been braced for the expected betrayal, that much is clear from the moment it happens. The Reds are very quick to turn from the central island, even still waist-deep in the water, to start shooting Grays. By which time the Grays are already shooting back at them. Brass-Shirt follows Skotch’s gaze, sees the fliers, and opens his mouth to holler a countermand. Skotch takes the opportunity to barrel him and his entire distracted escort, rolling the lot of them all the way to the water and making sure no inconvenient clarifications are issued by high command.

He turns, and sees the end of it between Szerky and Maria. The possum is on top, ramming her knife down at the stoat. Szerky writhes and twists, the blade striking past her twice, and on the third time it snaps against the rubble of the island. Maria bares a possum’s horrific miscellany of teeth and just goes for it like nature intended, but Szerky is faster. She squirms past the lunge and gets her own jaws around Maria’s throat. Skotch sees the fierce jet of arterial blood as she does. When Maria falls back, suddenly stiff, there’s no mistaking it for a fake.

He’s bounding for her, trying to do the impossible and close the distance before Szerky can get Meece. Tybelle is quicker, though. She’ll always be quicker. She bats Szerky away from her prey almost contemptuously. The stoat coils furiously, finds her bee gun from somewhere, has it out threatening the cat and Skotch both, as they block her line of sight on Meece.

Who says: “Done.” Quiet, yet somehow all three hear it. Then, just as Szerky is about to despair, “Where is my line out?” Because all that precious knowledge is now committed to electronic paper, but it exists only in that device the mouse has been working at.

They all three move at the same time. Skotch and Tybelle go for the stoatweasel; Szerky goes for Meece. And, in the end, however swift the cat is, the Country Clubs’ top killer is faster. She flashes between the two of them in a ribbon of fur, and they almost collide into the gap she leaves behind her. There’s the sound of her colliding with something, but it doesn’t sound like the crunch of mouse bones. Something decidedly meatier.

Skotch scrabbles round to see, and Szerky is crouched atop Lulu, who’s done the one thing she actually can and body-blocked the stoat’s rush. Szerky has one hand wringing the pigeon’s neck, the other pointing the bee gun past her, trying to get a clear shot at Meece, who’s cowering behind Lulu’s body.

The stoat’s jaws gape. Her sine wave of a body rears back like a snake about to strike, her eye on Lulu’s throat.

A vast shadow falls over all of them; falls over the entire battlefield. A great and terrible figure, like a mountain walking.
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Skotch looks up. And up and up. They all do. The sound of shooting makes its final death rattle and goes still. Szerky is poised, seemingly impossibly arrested in the very act of leaping, a still image of the hunter an instant before the kill. The Gehirner, as one, shrink back. Something terrible has happened. A clash of worlds that is—by the explicit design of the green cities—absolutely forbidden.

A human has intruded into the Chapel. Not Saint Frances, that creature of two worlds. Another one, now standing, staring bewilderedly down at them all. A vast tall shape, the lights above and behind it, as though it is a pillar with the commandments of Heaven written on it. And the greatest of these is Rule One.

Skotch can’t do the math, right then. Have they broken Rule One somehow, to bring this human here, or by fighting where a human might see? Except the Chapel is behind the scenes, leftover infrastructure. Save for the absent Saint, no human should ever be here. A safe space for animals to murder one another.

The human takes a thunderous step forwards. Animals scatter, squirrels dropping their guns and fleeing through the water, others cowering. Newts squirm under stones. Rats freeze. A bright-coloured bird with a red neckerchief claps its wings and flees for the rafters, making harsh croaks as though trying to disavow its own uplifting.

The human takes another step, and Skotch sees him pause before putting his enormous foot down, carefully picking somewhere that no animals are. Even so, everyone and everything flees the shadow of the step. Skotch himself is caught between instincts: Look big! fighting against Flee! Because the human is coming right for him, so he should just take to his toes and not stop running until he reaches Unterroot 93 and home. But at the same time he’s just spent blood and fur on holding this island, and so his toes dig in and he refuses to just cede the ground. Even to his maker. Raccoon geneware always did have a contrary streak to it, which Uzco’s brochures play down at every opportunity.

But there’s no disguising the fact that the human is coming right towards them, picking his gigantic way through waters that barely come up to the top of his loafers.

Szerky coils and recoils, never more serpentine than now. She, too, is caught in the vise of opposing programming. She wants to lunge for Meece. He’s right there, immediately behind Lulu’s enforcedly sedentary bulk, but that would be moving towards the titan, when all her other instincts shriek Away! And her iron resolve prevents her from just bounding off for a hole to hide in, so she writhes backwards away from her prey, twisting and tensing and never still.

A dreadful silence has fallen across the whole of the Chapel. Only the heavy footfalls, the splash of water, and the grind of loose rubble under the human’s tread. These sounds, and their echoes. No other. A hundred animal eyes just stare.

The human steps up onto the central island, the big one, where the Saint normally holds court. One stride, two, each as carefully positioned as the last, and it occurs to Skotch that the human, incredibly, is also nervous. Also out of his element. A human who recognises the liminal space he has intruded into, and who might at any time flee. And there are more than a few such chance encounters. Moments when the overworld and underworld of the green cities cross unexpectedly. A human, up in the small hours, discovering a half-dozen rats cleaning the corridor of their apartment building. A moment of recoil, when the giant with all the physical and social power is skittering back in shock before remembering what their world is built on. If Skotch stood tall and chittered at this human, then the giant might break and run in the face of his minuscule wrath.

But he doesn’t. By now he’s worked out which human this must be. Recent events catching up with him. His fault, basically, that Rule One is in pieces just like the half-drowned rubble of the Chapel floor. Except that, like the Saint, this isn’t quite a regular human. This is one for whom Rule One was cracked across from the start.

The human kneels. Honestly, he’s so big that it seems a physically impossible thing, for him to let himself down to one knee without all that weight just collapsing in ruin. And yet somehow it happens, the mighty brought if not low then lower. Skotch, still frozen, studies him. An older human, he reckons. Hair and beard long and somewhat in need of a groom. Lenses over his eyes in what Skotch is distantly aware is a rather old-fashioned affectation. The human smell, familiar from all the vacated spaces he’s been in, to pick up the trash or clean or fix. A smell of absence and substitution, where they’ve scrubbed away their natural odours and replaced them with the floral and synthetic.

The human reaches down with huge, slightly trembling hands. Skotch’s hackles go up and, for a second, he’s just beast. Bared teeth and warning and tail bristling out like a striped bottlebrush. It’s not for him, though. Nobody’s trying to take a raccoon away as a souvenir. It’s not Meece either, despite the general direction of those hands. This is the one moment when Meece is irrelevant to what’s going on. Instead, those hands cup, ever so gently, about Lulu.

The human lifts her, holds her close to his face. When he speaks, his voice is low, a buzzy blur in Skotch’s ears. He catches odd words, where Tiersprech and Austrian Deutsch connect, but he’s not sharp enough to properly translate what he’s hearing. But the meaning comes through even though he couldn’t tell you the precise vocabulary. What have they done to you?

The human bows his head over Lulu. Skotch sees his eyes glisten. And Lulu is talking back. Birds were always best at messing with languages. It’s not just parrots that can do it. Something in the long avian history of making lots of varied noise translates into a gift for languages. Lulu speaks, and she’s speaking human words, forcing them through her engineered voice box and yet still sounding like herself. That breathless, rushed, excited tone, the pigeon on the hunt for a story or recounting one. Not—emphatically not—pet to owner, but employee to employer. The gatherer of tales speaking to the one who will set them down in print for his human audience. Schreiber, whose contact details are on that ring on her leg. To whom Saint Frances put in a call—so long ago, it seems. But here he is, just in time.

Skotch risks a look at his fellow Gehirner. The squirrels have mostly backed off—to the periphery of the Chapel or else they’ve gone entirely, snuck off while the human’s attention is elsewhere. They are neither continuing their war against the central island nor against each other. Szerky alone remains on the central island, the last remaining beachhead of what had been, a moment before, an overwhelming assault. She is waiting for her moment, her eyes on Meece, who’s right there crouching in the shadow of the human’s shoes. The surviving defenders are mostly frozen in place. Fischer is pretending to be a stone. Nimoy cradles her wounded arm. Tybelle takes a dainty step forwards as though about to rub against Schreiber’s leg, then decides against it. Not, she assays, a cat person.

Schreiber is saying something again. Keeping his voice low, that rare human who understands how acute most Gehirner hearing is. Skotch wishes that the Saint’s machine was on, to give its translation of those words. Instead he can just about feel around the edges of what’s being said. Schreiber will take Lulu somewhere safe, get her injuries looked at. There are humans whose job it is to care for animals, though they usually do not practise on Gehirner. And Lulu replies, telling him that she has stories. She has the most amazing stories. That’s their deal, their relationship, the employment he has for her. Schreiber is, Skotch is given to understand, a creator of tales for humans, and his chosen theme is the lives of the Gehirner. The Little Helpers that humans distantly know are there, but have no contact with. He relates, perhaps faithfully, perhaps fancifully, their trials and vicissitudes, struggles and triumphs. And probably the humans who read them scoff, and see in them vastly over-fictionalised accounts of what are supposed to be simple and mechanical existences. Instead of pastiches that Schreiber must surely dumb down to make them comprehensible to his audience, none of whom can guess at the riot of life and pain and adaptation going on in their walls and under their feet.

Schreiber straightens up with a creaking of joints. And Lulu, cupped safe in his hands, plays her trump card. She cranes back down towards the animals below her and, in one clawed foot, waves a little device. Meece’s device. His notes, his secret, his completed work. The formula and process for creating Plangent. The revolution that will flood the Gehirner world with free thought and lasting enlightenment.

Szerky shrieks. To Skotch, it’s a deafening keen of frustrated rage. To Schreiber, it’s too small and high to even register in his hearing. The stoatweasel makes a sudden dash for his shoes, as though she’s going to run up his trouser leg and along his sleeve and snatch that device from Lulu’s triumphant grasp. She looks mad enough to do it, and for a weird moment Skotch is almost wishing she would. To see Rule One finally brought down. To have Gehirner teeth in human flesh. To break something huge, just to see what might happen. But then raccoons always did have some capricious geneware.

She doesn’t quite have it in her, the great hunter, the warrior elite. Faced with the gods, she won’t be bringing Götterdämmerung any time soon. Szerky’s window for action closes and she’s left frustrated, and furious, and behind.

Skotch finds that there’s a spiker at his feet, and he picks it up. Maybe lost by a stricken gangster, or some squirrel, or any of the combatants, but it’s in his hands now, and loaded. Szerky’s right there. And the arc of Schreiber’s vision has passed away from him as the man turns ponderously to go. Leaving them all in the dark of human ignorance, where murderous deeds might be done.

She killed Springer. She killed Fitch. She killed Sly, and then Maria, though the last was at least in open fight if that makes any difference at all. If there’s any Little Helper in Neuwien right now who needs a little help to cross the life-death boundary, it’s surely Szerky. The killer, the predator, the Country Club assassin.

She looks at him, sees the weapon. He expects a sudden explosion of violence or escape, but she’s quite still. All that coiling wrath clenched in the vise of the moment, waiting. A bitter eye, knowing that either he presses the trigger or she goes back to the farms to report failure. And probably the first is the kinder fate, from her point of view.

He’s aware of Meece—still there, after all, even though his work has gone. Meece, the old mouse, not so many months left in him. Meece, whom all the world wanted to extinguish or possess just a moment ago, and who is now just the emptied chrysalis, his subversive moth flown. If Meece told him to shoot, maybe he’d shoot. The mouse just looks worn out, though. Victorious but not celebrating. A prey animal whose long run has finally come to an end.

“Just go,” Skotch tells Szerky.

“Go?” she hisses. “Do you have any idea what they will do to me, if I go back a failure?”

Skotch makes a cavalier gesture with the spiker, to indicate it’s more a her problem than a him problem. The mistake there is that it involves taking his aim off her, and she’s quick enough that he can’t get the weapon back in line before her teeth meet in his throat.

They don’t, although they actually catch some of his fur between them as they snap abruptly shut. Because Tybelle is that quick, and bears grudges that deeply. And doesn’t really care about fair fights as much as just being the animal still breathing after the blood’s shed. Skotch sees the grey blur of her, and Szerky is ripped out of his sight. When he works out where she’s gone, Tybelle is batting the long, loose body back and forth on the shore, three pats that look playful and break bones. Then the cat lunges, and the high sound of a broken stoat neck comes to Skotch clearly.

Just as well, he decides. He doesn’t know what the mausgelt is for a stoat, but probably he couldn’t afford it.



Later, Skotch sits with Fischer and Nimoy and the gangster, Loui, at the edge of the island. Not exactly looking out at the sunset reflected in the waters, given their underground location, but the scene has that kind of a feel to it. Reflective. Melancholic. Across the Chapel, the crows are at work. The guild from the Separation Plant, collecting the fallen like black-winged Valkyries. Save that all the slain are chosen, and what they’re chosen for is a return to the circle of life. Not a great mead hall, but feasting is involved. Going back into the food chain, because the green cities are nothing if not big on recycling. Unless the Separatist sect is correct, and there’s some elusive part of the Gehirner that doesn’t just get ground up and reconstituted into SLG bars. Skotch found the whole proposition profoundly unconvincing when he was in actual danger of being fed into those jaws. Now he’s got time to be reflective, he decides it’s quite an attractive fancy. The idea that some Essence of Skotch might survive his demise, if he can think his way into disentangling it from his mortal existence and remains.

We try to find ways to become more than they made us, he considers. And that’s the Separatist way, on a mystical plane. It’s the Jeffist way, in a more pragmatic sense. The idea that it’s a positive duty of every Gehirner to better their lot. Individually, as most Jeffists see it, as Mother Murnau and Loui would claim. Communally, as the Maulers see it, or the schismatic Jeffists of Ratlabs. And Meece is going to end up with them, Skotch reckons. All the different paws scrabbling about to get hold of him, and most likely Nimoy will win the prize. Because Meece has done in practice what Nimoy devoutly believes in theory. He’s made a discovery that will make every animal’s life better.

Nimoy’s confirmed that Lulu has done what she needs. Meece’s research is out there now. The pigeon has used Schreiber’s own devices—human ones, impeccably connected without limit—to post it all up on several different sites, many of which are accessible to Ratlabs, to the Rattenkönige, to the anarchists even. All those groups with shadowy connections that touch the human world. And yes, it will need a bit of a chemistry set to start producing the improved long-life Plangent, but not such a challenge that any halfway organised collective won’t be able to do it. What was the great limiter for Gehirner lives will become common as clean water.

He wonders if the parrots will suddenly all start taking advantage of it, or whether they will continue their long lives of phasing in and out of intellect, for the mystical insights it brings. Madparrot Alley becoming sane would change the landscape a great deal. Weirdly, he feels he’ll miss the chaos of it, if it goes.

The newt with the eyepatch left a while ago with its remaining cohorts, after a few words with Nimoy. The Baron of Waste Sector Three will, Skotch judges, be pleased with the result. He has a sense of a shadowy conclave that’s going to be guiding Gehirner Neuwien through the changes the near future will bring. The Baron, Nimoy, maybe Mother Murnau. Those who speak for the lowly, pushing back against the armies and the Country Clubs and the most exploitative of the guilds. Raising the bar on a minimum standard of Gehirner life. Smuggling Plangent—and the means of its manufacture—out to the Farm Projects. Skotch has a feeling that the iron hold of the Country Clubs is going to start rusting pretty soon.

“I mean, going to be a laugh if it all comes down,” Loui says philosophically.

“Let it,” Herr Fischer says flatly.

“What then, though? The guilds stop work. The humans notice. Rule One.” Loui makes a grand gesture, or as grand as you can really get, from a rat. “I mean we’ll be fine. Nobody does well out of chaos like a gangster, right? But you guys?” Prodding Nimoy in her injured arm.

She snaps at him in a flash of chrome. “The big lie of the big powers,” she says. “Make our lives comfortable, the work does not get done. Not so, yes? Only done with less misery.”

“You know how the great of the guilds live? The lords of the Country Clubs, Herr Ratten?” Fischer adds. “Very comfortable indeed. Let them dispense some of that comfort downwards. Much as we might like it otherwise, the work will always get done. Gehirner do not like to be idle. But it is a step towards true freedom that we are not kept in poverty.”

Skotch listens to the debate go back and forth, and decides he isn’t the animal to wrangle it. He’s just a raccoon, investigator for hire. And if he can freelance for buttons and geneware updates, and not need to worry about running out of the ability to think, then that feels like a win to him, but it won’t mean he’s just staying in bed all hours living the life of luxury. After all, the humans out in the green cities all have a basic standard of life handed to them on a plate, and it doesn’t mean they just sit around having grapes fed to them. He’s seen them, spied out their lives from hidden vantage points, from the cracks in their world. They’re always bustling somewhere, always working at something. So it will be with the Gehirner of the future, to whom the idea of having to score a tab of Plangent to get through the week with an intact brain will be utterly alien. Or so Skotch hopes.

On his way out of the Chapel, all that high-minded talk left behind him, he runs into Tybelle. She’s gathered her cult—all six of them miraculously unharmed—and they’re making their exit for very similar reasons. Because the situation, as it now exists, has no use for them. Tybelle is an edge-case creature, like Skotch. Now there’s peace and quiet, it’s time to move on.

“Off to report to Mother Murnau?” he asks her.

“Oh, probably.” And she looks him over, as though a little regretful they didn’t get a chance to have a proper throwdown. And, implicit in that, the acknowledgement that he’s bigger than her usual prey items. She’s a hunter of rats, by nature. He’s a bear in miniature. Just as with Szerky, it would be quite the battle.

He wants to ask if she really has an owner to go with that belled collar, or if it’s all an elaborate freelancer’s masquerade. He wants to ask what her votaries are, to her—valued friends or just a packed lunch on legs for if times get lean. He knows she’d never give him a straight answer, just as he knows their paths are surely going to cross again. Probably not on the same side next time, but there’s a weird comfort in knowing who you’re up against. Maybe this little moment of camaraderie will stay her claws in the future.

“Give Mother my regards,” he tells her. “I’m sure I’ll be paying my respects in person soon enough.” Precious little he gets hired for that doesn’t involve the Rattenkönige at some level.

“Be seeing you, Herr Washbear. Stay out of trouble.” And she’s off, tail held high despite the cuts and bruises, her diminutive retinue scurrying after her.

Skotch heads off to Unterroot 93 and his nook, because what he needs most in the world right now is sleep. He’s just completed a job that’s going to make every Gehirner life in the green city better, and he’s damn sure he’s not going to get paid a single button for it.
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TIED-OFF TAILS



Some time later, he actually scores that job with HengZeico he’s always been angling for. He sits down with Shojen to discuss a piece of business that has the Gehirner admin of the company reaching out across the city, rather than just keeping to their own. It’s happening more and more these days, what with the changes. The Changes. There’s a way that the word is said, in most argots, that implies the definite article. These days, it’s harder for a guild or a corporation or any sort of employer to just take the devout service of its workers for granted. Skotch can’t imagine why.

Anyway, this translates to a lot more business for a freelancer with contacts on all sides, and so Skotch and his fellows start getting invited to a lot more places to talk terms. In this case it’s the Bärenhaus again, and Skotch drinks good coffee while Shojen has sake because he has the hack to enjoy it. Business nailed down, they get to chew the fat a little as the tourists goggle. Shojen talks about how the company line is that the official Plangent ration they get from the humans is the proper stuff, and that street Plangent isn’t safe, might be cut with anything. HengZeico employees are strongly recommended not to dabble in moonshine Planget that some random Gehirner has brewed up in a bathtub. Plenty of other companies and guilds are trying the same tack, but it’s a dam that has a thousand leaks. Mother Murnau and her fellows owned the early wave of homebrew that hit the streets, but by now even they’ve had to move on to other rackets. The Maulers and Ratlabs and a hundred other small operations are just churning it out, cheap as you like. So abundant that it’s not even worth having a turf war over. Free thinking for everybody! And Shojen expresses proper condemnation of this riotous and ungovernable situation, and behind the words Skotch hears his secret glee.

After leaving the Bärenhaus, he gets grabbed. It’s been a while. He’s almost nostalgic for that short space of days when it seemed he literally couldn’t go through a doorway without one faction or another wanting a word. This time it’s a pair of beefy raccoons and a possum, though, which narrows down the possibilities. And they don’t even haul him all the way off to Uzco Towers. Instead, there’s a nook nearby which does decent coffee and has a good bug-protein bar, and that’s where Benson is. The old turtle in his tank, looking just as old and simultaneously no older, more than capable of outliving whatever turbulence Skotch has unleashed on the city. The little red ember of his lit smoke glows like a sullen star.

It’s been a long time coming, this little interview. Not like Skotch paid a visit to file a report with his boss like a good boy, given how it all fell out.

“You are a goddamn pain in the ass, Skotch,” Benson says, hooking his claws over the edge of his bowl to haul himself up. His long neck cranes down at Skotch, who sits under the encouragement of his conspecifics’ heavy hands.

“Good to see you, chief,” he says, a diplomatically neutral offering, if not factually accurate.

“Happy with yourself, no doubt,” Benson rumbles. “I had you down for a lot of things, Skotch, but I never pegged you as a communist.”

“Honestly, chief, I was never a joiner for anything, company or cause. I’m just me.”

The turtle chuckles, deep in his hollow chest. “You certainly proved that being just you adds up to a lot of unwanted complications. You even turned Maria.”

No, you did that when you pissed on the body of her partner, Skotch thinks but does not say. “You recruiting, chief?”

“You’d sign up again?”

“Not me. Just wanted to know what sort of a chat this was going to be,” Skotch says. The two big raccoons are behind him, and it seems entirely possible that this is the sort of exit interview that terminates at the Separation Plant.

“You think you’ve struck the great blow against the company, Skotch?” Benson asks him.

“Not really, chief.”

“You think just because Plangent’s cheap as air, that screws us over.”

Skotch takes the risk of saying, “I think maybe your staff don’t live in fear that they won’t remember their own name after a few days off sick.”

Another bass rumble from the shell. “We adapt, Skotch. Better than the local guilds. Better than the Country Clubs and their aristocratic nonsense. So things are changing. The company changes with them. What’s that Jeffist mantra? Everything’s an opportunity. We’ll be fine.”

“I’m glad, chief.” And, to his surprise, Skotch finds he is. Because change is fine, but it’s nice to have landmarks to navigate by. Even toxic ones. Even if just to know where to avoid.

Benson gives him the look of a species that has identifiable fossil forebears that predate Skotch’s entire taxonomic class, and that isn’t planning on going extinct any time soon. The motors in his tank whine as he prepares to move off. “Drop by some time, Skotch, you’re ever short of work. You didn’t do what you were told, but you did something. You’ve got a year or two left in you. We can always use an animal of your resourcefulness. Just don’t”—and the tank grinds forwards, and Skotch scrambles aside—“get in our way.”

After Benson and his goons are gone, Skotch reckons up the credit in his HengZeico payment tag, and the buttons in his super, his advance from Shojen. A whisker away, there’s a busy human world where everything is catered for and nobody even thinks about a poor raccoon making his way in the world. And Skotch thinks about that, and thinks about the fact that he can think about that, and how that’s suddenly a faculty that no random reversal of fortune is just going to rob him of. And how that makes the world better without making it stop working or fall into anarchy, no matter how disappointed the Maulers are about that. Or aren’t. He reckons they like having something to disagree with rather more than they’d like actually winning the argument.

He heads off, feeling that extra security in every step. Lulu’s waiting to buy him lunch and hear him talk. He owes her a story, and he has a damn good one to tell.
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