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      I had not expected to be back in the Rumple Zone again in my lifetime. Asher told me it would just be a client meeting to discuss a brief, so we could extend the trip to a family holiday in the Ausberge Settlement. We had never had a family holiday before, so I was looking forward to the experience. It was just a minor detour into the Rumple Zone, nothing more. As it was not a work trip we had left Tobel behind, Samfor was in town, and I had no doubt they would be glad of time alone together. The HR department had tied itself in knots trying to process my leave application. It took a directive from the Overseer to cut through it all. I was on administrative leave, available to be called back whenever the Overseer wanted me.

      I knew Asher had been waiting to return to work and I hoped that this would be an action-free assignment. Sitting outside the office of Goldcarp Killson, the owner of the More to Life company based in Allerton in the Rumple Zone, I was planning some visits to site of interest that were within reach of the Ausberge Settlement.

      The door to Goldcarp’s office opened and a tall, slim, natural-born male lifeform, wearing More to Life-branded robes, called out Asher’s name. Asher stood. I remained seated with Thimble in a sling on my chest. Asher looked at me and spoke. “You are coming too.”

      I was surprised; Asher was usually private about her work. The lifeform held the office door open and closed it behind us. Goldcarp Killson was an unusual lifeform. He was a clone. At one point, cloning had been prevalent in the Inhabited Systems before the development of Brewing led to the severe narrowing of the meaning of natural-born. Cloning became extinct as a process in the Inhabited Systems, though it kept a tiny foothold in the Rumple Zone. Had I not known in advance that Goldcarp was a clone, I would have taken him for a natural-born human.

      Goldcarp was standing beside his desk and stepped forward to greet us. He extended his hand with a smile. He was two metres tall, with deep black hair, olive skin, black eyes, and a prominent nose. Goldcarp was wearing tailored robes that appeared to be both luxurious and comfortable.

      “Asher Forest, welcome. Your work in the Ablrgisian Plain fiasco remains the standard by which we judge others. Apologies for gushing. I can see that you have your hands full. We are very grateful that you will hear our request.”

      Asher nodded at Goldcarp’s words. Turning to me, she said,

      “This is my life partner, Shakbout Mansard, and our son, Thimble.”

      “I am pleased to meet you,” Goldcarp said, reaching out a hand to shake mine. Then he hesitated before continuing. “Are you Investigator Mansard? The Bodies Royal have spoken about you in the warmest terms as the most trustworthy and competent investigator.”

      Flattery works. I was being handled, and I knew it. Still, it was professional handling. Asher said later that the smile and hint of blush on my face were just adorable.

      Goldcarp clapped his hands together and led us over to a table by the window. The view was astonishing. Where Rosuva was a quilt, wearing its history in its layout and development, Allerton was a city of high-rise spires and spirals. Crystal structures reflected each other and fractured the light into dazzling colour shows. The most remarkable aspect was how harmonious it all was. This was top-level charm construction. Allerton was the primary location for top-level charm development. They designed charms implemented all over the Inhabited Systems. Sitting in the Rumple Zone gave Allerton the neutrality required to have public and private customers in otherwise opposing systems and quadrants.

      The slim natural-born lifeform brought refreshments in. Fresh coffee and a slice of cake, thin enough to escape a sideways glance from Asher, for me. Ice water for Asher and some sort of steaming drink for Goldcarp. Asher lifted Thimble off the sling, opened her shirt, and put Thimble to her breast. He gurgled softly, then settled down to feed.

      “What do you know about our business?” Goldcarp asked.

      “You design custom life-hack charms. Charms that allow lifeforms to organise their lives more effectively so that they achieve their goals more often with less stress,” Asher replied.

      “I am glad to see that our advertising is effective as well,” said Goldcarp. Asher had just recited some of the copy directly from an ad.

      “What you have said is true,” continued Goldcarp. “However, 80% of our revenue comes from a much more selective programme. This programme is called Higher Living. It embodies the concept of enhanced life management.

      Have you ever wished you could hand over the organisation and management of your life to someone else? Surely someone else would make better decisions, see opportunities that elude you. Just fulfil all the potential you could feel but never realise in fact.”

      I nodded; I hoped I did so internally. Goldcarp continued speaking.

      “For most lifeforms, thinking is as far as this goes. It remains only a wishful moment that they would never embrace, even if it were possible. There are a few who want it more. They feel multiple lives within themselves. They want all of them to be lived. Within this group, there is a smaller one who will attempt to do so. These lifeforms are our clients.”

      Goldcarp took a breath and then continued.

      “Our clients are lifeforms who have multiple, very successful careers within their lifespan. These are serial achievements that our clients want to become parallel achievements instead. They want to have the time to devote to all the areas they wish to work in at the same time so that they can satisfy themselves. We create multiple versions so that they can achieve this.”

      “That is very complex brewing. I did not think that it was available outside Thiegler. Frankly, not even within Thiegler,” I spoke.

      “You are correct, it is not available here, or anywhere else. We do not use Brewing; our clients are very explicit regarding this. We use a proprietary copying process to isolate the specific traits that predict success in each area for each individual copy. The original lifeform keeps all the multiple attributes. Experience has shown that this is crucial to success.

      The copies are not identical; they are individuals who forge their own path. The minimum number of copies is five. We have had clients who have had up to nine copies. Over nine and they dilute the drive to success too much; fewer than five, and it is not financially rewarding enough. We take 50% of the lifetime earnings of each copy and 25% of the lifetime earnings of the original.”

      “That is a hefty chunk,” Asher remarked as she shifted Thimble to the other breast.

      “The terms put many potential clients off. We do not negotiate; clients can accept or reject the complete package only. This selection process means our clients are the ones most motivated to succeed. Our clients have significantly higher lifetime earnings than if they had remained a single lifeform with serial careers. We have a very successful investment business that invests the earnings. To date, each original and copy has received more than the total of their projected earned income.”

      Goldcarp stopped and took a deep breath. We had arrived at the critical information he was going to share. Clearly, this was difficult. He plunged in, speaking faster to stop himself from changing his mind.

      “This is a deeply confidential process. We manage each client via a company set up to deal solely with them. No client information, including financial information, is merged within the primary company at any point. They transfer all the profits to Sherwood-based, publicly managed investment funds. The funds pay taxes to the Sherwood administration. The share that Sherwood keeps is sufficient for the Bodies Royal to have an active interest in maintaining the process. We share no operational details other than the information that the process includes copying. We have clients in every sector, quadrant, and system in the Inhabited Systems. They are involved in work that directly contributes to the economic health, social stability, and future peace and prosperity of the Inhabited Systems.”

      Goldcarp paused and seemed to be waiting for a question. Asher and I remained silent. He started speaking again.

      “We received an anonymous message three weeks ago that the recent deaths of three originals were not natural — they had been murdered. The latest one had gone into a local health facility for treatment for the annual health check and had suffered a fatal heart attack. They had a family history of cardiac events, which is why they were having an annual check-up. The death was considered unexpected but not suspicious. We were very sceptical but decided to investigate further. We completed our own post-mortem. After we received the message, we found a message encoded in their DNA. The message is Just Another Victim of Reality.

      “How does the message present?” Asher asked.

      “Are you familiar with charm encoding?” Goldcarp replied. Asher nodded. I did not know what he was talking about, and my face must have demonstrated this as Goldcarp turned slightly to talk directly to me.

      “A clone is a perfect copy of a lifeform; there is no way to distinguish between the original and the clone. We do not use cloning; we create individual copies of the original. Each copy is keyed to a particular set of traits that will support success in a particular field. Each copy is a distinct individual; in effect, they are siblings. For each copy, we use charm encoding. This is a process whereby we replace some DNA strings with a charm string. It is an extremely expensive process, massively high-skill and labour-intensive. This process is not scalable. We do not know of any other organisation in the Inhabited Systems or the Rumple Zone that carries it out. Someone added the messages to the charm string. The process of encoding the message is pre-mortem. It works only as the lifeform is irretrievably dying and wishes to leave a last message. It is clear from the encoding that the voice that said the words was not the victim’s. At a minimum, there was another lifeform present when the original died. We recovered the remains of the other two originals and found the same message from the same source encoded on both.”

      Asher got in before I did.

      “Are entire groups targeted?” she asked.

      Goldcarp smiled.

      “No. They have killed the originals only. The deaths have mimicked natural causes, so it is not drawing any attention.”

      “Rogue copies?” I asked.

      “We are confident, no. The copies know they are copies, that there is an original somewhere in the Inhabited Systems. They have no information other than that. Some of them try to find the other copies. Some have been partially successful. They are extremely clever and motivated. So are we, and we intentionally make it as difficult as possible to find each other. We do this specifically to protect the original. If the original dies before the rest of the clones, there is a decrease in the quality of their work. It is a very marginal decrease; the copies are still operating at the top reaches of their field. It is just that they are not as brilliant as they would be if the original were still alive. We deliberately engineer a natural lifespan for the copies to be shorter than that of the original. This ensures the maximum level and length of success.”

      I thought that the entire process sounded like a variant on bottle farming, with the same profit motive driving the same disregard for lifeforms. Asher gave my hand a squeeze and my shoulders relaxed. I had not realised how much they had tensed up as Goldcarp was speaking.

      “Are there any connections among the originals?” Asher said.

      “The first victim was working on the fifth iteration of the TransJuglore Tunnel Project. They were cleaning up the split maths proposal. They completed enough work before their death to keep the project in motion until the next funding round. The project expects to have found a replacement by then.”

      Goldcarp looked at us and waited a second before he continued.

      “The second victim was the Professor of Alternating Energy Studies at Serckel University. While the department has a slate of sponsored projects at different stages of completion, the professor did not work exclusively on any. The professor oversaw the project teams and handled sponsor relations.”

      Again, Goldcarp stopped and waited for questions. We had none.

      “Victim three was a charm designer here in Allerton. Custom, one-off projects only. The last charm they completed was protection for the incoming Chief Seer of the Xuxil. It allowed them to enter the radiation circle unharmed and retrieve the staff of office. They had several other commissions that had preliminary notes.”

      “I would like to see the message you received, please,” Asher asked.

      Goldcarp put a square crystal on the table and tapped it. A beam of light rose from the centre of the crystal and then opened out into a fan. The fan displayed the writing: Solex Frachette, Mincus Gahlter, and Palstead Vistengil were murdered.

      There were no further details.

      “Why did you take this seriously?” I asked.

      “The crystal was sent directly to me. A public delivery service delivered it. The sender dropped off the package directly at the sorting hub. That day, 150,000 other units arrived at the hub. A delivery by name to myself is highly unusual. I do not disclose my name on any of the public information about the organisation. I meet clients only once and that is after the process has been completed. Naming one client could be luck; naming two suggested knowledge; three is alarming. That all three were also dead made the message worth taking seriously.”

      “Have you found any other connection between the three clients?” Asher asked.

      “No, we could not find any point of contact between any of them. As far as we have been able to establish, none of the three had any work or personal contact with the other. We do not know if this is part of an attack on our clients. We need to know so we can act. Asher, your reputation is impeccable. We would like you to investigate and establish what the circumstances are. This is an urgent matter. If possible, we would like you to start right away.”

      I felt the chance of a family holiday slip quietly out of the room.

      “I am a profit-based organisation. We should discuss my fee,” Asher spoke. Asher then stated a number that made me gasp internally. It was a bold negotiating tactic — starting so high, it should drag the ultimate figure up a bit.

      “Oh no,” said Goldcarp, “we could not possibly accept a discount from your standard off-world fee. Please invoice the full amount.” Goldcarp then stated a number that was so big it seemed to fill the room. It certainly filled all the space in my head. Asher agreed.

      “If you give me the information about the three clients, I can get started,” Asher continued.

      Goldcarp nodded and took an information crystal from a pocket and handed it over to her.

      “These are the complete files on each.”

      Asher put Thimble into the sling and put it on. We all shook hands and left the office and the building.
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      “What do you think?” asked Asher as we stood on the walkway outside the building under a pale lemon sky.

      “It is all bollocks,” I snorted. “They are an extremely rich organisation deeply connected to the Bodies Royal in Sherwood. They have a wrinkle in one of their operations and it must be huge. Huge and threatening. They are so important that any problem must be a problem for Sherwood itself. That does not make it any less crap.”

      “OK, what is the matter?” asked Asher, who got right to the point.

      “Fine, you are earning a colossal amount of money. Why are we still living in our current space? We can easily move somewhere nicer, somewhere with more room for the three of us,” I replied.

      “Raising a child is very expensive. There is not a lot left over. We can afford the current space without strain. That is important, so that Thimble gets every opportunity to strain us without competition from outside,” Asher spoke.

      “I heard what your fee is. Raising a child cannot be that expensive. If it was, there would be no children in the Inhabited Systems,” I replied.

      “How do you know what raising a child costs?” Asher asked in a sweet, reasonable tone.

      “That is not fair,” I replied, anxiety and guilt all clear in my voice.

      “Why?” asked Asher, who would not give a nanometre.

      “All right, that is fair. But it is not fair, and you know it,” I offered.

      Asher looked at me with an expression of utter innocence on her face. She then raised an eyebrow, silently asking about what she knew. I knew when to retreat.

      “Starlight,” I said, opening a comms channel.

      “Shakbout,” Starlight replied, standing before us wearing a dark blue cloak that reached the ground, and which had a hood pulled over his head. In silver writing all over the cloak were the one thousand secret names of Touks the World Serpent. They had been derived from the Valois version of the Ranger Cycle by the disciples of LaFoy. They were part of the Romley Savant constellation. The robes Starlight was wearing were those of a Truth Teller, someone impelled to tell the truth about the revelations of Touks to the rest of the Romley Savants.

      “I am preparing for my presentation and demonstration at the West of the Sun Conference. I find it helps me concentrate if I am correctly dressed. Still, a break is welcome. Organising the consequential pyramids in the best order to lead the audience along the path of discovery is more difficult than I had expected. This is my kind of heavy lifting; I can feel how it is making me fitter and stronger. Asher, my apologies. I did not expect to see you and I did not until now. Thimble too, how fantastic. How are you both?”

      “West of the Sun Conference?” I asked.

      “One of the two stepping-stone conferences before the Coils of Touks Collegium. You must attend one of them to be voted up to the Collegium. I am quietly confident. The presentation is already fully booked.”

      Starlight was beaming with pride and pleasure. I am utterly mortified to have to record that I simply shrugged this off, apparently confident that Starlight knew what he was doing. Truthfully, I did not want to open that door. There was something I deeply wanted to avoid behind it.

      “Good for you,” Asher said. “I am very pleased for you.”

      I needed today to be over so I could begin a new, unspoilt day.

      “Starlight, would you review the information on this crystal and let me know what you think? I can see that you are busy. Would you be able to do this today? It is a big ask, I know,” I asked.

      “Is there anything I should look for in particular?” Starlight replied.

      “I do not want to give you any ideas. What I really need is an unbiased review of the information and to hear the conclusions you draw from that review,” I told Starlight.

      “He is as grumpy as fuck and wants to poke someone in the eye without admitting it,” Asher helpfully added.

      “Ahh, understood,” replied Starlight, and I sent a copy of the information to him. He smiled at both of us, blew a kiss to Thimble, and vanished. We went back to our hotel, where I had a long shower and felt a little better. A quiet dinner and a night’s sleep combined to restore my humour the next morning. It did not last beyond breakfast.

      Pearl Abeline was wearing the uniform of an Obsidian Branch Peace Enforcement officer when they approached us as we exited from the hotel.

      “You must be Asher, a pleasure to meet you. Shakbout has not said a word about you. I have had to find out everything myself. Now, Shakbout, no need to look so upset.”

      Asher said nothing. She had a quizzical smile on her face as she looked at Pearl and then at me. I knew she was on full alert and the next instant would have to be managed carefully.

      “Asher, this is Pearl Abeline. They work for the Trans-Dimensional Board. They are going to give me some insane tasks that I am going to have to accept. Pearl is not a direct threat to Thimble or me. Killing or disabling them will not change the situation, it will not even delay it. I need to suck this up and please do the same.”

      “Silver-tongued Lorcian, isn’t he?” Pearl remarked with a smile. “A nearly accurate summary of the situation. I arranged for both of you to be here because there is some work that needs to be done. It is a troublesome itch that needs to be scratched. Go through the fishing hole, find out what Crowells is doing and put a stop to it. This is the essence of management, as I frequently tell my team. Clear directions and no restrictions on the team doing the work. Give them the maximum freedom to do the work. Trust their expertise.”

      “What about Thimble?” I asked.

      “Take him with you, of course. I do not think it would be good parenting to hand him over to strangers, do you?” Pearl replied.

      Every one of my muscles tensed as I got ready to launch myself at Pearl Abeline. Asher’s fingers on my arm were as light as a breath and would have held the Inhabited Systems from rotating. Asher had deep experience of how organisations like the TDB worked and she was saving me from wasting my energy. I did not move.

      “Excellent. That is all I have time for now. Must run, I have a lunch meeting that cannot be avoided. Cross over today.”

      With that, Pearl Abeline walked off.

      “If we leave Thimble here while we go to work, we are open to being distracted by the operation. If he is with us, we have an extra incentive to complete it quickly. It is a standard calculation by an organisation like Action Group 5 or the TDB,” Asher reminded me.

      Before I could release the storm that had broken out inside of me, Starlight appeared. This time, his hair fell in ringlets around his head and his robes were yellow with the first verses of the Incantation of Fullness on them. I was still too busy seeing what was inside to pay attention to what was in front of me.

      “Shakbout, Asher, darling,” Starlight greeted us, “thank you. Fascinating programme I did not know existed. Before Sabil, I would have been interested.” That was a surprise. I did not think that Starlight had any interests outside of research and his family, he had never indicated that there were other paths he would like to pursue. Let alone multiple paths.

      “I assumed you are looking for any direct or indirect connections between the three lifeforms other than the programme itself. We could not find any. There was no crossover between the work or clients for any of the three. We checked out to three degrees of separation and found nothing. If you would like me to go further, I will.”

      “Thank you, no,” Asher said. “We have distracted you enough. Concentrate on your presentation. I am sure you will sweep up the audience.” Shakbout and I will turn over a few rocks and see what crawls out. We will be careful,” Asher added in response to the look on Starlight’s face. He nodded and smiled before vanishing. This was a problem. I could shuffle the case into “Under Investigation” to get some time to deal with the TDB work. Asher was a private contractor. She had accepted a fee from Goldcarp, and she had to work on it without delay.

      “I did not say where the rocks would be,” Asher pointed out as I opened my mouth to question her. I let it drop.

      “Fishing hole?” Asher asked me, stroking Thimble’s head.

      “A shortcut to Deep Space. They are all over the Rumple Zone. Some are big enough to allow for traffic, most are just big enough to lose a pencil in. We found one in Rostuva that was on an industrial scale,” I replied.

      “Any idea where to find the one Pearl wants us to go to?” Asher asked.

      “None,” I replied.

      “OK,” Asher said, “we need to go to the Well of Souls. Someone there will know.”
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      I did not ask Asher about the Well of Souls or how she knew anything at all about Allerton. Asher turned left at the intersection, and we were in a fresh setting. We were walking through an indoor market. It was packed with stalls and lifeforms buying from them. Mostly, it was fresh vegetables and fruit. I was surprised; the Rumple Zone’s reputation didn’t suggest plant fertility.

      In passing, I bought an apple for myself and Asher. It was astonishing. The flavour filled my mouth and tickled my brain. It was like eating the perfect idea of an apple rather than the limited physical expression of one. It distracted me completely as I followed Asher and she moved through the crowd. She took a left turn between some stalls and walked through an archway. We had stepped into a square with three sides of blank walls. The wall facing us had a tall and wide set of black double doors. The right-hand door stood open. There were windows on either side of the door. More windows above the door, showing the building had at least three floors.

      There was a painted panel over the door. The picture showed a round pool of water in a field of long green grass. There were flowers dotted around the field and a grove of trees in the background. It looked to be a lovely, peaceful scene at first glance. The details became apparent as you looked longer. The water in the pool had dark shadows just below the surface, shadows that seemed to be coiled with malice and intent. Pieces of broken bone poked out from between the blades of grass, chewed may be closer to the truth. The flowers, with their open faces and delicate swirls of colour, formed hungry mouths. The grove of trees was a stand of skeleton trees. We were being told in unmistakable language that the Well of Souls was a dangerous place.

      Asher strode through the door without hesitation. I followed a little more slowly. It was a wide room that extended far back. It was not possible to see how far as there was a low-lying fog of smoke hanging over the back portion of the room. Asher went over to the bar and sat on a stool. I sat beside her. The drink server came over to us. They were a modified natural with two additional pairs of arms and hands added to an elongated trunk. Asher spoke before being asked,

      “Glorious Death for me, salted water for him,” she ordered. The drink server nodded and turned around and all their arms grasped glasses and bottles to make the drinks.

      “Stay here,” Asher instructed me as she stood up. She slipped off the harness with Thimble in it and set it on the bar, turned and walked towards the fog. She vanished from sight as the server turned around and put the drinks in front of me. I looked at Thimble, and he looked back at me. He seemed to be content to wait for Asher, so I tried to be the same.

      There was a gentle and persistent tapping on the back of my head. A barely audible mumble accompanied this. I hunched my shoulders and ignored the pressure to turn around. I should have guessed that some place like the Well of Souls would have a Turpin. Turpins infest locations where aggression was a likely response to being annoyed. They were a metre long, skinny and covered in silky, light brown fur. If you could skin one, the pelt would be worth a great deal.

      The problem is that Turpins are very resilient; they can take an energy bolt that would level a tall building. You must get hold of them to damage them.

      The Turpin wants to be touched; touching them increases their annoying sound and feeling a hundredfold. Driven mad, the lifeform holding the Turpin smashes them against the nearest surface. The Turpin continues to absorb energy until the attacker collapses from exhaustion. It then slithers off to find a new victim. The only safe strategy with a Turpin was to ignore it, which is enormously easier said than done.

      I was feeling my resistance wearing away; I was going to turn around and once I did would have to respond. The pressure and sound stopped. I whirled around in my chair to see Asher had grabbed the Turpin by each end and was in the process of folding it in half and abruptly snapping it. Then, with a flick of her wrist, she slammed it sharply against the bar. The Turpin went rigid and then Asher let go and it fell to the floor like a puddle of fur. Some lifeform appeared with a wide-mouthed bottle, which they brushed the Turpin into. Then they put a lid on the bottle and sealed it with a wire charm.

      “Was that little snot bothering you?” Asher asked as she stroked my head.

      “Yes, thank you. I was managing.” I have my share of vanity and, as grateful as I was and as much as I enjoyed having my head stroked, I was feeling a little sulky. Asher smiled at me.

      “If you are ever looking for a crew, please consider us.” The speaker was a natural. He was part of a group of four lifeforms who had appeared out of nowhere. They were a mixed group of natural and bottle born. The one thing they had in common was the air of being very competent under threatening circumstances. Asher turned and looked directly at them, assessing them.

      There were two naturals and two bottle born lifeforms. The two naturals looked as if they came from the Crivit sector. After one of the biggest space battles of the war took place there, the sector suffered severe damage. What the war took away, the war gave back. There were so many wrecks left there after the war that Crivit became a salvage hub. The population started with the scrap on their doorstep and expanded to searching for wrecks and abandoned craft across the Inhabited Systems. They returned the salvaged materials to the sector, where they stripped, dismantled, and sold them.

      Finding, boarding, and securing abandoned craft is a dangerous business. Craft can appear to be abandoned and prove not to be. Others are providing home and shelter to lifeforms who do not take kindly to being disturbed. Crivit salvage teams have a hard-earned reputation for being willing to take risks and for being fast and hard to beat. Mercenary crews always have at least two Crivit crew members. Two because they travel and work in pairs. Chalor and Mobus were the two Crivit crew members here.

      The bottle born lifeforms were Ornamentals. Reve was an Aurch, developed to be food tasters for the gentry. The gentry liked nothing more than poisoning each other; it passed the long hours between parties and added an enjoyable tension to their lives. Aurchs were developed to metabolise any toxic substance safely and secrete an antidote. They tasted the food and drink of their owners and then the owners would lick the back of their hands. Following this, they could safely eat the poisoned food. The gentry finally collapsed in on themselves out of sheer boredom and Aurchs found employment as the most sought-after cooks in the Inhabited Systems. They metabolised ingredients and secreted new taste factors. Some preferred to become assassins, secreting untraceable poisons delivered in person. They were short with blotchy green skin and unexpectedly elegant hands.

      The other Ornamental was a Bulstrode. There is no definitive information about the development of Bulstrodes. They emerged from Tholifila, a planet in the Xeric system. Tholifila was a closed planet. It did not have any external connections with the rest of the Inhabited Systems, which no one cared about until they launched a fleet of unmanned drones that saved Ingea from defeat at the skirmish of Numo. That ensured the active attention of the Quill Alliance, who sent a fleet to reduce Tholifila to a cinder. They failed completely to get past the defences and were about to retreat when the system shut down. Making landfall, the fleet commander found Bulstrodes waiting for them.

      Bulstrodes have humanoid bodies and the heads of large, hooded snakes. They regenerate limbs that are cut off or damaged. The Bulstrodes knelt before the fleet commander in silent surrender. Every building on the planet was empty of any other lifeform. While there were some signs of a struggle, there was no trace of any bodies. The fleet commander offered the Bulstrodes a position in the fleet as boarding party crews. The Bulstrodes accepted.

      They were outstandingly effective. After the war, they disappeared. Single Bulstrodes surface infrequently in crews like this one. It is a significant mark of the quality of the crew. As far as I know, no one knows how Bulstrodes reproduce or if, in fact, they do. It is entirely plausible that the Bulstrode I was sitting beside was one of the crew that surrendered to the Quill Alliance. They were Kif.

      Asher asked questions, and they answered. Everyone in the group spoke at some point. I did not understand a word. Asher must have said something about me as they all looked at me and nodded.

      Asher looked thoughtful for a second and then said, “I have a problem I need to solve on SunSide. Are you interested?”

      Just how the group combined utter stillness and bristling energy I have never understood. Like a Roker generator, a lump of rock suddenly contains the energy needed to blast space transport from a hundred kilometres’ distance.

      “Told you,” Chalor, who was the leader of the crew, said. “Go for quality every time. Never let you down. Public or private?” They aimed the question at Asher.

      “Private. Public, if we must,” Asher replied. She was making it clear to them she preferred discretion. We could abandon it if needed. There was an approving murmur from the crew.

      “Meet me at the Quing Turn in three hours. The baby needs feeding and so does Shakbout. He never likes to start trouble on an empty stomach.” Asher spoke and smiled at the crew. The crew nodded and left.

      “Well,” said Asher as they departed, “that was a fortunate moment. We could have managed it solo. Having a steady crew just spreads the load better. Means we can apply pressure when we need to.”

      I noted it was not if we needed to.

      “Let us get some food and then move out,” suggested Asher. That is what we did.
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      While we were sipping our post-food coffee, I asked the question.

      “Why SunSide?”

      “There is a very large fishing hole in SunSide. There is nothing worth checking here on Allerton. It is a place to start.”

      That made sense now that I thought about it. Lifeforms frequently refer to SunSide as the arsehole of the Inhabited Systems, a place that spews shit out into Deep Space. It all started with a blaze of optimism. Just after the war, some enterprising lifeforms had the idea of mining the area of Deep Space just on the other side of the border with the Inhabited Systems. There are a lot of very valuable minerals just on the other side of the border with Deep Space.

      It was a cosmic plan; it would provide a unifying aim for the Inhabited Systems. A path to reconciliation. Every quadrant and system would directly benefit from the bounty of Deep Space. It is possible that they believed it. I have seen enough of the damage that good intentions have caused to think it possible. They hauled suitable asteroids from across the Inhabited Systems. They fused the asteroids together near the border for launch. The combined asteroids were big enough to qualify as a small independent planet. I realised now that they had built SunSide over a fishing hole. Perhaps on purpose; I thought not. They would have used it if it had been identified earlier.

      They built continent-sized processing plants and an atmosphere, using the energy fluctuations from the borders to power them. It was still far enough away not to be subject to any impact from the tides that run along the borders. From an engineering standpoint, it was a triumph. It worked. They launched trawlers with bottle-born crews into Deep Space. The crews harvested the rubble that lay just on the other side of the border and returned and processed the rubble.

      A fountain of money poured forth. The force of the money splintered the coalition that had developed to create the project. Everyone wanted more and wanted their wartime enemies to have less. The war was about to break out again when the money fountain stopped. Trawlers could cross the border into Deep Space; now they could not successfully return. The tides of the border trapped them. No one knows why.

      There is a minor industry that takes money from the desperate to set up projects to recover the trawlers and their cargoes from the tides. I have never heard of any successful salvage. Others saw different possibilities and a new industry developed on SunSide: exporting the toxic waste of the Inhabited Systems into Deep Space. They switched the processing plants to package the waste, and trawlers carried it across the border. No problem if they got caught in the tides.

      The toxic waste may have infected the atmosphere as the social fabric of SunSide warped, giving rise to a continuing cycle of vicious gang wars. A dominant figure takes control of the trade before being murdered and the cycle starts again. This action has never interrupted the delivery and disposal of toxic waste, so no one outside of SunSide cares.

      We finished our coffee and headed off to meet up with the crew. The Quing Turn was a bustling intersection of five different streets. There were crowds of pedestrians moving among open stalls, all sizes of transports crossing in and out of the streets. Everyone seemed to know how to navigate. There were no stoppages or accidents. Asher strode confidently through the crowd. I followed with Thimble on my back so he could see everything that was going on. I realised where she was heading when I saw the giant flashing sign.

      “No fucking way,” I spoke.

      Asher just laughed and continued to SunSide Tours. There was no visible barrier between the space inside and the street. I felt the slight pressure of the barrier as I stepped inside. It was enough to stop the noise, dust, and smells from coming in. The crew from the Well of Souls were there already. Clearly they had a better sense of what was going on that I had. They were sitting on some high cushions, one of them was reading a brochure. The others were quietly chatting among themselves. Asher went directly over to them.

      “Nice to see you again. I will be back in a few minutes after I have sorted out the details,” she told them.

      “Would you mind waiting here? I will organise the transport,” Asher asked me. I sat on one of the tall cushions and we sat in companionable silence. Thimble had no concerns about staring at the members of the crew before falling asleep, and I tried to escape grumpy thoughts.

      SunSide Tours did exactly what the name suggested. They transported lifeforms to SunSide. It was cheap and efficient. The problem, as far as I was concerned, was that they landed at Greenfield spaceport. This is where all the space barges filled with toxic waste also landed. It was not designed to accommodate passengers. They had to go through the same arrivals process as the waste containers, including walking for a kilometre through a scanning tunnel designed to check the contents of sealed containers. It felt like someone was brushing you with a slightly firm bristle brush. At first it was pleasant. By the time you exited, you were ready to tear off your clothes and writhe screaming and naked on the floor. It was called the SunSide Welcome Dance by the natives.

      Asher could have booked private transport to SunSide. Goldcarp would have accepted it as a legitimate expense. I was sure he would accept anything as a legitimate expense.

      Instead, we were going to have uncomfortable seats and the Welcome Dance. I would have said something, only I felt I had been wrong-footed all day. External silence and internal grumbling would have to do.

      Asher returned and waved the boarding chip at us, then turned and walked away. We all rose and followed her. Thimble stirred a little in his harness, opened his eyes, then went back to sleep. We went out to the launch area, and I saw Asher opening the door to a capsule. I boarded last and found that they had left the seat beside Asher vacant for me. I sat down and strapped us in.

      The capsule vibrated slightly as it slid into place on the launcher and vibrated again as they launched it. There was no reason for the capsule to vibrate. The launch process was frictionless; they added the vibrating solely to give passengers a clue that the launch had taken place.

      I heard the chime for a private comms just ahead of the bomb exploding in my ear.

      “Mud Slayer. I see you,” Kif said. “Lincoln Bluefin has spoken of you. She said that you provide the best trouble in the Inhabited Systems. No one would recognise you when they met you. If they survived, no one would forget you.”

      Of course, Lincoln would know a Bulstrode well enough to talk shit about me with them.

      “Heading SunSide with a Turpin snapper and a Mud Slayer, that is the sort of trouble that we dream of. I am going to have my niche in the Rotunda just for being in this capsule. Whatever happens next will be written on the walls. The name of Kif will light up the blood of all who read it.”

      I said nothing. The last thing I wanted to do was to encourage Kif. They were going to be disappointed enough when they saw me in action; I saw no need to create room for even greater disappointment.

      “I keep your secret, Mud Slayer. Let others find out for themselves.”

      After that, they were silent. I closed my eyes and tried to be somewhere else, somewhere no one could reach me. I fell asleep instead. Asher woke me up, rubbing my shoulder. I opened my eyes and saw her smiling at me.

      “Sensible to sleep while you can. We may be short of chances soon,” she said as she stood up. I stretched, nodded, and stood up as well. Thimble stirred, briefly opened his eyes, then returned to sleep. I had a passing thought that Thimble was sleeping a lot. I did not want to ask Asher because I thought this was the sort of thing fathers were supposed to already know. I could not avoid giving myself avoidable problems when it came to baby management. I could not successfully separate past and current circumstances and fell into a stupid stew instead.

      We exited the capsule into the service corridor. An arrow on the opposite wall pointed in the preferred direction to go. We obeyed and walked in silence. The corridor opened into a wide hall with lines painted on the floor. Tug bots pulled containers from space barges in the wide spaces between the lines. They headed towards a wall that resembled a slice of honeycomb. Ramps led to the upper sections and there was a continuous stream of containers being hauled in through the openings in the wall. We were heading towards the smallest opening. I was already beginning to feel itchy. My skin was prickling in anticipation of the itching.

      “Asher, this is fantastic. Lanken listens.”
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