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      I woke up, a minor miracle. The events in the Sickle Quadrant had drained me of the rage and purpose that had driven me. I did not know how to replace them. The best way to avoid engaging with the day was to get up and pretend to do so; I made my way to the wet room and stared at myself in the mirror. No change there: red hair, green eyes, unremarkable features, all present and correct. I was the same bottle-born firedrake that I was when I had looked the night before. Asher was moving about the space, the past shadowing that future in ways I was choosing hard not to think about.

      Asher was in the terminal stages of pregnancy and nesting, so I gave her a quick kiss and got out of her way. I munched a tasty breakfast twist I’d bought at the transport stop and settled down to my last remaining pleasure: inventing a wholly different life for myself. I had plans and a purpose to spare there. In this life, I was successful, hardworking, competent, and with a very pleasing ability to rewrite everything whenever the need arose. Then I got off the transport and walked to my space in the PR Agency building.

      Here, I was diligent, competent, and viewed with a mixture of fear, hostility, and creeping acceptance. As one of the first two bottle-born agents in the Agency’s history, I was too big a problem to ignore and too difficult to resolve.

      The Agency had responded by creating the Department of Dead Ends, with my boss, Lincoln Bluefin, the other bottle-born agent, as the Inspector in charge.

      Lincoln had operational freedom that others might have envied. It was a signal of the complete indifference that the Agency had to our activities. Lincoln gloried in the rank and operational freedom. The PR Agency was the perfect cover for her genuine work, the details of which I scrupulously avoided any knowledge of. The public attention I received from the Agency Overseer complicated the signal from the Agency—attention I would happily do without. I was a very convenient tool for the Overseer, and she had no intention of putting me away.

      Lincoln and her partner Reyan were both pregnant. I was the father in both cases, which complicated my actual future to the point where I simply abandoned any thought about it in favour of anything that could distract me. A lengthy list of mundane and meaningless report completions and filings that awaited me at my workspace seemed like the best bet for distraction. If I was not actively looking forward to them, I did plan to sink into the work. I sat in my workspace and took comfort from the surrounding bureaucracy when Rosby arrived and put a stop to it.

      Rosby was a bottle-born bred for the Thiegler public service. Two metres plus tall, olive skin, black eyes, and a pair of functioning white feathered wings sprouting from her shoulder blades, Rosby was the administrator of the DDE and a fierce Pitchfork competitor.

      “Shakbout, first game of the tournament—excuse me, the new tournament—is tonight. I am First Wave with the LeapThrons. Will you be there?” Rosby spoke.

      Rosby had perched herself on the edge of my desk to talk about non-official business.

      “Congratulations, you deserve it. I will not be there; I do not think it would be a good idea.”

      Rosby nodded. “OK, I just wanted to check. There is a reserved box with an excellent privacy shadow available if you want to use it.”

      “All things being considered, as this is the first night of the new tournament, I think I should stay away. No need to distract from the main event. This will be your night; you should get all the attention you deserve.”

      The tips of Rosby’s feathers had a slight pink glow, and they rustled slightly as she replied,

      “You are sweet, thank you. I really appreciate that. I will dedicate my first slammer to you. The crowd will like that.”

      There was a minor silence, then Rosby moved to the true reason for the conversation.

      “A friend of mine is collecting an offspring from the Brew Home tonight. They are all eager. Hupre is a huge Pitchfork fan and a serious collector of memorabilia. I really would like to have something special for tonight.”

      She slid a programme for the Pitchfork match-up I had taken part in over to me. I looked at it and struggled to keep the rush of memories and related feelings in check.

      “If I am reading the situation correctly, you are asking me to sign this so you can give it as a homecoming gift to your friend?” I spoke without looking at Rosby.

      “Yes, please,” Rosby said.

      I had found myself a deeply unwilling player in a Pitchfork tournament that I had foolishly agreed to do. I could not wiggle out of it. It had been an unmitigated disaster from my point of view. Others, everyone else, remembered it differently. A signed tournament programme would be a precious gift. I had refused to take advantage of the merchandising opportunities that were thrown at me, as well as being completely silent, private and public, about the event. Refusing to give a homecoming gift to a new mother would be extremely rude. Rosby had me in a headlock and she knew it. I signed the programme as graciously as I could, adding a short personal wish for a joyful homecoming.

      I offered a heartfelt prayer to Lanken that this would be the last ever conversation about the previous Pitchfork tournament and my part in it. Given the way I seemed to provide endless amusement for Lanken, I was not at all confident about it.

      Rosby stood and said, “Lincoln would like to see you in her office when you are free.”

      Running and hiding were going to have to wait. I went over to Lincoln’s enclosed workspace and sat in the chair in front of her desk. Lincoln was a blue Aquatic Ornamental; she was the Mother God to the forthcoming Beautiful Blue. Lincoln’s mother, Hiral Lakeview, was one of my heroes, even though she had some strange ideas about my influence over Lincoln.

      Lincoln waved a greeting at me and continued with the virtual meeting she was involved in. It seemed to be a staff meeting for the Overseer’s direct reports, which did not include Lincoln. The Overseer was speaking as I entered Lincoln’s space.

      “Thank you for that illuminating presentation, Inspector Bluefin. Your considerable value to the Agency is clear to all. We will assess your intelligence regarding the money flows from the Credit Square. Investigator Mansard, nice to see you looking so well. Impending fatherhood suits you.”

      With that, the meeting closed for Lincoln, who turned to me with a huge grin.

      “If we do not poke them enough, they will get all worried and check up on us. We need to reassure them we are here clamouring for attention so that they can safely ignore us. It is a shame to sacrifice information, but that is the price of peace. I wonder who will get a bonus for the upcoming Credit Square work, a nice little nugget to polish up for display to the Standing Committee.”

      “Speaking of the Standing Committee,” Lincoln continued without a pause, “now they are the Executive Cabinet. With the official ending of the Empire, a change seemed to be required. Expect title changes to be showering down in the coming weeks. No actual changes, of course, just a fresh coat of paint for fresh circumstances.”

      Lincoln stopped and looked at me to see if I had anything to say. Reyan, Lincoln’s partner and a natural-born human, was Chief of Staff for one of the bottle-born leaders of the Executive Cabinet. Lincoln always had the most up-to-date gossip and information. I said nothing.

      “Anyway, that is not why I want to talk to you. We have a minor problem that may be an opportunity hiding inside a problem. A request for help has come in from the Sherwood Cluster. No one wants to touch it with a Slapperhagen’s penis, and it has been bouncing around for days. Naturally, it finally made its way to us as there was nowhere else for it to go. I must accept or reject it.

      If I reject it, I will have to explain to the Executive Cabinet why I am creating a diplomatic incident. Accepting it means travelling to Sherwood Cluster. Then I thought, why do I have a baitfish and go angling myself? I am delegating the work to you. There’s no need to thank me,” Lincoln said as I opened my mouth. I had not planned on thanking her. She continued, rolling right over me.

      “I am sure that Asher is in full nesting mode and will be delighted to have you out from under her feet for a few days. Try not to break anything and if you could avoid starting any wars, that would be helpful. I have organised the links at the transport bay. You look like you have a question. Ask away.”

      Having solved the problem to her satisfaction, Lincoln was now ready to listen.

      “Why don’t you go? If this is a diplomatic matter, then sending lower-level staff may be an insult,” I asked, feeling I had landed on solid ground to fend off the unwelcome task.

      “Screw-Top, for a lifeform who knows everything, there are surprising gaps in your knowledge. I am over seven months pregnant. They advise against using portals in late-stage pregnancy. The impact on Beautiful Blue could be severe.” Lincoln looked angelic as she spoke. I had not heard that about portal travel before. It was plausible, however, and I did not have the energy to challenge it. I gave up and retreated to my workspace to contact Asher and update her regarding my trip.

      “Sherwood?” Asher said, “Are they the cluster that officially recognised Thiegler last month, the last holdout they were called?”

      “Yes, they are not the actual last holdout. There are a few specks across the Aldehiem Quarter that are officially still at war with Thiegler. At some point, someone will remember and there will be a clean-up. Sherwood was slightly different. Sherwood claimed the Quill Alliance had specifically excluded them from capturing mining rights in Allsur. They maintained the war status with Thiegler as a protest. The rights reverted to them three months ago, so the diplomatic dance music changed and here we are. I don’t know what they could want from the Agency, and it finally fell to Lincoln,” I said.

      “And then down to you,” Asher pointed out.

      “Rock bottom,” I agreed.

      “Ok, be careful. Love you.” With that, Asher signed off.

      I turned around in my chair and saw that Tobel was standing at the entrance to my workspace with a packed bag at their feet. Tobel was a natural-born survivor of a hideous transformation, brutally pulled from their own time context. They were managing better than I was in the current one. They had permanently assigned Tobel, the only Forensic Analyst in the Agency, to me.

      Tobel was short and wore an elevator charm to lift them up to the average height of natural-born citizens. They had tailored the coverall they wore to look like it covered the correct body proportions.

      “Got a call to be ready to travel. Where are we going?” Tobel asked.

      I gave them the details as we headed down to the transport bay. Tobel nodded and made no comment. I could feel a stirring in my brain. My curiosity about Sherwood was coming alive and dragging the rest of me with it. Since the end of the war, Sherwood had remained isolated. If I was lucky, I would have some time for exploration.

      As usual, I had no details about the request. Agency policy was that advance information would create a bias and you could not be as sensitive to implied information as an agent should be. My sensitivity to implied information is zero, still procedure rules. I got comms from Akion as I arrived at the transport bay.

      “Investigator Mansard, I have updated the comms link with a Sherwood key. There has not been an open protocol previously and one is still under construction. The Sherwood key will work across the full jurisdiction.”

      “Thank you, Akion,” I replied.

      “We live to serve you deeply,” Akion replied and broke the comms link. Akion was a Public Service Information Specialist, a Bookworm bottle-born, developed only for the Thiegler Public Service. The Information Specialists considered me a critical asset, which was great—until it wasn’t.

      The transport bay was full of staff arriving and departing. In the past month, since the Empire had ceased to exist, there had been a massive upsurge in traffic. All the diplomatic work Thiegler had been conducting quietly for thousands of years since the end of the war was no longer out of view. The transport of all public staff was now channelled through the PR Agency transport bay for security.

      Tobel and I joined our queue and moved through the security, identification, destination, and baggage checks with no problems. They started when we joined the queue for the first portal step. Tobel and I glanced at each other when the ripple hit. It ran up from my soles to the tips of my hair. It must have been devastating at the source. There was still that much energy this far down the queue, which was unexpected.

      Charm fails are very infrequent, though not unknown. The more connected the failing charm, the bigger the ripple when it fails. The queues in the transport hub disintegrated as travellers got updated instructions and routes. We got neither, so we waited, and finally, we went up to the portal line and stepped across it. The rain smashed against the window of the viewing platform, which appeared to be bending over under the force of the wind. The station suffered severe damage, with furniture, bodies, and luggage piled against the wall because of the collapsed platform. Our Agency-issue boots kept Tobel and me from sliding down to join them.

      “Fuck, the lines got scrambled,” I exclaimed, completely unnecessarily. Tobel did not answer. They took a step back instead and vanished. I followed suit and returned to the transport bay.

      “Akion,” I said, “would you map a route for us to our destination, please, and let Sherwood know we are being delayed and why, please?”

      “Alternative route completed. You will need to go to the Resource Centre for a set of inoculations and ultra-heat protection. They estimate the transit at fifteen minutes. We have notified your destination reception party. The disruption was centred on Quickerton. There is no sign of intentional action yet. Inspector Bluefin has requested that you refrain from causing any more trouble while you are travelling. Her instructions are that you should save it all for when you arrive. I have a recording of her request if you would like to verify it.”

      “No, thanks,” I replied. “I am sure that you have provided a very accurate summary.”

      Lincoln must have had something on the boil that the ripple disrupted. That would not make her happy. I was quite willing to avoid having to listen to her vent to me. Tobel and I went to the Resource Centre and strapped into full-body medical units. For unknown reasons, these units come with a screen that lists the details of everything that is being done to you. This also displays some of the most disgusting graphics in the Inhabited Systems. One time, I mistakenly opened my eyes before finishing, and I saw my large intestine—a sight that has haunted me since. Tobel finds the entire show to be wildly interesting and will share the details at the slightest expression of interest from another lifeform. I have been told, unjustly, that I do something similar.

      We entered a spray booth, and a layer of ultra-heat protection covered us. The heat would activate the layer, and it would decompose when the temperature fell below dangerous levels. We dressed and returned to the transport bay, where the queues had reassembled, shorter than before. We cycled through the checks and took our places in the first portal line.

      “Have you ever seen a dragon?” asked Tobel.

      This question caught me completely off guard. I had seen a dragon, and I hoped never to repeat the experience. I was afraid that thinking about it might attract the attention of the dragon.

      “Yes, I have. Why?” I replied.

      “I was doing a thorough analysis on bottle farm technology. No need to panic, I was discreet and have limited myself to the first wave only. I have tripped no wires; it was all public discovery only.”

      My heart and my ears worked again. Both had stopped after I heard what Tobel was doing. As a stranded lifeform, Tobel had steadily developed a taste for investigating parts of the past. I approved. I had assumed that Tobel had the sense to avoid the off-limits topics. Bottle farm technology headed that list. Opening that topic was opening the door to a dark cell that you would not be leaving.

      “Anyway,” continued Tobel, “there was a brief reference to a dragon in comms from a lifeform at the Bio-Medical Alliance Research Institute. It was not much of anything. I thought I would check if it could mean an actual dragon or was some jargon.”

      It was just as well that I had a heat protection layer; it prevented me from bursting into visible flames with anxiety as I realised what Tobel was telling me.

      “Who sent the comms?” I asked, hoping that I was wildly overreacting.

      Tobel was silent for a second while they tracked down the reference and then read the names out to me.

      “From Crosston Wolfe, sent to a Billhauser Jenk. It is just a fragment, really, not the entire exchange.”

      I grabbed at the minuscule mercy that was being offered. If Tobel had a complete exchange between those two lifeforms, they risked spending the rest of eternity pleading for death. Crosston Wolfe and Billhauser Jenk were directly involved in the development of bottle farm technology after the discovery of the Shoshone Circlet—technology that was still fundamental to farm processing today. The Red Halls considered knowing the names to be sufficient reason to gather you up and remove you from circulation forever or longer.

      “Sounds like a comms splinter,” I said. “Archives have undergone so many raids, restorations, and developments that records have splintered and found their way into many places. For three hundred years, everyone believed that Carcassian the Red led the assault on the Temple of Mexcu. Researchers discovered a splinter had corrupted the records. The lower ranks of the priesthood orchestrated the attack from inside. It was Carcassian who rescued civilians who were trapped by the fighting.”

      “Thank you,” said Tobel. “I can never unknow that now, and I have lost precious mental space to something I will never ever care about. How much longer are we going to be waiting to get going?”

      The queue shifted at that point, and we stepped over the line and into the sun. They had routed us via a solar harvester, which distributes heat directly through portals to various energy warehouses. The energy is used to buffer the transitions in complex multi-charm installations. This keeps them from forming dangerous amplifier loops, which would lead to them exploding. We use these harvesters when the Agency wants to transport lifeforms discreetly. The energy patterns overwrite everything except the portal signal itself. Our heat protection worked, and we stepped through to an ordinary-looking transport bay.

      The half-circle of armoured lifeforms who were pointing primed particle weapons at us was a little less ordinary.

      A voice said, “Welcome to Sherwood. Please surrender peacefully.”

      We did so.
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      They put us into a closed transport and unloaded us into a corridor with low lighting strips on the ceiling. They created a thin area of lighted space in the darkness. We walked in single file behind three of the armed lifeforms, with more lined up behind Tobel. The maze charms worked efficiently, distorting any sense of time, distance, or direction. We stopped opposite an opening in the wall. The outline was an illuminated shape in the darkness. I moved through it into a room that had a table bolted to the floor. Also, two chairs on one side, also bolted to the floor, and two unbolted on the other side.

      Tobel and I sat on the fixed chairs and waited in silence. A lifeform, two and a half metres tall, entered the space. They were wearing a gold-coloured containment suit topped with a transparent globe. A swirling purple mist that hid any view of the other contents filled the globe. The lifeform sat down on the other chair, drew it closer to the table and, leaning forward, spoke.

      “Welcome to Sherwood. Thank you for responding to our request.”

      I said nothing, and Tobel remained muted. The lifeform continued talking.

      “My name is Alkazoy. I am the General Manager of Sherwood Security Service.” Alkazoy stopped talking and waved at the doorway. From the exterior darkness, a natural-born lifeform stepped in. He was as tall as me, wearing a bright blue wraparound slit at the sides to allow movement and show the orange overall underneath. The wraparound had an embroidered golden pescon fruit enclosed by a protective linked chain, which symbolised Sherwood. He had yellow hair, cut short, and a luxurious, long beard, a slightly crooked nose, and bright blue eyes.

      “This is Thornwood.” Thornwood nodded at us. Alkazoy resumed.

      “My apologies for your reception. We are still in a process of transition to the new status quo with Thiegler. Your arrival surprised the border team, and they responded as trained to do. We had no intention of insulting or disrespecting you.”

      I nodded and smiled before replying.

      “No insults or offence taken at all. I know myself that transitions are hard. On behalf of the Thiegler PR Agency, I am happy to be here and am looking forward to helping you as much as we can. I am Investigator Shakbout Mansard. This is Forensic Specialist Tobel.”

      Thornwood smiled. He had even white teeth, and the smile seemed to be genuine.

      “The Bodies Royal appreciate your help, Investigator Mansard,” Thornwood spoke. “An Office of External Investigation has been established to ensure that you can work without obstruction. Investigator Mansard, you are the Chief of the Office. We have added Forensic Specialist Tobel to the staff.” Thornwood turned to Alkazoy and spoke, “Is there anything else from the Security Service?” Alkazoy shook his head.

      “Then, if you would accompany me, I will show you to your offices.” Thornwood turned and stepped out of the room. We followed. The corridor was now fully lit. It made little difference. There was as little to see as there was when it was dark. Blank walls, roof, and floor, with occasional doorways in the walls. The rooms were completely dark, and the silence was profound.

      The corridor ended with a sequence of metal blast doors. Door sections retreated into the walls, floors, and ceilings in sequence as we walked forward, creating a tunnel we walked along. They closed behind us. We stepped into a large, high atrium that had a steady stream of lifeforms crossing it at the far side. None appeared to be paying any attention to us. I looked back, and the blast doors were not visible; they had decorated the wall with the same wooden panelling as the rest in the atrium. Once we moved from the spot, I would not be able to locate the entrance without help.

      Thornwood led us to a set of open elevators set in a transparent tube. We entered and rose through the ceiling and stopped. We exited into a space that reminded me of the DDE space back in the PR building. There was a large office at the back with windows that showed a view of the location. There were six individual office spaces set up in the area. They had equipped the two outside the office. As Thornwood led us across to them, I saw that the one on the right had a nameplate for Tobel, the one on the left for Thornwood. The office door had a nameplate for Shakbout Mansard, Chief of Staff, Office of External Investigation. If this was just a show, it was a very nice show.

      Thornwood walked directly into the office, and Tobel and I followed. It was a big office. Big enough to have a conference table and eight comfortable-looking chairs, and a wide desk that was angled to be facing out the windows at the view. It was worth looking at. The Forest, the physical aspect of the Bodies Royal who ruled the Sherwood Quadrant, spread out below. It was a soothing and inviting ocean of shifting colours. The buildings of the Bailey extended right up to the edge of the Forest, and while I could not see it, they continued into the Forest for two hundred kilometres.

      Thornwood turned to me and smiled.

      “I hope this is suitable. They put it together in rather a rush. We had confirmation of your arrival an hour ago,” he said.

      “Thank you. This looks to be very suitable. I noticed we seem to be apart from the main areas of activity. Is that deliberate?” I asked.

      “Yes, if we placed you in the Hub, we would paralyse the operation. All the staff would wait for instructions or requests from you and would postpone everything else to make sure someone served you as fast as possible. You have the authority of the Bodies Royal, which can be awkward, a little like an iceberg in a wet room. A bit of distance allows everyone to function much more effectively.”

      I nodded. I wondered what the proper investigation involved. We were being set up as a bright distraction that would soak up all the attention. SSS could get on with the actual work with no one noticing. That was fine with me.

      “We should start investigating the case,” I said to Thornwood, who nodded in reply and showed us towards the door of the space. Thornwood led the way out of the space and brought us down to the transport bay. We walked across to a large, unmarked transport and boarded it. Thornwood spoke an address out loud, and the transport rose, and we found ourselves at a location after a quick journey.

      We were hovering high enough up in the air for me to have an excellent overview of the location below. All the structures below were connected to each other and were the same dull white colour. There was not any visible plan or symmetry. Rather, it looked as though what they had poured to form them had boiled in contact with the ground, and the froth and bubbles had then hardened.

      I did not see a level surface anywhere that we could land.

      Thornwood tapped me on the shoulder and pointed behind to an open door which had some ropes hanging from it, and I realised what the plan was. Thornwood stepped on the rope, and it straightened out. It was now sloping towards the ground. He slid gracefully down the slope and stepped onto the structure. Despite the loud internal shrieking, I did the same. It was surprisingly smooth. Tobel followed me down.

      Thornwood walked forward, and I saw that there was an opening, and we all walked through it. We moved along a brightly lit, purple-coloured corridor until we came to an open area guarded by SSS staff. We passed through the unseen barriers and walked across to stand beside the shattered remains of a lifeform. The body had smashed against the wall with significant force. There was a web of cracks on the surface, outlined with orange blood.

      The colour of the blood was not significant. Bottle-born lifeforms had an enormous variety of blood colours depending on the whim of the Brewmaster. Medications and recreational drugs alter the blood colour of natural-born lifeforms. Still, orange was unusual. I wondered idly about it for a moment before turning my attention to the mess on the floor.

      Whoever they had been, they were just a bloody spread of robes, armour, what may have been bones, and something that suggested a tentacle. As I looked at the mess and my mind tried to impose some order on it, an unpleasant feeling drifted along my skin. It was a prickle of apprehension, a drifting mist of suspicion that what I was looking at was just the suggestive portion of a whole. I looked around the space. There was no other visible trace of orange blood or traces of the lifeform.

      “Is this everything?” I asked Thornwood, who suddenly looked relieved, like I had passed a critical test and done something significant.

      “No,” he replied. “There is more this way.”

      Thornwood walked towards the centre of the space and vanished; he had stepped through a portal. The drifting mist turned into icicles that pressed heavily against my skin and the lining of my guts. I glanced at Tobel, who was still looking with considerable attention at the remains. They glanced at me, and I nodded in the direction that Thornwood had taken. The two of us moved over and stepped through the portal.

      The area we stepped into was mostly dark. It felt big, wide, and tall. A floating star lamp illuminated the arrangement of metal, glass, and crystal that formed the structure of the charm. Inside this structure were several lifeforms. They were a Stone Beater, a Firedrake, an Avian, a Landlooper, and a beautifully curvaceous Shellback. The lifeforms had been arranged in the charm so that each one was touching a very large multi-faceted crystal in the centre of the charm. The impact had torn body parts from them and scattered them around the space.

      All the bodies in the structure were root stock for bottle-born lifeforms. None of them should have been in the Inhabited Systems. They were native to Deep Space, ultimately as far removed from their bottle-born shadows as I was from the natural-born that I resembled. Someone had brought them into the Inhabited Systems, then inserted them into the charm and activated it. Something had blasted through the opening created by the charm.

      Suspicion changed to certainty. We were not a distraction for anyone; we were the main event. The Bodies Royal really wanted to have this problem resolved, and they equally did not want to have anything to do with the process. All the lifeforms were dead, their energy used to open the border between the Inhabited Systems and Deep Space so that it could deliver a Hurler on the Ditch.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “Yes,” replied Thornwood, “That about sums it up.”
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      “Who are you?” I asked Thornwood. We had returned to the office space, and I needed a much clearer idea of the geography of the circumstances. Thornwood smiled and dipped his head a little, acknowledging the full depth of the question.

      “I am the Herald of the Bodies Royal,” he replied.

      “Are you on the Tree?”

      “A carefully cultivated minor offshoot on the Tree of Life. Our connection to the Bodies Royal renders us unemployable. We are in positions where an understanding that a sacrifice for the greater security of the top layer is a job specification. To date, I have spent my time crafting palace circulars and defusing tensions between the layers. They assigned me to the problem when the charm was discovered.”

      “They did not suspect you in any way?”

      “I am a prime suspect, as is everyone outside of the top layer. Pragmatic actions are required. I cannot be a principal because of my position. If I am a foot servant, I am going to have to be seen to be supporting the investigation wholeheartedly to keep my cover. Which is exactly the effort I would make if I were entirely loyal. It is a win in either case.”

      I nodded. Thornwood was as much a bottle born as I was. We were born into a snare, and all we could do was try to be as clear-sighted about it as possible and get on with living our lives.

      “What is our cover?” I asked after a slight silence.

      Thornwood was about to speak when Tobel interrupted,

      “I am still here,” they said. “I have not wandered off or become a piece of furniture. So, I would appreciate being told what is going on.”

      “My apologies,” said Thornwood. “I thought you shared Investigator Mansard’s knowledge. I should have confirmed that first. Do you know what a Hurler on the Ditch is?”

      Tobel shook their head.

      “I will explain as briefly as I can.” Tobel glanced at me, the sarcasm it delivered would have melted a steel block. “I have only found out this myself in the past days. A Hurler on the Ditch is a living entity from Deep Space that is pulled into the Inhabited Systems by using a portal charm like the one you saw. It is an assassin; it can destroy an otherwise invulnerable location because it is unleashing Deep Space energy. The disruption it causes is colossal, so successful that it creates an opportunity for regime change. The discovery of the charm is evidence that a plan is in motion to deploy a Hurler on the Ditch to attack the Forest Conclave, then to use the resulting breakdown to complete a hostile takeover of the quadrant.”

      Thornwood stopped and waited for a few seconds to see if Tobel had questions. They stayed silent.

      “Bringing a Hurler on the Ditch into the Inhabited Systems requires a lot of preparatory work by lifeforms resident in the Inhabited Systems. Also, an extraordinary amount of energy. Keeping the whole matter secret means the direct involvement of very well-connected and powerful lifeforms. The same lifeforms who will stage the coup after the attack by the Hurler.”

      “Any internal investigation is likely to be staffed by some lifeforms involved in setting the charm up. An independent investigation is the only secure way to proceed. The only reliably independent source for this was Thiegler, which we have been at war with for thousands of years. They declared peace to allow for a request for help to be made.”

      “Ok,” said Tobel. “Thank you, that was mercifully crisp and clear. What is the issue with cover, then?”

      “We are the only lifeforms who can know what the investigation is about. The Bodies Royal do not want to alert either Thiegler or any locals to what we are doing. There must be a credible reason for us being here, sufficient to explain, leaving no room for wondering. It must be equal in weight to a Hurler, which is why I am so eager to know what it is.” I told Tobel.

      “It is good that we have someone with your clear experience to assist us,” Thornwood said.

      As I was about to murmur something suitably modest, Tobel’s eye roll rattled the furniture, and the moment was gone.

      “The cover,” Thornwood spoke, “A salvage crew claimed and boarded a derelict transport. Unknown assailants attacked and killed them. The flyer the boarding party used returned to the salvage ship and landed in the bay. The salvage ship returned to the nearest base, towing the derelict with it. It automatically broadcast distress alerts along the way. The SSS quarantined the transport and stormed it. There was a live-fire struggle before the SSS overwhelmed the shooters. The fighters were all irrecoverably deceased. Self-inflicted.”

      “They found sixteen pods in the cargo bay; each one had a comatose Waif & Stray. Each pod had been prepared for an exit to Deep Space. Forensic tests showed they had come from Rosuva. We have no information about where they were heading. There are four border towns that are plausible destinations. None of the sixteen will provide any information at all. The Waifs & Strays have returned to Rosuva and have done nothing suspicious since they got there.”

      “Fuck,” I said. I seemed to say that a lot. It really was the only initial response I could manage. Tobel was a bit more articulate.

      “Judging from Shakbout’s response, this cover appears to meet the requirements. Would you mind providing another of your excellent, brief explanations, please?”

      “Thank you, I would be happy to. The Rumple Zone is a section of the Inhabited Systems that borders Deep Space. It is called the Rumple Zone because, we believe, an object from Deep Space collided with the Inhabited Systems, creating it. Sherwood administered the RZ. No one else wanted it, and as it lies within our area of strategic concern, we are reluctant to let anyone else decide that they would manage it. The RZ is littered with border towns that allow for easier passage to and from Deep Space. Most are inconsequential, but one is active and economically significant, Rosuva. While Waifs & Strays are living across the RZ, they are mostly living in Rosuva. This is a problem because they are a magnet for many criminal organisations. So long as everything stays inside the RZ, frankly, no one cares. The problems come when they cross into Sherwood itself.”

      They found the derelict deep in Sherwood, in an area with a very scattered population. Owner-occupier asteroid mining is the only industry. It has four border towns, the only ones outside the RZ, locations that no one should know of. The only reason anyone would have to go to any of them is if they use them as unregulated jump-off points. What the salvage crew stumbled on was a very well-organised and funded smuggling operation that moves Waifs & Strays from Rosuva. It traffics them to one of the border towns and carries out jump-off activities.”

      “Where do we come in?” asked Tobel. “Also, what is a Waif & Stray?” they added.

      “Waifs & Strays are lifeforms native to Deep Space. When the RZ was created, they were initially trapped here. They can survive because the RZ has some properties of Deep Space. Over time, there has been a migration of others from Deep Space into the RZ. Waifs & Strays have adapted to survive in it. This means that they cannot easily return to Deep Space.”

      “A large section of the Waifs & Strays does not want to leave. They have established themselves in the RZ. However, there are a number who want to return to Deep Space. They cannot leave directly from the RZ. They must travel to a border town outside the limits of the RZ. Demand calls up supply. There are smuggling operations that provide the transport and others that set up the jump-off process. This process equips them to survive in Deep Space and then jumps them into it. Just to complicate matters, there is the possibility that the jump-off process could tear the fabric of the Inhabited Systems, thereby destabilising the border between us and Deep Space. If it was serious enough, it could, in theory, cause the complete collapse of the Inhabited Systems. That possibility is fabulously remote, but still not zero.”

      “The RZ has festered into a considerable political problem for the Bodies Royal. It is a significant hub of criminal activity, with extensive links to further criminal activity in Sherwood. There is a carefully fostered perception that the Waifs & Strays cause the criminality. There has been a growing swell of public demand that the Bodies Royal do something decisive to solve the problem—specifically, send forces into the RZ to eliminate the Waifs & Strays. Not coincidentally, this push followed a piece of research that suggested that the RZ held a lot of enormously valuable resources.”

      “Invading the RZ would be a hugely destabilising process for Sherwood. There is no way of knowing what the action would lead to. Most probably, the entire armed forces of Sherwood would need to be fully mobilised for the invasion, and our neighbours would perceive it as a hostile action.”

      Thornwood stopped and looked at the two of us to see if we had questions. When we remained silent, he continued.

      “This incident with the derelict could be just the excuse needed to move public support to demand action against the RZ. Fortunately for us, the derelict has an external registered owner: a shadow corporation with Thiegler listed as its office. After extensive research, we uncovered a name connected to this corporation. It is a lifeform named Lincoln Bluefin. This means that we can sidestep the issue. We can use a Thiegler agency to investigate the smuggling operation and have them deal with it under their own jurisdiction.”

      Tobel was silent while I fumed. Why had Lincoln slipped me into this position? Was she relying on me to protect her? I would do so. My loyalty to her was primal. I wished she had trusted me more so I could have been better prepared.

      “Sounds complicated. Shakbout specialises in complicated stuff like this. He has a gift for it, really. You could not have a better lifeform to resolve these problems than Investigator Mansard. Is there anything else we should know of?” Tobel had recovered their voice and nicely and neatly buried me alive.

      “Oh, that is a considerable relief,” the tone of Thornwood’s voice showed the depth of sincerity in his words. “The last piece of information is that we need a resolution to everything by Renewal Day. That is when the current Body Royal hands over to their successors. It is vital that there are no unexploded mines waiting on that day. The transfer must be completely clean. It will take place in five days.”

      Lanken must have been laughing so hard their ribs ached at this point.
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      “OK,” I said, “Time to get to constructive work. Thornwood, how and when was the charm discovered?”

      “A routine patrol discovered it two weeks ago. It took four days to identify it. Then one more day to decide to bring in an agency from Thiegler. Establishing diplomatic relations, submitting the request for help, and your arrival took eleven days. The need for secrecy slowed the process. It had to appear to be a wholly organic diplomatic move.”

      I nodded my understanding. Thornwood continued speaking.

      “An immense collision from Deep Space created the RZ simultaneously as the Achen Corridor was closed. The impact wiped out the Lanquros Quarter. A spray of hot dust landed in that area. We covered the area instantly. The covering should have been completely inert. Instead, it bubbled in the way you have seen. When it cooled sufficiently, they sent in exploratory teams. There are still areas that have not been fully explored. We chose areas at random for review and exploration. During one of those explorations, they found the charm. We have determined that the crystal originated in that location.”

      “When was the last review completed?” I asked.

      “Eighteen months ago,” Thornwood replied.

      “They activated the charm in the past month. Building it up in seventeen months is an extraordinary achievement. This was not a first attempt. There are going to be remains of previous attempts at other sites in the location. They need to be found and disposed of right away. Broken charms are not non-functional, they just do not function the way the builders hoped. If they go off, the consequences can be catastrophic. Get a crew to sweep the full area; give them a model of the finished one to screen out all the static.”

      Thornwood had taken out a tablet from his case and had worked on it as I was speaking. When he stopped, he looked up at me and nodded. He looked tense and a little frightened. This was good. The depth of the problem was becoming clearer to him now.

      “I am pretty sure that the designers of the charm expected it to be consumed by the process. They would not have left it behind otherwise. We need to destroy it, and the way to do that is to power it up again. The structure cannot hold the power and it will collapse. Can you organise a power strike for us? We need to target it with precision...”

      I trailed off as the look on Thornwood’s face showed what he was about to tell me.

      “OK, then we can stop that plan. You cannot organise a covert power strike. We will look after that,” I continued. “Akion?”

      “Investigator Mansard?” Akion used broadcast mode with their reply so that Thornwood could hear the conversation.

      “We need some help, please, Akion. There is an activated charm that we need to demolish—no traces left. I currently think that a power strike would be the most effective way to complete this without creating a trail. What do you think?”

      “Would you send me the details of the charm, please? Thank you, I see them now. A back flush is required; otherwise, the signature would be very visible. A power strike to activate the charm will open the portal, and the back flush would be the best route. Clearly, this is in an external jurisdiction, so we would need proper authorisation to continue.”

      I looked over at Thornwood and asked,

      “Am I enabled to issue a valid authorisation under the terms of my investigation?”

      “Yes,” replied Thornwood. “You have the directly delegated authority of the Bodies Royal.”

      “Is that sufficient, Akion?” I asked.

      “Thank you, Investigator Mansard. That is sufficient for the purpose at hand. The power strike will take place in one hour. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”

      “No, thank you, Akion.”

      The little show that was laid on for the benefit and comfort of Thornwood was closed. Akion had completed the power strike while we were talking. There was no reason to delay it and every reason to get rid of the charm as quickly as possible. There was no reason to give Thornwood any concerns regarding the security of the Sherwood defences. The delay of an hour would reassure him that they were being painstakingly negotiated.

      We needed to get started. I aimed to begin with the cover story and use that to bring us to a location where it joined the real problem, so I could investigate both together.

      “I would like to examine the derelict transport, please. If they have not demolished it,” I asked Thornwood.

      “No, it is being stored in a sealed location. No one has touched it since they moved it from the location and the bodies were unloaded. We can go there now if you wish. It is not far.”

      We headed out for the storage location. This proved to be a floating platform, hovering in place over the forest. On arrival, Thornwood ostentatiously introduced us to the staff. He made a particular point of emphasising our authority. I could see the impact it had on the listeners. I was uncomfortably aware that the staff were trying not to look directly at us.
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