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      “Reyan, what the fuck?” I shouted in as quiet a way as I could manage. I was standing outside the PR Agency building, getting ready to start another day at the office. A day where I had been looking forward to a deeply unexciting period of completing nothing of consequence. Then I got the notification that tore all those happy plans to shreds.

      “Good morning to you too, Shakbout. Marmalan is very well, thanks for asking, and looking forward to father’s time and attention tonight. Is there something I can help you with this fine morning?” Reyan was just oozing happiness and contentment.

      “Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court, what the fuck?” I replied.

      “Oh, you got the notification. Excellent. There was an unexpected vacancy, and a full selection pool was mandated. Entirely impartial, I mean, you should read the guardrail protocols. Micromanaging at an advanced level. Clearly, it must have been an important position at some time. Of course, it has fallen into complete disuse. A qualified person is needed to nominate a candidate, and if that candidate is the only one, they are appointed by default. Looks like you were the only candidate. You need to go directly to the office; the backlog is horrendous, and it really needs to be tackled as soon as possible. Oh, apologies, I have an incoming call that I cannot dodge. Catch up with you tonight.”

      I was fuming as I entered the building and took the stairs to the judicial offices. This was exactly the sort of performative rubbish office politics that I have no talent or tolerance for. Shove a bottle-born into a position previously only held by natural-born lifeforms. Of course, it would not last longer than a blink. I just hated the total waste of time and effort. Then I had a thought, a way to thank Reyan properly. I opened a comms to Akion.

      “Good morning, Citizen Judge, how may I deeply serve you?” they answered.

      “Morning, Akion. Would you draft a Data Transparency Order for the Fisheries, past, present, and future, please? Name the Records Release Department as the executing agency. AS comprehensive and fireproof as you can make it. Issue on confirmation. Where do I find the pad?” I spoke.

      “It is on the left wall as you enter the office. Three tiles across. It will activate upon opening the door.”

      “Thank you, Akion.” I closed the comms and sprinted to the office. It was going to be tight. I reached the office, opened the door and reached out my arm to the left without turning around. I felt the cold of the charm under my hand. It warmed up, then cooled again, and I dropped my arm and stepped into the office. It was a very nice office. An enormous window had a carefully constructed sight-line between the surrounding buildings. I took a step forward to look out when I heard running feet out in the corridor and a voice called out.

      “Halt. Do not make any further movements.”

      I slowly turned around to see a group of natural-born lifeforms, all breathing heavily from having run to the office. They could have been brewed from the same bottle. Still, I assumed it was the employment selection process rather than planned breeding. Two males and a female, all the same height, similar skin tone, light orange, and green eyes. Pink hair with identical cuts and the same uniform. They worked for the Fisheries. One of the males, recovering first, said,

      “A Peremptory Challenge has been served. I relieve you of the office. Please step outside, touching nothing. Refusal to follow this instruction is a felony punishable by a fine and a mandatory term of imprisonment.”

      I raised my hands above my head and stepped out of the office under the intense scrutiny of the waiting lifeforms. I felt (possibly imagined) that they were hoping I would resist. After standing and waiting in the corridor for a few seconds to see if they wanted to say more, I turned and headed to my office space. I could feel the weight of their stares on my back until I turned a corner.

      When I got there, my desk was gratifyingly full of archive reports to review. I looked forward to sinking gratefully into the utter meaninglessness of it all. I had just sat down, nodded to Tobel, who was deep in conversation with Samfor, when Rosby came over.

      “Morning, Shakbout,” Rosby said. They had brewed Rosby for the Public Service, tall with olive skin, black eyes, and white wings sprouting from her back and reaching the floor. The wings were entirely functional. They helped make her a superb Pitchfork player, which was what she wanted to talk to me about.

      “Big game last night,” Rosby said as she sat on the edge of my desk.

      “Elimination round?” I asked. I made a point of knowing as little as possible about the status of the Pitchfork Tournament.

      “Ha,” scoffed Rosby. “Grudge match. We were facing the Infiltrators. Three—sorry, four—tournament streak. Ten-zero to them.” Rosby stopped here and glanced at me before she continued, “I shot a 44 pass with no time on the clock for a return. Broke the streak.”

      My reaction was faster than my brain. I jumped up and hugged Rosby and had my arms around her when my brain caught up. I hastily stepped back. Rosby had never at any point shown any openness to physical contact.

      “Congratulations. That is heart-stopping stuff. The arena must have boiled. The tickets for last night must be worth two or three times face value now.”

      Rosby nodded. “There was a full flyover. I was in the center. Unplanned.”

      “Utterly deserved. I am thrilled for you. Nice to see that your talent is being appreciated,” I said.

      Rosby looked a little shy and blushed, still enjoying the comment said.

      “Would you do me a favour? My broodmate, Hebrane, is a huge Pitchfork fan. They are the reason I got started. They are signing a life partnership contract tomorrow. I would like to organise an extra special gift for them.”

      Oiled by guilt at having hugged Rosby, I threw myself headlong into her trap.

      “That is wonderful. How can I help?”

      Rosby took a document from Tobel’s desk, where it had been out of view, and put it in front of me. It was the programme of the Pitchfork match I had played in. It was open on the team listing. There was my name, no avoiding it.

      “It really would be special and wonderful if you would autograph this for Hebrane. They were in the crowd that night; this is their programme. The sale of their authenticated ticket meant they could buy a space outright. Hebrane has promised that this will not be sold. It is just for them.”

      Rosby knew how to pin an opponent inside or outside the arena. I took up my pen and signed under my name on the listing. Rosby whipped it up before I could change my mind and erase it.

      “Investigator Mansard, if you have a minute, would you come into my office, please?” Lincoln said via comms. Rosby looked at me in surprise. Lincoln never used comms in the office. Standing in her doorway and calling was her normal mode. This did not suggest good news. I went to Lincoln’s office and saw that there was another lifeform there.

      A natural-born female with short black hair, green-tinted skin, and a seriously angry look on her face. Wearing a standard Public Service unmarked overall, she could be from any department or section and have any rank. She had the air of seniority about her; I guessed she was a Department Director at least. I wondered what Lincoln had done to make her so angry. She had my sympathy. Then she started speaking.

      “You made a mistake this morning. A mistake that needs to be rectified right away.”

      “I thought that the investigative team in the Skuller case made the correct decision. It was a hard set of circumstances and the nuances are open to interpretation. I would be happy to have your input,” I replied.

      The Overseer had appointed me as the internal investigator for disputed actions by PR Agents. Since everyone hated me anyway, I would not be swayed by the additional load, she told me. What she did not say but everyone else understood down to their bones was that being investigated by a bottle-born was the humiliating punishment for fucking up. This was particularly true as PR Agents still had the habit of wiping their arses with protocol when a case involved bottle-born citizens.

      The third case I investigated led one agent to pull their weapon and threaten to blow off one of my limbs during an interview. The Overseer could not have been happier; the agent was sent to audit financials in the ice belt and everyone understood exactly whose hand was up my arse moving my jaws. The Skuller case was the result of routine mangled communication. If someone else wanted to write the report, I could not hand it off fast enough.

      Lincoln sat back, watching the both of us, and remained silent.

      “This morning, before you came to this space, you made a serious mistake. One that has profound consequences that you are not aware of. It needs to be fixed before it becomes any worse. You will issue a retraction now,” the lifeform said, leaning forward towards me to emphasise what she was saying.

      “We seem to have started in the middle of a conversation. I think you know who I am. Who are you? If this is not to do with the case that I am reviewing, then what are you talking about?” I asked.

      The lifeform’s body language was explicit. They did not like having their tails pinched by a bottle-born nobody. Lincoln was smiling. She knew who this lifeform was and was enjoying the fact that I had caused some trouble for them.

      “My name is Arch Leafgate,” the lifeform said. “I am the Chief Data Officer for the Law, Policy, and Administration Enforcement Complex. This morning you issued a Data Transparency Order under the authority of the office of the Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court. That was a mistake that could have very grave unforeseen consequences for the LPAEC. You must retract it without delay.”

      LPAEC, more commonly known as the Fisheries owing to the aggressive way they fished about to find breaches of any law, policy, or protocol, were universally hated by every sentient lifeform on Thiegler. They equally aggressively guarded the secrecy of their decision-making. They were a black box that haunted and persecuted the citizens of Thiegler.

      “Are you sure that you have the correct information? I was issued with a Peremptory Challenge when I arrived at the office. I think you may need to talk to the previous holder of that office,” I suggested.

      “You issued the DTO under your signature and authority as the Citizen Judge,” Arch stated.

      “I was challenged as soon as I stepped into the room. How could I have been confirmed? I think someone is pinching your tail. You are reacting exactly as the lifeforms who sent out the bogus DTO hoped you would,” I spoke.

      Lincoln was grinning now. I would have said it was impossible for Arch Leafgate to get angrier. She managed it. She knew exactly who was pinching her tail.

      “Following some unknown process, you were confirmed prior to the Peremptory Challenge being delivered. In that window of opportunity, a DTO was issued. It is a serious matter that will have severe consequences for the person who issued it if it is not retracted right away.” Arch Leafgate spoke in a commanding tone. She expected to be obeyed.

      “This is outside my area of operation,” said Lincoln. “However, I believe any lifeform removed from office by a Peremptory Challenge cannot change any decisions made under the authority of that office. It was LPAEC that insisted on this being ratified by the Executive Council. If Shakbout was confirmed and issued a DTO, he cannot take any action to change it now.”

      “That is correct,” Arch agreed. “However, the executive team of LPAEC has agreed that they will permit an exception in this case because of the gravity of the situation.”

      The Fisheries had a habit of offering exceptions and afterwards returning to prosecute the same action as a breach of the law, rules, or policy. Lincoln was not taking the bait.

      “I am sorry, I really could not accept that as the grounds for such a major matter. If you have the express agreement of the Executive Council, then that would be different.” Lincoln simultaneously looked slightly regretful and unyielding. Arch opened her mouth to argue when her contact charm lit up. Looking at it, the blood drained from her face. She stood up and left the office without a further word. Lincoln glanced over at a screen and laughed out loud.

      “The PR Agency has registered three hundred information requests with LPAEC under the DTO. One hundred of those came directly from the Overseer’s office. Lanken’s Tears, Screw-Top. Your talent for trouble always surprises me.”

      Before I could deliver the second part of the surprise, I heard the tone of a private comms.

      “Shakbout?” I knew the voice. It was Allson Gala, my manager when I worked in the shitpots.

      “General Manager Gala, how may I help you?” I replied.

      “I am calling to thank you, Shakbout. I have issued an information request under your DTO. I am going to find out why those spit worms in the Fisheries denied the Glasson Junction team a recognition award. Then I am going to appeal it and get the team the credit they deserve. I never expected to get the chance. Thank you. I will not forget. This is in addition to Dersus, you were correct, he is a thunderbolt.”

      Allson Gala inspired loyalty in his team because he never forgot the good work you did or held your mistakes against you.

      “The Glasson Junction team are a top crew and it is great news. I did nothing,” I spoke.

      “Too late, Shakbout. You are in my ledger now. Have a safe day.” Allson closed the comms.

      Before Lincoln could ask about the comms, I gave her the bad news.

      “The Records Release Department is the executing agency,” I told her. Lincoln took a second to grasp what I was saying. Then her eyes opened wide.

      “She is going to cut you to pieces with a blunt axe. If she ever has the time, which…” After glancing at the screen again, she continued, “is likely to be several decades from now.”

      Lincoln laughed, then glared at me and assured me that if I ever told Reyan that she had laughed, she would do the axe work. I assured Lincoln that I would keep my lips sealed. Reyan, Lincoln’s life partner, had been shuffled to the position of Managing Director of the Records Release Department. This was a sideways move intended to push her out of the position of power and influence she had enjoyed. Getting pregnant by a bottle-born lifeform was not the change that a lot of lifeforms, natural and bottle-born, wanted.

      The Records Release Department had been established to increase the freedom of official information from the Thiegler Public Service. Being put in charge had all the appearance of a promotion and none of the substance. Until this morning Reyan was running the quietest department in the Public Service. No one had ever named it as the executing agency in a court order. Now she was trying to keep control of the busiest one. That seemed fair to me.

      The following morning, I got comms from Reyan. I was sitting at my desk, trying to comprehend the details of a surveillance operation. A two-team operation set up to follow and observe a Hartigan-related transaction at Old Port had become a cluster-fuck. I was at the point of trying to establish why one of the back-up team had wounded an innocent courier for “looking suspicious”. That shooting occurred in an unrelated warehouse on the other side of Old Port. That was “looking suspicious” to me.

      “Good morning, Shakbout, would you be free to meet?” Reyan asked.

      “Good morning, Reyan, I would be glad to get out of this swamp I am stuck in. Where would you like to meet up?” I replied.

      “The food truck. Five minutes?” Reyan said.

      “See you there,” I replied and closed the comms. I was very relieved that Reyan wanted to meet in a public spot. It made killing me and disposing of my body less likely. Still, I was alert when I arrived at the food truck. There could have been a kill team lurking nearby.

      “Stop lurking. I will not kill you… today,” Reyan spoke from behind me. She came very close with the fright she gave me. I twirled and saw she was holding two mugs of coffee and a grease-stained bag that made my mouth flood with saliva. Reyan nodded at a bench set apart from the others. As soon as any lifeform sat at it, they vanished from sight. This was a private meeting.

      Reyan graciously waited while I wolfed the chimney pastry she provided. It knocked a decade off my life expectancy and was worth every second.

      “We can discuss your vile, underhand actions later. No, we will. All you had to do was wander the halls for thirty minutes and avoid the Peremptory Challenge team. Long enough to appear to be serious about holding on to the office. Instead, you went into the office and set the record for the shortest time in the office ever in the Public Service. Not content with that, you upset the Fisheries, who have half the Executive Council in their clutches.

      “All of which I can understand, even approve of. What I cannot forgive is that I now must endure Salamander Lurtez slithering into my office all the time to request that I prioritise some request or other. Salamander Lurtez, Shakbout, Salamander Lurtez.”

      Salamander Lurtez was a lobbyist to the Executive Council for some Thiegler-based and off-planet operations. They were astoundingly successful for such a repellent lifeform. They had a wholly insincere, obsequious manner that repelled on contact. I did not know what interest Salamander Lurtez could have in the Fisheries’ activities. It was alarming and intriguing in equal measure to find that they were interested.

      “That is not what I want to talk to you about. I believe that you have an interest in a lifeform called Thinland Crowells.”

      Nothing that involved that strip of evil greed could be good news for anyone. I had encountered Thinland Crowells and had hoped never to hear anything about them again. I felt extremely awake and alert.

      “I have been combing through requests to orient myself and came across one that identified Thinland Crowells as a confidential informant. The request was a track and trace from Crowells to find who had released some data about an information array. One that could process the demographic information for the entire Inhabited Systems in real time. The investigation identified Arran Sindar as the source of the leak.”

      Doors, nailed closed with blood, sweat, and tears, were straining to burst open. I made a deliberate effort to keep them closed and live in the moment. Fucking Arran Sindar was not going to pull me into some mess that had nothing to do with me. He was dead and so was his influence. Arran Sindar could fuck off and die. Again.

      Reyan sat back in her chair and looked at me. I had a strong feeling that she would now discuss my vile, underhand actions. I was correct.

      “It is my fault for not remembering who you really are. I thought that using one of the two bottle-born PR agents would be a clever way to poke others in the eye. I forgot that closing the Empire was just clearing the table to lay a new setting upon it.”

      Reyan stopped and shook her head. I stayed silent, as I did not like the direction this conversation was taking and did not want to encourage it.

      “I know who moved me out of my position and now I know why. The gossip credits Mulson Jasker, my successor, as the leading party. A neat bit of political knife work and I am on the outside looking in. I believed that right up to five minutes ago when I realised I was looking at your fingerprints again.”

      Reyan stopped and looked directly at me. I was not sure if she was challenging me to confirm or deny it. I opted for silence. Reyan snorted softly and started talking again.

      “I had influenced policy at the Executive Council and, to a degree, for the Inhabited Systems. When the UPCR had fully moved from being outsiders to insiders, I missed the moment. I was too busy fighting a battle that was uncomfortable for them now. Mulson Jasker did not trip me up; my boss could no longer work with me on their team. We had abruptly disconnected, and I did not realise it. It devastated me when I was told that I was being shuffled. The promises I had made to change the future were now redundant. I had no access to power to change anything. There was a lot of amused chatter about how I had suddenly moved from being the ship’s XO to being marooned. All busywork with no impact. To add to this, I was suddenly being buried under the noise of historical requests for information about the Fisheries. When Salamander Lurtez became a fixture in my office, I felt I needed to skin you, tan your hide, and pin it to the wall of my office. The Crowells file would provide a lure to bring you into my reach. The chimney pastry was just to distract you while it reached for my skinning knife.”

      Reyan paused and appeared to be gathering her thoughts. I thought that the chimney pastry was probably going to be worth the skinning. My arteries would be so blocked that I would not bleed anyway. Surely that would make it less painful. Reyan started speaking again.

      “I should have known better, and I apologise for not doing so. Just after I called you, I had a visitor. A Fisheries agent who wanted me to review a current investigation. To prevent what they saw as systematic prejudice against bottle-born lifeforms. I was about to tell the agent that I had no authority over open investigations when I remembered who it was who started this process. So, I checked and there in the DTO was the authority to review all open Fisheries’ current and past investigations at my own absolute discretion. The Fisheries now answers to me and everyone knows it.”

      Akion really did fine work.

      Reyan looked at me and seemed to wait for an answer. I decided that silence was the least harmful answer. She continued,

      “As I was coming here, Mulson Jasker approached me. They wanted to congratulate me in person on the political power move of the century. Mulson is clearly under the impression that my ex-boss and I orchestrated it.

      “Mulson was eager to assure me I could rely on the unfaltering cooperation of his team in whatever I needed. I can make a difference to the lives of everyone caught up in the Fisheries net. A net that disproportionately catches bottle-born lifeforms. I find myself exactly where anyone who wants to change the lives and opportunities for bottle-born lifeforms in Thiegler should be. Isn’t that interesting?”

      No, I did not think so. This was not what I had in mind. Reyan had played me as a bureaucratic game piece. I had intended to return the favour. I had not expected that anything of any significance would result. If I ever needed a code name, I would choose Unintended Consequences. Lincoln saved me by appearing at the table. She was not happy.

      “You had a chimney pastry and you did not save any for me? Screw-Top, you can expect this to come up unfavourably in your next performance review, which has now been pulled forward.”

      Lincoln then smiled at Reyan and kissed her. I seized my chance and fled.
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      Aran Sindar and Thinland Crowells swirled in my mind. I knew they fitted together; I did not know how, and I did not want to know. I returned to my office space, intending to try and focus for long enough to plan. Before I reached my desk, Rosby touched my arm to get my attention and said,

      “You have a visitor in Room 7.”

      I nodded at her and went to Room 7 to speak to whatever lifeform sadly imagined that I could help them. Since joining the PR Agency, I had become the final stopping point for bottle-born lifeforms who had a relative or friend caught in the agency coils. Mostly, I could manage to ensure that process was followed and that the lifeform was treated without any additional malice. The levels of gratitude I encountered made me equal parts enraged and uncomfortable. There were neighborhoods that I carefully avoided, as I felt that the reaction to my presence was just a breath away from being asked to cure the sick by touching them.

      My visitor was not what I had been expecting. They were a natural-born lifeform. I had a sense that they were old, very old, even if they did not look it. They were lean, and, standing when I entered, looked to be fit and strong. There were lines on their face and a look about their eyes that gave a sense of many lives of experience. Extending age was common among the naturals; most found that it quietly slid into being a burden after a time and set the charm to release them. This natural clearly had not done so. Their skin had a faded red colour that came from a lot of time and exposure. They were wearing a pair of overalls that appeared to have been a highly decorated uniform at some point.

      “Citizen Judge, I am heartily glad to meet you.” The natural spoke and smiled as they extended a hand to me. The handshake was warm, confident and strong. I waved them to sit and sat myself before speaking.

      “Thank you. I am sorry to say you have been misinformed. I am not the Citizen Judge; a Peremptory Challenge has been issued. I am just a PR Agent.”

      The natural smiled at me and shook their head slightly.

      “You touched the Seal and confirmed yourself as the Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court. Then you issued a DTO under your authority as the Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court before the Peremptory Challenge was delivered. Any other actions taken before the Peremptory Challenge are equally valid.”

      For the second time that morning, I did not like the direction a conversation was taking. The natural continued talking.

      “I have an inheritance that I have waited to file with the Hamble Court until the circumstances were right. I have watched and waited while the Hamble Court descended into irrelevance, its purpose forgotten, its jurisdiction becoming dusty from lack of use. I have waited, relying on the mercy of Lanken not to lose my sole hope for justice. I have been rewarded. The Hamble Court was ignored; it was never decommissioned. Someone would touch the Seal and use the authority of the court. If that authority was recognised, then my filing would have to be accepted as well.”

      I had started to become actively concerned about this conversation. In fact, I was becoming positively alarmed. Too late to be of the slightest use.

      “Filing in the Hamble Court is hard work. The claim must be drafted by an accredited, living officer of the court. It must be submitted within thirty days of being drafted and notarised by the Clerk of the Hamble Court within a further thirty days. If it is not filed within the lifetime of the current court, which is counted as the term of office for each Citizen Judge, it lapses and the process must be done again. I have lost count of the times I have had to draft and submit. It got harder as fewer lifeforms bothered to add Hamble Court accreditation to their professional listings. I have had to pay the last five to do so.”

      I had no idea what was going on, only that I really wanted to get as far away from it as possible. I could feel the sticky tar of the sucking pit had covered my head; only my arm was still visible. That might possibly be enough to grasp a branch and haul myself up and out.

      “I am sincerely sorry for your troubles and greatly honour your dedication and patience. I repeat that I am not the Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court. I am happy to introduce you to whoever is. They will be very happy to help you, I am sure.”

      The reason my arm was free was so that the natural could grip it and push me into the pit with only one way to exit: spat out, drained and broken on the other side.

      “Of course, filing was the easy part,” the natural continued. “Nothing mattered without action. No one appointed as Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court ever took any action. They took the post for what it was presented as: an empty honour. No filing can be active until the Citizen Judge of the Hamble Court has asserted their authority by issuing an order. No one had until you arrived and you acted. You awakened the authority of the Hamble Court, reminded everyone that it existed. It has been extinguished now, along with the title. That does not matter; it is too late for what has been done. The filing was completed before the Peremptory Challenge was delivered and after the DTO was issued.”

      They stopped speaking, picked up a wooden box from the floor and placed it on the table. It was a plain box that looked to be even older than they were. It was a style of document box that had been common among the ultra-wealthy before the war. The natural stroked the top of the box, and the lid rose up. They reached in, took out a document and handed it to me. I really would have preferred it if it had been a death warrant that promised an ending. Resistance or protest were both futile; Lanken was not to be swayed by either. I reached out a hand and accepted my doom with as much grace as I could. I was now the executor of the Penhallagin Estate.
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      “Shakbout, got a minute? Also, what is the Penhallagin Estate that is suddenly of interest to everyone?” Lincoln called out to me as I passed the open door to her office. I was not in the slightest surprised at the speed the news had spread. I stopped, turned and went into Lincoln’s office, aware that the question was not the point. Lincoln never called me Shakbout. Doing so was an explicit warning. I followed her lead.

      “It is a cosmic mess that no one would touch with a Slapperhagen’s penis.”

      I finally noticed the other lifeform in Lincoln’s office space, too late to change my remark. They were bottle-born, a Stone Beater, with yellow eyes with no pupils, white hair, and dark grey skin. Their rectangular block torso gave the impression that a slab of stone encased their body. It was another of the “hilarious” designs by some soulless fuckwit back in time that had hardened into the standard lifeform design for Stone Beaters. They were wearing robes that covered their body and left their arms and legs visible.

      “Shakbout, this is Orianne Redfarm. Orianne, this is Investigator Shakbout Mansard,” Lincoln said.

      Orianne stood up and extended a hand while speaking.

      “Investigator Mansard, it is nice to meet you. I am the Director of the Lost Path Tadpole Academy; we are a broad-spectrum organisation. Lincoln is our patron.”

      I shook their hand; their grip was warm and confident. I could feel my entire body and brain screaming as loudly as they could, “What the fuckedy fuck? Lincoln is a patron of a Tadpole Academy?”

      No sounds made it out. I could feel the intensity of Lincoln’s stare on the side of my face. Asteroid miners would pay top money for a beam that had that force. My sightline remained entirely focussed on Orianne.

      “I had not known that,” I said. “Lincoln is a private person and does not readily share activities others would be happy to boast of.”

      This was in an approximately galactic neighbourhood of the truth. Lincoln spared me details of a lot of what she did, which I was intensely grateful for. Under interrogation, I could say that I did not know and it would have to be accepted.

      “We have been exceptionally lucky to find such a generous and supportive patron as Lincoln,” Orianne said as they looked over at Lincoln. Amazingly, the intensity of the beams from Lincoln’s eyes hitting my head increased. “We have a problem, and Lincoln suggested you might help. Apologies for being so bald. Desperation and anxiety are squeezing me. One of our graduates is missing, and I am afraid that they are in trouble.”

      There was no way Lincoln would have revealed one of her most closely guarded secrets if “in trouble” was not the smallest possible container for the biggest possible problem.

      “Please sit down and tell me everything. If there is some way I can help, then I will do so.”

      If you opened a survey anywhere in the Inhabited Systems and asked who the bottom of the social heap was, the answer would be bottle-born. This is not true. No matter where you stand, there are lower depths below you. Below the bottle-born are Tadpoles, lifeforms that only those on the bottom, or those who trawl the depths for prey, are aware of. They are not natural or bottle-born. Tadpoles just exist, coming up from the shitpots to die.

      After the brewing of lifeforms solely for “citizen scientist” experimentation became socially unacceptable and finally illegal in most jurisdictions, a different way to meet the demand was needed. Tadpoles look like under-baked dough shaped into an abstract human shape: head, two arms and legs. Eyes, mouth, no other features. Natural and bottle-born can have negative physical reactions to Tadpoles; these range from annoying itching to life-threatening allergic reactions. They were classified as vermin and may be killed, or at least severely wounded, on sight.

      With a little care, Tadpoles could be revived and made suitable subjects for experimentation. Very quickly, others saw the potential and established Tadpole Academies, which sent out search teams to recover Tadpoles, then cleaned and sold them. There were rumours that other academies existed that helped Tadpoles to a peaceful exit. I had always thought it was just some smoke to cover the truth and was happy to be proved wrong.

      “The Lost Path is a broad-based academy. We take whoever shows up and try to make their last moments, hours, or days as pain-free as possible. Sometimes we have survivors. Xeno Kallfrees was a survivor; given the opportunity, they fought to live. Then they fought to escape their future. Lost Path offers a full educational facility affiliated with registered education providers. Our students can get full accreditation for their work. Our survivors find safe niches and support themselves within the deep economy. Xeno was exceptional. They did what was necessary to have a free life. They signed up as a science officer on a muscle ship.”

      Saying you were signing up for a muscle ship was the standard measure across the Inhabited Systems for showing how terrible your current circumstances were. If signing up on a muscle ship was an acceptable alternative, you were clearly at the bottom of the shitheap. I had never heard of any lifeform who had signed up on a muscle ship. That Xeno Kallfrees had done so clearly showed astonishing depths of determination and desperation.

      “Xeno did three tours before cashing out.”

      Now we had motive. The reason anyone signed up on a muscle ship was that it paid extremely well. If you survived a three-trip tour, the end-of-service bonus could double your entire earnings. A lifeform that no one in the Inhabited Systems cared about had a huge amount of cash. It was the definition of a target.

      “Xeno disembarked at Turnstop in the Rumple Zone. Sent me a message that it was the only place that was safe for them. Xeno always had a plan to do Deep Space research; they had an idea that Tadpoles came from there. Xeno sent a message each week to me. They called it their pulse, proof of life. I have not had a message for three weeks. When I contacted Turnstop, they told me they had no record of Xeno Kallfrees or any Tadpole lifeform living, working or visiting Turnstop. I know something bad has happened.”

      I had a cloud of thoughts all simultaneously. I never knew that muscle ships operated in the Rumple Zone. I wondered what they were fishing for there. Turnstop would be an excellent location to set up an information array for indexing the population of the Inhabited Systems. I knew why Lincoln was the patron of the Lost Path Tadpole Academy and why she was shoving me at the problem.

      “I told Lincoln about what was going on, and she told me she knew just the lifeform to investigate it for me. Agent Mansard, this is not official PR Agency business. I would not want to get Lincoln into trouble for ordering an investigation. This is a personal appeal for help for someone who does not deserve to be abandoned.”

      Orianne Redfarm was not the Director of the Lost Path Tadpole Academy by chance. They had the ruthless will to exploit any opportunity. They had stamped as hard as possible on my guilt about never having considered that Tadpoles were, in fact, lifeforms as worthy of my consideration as any bottle-born. Knowing how you were being manipulated did not remove its power.

      “I am due some time off. I will investigate the issue but make no promises about the outcomes. Finding out nothing is as likely as any other.”

      Orianne smiled, nodded and shook my hand before leaving the office space.

      “Are the Overseer and Orianne related?” I asked Lincoln.

      “Same rootstock, for sure.” Then, switching topics, Lincoln said, “Due time off?”

      “I am the executor for the Penhallagin Estate. Do you think the Overseer wants that bucket of suppurating snot anywhere near the Agency? Might as well just migrate to the Sickle Quadrant; that would at least be quicker.”

      I had said that before I remembered that the Sickle Quadrant no longer existed and why. There was a chime of an urgent incoming message for Lincoln, who opened it, grinned and looked at me.

      “Guess who is on indefinite paid leave from active duty with a marked preference for not being in the building or using any Agency resources?” she asked. I rolled my eyes in response. I still needed to tie up a loose end before I left. Lincoln did not wait for me to ask.

      “I just never expected to have to act like a patron. I was supposed to be a picture only. Orianne forked me as neatly as they forked you. I am going to have to be looking out for them from now on. I am sure they take a very generous view of the duties of an academy patron.”

      That matter was resolved, leaving me with one less worry. Someone in Sherwood wanted to support Tadpoles here in Thiegler. They did not want to do so publicly, so Lincoln was their picture here, providing clean delivery for their money. They had not taken an interest in Xeno Kallfrees and nudged Lincoln to help; Orianne was working independently. Lincoln had dropped the flaming turd into my lap simply because flaming turds rolled downhill.

      I left Lincoln’s office space and returned to my own to find my desk cleared and Tobel sitting in my chair. They tilted their head slightly and looked at me with a smile as I approached.

      “Indefinite paid leave, nice one. How did you manage that?” Tobel asked as I opened desk drawers to make sure I was not leaving anything behind that I might need.

      “Samfor about?” I replied, wanting both to know and to deflect at the same time.

      “They received a call about a ripple in some pond they are interested in. Had to head off in a hurry. So, indefinite paid leave?” Tobel was not letting it pass.

      “I am the executor of the Penhallagin Estate,” I replied.

      There was no reply, so I looked over at Tobel. They were looking at me with a blank face.

      “Apologies. I thought you would have come across the Penhallagin Estate in your research. It is juicy enough.”

      Tobel shook their head.

      “Right,” I said. “We need to head out. This is not the place for a discussion.”

      Tobel stood up, and we left the PR Agency. Taking public transport, we went to a space Asher has for when she does not want to take work home. It is a disguised space pocket, so while a direct assault would be a problem, no one was going to be listening in. I put my pack on the table and went to the kitchen to brew some coffee. I could hear Tobel walking around the space. When I approached the table with a laden tray, they emerged from the bedroom and joined me.

      “Asher has good taste in hideouts,” Tobel remarked, and took a mug of coffee and a biscuit. Asher did. I had never explored further than the kitchen and the nearest wet room. To do so would have felt invasive and uninvited. This was Asher’s work life, and I did not intrude.

      “She will be happy to hear that. To start before the beginning…”

      “No meandering,” Tobel warned me.

      “This is not a meander; it is a clarifying question.”

      Tobel did not look completely convinced. Still, they remained silent, so I continued.

      “How much do you know about bottle-farm brewing?”

      “You mean the topic you have a seizure about every time I mention it?”

      That was fair. I was probing for more acceptable public knowledge rather than the fabulously dangerous information burrowing that Tobel got involved in.

      “OK, I am going to assume that you do not have the background context needed to appreciate our current circumstances. If I am telling you something you already know, nod agreeably anyway.”

      I looked at Tobel, who had a serious face on and nodded at me. I did not miss the smile they had as they ducked their head to take a drink from their mug. I took a drink and started.

      “Bottle-farm technology has had only two fundamental innovations: the Shoshone Circlet and the Penhallagin Equation.”

      The Circlet moved slightly under my skin at the sound of its name.

      “The first one was the key to developing charms on an industrial scale; the second is how a bottle-born like me can be identified. Lincoln is plainly bottle-born, even if they have generations of live births. The ‘problem’ is bottle-born like me. An autopsy will not establish if I am bottle-born. I have no extra or distinct physical characteristics to make me different from a natural-born lifeform. This is a nightmare for a lot, if not all, natural-born lifeforms. The problem did not exist before the emergence of the Radical Reason movement. All bottle-born lifeforms were brewed with some clear internal or external marking. After Radical Reason and the arrival of bottle-born free citizens, such slave markings were no longer acceptable. This made acceptably solving the identity problem critical. The Penhallagin Equation was the solution.”

      I stopped and took a sip of coffee and ate half a biscuit. Even talking about this stuff was draining work.

      “The Penhallagin Equation described a step in brewing that added an invisible marker to the bottle-born, a marker that a charm could read. The Standing Committee, I mean the Executive Council, did not share this technology with the general population. They assured the natural-born that they would ensure that no sneaky bottle-born could pretend to be natural-born and steal their position. Enough natural-born calmed down to end the crisis. Time passed, and bottle-born free citizens became established in the Inhabited Systems as free citizens. The rise of the UPCR into the establishment is proof of that. Free citizens have more in common than differences as natural or bottle-born.”

      I stopped and stood up and walked around the kitchen a few times to help sort my thoughts. I sat down and looked at Tobel, who nodded at me, and I started again.

      “Some problems are intensely mobile; they move with changing circumstances. The softening of boundaries around identity has created a growing demand for an easy way to identify ‘pure’ bottle-born. There is a rising demand within the UPCR that there should be clarity about who is a bottle-born lifeform and who is not. Not a difference between bottle-born and natural-born, we have that, but a way to distinguish between bottle-born and hybrid. The charms built using the Penhallagin Equation would identify Lincoln as bottle-born. Beautiful Blue would be identified as bottle-born; Marmalan would be identified as natural-born. Reyan crossed a line for some bottle-born as well as natural-born. She has attacked their identity. Both ends of the spectrum want a new Penhallagin Equation that would identify Marmalan as a hybrid. The demand is rumbling. Lincoln would fail this purity test; I would pass. First-generation bottle-farm-brewed lifeforms only can be granted the title ‘bottle-born’; everyone else, ‘hybrid’. Hybrids would not be eligible to be full free citizens. A new status quo would be established.”

      I stretched my arms above my head and then shook my head.

      “There is a colossal amount of money and resources being spent across the Inhabited Systems to replicate the Penhallagin Equation, to create an update that will discriminate between bottle-born and hybrid. The problem is that the Penhallagin Equation is not understood by any lifeform in the Inhabited Systems. They know how to apply it. That was all included in the original release paper. No one understands the calculation behind the equation, what branch of science or maths was used to calculate it. The consensus is that it did not originate from within the Inhabited Systems; it is a product of Deep Space.

      “Ercul Penhallagin, the lifeform credited with releasing the Penhallagin Equation paper, was not a scientist or a Brewmaster. They were a trader who had a company that operated in the Rumple Zone. They sold Deep Space items and artefacts. When the Penhallagin Equation started to create interest, Ercul Penhallagin could not be found. He had vanished, leaving only a will stating that his heir had to have his DNA via natural birth only. Ercul Penhallagin has no
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