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	Cerberus

	I opened a channel to the Finnvael: “This is Handler Orchus, what is your intent within the Olympus Theocracy?”

	The long silver needle rotated itself rapidly to orient at least nine firepoints on me. Well, that was a clue.

	“Orchus, this is Captain Rufus Hartnell of the Sol Three Alliance. We are coming to offer assistance with your situation.”

	No honorific. Rude, but acceptable and allowing an informal stance.

	“Thank you, Ser Hartnell. But we do have the situation, as you put it, in hand. It happens every couple of centuries and we have procedures to deal with it.”

	There was a chuckle over the channel. Rufus sounded like someone I could get to like over a tankard of ale or two.

	“Orchus, my respects to your Theocrats, but a rampaging war machine that threatens S3A vessels demands our intervention.”

	My scans came back at last; void eagles are quick but a light year or two still requires noticeable travel time. I ran a quick eye over the details: Twenty-two thousand marines in full atmosphere armour, twenty-eight atmospheric sky fortresses, one hundred and ten near orbit interdictors, fifty-two open space cruisers. I tapped my gauntleted hand on the console. Hardly a cargo for assailing a single space bound monstrosity. Then my eye lit on the last line; Sixteen planetary pacification drones. Ah-ha. As my ancestors would say; “Gotcha.”

	“Captain, I see that your ordnance is architected for planetary governance.”

	There was a startled silence, then I caught a few words before the channel was cut: “Dammitall, how do they do that?”

	My console emitted a ruddy glow as my Ares meters went critical. Oh, they were trying this again, were they? So be it. As the Finnvael unloaded an indecent amount of violence at my tiny, unarmed ship I switched channels to one only the Handler ships are permitted. Despite the gravity of the situation and the way my ship rocked under the onslaught, I smiled as a deeply primitive bond was renewed.

	“Here boy.”

	Behind the Finnvael, something quicksilver manifested, an impossible immensity, a masterpiece of nanofluid, cryonic majesty and void. Great eyes spun with whorls of red as my lifelong duty, companion and terror sank all three sets of molecularly phased teeth into Captain Hartnell’s doomed command. I felt my smile turn to feral joy. It would be like a puppy for months after this, something so big that it could use all of its heads, plus 

	hundreds of bits to be chased across near-space as they flailed, died or fled. 

	***

	 

	Once Bitten

	In the steamy clearing, Roda crouched to be at eye level with the small centaur-like creature dressed in spider silk trews and waistcoat. Professor Malken stood, dressed in a way that indicated many years experience of expeditions. Roda’s fashionably shabby clothing already showed wear after only two days. He smiled as Roda hastily withdrew his hand from the creature’s lightning fast movement.

	“It bit me!”

	“No, she said hello.”

	“She?”

	“Pretty sure.”

	“So ‘I didn’t rip your hand off’ means ‘Hi’?”

	“Gross over-simplification, but basically yes.”

	“And these horse-rat things rule this planet?”

	“These ‘horse-rats’ as you call them are a unique feline-rodent centaur with an advanced no-metals culture that has no spoken language.”

	Roda went white: “Telepaths! Oh my god, my secrets are going to be sucked out!”

	Malken sighed. Another last-minute enrolment only here for the huge course credit available for expedition work. Shame: he thought Roda had been deeper in his motives as he had been so keen to get to this little-known planet.

	“No psionics. They have two sets of teeth. Front for communication, back for biting. A fascinating society. Our work is creating linguistic definitions for their complex communication that uses facial expressions and what we have called Clanching, the use of the front set of teeth. Equally, we are working with their greatest scholars to help them get a grip of the concept of a written language. There are decades of work here with scientific recognition and careers being made.”

	“So what about names?”

	“That presents a problem. As far as we have discerned, facial patterning is their individual identity. Our lack of significant facial markings is confusing. They regard any clean shaven human with two eyes and a nose above the mouth as my assistant Christopher. That is why the ‘no beards’ regulation is enforced. I am the only human they can distinguish. I wish we could find another way. Some facial markings even seem to have some sort of duality as a rank significator as well.”

	Roda stared at him. Malken raised an eyebrow. Roda turned to stare at the creature, then up at the pristine sky above. He smiled: “You say that there are years of work here? So a dedicated researcher or someone who brought a useful ability could make a living quietly and contribute on his merits rather than history?”

	Malken was startled by the intensity of the gaze, but actually liked what he heard: “Yes and yes. Roda, what are you getting at?”

	Roda turned his back on the creature and Malken. He reached into one of his pockets and emerged with a strange blue-white glossy cloth. He seemed to look at it before taking it in both hands and wiping his face vigorously. Then he turned back. Malken paled. Roda waved the cloth, now dull black.

	“It’s an illegal, undetectable, one-use epidermal masking kit. This was the removal tool.”

	He carefully folded the cloth and put it back in his pocket before looking up at Malken.

	“I am Rodney Chase, last surviving relative of Hadra Chase, deposed capo of the Ellis Quadrant Maori triads. I need a place to be someone else and to do something useful for once. I do believe I may have found it.”

	The centaur stared at the elaborate caste tattoos that marked Roda’s face, then abased herself, front teeth chattering.

	Malken masked his shock with a smile: “Senior Liaison Roda, I do believe you have been recognised as royalty by the locals. Can I interest his majesty in learning how to chat with his peers?”

	Roda laughed, his face relaxing at last.

	***

	 

	A Warrior’s Path

	Tomorrow I go down to the dying place to walk with the iron birds. Today I sit and watch as the sun sets in shades of firelight, turning the long grass into a wind-ruffled sea of brown with shimmering crests of gold and bronze. Behind me the hills of the ancestor lodges stand like lanterns of promise cut by shadows of inevitable death. This place is my homeland, where my sept has abided for generations beyond memory. We honour our dead and revere the spirits of the land, rivers and skies.

	Any warrior who falls in the hunt or in sept duels, along with those too life-worn to continue, are taken to those valleys so that they may journey to the stars to fight alongside our ancestors in the eternal battle of sun versus moons.

	Five ancestors ago, the sun sent down towers of glory on pillars of flame. From those towers came the iron birds. They told us that the battle was going badly for the sun. He had asked our ancestors for counsel and they had said that he should send messengers down to the septs, who were people of honour. Their warriors would not shy from the challenge of duelling the moons.

	Every year the towers descend at the start of the snows and settle in the valleys of the ancestor hills. They take all those who present themselves to duel among the stars.

	I am a man of the sept, a warrior of two hundred moons. My family died in the great cloud battle at the peak of the high sun, as the moons struck at us with spears of blazing silver light from clouds that concealed the warriors that threw them, a coward’s trick. It was then that I knew my path lay in taking vengeance to the stars in my family’s name.

	When the sun has set, I will return to the camp and lay with the women that are ready for warrior’s milk to give them sons of clear brow and straight body. Then with duty done, I shall come to Matea who holds my heart and linger with her, exchanging tears and loving cries until the dawn.

	As the sun clears the ancestor hills I will carve my name into the wayward totem, put down my weapons of sept war and set off for the dying place. Matea will be there to watch me stride forth. I shall not dishonour her by looking back.

	***

	 

	Tenancy

	They came in pieces. Thumped down on Pluto and sent us a very polite speech that said they would like to discuss renting some land after they had got themselves together.

	As this transmission was sent in twenty-two languages and broadcast across Earth, there was no point in governments trying to cover it up. Of the twenty-two languages, Old English and Mandarin Chinese were the easiest to convert into modern idioms.

	We replied. In fact, many people and organisations replied: everybody vying for a piece of alien rental. The reply was in modern English and the video with it showed that the speaker looked like a medium sized rock with no visible limbs.

	“Hello, peoples of Earth. We are Gethmurda and are keen to negotiate with whichever group holds the ownership of your southernmost continent, the one covered in frozen hydrates. Our proposition is simple. We number sixty-two thousand, six hundred and twenty-four sentients when assembled. Currently only our stiffer blockbeings are ambient. We offer cold fusion expertise and unlimited access to our historical records of your planet in exchange for permission to build a single city at the heart of that continent. From there, we would participate in the activities of Earth as far as our sub-zero dwelling requirements permit.”

	The diplomatic manoeuvring started in earnest. In the end, the Antarctic Council was formed with one member from each of the forty-seven signatories of the Treaty. They would hold any technology patents and divide any monies realised between the participating countries. As for the historical records, it was deemed that as the Antarctic had been a study haven, such records should be freely available.

	That was it. Our first alien race didn’t invade, they moved in downstairs. Gethmurda, which is singular, collective and surname, are in essence rocks with a soft centre. Over time they have less soft bits from which they can extrude pseudopods, until they actually become inanimate objects that may or may not suffer actual death. They do not seem to care. When one of theirs becomes a ‘closedblock’, they just add it to the untidy ziggurat-wall that forms the boundary of their city.

	The city itself is the one thing that mankind just cannot cope with. It is beautiful. Made, grown, flowed or extruded, it is a crystal wonderland of delicate spires, sweeping walkways, refracting bridges and abstract vistas. The Antarctic winds skirl around and through the whole place and Gethmurda have created pipes and chambers that make their city the biggest wind instrument in all creation. The sound is so incredible that we have a new addiction problem, because high resolution recordings of the city are sufficient to reduce humans to a trance state that can only be broken by outside assistance, the end of the recording, or death. 

	‘Death by Gethmuzak’ is an accepted entry on death certificates now.

	A year ago we had to ban all tourism there. Six months ago we banned all recordings of Gethmuzak. Some are comparing its probable outcome to that of Prohibition, judging by the black market it has created. This stuff is insidious. People gather to listen to snippets of it like shots of narcotics. Authorities are near-helpless. We estimate ten percent of the world’s population is addicted. It even has religious sects dedicated to it now.

	I think we’ve been invaded. By beings a lot better than us at understanding the weaknesses of the opposing side. They may be lodgers but I have not yet had an answer to the question I’ve asked since day one: How do we evict them?

	***

	 

	Forever Song

	Whales have long been creatures that inspire awe in humans. When we discovered them out here, that mystery only deepened. At what far distant point, and how, did a star-roving behemoth come to dwell in the oceans of Earth? The xenologists used the Latin word for star to name the new family group, from which the common name, Astruma, came easily.

	I’ve been herding these monstrosities for a decade and even now, they fascinate me, take my breath away and make me feel so small. My ship, the ketch ‘Fairtrade’, is an old tub, lumbering her thirty metres about on long-obsolete gravitic cores and having to hitch a ride on transluminal haulers to get between herds. The lads in the new cutters, all dash and sleek and barely fifteen metres long, ridicule me at every opportunity - until a herd needs gentling or a bull gets surly. Then Petey Mendez and his rustbucket get to be real popular.

	Like now.

	I don’t know which wag christened the bull of the Epsilon herd ‘Moby’, but he gave that damn great beast a heritage it seems to be determined to live up to. Like my granddaddy said: “Name things with care, for names bestow as well as limit.” Today the five hundred and sixty-seven metres and Lord-knows-what tonnage of Moby has stove in two cutters and cracked a relay station. He’s royally peeved at something and no-one wants to go out and play.

	“He’s coming round the asteroid, Petey. Must be doing nigh-on eighty knots.”

	I do the conversion in my head while wishing herdsman usage of Earth nautical terms would cease. Astruma use a chronophasic ability to move. It seems rude to measure something about transposing time and space in yocto-increments in such an archaic way.

	Oh well, time for the Mendez secret weapon. I cue the audio and let it play. The dichotomy of using such tranquil beauty in the face of such incredible danger is just so Zen. I close my eyes and let the sounds take me away.

	I paid a fortune for this recording. Captured in the depths of the Mariana Trench, the song of a thirty-two-metre female blue whale lasts for a couple of hours. I have a hundred kilowatts of antique valve speakers rigged between the inner and outer hulls. The outer hull of all ketches is high-ferric alloy; they were the last of the deep space ironsides before ceramics, laminates and sleight fields redefined shipbuilding.

	No-one has told me why this works. Last time I checked, sound doesn’t travel well in vacuum. Then again, Astruma were inconceivable until we found them living out here. Who knows what they can detect? All I know is that I play this recording loud and they seem to like it.

	I lie peacefully meditating in the biggest man made sound box ever to grace the void as Moby eases his charge and heaves-to alongside. Before the hour is out, I have the entire three hundred plus herd hanging motionless about me, all exactly aligned to my ships’ bearing and all completely tranquil.

	As the recording finishes, I open my eyes to see a single ebon eye the diameter of a cutter regarding me through the cockpit veiwports. In that moment, we share something that surpasses all fumbling communication attempts. I see the intelligence behind his eye and he sees whatever he sees in the tiny creature in the metal tube that was filled with noises that reach so far into both our ancestral memories.

	Homo Sapiens and Mysticeti Astrum stare at each other for a minute or two more, then he blinks and moves off. I watch his glistening hide stutter by.

	Ahab would have understood, although I doubt he would have sympathised.

	***

	 

	Stowaway

	She’s still down there in the flight bay. I can hear her, quietly uttering words that are not ours in a way that is neither chant nor litany. They pull music from the skeleton of the ship, teasing out their own accompaniment.

	I have travelled from Magellan to Rison, chatted with hundreds of spacers from every star-faring race. My data banks have encyclopaedias of knowledge in their crystalline matrices. All of it is for nothing. She’s a mystery.

	When she first appeared, we thought that we’d picked up a sprite, one of the fey nomads from Lurgallon. Then Crome, our ex-marine, went down to say hello and never came back. Not a trace of him. Nothing. No energy spike, no screams, no mess. Just gone like he’d never returned to the ship.

	We locked down the bay and held a frantic discussion before contacting Albeda Field, our last port of call. The lag on comms was frustrating and her words were already filling the silences between whatever noises we made.

	Jorgen went to the head. He never came back. The only clue was the override on the bay door. He even relocked it properly from the inside. Then nothing.

	Albeda Field did not help. Instead of forwarding our requests for aid to the main systems, they raised a ‘plague ship’ flag on us.

	Fantella had an idea and, working with Rubius, rejigged our comms transmitter to punch a compressed data packet toward Hostria, the nearest planet with a military base. While that was going on, Saldural the medic went down to the flight bay. Same thing: relocked the door and then was gone.

	Pretty soon her words were in our dreams. We couldn’t sleep; we couldn’t even make conversation or watch AV to distract us. Fantella and Rubius went together, like they did in all things. Then Nigranto the cook went a day later.

	Landuth and I sat and stared at each other, drinking neat distillate until we couldn’t see each other, then drinking more until we passed out. Her words dragged us back.

	After a week, an Albedan frigate hove into firing range and queried if we required merciful release yet. After I’d finished laughing, I told them ‘no’ - as Landuth looked at me, nodding the opposite with pleading despair in his eyes.

	When I went to the head, Landuth went down to the bay. I came back to the words and nothing else. Landuth had even poured the last of the distillates down the recycler. He meant me to go down too. I wouldn’t. For another week I held off the daily calls for ‘merciful’ destruction and fought the words that gradually went from nuisance to siren call. By the end of that week I had taken to handcuffing myself to the stanchion by my bunk. I had woken up twice to find myself standing in front of the flight bay door.

	This is day twenty-six. The Albedan frigate has stopped calling. It hangs there in space, waiting for the lifesigns here to vanish. I’m tapping my finger in time to the strange calling rhythm that I can now hear in her words, when there is a flash on the sensors as a huge ship arrives. The Albedan frigate moves off at flank speed without even waiting to identify the arrival. I take a scan of the ship profile and query the databanks. Two minutes later I am informed that it is a Leomuriant capital ship. The Leos are an ancient race that rarely interacts with humanity. I guess we must be like a vast crowd of screaming kids to them.

	My comms lights up and a slow soprano voice says: “Go to it.”

	I break into hysterical laughter. The universe has finally turned on me.

	The voice continues: “It will not harm you. It only wants your vessel.”

	That stops me. They know what she is?

	“Why does she want my ship?”

	“Because she cannot go home without it. Her energy is depleted, so she cannot make the vast distance home. But she will not harm anyone. She depletes her energy more to send you home before she takes your ship out of this galaxy.”

	“Why didn’t she just ask?”

	“She has been. For nearly four of your weeks.”

	Now I feel like an intergalactic idiot.

	“What is she?”

	“We have no idea. For ninety centuries her kind have sporadically appeared and done what she is doing: acquiring a ship to go home. What they do here before that is unknown. Where ‘home’ is exactly is unknown. One of our shamans many ancestors back had a brief communion with one of her kind, after we lost several ships. Since then, every space port of ours has what we call a ‘longship’ ready. Occasionally staff at the field become aware of strange words in the air, moments before their longship lifts. We just wave them off and set up another longship.”

	“So what do you call them?”

	“Firechylder. From the only thing our shamans can interpret of their destination: they are returning to the ‘Fire Courts’. Context incomprehensible, of course.”

	After that, conversation is useless. I thank the Leo, place the ship in ready mode and go down to the flight bay.

	She’s there, silver-grey skin surrounded by turquoise flashes of an energy field, hands before her chest with fingers interlaced. It’s like she’s praying, luminous eyes open but focussed elsewhere. As I enter, her hair flashes from azure to flaming strands and nebulous tentacles of fiery energy. I leave the door open and gesture to it, waving her through.

	 

	Mum nearly has a heart attack as I appear in the lounge of the family apartment on Lalludor in the Ceres Cluster, two light years from my ship. She rushes towards me then stops dead, pinches her nose and points toward the fresher room.

	***

	 

	Food Chain

	Imagine a blue spider. One of the big hairy ones that move really fast. Make it the size of a tomcat. Replace the back pair of legs with bat wings. Add venomous spurs to those wings. That’s what is watching me as I sway head-down in the breeze that wafts through the Ghabeni forest.

	It’s called a Darth. The wheezing noise they make when angered is the reason for the name and only dead biologists know why. They’re pack hunters occupying the ecological niches usually taken by small carnivores, large rodents, small raptors, all sizes of scavenger and scary ginormous insects.

	I inherited my father’s arachnophobia in full measure. All I can focus on is what those legs will feel like against me when it climbs down the harness that suspends me from this tree like some macabre bird feeder.

	When the orbiter malfunctioned, we abandoned it in the shuttle. When the shuttle malfunctioned, we abandoned it using parawings. They worked perfectly apart from the lack of open ground to land on. So we had a shouted discussion, slowed to stall speed while getting as low as possible, then dropped into the trees.

	I can see Angus’ red suit from here. He stopped screaming a while back but his suit is still moving. The type of movement that makes me think Angus is lunch for the rest of the Darth pack.

	I don’t even have a bright light to repel them. That’s their only real aversion, apart from the nocturnal predator we have no name for as it’s never been recorded. We’ve found entire Darth packs reduced to scattered chitin, every piece showing signs of powerful pointy teeth. The owners of said teeth remain a mystery.

	A vibration on my harness makes me look up. In the creeping twilight, I see movement on the branches above. Looking across at Angus, I see his suit hanging like it’s empty. Oh crap.

	There’s a Darth on my boot chewing on the laces, another going through the panels on my leggings. More are coming down the harness toward my boots. This is going to be a bad way to go, eaten from the feet up. I don’t scream until I feel mandibles pierce my calf. Then I spend a few minutes making up for lost time until I feel legs moving down my inner thigh, under my suit. I piss myself, hit a new high note and pass out.

	 

	I come to, tasting blood. There are no mandibles in me, no legs on me. A crunching draws my eyes to the nearby branch. There is light from a crude lantern. In it I see that I am being observed by silvery oval eyes set slantwise in a head that strikes me as a cross between chimpanzee and leopard. The body is covered in dark blue fur, the hands and feet have six digits, two being opposable and the other four having wicked claws. The mouth is filled with sharp incisors. It licks the last morsels from the Darth carcass and throws it over its shoulder. 

	Far to my left, I hear the click of scanners. It looks in that direction and uncoils the prehensile tail it was sitting on to pick up the lantern.

	“Thank you.”

	I don’t know what prompts me to say it, but I do. The creature leans close, touching my cheek with a single clawless digit. I swear it smiles as it pats it’s obviously stuffed belly. I realise the meaning: it didn’t save me, it just can’t eat anymore. With that, it extinguishes the lantern and is gone silently in an eyeblink.

	As the rescue team approaches, it’s not fear of Darths that makes me scream.

	***

	 

	Sweet Surprise

	Eight eyes shone in the darkness: four pairs of threatening amber globes hanging in the utter black that only subterranean depths can achieve. Ella’s grip on the back of my harness was shaking in fear. I was steady and surprised by that. Show no fear, the instructor said. He didn’t cover what to do when the energy packs were exhausted and the glow sticks had run out.

	“What are they?” Ella’s whisper sounded so loud. The eyes were unmoving.

	I didn’t take the chance of shifting my gaze from them as I replied. “No idea. We’re deeper than anyone who actually made it back has ever been.”

	“What do we do?”

	****
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