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‘My dear friends! People of the sciences, navigators and captains of the aether, my allies and my kin! We have gathered to prepare for a grand venture,’ Godmother of the Breed Taraxiars boldly declared. ‘We are about to lift the cloak of shadow that conceals the past so that we may find the wisdom to forge a better future.’

The hissing and scratching of thousands of giant mandibles resonated through the Great Hall. The crowd of Zeetarr-Xenurret stretched their enormous segmented bodies aloft in strident appreciation of their Godmother’s sagacity. Some of the humanoid guests in the front rows were visibly and audibly uncertain whether they were expected to clap.

Taraxiars’ forebody protruded from a large elevated cavity in the richly adorned dome that crowned the hall. Her six compound eyes glistened in the amber light that emanated from the dome and reflected its delicate ornamentation. Winding her mighty worm-shaped body from left to right in a fluent arc, the Godmother seemed to command the crackling applause to cease with imperious grace, until only a sole enyesh in the second row caught himself clapping for just an instant too long. Somebody giggled at that.

‘For ages untold, our ancestors were the undisputed rulers of the galaxy,’ the arthropod speaker continued in such an accurate euphony of High Enyesh speech, it bordered on the uncanny. ‘Civilisations were born and destroyed at their command, planets seeded at their will. Their breed sprawled across myriads of worlds without hindrance, without bounds or decency, and nature itself was theirs to shape, so they reckoned. But the audacious shall reap the rewards of their decadence and presumptuousness.

‘Precisely what calamity it was that brought their ultimate doom is still a mystery, shrouded in the unabashed ignorance of our ancestors and a peculiar lack of palpable evidence. They cannot have devoured every essence of life in the galaxy, for life is plentiful and its abundance arguably of their making. If a fierce material enemy eradicated their grand empire, where is that enemy now, and where are the relics of war? Was it the mighty Aether Spirits themselves who frowned upon the Ancient zeetarr’s gluttony and decided to restore the natural balance of life? What formidable force destroyed that ironclad empire of a time long past?

‘To this day, faith, conjecture and fear of the unknown divide the breeds on this pivotal question. We shall curb these scourges of the ignorant with the might of true wisdom, for historians of the Zeetarr-Xenurret have revealed possible directions to Tarkrall; that myth-enshrouded outpost of the Ancients is finally within our reach. From records long thought lost, we have traced a prehistoric trade route all the way to Coldlight Junction, this very system where we have gathered. Soon we shall scrutinise the local aether passages, for there is now an earnest chance of unveiling a branch to a late stronghold of the Ancients – to the relics of an outpost that must have survived the fall itself, at least for some time, if records are to be believed. Our research strongly implies that very outpost is the mythical Tarkrall.

‘To this end, I have invited the most respected explorers from the Enyesh Republic – brave and dependable allies who I trust are some of the best aether route scouts in known space.’ As Taraxiars’ body curved into an arc across the front rows, the zeetarr audience once more filled the Great Hall with ear-piercing crackling.

What the Godmother presented was a ragtag group of about a hundred humanoids comprised mostly of blue-skinned, pointy-eared enyesh, although a few humans, various other humanoids and some more distinctive creatures were among them. Most of these were capable of sensing the aura radiated by the enyesh crowd – currently one of awkwardness and confusion at Taraxiars’ extravagant and martial speech in place of the purported mission briefing. Some seemed relieved that she was at least in the process of getting to the point.

Zeetarr, however, lacked the faculties to feel enyesh emotions, so the Godmother’s declamation went on with little regard for their impatience. ‘Forging strong bonds with our friends in the Enyesh Republic has long been a paramount concern of the Zeetarr-Xenurret, and of such bonds, this very endeavour shall stand as a shining example to all the breeds. We shall challenge the arcana of our lost history in unity as a paragon to all those who ...’

‘Have you ever noticed that you can’t say “briefing” without “brief”?’ Kirido whispered to Sar-Shey. They were seated in the first row under the speaker’s den.

Sar-Shey’s aura slipped just a glimmer of annoyance at her human mate’s undue disturbance, yet she felt compelled to admit, ‘She has quite a penchant for the dramatic, hasn’t she?’

‘To say the least ... Hey, are we sure that when she invited us on a “grand expedition”, she didn’t actually mean “big-ass war” or something? Because she sure sounds like she’s trying to woo us into one.’

‘Well, considering all the Enyesh words she must have looked up when she wrote that speech, she probably would have noticed the difference.’

‘Excuse me, madam, what was that about war?’ An enyesh from the second row leaned forward and spoke in a low voice so as not to disturb the Godmother’s ongoing speech. ‘You’re Sar-Shey of Aeven’s Rest, aren’t you? Do you happen to know something we don’t?’

‘Don’t worry, sir,’ Sar-Shey whispered over her shoulder. ‘We’re just joking. Nobody’s going to war.’

Inevitably, the chatter drew the curiosity of another enyesh a few seats along from them. Kirido vaguely remembered her as one of the Savants from the Republic Astronomical Society. They had only been introduced in passing, and Kirido had paid little attention, but this one was easily recognisable by the physics-defying polychromatism of her tunic. ‘Pardon me,’ the Savant whispered. ‘I might have misheard something, but are you suspecting some sort of military context to this expedition?’ She sounded as lofty as multi-centennial enyesh got.

‘No – for fuck’s sake, nobody’s going to war!’ Kirido snapped.

The honourable Godmother of the Breed Taraxiars had paused at the exact wrong moment. Her V-shaped cluster of eyes, expressionless as it was, pointed right down at Kirido. ‘Is there anything you would like to share with us, Miss Freeone?’ No particularly sarcastic tone could be discerned in her voice.

Somebody at the other end of the row giggled again.

‘Er ... no, thank you; we’re good,’ Kirido mumbled, with Sar-Shey trying to impart a sense of calm and ease to her. ‘We were just wondering when we would receive our mission-critical instructions ... you know, schedules and aether charts and such.’

‘In due time, Miss Freeone.’

‘Why do you keep disturbing the briefing?’ Somehow the Savant managed to convey the same kind of meticulously understated indignation both in her voice and on her aura. ‘It is rude.’

‘Yes – let the Godmother finish her speech, lady,’ a human from the second row concurred. ‘You’re with the Enyesh Republic now, not at some clan feast. Would it kill you to learn some of the manners too?’ At least he appeared sincerely outraged about some sore point of his. His High Enyesh was as flawless as Kirido’s.

It was mostly Sar-Shey’s calming radiance and soothing arm around her shoulders that kept Kirido from bursting. Yet when Taraxiars finally picked up her speech again, Kirido couldn’t help but faintly mutter through clenched teeth, ‘Great. Now I feel like I want to go to war.’

‘You’re doing well, though.’ Sar-Shey smirked, patting Kirido’s shoulder. ‘I’m proud of you, my dear.’

‘Yeah, I guess I’ll just punch them later.’

‘I would advise against that. Both of them are esteemed physicists from the Astro Society – you know, the people we usually expect to buy our exploration data ... for a lot of money ... public money, actually.’

‘Well, I guess they’re out of luck, then, because on this expedition, Tara pays our bills. Poor suckers.’

‘Hush, I think she’s getting to the point.’ Sar-Shey radiated honest excitement when she realised Taraxiars was about to get into the more hands-on details.

‘... four known aether nodes on record in Coldlight Junction, although the existence of further nodes yet to be discovered seems likely. This is why those of you who specialise in metric astronomy will be tasked with the most detailed aether survey ever conducted in this system. The scout ship crews among you – and this may interest you, Miss Freeone – will travel through already-charted nodes and survey any connected aether routes for signs of presently unknown branches. As these may – hopefully – lead to yet-unfamiliar systems, pursuit ships of the Zeetarr-Xenurret will provide security for those scout ships at all times. Do not worry, though, Miss Freeone, I have no intention of going to war.’

Kirido faked a convulsive smile amidst an aura of guilty amusement and the restrained chuckling of some of the humanoids. ‘Is it just me or is she really pushing it now?’ she growled faintly at Sar-Shey.

‘Please, honourable Godmother, stop picking on her.’ It was another of the Savant’s flights of solicitude. ‘It is considered rude as well.’

‘Forgive me; I was merely trying to inject humour into a matter that some of you may find dry or tedious. I always strive to become more versed in the ways of our allied cultures so as to help mend the gap of misunderstanding that separates so many of us.’

An unexpected scratching and rasping from the Zeetarr-Xenurret surged to fill the Great Hall in ovation of their Godmother’s spontaneous words of wisdom.

‘Sorry, honey.’ Kirido sighed at Sar-Shey under the thunderous crackling. ‘I think I kind of ... completely derailed this briefing thing.’

‘Don’t worry, dear, just clap along and hope it makes her continue.’

Once again, the cacophonous applause of the zeetarr stopped only at their Godmother’s motion, allowing her to announce, ‘In fact, I like to think of one particular scout ship crew among us as a formidable example of the sort of cooperation we should aspire to forge, and I definitely have no intention of “picking on” any of the crew of the good ship Ghost Light III. Her pilot, Sar-Shey Morningborn of Aeven’s Rest, currently Master Guardian of the Enyesh Star Guard Auxiliary Reserve, and her copilot, Kirido Freeone, have served this cause commendably in the past. Some of you may recognise Master Guardian Sar-Shey as none other than the hero of Coldlight Junction herself. Over two years ago now, I last had the honour of fighting at her side as she rid this very system of vile marauders who not only sought to murder her crew of upstanding Star Guardians and respected friends of mine but also seize her ship and ...’

A spike of surprise discomfort from Sar-Shey’s aura stung Kirido as much as it probably did the other non-zeetarr in the audience. ‘She just fucking had to bring it up, didn’t she?’ Kirido hissed from the corner of her mouth, barely audible over the Godmother’s ongoing tangent.

‘Well, she can be a bit clumsy like that.’ Sar-Shey pretended to shrug it off. Clearly, though, she was very much on edge, anticipating the Godmother’s inevitable second strike of clumsiness.

‘... a despicable act of piracy which ultimately even Miss Freeone fell victim to, as it was her own brother who sacrificed his life for our victory in the Battle of Coldlight Junction.’

‘Oh, fuck you, Tara.’ The volume of Kirido’s voice was held neatly at bay by Sar-Shey’s soothing arm around her shoulder. ‘Clumsy, my arse. Now she’s just making a fucking performance of it. No one calls it the Battle of Coldlight Junction.’

‘Well, no one calls me the Hero of Coldlight Junction either, but I really doubt she grasps why that is or even how uncomfortable it is for us, so ...’ Sar-Shey bit her lip and offered another shrug.

With the Godmother blissfully ignorant of the unease she had been causing in the audience, her performance went on largely unperturbed. ‘Since we are blessed with a crew as venerable as the Ghost Light III’s, I shall accompany them personally when I trust them with the survey of some of the most promising aether routes on our grand expedition.’

‘Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me. This is getting better by the minute.’ Kirido rubbed her forehead.

‘Actually, each and every scout ship, in addition to their pursuit ship escort, will carry at least one Zeetarr-Xenurret scientist so as to make any discovery a true joint venture between our cultures,’ Taraxiars continued. ‘But one thing at a time. Now, where was I? Pursuit ships of the Zeetarr-Xenurret will provide security for those scout ships ...’

‘She’s seriously coming along?’ Kirido whispered as the Godmother went on. ‘Aboard the Ghost Light?’

‘Apparently. I suppose her interest in and knowledge of Ancient history makes her a sufficiently skilled expert by Zeetarr-Xenurret standards?’ The way it came out, Sar-Shey’s assumption sounded very much like a question, if to nobody in particular.

‘Yeah. She’s also the Godmother, which means she can do whatever the fuck she thinks will make her look brave and vanguard-ish. Sar-Shey, seriously, do we even have enough space on the Ghost Light for a grown zeetarr? I mean, it’s a tiny little Fay-class ship. What’s she going to do, curl up in the utility bay until we happen to discover some legendary outpost that probably doesn’t exist?’

‘From what I know, zeetarr are remarkably unconcerned with personal space and amenities.’ Already having shared a ship with Taraxiars back in her Star Guard days, Sar-Shey certainly spoke from experience. ‘They are nomadic, after all.’

‘Yeah ... I guess we owe her this, considering she technically paid for our ship.’

‘I’m afraid she didn’t technically pay for our ship, she did pay for our ship, period. Also she’s probably put a lot of effort into that speech, and at least she’s back on track. Let’s just listen to her ... recital and be done with it.’

‘You were going to say “ramblings”, weren’t you?’

‘Hush, dear. Just listen.’

Eventually the briefing started to focus more on the technical aspects of the expedition, and it turned out to be an ambitious project indeed. Deployed from the Xenurret-Za, the grand breeder ship that was home to the Zeetarr-Xenurret, dozens of scout vessels would sprawl out into the dusty reaches of Coldlight Junction.

The place struck Kirido as a fitting springboard for a dig into the past: a patient preserve shrouded in veils of debris. Its central star had been long dead even at the height of the Ancients’ empire, slowly cooling to a dull, dense husk of a sun ever since. It was a safe bet that any stable jump nodes known to the Ancients – if they had ever been there – would have remained largely undisturbed by the forces of nature. With the Ancients gone, all those worlds once charred and stripped bare by the last gasps of their sun had become fair game for prospectors from all over known space and then some. Generations upon generations of miners – that much was known – had riddled the system with enough dust and detritus to obscure all but the most obvious aether nodes from any lesser survey than the one Taraxiars was mounting.

And the Godmother had certainly picked a presentable line-up for such a search effort. Most of the scout ships were affiliated with the Republic Astronomical Society, although a few citizens’ vessels, like the Ghost Light III, were among them, as were some dedicated exploration ships of the Zeetarr-Xenurret themselves. While their crews were – mostly – listening to the Godmother’s briefing in the Great Hall of the Xenurret-Za, crowds of zeetarr technicians were inspecting and preparing the nimble survey vessels and their delicate sensory equipment in the hangars of the mighty breeder ship, and a plethora of Stinger pursuit ships were being readied for action to escort the explorers on their wanderings into the unknown.

Yet the majority of the pursuit ships would stay at Coldlight Junction with the Xenurret-Za. Some of them might be needed as makeshift scouts for closer inspection of any potential new aether nodes the remaining scientists on the breeder might uncover. Their primary and quintessential role would, however, remain the same as it had always been – to protect the breed at all times and at all costs and to deter and hunt down anyone who dared harm the breed, as deep in the core of the vast Xenurret-Za lay the sanctuary of any zeetarr civilisation – the hatchery and nursery of the larvae, the breeding site where the balance of life was upheld and only the purest of offspring would survive to grow into the ranks of mature Zeetarr-Xenurret.

Far below the Xenurret-Za’s spherical shell of shield emitters and weapon emplacements, a perpetual fight to the death was raging. In the darkness of the brood chamber, the blind and hungry larvae competed for whatever biomass their mature kin periodically harvested from thriving worlds. Uncaring primal instincts clashed as chance and genetics determined which individuals would live and which would be devoured by their kin and siblings. It was an orchestrated ritualisation – less diplomatic onlookers would say perversion – of natural selection, driven by a near-religious devotion to a sustainable balance of life in a civilisation that had once brought doom on itself by its unrestrained spread.

To outraged outsiders, the diplomatically versed among the zeetarr would be quick to point out that larvae lacked the mental and emotional faculties of zeetarr in their mature state. Yet even the most eloquent of mature zeetarr had once been deemed worthy of life solely by their fitness in the loathsome spectacle of the dark inner sanctum – a spectacle that was in steady progress even as the hand-picked people of the sciences, the navigators and captains of the aether, were listening to the Godmother’s closing address in the glamorous Great Hall high above the nursery.

Godmother of the Breed Taraxiars was a supreme survivor. Emerging victoriously from the brood chamber long ago, she had been deemed outstanding enough to rule and protect the breed, to command a whole society of fearsome survivors. ‘Thus shall this expedition stand as a beacon of peaceful cooperation for generations to come!’ she finished, predictably raising thunderous applause from her loyal Zeetarr-Xenurret.

‘Aw, shit, I just had to picture how they raise their offspring again.’ Kirido groaned, clapping dutifully along.

‘Ugh, why would you do that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Kirido growled. ‘I was listening to her about the survey ships and the defences and everything, and she just rambled on and on, so my mind just kind of wandered off from there.’

‘Well, good luck un-imagining it now. Tell me when you’ve figured out how, because I’d really like to know.’

*
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It is with the utmost reluctance that I resolve to write down my memories – or what I believe to be such – of the events surrounding the disappearance of my respected mentor and dear friend Professor Raivos Meale. I say what I believe to be such, since I still find myself hesitant to accept the full reality of the recollections I have of that autumn night in the Grey Mountains.

Those who witnessed the state of dazed stupor in which I returned to Birdsong Bay – and who listened to the rash assertions I sputtered thereafter – will readily attest that I had gone mad, and I would happily affirm these claims if only I could do so in all conscience. It would indeed be comforting were my experiences merely the delirious fantasies of a disturbed mind; a mind perhaps lured into fanciful speculation and lucid illusions by the devilish brew of the hillfolk. For if what I saw was real, then there are horrors in this world that no man was ever meant to behold. And isn’t one’s own madness preferable to an entire universe of madness lurking just beyond the veil of the visible? Doesn’t a single man’s admittance of his own morbid phantasms provide a brighter outlook on existence than the mere suspicion of sharing that existence with a cosmic ensemble of arcane terrors?

I daresay any decent man would prefer the prospect of his own insanity over the reality of the things I have witnessed. Yet if there is the remotest chance that my recollections are anything other than figments of misguided imagination, it is my duty to warn mankind of the hideous entities that inhabit those unseen realms of the cosmos so often dismissed as myth.

As head of the anthropology department at Northmouth University, Professor Meale was, of course, no stranger to those more singular – some might say outlandish – ancient myths that concern themselves with the otherworldly. I had the honour of holding a scholarship under the good professor’s auspice and, to my greatest delight, soon learned that Professor Meale shared my insatiable fascination with the more occult aspects of heirloom lore. Over my three years as a research fellow at Northmouth, our acquaintance developed into a close friendship, and many an evening had we enjoyed a sip or two of mellow wine in the professor’s private study, pondering the olden legends and musing about what grains of truth they may possibly hold.

Two weeks ago and already nearing the end of the semester break, the professor unexpectedly invited me to his summer residence in the secluded coastal township of Birdsong Bay. His letter was sparse with details but spoke of a chance research opportunity he had encountered over the summer; one which, the professor stressed, he felt was sure to spur my interest. He added that he would probably not be able to return to Northmouth University in time for the winter term but had already made arrangements for a temporary substitute lecturer.

As Professor Meale was not one to act on impulse, let alone fail his academic responsibilities, it was evident that this mysterious research opportunity had to be something rather substantial to warrant such a short-notice change of plans. I rather suspected it to be related to some occult lore he had encountered in the region, seeing as he specifically sent for me while leaving his routine affairs at Northmouth to some of those colleagues who would furtively frown upon his more eccentric subjects of interest.

Needless to say, my curiosity left no question as to whether I would accept this most unusual invitation. I packed and left for Birdsong Bay the next morning, yet not without first acquiring some material from the university’s extensive library. Little was available on the history of Birdsong Bay in particular and the Grey Mountains region in general, as the area was remote and sparsely populated even by the standards of the northeastern woodlands. Hence there was little to do on the northbound train except admire the picturesque landscape and seaboard vistas along the steep coast. The train terminated at Haven Falls, where I learned I had to spend the night, as it was already off season and the coach further north departed only daily.

The following noon, I boarded a rickety motor coach for what seemed like an endless journey along the scenic but ill-maintained and incessantly winding coastal road to Birdsong Bay. I shared my uncomfortable means of transport with only a small bag of mail and the reticent driver, a haggard and visibly unkempt man of dubious age from whom I could elicit little except that he was a native of Birdsong Bay and glad to see the busy summer season end. Wondering what one would consider busy in these remote woodlands, I noticed a passing sensation of gloom and oppression about the steep forested mountainsides towering over this lonely road. In retrospect, I am unsure whether it was the mere isolation far from home on a cloudy autumn afternoon or the precursor of something far more sinister that first tainted my morale that day.

My spirits lifted considerably when I finally caught sight of Birdsong Bay. Down at the end of the serpentine road ahead lay a township nestled against the seaboard cliffs and embracing its eponymous bay. A trail of fishing vessels were closing in from the open sea, delivering their late catch to wooden piers along the crescent waterfront road. Terraces of quaint brick houses lined the cove, accessible only through a mesh of venturesomely steep alleys that sprawled up the hillside wherever its harsh gradient permitted access. Even in the overcast afternoon tristesse, the town spread an ancient, rugged charm that I instantly recognised would very much appeal to Professor Meale.

I disembarked from the coach at an austere waterfront marketplace that I suspected to be as close to a city centre as Birdsong Bay could possibly harbour. The square accommodated an inn that might have appeared inviting had it not been in the process of being boarded up for the winter. The cool, salty seaside air mixed with the odour of fresh fish being noisily unloaded from decrepit vessels created an ambience that was by no means inherently unpleasant but would likely be considered an acquired taste by many.

As I took in the unfamiliar sensations from my vantage in the sparsely populated square, my luggage at my side, I noticed what I can only describe as an air of suspicion about the townsfolk. Passers-by threw me leery glances or scrutinised my urbane apparel before they looked away and pretended to go about their own affairs. There seemed to be a certain asperity to the inhabitants of this place that was evident even in their scraggy statures and gruff facial features, which I had first noticed about the farouche coach driver. Those repulsive qualities of the locals brought to mind the aura of seclusion and gloom I had felt earlier and left me wondering why, with all due respect to the rustic ambience, Raivos Meale would choose to spend his summer amongst such a thoroughly unwelcoming people.

Eager to see a friendly face and take a rest after my exhausting journey, I followed the professor’s written directions north along the main road before taking an uphill left into a narrow cobblestone alley. The climb turned extremely steep after only a couple of houses, and another sharp turn quickly led me out of sight of the bay and left me completely alone in that stifling back alley of ill-maintained brick buildings. As I was hauling my luggage up the incline, I fancied that I was being watched by mistrustful townsfolk out of unlit windows and askew shutters.
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