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1751 XE

There was no warning of any kind – no Vortex, no multicoloured energy flux heralding an imminent Insertion from UnSpace. The moon-sized grey sphere simply dropped into Isska orbit. One moment it wasn’t there; the next moment it was.

Immediately the planet’s orbital defence stations targeted their hyper-powerful energy weapons on the mysterious intruding sphere/ship/planetoid/whatever it was. While their commanders were still trying to decide whether or not to open fire, a video transmission swept through Isska’s Yevv networks.

It was a high-definition close-up of a woman’s face. She was red-haired, red-brown-pink-skinned and exceptionally beautiful. Her perfectly-toothed smile was dazzling and utterly disarming.
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“PLEASE DON’T TAKE ANY hostile action against us!” she urged, her voice soothing and friendly. “We mean you no harm. My name is KnowsMuch. I was a friend to many of your leaders in the past, especially the FirstLords and FirstLadies of the XunnSphere. I’ve come with my husband ThinksFast, and our many daughters, to warn you that this galaxy, and all its sentient species, will soon be under attack!”
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CONFLICTING EMOTIONS churned within the mind of Xellvet Vallmar, FirstLady of the XunnSphere, as she waited for the incoming shuttle to dock with Lazall’s Palace.

First, there was excitement and awe. She was about to meet the legendary KnowsMuch and ThinksFast, who had lived aboard this very palace for over 500 years as the liaisons between the Inter-Species Alliance and the IssCon. 

Secondly, there was intense curiosity. Where had KnowsMuch and ThinksFast been since their departure from the Home Galaxy 205 years ago? What had they been doing? And why had they arrived in this astonishing moon-sized vessel?

Finally, there was anxiety. KnowsMuch had warned of an imminent attack. The Galaxy had enjoyed peace for two centuries, ever since the final defeat of the Destroyers. All the subsequent inter-species tensions within the Galaxy had been resolved peacefully. So where could this impending attack be coming from?

Flanked by her advisers and a small detachment of Bodyguards, Xellvet was waiting in the reception room adjacent to Docking Bay 1, gazing through the long window that ran between the room and the bay. Tall and athletic, she wore a plain red jumpsuit. Her skin was Xunnish red, her long ponytailed hair was Quemmish green and her eyes were Honnish grey. Her face was beautiful but also strong. She was a young woman accustomed to wielding great power and bearing heavy responsibility.

Everyone in the reception room visibly tensed up when the Palace’s AI announced that the shuttle was about to dock. The bay’s enormous outer doors slid noiselessly aside to admit a gleaming-white spherical spacecraft about 20 metres in diameter. It glided smoothly into the brightly lit interior while the doors closed again and the bay was flooded with air. The sphere didn’t touch down on the steel-plated floor but simply came to a stop a hand’s-breadth above it. Then a narrow hatch opened up in the craft’s hull, extending itself outwards to the floor as a short ramp.

A moment later people began to file out of the little ship – five women and one man.

“Let’s go and meet our guests,” said Xellvet, sounding more confident than she felt.

One of her aides pushed a button that opened the pressure-door, and the FirstLady and her party trooped out into the echoing bay, stopping a few metres from the six otherworldly visitors.

For a silent moment the two groups studied each other. Xellvet instantly recognized KnowsMuch and ThinksFast, who seemed not to have aged at all since leaving the Home Galaxy two centuries ago. Their physical forms were exact simulations of those of the long-dead FirstLord Jaddra I and his FirstLady Leenesh as they had been in their mid twenties. A strikingly handsome couple, both with Xunnish-red colouring, they wore loose-fitting multicoloured trousers-and-jacket outfits.
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BUT THE FOUR OTHER visitors puzzled Xellvet. They all appeared to be Isskan young women, but like no Isskans she had ever seen before. All of them had monochrome skin – there was no multi-hued freckling whatsoever. One of them was copper-red; another, golden; another, deep brown; another, pale pink. And each had long straight hair of a matching colour. These, then, were the “daughters” that KnowsMuch had referred to earlier.

They all shared their mother’s stunning beauty of face and physique. Dressed in polychromatic garments similar to those of their parents, they were evidently in a state of superb health and fitness. And, bizarrely, they seemed to be roughly the same age as their parents.
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OF COURSE, XELLVET knew that KnowsMuch and ThinksFast were in fact about 2,200 years old. She could only guess what the real ages of their daughters might be: 25? 50? 100? ...

Finally she stepped forward and broke the awkward silence:

“I’m Xellvet Vallmar, FirstLady of the XunnSphere, and presently Co-ordinator of the IssCon Quartet. I warmly welcome you to Lazall’s Palace.”

“Thank you, FirstLady,” replied KnowsMuch, her voice oozing kindness and good will. “I must say, I’ve missed this old place! I notice you’ve expanded it quite a bit since we left.”

“Yes, we’ve made a few improvements,” answered Xellvet, rapidly warming to KnowsMuch, “but the central core of the Palace is still much as it used to be.”

Then ThinksFast moved forward, grasped Xellvet’s hand gently and kissed it respectfully.

“It’s an honour to meet you, FirstLady,” he said, his voice and his whole persona powerfully masculine. Xellvet felt the teenage girl inside her wriggle with sexual attraction. She hoped her tongue wasn’t hanging out.

She wondered: did this alien couple project some kind of psychic forcefield that made people like them? If so, it was highly effective.

“I’m delighted to meet both of you,” she said with a smile, meaning it.

KnowsMuch turned to the other women. “These are our beloved daughters – Shex, Zennshel, Vreemet and Ummzen.”

Each of them bowed in turn. They said nothing, but clearly they were highly intelligent and were eagerly observing everything.

“FirstLady Xellvet,” said ThinksFast, “may we have a private discussion with you immediately? We have some alarming news to tell you, and for the moment it must be for your ears alone. We don’t wish to start a panic among the peoples of the Alliance.”

Xellvet’s advisers sent her warning glances. They didn’t like the idea of her being in a room alone with these aliens, even though they looked like Isskans. But Xellvet had already decided she could trust KnowsMuch and ThinksFast.

“Very well,” she agreed. “Please come with me.”

She led the way out of the bay to a conference room in the interior of the Palace. At its doorway she firmly told her Bodyguard commander, “Don’t eavesdrop on this meeting.”

The young colonel frowned with concern but answered, “Understood, my Lady.”

Xellvet, KnowsMuch and ThinksFast entered the room, and then the FirstLady shut the door, leaving all the others outside. “Please sit down,” she said, gesturing to the four sofas in the room. Her guests sat on one of them and she on another, facing them.

“So what exactly is this ‘alarming news’ that you need to tell me?” she asked with trepidation.

“In short,” replied ThinksFast, “we have recently found out that the Destroyers will soon attack this galaxy.”

Xellvet was stunned. “The Destroyers?!” she exclaimed. “But they were all wiped out 200 years ago! You, yourselves, eliminated their very last stronghold, in deep UnSpace.”

KnowsMuch sighed. “At first, we too believed that they had been totally annihilated. But we were wrong. We have discovered that the problem of the Destroyers is much bigger, and much worse, than we had ever imagined.”

“Indeed?” gasped Xellvet. This was very unwelcome news, to say the least. The Destroyers had waged a 50-millennia-long genocidal war against all the sentient species of the Home Galaxy. How could any problem possibly be worse than that?

KnowsMuch and ThinksFast exchanged a glance which said, “Do you want to try to explain this, or should I try?”

“Perhaps we should have kept in touch with the Home Galaxy,” said KnowsMuch, an apologetic smile on her beautiful lips. “There’s a lot you don’t know about the wider universe ...”

“Of that I’m quite certain,” agreed Xellvet. “We’ve launched a few expeditions into intergalactic space using long-distance UnJumps, but after two centuries, we really haven’t learned much. The universe beyond our own galaxy is still mostly a mystery to us. Tell me what you’ve seen!”

“Well, the good part is that sentient life is to be found everywhere, in every galaxy,” began ThinksFast. “There’s no end to the creative ingenuity of the Anthall. The universe contains countless millions of sentient life-forms!”

Xellvet nodded her majestic green-haired head. “I find that easy to believe,” she said. “Why would the Anthall behave differently in other galaxies to the way he behaves in this one? ... That’s the good part, you said. So what’s the bad part?”

“The bad part,” answered KnowsMuch, “is that, as far as we’ve been able to discern, in every galaxy there is a species just like the Destroyers – intent on wiping out all other sentient races. Indeed, it might actually be the case that all these Destroyer-races are in fact one race scattered across the universe, or perhaps cousin-races with a common ancestor.”

“That’s depressing,” commented Xellvet, “but not altogether surprising. One would expect the conflict between good and evil that we’ve seen in this galaxy to be played out elsewhere also. But how are the Destroyers in other galaxies a threat to this galaxy?”

“Well, this is the part where it gets even more depressing,” explained ThinksFast. “We have learned, in our travels among the galaxies, that the Destroyer-races possess a rudimentary, but effective, intergalactic communication-and-travel technology. Furthermore, they were deeply angered by the extermination of their local representatives in this galaxy two centuries ago. Ever since then, they’ve been drawing up plans to punish this galaxy – completely and irreversibly.”

Xellvet’s entire body went cold with fear. “Punish us?” she croaked, her throat refusing to work properly. “How, exactly?”

“We don’t know all the details,” replied ThinksFast, “but we do know that Destroyer fleets from several galaxies are crossing intergalactic space right now and are scheduled to converge on this galaxy in the fairly near future – in just a few years’ time. We’ve come here to help the peoples of the Alliance to prepare to defend themselves.”

Xellvet was silent for a moment, absorbing this horrific news. Finally she said, “I must convene an emergency meeting of the Quartet immediately!” She stood up. “Please excuse me.”

Without further ado she left the room. Pausing outside to tell her staff to show her alien guests to some comfortable quarters, she hurried away, the weight of the entire Home Galaxy upon her shoulders.
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