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Chapter 1 – Prelude
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After thousands of years and trillions of deaths, the planet had finally reached a state of peace. The people had endured seven world wars and thousands of other smaller conflicts, the consequences of which were catastrophic and without any semblance of logic. Life was extinguished at the whim of tyrants. For a very long time it seemed that intelligent life would fade away having achieved nothing but its own demise.

The early wars were fought over continents, the main antagonists seeking new territories for themselves. Later the wars were fought over ideology or conflicting religious beliefs but then the war for resources erupted. With the planet facing the threat of a runaway greenhouse effect, scientists and the leaders of nations argued over the remedy. While many agreed that the industrialisation of the planet had injected too many gases into the atmosphere, others ignored the warnings and kept poisoning the world. Those that united against them were forced to take drastic action and the Fifth World War began.

This conflict lasted nearly one hundred years, no-one willing to relent and, ironically, it further poisoned the atmosphere when the losing superpower in its dying gasp unleashed hundreds of nuclear warheads in a bid to extinguish the foe. They failed, with most of their missiles destroyed before they could reach their targets, exploding in the stratosphere. With the planet counting its losses, peace came again and lasted a thousand years, but the price was high with many nations facing significant economic turmoil. They were forced to make impossible decisions. With famine and disease ravaging their populations they allowed their governments to fold and handover their lands to bigger nations.

This was known as the War of Economics and was fought in houses of Government and Corporate headquarters rather than on battlefields. It saw the rich and powerful nations of the World racing once again for territory. Their leaders knew that the only way to maintain superiority was to be the biggest and nations that had held their own for millennia were suddenly extinct. Their people were forced into servitude as soldiers or slaves, most given menial tasks and treated no better than farm animals. When that war finally ended there were no more nations, just four continental superpowers, Chinaya; Europa, Oceania and the Southern Territories. All were equally powerful and all hell bent on being in total control.

For another thousand odd years there was an uneasy peace with occasional skirmishes over border issues, mainly with people fleeing one power hoping for a better life with another. They were always wrong. No one power cared for any of the migrants and ultimately they were no better off. The vast majority lived pitiful, soulless lives.

Then in the year 7881, war erupted again. Chinaya had been secretly developing new super weapons. They had been exploring space and harvested new and exotic minerals from asteroids creating weapons that had no equal. They soon swept the planet, vanquishing Europa then Oceania. They were stopped in the Southern Territories, not by soldiers but by the geography and environment. By now the air had become so poisonous, venturing outside was impossible without body suits and respirators. The Southern Territorians took to living underground while the Chinayans retreated. The planet laid waste for the next five thousand years and the wars of the past became distant memories.

Interestingly the two super powers remained resolute. There was no new migration of people seeking better lives or opportunities, no breakaway groups or political actions on either side. Each settled into their chosen lifestyles, which were demonstrably different. 

As the planet healed itself the people began again to venture out, inevitably the Chinayans and Southern Territorians crossed paths again. 

Initially it seemed like peace was possible but the ideological differences were soon clear. Chinaya had settled on brutality as its form of governance which was unwavering. They killed anyone who stepped outside the legal bounds. There were only two levels of existence, the Elitists and the Slaveists. While an Elitist could become a Slaveist by breaking the law the opposite was impossible. Life in Chinaya was prosperous for a minority of the people, the majority living in fear and deprivation. 

The Territorians, however, had reached an epoch. They saw life as a cooperative venture and endeavoured to stamp out poverty and hatred. It took them hundreds of years of re-education but ultimately they achieved what they called “Equilibrium”. No-one wanted for anything. All were treated with respect and equality. Life was good.

When word of the Territorian ways filtered into the minds of the Slaveist Chinayans the results were catastrophic. The people rebelled against the Elitists but they had no hope. Those that were not killed retreated to the Southern Territories and were taken in as refugees. When the Chinayan governors realised what had happened they attacked the Southern Territories. For a thousand days and nights they bombarded the Territorians with their super weapons in an attempt to wipe them out. They then sent in ground troops to mop up.

The Territorians were fully aware of the tactic and they were prepared. Chinaya made a full commitment to the attack. They sent every man, every ship, every aircraft expecting to overrun the Territorians and achieve a swift victory. What they did not know was that the Territorians had built superior defences and none of the 1000-day blitz had anything more than a superficial effect. When the Chinayans arrived they faced a motivated and angry foe and the war devolved into a siege.

Fighting was relentless and bloody and lasted years. Tens of millions died on both sides but, in time the will of the Territorians prevailed. They pushed back the Chinayan forces. Many of them surrendered, their spirits crushed. To their surprise they were treated fairly, fed and clothed and allowed to live. The realisation that their internment was better than life at home saw them negotiate with the Territorians and ultimately they fought side by side to free their families from tyranny. Word of this saw more and more Chinayan troops defect. Eventually the Chinayan governors had barely a skeleton force to defend their soil. They fought to the death. The Seventh and final World War was over.

Over the next few thousand years the planet repaired itself yet again. The people became like-minded, lived for the planet rather than themselves. Things that were seen as unnecessary were discontinued; interplanetary exploration, deep ocean exploration and armaments. Things like astronomy became hobbies while science was primarily focused only on the betterment of life and longevity. There were exceptions, such as mining for metals to enhance technology but the pristine environment was always revived. All decisions were aimed at achieving global balance. No-one wanted for anything, there was no unemployment except for those who were frail or incapable of working. They were cared for. One language, one currency and one economy was developed. There were no nations, no religion and no one person was in power; a League of Governors, a democracy that followed a strict constitution that had been forged out of all that had gone wrong for so many years past. While there was still petty crime, minor disagreements and a need for a police force; armies, air forces and navies were disbanded, weapons of mass destruction themselves destroyed. The global effect of this peace was indescribable and the people rejoiced.

For another thousand years the people revelled in a life that none could have imagined. The planet’s air cleared, scientists overcame all forms of disease so that being healthy and being long lived were just normal states. Yes, some people died accidentally or through misadventure but overall life expectancy became much more significant, like no time in history. The people of what we now called Terrania lived in harmony. There was rarely, if ever a murder to speak of and prisons became unnecessary while hospitals were typically only used in times of emergency or accident. Schools became the major institutions that endured and education was free for everyone.

Over time everyone became used to this cooperative life of plenty and complacency spread silently through the generations. The only thing they didn’t count on was another intervention, not of our their making but from Space.

It was the 4th day of the second solar quarter in the year 13948...when they came.
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Chapter 2 – The Discovery
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Filo called to his wife, “I’m just going to the roof. It’s a perfect night to observe!”

“Very good,” replied Sanita, “Take your time, all is well with the children.”

Filo was very excited; he’d never seen the sky so luminous. With the days of pollution and foul air long gone, the skies of Terrania were spectacularly clear and he wanted so much to make some kind of significant discovery and write a paper about it; perhaps winning a prize from the Amateur Astronomical Society for seeing something extraordinary and documenting it for the first time. Filo was a dreamer.

During the day he worked in the city as a computer technician, maintaining the city’s vast quantum grid. It was mindless work a lot of the time as most of the technology was self-monitoring and self-repairing. He only needed to step in when something unforeseen occurred which was basically never.  Terrania was a green power planet, only using renewables. Nuclear and coal power had been jettisoned long ago and, despite the time it took, the alternative energy program was now efficient and abundant. Filo’s solace was astronomy and he was on the roof every other night watching the heavens when the weather permitted and tonight was indeed excellent, clear skies and moonless.

With the city’s power grid turned down to the red scale to help people sleep, there was little in the way of light pollution to interfere with his view. Besides, the small quantum computer in the telescope was more than capable of adjusting for any anomaly. He trained the scope to a set of pre-programmed coordinates aimed at the Osiris Nebula and settled back to watch and listen. His scope was also equipped with a highly sensitive antenna array, located in his ample back yard. It wasn’t a massive dish like those of thousands of years ago, but it was as effective with the assistance of modern technology and ultra-high speed computing. He closed his eyes for a moment, taking in the interstellar radio signals and the ether of the cosmos. He was soon fast asleep.

Sometime later Filo woke with a start. What was that, he thought to himself. He’d heard something through the phones, a radio signal of some kind perhaps or maybe just a natural variance in the ether of the space he was focussed on. It did tend to waver and oscillate from time to time, so he wasn’t overly surprised by the anomaly.

In all of the history of the World, no-one had even located any sign of life beyond Terrania. No radio bursts, no signs of intelligent life through spectrum studies of exoplanets, nothing whatsoever. Of course, when war upon war fractured the World, astronomy ground to a halt. When society settled into its new state of being, astronomy became something of a casual pastime rather than a serious undertaking. It certainly didn’t attract any form of governmental support or funding, so discoveries were rare and deep space exploration long forgotten.

Filo knew that space missions had been launched in the distant past, thousands of them to be frank. Some were deep space missions aimed at far distant objects and a few even tried interstellar travel using light sails to propel their small probes across the vastness of space between galaxies. No-one knew what became of any of those objects. For all Filo knew they were still out there, lost forever. Pity.

Filo looked at the telemetry on his quantum screen. There was indeed a spike on the data stream. He rewound the recording and listened, zzzzzt! There it was, a clear and significant carrier of some kind, not static. It sounded like the hash of a radio signal as the relay switch released after a broadcast. Looking at the preceding data that was recorded he could see a spectrum of some kind, a low level source which had lasted 48 secs. Filo did some calculations to try and hone in on the source. He was quite experienced having traced many signals from pulsars and quasars and knew how to find what he was looking for. When the computer spat out the results he was puzzled. The information made no sense. He ran the calculations again and got the exact same result, how could this be? It was too strong to be a celestial signal which meant it was close.

As silly as it felt to him he turned his attention to the optical telescope and looked at the exact point of origin, expecting to see a distant object that might explain the signal, something undiscovered perhaps. Almost immediately he spied a glint of light. He drew his eye away from the lens and wiped it with the back of his hand then looked again. A moment or two later there was another glint, then two more. What? The glints appeared to be from high orbiting objects. Filo knew this was impossible as all the old satellites had burnt up long ago and nothing was up there anymore. The technology of today dispensed with the need for satellites in any case, so what was he seeing?

Filo followed protocol, reached for his communicator and called his friend and fellow astronomer Jako, “I need confirmation. Can you see it?”

“Yes,” replied Jako, “Glints of light in high orbit, but that’s impossible.”

“I know, but we both see it. What do we do now?”

“Take hi res pictures, record as much data as you can for as long as you can and bring it to the society tomorrow. Can you get away from work?”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Filo said thinking of the mindless rotes he spent watching the automated systems that never needed him to intervene.

“Right then, be at the society at 10 rotations. Someone might know what it is.”

Filo noted the time in his electronic diary, a tool he lived by. As discussed, he recorded everything, the vision and sounds, for the next 2 rotes and then it stopped as suddenly as it started. He still had no idea what he’d witnessed. He collated the data onto a pocket drive and went inside. In the bedroom his wife and children slept, breathing deeply and undisturbed by his presence. He joined them and, after a while drifted off himself.

At dawn, just after 7 rotes he woke. His family were already eating and he joined them feeling somewhat excited to share his discovery, whatever it was.

“How was your night Filo,” asked Sanita after giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“Well, I may have discovered something!”

“Really father, what was it,” asked his eldest child Mika

“I don’t really know.”

“Oh, so does that mean it’s not really a discovery,” asked Filo’s daughter.

“Don’t be rude Janeya,” said Sanita but all the children laughed as did Filo.

“It’s only a discovery when we confirm it and I’m doing that today.”

“Really Filo? What about work,” asked Sanita making her frustration apparent.

“I’m taking a few rotes off; this could be important.”

“What do you mean, important, it’s just astronomy,” she retorted.

“I saw light from a nearby source and heard what could have been radio chatter on the low end spectrum. It’s not an area that is used much on the planet, so it’s strange.”

“What could it be father,” asked his youngest child Kita.

“It might just be a signal bouncing off something but that wouldn’t explain the glints of light. We have nothing up there anymore, but if I had to guess I would say a vessel of some kind.”

“Are you sure,” asked Sanita.

“Of course not! I’m just guessing but it’s too close to be a natural phenomenon. The travel time is in the minz which means it’s very close. And before you ask, no, we don’t have any space ships.”

“Could we have built one,” asked Janeya who was suddenly very serious.

“Possibly, but it is counter to everything we’ve strived for as a people. The League of Governors is not interested in space exploration and for thousands of years we’ve found nothing out there, so in that respect our forefathers were right to focus on more helpful things,” Filo suggested.

“So, what are you suggesting Filo? It’s alien,” asked Sanita looking a little concerned.

“Perhaps.” Filo answered but then noticed the fear on his children’s faces and thought quickly, “Or it’s just a fickle signal that we will easily explain when we analyse the data. Nothing to be concerned about I’m sure,” He grimaced which only Sanita noticed.

“Well, whatever it is it’s not going to make the children late for schooling. Wash up and get ready for the transport. You can’t be late,” Sanita demanded.

“Yes mother,” they all droned.

As soon as they were out of the room Sanita looked at Filo, “What do you really think?”

“I saw blinking lights, not reflections and different colours too, like nav lights or anti-collision lights. I’m convinced it’s a ship. The carrier too, it came from the exact same source. My immediate concern is that a faction has developed this technology, but I cannot understand what would motivate such actions. We have peace and prosperity. No-one goes without.”

“Oh my,” said Sanita, now lost for words.

Filo continued, “However, I think there are too many reasons to suspect it’s not of our own making, which means it can only be alien. I simply don’t have the evidence to make any determination. Hopefully someone at the Society will.”

They finished the morning meal in silence.

At 10 rotes Filo walked into the building that housed the Astronomical Society, which was more of a club than a major institution. His colleagues had assembled having been made aware of his potential discovery. Filo noticed a formal meeting had been gazetted and when everyone was seated the Lead Astronomer, Barkou called the meeting to order.

“Filo, tell us of your findings.”

“Thank you Barkou but it might be simpler to have everyone witness the data first.”

He took a device from his pocket and placed it on the table. It immediately tethered to the projection wall and audio system and began to play. No one spoke, all transfixed on the images and sounds. Glints of light, sounds that zipped in and out. Carrier signals on the low F band. They sat for two rotes absorbing every detail. Chatting occasionally, replaying certain sounds and scenes and then Barkou opened the topic for discussion, “Filo, your thoughts please.”

“I believe we are looking at a vessel of some kind. Logic tells me it must be ours, constructed in secret but for reasons I cannot glean. Revolution seems illogical. On the other hand, given our societies stance on space exploration, it cannot be of our making and is therefore alien but given our total failure in the past to identify any other life, the theory is also doubtful. To my mind the most likely explanation is that we are looking at a Terranian vessel.”

Filo continued, explaining his observations and theories at length. Why he believed certain probabilities over other possibilities and reasons why certain concepts were impossible.

As he spoke, those that agreed with certain statements lightly pounded the table top with their fists. The doubters simply held an open hand on the table. Those that had not yet taken on an opinion kept their hands in their laps. Filo concluded after about 15 minz opening the discussion to the table.

“What should we do,” came one short but succinct voice.

“I really have no idea,” replied Filo.

“And if they are aliens, why bother with us,” asked another.

“Again, not something I can offer an answer to. I have asked myself the very same questions and many more.”

Then one learned fellow spoke up, a professor of linguistics as it turned out, “May I listen to the audio again please?”

“Why of course Ludic. Which part?”

“It matters not.”

“Very well.”

Filo repeated the playback and Ludic listened intently for a few minz then raised his hand to indicate he’d heard enough.”

Barkou looked upon him, “What are you thinking Ludic?”

“I believe we are hearing voices in the carrier signal.”

This time the reaction was one of overwhelming astonishment.

“Please explain Ludic.”

“There are various tones, squawks and annotations within the carrier. To the untrained ear they sound like crackles in the ether but they have substance, I’m certain of it. They are all different. One will be a higher pitch than the next and there are inflections too. It’s communication. They seem to be exchanging messages just as we are doing here and now. I...” Ludic hesitated.

“Please go on,” suggested Barkou.

Ludic was careful not to undermine the provider of the data, “As Filo has suggested, I don’t believe they are of this World. They are not Terranian.”

The astronomers debated for many minz when someone finally said, “We need to report this.”

“Indeed we do,” confirmed Barkou, “I suggest we send a delegation to the capital and present Filo’s findings. Filo, you will go with Ludic and me. The three of us will present the evidence and allow the governors to decide what it is and what to do about it.”

The group was in agreement.
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Chapter 3 – The Governors
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Genova was the centre of government for the entire planet. It housed the League of Governors, 25 in all representing 24 times zones with an alternate appointed so there could never be a tied vote in keeping with the planetary constitution. No-one could abstain from a vote so a result was always achieved. The Governors each spent one lunar cycle in the city and one lunar cycle at their home province. The system was simple. It didn’t really need to be complicated. The planet was enjoying a harmonic existence with a like-minded approach to the good of the environment and the people. Decisions were rarely heavily debated because the constitution set standards that guided the decision making process.

In the year 13839 an environmental decision came to the League of Governors. They faced a dilemma over a dam, one that had existed for almost 500 years. Its purpose was to generate hydroelectric power but it had become expensive to maintain and alternative energy sources made it redundant. The decision was not about decommissioning the dam but whether or not to deconstruct it and return the region to normal. While such issues in the past would have created a firestorm of debate with the environment against commercial interests, the final result was passed with almost no discussion. The constitution was clear, if and when the natural state of things could be renewed, it would be so. There were exceptions of course, such as flood mitigation, but in this case it was not an issue as there were no populations downstream. So, the dam was slowly drained and deconstructed. The refuse was used elsewhere; nothing was wasted. The region was returned to its natural state over a period of 400 solar quarters, causing no disruption to habitat and wildlife. Simple, logical decisions.

The city itself was magnificent with gleaming glass and steel high rise structures as ornate as any intricate sculpture. All were self-sufficient with their own eco and recycling systems for water and waste. With planetary weather systems stable, the forefathers were able to accurately plan the locations of cities to take full advantage of rains. It wasn’t a perfect process and backup systems were built into the city networks but they were rarely needed and never for long. All vehicles were eco-friendly with most people reliant on the mass transporters that moved about on a perfectly maintained timetable. Suburbs spread out around the city centre just like they had in the past but they were cleverly built to avoid transport congestion or overpopulation. If a suburb reached maximum capacity, it was closed to new residents and a new suburb created if required but population growth was slow and strictly maintained to guarantee no strain on resources. If the League of Governors were made aware of a population spike, constitutional controls were imposed to slow the birth rate. No-one argued with this and, yes there was disappointment but everyone understood that the dangers of runaway population growth were far worse than having to wait to have a child. Every decision was designed to maintain planetary balance.

As this was a sitting cycle for the league, Barkou, Filo and Ludic wasted no time arranging to meet with the Governors. The League’s open door policy was one that enabled all the people to meet their representatives face to face if desired and individual governors spent more time talking to constituents than sitting in the hallowed halls of the League. The trio was soon in the office of, Garon, the representative of their home province, Estonita. After the traditional pleasantries and introductions were completed Garon sat at a meeting table and invited the trio to join him. A scribe machine was engaged to keep a record of the exchange, as required under constitutional law. ALL meetings were recorded.

“Thank you for seeing us Garon,” said Barkou, “We hope you do not find this news disturbing.”

“On the contrary, men of science may not have the interest of the League that they once did, but when there are discoveries to reveal, I’m a very keen listener. What have you found?”

Barkou gestured towards Flio who took the cue, “Garon, I believe there’s a ship in orbit above our planet. I believe right now that it is hiding behind our Moon so we cannot see it with our telescopes or hear its signals.”

“A space ship?”

“Yes sir.” Filo then played an edited version of the audible and optical data before continuing, “I detected it with a small radio telescope and then confirmed the discovery visually before it went silent and slipped out of view, but I believe it’s still there,” explained Filo.

“I have confirmed Filo’s findings,” added Ludic, “The recordings clearly indicate a craft of some kind, maybe more and we believe the audibles we caught were radio communications on the low F band. We think words were spoken, but we do not know the language.”

Garon didn’t realise immediately that his mouth was gaping revealing his astonishment, “My goodness, this is unprecedented.”

“Well no, it isn’t,” said Barkou, “Thousands of years ago space travel was common. We sent men and women to our own Moon and other planets in our system. There are probes still travelling in space that our forefathers send to study distant objects. It’s only due to the ravages of war and the coming together of the people for peace and prosperity that we discarded such practices.”

“I take your point which prompts the question. Who are they?”

“We see only two possibilities Garon,” suggested Barkou, “They are a radical group of Terranians who have secretly developed space technology and are now actively launching into space. That said, we see this as unlikely because it would be nearly impossible to hide the expenditure, not to mention a launch, unless they did so from the outer territories. Even so, how would they move something so large across vast areas of wilderness? And a ship of this
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