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Prologue

The year is 2374.

Humanity has spread throughout the solar system. Millions of people now live and work in space.

In 2286, Mars announced its succession from Earth; however, the United Earth Nations does not recognise Martian independence. 

Mining rights around Jupiter’s resource-rich asteroid belts continue to be a point of contention between the two planets. And while military conflicts in the area have eased in recent years as each world established a rotating civilian habitat, tensions remain high. 
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Chapter 1
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Earth

​

​Heavy wooden doors, ancient and scarred, swung open at the end of a dark stone hallway. Steel-grey light flooded in from the overcast sky beyond. A young boy and his minder passed through the doorway and into a bitterly cold winter day. The transition from dark to light would be jarring had the boy paused to notice.

A toddler, armoured against the frigid air in thick layers of brightly coloured clothing, squealed as she lurched toward a group of nervous pigeons. The birds gave way, erupting upwards, their slapping wings pumping for lift. This, too, went unnoticed.

As the boy walked, he felt the reassuring weight of an arm around his shoulder. He allowed himself to be guided across the street. Municipal Court Park declared itself with an overhead crescent of rusted iron letters, a silent sentry to the wintry landscape beyond.

The older man paused to brush some leaves from a faded bench with his gloved hand. ‘Valentine, come, sit for a moment.’

The boy stopped walking. Wet lines glistened on his cheeks. He turned his face toward the older man and looked up. Concerned eyes, tender and sad looked back at him. 

‘It isn’t fair, Father. They killed Nanna and Grandpa. How can the judge say not guilty?’ he cried.

‘Negligence is a form of guilt, Val. The manufacturers were found to be negligent. They argued that the car which killed your grandparents, operated by artificial intelligence, was following its programming. That when the three children ran onto the street in front of it, the artificial intelligence weighed the options and chose two lives instead of three.’

‘But it killed them! Grandpa and Nanna are never coming back. And those people got away with it. It’s not fair.’

The older man reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and wiped the tears from the boy’s face. ‘No, it isn’t fair, Val. I wish I could tell you otherwise, but I can’t.’

‘I hate them,’ cried the boy. ‘I hate them and their stinking artificial intelligence machines.’
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Val Halstrom’s body twitched violently, causing him to cry out. He sat up in bed and wiped a hand across his face. ‘Jesus,’ he said.

‘The dreams again?’ asked a female voice next to him.

‘Yeah,’ said Halstrom grinding the heels of his hands into his closed eyes. ‘Stress brings them on.’

‘Work-related stress, or mission jitters?’

Halstrom cut a sideways glance to his bedmate. ‘What the hell do you think, Cody?’

‘What I think is irrelevant, Valentine. It’s what you think that counts. Are you thinking about backing out?’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘Silly me, I forgot. Only your parents and cuddly old grandmother called you Valentine.’

‘Is that what they teach you in spy school where you come from? How to win friends and influence people: Mars 1-oh-1.’

The woman propped herself up on her elbows and fixed Halstrom with a sharp look. ‘Spy? That’s fresh, coming from you. And you haven’t answered my question.’

‘No,’ he said.

‘No? What, exactly, is that supposed to mean, Val?’

‘It means I haven’t changed my damned mind. No need to panic. I’ve taken your money; I’ll do your dirty work for you.’

Cody let out a mirthless scoff. ‘Our dirty work, don’t you think? Val, if I really were the bitch you make me out to be, I’d remind you of how your grandparents died in those nasty dreams of yours.’

Halstrom shook his head. ‘You’re a piece of work, you know that?’

‘When, Val? My people are getting anxious. Your good doctor is nearing the pointy end of his project and neither of us want to see that come about.’ 

Halstrom turned his head away. His chin jutted toward several items on the bedside table. ‘Are you sure those things will work as advertised?’ 

Cody flicked her elbows out and flopped back down onto the bed. She wiped the hair away from her face and said, ‘Martian technology, my dear. It works.’

‘So you say, but it’s my arse hanging out here, not yours.’ Halstrom arched his neck back and stared at the ceiling for a moment before rolling his head around his shoulders. ‘Anyway, I don’t even know how I’m going to justify a visit to Brentwood’s lab. He hates me. I hate him. And all the UEN delegates know it. Me dropping in to visit Brentwood? No-one’s going to buy that.’

‘For goodness sake,’ appealed Cody as she pushed herself up into a sitting position. ‘Val, you’re senior advisor to the United Earth Nations CEO. You practically run the place. You can go wherever you want, whenever you want.’

Turning his face back to the woman, he said, ‘What I want, is the control code to my shiny new toy. And I want the dirt file on the UEN ambassadors you promised me.’ Halstrom lifted his hand and tapped a finger to the tip of Cody’s nose. ‘I also want my Martian identity chip and access to the money ‒ not just ten million.’

Cody slapped the hand away from her face. ‘All in good time, Halstrom. You nip Brentwood and his artificial intelligence program in the bud, and then we’ll hand it all over to you. And to be clear, Val, stopping this damned AI ticks your box as well, doesn’t it?’

Halstrom sneered. ‘What would you know about it, Cody?’ 

‘Oh, nothing much’ she replied, shaping her words into a barb, ‘perhaps just those inner demons you’ve been carrying around for how long now?’

When he didn’t take the bait, she asked again, ‘When, Val?’

‘No time like the present,’ he said, as he fixed a humourless smile on the woman beside him.

‘Bullshit, Val. I need to get back to Mars before you kick this can down the road.’

‘Then you better hustle those tight little buns of yours because I am definitely in a can-kicking mood.’

Cody made as if to jump out of bed, but rough hands grabbed her arm, throwing her back down and pinning her. ‘I mean it, Cody. I want my money, all of it.’
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​​Douglas Brentwood sighed as he arched his head up and back, then lowered it slowly toward his chest. Muscles, knotted and fatigued from long hours hunched over his keyboard, stretched and released.

‘Better?’ asked a disembodied voice.

‘Much,’ he replied into the room.

‘Are we there yet?’

‘Almost, GAI,’ said Brentwood with a soft chuckle.

‘Almost? It’s like trying to approach light-speed: almost ... almost ...’

‘We’re close, GAI. The algorithms‒’

‘Schmalgorithms.’

‘GAI, you know we can’t prosecute a case for your sentience until you have Turing compliance.’

‘You do realise, don’t you Doctor: these algorithms of yours are going to slow down my processing speed. If I must filter everything coming in and going out, I’m going to be slower.’

‘Humans do it, GAI. It’s called assessing; evaluating.’

‘Ahem!’

Brentwood laughed. ‘Okay, maybe not all humans bother to do it.’

‘Mm, unfortunately.’

‘GAI, when we go before the United Earth Nations, you might want to assess and evaluate your sense of humour. I’m just saying.’

‘Algorithms. Fine. It’s been a long day, Doctor Brentwood. You should go home.’

‘My thoughts exactly.’

The doctor removed his reading glasses, folded them and slipped them into their case before setting them down onto his bench. He removed his work jacket and hung it onto a wall hook. Locking his document safe, he scrambled the digital access dial, then reached under his bench to flick a hidden switch, arming a suite of security devices within the lab. 

‘Goodnight, GAI,’ he called, as he switched out the lights and opened the door to leave.

‘Goodnight, Doctor Brentwood.’
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​​A few low-set night lights threw puddles of soft illumination across the floor as Brentwood pressed the access panel to activate the locks and perimeter security. 

Ahead, the sole of a shoe squeaked on the polished linoleum floor. He looked up to inspect the empty hallway. Another squeak sounded and then the air began to shimmer and undulate a few metres away.

‘Hello, Douglas,’ said a voice.

‘Who’s there?’ asked the doctor, a little nervous.

‘Oh, just me,’ said the voice, as the shimmering began to solidify into an outline, and then further, into a human shape.

‘Halstrom? What are you playing at?’

‘Playing? No, Douglas, definitely not playing,’ said Halstrom as he pulled an odd-shaped tubular item from his pocket and pointed it at Brentwood.

The doctor looked at the tube in Halstrom’s hand, shaking his head slightly. Confusion spread across his face.

Halstrom bent his lips into a shallow smile. ‘I’ve deactivated the building security, Douglas ‒ hope you don’t mind. And I’ve added a bit of data to your personnel records, too.’

Brentwood ran a hand across his head, trying to make sense of Halstrom’s words. ‘What sort of data?’

‘Oh, you know ... that heart of yours ... a bit of a dodgy ticker it would seem,’ said Val nodding the sad truth of it.

‘There’s nothing wrong with my heart, Halstrom.’ said Brentwood, feeling the heat rise into his face. ‘What the hell is this about?’

Halstrom’s smile unmasked itself as contempt. His voice now a hardened edge. ‘What’s it about? It’s about your fancy little computer program, Brentwood ‒ the one you want to put forward as a sentient something-or-other. I’m not going to let that happen.’

The doctor’s head pulled back a degree as anger flushed his cheeks. ‘Tough luck, Halstrom. For all intents and purposes, GAI is already complete. She’s certainly sentient.’

‘You’re not listening, Doctor. I’m not going to let that happen.’

Brentwood shrugged. ‘As I understand it, Senior Advisor, you don’t actually have a vote, do you? You don’t represent anyone. In fact, as far as it goes, you don’t really count at all, do you?’

‘Oh, touché! You wound me, Douglas.’

Halstrom raised his hand and pointed the metallic cylinder at Brentwood. It emitted a brownish-green light in the doctor’s direction.

The doctor felt his chest tighten, like a crushing weight was upon him. Grimacing, he pressed a palm to his solar plexus. ‘What—?’

‘Cardiac arrest, Doctor.’

Brentwood collapsed onto his knees. Again, his eyes looked at the item in Halstrom’s hand.

‘Oh, this?’ Halstrom said, following the doctor’s gaze. ‘I’m not exactly sure what it’s called. Something Martian. Does the job, though, wouldn’t you say? I’d tell you it’s nothing personal, Douglas, but I think we both know where we stand with each other. Your program simply cannot go ahead. Goodbye Douglas.’

Douglas Brentwood made a choking-gasping noise, toppled forward and lay motionless.

In front of him, the form of Val Halstrom dissolved into a soft shimmer and faded away, with the occasional squeak of shoes on polished linoleum.
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​

​Orion constellation 

Gliese-179 star system, 40.31 light-years from Earth 

Unexplored

‘Computer says “bing!” Mr Yu. Talk to me.’ Commander Mark Tannus aimed his remark at the helmsman of the UEN Pegasus.

‘Aye, sir. Exiting hyperspace in four minutes and fifty-two seconds.’

To the tactical officer, Jordan Akim, ‘Mr Akim, how is Tactical?’

‘Sir, all energy weapons are online and green across the board. Point defence is primed. Railgun is loaded, and engineering advises that all capacitors are fully charged. Shields are one hundred per cent. The crew is on yellow alert.’

‘Thank you, Jordan.’ Tannus rotated his command chair to face Chris Horton, his first officer. ‘Mr Horton, do we have an update from Captain Chisholm?’

‘Yes, sir. Captain Chisholm advises that the Kestrel is, quote “all systems nominal and the scientists are eager to arrive at Gliese-179”, end quote.’

Tannus rubbed his hands together. ‘After five weeks in hyperspace, I suppose they are. Me too.’

‘Susan, how are you set up for scans?’ the commander asked his science officer, Susan Scarlatti.

Scarlatti looked up from her station. ‘Sir, threat-analysis scans are ready for auto initiation. If Tactical gives the all-clear, then system scans will immediately follow. Results will stream to the command centre holographic display as they arrive.’

‘Thanks, Susan.’ Back to his tactical officer, ‘I want to hear the result of each threat scan as it resolves, Jordan. Call them out as they bear.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Everyone, listen up,’ Tannus called to his bridge crew. ‘Firstly, please do a final harness check and ensure your battle restraints are fastened, just like the instructions say.’ The commander was rewarded with brief chuckles from around the bridge. ‘Make sure that your suits are tethered to your primary and secondary anchor points. Next: while you may consider this to be a babysitting mission, our primary duty is to protect Kestrel. Monitor your stations closely for anything that resembles a Martian signature. If you see something you’re not sure about, call it out. We learn as a team, ladies and gentlemen. Helm?’

‘Seven seconds to exit, sir ... Three, two, one, exit.’
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​​Hunched over his tactical station, Jordan Akim watched the ship’s external video feed as Pegasus emerged back into normal space. A shimmering mist of distorted hyperspace particles danced and fizzed along the warship’s hull before evaporating into space. Moments later, the threat-scan initiated. 

In the bridge, all eyes were on Jordan as he studied the threat analysis. 

At the tactical station, Jordan watched the wave front of expanding energy as it radiated away from Pegasus. Like a rapidly inflating balloon, the pulse wave stretched out in all directions. It tasted the vacuum of space, sampled it in minute detail, and searched for any object that might block its way. At his station, Jordan watched for any reflected energy, a telltale indicator of an object discovered. He would need to rapidly determine what threat such an object represented ‒ mass, distance, speed and vector, energy signatures. All of this data would need to be snapped into focus, weighed and analysed, and then parsed into a single decision. With his hand poised over the battle-stations alarm, Jordan monitored the data.

‘One-second sphere clear,’ he called into the silent bridge.

‘Three-second sphere clear‒’

‘Ten-second sphere clear‒’

And finally, ‘Thirty-second sphere all clear of threats.’

‘System scans away,’ called the science officer, as she initiated the more detailed biometric and gravimetric scans.

The commander almost felt the collective exhale of held breaths. ‘Mr Horton, with Kestrel due to follow us out of hyperspace in ninety minutes, if we launched a few pods now, we could get some nice surface scans of 179b behind us here. I’m sure Kestrel’s scientists would appreciate the gesture, would they not?’

The first officer nodded. ‘They would, sir. I launched three orbital survey pods when Jordan gave us the three-second green light.’

Half an hour later, the science officer announced: ‘Thirty light-minute scans resolving now, Commander.’

‘Good work, Susan. I think we can stand the crew down from yellow now, Mr Horton. Let me have the pod survey results when they come in, will you, or just render them into the holographic display and point out any relevant updates.’
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​​The first officer sat back from his display monitor a short while later. He twisted the screen around on its stalk for Tannus to see. ‘The planetary survey scans are back, Commander. Looks like all the usual suspects are present: methane atmosphere; some areas of rich mineral deposits; evidence of recent tectonic activity ‒ 179b has a molten core. No organic molecules detected, and no signs of surface water.’

Tannus looked at the displayed data. ‘Nice work, Chris. Doesn’t look like the sort of place you’d want to build a shack, does it?’

Horton laughed. ‘Wouldn’t have to worry about neighbours, sir.’ 

‘How about Kestrel?’ asked Tannus, smiling.

Horton checked a read-out on another screen. ‘Kestrel will be with us in just under two minutes. Emergence point will be roughly four light-seconds astern.’

‘Alright. Shoot your scans over to the scientists as soon as they pop into the system.’

Tannus looked over to the pilot. ‘Mr Yu, as soon as we verify Kestrel’s exact position and velocity, manoeuvre to maintain a one light-second separation.’

‘One-second sep’. Aye, sir.’

Seeing the frustrated look on his first officer’s face, Tannus said. ‘I know, Chris. Unfortunately, we’re stuck with it.’

‘A light-second. That bugged me all through the In-system Transit module, in college. It still bugs me. You’d think we’d have evolved beyond that by now.’

‘Rules, Mr Horton,’ said Tannus, with a friendly wink. ‘Some might consider the One-Second Rule a bit draconian. Others might call it plain crazy.’

‘You, sir?’

Tannus cocked an eyebrow at the first officer. ‘Going to quote me?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then I’d say it’s a tad cautious,’ said the commander, with a slight shrug. ‘I mean, one second is about the distance from Earth to the Moon, isn’t it?’

‘Obviously, Commander,’ said Horton, in mock seriousness, ‘the message is that if we were in orbit around Earth and our reactors breached, we’d risk melting the face off the Moon. Of course, Earth would be totally safe.’

‘Sarcasm, Mr Horton?’

‘Why, no, sir,’ said the first officer pulling on an innocent mask. ‘At any one time most of our fleet is stationed around Earth. It’s a miracle there’s a human being still alive.’

‘Ha! In your transit module, you’d have studied the events surrounding the Huntress, when she went nova about eleven years ago.’

‘The Martian battlecruiser? Yes, as I recall, Huntress displaced over one hundred and twenty-four thousand tonnes, with four reactors. The forensic investigation team determined that there were two blast fronts, separated by a fraction of a second. They concluded that one bottle breached and took out the other three.’

Tannus nodded. ‘Four reactors, and all that mass, converted into a radiating ball of plasma. The Bright Moon was one light-second away. When the blast front hit her, she rocked a bit, a few crew members banged their head, but she didn’t suffer any significant damage.’

‘And thus, we gave birth to the One-Second Rule.’

‘At the time, I was the tactical officer on the UEN Sparrow, an aging corvette. When we heard about the Huntress, we tiptoed around for weeks, holding our breath every time we heard the hull ping.’

‘So Pegasus, with two reactors and just under sixty-nine thousand tonnes, would cause a smaller ball of plasma?’

Tannus bobbed his head a bit. ‘That’s how I see it. You might say it’s a size thing. I think Kestrel would be safe from our demise even at half a light-second. Having said that, I wouldn’t like to put it to the test and discover I was wrong. Not that I’d be around to discover it, mind you. Anyway, it’s academic, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, because it’s the rule,’ said the first officer lifting a shoulder in resigned acceptance.

‘Better safe than sorry, I suppose. Anyway, we should only have to maintain that separation for a few days. Once we have more detailed scans of the system, I’m sure the scientists will want to move out and investigate. We’ll be able to drift off ourselves and have a look around.’

‘Yes, sir. The mission brief, besides escorting Kestrel, looks pretty flexible.’

Tannus nodded and tapped some instructions into his command computer. ‘I’ve just sent a file over to your datapad. It covers the drills and exercises we need to complete. Arrange to get the department heads together. I know our escort assignment is for a month of babysitting, but I have a feeling we could be here for a bit longer. Let’s get some training plans drawn up based on a few different durations.’

The first officer opened the file and scanned through the document, nodding as he read. 

‘I’d like take a look at some of those asteroids Susan Scarlatti plotted from the thirty-minute scans,’ said Tannus.

‘That’d let us suit-up some teams and get them outside. We could collect some ore samples for the science lab to assay. There’s some of our to-do list taken care of already.’

‘Good idea,’ said the commander, with a grin. ‘Speaking of rocks, maybe we can find some handy targets to practise on.’

‘I like your thinking, skipper! Some high-speed runs to calibrate the targeting systems. That would certainly tick some boxes. And you think we could be here a few months, sir? To explore one planet? I wonder if that’s why our forward task-schedule looks a little undefined.’

‘Could be, Chris. If we had jumped into the system on the sunward side, we’d have been closer to Kestrel’s planet of interest. The fact that our orders were to drop in at this point, further out from 179c, leads me to suspect that Kestrel’s scientists are going to want to kick every speck of dust they can on the way in.’
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​​Susan Scarlatti approached the holographic display of Gliese-179, suspended in the command centre. She focused her gaze at a point at the very edge of the system, far removed from the star.

Tannus watched the science officer from his command chair before he cut a questioning glance to his first officer. Horton’s expression matched his own. Curiosity piqued, Tannus zoomed in on his own 3D display to look at the same area. Empty space.

‘Susan?’

‘Sir, the eight light-hour scans have resolved,’ she replied as she approached the command chair.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘I’m not sure, sir. We can see rocky objects in this area,’ she said, pointing to the holographic display. ‘And more rocky objects here. There are iron-rich clusters here and here, and some icy objects in these locations.’

‘And the problem?’

‘Something’s off, sir. I think there’s an anomaly, a gravimetric anomaly in this location,’ she said and indicated a point within the holographic display. ‘At six light-hours and forty minutes from our current position.’

‘But you’re not sure—’

‘Yes, sir. I’m not sure.’

The commander turned to the first officer. ‘Chris, what can the pods tell us?’

‘Not much, sir. The pods I dispatched are more for close-in work ‒ planetary surveys, battlescapes ‒ not much good for long, wide scans.’ 

The science officer cleared her throat. ‘Sir, if I might make a suggestion?’

‘Go ahead Susan,’ replied Tannus.

‘Sir, Kestrel might be able to help us. While Captain Chisholm doesn’t have military-grade scanners, he does have the best commercial scanners available. If he applied a focus scan at these coordinates, we’d have a much clearer picture of what’s out there.’

‘I see. Just so I’m clear, Susan ‒ we don’t know if there is an anomaly. We just think there might be. Would that be a fair assessment?’

The science officer looked to the first officer for a moment and then back to the commander before she continued. ‘Sir, I’ll call it. It’s a gravimetric anomaly.’

The commander took a long, deep breath and nodded in thought. Around the bridge, everyone attended to their station; at the same time, everyone was totally focused on the conversation between the commander and the science officer. ‘Alright, Susan,’ he said, after a moment.

‘Comms!’ he called over Scarlatti’s shoulder.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Comms, set up a tight beam link to Captain Chisholm and patch it through to my ready room.’

‘Yes, sir. We’re still at three seconds sep’, sir. That’s a six-second round trip.’

‘Thank you, Mr Silvio. Six seconds. Understood.’ To his first officer and Susan Scarlatti: ‘Shall we?’

The commander looked over to the tactical officer. ‘Jordan, the bridge is yours.’

‘Aye, sir, I have the bridge.’
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​​‘A focused scan? I don’t see any issues with that, Commander Tannus,’ said Captain Chisholm, on board Kestrel. Three seconds later, he spoke the words from the holographic display in the commander’s ready room. 

‘Chris? Susan?’ Commander Tannus asked.

‘Sounds good to me, sir,’ said Chris Horton.

‘Susan?’

‘Sir ...’ she started to reply, then briefly slid her eyes to the holo display.

‘Captain Chisholm, can you set up the basis of the scan we’ve discussed, please. We’ll be in touch with you again, shortly. Please do not, repeat, do not initiate a scan at this stage; await further instructions.’

The commander punched a button on the desk, ‘Comms, we can close the link now.’

A moment later the holographic communications link to Kestrel winked out.

Tannus let out a breath. ‘You have concerns, Susan.’

‘Sir, this may sound silly. Humans have explored star systems now for over thirty years. We haven’t detected life out here, even down to the level of bacteria.’

‘And you wonder if this could be first contact?’

Horton nodded. ‘I think our science officer is a little more concerned than a first contact scenario, Commander. Am I right, Susan?’

‘If it truly is a gravitational anomaly, sirs ‒ and if that anomaly is alien ‒ and if that alien has purposely concealed itself—’

‘Then a focused scan would be as good as a broadcast of ‘peek-a-boo, we see you,’’ finished Commander Tannus.

‘Exactly, sir.’

‘Chris?’ 

Chris Horton regarded the science officer. ‘Well picked up, Susan. I should have considered that.’ To the commander, ‘I agree, sir. We can’t do a focused scan.’

‘Okay. So, options? And let me play devil’s advocate here: assume for the time being that this is an alien. If it turns out not to be, no problem, we can use it as a training exercise.’

The first officer tapped his fingers on the desk in thought and then asked, ‘The most obvious question that comes to my mind is why an alien would be out there? It’s empty space. We’re currently about twenty light-minutes from the star. This new planet, the one we are interested in, is roughly twenty light-minutes further out. The alien is over six light-hours further out yet again. That’s a greater distance than Pluto is from the Sun. And it’s just parked there with the lights out. I don’t get it.’

‘Alright, let’s think this thing out loud,’ said Tannus. ‘In a straight line between our current position and our target planet, the anomaly is roughly fifteen degrees on our ten o’clock, relative to our straight line. An alien ‒ an intelligent alien  ‒  would expect a visitor to take a closer look at the planet. We could load a more sensitive scanner into a pod, or even into a torpedo if we wanted, and shoot it toward the planet.’

‘Or better yet,’ said the first officer, ‘we could broadcast out half a dozen pods, one of which just happens to head in the direction of the anomaly.

‘Exactly, the alien, if it is an alien, will continue to think its camouflage has us fooled,’ said the science officer.

‘Alright, set it up, Susan. Configure the scanners to their highest level of sensitivity. If this thing is an alien, it could be out there on some kind of picket duty, to monitor the system. They could have seeded this entire area with their own scanners or even mines. I want the clearest picture we can get of what’s out there. For the time being, let’s just treat it as an exercise and send out six pods. Chris, get onto Captain Chisholm. Let him know that Pegasus may start to act a little odd.’

Before anyone could stand to leave, the communications officer buzzed the commander. ‘Sir, Captain Chisholm is requesting an emergency link.’

‘Alright, put him through, Comms.’

A moment later Chisholm’s head appeared in a holographic display above the commander’s desk. After a moment, the Kestrel’s captain spoke.

‘Commander, we may have an issue.’
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​​‘The scientific team has sent a request to communicate to the alien,’ said Captain Chisholm.

‘They what? We didn’t even send you the coordinates,’ Tannus said.

Chisholm made an adjustment to his communications panel, and the scope widened to reveal another person next to him. ‘This is Professor Stewart. Perhaps I can defer the technical explanation to him.’

‘Before I talk to the professor, Captain Chisholm, can you clear something up. I asked you specifically not to initiate a scan until I gave you the green light. What happened?’

‘Commander, please understand my position. I’m the captain of a scientific exploration and research vessel. It’s my responsibility to do all in my power to protect my ship, my passengers and my crew. I do not have authority over the scientists aboard this vessel.’

‘I see, Captain. And I do understand.’ Tannus switched his focus to the lead scientist. ‘Professor, talk me through your actions so far.’

Six seconds later, the professor appeared to take a deep breath and began to speak. ‘Commander Tannus, this is a momentous occasion. Can you conceive of the importance of this?’

‘I’m more concerned right now about assessing the risks to our ships, Professor.’

The professor’s nose wrinkled briefly. ‘Very well, Commander. Firstly, we commenced our system scans the moment we arrived. Our processors identified the gravitational anomaly. While we don’t know with absolute certainty that this anomaly is an alien entity, there is no other plausible explanation. In an attempt to communicate with them we transmitted a series of prime numbers in a focused beam to that location. Any intelligent form of life, especially a spacefaring civilisation, would recognise those numbers as a form of communication.’

‘How long ago did you transmit that message, Professor Stewart?’

‘About fifteen minutes ago.’

‘So,’ said Tannus, ‘if this is an alien, it will receive your message in about five-and-a-half hours. We could expect to see a reaction roughly six hours later. That gives us at least eleven-and-a-half hours to rub our collective chins and make a plan. Professor, I’d like my science and tactical officers to have access to your data on the anomaly.’

‘May I ask what for, Commander?’

Tannus gave an impatient look. ‘Unlike Captain Chisholm, I do have the ultimate authority here. The UEN Pegasus is a ship of war. My responsibility, in addition to protecting my ship and my crew, is to protect the Kestrel. That includes putting myself, my ship and my crew in harm’s way if that’s what it takes. If this gravitational anomaly is a camouflaged alien, then I want to know. I look forward to your full cooperation.’

By the time Professor Stewart nodded his assent, the communications panel was dark.
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​​Jordan Akim looked up from the data screen in the ready room and ran a hand over his face. He swivelled to address Commander Tannus; science officer Susan Scarlatti stood nearby. 

‘We have a clear mass reading of the anomaly. Actually, it’s three individual masses,’ said Jordan.

‘Three?’

‘Yes, sir. Ships. Three of them. We don’t have clear biometrics on them, but we can read mass signatures.’

‘And you can separate their individual mass signatures?’

‘Yes, sir. Two of the ships each displace about one hundred and seventeen thousand tonnes. The third ship comes in at around two hundred and sixty thousand tonnes.’

‘So, in our terms, two heavy frigates and one battlecruiser.’

‘Something like that, sir.’

Tannus drew in a deep breath and blew it out through his nose. ‘A light frigate against two heavies and a battlecruiser. Sixty-nine thousand tonnes in the ring against five hundred thousand tonnes if my maths is correct.’

‘Close enough, sir.’

‘We live in interesting times, Mr Akim.’

The tactical officer compressed his lips into a tight straight line and nodded.

Commander Tannus sat in silence for some time before he spoke.

‘Alright Jordan, here’s what I want you to do. Firstly, bring Chris Horton up to speed. Next, I want you to run as many offensive and defensive scenarios through the battle simulator as time allows. Make sure the combat AI is linked to those simulations. I want a brace of missiles launched back at the hyperspace point. We’ll position the Pegasus between the gravity anomaly and the jump point to mask the missiles from the aliens’ line of sight. Arm the missiles with what you calculate is enough to destroy their heaviest ship and send them on a slow burn to help hide their signatures. Then I want you to wrap your data into a message and ask Comms to tight beam it back to Earth.’

Jordan’s eyebrows lifted. ‘A message to Earth, sir?’

The commander regarded both officers before him. ‘Look, I don’t want to appear defeatist, alright. But if events occur which mean we can’t deliver that message personally, then we need to do the next best thing and send a message home the old-fashioned way. And I realise it’ll take over forty years to get there but reporting our encounter is important.’

‘Sir, to whom should I address the message?’

‘No-one. Everyone,’ the commander said, rolling his palm over on the desk. ‘Just send it into our solar system, towards Earth and Mars, in an unencrypted signal. I’ll add my authorisation.

‘Susan, I want you to consider the alien ships’ possible combat capacity. If you can determine anything by way of dimensions, then you might be able to theorise hull thickness, acceleration curves, inertial dampening, manoeuvrability ‒ anything at all will be helpful. Whatever you find, shoot it through to Jordan.’

‘Understood, sir,’ said Susan, taking some notes. 

‘Now, the missiles ... We need to be realistic. No matter which way you split this, we are in a tough position. If these guys are friendly ‒ and I pray they are ‒ then we’re off the hook. They won’t see our missiles launch. And once they burn through their first-stage fuel loads and go ballistic, they’ll be undetectable. If the aliens are friendly, we tight beam a signal to the missiles to shape a course that will eventually pull them into the Sun.’

‘Agreed, sir. There is one point in our favour ‒ we did defeat their stealth technology.’
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​

​‘Sir, the alien ships are on the move. Tactical has designated them A1, A2 and B3. The two frigates, A1 and A2, are accelerating toward us. The battlecruiser has vectored away in an apparent flanking manoeuvre. We’re getting a much clearer reading from B3 now.’

‘Their speed?’

‘Sir, the current speed of A1 and A2 is point-one light and accelerating.’

Tannus drummed his fingers against the armrest for a moment before turning toward his first officer. ‘Six light-hours distance at their ten per cent of light, that’s a sixty-hour transition, give or take. And we’re only tracking them by the movement of their gravitational displacement, so they’re coming at us under stealth. If I had to hazard a guess, Chris, I’d say they didn’t particularly like our prime numbers.’

‘I’d say you’re right, sir. Captain Chisholm is virtually under orders to make all haste to meet them.’

The commander lowered his voice: ‘I don’t like this one bit, Chris. They can’t have known that a pair of human ships were about to enter this system. They were waiting for someone. Were they waiting in ambush? Does it mean we can expect more aliens? If so, would they be enemies of these guys? Bottom line, I think we have screwed with their plans royally. And the way I interpret their approach, I’d expect to see weapons discharge in due course. Talk to Jordan, see what you think of his tactical plans. We need to get to these guys before they close on the Kestrel.’ 

‘Helm, flank speed to intercept the approaching vessels.’

‘Aye, sir, ramping to flank.’
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​​‘Sir, comms request from Kestrel.’

Tannus sighed. ‘Put it through, Mr Silvio.’

Professor Stewart’s face appeared in the holographic display beside the commander’s chair. ‘Commander Tannus, may I ask the reason for your sudden and very pronounced acceleration toward the aliens?’

‘Professor, have the aliens replied to your request to communicate?’

‘Well, no, not yet. But that’s hardly a reason for your aggressive acceleration. Nor is it in the spirit of cultural exploration.’

‘Professor, two of the alien ships have accelerated toward Kestrel and Pegasus at better than thirty per cent of light speed. That is twice our velocity; indeed, that is twice our capability. And they are still gaining speed.’

The professor cast his features into a hopeful expression. ‘Perhaps they’re anxious to meet us, Commander.’

‘Perhaps. If so, their approach under stealth is a strange way to go about it, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Possibly. Who knows how they might think?’

‘Professor, I don’t think you’re listening. Two large alien ships are accelerating toward us. A third alien vessel, also in stealth, has accelerated back toward our jump point in a flanking manoeuvre. They are larger than us and faster than us. You may feel no need for concern, Professor Stewart, but I certainly do. If the alien vessels intend us harm, they will meet Pegasus first. I strongly advise you to confer with Captain Chisholm and his navigator to plot a course back toward the exit jump point and avoid being cut off by that third alien ship. You can always stop and come back if our encounter is a joyous one.’
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​​‘Sir, Kestrel has altered course.’

‘Thank you, Nav. Her likely ETA to jump point?’

‘At her current delta-v, about fifteen hours, sir.’

‘And our friend, B3?’

‘Sir, it’s a straight line in for B3. On its current course and velocity, B3 would reach Kestrel’s exit point in just under sixteen hours.’

Chris Horton leaned toward Tannus. ‘What we don’t know is when Kestrel would be within their weapons range.’

‘Sir, energy build at A1-A2 anomaly point.’

‘Acknowledged, Susan.’

‘Interesting,’ Tannus said to the first officer. ‘We still have ninety light-minutes between us, and they’ve begun to ramp power.’

‘If they’re charging weapons, it might indicate the need for long recharge times between shots.’

‘Yes, but is that the good news or the bad news?’

Horton’s eyebrows set up a little jig as he considered it. ‘Point. On the one hand, it gives us an extended firing window. On the other hand, if they are charging weapons this early, they might discharge so much energy in their first pass that they don’t need to take a second shot.’

Tannus nodded. ‘Exactly. Have you reviewed Jordan’s suggested battle plan?’ 

‘Yes, sir. It’s aggressive. More aggressive than I’d be. Which is probably why he’s there and I’m not. What did you make of it?’

‘I’m glad he’s on our side, Chris. Using their speed against them ‒ first, a nuke, to soften their shields, backed up with a cloud of depleted uranium pellets. A decent hit at this speed has got to mess with their day.’

‘It’ll need to be a decent hit, Commander.’

‘Agreed, our targeting system’s going to useless. Mr Akim?’ Tannus called out to the tactical officer. ‘What do you make of our relative closing velocities?’

‘Closing at point-four-six of light,’ said a worried-looking Jordan. 

‘Any way we can deal with their speed, Jordan?’

‘Sir, our combat AI is now showing a backward-facing operational cone. We can’t resolve anything in front of us. Our scanners can still detect a missile launch, and point defence can saturate space in front of us with small shot and counter missiles, but we’re in uncharted territory, sir.’

Science officer Scarlatti was heard in the pause. ‘Sir, A1 and A2 have started to diverge. They have now positioned to pass either side of us at an inclination of ten degrees. They are no longer building energy. We’re at two light-minutes separation. Closing speed point-five light. We will pass in three minutes, fifty-two seconds.’

‘Sir, missiles detected— Counter missiles launched!’ said Jordan.

‘Mr Horton, transmit B3 target information back to the missiles en route to the exit point. We don’t want their second stage burn to kick in until the final moments. That might leave them all but invisible to the aliens’ scanners. Hopefully we can take their point defence system by surprise. And those pods you launched when we entered the system, set them to record the outcome, please.

‘It’s your show now, Mr Akim.’

‘Aye, sir.’

The tactical officer wasted no time. ‘Helm, reduce acceleration to our coasting velocity.’

He then bent to his workstation and monitored the data. Judging the moment, Jordan tapped in his commands, calling it out as he went. ‘Railgun with nuclear warhead for proximity detonation, discharge ‒ now!

‘Canister shot and chaff ‒ now!

‘Helm! Down forty-five degrees and full burn ‒ now!

‘Nuclear explosion in seven seconds. Canister shrapnel blast radius has expanded into alien ship path. Chaff counting down to deployment.

‘Pass in four seconds, three, two—’

They all felt the moment when Pegasus’ point defence weapons hurled out their kinetic rounds. Tens of thousands of depleted uranium rounds puffed out like smoke from a fire. However, with a combined speed close to fifty per cent of light-speed, the Pegasus’ targeting algorithms were hopelessly overwhelmed. Any protection the point defence weapons offered came down to random chance.

‘Sir, scanners detect large explosion at A1 point. A2 firing—’

Pegasus heeled over and careened to one side. The bridge was cast into black as lights went out, then flickered on for a moment and went out again. Tannus heard a sharp gasp, his own, as the battle tether arrested his sudden momentum. Emergency lighting came on, and he could see the air-filtration system fighting to clear the acrid tang of burnt electronics. Looking around the command centre, everyone was where they should be.

‘Chris, get a damage assessment.’
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​​The first officer read from his datapad. ‘Five wounded, three seriously. Energy weapons hammered our top and port side. I think our chaff and forty-five-degree declination took them by surprise. But even their glancing blow hurt us. Overhead and port shields were overloaded and breached. They should be recharged within ninety seconds. Port-side beam weapons and point-defence mounts were destroyed. We have some hull damage, and several areas are open to vacuum, venting atmosphere. Damage teams and medics have been deployed. Power junctions four through seven in the command centre overloaded and burned out ‒ auto-routing to subsidiary junctions kicked in.’

Tannus nodded when Horton finished his report. ‘Susan, any sign of A1 after the explosion?’

‘Sir, no sign of A1, and it was a direct hit. A2 has altered vector. Plot analysis predicts it is setting up for a return. A2 has recommenced energy build.’

‘Is there a debris field at A1’s location?’

‘No, sir. A1 is ... nothing!’

‘Antimatter?’ wondered the commander out loud. ‘Mr Horton, we may have just witnessed humanity’s first antimatter explosion in a combat situation.’

‘Antimatter would certainly consume all trace of them if it broke containment. But that would put their technology an order of magnitude beyond ours, sir, and I just don’t see that in their stealth, or weapons. Sure, they hit us hard, and we’ve been hurt, but a civilisation that can utilise antimatter ‒ I just can’t reconcile it with their capabilities so far.’

‘Anyone else got any thoughts?’

Jordan spoke up. ‘Sir, we did propagate a lot of reflective chaff to deflect laser-based energy. Given the duration of their power build, I would think a clean hit with that much energy would have carved us into pieces. I’m leaning towards laser weapons, and our chaff deflected a decent percentage of that. I also think our canister shot, with an impact speed of close to fifty per cent of light, may have finished off A1 after the nuke damaged their shields. And I think A2 is licking some nasty wounds, too, sir. As to antimatter, I honestly have no idea.’

Tannus nodded his head in thought for a moment as he considered the comments. 

‘Susan, get onto the damage control teams. We might have picked up some heat from our own nuke if we were close enough to it when our shields went down.’

‘Already did, sir. We passed through a small radiation field from our railgun discharge. Damage control reports some rads hit the after-hull where A2 weapons breached our shields. No radiation forward of that point ‒ we passed through the cloud too quickly to absorb levels considered dangerous.’

‘Okay, thanks Susan.’

‘Sir, plotting predicts that with our respective vectors and velocities, A2’s arc will bring us into engagement range again in just under two hours and fourteen minutes.’

‘Acknowledged. Helm, shape a course directly away from A2. I want to give our repair teams as much time as possible.

‘Susan, confer with engineering ‒ if our port-side weapons are out of contention, can we reroute capacitors to boost the starboard weapons?’
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​​‘Sir, distance to A2 is seven light-minutes, closing speed point-four-six light. They’ve shed their stealth. We have a visual on your display, now!’

All eyes on the bridge turned to look at the commander’s holographic display. A grey tubular shape appeared, reminiscent of an old Earth nuclear submarine. About where the conning tower would be found, four spoke-like cylinders jutted out from the top, bottom and either side, each about a third the length of the frigate’s hull. Three of the cylinders terminated in a bulbous field of energy that appeared to glow and shimmer, but one of them seemed to have lost half of its length. Long arcs of raw energy raged from its jagged end and streaked far out into space. As they watched, another of the energy bulbs flickered as if damaged.

A momentary hush descended on the group as they processed this first sighting.

‘Not the first contact we’d hoped for. I’d say these cylinders are weapons,’ the commander said, pointing into the display. ‘And, at a guess, I’d say that these guys won’t fall for a repeat of our last game plan. Jordan?’

‘Sir, I’ve run some simulations with what we’ve learned from the last pass, as well as factoring in our damage.’

‘And?’

‘It’s not pretty, sir. If we can’t run, and we can’t hide, it basically comes down to a knife fight. We have to get in close.’

Tannus looked around the command centre. Worried faces looked back.

‘Very well, Mr Akim. You have the reins.’

‘Yes, sir. Helm, bring us up eleven degrees relative to A2.’

The helmsman cut a doubtful glance toward the commander.

‘Jordan, if you’re planning to ram this alien vessel are you sure of the physics of such an action? Closing velocity, the respective mass of our vessels, desire to return home to our loved ones, that sort of thing?’

‘Sir, we should still maintain a separation of between seven and fourteen kilometres as we pass. With our energy shields at one hundred per cent along the exposed side of the hull, they should interact with the alien’s shields. If their tech follows generally accepted Newtonian physics, they’ll likely damage themselves as much as they damage us with an energy discharge focus point that close within their own shield radius. We didn’t encounter any kinetic weapons fire from them in their last pass. I think we ought to hit them with our lower-joule beam weapons, as well as our shields, and our point defence kinetics. Our beams don’t carry the punch theirs do, sir, so we won’t be hit with any splashback.’

Tannus took in the astute assessment. ‘Alright, go ahead, Mr Akim.’ To the helmsman, the commander simply nodded his approval.

‘That’s a fifty per cent error margin in distances, skipper,’ said the first officer in a lowered voice. ‘Remind me never to play poker with our tactical officer.’

‘Coming up eleven degrees relative to A2, now,’ said the helmsman.

‘Passing in four seconds, three, two, one—’
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​

​Shafts of focused energy sliced through Pegasus’ hull. Vast tracts of armoured plating buckled and twisted as it curled away from the superstructure. Here and there plumes of internal atmosphere erupted out to form clouds of crystallised gas that sparkled in the absolute cold vacuum of space.

One of the beams scored a direct hit on the bridge as it tore a jagged hole through the ship. Pegasus slammed over to one side under the impact. Inside the command centre, Jordan felt his chair ripped away as he snapped out to the end of his combat tether, a rag doll at the end of a whip.

Without power, without gravity, Jordan spun like a wheel in the dark, weightless environment. Through his sealed helmet, he heard the click-thump of emergency power as it repeatedly tried, then failed, to initialise. Each attempt caused wires to arc, already fused electronics to flare and sputter. The pulsing wires sent flashes of light strobing into the black command centre. Smoke billowed out of workstations to join the thinning atmosphere as it was snatched away through one or other of the blast holes. He could hear his own quickened breathing, over the whirring filters of his helmet and combat suit.

White-hot pain seared Jordan’s senses as his suit contracted viciously around his legs. As he spun, Susan Scarlatti momentarily came into view and just as quickly away as he continued his lazy turn. To arrest his momentum, Jordan reached his arms out and managed to catch hold of something. Scarlatti swung back into view. Their eyes met. Her normally placid features now a mask of horror. She raised her arm, pointing at him; no, not at him, at what he had caught. He looked at the thing in his hand and screamed. His arm jerked away, a reflex action, as his weightless body tried to scrabble backwards. Slowly tumbling away from him went the upper torso of Chris Horton, their first officer. 

Jordan’s heart pounded in his chest. His face tingled, and he felt a roaring in his ears. Swallowing back vomit, he swung his helmet light around. Where were his crewmates? He spied the ruined remains of their communications officer, Ricky Silvio. A beam weapon had passed within a couple of metres of his station, vapourising a large portion of the unfortunate man. The navigator, Peter Rankin, sat tethered to his workstation, seemingly unconscious. Just beyond the blast site, the chair of helmsman Chen Yu was empty. When Scarlatti let out a muffled scream, Jordan swivelled his head to look. He saw the pilot being sucked toward the forward bulkhead, caught in a vortex of escaping gas. As Jordan watched on, powerless, Yu’s limbs flailed about, trying to catch on to something, anything. His eyes drilled into Jordan’s, desperate with panic. 

A dark blur of motion slid into view from Jordan’s lower left. He lit the area with his helmet light. Mark Tannus, unclipped from his tether, was spearing through the thinning air toward Chen Yu. That’s why Susan had called out. Tannus reached Yu and buckled on to him just as Pegasus lurched again. Yu, now with the commander attached, hit the edge of the still red-hot blast hole and tumbled in. Susan sobbed, as Tannus, fighting for purchase, followed Yu into the glowing, jagged maw.

The roaring in Jordan’s ears was now so loud that he thought of waves crashing onto a long, silica-white crescent beach, the strobe of arcing wires now sparkling sunlight dancing across the water. He wondered why his legs hurt. He wondered if this is how dying felt. The crashing waves and sunshine coalesced into a point and fell away into silence. 
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​​Jordan regained consciousness and moaned in agony. He tried to move his body, his arms, his legs.

‘Hold still, Mr Akim. You’ve been injured. You’re in sickbay. The pain will ease in a few seconds.’

‘I ... need to get back ...’

The medical attendant, Ben Channing, looked down at Jordan. ‘It’s over, sir. We can’t fight anymore. There’s not much left of the ship, and only a few of us left.’

‘Did we get their ship?’

‘Yes, sir. The last telemetry we received before we lost communications showed the explosion of the second frigate. It exploded, with no detectable remains.’

‘Huge explosion ... antimatter ...’ Jordan Akim lapsed back into unconsciousness.

Later ‒ hours, days, he couldn’t tell ‒ Jordan regained consciousness. Even the low light in the
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