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Day 94, 1032 XE

In the Wexxa System, 23 lightyears from Isska
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“WHAT is it?” asked Tammvo Hunnza, staring at the bizarre image on the main screen of the Bridge.

A stupid question, of course – he immediately realized that. It was obviously a ship of some kind.

But how could a ship possibly be that big? It was colossal, monstrous – like a thousand space stations welded together.

His own ship, the Annzar Vrassa, was the very first Faster-Than-Light vessel ever built by any Isskan state, so there was no way there could be another Isskan ship out here in the Wexxa System.

The logic was inescapable, but it was still hard to accept: that ship on the screen was of alien origin.

Right here, right now, on Hunnza’s watch, it had finally happened – First Contact with an alien civilization!

Hunnza and his crew had been trained for this moment, but they had never seriously expected that training to be used. After all, the Galaxy was unimaginably vast. They had always believed that the chances of encountering nonIsskans were extremely slim.

The enormous alien ship seemed to have a central hub – a black egg-shaped object. Radiating from this was a bewildering complex of structures of various kinds – some spheroid, some girder-like, some cuboid. Hunnza couldn’t begin to guess what any of them might be or do.

He couldn’t even identify any engines. And yet the ship had a very impressive propulsion system. Despite its gargantuan mass, it was moving at 0.5 light speed, directly towards the Annzar Vrassa. If it could attain such velocity within a star system, what speeds could it reach between stars, where there were no gravitational forces to restrict it?

But the only question that really mattered was: Were these nonIsskans friendly or hostile?
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HUNNZA RECEIVED AN almost immediate answer to that query. Though still about 2 million kilometres distant, the alien vessel spat out a blinding white beam of energy (there was no guessing what kind), missing the Annzar by mere metres.

“Captain, my instruments say that energy burst was off the scale!” reported Vettka Jonnth, the communications officer. “If it had made contact with our hull, we’d have been vaporized!”

Apparently, the aliens weren’t interested in talking.

“Klenn, get us out of here!” Hunnza ordered his helmswoman. “Max speed!”

“Yessir!” answered the young officer, whipping the ship through a 180-degree manoeuvre and firing up all four of the interplanetary engines. She would not be able to engage the FTL drive until they were well clear of Wexxa’s sun.

Anxiously Hunnza watched the main screen, its cameras fixed on the nonIsskan ship. “Are they gaining on us?” he asked.

“No, sir,” replied Jonnth. “They’re matching our speed precisely.”

For five solid hours the chase continued: the aliens followed them at a constant distance of about half a million kilometres, but didn’t fire at them again.

Finally they reached the outer fringes of the Wexxa System. Hunnza was hoping that the nonIsskans would give up the pursuit at this point. Perhaps they viewed this system as their territory, and their intention had merely been to expel unwelcome intruders.

“Klenn, give me max star-drive, as quick as you can!” commanded Hunnza.

“Destination, sir?” asked Klenn.

“The Isskan System. Our people must be warned about what we’ve run into out here.”

Klenn plotted a course for Isska and activated the FTL drive.

The crew braced themselves for entry into UnSpace – the mysterious realm of quasi-reality that opened up when Normal Space was folded by an FTL engine.

UnSpace Insertion was an intensely unpleasant experience, even for those who had been through it many times before. The scientists and doctors were still struggling to explain this, but physically and mentally, Insertion felt a lot like being sucked down a plughole.

There was no getting away from the fundamental weirdness of FTL travel. How could the Isskan mind comprehend a mode of transport that conveyed ships and crew from one point in space to another, by means of a theoretical journey through a semi-existent pseudo-space, accomplished during a hypothetical period of non-temporal time? Hunnza understood some of the maths, physics and metaphysics involved, but he still found the whole concept mind-boggling ...

For about ten minutes he and his crew suffered. A few of them vomited into plastic bags. But then their bodies and minds began to adjust, and they remembered that they were sentient beings, and not mere quivering blobs of biological goo.

About 20 minutes after their insertion into UnSpace, Jonnth gave Hunnza the bad news: “The aliens are still with us, sir.”

“On screen!” ordered Hunnza.

A typical view of UnSpace appeared on the main screen: cloudy ever-shifting patterns of grey non-matter. Upon this surreal backdrop sat the black silhouette of the nonIsskan ship, huge and ominous, still pursuing them, relentless and unwearying.

“Give me more speed!” demanded Hunnza.

“Sorry, sir – I can’t do that!” replied Klenn. “We’re already at max acceleration.”

Hunnza frowned. “Maintain course,” he said.

A few minutes later a very unwelcome thought crawled out of the back of his mind and looked him in the eyes. He groaned aloud as he realized he had made a catastrophic mistake.

“Are you all right, sir?” enquired Klenn, concern for her Captain written on her handsome face.

“No, none of us are!” growled Hunnza. “In fact, even our people back home aren’t.”

“What do you mean, sir?” asked Jonnth, alarmed.

“Those aliens could have destroyed us, but they didn’t, because they wanted to find out more about us – mostly, where we come from! And now, by entering UnSpace and making directly for home, we’ve told them exactly what they wanted to know!”

Hunnza’s officers went very quiet as they took in the implications of what he was saying.

“But we could alter course,” suggested Klenn. “Maybe they’ll follow us, believing that our original course wasn’t focused on our home system.”

“Perhaps,” agreed Hunnza. “It’s the only thing we can do. Set course for the Vesskor System.”

Vesskor was a full 58 lightyears from the Isskan System. Hopefully that vast distance would be sufficient to throw the nonIsskans off the scent.

Klenn plotted the new course and turned the ship – not an easy thing to do in UnSpace. But, of course, Femmesh Klenn was the best helmsperson in the entire KrallZone fleet.

With mounting anxiety Hunnza and his officers waited for the aliens to swallow the ruse and change course.

They waited for five minutes ...

And five more minutes ...

“They didn’t fall for it,” Jonnth finally remarked, stating the obvious.

“And now they’re heading straight for our home system,” added Hunnza, “where they’ll ... well, if their behaviour towards us is anything to go by, their intentions are anything but friendly ... and it’s all my fault!” He slammed his fist onto his console, shattering a plasma screen.

His officers were shocked – they had never before seen their Captain lose control.

But a plan very quickly formed in his mind.

“Klenn, change course immediately to Comms Beacon 28! If we send an FTL message through it, maybe we can warn our people back home before the aliens come down on their necks!”

“Yessir!” Klenn’s expert fingers guided the ship through another tricky UnSpace manoeuvre.

A message through the Beacon would travel at twice the Annzar Vrassa’s top speed, so the KrallZone would receive the warning in just over two standard days.

But, of course, it was anybody’s guess how long it would take the aliens to reach the Isskan System. Mere hours, perhaps ...
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Day 95, 1032 XE

KrallZone Government HQ, the moon Yinnshar, orbiting the planet Zeffja

“Excellency, I’m sorry to disturb you ...” began Usskor Prinn timidly.

“What is it, you idiot?!” snarled Annzar Vrassa, sitting up in his bed.

He didn’t appreciate being woken up during one of his sleep periods. His extended cybernetic lifespan had its downside – he needed to sleep for four hours in every ten.

His young personal assistant, standing nervously beside the bed, continued: “Excellency, Admiral Dannax insists on speaking with you immediately. He says it’s a Code Triple Zero matter.”

Even in his half-awake state, Vrassa was startled – he knew very well what this Code meant. But could it really be true?

“Well, bring him in, then, you moron!” he barked, throwing a used plastic plate at Prinn – who ducked just in time. It clattered against the far wall of the bedroom.

Prinn left to do his irate master’s bidding, silently reminding himself for the thousandth time that his term of service here at the HQ would soon be over.

“The First Citizen will see you now, Admiral,” Prinn told Ossta Dannax, who was waiting impatiently in the reception area of Vrassa’s apartment. “Be careful what you say, sir – he’s in one of his ugly moods.”

Prinn felt free to be familiar with Dannax, whom he knew well. The two of them had often compared notes about Vrassa’s obnoxious behaviour.

“Never mind that!” snorted Dannax. “What I’ve got to tell him will scare him so much, he’ll forget all about his mood.”

Prinn gulped with anxiety. “What could possibly scare the First Citizen?!” he enquired. He had no idea what the exact significance of “Code Triple Zero” was, but apparently it meant something very bad.

“I can’t tell you that just now, my young friend,” answered Dannax, his face grim, “but everyone will know about it soon enough.”

Having entered Vrassa’s bedroom, he found that the old cyborg had got himself out of bed and was sitting in an armchair, a dressing-gown wrapped around him.

Many of Vrassa’s bones and organs had been replaced with artificial substitutes, but the creature in the armchair was still recognizable as the man who had led the Krallish people to independence and then to the Outer System. By means of biochemical supplements, he had retained his thick red hair and fulsome beard. Through daily workouts and the very best of medical care, his body was in good shape – for a man 170 years old.

Dannax saluted Vrassa, tapping his clenched fist against his chest in a perfunctory way.

“What’s all this about Code Triple Zero?” snapped Vrassa. “This had better not be a false alarm!”

“I assure you it isn’t, Excellency,” replied Dannax, placing a data chip in Vrassa’s hand. The old man inserted it into a tiny Yevv-slot in the centre of his forehead.

A virtual screen sprang to life in the top-left quarter of his field of
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