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When the XO woke him up in the middle of the night and told him that there was an alien ship, Colonel Milan Pavel honestly thought he was just joking. After all, the colonel was due to retire in less than two months, and the navy had a long-standing tradition of pulling good-natured pranks on senior officers approaching the end of their service as a way of commemorating them, as well as leaving them with one last memorable experience. 

So even though he was less than thrilled about having to go up to the bridge after barely an hour of sleep—he wasn’t a young man anymore, which was something his body kept reminding him with an increasing fervor—he decided to play along. He splashed some cold water on his face, got dressed, and two minutes later, he was chewing on a caffeine tablet in the elevator. 

Naturally, he expected the bridge crew to be in on the prank, so seeing everyone tense with nervousness and anticipation hardly surprised him. He couldn’t help but grin when he noticed the presumed alien ship on the main screen—they were really going all out on this one!

“Commander on deck!” the XO, Major Peter Molnár, said and promptly vacated the captain’s chair.

Pavel acknowledged the call to attention and made his way across the room to his right-hand man, wondering what the punch line here was going to be. A couple of cadets wearing terrifying masks invading the bridge? The engineering shutting everything down to pretend an unknown alien weapon crippled the ship? Receiving a message that Earth had been destroyed by unknown forces? 

He had to admit that he was pretty curious now. 

“So what do we know, major?” he addressed Molnár, making sure to sound the right amount of concerned. 

“Less than ten minutes ago, an unidentified vessel—” the major indicated the main screen as if there was any doubt about which vessel he was referring to. “—appeared following a spatial anomaly approximately two million kilometers away from Neptune. The computers are still trying to make sense of the anomaly, but whatever it was, it seems to have produced the ship out of thin... vacuum.” 

Of course, Pavel thought amusedly. How else would an alien ship have appeared in the Solar System, if not by inexplicable means? The XO and the bridge crew were evidently using every established trope there was.

The colonel nodded thoughtfully and motioned for Molnár to continue.

“At the moment of its materialization, the vessel was moving at two percent the speed of light. It decelerated to one thousand kilometers per second and has been maintaining that velocity since.”

“And where is it heading?” Pavel asked, although he already knew the answer. 

“Right for us, sir.”

So that’s what the gag was going to be—a battle scenario. The colonel bit down on his lower lip to avoid grinning again.

“Have they tried to get in touch with us yet?”

Molnár shook his bald head. “Nothing so far. However, they are still outside of our real-time communication range.”

“Okay then,” Pavel turned to the helmsman. “Set a direct course to the ship, one-third standard speed.”

There was a split-second hesitation before the young sailor at the control console acknowledged the order that the colonel didn’t quite know how to interpret. Did he deviate from the pre-planned plot? Was he expected to issue a different order?

He looked back at the XO just as the powerful engines of VUN Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, a Jupiter-class heavy battlecruiser that served as the flagship of the Visegrád Union’s Third Fleet, whirred to life dozens of decks beneath his feet, and was surprised to find a genuinely uneasy expression on Molnár’s face.  

“What is it, major?” he asked, perhaps more sharply than he had intended.

When the XO replied, his voice was tense. “Shouldn’t we stay back, sir? Notify the fleet command and contact friendly vessels in the vicinity?”

And have the admiralty chuckle at my expense as well? I’m not going to make it that easy for you!

“It’s one ship. I am convinced we can handle...” Pavel trailed off, realizing that nearly everyone on the bridge was staring at him. He felt a pang of annoyance at the overt rudeness of their reaction, but that feeling dissipated the moment something in his brain finally clicked into place.

“Wait, this is real.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, something cold and hard settled in the pit of his stomach. Faint vertigo swept through him, not strong enough to make him lose balance and seek support (which would be extremely undignified, to say the least), but strong enough that he had to grit his teeth to overcome it. He had lived through his fair share of challenging situations in his decades-long career; situations that more often than not called for uncompromising decisiveness, but never before had his body responded this powerfully. 

As if on cue, a memory of a lecture from his first year at the academy forced its way into the forefront of his consciousness. He didn’t remember what exactly the lecture had been about or who had taught it, but one particular quote the speaker had uttered then earned a permanent place in Pavel’s gray matter: No matter how much we learn about the Universe, we will never have all the answers. The worst thing you can do is assume that you have it figured out.

The colonel had understood it as a reminder that no matter how advanced and enlightened people considered themselves to be, they were ultimately barely more than a speck of dust in the context of the infinite cosmos, but it now dawned on him that it might have also been meant as a warning—be humble, adaptable, and open, or else you’ll have a pretty hard time whenever you encounter the unknown and unknowable.

Molnár’s raspy voice snapped him back to the present before he could conclude his intense introspection. Pavel blinked, noticing genuine confusion in the major’s features.

“What do you mean?”

“I just assumed that since this is my last—” the commander of the Masaryk began his explanation, only to be interrupted by a sharp beep of the sensor alert.

A report from the tactical officer, Lieutenant Limanówka, followed barely a second later: “Three new contacts! Distance: five million kilometers. Speed: six thousand kilometers per second. Bearing one-one-three. No known transponders.”

Meaning there are now four alien ships, flashed through Pavel’s mind, and that unpleasant gut feeling grew stronger. 

“Do we have a visual yet?” Molnár barked at Limanówka.

“Yes, sir,” she said readily, and with a few sharp taps at the controls changed the feed on the main screen.

At first glance, it was clear that these were different ships. Where the first one looked sleek, elegant, and futuristic, the three new vessels resembled some of the older destroyers of the Asian Confederation—almost impractically wide and blocky at the stern, with protrusions Pavel thought could be gun placements along the length of the hull, and needle-sharp at the bow. What suggested their most likely purpose more than anything else was the tight formation in which they plummeted through space.

“They are slowing down and changing course,” the tactical officer reported. “Their new heading puts them on an intercept course with the first vessel.”

“They are hunting it,” Molnár said at the same time the thought popped up in Pavel’s mind. 

As eerie as the current situation was, something about it felt right. Grounded. The idea of a first encounter where all parties gathered in a safe, controlled environment to peacefully exchange pleasantries was for dreamers and idealists, unable to come to grasp with the harsh, unforgiving reality. The colonel might not have had all the facts at the moment, but it made perfect sense to him that the other intelligent inhabitants of the Milky Way Galaxy, whoever they may be, weren’t above conflict. After all, nothing drove technological progress better than the desire to beat the other side into the ground. 

“Okay,” Pavel said resolutely. One by one, he addressed the bridge crew, issuing orders: “Sound general quarters. Maintain course, but slow us down to one-fifth of the standard speed. Ready weapons and start working on targeting solutions. I don’t want us to send the wrong message, but we need to be prepared for all eventualities.”

The sound of the alarm reverberating around the room was almost reassuring. The colonel finally settled into his chair, allowing himself to enjoy its cool embrace for a short moment, then beckoned Molnár closer.

“Where are we with those friendlies?” he asked in a low voice.

The major pressed his lips into a thin line.

“Nothing in an effective range. The closest to our position is the Jan Sobieski—five days out at the top speed. The rest of the Third is scattered between Saturn and Uranus.”

“So if this thing goes south, we are pretty much on our own,” Pavel said bitterly.

“Well...” Molnár hesitated. “There is another ship that is much closer, but I would hesitate to call it friendly. It’s USSF Donald Trump.”

“Americans,” Pavel sighed, and Molnár nodded. “How close are they?”

“About twelve hours.”

“Do you think they will let go of their grudge once they find out that these are genuine aliens?”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” the XO grinned, but there was very little humor in it.

The truth was that the relations between the Visegrád Union and the United States were currently at their worst since the first half of the 21st century. The root cause of this friction, if one could even call it that, was the ‘Vesta Incident’—a dispute between private mining corporations based in the US and Asia respectively that had ultimately escalated into a brief, yet surprisingly deadly shooting battle involving the navies of both superpowers. The Confederation had emerged victorious from the skirmish, in no small part thanks to the fact that they had outnumbered their adversary almost two to one, and snatched the asteroid all for themselves. It was only due to a timely intervention from the United Nations that things hadn’t progressed toward the first Solar System-wide war, but the Americans had been quick to sever all ties
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