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Prologue
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COSMOLOGISTS TELL US that in a universe which is infinite (or, at least, unimaginably vast), every conceivable possibility must actually exist, somewhere or other.

So we might conclude that somewhere in the universe there is a planet very, very similar to our Earth.

Such is the planet Ra’eth. It closely resembles Earth in every way. Its continents are similar in shape to Earth’s and it’s inhabited by a sentient species so similar to homo sapiens that if you passed a Ra’ethan in the street, you would notice nothing remarkable about her or him.

Even Ra’ethan history, culture and technology bear an astonishing resemblance to ours.

And like us Earthlings, the Ra’ethans could go either way. They could have a bright future, or they could throw it all away through greed and stupidity.

And, just like us, they have wondered for centuries whether there might be intelligent life elsewhere in the cosmos.

More to the point, if, one day, alien beings visited Ra’eth, would they come as friends ... or exterminators?
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ON DAY 78 OF YEAR 9511, Ra’eth’s orbital telescopes detected an unknown object entering the outer fringes of the Ra’ethan star system at extremely high velocity. Nothing like this had ever been seen before.

About 10 kilometres in diameter, the object was a perfectly featureless grey disc apparently made of a semi-reflective (metallic?) material. Most amazing of all, it was observed to change direction several times while negotiating the orbits of the System’s gas giants.

No natural phenomenon known to Ra’ethan science could behave in such a manner. There could be no doubt about it: this was an artificial object – a space vehicle of some kind.

At long last, the aliens had arrived!

The history books would call this event The First Visitation.

Now the Ra’ethans knew for a fact that they were not alone in the universe.

But was this good news or bad news?
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OVER THE NEXT THREE days the vast alien ship weaved its way through the outer reaches of the System, apparently scrutinizing each gas giant in turn. Then, having leap-frogged over the Asteroid Zone, it made a landing on Ah’reez, the System’s fourth planet, adjacent to Ra’eth itself. And there it remained for four days – seemingly inert, inactive – for reasons unknown.

Finally, on Day 86 of Year 9511, the alien vessel ascended from the surface of Ah’reez and headed directly towards Ra’eth, traversing the interplanetary gulf in a mere 10 hours. Sliding effortlessly into Ra’eth’s atmosphere, the ship descended to an altitude of just over 5 kilometres.

On the daytime side of the world, it was plainly visible to the naked eye: an immense grey disc, softly reflecting the sun’s light. It would have been a beautiful sight, had it not been so terrifying.

Even at night, it was easy to see: a disc of inky blackness blotting out swathes of familiar stars.

Over the next five days, while the planet’s population was paralyzed by fear and all governments imposed martial law on their peoples, the enormous spacecraft, maintaining its 5-kilometre altitude, calmly drifted here and there over the globe, stopping briefly over some of the major cities, then moving on, its flight-path either random or determined by factors unknown to anyone on Ra’eth. 

Throughout this time the planet’s scientists worked night and day, trying to communicate with the alien ship. They beamed messages to it on all known radio frequencies, in many different formats – but received no discernible response whatsoever. The huge vessel simply continued on its meandering itinerary around the surface of Ra’eth, making no attempt to interact with the planet’s sentient population.

Were these alien visitors simply not interested in the Ra’ethans? Or were they so very alien, with such a radically different worldview, that Ra’ethan civilization was invisible to them as a civilization? Did they view the Ra’ethans as mere animals?

During those five days several of Ra’eth’s air forces sent their brave pilots to get a closer look at the alien ship. Their cameras confirmed that its grey semi-shiny surface was totally featureless, lacking any visible portals or identifiable structures. The spacecraft was perfectly symmetrical, 10.7 kilometres in diameter, its width 1.3 kilometres at the centre and a mere 124 metres at its outermost rim.

The pilots discovered that if they flew closer to the vessel than a 1.7-kilometre distance, their aircraft were somehow diverted and ended up orbiting the ship rather than approaching it. Doubtless there was some kind of forcefield at work.

Two of the more aggressive Ra’ethan governments ordered their pilots to fire on the vessel. However, once released, all missiles simply fell harmlessly out of the sky. Fortunately, the aliens remained unprovoked by these attacks, and no pilots’ lives were lost. Indeed, the aliens took no hostile action of any kind in any part of the world.
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AND THEN, ON THE SIXTH day – while Ra’eth’s governments were arguing with one another about how to deal with this alien menace, while entire nations trembled in terror – the ship, without any fanfare, gently turned its rim upwards and smoothly slipped out of the atmosphere. Then it accelerated rapidly away from Ra’eth, exiting the System in a mere 15 hours.

Finally, observed by the orbital telescopes, it simply winked out of existence in a flash of purple-red energy discharge. Presumably it had activated its interstellar engines and had jumped to some distant part of the galaxy.

And so the aliens were gone, just as mysteriously as they had arrived. Had they concluded that Ra’eth wasn’t worthy of further attention, and departed to seek more interesting worlds elsewhere?

Or would they return at some future point, to implement some inexplicable otherworldly agenda?

Time would tell ...
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The discovery that the Ra’ethans were not, after all, the only intelligent life-form in the universe, and the possibility that the alien visitors might return one day with hostile intent, triggered a profound transformation in Ra’ethan global culture.

Throughout their history, the Ra’ethans had been deeply divided along national, racial, religious and social lines. The planet had been ravaged by innumerable wars. The Second Global War had ended with the very first use of atomic weapons. For the last seven decades, Ra’eth had teetered precariously at the very edge of a nuclear precipice.
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BUT AFTER THE FIRST Visitation, vast numbers of people around the world, including many respected thinkers and not a few high-ranking political leaders, began to argue for the setting aside of long-term rivalries and for greater international cooperation. Ra’eth needed to unite to defend itself against a possible alien attack. This new way of thinking, known as the Unity Movement, swiftly gathered enormous support in all nations.

The First Visitation had proved to be the catalyst for a tectonic shift in Ra’ethan collective consciousness ...
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THEN, ON DAY 112 OF Year 9512, just over a year after the aliens’ first appearance, came the Second Visitation.

This time it wasn’t just one ship – it was an entire fleet. To be precise, 38 enormous alien vessels, apparently identical to the one that had visited a year earlier, entered the System and rapidly made their way to Ra’eth’s moon, Lun’aah, landing on its grey cratered surface.

Ra’eth’s orbital telescopes were able to closely observe and record everything that was happening on the nearby moon. Amid vast clouds of dust, the aliens appeared to be engaged in some kind of industrial activity. Gigantic portals opened up in the hulls of their ships, from which emerged equally gigantic machines of various types.

First, teams of enormous bulldozers created flat compacted spaces upon Lun’aah’s surface. Then other machines, smaller but far more numerous, began to fabricate vast structures of many different designs.

What the purpose of those structures might be, the Ra’ethans could only guess, amid planet-wide fear and trembling. Were they cities to accommodate swarms of alien colonists? Or were they weapons platforms from which a genocidal attack on Ra’eth would be launched?
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VERY FEW OF RA’ETH’S inhabitants now believed that the aliens’ intentions towards them were friendly. They might not be actively hostile towards the Ra’ethans – perhaps they just viewed them as insignificant, and so had not attempted to communicate with them. But that indifference could turn out to be just as lethal as outright hostility.

Maybe, after they had finished their mysterious building work on Lun’aah, they would start a new building programme on Ra’eth, wiping out entire cities and nations in the process. Maybe the Ra’ethans were just like ants to the aliens: a minor nuisance that would be exterminated if necessary.

In these intensely anxious circumstances, the Unity Movement grew stronger with every passing day, at all levels of Ra’ethan society. Among the planet’s political leaders, there was now an increasing momentum towards greater cooperation in the face of this otherworldly menace. The World Partnership (an international diplomatic organization based in Noo’yark, capital of North Ham’eriga, Ra’eth’s most powerful state) was now rapidly upgraded from an impotent talking-shop to a powerful global political forum.

Faced with the possible threat of imminent species extinction, nations that had been enemies for centuries were suddenly willing to cooperate with one another. Their resources – military, intelligence, technological, economic – were now being shared and pooled as never before.

The planet’s new top priority was to urgently develop effective weapons that could be used against the alien intruders, if they ever chose
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