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Date: approx. 15,000 BX

On the cold dark asteroidal fringes of Wah’Zesh, a star system far from any known civilization, Xev-Kah-Choh finally found what he’d been seeking.

He found the Destroyers, a legendary race of genocidal aliens.

Now he knew with total certainty that they were real, and not just a scary fantasy dreamed up by veteran space travellers telling tall stories ...

He had heard the frigate’s distress call two minutes ago while in VwahSpace. Without hesitation he had Dropped into ChehSpace to investigate, then immediately shut down his ship’s engines, hoping the Destroyers wouldn’t notice his tiny vessel. “Hn’Thaah’Hal, don’t let them see me!” he fervently prayed.

Hardly daring to breathe, as if the aliens would be able to detect even that, he observed the terrifying drama being played out on his cockpit’s main screen, his ship’s cameras focused on the enormous Destroyer ship pursuing the frigate from his homeworld’s navy.

“Calling all friendly ships in this region of space!” came the repeated distress call, the captain’s tone of voice expressing her rapidly mounting fear. “This is the J’Shooni warship Deh-Vah. We are being attacked by a powerful alien vessel of unknown origin. We urgently require assistance!”

Xev wished he could help them, but they were beyond help. And if he responded to their call, it would merely guarantee his own death along with theirs. He knew the best thing he could do was to record these events and then get away alive, so he could warn his people about this world-killing alien menace that lurked in the vast interstellar voids far beyond J’Shooni space.
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HE WATCHED, HORRIFIED, as the alien ship – a bizarre and ugly tangle of gargantuan irregular structures – slowly but surely drew closer to the teardrop-shaped little frigate. Why didn’t the Deh-Vah try to escape into VwahSpace? Presumably its interstellar drive had been crippled.

When it came, the end of the chase was brutal and quick. The alien ship’s weapons locked on to the frigate, despite all its frantic evasive manoeuvres. In mere seconds, the J’Shooni vessel was shredded by multiple blinding-white energy beams.

But Xev’s cameras had captured the whole thing. The entire J’Shooni Domain would know about this atrocity – he would see to that personally! The brave crew of the Deh-Vah had not died in vain.

He swiftly powered up his ship and prepared to Drop into VwahSpace. That caught the attention of the aliens. Even through the asteroid field’s electromagnetic distortions, their hyper-effective sensors registered his vessel’s miniscule power signature. Instantly they turned and headed towards him.

Escaping into VwahSpace by the skin of his teeth, Xev desperately hoped the aliens wouldn’t bother to follow such insignificant prey ...

Mercifully, this proved to be the case. Five minutes into his VwahSpace trajectory, there was still no sign of the Destroyer ship in pursuit. He breathed out a prayer of thanks and set course for J’Shoon.
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Xev had set off on this expedition 38 days ago, determined to find proof that the Destroyers were a reality. A deadly reality.

For many years, rumours about a hyper-aggressive super-powerful alien species had been filtering in from the outer fringes of the J’Shooni Domain, but all along the Government had dismissed these stories as idle tittle-tattle. They had repeatedly assured the public that there were no alien species that posed a significant threat to the security of the Domain.

But Xev had always remained unconvinced by these assurances. He felt the Government was trying too hard to quash the rumours. His instincts told him they were hiding something. Something very big.

Then, over the last year or so, a lot of J’Shooni ships had gone missing in space – some military, some commercial. Of course, such tragedies occurred every year, but recently the numbers had increased fivefold. And yet, still the Government insisted there was nothing to worry about. At this point, Xev had decided to conduct a personal investigation into the matter.

His wife Shwin had tried to persuade him not to go, but when she had seen that determined look in his eye, she had given up. It was the same look she had seen many times before, usually when he was on the brink of one of his scientific breakthroughs.

“Just don’t get yourself killed!” she had pleaded with him, her green-brown-yellow freckled face full of anxiety.

“I have every intention of returning to you safe and sound, my love,” he had replied, kissing her.
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THE DAY AFTER XEV HAD publicly announced that he planned to go into space to find evidence for the existence of the Destroyers, two black-suited dour-faced agents from the Security Ministry (J’Shoon’s intelligence agency) had turned up at his house, asking to speak with him.

They had been very polite. They had not threatened him in any way, but they had made it clear that the Government strongly disapproved of his planned fact-finding trip.

“Please explain to me why the Government is unhappy about what I’m going to do,” he had asked.

The two agents had exchanged glances. The taller one had replied, “Because it will needlessly agitate and disturb the general public.”

“But I’m just trying to get hold of some facts!” Xev had protested. “There’s a lot of rumour about the Destroyers, but no one has any solid data.”

“Certain facts,” the tall agent had argued, “if they get into the mainstream media, could be injurious to civic order.”

Xev had stared at him for a moment. “What?! Do you mean you think the J’Shooni people might panic if the existence of the Destroyers is proven? ... But surely, if they really do exist, the people have a right to know. We all need to be prepared!”

The agents had exchanged glances again. Suddenly Xev had understood.

“Of course!” he had exclaimed. “You already know the Destroyers are real ... and the truth about them is so terrifying that you think there’s nothing we can do in the face of such a threat! So ... you think it’s better to leave the people in ignorance about their own impending deaths ... while, presumably, the elite members of the Government and the Military are preparing to flee!”

The tense silence of the agents had served to confirm Xev’s conclusions.

“Well, that’s simply monstrous!” he had growled, incensed by the callous attitude of J’Shoon’s rulers. “Surely some of the people can be saved, if they have a chance to get away before the Destroyers arrive!”

“I repeat, Professor Choh,” the tall agent had said, “the Government urges you not to embark on your proposed voyage. No good purpose will be served by it.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, gentlemen, but my mind is made up,” Xev had declared, iron determination in his red-irised eyes. “In fact, your visit today has made me even more convinced that I’m doing the right thing. I think you’d better leave now!”

The agents had stood, their body language bristling with anger and frustration. Had they been dealing with a lesser person than Xev-Kah-Choh, the most famous cosmologist in the J’Shooni Domain, they would have employed their usual strong-arm tactics to guarantee compliance.

Without another word they had walked out, leaving an almost tangible chill in the house.

“I overheard all of that,” Shwin had confessed, her beautiful grey eyes wide with fear. She had been in an adjoining room, listening with an ear against the dividing door.

“I guessed as much,” Xev had replied with a smile.

She had hugged him, her body trembling slightly. “The truth about the Destroyers must be every bit as bad as you think it is,” she had said, “if the Government is so scared.”

“My thoughts exactly. But the people must be warned! And for that reason, I must get some evidence.”

“Yes, you must,” she had agreed, looking up at his face, love in her eyes. “I’m very, very proud of you. You do know that, don’t you?”
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Xev was anxious to get back to J’Shoon as soon as possible, but he knew that out here on the remote fringes of the Domain, there was a real chance the Government might try to make him “disappear”, along with whatever evidence of the Destroyers he might have acquired during his trek among the stars beyond J’Shooni space.

So, rather than heading straight back to the homeworld, he first stopped off at Prell’Ree, a colony 52 lightyears from J’Shoon. Few people ever visited this planet, but it held a special importance for Xev: an old friend of his named Zoh-Ban-Ith lived there with his wife and three children.

Xev and Zoh had been university students together during their twenties, but whereas Xev had afterwards made a career in academia, Zoh had opted to colonize this brand-new world, along with a few hundred other hardy pioneers. Xev had become a renowned cosmologist while Zoh had become a cereal-crop farmer. But Zoh had no regrets. The frontier was where he had always wanted to be.
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XEV LANDED HIS SHIP right next to Zoh’s farmhouse and disembarked. A grinning Zoh walked out of the house to greet him. Xev had spoken to his friend earlier on a secure StellarCom channel, so Zoh had been expecting his arrival.

Both men were tall, but whereas Xev was slim and wiry, Zoh was muscular. Xev had long dark-green hair (all J’Shooni men wore their hair long, while women had it cut
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