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The ancestral homeworld of the implacably genocidal species known as the Destroyers had been demolished in 1544 XE, thanks to the very timely intervention of the NewKralls.

But the Ancient War, which had raged across the length and breadth of the Galaxy for 50 millennia, had not yet been truly won. Just seconds before the annihilation of their planet, some (or possibly all) of the Destroyers had escaped, slipping through a tightly focused UnSpace Vortex to an unknown region of the universe.

While even a few of the enemy survived, the Inter-Species Alliance could never have genuine and lasting security. Therefore the decision was made to hunt down the Destroyers, with the aim of finally and totally eliminating them.

To that end, the Protectors built a state-of-the-art pursuit ship equipped with the radical new UnSpace Jump propulsion system and an advanced onboard artificial intelligence.

Embedded within the vast egg-shaped main body of the vessel was a habitat sphere designed to sustain two Isskan crew members. The crew weren’t exactly Isskan, however. They were in fact the famous ThinksFast and KnowsMuch, the Protectors who had made First Contact with Isskan civilization over 500 years earlier. Since then, they had lived in Isskan physical form, mimicking the bodies of the long-dead FirstLord Jaddra I and his wife Leenesh.
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THINKSFAST AND KNOWSMUCH had volunteered for this perilous mission, since there was no one in the Alliance better qualified to undertake it. Both were experienced UnSpace explorers and veteran warriors in the Ancient War.

On Day 12, 1545 XE the pursuit ship (named the Sherrafenn Vallmar, in honour of the illustrious FirstLady Sherrafenn I) left Isska orbit and entered the uncharted and mysterious depths of UnSpace, where her courageous crew would encounter a destiny greater and stranger than their wildest dreams ...
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“WE’VE ARRIVED,” ANNOUNCED KnowsMuch with a sigh of frustration, studying the image on her virtual screen. “Mind you, it looks exactly like the last place ... and all the other places before that.”

Her screen showed a typical UnSpace vista: vast patterns of grey/white in a state of eternal flux.

“You enjoy stating the obvious, don’t you, my beloved?” answered ThinksFast, throwing her a cheeky grin.

They were sitting side by side in padded reclining seats in the habitat sphere’s living-room. Their bodies were typically Xunnish – red/brown/pink freckled skin, red hair, red/brown-irised eyes. His physique was strapping; hers voluptuous.

“That’s what comes of living among Isskans for five centuries,” said KnowsMuch. “You pick up some of their most annoying traits. You, for example, have become accustomed to drinking huge quantities of beer.”

“Fair point,” he replied. “I just hope we have enough on board to last until the end of this delightful voyage!” (He was proud that, at long last, he had mastered the Isskan arts of irony and sarcasm.)

“Well, if we don’t find our prey soon, we’ll have to turn back. Sherrafenn needs some medical attention.”

“That’s correct,” confirmed Sherrafenn, her gentle synthetic voice emanating from speaker/camera pods throughout the habitat sphere. “UnSpace radiation is damaging my outer skin at a faster rate than I can heal it. I estimate we have just five more days before Extraction becomes an urgent necessity.”

KnowsMuch sighed again, a frown on her beautiful face. If they dropped out of UnSpace now, they might lose track of the Destroyers, whose energy-trail they had been following for the last 53 days.

“Sherrafenn, please plot our next UnJump,” she said.

“I will require at least seven minutes,” replied the AI.

“What?!” exclaimed ThinksFast, astonished. Sherrafenn was the most advanced computer ever built. Why would she need such a long time to compute their next move in UnSpace? “Please explain, Sherrafenn.”

“There are unusual energy fields in this sector of UnSpace,” she replied. “They have made my computations much more complex.”

“What kind of energy fields?” enquired KnowsMuch, her hopes rising.

“Unknown,” answered Sherrafenn. “I’ve never seen anything like them before.”

KnowsMuch glanced at her husband, her look saying, “We’re on to something here!”

“Do you think ...?” he said, running his fingers through his short red-brown hair.

“I do!” she affirmed. “If Sherrafenn has seen something that puzzles her, it’s very likely that the enemy is at the root of it.”

He reached out and grasped her hand in excitement. They had been working up to this moment for almost half a year, ever since the demolition of the Destroyers’ homeworld.

She gave him a nervous smile, squeezing his hand. “Anthall, please let it be what we hope it is!” she prayed.

“So be it!” he agreed. They had been in Isskan physical form for so long that now they thought like Isskans, even praying to the One Who Is by his Isskan name.

In tense silence they waited ... and waited.

“UnJump plotted,” announced Sherrafenn a full ten minutes later. “Shall I execute?”

“Do it, Sherrafenn!” ordered KnowsMuch.

This was their 212th UnJump since leaving Isska orbit. They had journeyed across the width of the known universe and into the starless wastes of intergalactic space. They had never dreamed that the Destroyers could have fled so far.

Husband and wife clasped hands more firmly as the UnJump took hold of them. They both cried out in pain. The Sherrafenn’s advanced design protected them from UnSpace nausea, but there was (as yet) no way to evade the neural discomfort that accompanied UnJumps.

Their pain turned to fear as the minutes crawled by. Why was it taking so long? Their previous UnJumps had all been less than 30 seconds in duration. Had Sherrafenn made a mistake?

Finally, after almost five minutes had elapsed, she completed her UnJump. The two Protectors/Isskans were drenched in sweat and trembling from head to toe.

“Sherrafenn, what happened?!” ThinksFast groaned.

“I’m sorry, my friends,” replied the AI. “Those anomalous energy fields interfered with my UnJump functions. I’ll now scan our surroundings ...”

KnowsMuch and ThinksFast got out of their seats and went through their routine post-UnJump exercises. These were essential, if muscle cramps were to be avoided.

“Alert!!” warned Sherrafenn suddenly, alarm in her voice. She transmitted a swathe of data to them. On their virtual screens they saw the cause of her concern: a huge artificial structure, about 100 million USLUs distant.
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“ANALYSE THAT THING!” commanded KnowsMuch.

“Already analysing,” answered Sherrafenn.

After a few seconds she reported, “Destroyer bio-signs detected. And the structure is powering up energy weapons.”

“Emergency UnJump!” ordered ThinksFast.

“Confirmed,” said Sherrafenn, initiating another UnSpace fold.

This time husband and wife just collapsed onto the padded floor, clasping each other tightly for comfort.
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“Will they be able to track us?” asked KnowsMuch when they had emerged from the UnJump.

“That would be very unlikely,” replied Sherrafenn.

“But will we be able to find that structure again?” worried ThinksFast.

“We’ll be able to return to those UnSpace co-ordinates,” answered the AI, “but the enemy may have moved their structure by then – that’s assuming that it is movable.”

“In which case,” said KnowsMuch, standing up and flinging her long dark-red hair over her shoulders, “we need to act very quickly.”
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“YOU’RE RIGHT!” AGREED her husband. “They probably won’t be able to move something so big immediately, but we may only have minutes to do what needs to be done.”

“Sherrafenn, start plotting our next UnJump,” ordered KnowsMuch. “We need to be very close to the enemy this time. You have to get us right on top of them.”

The AI was silent for a moment. “That would be extremely hazardous,” she pointed out.

“Yes, of course!” snapped ThinksFast. “But we three embarked on this voyage in the full knowledge that we might have to give our own lives in order to achieve our Mission Objective. Now, please plot the UnJump, Sherrafenn!”

“And get the Bomb ready,” added KnowsMuch.
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Four minutes later they emerged from the latest UnJump.

Sherrafenn had done her job well. They were just 13 USLUs from the Destroyers’ space station (or whatever it was) – well within visual range. Her exterior cameras locked onto it and magnified. The sinister images filled KnowsMuch’s and ThinksFast’s virtual screens.

A bizarre structure of interconnecting units of many different kinds, the enemy station was the size of a small planet. Indeed, it was so massive that it had a powerful gravitational field.

There was no way the Destroyers could have built such a vast monstrosity in half a year. They must have started assembling it long before the destruction of their homeworld.

But there was no time to dwell on such matters. In this battle, literally every second counted.

“Sherrafenn, deploy the Bomb!” commanded KnowsMuch.

“Bomb deployed,” answered the AI.

A spherical object shot out from the belly of the ship. No bigger than the head of an Isskan child, it was an Ontological weapon. On detonation it would create a Non-Being Field that would swallow up everything within a radius of 20 million USLUs.

Designed by an elite team of Metaphysical Engineers on the Protectors’ homeworld, it was a device of unprecedented destructive power. Or rather, it would not actually destroy anything. It would simply render everything within its explosive radius non-existent. The Destroyers would be literally wiped off the face of the universe.

To ensure the effectiveness of the Bomb, the Engineers had added two safeguards. One was
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