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​​​​​The Continent, principal landmass of the planet Isska, in the year 907 XE
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QIT = quasi-independent Territory   WZ = war zone   RT = rebel Territory
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5th day of Summer, 907 XE

The Island Palace, Zarr, Xunna

Jaddra awoke just after dawn with a gut feeling of impending crisis. But why? This was going to be an ordinary sort of day – he was scheduled to fly down to Annsh to inspect the troops there.

However, he had learned not to dismiss such intuitions too quickly. Sometimes they were sent by the Anthall.

Getting out of bed quietly so as not to wake Leenesh, he went to the bathroom. As he washed his face, he studied himself in the mirror. The War had aged him, he knew. There were no grey hairs yet, but his face was no longer that of a carefree young man. He wondered if he had ever had such a face ...

The War had dragged on for five long miserable years – years of unbreakable strategic stalemate and ceaseless pointless slaughter on a hyper-industrial scale. Many millions had died, and yet still there was no end to the conflict in sight.

Time and time again during these War years Jaddra had tried to convince the Supreme Council that peace overtures should be made to the Allied nations, but the WarMaker had stubbornly and skilfully blocked all such initiatives.

Of course, the War had almost completely buried Jaddra’s programme of social and political reforms. Only in one area had he been able to achieve his goals – granting freedom to Varrd and Choth. Both of these former slave nations were now prospering as self-governing FirstLord’s Domains.

The War had fractured Jaddra’s circle of close friends. Kleezar Hennat had never returned from a bombing mission over the Thurseen Desert back in the Winter of 902 – the Air Force didn’t know whether he was dead or captured. Torrlin Sheenor, now Marshal of the Third Army, was nearly always with his troops at the front line. And Vonnsha and Chennet Lisstra were millions of kilometres away on the planet Haxxa.

Despite the uncertainty of these War years, Jaddra and Leenesh had started a family. A son, Hezzkal, had been born in 905, and a daughter, Dellteth, the following year. They planned to have at least two more children.

Another thing to be thankful for was that, as a consequence of the prolonged stresses of the War, vast numbers of Xunns had become Followers. Leenesh herself was among them – much to her husband’s delight.

When he wasn’t in Government meetings or spending time with his family, Jaddra was working hard to encourage the growth of the Community of Followers. Using his own private funds, he had built a huge temple, called the Great House of Prayer, in central Zarr. Every day thousands of Followers worshipped and prayed there. The Way of the Anthall, once despised and persecuted, was now a force to be reckoned with in the Xunnland ...

*
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Leenesh awoke about half an hour after Jaddra. After they had breakfasted together, they walked over to the palace’s skyzone. Despite the rigours of motherhood, she had kept her exceptional beauty. Her long deep-red hair stirred in a gentle breeze and the red-brown-pink patterns of her skin glowed in the gentle early-morning light.

But she looked troubled.

“What’s on your mind?” he asked.

“I feel as if something important is about to happen,” she said, “but I don’t know what.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I feel the same way.”

“Maybe this feeling is from the Anthall,” she mused, gazing at the lush Summer greenery of the palace’s gardens.

“Maybe it is,” he agreed.

She took his hands in hers. “Anthall be with you, Jadd.”

“And with you, my love. I’ll see you this evening.”

He kissed her, then turned and boarded the waiting Bodyguard skyship. Swiftly it climbed into the clear blue heavens, bound for war-torn Annsh.
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5th day of Summer, 907 XE

The Sorra Mountains, Annsh

His one-man skyship hidden in an uninhabited valley in the Sorra Mountains, Mazzra Fonnash was watching the onboard computer, waiting for a signal from the bug he had planted on the hull of the FirstLord’s private aircraft.

Just when he was starting to wonder if the bug had been detected and removed, a red message appeared on the computer screen, telling him the target was now within range, 200 kilometres distant.

Immediately Fonnash pressed a big green button, which launched a hunter-bomb from the belly of his ship. A steel sphere about the size of a man’s head, it flew off northwards and was soon out of sight.

About ten minutes later another red message flashed onto the screen: the hunter was rapidly closing in on its target. With mounting excitement Fonnash watched the incoming data:

Now the hunter was just ten kilometres from impact ...

Now eight ...

Now five ...
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5th day of Summer, 907 XE

The Josstol Hills, southern Annsh

Nineteen minutes and 2,105 kilometres after takeoff, Jaddra’s skyship was approaching its destination – the Josstol Hills, a region of forest upland on the front line in southern Annsh.

He still found it hard to believe that the soldiers really were encouraged by his visits, but his friends in the Army assured him it was so. Since the troops were fighting in his name and suffering great hardships for the defence of the Xunnland, he felt it was the least he could do to show his face among them and let them know they were not forgotten.

Seated immediately behind the pilot, he studied the view through the narrow curved front windshield. Josstol had once been a place of great natural beauty. Now, like so many other regions of the Continent, it was scarred by the ravages of war.

Sitting beside Jaddra was Hannsto Vallmar, focused and vigilant, as always. Not for the first time, Jaddra silently congratulated himself on making Hannsto the commander of the Bodyguard. He was the perfect man for the job. He worked hard to ensure maximum security for Jaddra and his family, but also allowed them sufficient space and freedom to be a family.

The ship was decelerating and descending smoothly towards its pre-planned landing site, when suddenly the pilot threw it into a series of violent manoeuvres. Jaddra instantly recognized this for what it was – textbook evasive action.

“What’s the problem?” he demanded.

“A hunter-bomb has locked on to us, my Lord!” answered the pilot as he sent the ship into yet another steep dive, followed by a near-vertical climb. It was just as well that passengers on board Z-Field ships experienced no sensation of motion – otherwise this situation would have been nauseating as well as alarming.

“But how can that possibly be?” said Jaddra, puzzled. “Surely we’re still too far north for the Allies to target us!”

“I have no explanation for it, my Lord,” replied the pilot, working the controls with frantic professionalism, “but a hunter is definitely tracking us – and closing fast!”

A few seconds later there was a blinding, deafening explosion close to the ship.

“It missed us, but not by much!” reported the pilot.

“Any damage?” asked Hannsto.

“Two of our stabilizers are dead!”

The ship rapidly lost altitude as the pilot struggled to regain control.

“I can’t keep us airborne much longer,” he said. “You must all bail out immediately!”

Jaddra, Hannsto and the squad of Bodyguards hurriedly grabbed Z-Field backpacks from overhead storage lockers and strapped them on. Hannsto insisted that Jaddra should bail out first, and actually pushed him out of the open hatch before he could disagree.

The next moment Jaddra was free-falling, rushing air roaring in his ears. This was not the first time he had bailed out of a skyship with a Z-pack – he had rehearsed several times for just such an emergency – but it was still a nerve-racking experience. The logical part of his mind told him he was perfectly safe: the Z-pack was a very reliable technology and he knew how to use it effectively. His instincts, however, reminded him forcibly that his body was made of mere fragile flesh and bone and was presently hurtling towards the hard, hard ground far, far below.

In trying to evade the hunter-bomb, the pilot had flown the ship westwards, a full hundred kilometres off their course. The terrain that Jaddra was now falling into was not the gentle green Josstol Hills but the severe snow-capped Sorra Mountains. He didn’t relish the prospect of landing there. It was a bad place to be stranded without food or warm clothing.

He glanced up at the now-distant aircraft and with relief saw men tumbling out of it. He hoped all those aboard would be able to get out in time.

He activated his Z-pack at an altitude of about 2,000 metres. His rate of descent then slowed progressively, so that when he landed on a rocky mountainside about three minutes later he only had to flex his knees to absorb the impact.

He surveyed the scene around him. Nothing but rocky desolation. He couldn’t see anyone else from the ship, either on the ground or still descending. They must have been scattered over a wide area. There was no sign of the skyship itself – presumably it had crashed by now.

Intending to summon a rescue ship, he reached for the Yevv on his left wrist ... but it wasn’t there!

Somehow, in the scramble to bail out, it must have slipped off, and he had been too preoccupied to notice.

A shiver of panic shot through him. Like any modern Xunn, he felt incomplete without his Yevv. Never before had he been cut off from the all-encompassing communications system that linked every Xunn to every other. For the first time in his life, he was isolated – truly alone.

And yet, as a Follower, he believed that the Anthall was always with him, helping and protecting him. Encouraged by this thought, he checked his Z-pack’s power gauge – about half its charge remained.

He reactivated it, jumped off the mountainside, descended gently into the narrow valley below and glided along its course for about ten kilometres in a north-easterly direction, guided by the pack’s built-in compass. When the charge was almost exhausted he landed in the valley and abandoned the pack.

There was now nothing for it but to make his way on foot through the wild mountain terrain, praying as he went.
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5th day of Summer, 907 XE

The Island Palace, Zarr, Xunna

Having safely bailed out of the crippled skyship, Hannsto Vallmar and all his men were rescued within an hour of the crash. Only Jaddra was missing. The Supreme Government was thrown into a panic by his disappearance, as were his anguished wife and friends.

“So you’re completely sure the FirstLord escaped from the ship?” asked Parrja Dassan.

“Yes, Overseer,” answered Hannsto. “I actually pushed him out of the hatch myself, and I know his Z-pack was in good working order. There’s no way he could have failed to make a safe landing.”

“But why hasn’t he called us to let us know where he is?” demanded Leenesh, on the verge of tears.

“Maybe he lost his Yevv in the rush to bail out, my Lady,” suggested Hannsto.

“I’m going to take a big Elite Police team down to Annsh immediately!” announced Parrja. “I’ll lead the search operation personally. I’ll also ask the Varrdans for permission to enter their sector of the mountains, as Jaddra may well have landed there. And in the meantime, we must all pray for his safety.”

Reassured by his determined words and manner, Leenesh regained her composure. “Very well, Parrja. But let me know right away if there’s ... any news.”

“Of course, my Lady.”

“Overseer,” said Hannsto, “my men and I will assist you in the search.”

“I was going to suggest that myself,” replied Parrja, nodding in agreement. He stood up. “Let’s get started, then, Colonel. We have an awful lot of territory to cover!”

Hannsto got to his feet too. He and Parrja bowed sympathetically to Leenesh and left the palace.
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