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In the Galaxy-wide war against the Destroyers, this is the decisive moment, the final battle ... or is it?
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Day 248, 1544 XE

The Halladeen Zimall, Shimell, Varradenn, Isska

“Will you, with the help of the Anthall, endeavour to lead the people of Varradenn with wisdom and love?”

Perravell Yentheen looked deep into the big grey eyes of Rathann Omthoon. In those eyes she saw some fear and doubt, but more importantly, she saw the presence of the Anthall.

Rathann was young – the youngest person ever to be selected to become The Fayshonn, the spiritual leader of Varradenn. And yet Yentheen was convinced that she and her colleagues had made the right choice. Rathann was the Anthall’s own choice, and they must all accept it and rejoice in it.

She smiled at him – an encouraging motherly smile (in fact she was old enough to be his great-grandmother). She knew he would rise to the challenge. As her Xunnish friends would say, “He’ll do just fine.”

Her smile melted away some of his fear. He had known Mother Yentheen all his life, and she had always been an inspiration to him. He knew she would always be there for him as long as she lived, her old heart full of the Anthall’s kindness and wisdom.

He was ready to commit himself. The moment had come.

He took a deep breath and said, “I will!”

The thousands-strong crowd in the Halladeen Zimall erupted into a storm of cheering and clapping. There would now be a three-day-long celebration throughout Varradenn.
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Several hours later Rathann escaped from the festivities and took refuge in his private apartment in the College of Fayshonns. With a big sigh of relief he collapsed into his favourite armchair and pondered the day’s events.

He could hardly believe it had really happened. Today he had formally become The Fayshonn!

He was now the chief spiritual guide of the Varradennzi – and, in a more generalized way, of all the peoples of the IssCon. It was a huge responsibility. Billions of Isskans on dozens of worlds would listen to and scrutinize his every public pronouncement, his every written word ...

He had been deeply reluctant to take on the job. This was, of course, one of the reasons why he had been chosen to do it – a fact that amused him immensely. There was no doubt about it – the Anthall had a big sense of humour ...

He felt daunted by the task that lay ahead of him, but he knew that his every need – physical and spiritual – would be met. When the Anthall gave someone a job to do, he always gave them the resources to do it well.

Rathann had only one major regret. He wished he had a wife. He keenly felt the need of close companionship at this time. He had lots of good friends, male and female, but he really wanted someone with whom he could share everything and anything.

He had looked long and hard for a wife, and some of the best match-makers in Varradenn had been busy on his behalf (usually without his knowledge). He had met some wonderful women, but he had never met anyone who seemed to be the one.

Sometimes he wondered if there was something wrong with him. Was he too fussy? That had been said to him more than once by match-makers whose efforts had not met with his approval.

But actually, he didn’t believe it was true. He suspected that the Anthall was keeping him for someone special. But who, and where?

He was perfectly willing to marry a woman who wasn’t Varradennish, so long as she truly loved the Anthall. She could come from the furthest colony in the IssCon – he didn’t care, so long as she was the one.

“Anthall, I leave it in your hands,” he prayed out loud, pacing about his apartment. “You’ve always met all my needs. I know you’ll meet this one.”

But as he continued to pray, he recognized the tell-tale signs of an impending Word: his heart was pounding, and a kind of joyful dread gripped him.

From past experience, he knew that the best thing to do at a time like this was to relax and just let it happen. So he lay down on the floor and waited.

He didn’t have to wait long ...
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Day 248, 1544 XE

The College of Fayshonns, Shimell, Varradenn, Isska

In his waking dream, Rathann was drifting in NormSpace in some far-distant star system. He was in the midst of the IssCon fleet – thousands of huge spherical ships swarming in the starry sky.

And then he heard the Voice: They need you urgently, my son. Go to them at once!

The Word was clear, unmistakable, indisputable. The Anthall had spoken, and Rathann Omthoon would obey.

He got up, went to his HoloField unit and recorded a brief message for the other Fayshonns, explaining the action he was about to take.

Taking with him nothing more than a change of clothes and his digital copy of the Sharhemm, he furtively left his apartment and made his way across the dimly lit campus to the concrete-paved skyzone where the aircraft belonging to the College’s teachers were kept.

Among these ordinary skyships was his own far-from-ordinary two-seater interstellar ship, given to him three years ago by his close friend, the FirstLord Torrlin. This compact but state-of-the-art vessel enabled Rathann to reach any world in the IssCon within 15 standard hours.

“Hinn, it’s me,” he whispered into a small aperture next to the main hatch. Wellahinn, the onboard AI, recognized his voice. Instantly the hatch slid noiselessly aside and he entered the tiny cockpit. He belted himself into one of the two padded seats and said, “Get us into orbit, Hinn. Max speed!”

“Very well, Rathann,” answered Wellahinn in her pleasantly feminine synthetic voice.

He sat back and relaxed as the ship lifted off, its engine gently humming, air rushing around its spherical hull as it climbed vertically into the starlit sky.

Three minutes later, they were in orbit.
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