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In the perilous depths of the Asteroid Sea, two powerful space-fleets fight for interplanetary supremacy
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3rd day of Summer, 926 XE

The Island Palace, Zarr, Xunna

“Will there be war?” asked Leenesh with an anxious frown.

“It might come to that,” answered Jaddra, sitting next to his wife on a long sofa.

“I’d hoped and prayed we’d never see war again,” she said, her voice sorrowful.

“So did we all,” agreed Jaddra with a sigh of regret.

“But surely the Kralls must know they couldn’t possibly win a war!” she argued. “They could never defeat the Partnership – we’re stronger than them in every way.”

Their son Hezzkal, who was standing by the window overlooking the River Skarra, turned to face his mother. “I think the Kralls are fanatical enough to believe they can win,” he said. “Or at least, Annzar Vrassa believes they can, and it’s his iron will that rules the KrallZone ... So, yes – and I hate to say this – but war looks like a very real possibility.”

The three of them were silent for a moment, contemplating that unpalatable truth. Most families in the Xunnland had lost at least one son in the Global War that had ended a mere 19 years ago. The idea of another major conflict was distressing beyond words.

“I’d planned to fly down to Shimell today to attend a women’s conference with Sherrafenn,” said Leenesh. “Do you think I should still go, Jadd?”

“Yes, you should go,” he replied, trying to smile reassuringly. “I’ll give you a call if there’s any major news.”

“All right, then,” she said decisively, getting to her feet in a swift lithe movement that any 18-year-old would have been proud of. She was dressed in a loose-fitting white embroidered one-piece shirt-and-trousers garment. Her magnificent dark-red hair, decorated with a dozen golden clasps, reached all the way down to her elegant waist, which was belted with a scarlet silk sash. Now well into her forties, she was still breathtakingly beautiful and athletically fit.

“Give Sherrafenn my love,” said Hezzkal. Sherrafenn Imshoon, the highly revered Fayshonn of Varradenn, was also his mother-in-law.

“And mine,” added Jaddra.

She studied them for a brief moment, her love for the two men in her life showing clearly in her big golden-irised eyes.

“I’ll see you both tonight,” she said, her long red tresses fanning out behind her as she strode from the room.

Jaddra turned to his son, a glint of fatherly pride in his eyes. “Ready, Hezz?”

“Yes, Dad – as ready as I’ll ever be!”

The two men wore identical scarlet uniforms, designed to emphasize the continuity between the FirstLord and his Heir. Tall, broad-chested, with short red hair and beard, Hezzkal closely resembled Jaddra but had his mother’s golden eyes.

Father and son left the room together and made their way down to the palace’s skyzone, where a spherical grey-hulled Z-Field aircraft awaited them, its engines humming in readiness. Beside it stood a squad of green-uniformed Bodyguards, Brallshar pistols in their hip-holsters. They saluted the FirstLord and the Heir, thumping their right fists against their chests. Standing with them was their commander, Hannsto Vallmar, who bowed to Jaddra and Hezzkal.

“Good morning, my Lords,” he said, in a manner that was respectful but also familiar. He and Jaddra had been friends all their lives, and he had known Hezzkal since the day of his birth. “The Supreme Council and the People’s Assembly await you.”

They all boarded the skyship, which swiftly ferried them to the brand-new Hall of Gathering in the centre of the Old City, just a stone’s throw from the former Temple of Zarrva, which had received a new lease of life as a public museum.

Flanked by Hannsto and the Bodyguards, Jaddra and Hezzkal entered the Hall, a capacious marble-floored circular chamber with high walls of blue-tinted glass. Standing to one side were the 100 members of the Supreme Council, all of whom were senior government officials. On the other side stood the 100 People’s Advocates, elected by the populations of the Xunnland’s Territories. Jaddra and Hezzkal seated themselves on twin thrones facing the assembled dignitaries, who then also sat down on rows of plush chairs.

After Hezzkal had consulted with a technical assistant for a few moments, he stood up, and every eye in the Hall was fixed on him. This was the first time he had presided over a major political gathering, but his father had taught him well.

“Honourable Councillors and Advocates, thank you for attending this meeting at such short notice,” he began. “The FirstLord has summoned you here today to give you an emergency update on the rapidly developing interplanetary crisis, and he has asked me to present it to you. First of all, let’s review the present strategic situation in the Asteroid Sea.”

He pressed a button on his Yevv, and a three-dimensional map of the System – the Sun and its 18 planets – appeared on the virtual screens of all those present. The Outer System was a series of gas giants of varying sizes, while the Inner System was a family of smaller worlds, including Isska and Haxxa.

In between the two groups of planets was the Asteroid Sea, a wide zone containing 122 trillion rocky fragments. Most of these were mere metres in width, but 483 of them had diameters of a kilometre or more, and 65 were objects of near-planetary size. It was this region of the System which was proving to be a dangerous bone of contention between Isska’s two power-blocs, the KrallZone (that is, Kralla and its many orbital colonies) and the Partnership (all the other states in the System except Varradenn).

Hezzkal pressed another button, and the virtual screens zoomed in on the Asteroid Sea. “Our primary military base in the region is located here” – a spherical planetoid began to flash green – “on Lappshar 014. The Pravellans have a base here, on Yemmska 332” – on the opposite side of the Sea, an egg-shaped mini-world flashed blue. “And the Kralls have their main base here, on Runnko 591” – an irregularly shaped planetoid now began to flash red. “They are currently massing the bulk of their space forces in the vicinity of their base. In response to this, we and the Pravellans are forming a combined fleet at this location.” An entire sector of the map then flashed yellow.

A number of Councillors and Advocates had stood up by this time, indicating that they wished to ask questions. Hezzkal pointed to a grey-haired woman, an Advocate from Zeema.

“My Lord, have our intelligence services ascertained the reason for this military manoeuvring by the Kralls?”

“The most likely explanation,” answered Hezzkal, “is that they intend to gain control of the entire Asteroid Sea, so as to exploit its resources in order to facilitate Kralla’s expansion to the Outer Worlds. This is something we simply can’t allow. The Partnership needs the mineral wealth of the Sea. We’re willing to share it with the Kralls, but not to surrender it to them!”

Hezzkal pointed to a portly male Councillor from the Civil Command. “My Lord, are we to understand that there is a real possibility that we could find ourselves” – he swallowed down a lump of horror in his throat – “at war with the KrallZone?”

Hezzkal took a deep breath. He didn’t want to give them such bad news. “Up to this point,” he answered, “no one has made any overtly aggressive moves – and neither the Xunnland nor Pravell will be the first to do so. But ... yes, it does look as if the Kralls are preparing to fight to get control of the Sea, if they can’t get it by mere threats. So we could indeed find ourselves with a war on our hands. And it could be mere days away.”

A ripple of consternation swept through the gathered Advocates and Councillors, the fear of war twisting their guts.

Hezzkal pointed to a young male Advocate from southern Xunna.

“My Lord, the question everyone wants to ask is this: If there is war, will it be confined to space, or will it flare up here on Isska too?”

Another wave of disquiet splashed across the width of the Hall. At this point Jaddra stood up and spoke, his face grave and earnest:

“During the Global War millions of Xunnish young men died in my name. Ever since, their deaths have been like a dagger in my heart. So, Honourable Councillors and Advocates, please believe me when I say that I will do everything – everything – in my power to ensure that the evil of war is never again allowed to blight our world!”

Everyone in the Hall knew he meant every word of this, and they loved him for it.

During the next hour and a half some further factual details about the situation were discussed and clarified. Then Hezzkal formally closed the meeting, and the Councillors and Advocates went their separate ways with troubled thoughts.

The Xunnland had been blessed with nearly two decades of prosperity since the end of the Global War, thanks to Jaddra’s radical social reforms, which had given unprecedented freedom and opportunity to the common people. Would this Golden Age of peace now be brutally cut short by Isska’s very first war in space?
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3rd day of Summer, 926 XE

KrallZone Government Headquarters, Voss, Kralla

Annzar Vrassa was 64 years old, but he looked 20 years younger. His anatomy had been enhanced with many synthetic body parts and his biochemistry had been upgraded to maximize his health and vitality. He intended to live for ever, even if that meant living inside an entirely artificial body.

He seated himself in his enormous swivel chair, the electric motors in his joints whirring softly. He cast his gaze around the big square table at which were seated all the leading figures in the government of the Krallish Freedom Zone.

His gaze was by no means a friendly one, and not a single man or woman dared to meet it. As the years had gone by, Vrassa had found himself becoming increasingly irritated by people – all people. No one ever quite measured up to the standards he held dear. He had never found anyone who fully shared his vision for the future of the Krallish people – a future of unlimited population expansion and radical technological progress. Everyone wanted to cling to the past – the safe predictable limited past.
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