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3rd day of Spring, 902 XE

The Shannvarl Hills, Xunna

For three days and three nights the assassin had waited, waited, waited – hiding and shivering among the crags and shrubs of this windswept northern wilderness. But now, finally, the time for action had come.

Ten wedge-shaped dark-green military Zemmka-Field cars were approaching in single file, gliding just above the rock-strewn surface of the narrow valley. The assassin, concealed among a cluster of boulders atop the valley’s southern wall, aimed his Brallshar rifle at the third vehicle in the convoy.

Peering through his telescopic sights at the rear section of the car, he found his target: Ammzal Vallmar, FirstLord of the Xunnland. Seated next to Vallmar was Yasstan Lanndra, the Supreme WarMaker.

Their mouths were moving. The assassin wondered what they were talking about. Some weighty political matter, perhaps? Or maybe just the weather. Whatever the case, this was the last conversation they would ever have.

He waited a few more seconds until the car was directly below his ridge-top position. Then he squeezed the trigger.

The rifle spat out a needle-thin red beam of lethal energy that pierced the window next to the FirstLord, stabbed straight through his head and cut an exit hole in the car’s rear bodywork. The valley echoed with the beam’s distinctive high-pitched shriek.

The car stopped abruptly and the nine other vehicles swiftly took up protective positions around it. A platoon of soldiers in dark-green uniforms and peaked caps – members of the elite Invincible Corps – jumped out of the cars, Brallshar pistols in hand. Among them was an officer, his red badges of rank clearly visible. The assassin knew this was Vannsko Dassan, Marshal of the Corps.

For a very brief moment, despite the threat of another sniper shot, Dassan stared through the holed car window at the bloody corpse of the FirstLord. Doubtless he was struggling to believe that this terrible thing had really happened, and on his watch! Then he shouted some orders, and the Invincibles began purposefully ascending the boulder-littered southern valley-side, raking it with ferocious Brallshar beams as they climbed, hoping to flush out the hidden killer.

The assassin scrambled out of his rocky lair and fled, clutching his rifle. He didn’t really expect to escape, but it was worth a try. There was a dense forest about two kilometres to the south. Maybe he could elude the Invincibles there ...

​​​​​​​​​​2

3rd day of Spring, 902 XE

The Annra Forest, south-western Xunna

Jaddra and Torrlin were crossing a grassy clearing in the Forest when Jaddra suddenly stopped in his tracks. The Yevv on his left wrist was bleeping insistently.

He sighed with irritation. He didn’t wish to be disturbed. These hunting expeditions were his only escape from the never-ending politicking in Zarr, the Xunnland’s capital.

Reluctantly he pressed the “RECEIVE” button on the Yevv. An unwelcome image appeared on the virtual screen in the top-left corner of his field of vision – the broad bearded face of Yasstan Lanndra, the Supreme WarMaker.

Like Jaddra and Torrlin, Lanndra had red-brown-pink freckled skin and short dark-red hair. But whereas their beards were fashionably short and neat, Lanndra’s was thick and bushy, clearly marking him out as a traditionalist.

Normally his facial expression was one of confident authority, but right now there was something close to panic in his eyes. This worried Jaddra – only a truly disastrous event could unsettle a man as powerful as Lanndra. What had happened?

“You have a message for me, WarMaker?” asked Jaddra, knowing he was about to hear some very bad news.

“Yes, my Lord.” Lanndra hesitated, apparently reluctant to continue.

“What is it, Lanndra?!”

Almost as if there were a blockage in his throat, the WarMaker forced out the words: “My Lord, there’s – there’s been a – a Code 1 Incident!”

Lanndra knew that Jaddra knew the meaning of this term. In the secret parlance of the Military Intelligence Corps, “Code 1” referred to the assassination of the FirstLord.

For a few seconds Jaddra’s mind froze with shock. Then he stammered, “How – how did it – happen?!”

“The FirstLord was – shot – by a sniper – here in the Shannvarl Hills, just – just a few minutes ago,” answered Lanndra, his voice struggling and faltering. “His – body – is now being flown to Bannskar’s Palace.”

“I’ll go there at once!” said Jaddra.

“I’ll meet you there, my Lord.”

Jaddra closed the Yevv connection and Lanndra’s face disappeared from his virtual screen.

Torrlin had only heard Jaddra’s side of the conversation but had seen his friend’s distress. “What’s happened?!” he asked.

“My father’s been ... killed!” replied Jaddra. Those words seemed unreal, impossible, absurd. His whole body trembling, he slumped onto a fallen tree-trunk and took some deep breaths.

Stunned, Torrlin swore loudly and vehemently.

“I can’t believe this!” said Jaddra, his heart pounding. “My father has – had – half a million Invincibles to protect him! How could an assassin have got to him?!”

Torrlin just shook his head in bewilderment.

Jaddra sat there for a short while in silence, trying to regain a measure of composure. Then he Yevv-called Shappka Hessar, the commander of his personal security squad, who was aboard a skyship circling over the local area.

“Colonel, the FirstLord has been assassinated,” said Jaddra bluntly. “I want you to take me back to Zarr immediately.”

Hessar was a seasoned officer in the Elite Police, but even he was thrown off balance by news such as this.

“I – I’m so sorry, my Lord,” he said awkwardly. “I’m on my way!”

A few moments later the skyship – a blue-grey metallic sphere about 30 metres in diameter – landed in the clearing, touching down on six retractable legs, its Zemmka-Field engine humming rhythmically.

Jaddra and Torrlin boarded the ship, gave their rifles to a servant and seated themselves in a private cabin. The engine revved for a moment, and then the ship leapt into the sky, accelerating to supersonic speed in just five seconds, but without any gee-force effects.

Below them was the enormous wild expanse of the Annra Forest. On the western horizon were the distant snow-capped peaks of the Sorra Mountains. Sitting beside a window, Jaddra gazed down at the shifting landscape without seeing it, his mind in turmoil.

The last time he had been with his father – ten days ago – they had argued, as usual, about the future of the Xunnland. Jaddra wanted to reform Xunnish society, while Ammzal insisted that the ancient traditions must be preserved at all costs.

He had always been a dominating presence in Jaddra’s life. It was hard to believe that this terrifying larger-than-life man was really dead ...

By now the northernmost reaches of the Forest had slipped out of view and the ship was rapidly traversing the broad many-citied central plains of Xunna. Soon they were crossing the sprawling southern districts of Zarr, the greatest conurbation on the planet Isska.

Finally they descended smoothly towards their destination in the oldest district of the city – Bannskar’s Palace, the ancestral home of the Vallmar Family. The 800-kilometre journey from the Forest had been completed in a mere nine minutes.

Hessar landed the ship at the palace’s skyzone and Jaddra disembarked, accompanied by Torrlin, Hessar and the grey-uniformed security squad. Yasstan Lanndra was waiting there, at the head of a 100-strong honour guard of Invincibles. He walked forward and bowed deeply to Jaddra. Tall and well built, he would have been an impressive figure even without his black-and-gold uniform.

Rising, he said, “My Lord, I – I offer you and your family my most earnest condolences.” Deep sorrow was written all over his face.

“Thank you, WarMaker.” Jaddra knew Lanndra’s sorrow was genuine – the FirstLord had been his ally and friend. “But why is Marshal Dassan not here?!” Vannsko Dassan had failed in his primary duty – to protect the FirstLord. He should have been there too, ready to offer his apologies and explanations!

“My Lord,” answered Lanndra with a sigh of regret, “the disgrace was too much for Dassan to bear. He took his own life, just a few minutes ago.”

Shocked and saddened by this news, Jaddra was silent for a moment. Then, summoning up his courage, he said, “WarMaker, please tell me more about – how my father died.”

“We were on our way to observe some Army manoeuvres,” explained Lanndra, “but the killer was waiting for us! Somehow he’d gained precise knowledge of our pre-planned route through the Shannvarls.”

“And how, exactly, did he ...?” Jaddra couldn’t finish the question.

“He used a Brallshar rifle – it cut right through the car window next to the FirstLord, penetrating his head, killing him instantly,” replied Lanndra, his voice cracking with anguish. “I was sitting right next to him, but there was nothing I could do to save him!”

Jaddra closed his eyes and shook his head, horrified by Lanndra’s description of his father’s death. But he was also puzzled:

“Surely, though, all the windows in the vehicle were Brallshar-proof?” he asked.

“Indeed they were, my Lord, but it was no ordinary Brallshar the assassin used. It was a special ultra-high-power version.”

“I see ... And the assassin – has he been caught?”

“The Invincibles swiftly tracked him down, but he killed himself before he could be captured and questioned.”

“Oh ... So who was he?”

“The Intelligence Corps have identified him as Rennka Gannor, a member of the Krallish Independence Movement. He’s been on the Elite Police ‘Wanted’ list for three years.”

Almost like a physical sensation, a feeling of unreality swept over Jaddra at this point. Was he really having this conversation, talking about his father’s murderer ...?

With a conscious effort, he focused on the practicalities of the here and now: “Where’s the FirstLord’s body been taken?”

“To his private apartment, my Lord. Your family are all gathered there.”

“I’ll go to them at once.”

“May I have the honour of escorting you?”

“Very well.”

Jaddra, Torrlin and Lanndra, with a squad of Invincibles, entered the labyrinthine stone-built palace and made their way through its gloomy echoing corridors to Ammzal’s many-roomed apartment. In its outer chambers crowds of whispering high-ranking mourners bowed or curtseyed solemnly to Jaddra as he passed through.

Then he alone entered the lavishly furnished bedchamber where, in an atmosphere of reverent hush, his wife Leenesh, his mother Brenntesh and his sisters Yemmved, Xellvet and Kwevvesh were anxiously awaiting his arrival.

They all stood up and curtseyed to him, and he kissed each of them on both cheeks. No one spoke – it was deemed disrespectful to talk in the presence of the dead.

Then, with some trepidation, Jaddra approached the giant-size bed upon which his father’s corpse had been laid out. A bandage had been wrapped around the upper part of the head to conceal the fatal wound.

Jaddra keenly felt the dark irony of the situation. Here lay Ammzal III – supreme ruler of the Xunnland, the most powerful man on Isska, commander-in-chief of millions-strong armies – slain by a lone sniper ...

The eyelids had been closed, the face had been washed, the thick red beard had been combed. It was almost possible to believe that he was just sleeping ...

But there was no breath in this body. Ammzal would never awake ...

More than anything else, Jaddra felt numb and distant – as if he were merely observing himself standing at his murdered father’s bedside ...

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
.
S d .
o, 4 .
y o SIM ; y
: ; G .

S v E ; ‘
RS : .. o . g (Bl
J s . i g o e RIS





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
The Ocean





