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2nd day of Summer, 902 XE

MilCom Headquarters, Zarr, Xunna

“Excellency, Captain Nasskar has arrived,” reported the black-uniformed sergeant. “He’s in Briefing Room 16.”

“Thank you, Shonnz,” replied Yasstan Lanndra, who was intently studying the computerized strategic map of Isska that covered an entire wall of the War Room.

Lanndra, a tall powerfully built man with a full red beard, made his unhurried way down a long brightly lit corridor and entered the briefing room. The slim wiry young officer who was waiting nervously inside stood to attention and saluted smartly. Like Shonnz, he wore the plain black uniform of the MIC – the much-feared Military Intelligence Corps.

“At ease, Nasskar,” said Lanndra. “You may be seated.”

Nasskar sat down again, anxiously wondering why WarMaker Lanndra, the supreme commander of all the Xunnland’s armed forces, had sent for him, a mere captain.

Lanndra seated himself facing Nasskar, a sturdy steel desk between them. “My personnel staff have sent me good reports about you,” the WarMaker began in a conversational manner. “They say you’re tough, intelligent and resourceful. That’s the kind of man I’m looking for.” He omitted to mention that he’d also been told that Nasskar was ruthless and ambitious – but those too were required qualities in this particular case.

Nasskar merely nodded, since he had not yet been given permission to speak.

“I’m going to send you and your squad on a ... very special mission,” continued Lanndra. “It’s so special, in fact, that, officially, it will be non-existent. There will be no record of it anywhere, on any database. The only orders you will receive concerning this operation will be the verbal ones I’m about to give you. If later questioned about the mission, both you and I will deny any knowledge of it.”

Nasskar nodded again, his excitement mounting.

The WarMaker went on to explain what it was that he wanted Nasskar to do. The captain’s face first showed shock, then stunned acceptance, and finally eagerness.

Lanndra silently congratulated himself. He had chosen his man well.

“What’s your response to this, Nasskar? You may speak freely.”

“Excellency, thank you for choosing me to carry out this mission!” replied Nasskar earnestly. “It will be an honour to serve you in this way.”

Lanndra smiled – the sort of smile a slave-owner bestows upon his favourite serf. “Of course, you’ll be well rewarded for your part in this operation. When you return you’ll be raised to the rank of major, and your promotion after that will be rapid. Tell your men they too will receive promotions.”

The WarMaker leaned forward now, locking eyes with Nasskar. “Also impress upon them the need for total secrecy,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “None of them must ever breathe a word about this mission in later life.”

“I understand, Excellency,” declared Nasskar, his voice similarly hushed.

Half an hour later Nasskar was dismissed from the WarMaker’s presence, having been briefed on the practical details of the operation. The captain hurried off to carry out his orders, thrilled by the promise of meteoric promotion.

Meanwhile Lanndra returned to the War Room and resumed his study of the strategic map, a sly smile on his broad bearded face. At long last his secret scheming was about to get results. Nasskar and his men were the tiny sparks that would ignite a global inferno.
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2nd day of Summer, 902 XE

In Xunnish airspace

Six hours later Nasskar and his ten-man squad boarded a skyship piloted by Mazzra Fonnash, one of the WarMaker’s most trusted MIC agents.

During the 40-minute flight Nasskar briefed his men on their mission. They were visibly shocked when he explained to them what they were expected to do, but he was confident they would obey their orders – which, he emphasized, came from the Supreme WarMaker himself. And, of course, the promise of promotions for all of them eliminated any last traces of doubt in their minds.

Arriving at an Intelligence Corps base deep within the Darrsa Mountains in southern Kralla, they exchanged their skyship for one bearing Krallish Territorial Police markings. Then Fonnash flew them to the centre of Voss, Kralla’s enormous capital city, landing the ship in a quiet corner within a public park.

Wearing grey Police uniforms and armed with Brallshar pistols, Nasskar and his squad disembarked, leaving Fonnash aboard the ship. Posing as local policemen, they made their way through crowded back-streets towards Gaxxa II Square, the venue for tonight’s huge festival – the culmination of KrallFest, the Kralls’ annual celebration of their so-called nationhood.

The Square was filled to capacity with almost a million Kralls in party mood, looking forward to an entertaining night of patriotic song and dance. Red wine was flowing, the fast-food vendors were making a fortune and the Summer sun was bathing them all in a cosy golden evening warmth.

Thousands of policemen had been deployed around the perimeter of the Square to keep order, so Nasskar and his men were just a few extra uniforms among many. Trying to be inconspicuous, they lined up in front of a big office block and waited.

About 20 minutes later the festival began with “The Great River Territory”, the unofficial Krallish national anthem. While the Kralls were joyfully singing it, Nasskar unholstered his pistol. Without hesitation his men followed his lead.

He raised his weapon and squeezed the trigger. Instantly a razor-sharp red energy beam cut into the dense crowds. People cried out in pain and shock, flesh burned and blood gouted from many vicious wounds. Nasskar’s men opened fire too, the piercing energy-shrieks of their pistols clashing with the boisterous music blaring from the giant speakers in the Square.

After ten seconds of Brallshar-butchery, Nasskar ordered his men to cease fire. Hundreds of dead or wounded people, or fragments of people, now covered the blood-drenched flagstoned ground. Hundreds more, screaming with terror, were struggling to escape from the killing zone.

While waves of panic and confusion surged through the crowds, Nasskar and his squad slipped away from the scene of the crime, retraced their steps through the back-streets and reboarded their waiting skyship, which immediately flew away northwards.

About ten minutes later, while they were crossing the Inner Sea, the aircraft’s engine suddenly cut out – because Fonnash had deliberately shut it down. The ship lost altitude rapidly.

Nasskar, finding that the cockpit door was locked on the inside, hammered on it furiously, demanding to know what was going on. Ignoring him, Fonnash opened the cockpit’s emergency escape hatch and jumped out.

Within a few seconds his Z-Field backpack halted his descent and, hovering far above the sea, he watched as the skyship crashed forcefully into the waters below, throwing up a huge plume of spray.

Having an airtight hull, a skyship would normally float in water. But Fonnash had programmed the main hatch to open up immediately after his bail-out, so the ship now swiftly filled with seawater and sank like a stone.

Maintaining his altitude, Fonnash flew in a north-westerly direction. About 20 minutes later he touched down on a deserted beach on the island of Zoova.

Discarding the backpack, he programmed his Yevv to transmit a continuous coded signal. An Intelligence Corps skyship would soon home in on this and pick him up.

Watching the waves roll in as he awaited the ship’s arrival, Fonnash anxiously pondered what had just happened in Voss. He hoped the WarMaker knew what he was doing! Killing Xunnish civilians was a bad business. And killing good MIC agents like Nasskar and his squad – that really stuck in Fonnash’s throat!
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2nd day of Summer, 902 XE

The Island Palace, Zarr, Xunna

When he heard about the massacre in Voss, just a few minutes after the event, Parrja Dassan, Overseer of the Civil Command, immediately flew to the Island Palace.

He found the FirstLord Jaddra working late in his office. Dispensing with formalities, Dassan simply asked, “Have you heard the news from Voss, my Lord?!”

Jaddra closed his Yevv’s virtual screen and gave his full attention to Dassan. By the grim expression on his friend’s face, Jaddra knew something very bad had just happened.

“What news?” he enquired, dreading the answer.

“Look at this!” Dassan handed the young FirstLord a data-chip containing a video-stream of the incident.

Jaddra inserted the chip into his Yevv and watched the recording while Dassan, seated opposite him, waited.

Lasting about two minutes, the stream clearly showed a group of policemen indiscriminately firing into the dense crowds in Gaxxa II Square, gunning down hundreds of people in cold blood and then running off down a side-street.

Jaddra was deeply shocked. When the stream ended, he was unable to speak for a moment. Then, trembling with anger, he demanded, “Why did they do it?! Why?!”

“One explanation has occurred to me, my Lord,” answered Dassan. “The men who fired into the crowd may have been KIM terrorists masquerading as policemen.”

“But why would they do such a thing to their fellow Kralls?”

“The KIM are very determined people, willing to do just about anything to achieve their goals. If their intention was to stir up discontent in Kralla, they’ve certainly succeeded. As we speak, there are riots raging all over the Territory.”

Jaddra shook his head. “I’m not sure,” he said. “I can’t believe they could be so ruthless!”

Dassan shrugged. “It’s only a theory. Who knows? Perhaps the truth is very different.”

“Well, the truth is what we need to know – and quickly! We must get to the bottom of this, before the situation in Kralla spirals out of control.”

Dassan stood up. “My Lord, we already have an Elite Police taskforce in Kralla, hunting for those who plotted your father’s murder. Their work is still ongoing and mustn’t be interrupted. So with your permission, I’ll go to Voss immediately with a second Elite team to investigate this latest atrocity.”

“Very well, Parrja. Call me as soon as you learn anything.”

“I certainly will, my Lord.”

After Dassan had left, Jaddra replayed the video-stream. As he watched those nightmarish images again, a strong gut-feeling gripped him – a premonition that disaster was about to descend upon the Xunnland ...
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3rd day of Summer, 902 XE

MilCom Headquarters, Zarr, Xunna

On his return to Zarr in the small hours of the morning Mazzra Fonnash went straight to the WarMaker’s office at MilCom Headquarters.

“You’ve done well, Fonnash,” said Lanndra, seated at his desk. “Sit down and tell me the details.”

The MIC agent gave the WarMaker a full report on his mission in Kralla. When he had finished, Lanndra stared at him enquiringly and said, “You look troubled.”

“Really, Excellency?” replied Fonnash nervously, his eyelids closed even further than usual, as if this would conceal his thoughts from the WarMaker.

Lanndra sat back in his chair. “The massacre in Voss and the killing of Nasskar and his men has left a bad taste in your mouth – hasn’t it?”

Afraid to lie, Fonnash answered, “Yes, Excellency.”

“Well, your concerns are perfectly legitimate. To kill Xunns is a very serious matter. And to kill good Intelligence Corps agents pains me deeply.”

Lanndra paused for a moment, while Fonnash waited anxiously.

“Because you’re one of my most trusted men,” continued the WarMaker, “I’ll explain my strategy to you. But you must never repeat to anyone what I’m about to say. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Excellency.”

Lanndra got up from his desk and paced slowly about the room. “The FirstLord’s reforms must be stopped,” he said. “You see that, don’t you?”

“Of course, Excellency,” replied Fonnash with sincerity.

“And the only way to stop them is to engage the Xunnland in a major war. Such a war will now flare up in Kralla and along our frontier with the Far South – thanks to the act of provocation that Nasskar and his men carried out in Voss.”

He turned to face Fonnash. “So do you see now that the orders I gave them were necessary? And do you also see that, having accomplished their mission, they had to die, so that secrecy would be preserved? All those who died tonight were killed for the good of the Xunnland. Do you understand?”

Fonnash knew that if he hesitated now, he was a dead man. “Yes, Excellency,” he said. “I understand completely.”

Lanndra patted him on the shoulder – it felt like the touch of a wild bear on the prowl. “I’m glad, Fonnash. I’ll have need of your services – and your loyalty – in the future. You may go now – Major Fonnash.”

Despite his misgivings about this day’s work, the promotion made Fonnash flush with boyish excitement. “Thank you, Excellency!” he said, standing up and saluting the WarMaker.

After Fonnash had left, Lanndra reflected with deep satisfaction on the success of the operation in Voss. Everything was going to according to plan ...
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3rd day of Summer, 902 XE

The Fammil Forest, southern Kralla

Just before dusk four men in scruffy green uniforms entered a clearing in the Fammil Forest and dumped their backpacks on the moist ground. From these they removed 20 packages wrapped in protective padding. Carefully they began to open them.

The men were members of the Krallish Independence Movement, the nationalist militia which for twelve years had been waging a guerrilla war against the Xunnland’s Supreme Government. Among this group of four was a tall powerfully built man with a bushy red beard. This was Annzar Vrassa, the leader of the KIM.

Here in Kralla his name was spoken with either fear or reverence, depending on the political views of the speaker. He was a living legend to all Krallish nationalists. To the Supreme Government, he was a walking nightmare.

“The WarMaker must be very confident, to deliberately start a war,” remarked Sathko Yarrja, Vrassa’s second-in-command, busily unwrapping a package. A man of thin wiry build, he had a long scar across the left side of his face (a memento of a hand-to-hand skirmish with the Territorial Police five years ago). “He obviously thinks he’ll win it.”

“Sure, but he’s in for a big surprise,” answered Vrassa with a grin. “We’ll give him a tougher war than he bargained for!”

This was not an empty boast. Enraged by the massacre in Voss yesterday, the people of Kralla were now rising up in rebellion, flocking in their millions to Vrassa’s banner.

“I wonder what Lanndra hopes to achieve,” mused Yarrja. “Maybe he just wants to stop Jaddra’s reforms.”

Vrassa laughed grimly. “Poor Jaddra! I almost feel sorry for him. He’s a dreamer – he wants to make the Xunnland a better place for all of us. But he doesn’t stand a chance against the WarMaker!”

Vrassa tossed aside the wrapper of his first package and started unwrapping a second one.

“Of course, I’m a dreamer too,” he continued. “My dream is a Kralla where the only Heartlanders you can find are dead ones – preferably killed by me personally!”

Yarrja chuckled in agreement.

The end result of the unpacking work was 20 tiny robots. Convincingly disguised as birds, complete with flapping wings, they had been fitted with miniature Zemmka-Field motors. These artificial carrier pigeons would fly over the Darrsa Mountains and deliver a coded message to the KIM’s Far Southern allies, asking them to attack the Xunnland.
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