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1. The Refugees
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The Continent, principal landmass of the planet Isska, approx. 15,000 BX
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​​Location: the planet Isska
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There were just 437 of them – refugees fleeing from the Destroyers, the genocidal aliens who had annihilated their civilization, devastated dozens of worlds, murdered 130 billion people.

The Hn’Thaah’Hal had guided the refugees every step of the way, rescuing them from the slaughter of their race and leading them to this beautiful new planet, over a thousand lightyears from their home star systems.

Here they would hide and survive and flourish. They would begin a new chapter in the lengthy story of their species.

And maybe one day, in the distant future, their descendants would return to the stars and destroy the Destroyers.

After all, with the Hn’Thaah’Hal, anything was possible ...
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​​2. The Speaker
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​​About 5,000 years later

The Continent, approx. 10,000 BX
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​​Location: Ang’Kness, Isska
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PRA-ZAV-MOX WASN’T surprised when he saw the squad of soldiers approaching his house. He had been expecting to see them any day during the last year.

Sitting on a stone bench in his fruit garden, his long dark-green hair stirred by a refreshing breeze, he watched as the ten men steadily climbed the steep hill on which his humble cottage stood. He had built it over thirty years ago as a gesture of defiance against the rising power of King Kwa-Hunn-Yott.

Since then, hundreds of young men and women had visited him here, seeking his wisdom and guidance. Many of them had gone away to spread his teaching among the nations. Some had stayed and built their own dwellings on the hillside, wishing to stay close to their mentor.

Meanwhile, Kwa’s so-called “Over-Kingdom” had expanded inexorably, year by year. He now ruled all the peoples of the Inner Sea with an iron fist, and his power stretched to every corner of the Continent. The nomads of the southern desert paid homage to him. The fierce tribes of the northern forests sent him tribute. Kwa had shackled all the peoples of Ees’skaah in chains of fear and servitude.

And it was expected that one day his eldest son, Sha-Tak-Teff, would rule in his place. Sha was every bit as ruthless as his power-hungry father. 

As if symbolizing this seemingly unstoppable process of imperial expansion, Ang’Kness, Kwa’s capital city, had developed exponentially. When Pra-Zav-Mox had fled to this hilltop refuge all those years ago, the city had been home to about 10,000 souls. Sitting in the broad fertile valley below his house, it had been a distant ugly blot on the landscape. But every year it had grown like a cancer, swollen by farmers displaced from their ancestral lands, slaves captured in Kwa’s endless wars, and merchants hoping to make a fortune in the city’s booming markets.

Today, the city filled the entire plain, and the River Ang that flowed through it stank of the sewage from countless slum dwellings. The outermost fringes of the city were now just a kilometre from Pra’s hill. No one knew the exact size of the city’s population, but it had to be half a million at least.
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THE SOLDIERS HALTED a few metres from where Pra sat. They wore dark-blue tunics and trousers, this being Kwa’s royal colour. Each man had a sheathed short-sword on his belt.

“Speaker Pra, we come to you on the orders of the King,” announced a tall muscular young officer with green-brown freckled skin and short flaming-red hair.

“You’d better come a bit closer, then,” replied Pra. “I don’t want to have to shout!”

Fear was written on the soldiers’ faces. Like everyone else in the Over-Kingdom, they had heard of the mighty miracles that Pra had done during the many years of his Speakership. Would he now summon fire from heaven to consume them? Or perhaps he would simply stop their hearts, and they would all drop dead on the spot ...

It was true that in the past the Hennth’Haal had done some amazing things through Pra – for example, many sick people had been healed through his prayers. But there had seldom been anything as dramatic as thunderbolts from above. Kindness and compassion were always uppermost in the Hennth’Haal’s heart. He was reluctant to judge and punish. That was the message Pra had been preaching all his life ...

Cautiously the soldiers drew nearer, then stood in front of him, their swords still sheathed. Sweat trickled down their faces. It had been hard work climbing the hill on such a hot Summer’s day.

“Speaker Pra,” continued the officer, “the King requests that you accompany us to his palace ... that is, if it’s not inconvenient for you.”

Pra chuckled. He was certain that the precise wording of Kwa’s “request” had been far less polite.

“No, it’s not inconvenient,” he answered, a mischievous grin on his red-brown-pink freckled face. “In fact, it just so happens that there are a few things I’d like to say to the King.”

A visible wave of relief swept over the soldiers. They would not have to coerce the Speaker to come with them. They would not, after all, be turned into frogs or pecked to death by a flock of magic eagles ...

Pra stood up. “Wait here a minute, lads,” he said. “I just need to have a quick word with my friends.”

He turned and walked over to the group of young men and women who stood near by, watching the proceedings anxiously.

“The time has come, my children,” he said to them. “I’m ready for this moment. I’ll say what must be said to Kwa, and I’ll surely die for it.”

The young women wept, and the young men protested:

“Father Pra, does it really have to be this way?!”

“Isn’t there some other way?!”

“We’ll be lost without you, Father Pra!”

“We won’t let them take you!”

“I’m sorry this is distressing for you, my children,” said Pra, trying to calm them. “But this sorrow can’t be avoided. I must do what the Hennth’Haal has told me to do. He’ll be with me every step of the way. I don’t fear death. Why should I? In death, I’ll live in his presence.

“You all know what you must do when I’m gone. You must teach the people the Way of the Hennth’Haal. The world is heading towards catastrophe. The people of Ees’skaah will be divided – I don’t know how exactly, but bitter division is coming. It’s vital that some of the people retain a knowledge of the Way, so that it may flourish at some future time ...

“And now, I need one of you to come with me.”

All the young people urgently spoke as one: “Take me! Take me!”

“Thank you for your willingness, my sons, but I can’t take any of you. Kwa might kill you, alongside me. So it must be one of my daughters – even Kwa is not monster enough to slaughter a girl.”

The young women all looked at him pleadingly, wanting to be chosen. They all wished to be there for him at the end.

He turned to look at the youngest, a white-haired green-brown-skinned girl named Shex-Yo-Fah. She was sixteen years of age, and looked even younger. She was also the most gifted student he had ever taught.
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HE TOOK HER BEAUTIFUL delicate hands in his and looked into her red-irised eyes. “Shex, I need you to observe everything carefully, and when you return here, you must write it all down in the Scrolls. What happens today must be faithfully recorded for future generations. Will you do this for me, my daughter?”

“Of course, Father Pra,” she answered, her voice that of a child. And yet there was also something in that voice that was stronger than any iron forged in Kwa’s armouries.

Pra hugged each of his disciples. Then, with Shex beside him, he walked back to where the soldiers stood waiting.

“I’m ready,” he announced.

The officer bowed respectfully, then said, “Please come with us, Speaker Pra.”

Pra and the soldiers began the long march down the hill and towards the city. Shex followed them, frightened but determined to do the bidding of her friend
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