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Northern part of the Xunnland, 405–10 XE
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1 = Zarr, capital city of the Xunnland. 2 = Site of Hezzkal Vallmar’s encounter with Takeen Oshpaal in 405 XE. 3 = The Veppka Hills, site of Hezzkal Vallmar’s disappearance in 410 XE.
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The Sorra Mountains, Varrd

Spring, 405 XE
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“MAJOR, I WANT YOU AND your men to remain here for a few hours while I go further up into the mountains,” said Hezzkal Vallmar, FirstLord of the Xunnland.

Kallja Lisstra, Hezzkal’s bodyguard commander, blinked with astonishment.

“My Lord?!” he exclaimed, unable to fathom Hezzkal’s meaning.

Hezzkal trusted and liked Lisstra, but there was no way he could explain to him his reasons for going off into the mountains alone.

“I’ll be perfectly safe,” Hezzkal assured Lisstra.

“But, my Lord, we’re in Varrd! If you encounter any of the natives, they may try to kill you!”

Hezzkal shook his head. “That’s not going to happen, Major – believe me. Now, tell your men to set up our camp here. I’ll be back well before dusk.”

Lisstra briefly considered the idea of keeping Hezzkal there forcibly, for his own safety, but he knew he would never dare to do such a thing to the FirstLord.

“As you command, my Lord,” said Lisstra with a sigh of resignation, making no attempt to hide his misgivings.

Without further ado Hezzkal set off along the floor of the narrow mountain valley, which soon became steep and rocky. After an hour or so, he came to a cluster of moss-covered boulders, just as he had seen in his Dream. Here he would meet ... whoever it was he was meant to meet. The Dream had been vague about this person. Hezzkal simply knew that he (or possibly she) would be able to answer the questions that had been nagging him for about twenty years.

Ever since his mid teens he had had a gut feeling that the State Religion – despite its power, its wealth, its complex rituals, its millions of ardent believers – was somehow a sham, a cheap substitute for something more substantial, more worthy, more true. He had kept these thoughts to himself, of course, since even a FirstLord could get into trouble for daring to suggest that the State Religion was anything other than the fount of all wisdom and spiritual knowledge.

Hezzkal sat down on one of the boulders. Here he would wait. He had no anxieties about his safety – the Dream had convinced him that no harm would come to him. Besides, he had his trusty short-sword at his right hip and a loaded pistol at his left.

He had been waiting only about ten minutes when he saw a Varrdan walking down the valley towards him. The man was short by Xunnish standards, had long white braided hair and a full white beard, and was dressed in an ankle-length grey cloak. Hezzkal found it hard to judge the ages of non-Xunns, but the fellow looked like he might be in his sixties.
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HEZZKAL STOOD UP. THE Varrdan halted at a distance of about 20 paces and gave the FirstLord an appraising stare. Like all Honns, he had white-grey-yellow freckled skin. To Hezzkal, accustomed to his own people’s red-pink-brown pigmentation, Varrdish skin appeared outlandish, otherworldly – alien.

“You’re Hezzkal Vallmar, aren’t you?” said the Varrdan in the Xunnish language. His voice was deep and contained not one jot of fear.

Normally, not even a Xunnish commoner, let alone a Varrdish slave, would ever dare to address the FirstLord of the Xunnland in such a blunt, familiar manner. But Hezzkal knew this wasn’t normality. This encounter had been orchestrated by the Dream.

“I am,” replied Hezzkal. “And who are you, might I ask?”

“My name is Takeen Oshpaal,” answered the Varrdan. “I’m The Fayshonn of Varradenn.”

Hezzkal knew what this title meant: Oshpaal was the spiritual leader of the Varrdish nation. He was a head shorter than Hezzkal and less solidly built, but still Hezzkal felt he was in the presence of a man of stature, authority and power. Not the power of armies and wealth and palaces – a different kind of power altogether.

“You’ve had a Dream,” stated Oshpaal in a matter-of-fact way.

Hezzkal wasn’t surprised that the Varrdan knew this. “I have indeed,” he agreed.

“The Anthall told me to meet you at this very spot,” explained Oshpaal, “so that I might answer the questions that burden your heart.”

This was too much for Hezzkal. Tears began to trickle down his face. His voice thick with emotion, he said, “Teach me, please ... Teach me about your Anthall!”

Oshpaal came close to Hezzkal and laid a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“I will – gladly,” he answered. “Today, Hezzkal Vallmar, you will begin a new life!”​​
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From that day, I lived for the Anthall. Suddenly my life had meaning and purpose. I had become the man I had always been meant to be. In finding the Anthall, I had also found my true self.

I prayed to the Anthall and daily meditated on the scroll that Fayshonn Oshpaal had given me, which was a portion of the Sharhemm, translated into the Xunnish language especially for my benefit. Day by day my understanding of the Anthall grew. Day by day I felt his presence in my life – speaking to me, guiding me, teaching me, being a good Father to me. This was life as it’s meant to be lived. I had never before felt so truly alive.

My one frustration during this period was the fact that I had to keep my faith a strict secret. At this early stage I couldn’t even share it with my beloved wife Xellvet. Had my faith become public, my death would surely have followed ...

Then, just over a year after my meeting with Fayshonn Oshpaal, I encountered the Community of Followers in Xunna. I had been well aware that I was not the only Follower among my people, but up to this point I had met no others. This was partly because of my isolated position as FirstLord, and partly because of the extreme caution with which the Xunnish Followers practise their faith. Since to be a Follower is an offence punishable by prolonged torture and then gruesome death, they meet and worship and pray in total secrecy.

I can reveal no names or details, since this would endanger many lives, but one Xunnish Follower, prompted by the Anthall, made himself known to me. He revealed to me that there were many thousands of Followers in the Xunnland, especially in Xunna itself.

Their numbers had been growing steadily, year by year, for over a century. The first Xunnish Followers had been soldiers on duty in Varrd, where they had learned the Way of the Anthall from the natives. Subsequently they had brought their faith home to Xunna.

The Follower who made contact with me told me that the Community was now at a crossroads in its development. It would continue to grow unaided, but it would do so much more swiftly with my assistance.

And so, during the last four years I have aided the Community in every way possible. I have given them funds out of my own pocket, I have alerted them to imminent threats posed by the Supreme Government, I have made available to them houses in remote locations, where they are able to meet, worship and plan. I’m pleased to record that these four years have been a time of rapid expansion for the Community, and I like to think that my efforts have been a contributing factor in that growth.

Of course, this success has not gone unnoticed by our enemies. The High Priests of the State Religion have branded us “Heretics”, and we are hunted men and women. Rassvar Lanndra, the Supreme WarMaker, is lusting for our blood ...
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I’M DEEPLY GRATEFUL to the Anthall that, at long last, I have been able to assemble the complete text of the Sharhemm, which has been smuggled to me, book by book, from Varrd, through multiple intermediaries. This text is now in the capable hands of some linguistic scholars among the Xunnish Followers, who have undertaken the enormous task of translating the holy book into our tongue, so that its influence among our people may be enhanced. This great work will take many years, and I know that the translation won’t be completed during my lifetime.

I say this because recently I have had another Dream. The Anthall has told me that soon my enemies will move against me.

But I am content. My work on Isska is done. The Community is prospering and will go on prospering. Soon I will rest in the embrace of the Anthall.

The Sharhemm says that one day there will come a FirstLord through whom the Varrdans will be freed and the Way of the Anthall will be shared all across Isska, to every tribe and nation. I know I am not that FirstLord. My task has been merely to prepare the way for him.

I am certain that he will read this book I have written, and he will know that I am speaking of him. May the blessing of the Anthall rest upon him
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