
I remember not the exact date or time, but it was shortly thereafter Trinsic had fallen. A month or two, perhaps, for the tensions of the war were already fading rapidly.


At our new capital was held a great tournament for knights across the realm to compete amongst themselves. In my youthful arrogance, a quality I admittedly sometimes miss in these peaceful days, I myself insisted upon taking a place within the competition. After all, I told myself, what good was an emperor who could do little but sit atop a throne?


Needless to say, I had marked myself amongst betters. I first fought against a young knight of barely twenty, and in a single blow was toppled from my horse. But as I stumbled to get up, all action upon the plains stopped. My opponent dismounted and helped me to my feet.


"Idiot!" I called, flustered. "Is this how you would fight upon a battlefield?!"


Cursing, I limped away to where my three companions awaited.


"Hell!" I muttered to none of them in particular. "Why do they treat me like some sort of god?"


"You did forge this entire empire single-handedly, Tarnor." Vassily grinned. "Quite a feat, twould appear to many."


"Bah," I smiled heartily, "I was but an insignificant name among many. I stood at the head of each army in each war, but it was the soldiers themselves who fought and won our battles, not me. I am but a single person, or merely a representation of the will of the empire itself."


"And that is what they worship you for." Ingamar replied thoughtfully, stroking his goatee. "Not you as a person, but you as a symbol, the mark of a new era upon the land. That is what we all worship, I am coming to believe."


The events of that day remain my fondest memories of all the early history of Valoria.

-Excerpt from the diary and memoirs of Tarnor Dredanal

Valoria

Tome Two of Four:

The Last to Surrender

I


I walked down the dark halls of the Black Palace, lit only by dim torches. Even now I did not comprehend with ease that all this was mine to rule over and control, this castle now the capital of an empire which I created.


An occasional guard passed by and saluted, but I took no heed. Behind me walked another figure, a muscular man in his early thirties with redish-brown hair. Our eyes darted back and forth and exchanged quick glances now and again.


At last we reached a large room in the west wing, the light of a furnace pouring from the arched passageway. I hadn't been to this part of the palace for three days, for by its size the great keep could almost be considered a city in of itself. But now the matter for which I arrived was of great import, one which I had expected for close to a month now.


"Tis almost ready, milords." The swarthy, hunched over blacksmith called as he saw me enter. As he hobbled over to a great trough of water, I turned to my companion.


"There've been enough delays already." I muttered. "I canst only hope this one's reputation is as good as I'd been fooled into believing."


"I'm surprised thou didn't ask me to forge it, Tarnor." The muscular man replied.


"The last time I fought with one of thy blades it almost cost me my life, Handaran." I smiled. "If not for thievery I wouldn't understand how thee could hath lasted so long on the archipelago."


"I at least clung to the visage of a respectable life, Tarnor, which is more than could be said for thou."


"True." My smile faded, and I stroked my barely descernable mustache thoughtfully. "But without jest, my friend, do you think we rightly placed out trust in this here smithy, or hath we casually thrown away the gem?"


"If he was to flee, old friend, twould have been before now. Imprisoned though he hast been in the palace during this month, we've given him more than enough chances to escape that even the most inept of rogues would have taken advantage of."


"Thine sword, Your Highness."


Our conversation was interrupted as the blacksmith approached, in his hands a cloth of fine red. Upon it lay a magnificent sword, its blade of a white more pure than one wouldst think possible of metal. At the centre of the hilt rested a gem carved into the shape of a grieving eye, the very object that had stood upon the crown of Arkus. And at the base of the hilt was the faint of image of a chalice, the last of the three parts of courage.


And I knew my desire had been granted, for this was the very material incarnation of the sword I'd seen in my vision when leaving Farthing. It radiated power, its edges sharper than the claws of the most fearsome of beasts. This was the true symbol of courage, this was the herald of the age of Valoria.


"But what to call it, Tarnor?" Handaran broke my reverie. "A weapon such as this is the soul of its master, tis not right for it to remain anonymous."


"Mek'anvemanu*." I replied, holding the sword aloft and staring into the gem, as I had done many times since the capture of Trinsic. "From the Gargish tongue, as all seems to stem. 'Blade of the Wrong-Handed.' "


*(Mek'anvemanu: The proper Gargish phrasing for this phrase is of course Mekde'anvermanu, but in nearly all early Valorian records this slur is used, and it is assumed that Dredanal himself was not a master of the ancient language.)


"Hah!" Handaran laughed. "The most frequent of curses mounted against thee, now hung as proudly as that mighty weapon itself!"


"Aye, since even the Jhelomic Revolution have I endured this mock, and thus it has become my burden. But no matter, for I shall bear it as I bear all else that befalls me, and it shalt not impede in the glory of Valoria."

II


"Lord Rtihael?"


The middle-aged nobleman looked up from his hands to see a young soldier standing before him. Outside the clouds hung a dark red from the sunset. The bursts of cannonfire from outside shook the very foundation of the keep.


"It worsens." Rtihael sighed, looking down once more.


"Aye, milord." The young soldier replied quietly.


"Damn the Valorians!" Rtihael pounded the oaken table, a wave of anger washing over him, the first powerful, driving emotion he had felt in months, since the siege first began.


"Damn them…" The anger faded. Rtihael felt his eyes begin to water.


"It can't be over, can it?!" He almost jumped up and grabbed the young soldier by his shoulders, shaking him. "Arkus' vision, Arkus' dream, the Empire, Greater Trinsic… It can't be over…"


"Th-- the walls have been breached, milord." The soldier stammered, interrupting Rtihael's thoughts. "Captain Grhat asks if it isn't time--"


"We shall not surrender!" Rtihael yelled, tears flowing freely across his face. "It can't end like this! It can't end! Evenshade will come to our aid, send extra garrisons… We'll recapture Duprien and move onto Trinsic… We'll…"


Rtihael collapsed, weeping. It was too late, he knew. The empire was lost.


"We surrender…" He whispered in a voice nearly inaudible. The haughty cry of a cannon shouted forth and shook the keep once more. Rtihael would not regret giving his life for Greater Trinsic, but the city below did not deserve this.


"Katarna…" He looked out a window at the burning city. For over twenty years had Rtihael been lord here, the western-most city of the empire, never as magnificent as Trinsic or Duprien, but with its own dignity, always a loyal part of the empire.


But the empire was no more. Arkus was dead. Southerners trampled through the halls of the Black Palace and desecrated all that Greater Trinsic had stood for. And now there was naught left for Rtihael to do as his duty to the empire but to save what remained of this single city.


A half dozen Trinsician soldiers flanked him as Rtihael rode out to the invaders' tents, a white flag hung from his horse. A burly man with a thick blond beard awaited him, his dress and demeanor suggesting high rank.


"I am Lord General Vassily of the Valorian Empire." The bearded man spoke. "I am glad thou hast decided at last to end this."


"I had nothing left to do." Rtihael replied, dismounting and wiping a last tear from his face. "Thy kingdom hast triumphed over us."


"Tis no kingdom I serve," Vassily replied. "But an empire, one that shall someday surpass even thine."

III

Atraus, My Dear Friend,


With Katarna lost, our two cities remain the last refuge for the legacy of the empire. But I doubt the tyrant Dredanal will be satisfied with the south of the Second Continent in his grasp, and will move northwards upon us to eliminate the last of the subjects of his enemy.


No doubt you realize, of course, that even should we band together our small armies would be no match for those of this Valoria. But we must take advantage of our position. We are not like the isolated Katarna, we lay upon the frontier of Greater Trinsic, and yet remain close to the kingdoms of the north.


I've considered throwing in my lot with the Brae and Lord Ishtar, but only Evenshade resides near enough to that kingdom. Further, our trade routes through Spiritwood have become tangled and broken, filled with brigands and beasts little mentioned since the days of Britannia, and I doubt the northwestern kingdom would be eager to stretch its defences to accommodate my city, let alone thine.


This leaves the Kingdom of Paus, nearest of all the lands to both our cities. Though it is weak compared to even Christophrea, Lord Trojus is hailed by all as a benevolent and wise ruler.


I have already sent a messenger to Paus for my own city, and urge thee as my dearest friend to do the same on behalf of Fenis. Though I am certain you are reluctant to declare your allegiance so casually to a new kingdom, I feel it is the only way the remnants of Greater Trinsic canst survive.


Please ponder over this matter carefully, for all that we haven't lost to the Valorians relies upon it.

Bas'stran

Lord of Evenshade


A cold wind blew in through a thin window, and Atraus pulled his robes around him with a shiver. He stroked his grey mustache, lost in thought.


Fenis was a small city, only sustaining itself through the trade of the King's Way, just as Paus had been in ancient days when it was little more than a village. Atraus had no court or council of advisors to ask of, and even now felt the burden of the decision ahead of him.


But, there was no decision, Atraus knew. Burn at the hands of the Valorians, or save oneself and thy city, even should the action be cowardice.


"It is not my diginity that is at stake." Atraus spoke out loud, pacing the stone floors. "It is the memory of Greater Trinsic."


Atraus sighed, an old, weary sigh; that of a broken, defeated old man with nothing left. To Valoria or Paus, he now surrendered his city, just as Konscius and Rtihael had done.


"It is over." Atraus sat at his tall wooden chair. He would send for a messenger to deliver his own abdication to Paus.


But not yet. He had not the strength to make that final step just yet. Not for a few hours. Perhaps not until the next day. Or mayhaps the day thereafter…

IV


I awaken.


Around me are uncountable noises, from the rustling of the faintest of leaves to the garbled cries of my kinsmen. All are familiar, for all of my life has past such as this, nor does change come.


A desolate land, this forest is called. The last where all has remained as it was before the Pale Ones. The elders speak of tales of the creatures, godlike yet despicable. They speak with both awe and fear, respect and hatred. We call the forest our refuge, our home where we are safe from them.


But must we continue to cower in fear, I often wonder? Can we not reclaim the land for what it was once, where the Pale Ones huddled behind their shelters of rock and we mastered out own destinies?


It was not as though the Pale Ones were untouchable. Even now we depended on them, depended on their stupidity and arrogance, daring to trespass into our land.


And that is for what my kinsmen make such a clatter. Another clan of the Pale Ones comes, as always in their strange shelter of wood, pulled by the creatures of four legs.


We are upon them before the Pale Ones can react. They are slow, stupid creatures of weak stature, yet still we allow ourselves to be dominated by them.


I impale one through with my spear. Again I am surprised at how easily they die. In moments all have departed from the realms of the living and their moving shelter is destroyed.


The flesh of Pale Ones and their slave creatures is tasteless in my mouth, however, for once again I ponder what our people could do if we only showed courage enough to face that which lay outside the forest. I look up with disgust and see the Father take his place in the center, the greatest of the plunder offered up to him.


He is weak, I know. He is not fit to lead us. Greed is all he cares for. But I am strong. All the tribe knows that I am one of the strongest. Soon we shall have to fight. I will kill him! I must! I shall become Father and--


"Gestal!!!"


The Father's shriek pierces my ears as he strikes me across the face and kicks me to the dirt. I had been disrespectful. I had not offered my thanks to him for his leadership, nor given him a share of my food.


A wiped the dirt and blood from my mouth, slowly rising to my knees. The Father stood towering over me, looking down contemptuously.


He knew that I was stronger. He knew that soon I would challenge him. And so he tried to keep me a cowering dog, but it would not work.


I asked for no forgiveness. Instead, I stared up into the Father's eyes, a calm anger and contempt spreading across the visage of my face. The others of the tribe began to assemble and stare at me and the Father. They all knew the confrontation between us was inevitable.


"Ha ha ha ha!!!!"


The laughter threw me off guard. The Father continued to laugh at me, his contempt easy for all to see. He turned away, and the crowd dispersed as I stood there, shocked. He had won for now, or so they thought.


But he was a coward. He could not bear to face me, for he knew that he would lose. The Father could not throw away a challenge again in this manner, for I would be prepared. He had no escape now. Soon I would face him and become the new Father.


And then, at last would I lead my people out from the forest.

V


Terfin: A city built upon the Isle of Blackthorn shortly after the Gargish War, its population made up of Gargoyles, led by their king, Draxinusom…


…A new city by the same name was founded during the early Christophrean Era. The Gargish people having disappeared from the Second Continent during the Age of the Guardian, this new city was built solely by humans. In the years to come, Terfin grew prosperous from the mining within the volcanic mountains which covered most of the isle, shipping the raw materials to New Montor and the Serpent's Hold where they were forged into armaments…


…By the mid 500s, the three noble lines of Marcus, Arathe, and Dolfaine controlled all of Terfin. Too strong to war smongst themselves without destroying the city itself, they agreed to an uneasy truce circa 551 AB (161 CE). Each family built a castle at the base of one of the Sorcerer's Peaks (the three inactive volcanos created by the death of Mondain in unrecorded times; see other entries) and jointly ruled Terfin as an oligarchy known as the Triumvirate, interestingly enough the most democratic ruling organization upon the lands since the enlightened days of Britannia…


…Though small compared to the great kingdoms of that age, the city-state of Terfin prospered through the declining years of Christophrea, nearly equalling its closest neighbor, the kingdom of New Montaria, in wealth and prosperity. Like Montaria, however, the Triumvirate was frequently forced to back down to the needs of the empire of Greater Trinsic, which in its later years continually exerted more and more pressure towards the southern kingdoms. It would not be exaggerating to say that if not for the Jhelomic Revolution and the attention it attracted from both Montaria and Trinsic, Terfin would have fallen within a few decades unless it had formed an alliance with the Order of the Silver Serpent or one of the northern kingdoms…


"Thou canst not be serious, Dolfaine."


"I hath never spoken words with less jest in them in all my life, Marcus, my friend."


"Tis madness! Look at all our families have built and acomplished in nearly a century! And now you would say that we should throw it all away?!"


"Calm thyself, Arathe. I think that our companion had best elaborate his position further."


"Since the two of thee have so casually ignored my speech just now, I shall try to keep this brief. Despite the greatness we have brought forth to our city, we are no match for most of the kingdoms. When divided it was easy enough for us to ignore this, but now they stand as one, under the banner of Valoria."


"And what need hast the wrong-handed Dredanal of us?"


"Please, Marcus, allow me to continue. This new empire has stretched its borders as far north as it can without warring with the remnants of Christophrea. Tis it not obvious now the Valorians' eyes shall turn upon our fair isle?"


"Then let us fight them!"


"Arathe--"


"I shan't listen to thy justifications any longer, Marcus! If one of the Triumvirate has shown himself to be such a weak-willed coward that he would betray all his ancestors strived for, he deserves not to stand as one of us! Dolfaine--"


"You shall kill the city with your tirades, fool! Surrender is our only option to retain at least some control over Terfin! Fight and the war shall last less than a year, and our city shall lie raped and pillaged by the Valorians.


"Well, Marcus, and what of thee? Do you stand with me, or Arathe?"


"…"


"Well, Marcus?"


"Dolfaine is right. As much as it hurts me to say this, we must offer our allegiance to the Valorians."


"Thou hast been out-voted, Arathe. Do you-- wait! Come back here!"


"Do as thee please, ye two fools, and I shall do as is mine pleasure! There is naught else to be discussed, and I shall return to my keep, but know that I will not stand to see thine schemes come to fruit!"

VI


It was early afternoon when the news reached me that his ship had arrived at Trinsic. I smiled for the first time in weeks, perparing to welcome him.


Less than an hour later, the aged Montarian knight strode through the throne room of the Black Palace. Upon his sircoat was the symbol of the Mek'anvemanu. His hair had greyed further since our last meeting, but the paladin was unmistakable as Ingamar, the most trusted of generals and advisors, the greatest of friends.


"Ingamar, my comrade-at-arms!" I stepped down from my throne to greet the paladin. "Tis a pleasure to see thee again, old friend."


"As to thee, Tarnor." Ingamar replied, smiling. "Both Trinsic and the Black Palace have changed much since we first broke into the city. I take it thou hast decided to remain here and use this as Valoria's capital?"


"Aye, I am more used to Jhelom or Montor, but for now I think it best to remain upon the mainland. How fares the Isle of Deeds and the Serpent's Hold, my friend?"


"All is well in New Montor. The Order has gained confidence in us with the fall of Trinsic, and the people are as happy under your rule as they have been 'neath any of the Montarian kings.


"But even here I hath heard of the Pausian rumors. Is this why you've sent for me, Tarnor?"


"Thou'rt wiser than many would be in thy position as always, Ingamar," I smiled, "But nay, as much as I fear we shalt soon face war against yet another kingdom, I still have hopes that the annexation of Fenis and Evenshade by either kingdom canst be solved with diplomacy. And into this web of lies and intrigues falls an almost unrelated event, but one that could disrupt all."


I produced a scroll, signed in blood with the name of Dolfaine of the Triumvirate, and handed it to Ingamar. He was the only Valorian besides myself to see the document with more than a glance.


"I see." The old paladin handed the scroll back, frowning. "And so, Tarnor, thou want me to oversee the treaty with Terfin and the possible annexation of it into our Empire?"


"Aye, my old friend." My expression became wearied once more as I remembered the sleepless nights through which I had pondered the course of the empire these past days. "I know thou'rt more a warrior than aught else, but in this unstable time there are no others I can turn to for trust, Vassily and Handaran both possessing the tactless vulgarity of wild brutes." I smiled weakly. "What sayest thou, my old friend? Yea or nay?"


"Tis no question for a liege to ask his vassal, Tarnor!" Ingamar knelt before me. "I am thine servant as every man and woman of Valoria is, and I would gladly die to serve thee!"

"Thank thee, Ingamar. Thine loyalty and honor art unsurpassed. I shalt have a frigate and crew prepared by the end of the week. Thou hast permission to make any decision regarding the relations between Valoria and Terfin. I give thee complete authority over all that transpiries."


"I shall not fail thee, Tarnor."


"Of that I am certain, noble Ingamar."

VII


 Arathe watched as the Valorian ship approached Terfin's docks. Though Dolfaine and his court alone came to officially greet the emissary, Arathe observed the proceedings from the balcony of one of his vassal's keeps. He knew he was not the only one of the Triumvirate to display interest.


"Are Marcus' spies still down there?" Arathe sipped his wine. Behind him knelt a small man in peasant's clothes with shoulder-length hair blacker than the night and a thick mustache.


"Aye, milord."


"Keep a close watch on them, but do not ignore Dolfaine and the continental bastards." Arathe's head moved out of habit to face the man, but he quickly turned away. He was nevrous, Arathe knew, if he would've made the mistake of making eye contact with one who did not even officially exist.


"Of course, milord." The man, Salanthe, did not look up. The slightest whisper or the rustling of leaves could not escape the notice of his ears. He moved noiselessly but with the speed of  great steed when he so desired, yet seemed all but invisible to those whom he did not want to notice him.


Down below, Arathe watched as the Valorian general stepped down onto the docks and was greeted by the sniveling coward Dolfaine. Arathe clenched his teeth, hating both with a passion he had not felt since first hearing Dolfaine's proposal.


"Tis not over yet!" He spoke to himself. "Marcus and I still control as much of the city as he does! Terfin will not be handed over so easily!"


But even as Arathe spoke, he knew the words were false. War would come, and should Terfin survive or fall, it would come through the sacrifice and blood of its people.


Salanthe heard every word of Arathe's speech and knew his thoughts from the subtlest of movements. But he spoke not a word, nor made a single indication of his presence. Thus was the life of an assassin and spy, one who did not exist save when his master called upon him for a deed never to be spoken of.


"And, you, I trust…" Arathe spoke slowly and quietly, but knew that the greatest of minions would hear him. "You… will stand by me and carry out what needs to be done if it comes to that?"


"Of course, milord."

VIII


"Forgive me, but I don't believe we've been properly introduced yet."


"My apoligies, Lord Dredanal. I am Thyren, Second Minister to the Kingdom of Paus."


I studied the northern emissary carefully. He was old, at least into his sixties, with grey hair and a well-groomed beard. He was small of stature and slim, with a sickly air about him.


Our talk began slow and casually, gradually shifting to the situation between Paus and Valoria. I was still uncertain in my mind of what to say, though I was detirmined to maintain peace with the empire so recently unified.


These debates bored me. I longed to sit atop my horse and ride out into battle once more, ignoring all this petty diplomacy. But a ruler couldst not forge an empire solely by force of arms. Though both dealt the first blow, twas still in part my fault for provoking the wars with New Montor and Trinsic, a mistake I would not allow myself to make once more.


"Tis impossible, Lord Dredanal." Thyren's refute broke through my thoughts.


"Eh?"


"The cities of Fenis and Evenshade have petitioned the Pausian court for admittance into our kingdom. As they remain unclaimed, I find no reason why Lord Trojus might not place his banner within each."


"But the cities are claimed, Lord Thyren! Both art yet parts of the empire of Greater Trinsic, which Valoria yet remains at war with."


"Trinsic hast fallen and Arkus is dead, Lord Dredanal, as thou surely know. There is no kingdom or empire that can now hold claim over the two cities save for Paus, for the lords of both desire it so."


"I find no difference in our respective claims over the two cities." I replied, tempering my rage. This foolish diplomat's false respect and silver tongue infuriated me more than the jeers of the Montarian regime in Jhelom had ever done.


"Evenshade and Fenis seek to peacefully enter Paus, Lord Dredanal." Thyren ignored my anger, or perhaps relied upon it. "Thou and Valoria wouldst wage war against the two if you sought the cities."


"The difference?!"


"Lord Trojus and Paus need not consult thee on this matter, Lord Dredanal, for thine permission is not required for Paus to annex either city and their surrounding land. Even thou admit neither yet belongs to you, but that the Empire of Valoria seeks to conquer them."


"And what--"


"Should Valoria attack either city," Thyren interrupted me calmly, "It shall be seen as a declaration of war against Paus."


I unclenched my fists and looked away, sighing. I had been pushed into a corner, at least for now. Not that it truly mattered, I consoled myself, for our talks wouldst continue for days and perhaps weeks more, nor did I particularily need to control either city. But ultimately I knew this mattered not, for all the same I had found yet another weakness within myself, yet another means by which all I and Arkus and even British of olden days had strived for couldst be wiped out.


"Lord Dredanal?"


I ignored Thyren, sighing once more. He had already won, and though it was a minor victory, I felt the scars of defeat. I had become arrogant since toppling Greater Trinsic. I had thought myself and Valoria invincible, but we were not. In these hours I had fought no less a battle than any conflict between armies, and I had been defeated. Now I retreated from the field of battle with no less gallantry than at the beginning of South Plains.


"Milord???"

IX


Grand Hall, the: A large building constructed at the center of the city of Terfin cira 550 AB (160 CE). It was used as an administrative office for the three houses of Marcus, Arathe, and Dolfaine during the reign of the Triumvirate…


…Notably used in 615 AB (225 CE, 1 VE) for the annexation of Terfin into the Valorian Empire, though the incident and surrounding conferences sparked a bloody conflict…


Ingamar sighed as he looked up at the domed tower and twisting columns of the Grand Hall. The third day of the negotiations here at Terfin had ended just as the previous had, and the paladin saw no simple end to the discussions.


Six Valorian soldiers waited just a few yards away. Ingamar signaled them and walked off through the streets towards the keep of one of Dolfaine's vassals, where he and the others were to live until the debates were settled.


"Foolishness, is it not, milord?" A burly Montarian soldier remarked. "Canst the Terfians come to a single decision?"


"Mayhaps not." Ingamar replied. "I carew little of such petty matters for now. We shouldst be glad at the very least that our task remains such a simplistic one without the intricacies of the Pausian matter."


"I wondered, milord, thou didst barely speak at all during the meetings."


"For I had little reason to speak, my friend," Ingamar stroked his goatee. "The Emperor Dredanal cares little over the conclusion to this matter, and the Triumvirate art already set in their opinions, which if to be changed shalt be changed by their own people, not foreigners like ourselves."


The company strode on in silence. The sound of hoof beats sounded in the distance behind them, slowly growing louder, until at last several figures upon coal black horses trotted up beside them.


"I say there, milord Ingamar, wait!" Their leader called. Ingamar studied the man thoughtfully, surprised at this stranger's resembalance to the old paladin himself in his younger days. The mounted figure appeared about thirty with black hair and a goatee, wearing armour as black as the horse he sat atop. A solemn expression hung over his face, and from his demeanor and the air of dignity about him the aged Montarian knew this man to be a fellow paladin.


"Aye? I'm afraid I can't recall thine face."


"Nor shouldst thou be able to, we hath only just met." The younger paldin replied. "I am the captain of Lord Dolfaine's personal guard."


"Your business with me?"


"None in particular, I merely wanted to aquaint myself with the famous Valorian general whom I hath heard so many tales of. I suspect we shall be seeing more of each other in the days to come, general. A pleasant afternoon to thee!"


A smile curling up on his lips, the young paladin and his fellows made ready to press their horses on.


"And to thee," Ingamar responded. "But, pray tell, what may I call you? If thou dost know my name, I see not why thine identity shouldst be hidden from me."


The young paladin stopped and glanced back at Ingamar. His mouth opened only barely as he uttered a single word.


"Petian."


Without another word, the paladins galloped off through the streets, as Ingamar and his company stood in dumbstruck silence.

X


The elks were a simple kill, not worth our skills. Little left within the forest was suitably challenging game, and I grow weary of this monotony.


But the Father is different. He is a coward. He is content to grovel in this tiny haven of woods while the Pale Ones dominate all the realm. He is a disgrace to our clan, perhaps the last of all our people. How canst we let ourselves bow down to such a pitiful worm who deserves not even life?!


He sees the anger in my eyes, and he fears me. Our conflict is inevitable, and I grow weary of waiting. The time hast come for I to challenge the Father, and take from him the loyalty of our people.


I rise from the worn log upon which I sit. The Father rises as I step forward and the others begin to disperse. All is unspoken, none doth not realize what is about to transpire.


The wind rushes against my face as I charge forward and leap at the Father. We fall to the ground in a cloud of dust, flailing about wildly.


But it is no use for him to struggle. I have the advantage. I am stronger and quicker than he. I--


The Father's hands clasped across my throat faster than I'd expected of him. I gasped for air as my vision became blurred and dimmed. I tried to strike back, but my strength drained away with each passing second.


I felt myself thrown against the hard ground, my face pressed into the dirt. Anger surged up in me as I heard the Father's arrogant laughter, but I was too weak to rise.


The Father's footsteps faded into the distance as I was left with the rest of the clan, who stared down upon me with emotionless eyes. One by one, they slowly trudged away, until I alone remained.


I tried to rise, but fell to the ground once more. I clutched my aching throat, humiliation washing over me. I was still too weak to challenge the Father. I still had yet to prove myself worthy.


Damn him, I cursed. Strong though he may be, he is yet a coward! How canst he remain here sheltered in the forest when the world we once were masters of is now a strange and foreign land?!


Alas, when shalt we be able to throw aside our foolishness and move forth out of the forest?! When…

XI


Arathe watched as the Valorian emissaries left the Grand Hall, the anger and indignation welling up within him. When even now Terfin shouldst be preparing for war against the greedy empire, the foolish Dolfaine dares to allow these enemies of the Triumvirate to sit alongside us and be treated as equals?!


"Thou'rt listening, I suppose." Arathe whispered. There was no response, but Arathe knew the one to whom he spoke had heard his words.


"It becomes obvious now that if this matter is handled diplomtically, it shalt be decided against us and our cause shall be lost." The silence worried Arathe, but he brushed it away. The listener would not speak carelessly, especially when many others still remained within the Hall.


"I need not tell you what I am suggesting, that thou canst surely guess. But we must carry it out quickly, and I can afford no mistakes.


"Kill the Valorian general. Tonight. No others, Salanthe, I want thee to handle it personally. Failure shalt not be tolerated, more now than ever before. Dost thou understand?"


"Of course, milord."


And at last Arathe was granted a response, a single sentence barely audible amongst the noise and bustle. But it was enough, forArathe knew his plans would be carried out, and he knew that under him served the greatest of assassins, one to whom failure was an impossibility.


The Triumvirate had failed, Arathe knew, and now it would fall. But Terfin would live on and prosper further, now united under the single house of Arathe.
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Silence.


Crickets chirped merrily outside, but otherwise Ingamar heard only silence as he rested upon the large cushioned bed at this expansive Terfian manor. Ingamar tried to rest, but he could not sleep. He sensed an impending danger, but tried to shake it off, feeling it to be only the weariness from the long days and nights he had suffered here upon Terfin. And silence remained, for Ingamar heard naught of the footsteps approaching his bedside, nor the breathing of the intruder.

Ingamar opened his eyes and looked out at the stars from the small balcony across the room. He listened to the innocent crickets. And in the darkness Ingamar saw a glint of light for barely an instant.

The paladin had not time to think, he merely reacted. He leaped to one side as pain surged through him. Ingamar's vision blurred and welled up in shades of red as he feeblely tried to pull the dagger out from his left abdomen.

"Impressive." Salanthe muttered. "I did not expect such speed from an old man."

Ignoring the pain, Ingamar lunged at the assassin, whom quickly darted to one side. The paladin felt his legs give out under him as he pulled the blade out from his flesh.

Salanthe pulled a second dagger from his belt and brought it down upon the Montarian knight, but the paladin grabbed the assassin's wrist and flung him to the ground.

"Who sent thee?!" Ingamar shouted as the assassin sturgled to free himself.

"Milord--" The wooden doors crashed inwards as several armoured figures rushed into the room, swords drawn.

"It seems I hath failed." Salanthe sighed. "No matter. Thou shan't learn a morsel from me, paladin. We shalt meet again!"

Before aught else could be seen, the assassin rushed out to the balcony and disappeared into the night. And in that stunned moment, there was once more silence.
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Ingamar glanced at the warriors around him. None were Valorian, as he'd first suspected. But the paladin recognized their leader, a familiar young man in armour of black with a dark goatee.


"Petian! Where--"


"I'd thought thy life would be in danger as Terfin began to fall apart. Art thou injured, general?"


"I'll survive." Ingamar replied hoarsely, pain washing over him as the excitement of battle faded away. "Dolfaine sent thee?"


"Nay, I acted on my own. But we hath more important matters now. Look out there."


Ingamar stepped out onto the balcony and glanced across the city. Fire stained the sky a golden red. Cries of battle echoed from below.


"Tis Arathe's parts of the city guard." Petian broke the silence. "Just as it was no doubt one of his assassins who tried to kill thee but moments ago."


"Thine men art already mobilized?"


"As I told thee, general, I somewhat expected 'twould come to this. I couldst not risk even informing my own lord, lest he refuse to believe me or unknowingly show our hand too soon. Arathe no doubt thought he wouldst catch Terfin off guard. But we wert prepared for him.


"A horse is prepared if thee'd care to ride alongside us. I doubt the Valorians can back out of this conflict now."


"Aye, but first I must tend this wound. Alert my men if thou canst as to the situation; I'll join thee in the streets as soon as I'm ready."


The cut bandaged and his armour loosely strapped upon him, a half a clock later the old paladin rode out through the city of Terfin, a tasseled spear in his hand. Bodies littered the streets and flames sprouted from many a building. Soldiers of both sides pillaged the houses and inns.


As Ingamar rode through the inferno, he spotted a warrior of Valorian garb. His right hand lay in a puddle of blood still grasping a sword. A pale-faced Terfian soldier stood a half-dozen yards away holding a small, blood-stained axe in both hands, advancing towards the Valorian. With a single thrust of his spear, Ingamar impaled the Terfian through the heart. As the body crumpled to the ground, the paladin dismounted and approached the Valorian.


"The battle-- how fares it? Where is the centre of the fighting?"


The Valorian moaned in pain, clutching the bleeding stump to which his hand had once been attached. 


"C-- castle…."


"Which of the three keeps? Arathe's?"


The Valorian nodded weakly, his moans of pain joined by a low sobbing.


"I thank thee." Ingamar clasped the Valorian's remaining hand. "Help will come whence the battle is finished."


Without another word, the paladin remounted and rode north and east through the burning streets. Heaps of bodies were piled in the gutters and the cobbled streets ran red with blood. More corpses littered the grounds of Arathe's crumbling manor, now blazing so brightly to be seen from all across the isle. Upon a high balcony several women jumped to their deaths. Several bodies hung out from the narrow windows, their blood slowly trickling down the stone walls. Petian and his men sat calmly atop their horses watching the spectacle.


"Ah, general, thou hast joined us at last." Petian remarked, not taking his eyes from the burning building. "Tis almost over by now."


From the arched gateway several Terfian soldiers dragged out Arathe himself, kicking and screaming hysterically. He was pushed down onto his knees before Petian and Ingamar. The young paladin did not flinch as the Terfian noble's blood splattered across the grass, nor as Arathe's severed head was mounted upon a pike.


"Come," He spoke calmly, "To the castle of Lord Dolfaine. He shalt be pleased by this victory."


The company rode on in silence. The infantry men behind them sang incomprehensible tunes and laughed as they gazed unto the ruined city, for victory had been won, whatever the cost. A crow swooped by and pecked at the eyes of Arathe, but was ignored. Soon it flew away satisfied as a gaping hole was left upon the deceased lord's visage.


Dolfaine stood out in from of his keep, his arms outstretched, both laughing and crying. He had triumphed, he knew, but Terfin had been destroyed in the process. He stared speachlessly at Petian and Ingamar, not certain whether to greet them with joy or curses most foul.


"Milord--" Ingamar began, but he was caught off by the sound of an object whistling through the air. Dolfaine fell to the ground, his face covered in the dirt and blood of the cobbled streets. From the back of his head protruded a thin bolt.


A hundred yards away, Salanthe laughed with glee, then threw aside the crossbow and ran through the streets.
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"After him!!!!" Petian called, rage overwhelming his voice. "We cannot let the villain escape for this atrocity!!!!"


But Ingamar barely heard these words. He pressed his horse onwards after the assassin as fast as the steed could run before Salanthe was even out of view.


Yet the assassin was fast, even without with a mount. Nor did he follow the streets, and soon the buildings thinned around Ingamar and the brittle rocks of the mountains of the isle's north surrounded the paladin, now the only pursuer remaining in the chase.


The horse exhausted, Ingamar slowly his pace and glance around. The fires of Terfin now burned only in the distance, and his mount would not do well on the narrow, rocky uphill paths he now journeyed up.


Suddenly the horse screamed out in alarm and threw Ingamar to the ground. His left side scraped against a sharp rock, and once more he felt the pain of his wound, much deeper than he'd first guessed.


The horse raced away from the path by which it came, and Ingamar saw patches of blood upon the rocks it passed, his eyes now becoming accustomed to the darkness.


A shape lept at Ingamar, the paladin quickly rolling to one side. In an instant he knew the black-clothed figure to be Salanthe.


Dropping his cumbersome spear, Ingamar lugned forward and dealt the assassin a blow to his face. Salanthe hopped back, wiping the blood from his lip. A knowing look passed between the two, one that the paladin would never forget to the end of his days.


Both men grabbed at one another and fell to the ground. Salanthe rolled on top and grasped the paladin by the throat. As Ingamar felt his vision begin to blur, he dealt the assassin a swift kick to the groin. Salanthe loosened his grip and stumbled back. The paladin jumped forward and landed two more punches to the assassin's face.


Salanthe drew forth a short dagger from his sleeve and lunged at the paladin. Ingamar grabbed his hand and twisted it back. The assassin struggle to free himself, but the knight's grip was too firm. A crack split through the air as the dagger clatter to the stone from Salanthe's broken hand.


As the black-clothed figure stumbled back in pain, Ingamar lept upon him, consumed with rage as he struck at the assassin with his fists.


"You fool…" Salanthe coughed up blood, the flesh almost indistinguishable upon his beaten, worn face. "We hath still won…"


From the distant city several horsed figures approached, their leader the young Petian. Ingamar slowly rose from Salanthe's body and faced them, his armour covered in the assassin's blood.


"General…?" For the first time, Petian no longer seemed the calm leader his appearance had inspiried since he and Ingamar first met.


"Tis over?"


"Aye, the battle is won."


A riderless yet saddled horse stood amongst the paladins. Ingamar approached it, then looked back at the body of Salanthe and the bloodied rocks upon which they had fought.


"And yet…" Ingamar paused.


"General?"


"And yet, who is the victor?"


Ingamar mounted the horse. He felt no triumph over any of that night's events, merely an indescribable emptiness. Shaking it off, the paladins rode away, back to the burning city.
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Without a word, Marcus signed the treaty and handed it back to Ingamar. Days had passed, and all was now over. Terfin was now a part of Valoria.


"Ah, tis true that those who doth not fight are always the ones to triumph." Marcus muttered. "Arathe and Dolfaine could not understand this, and they destroyed themselves."


"Eloquent words," Ingamar replied cooly, "Though far from the truth in this event."


"Eh?" The Terfian raised an eyebrow.


"Do not pretend any longer, Marcus of Terfin. What was thy true involvment in these events? For which side did your soldiers battle upon that evening?"


"What do you seek of me, Valorian?! Thou hast thy treaty--"


"I seek the truth, which hast been well hidden from me since I first arrived upon this wretched isle!" Ingamar rose and gripped the Terfian lord by his throat. "I grow weary of thy lies."


Marcus looked upon the paladin and began to chuckle. Ingamar released him, and the noble gave him an amused look.


"Perhaps thou shouldn't have burned Arathe's keep to the ground, then."


"Then you--"


"Then I drove him to desperation by making it clear at first that his beloved Terfin wouldst fall to Valoria if the Triumvirate decided upon the matter? Then I sent him a message explaining that I did, in fact, support his views and urged that he attack thee and Dolfaine with mine soldiers supporting him? But of course.


"Terfin hast always been small and weak in the greater scheme of things. We survived as long as we did because we knew this, we didst not try to fight or even attract the attention of the surrounding kingdoms. But your Valoria, there both Dolfaine and Arathe forgot what was best for the city. Now the Triumvirate hast been dissolved, for it had outlived its purpose. Terfin shalt survive, as it always has, only with a leader wise enough to know that which is best for it, one who shalt eventually lead it to greater prosperity."


"Even now thou hast just surrendered thine isle to Valoria, Marcus." Ingamar responded. "Tis now mine empire's to rule over and command. Or dost thou plan a revolt?"


"But of course not, you old fool! Terfin shall bow to your Dredanal's puny wishes, just as we followed the whims of Arkus in years past. But do not think we shalt become the sort of dogs Dolfaine would hath had us, Lord Ingamar. Terfin shall survive, that is all that is needed of it. We must make sacrifices."


"Sacrifices?! Didst thou see the battle in which thy city burned just days past?! Didst thou smell the rotting flesh upon the bodies?! Did you see what hast become of the Terfin thou profess to strive for?!"


"Hast thou seen the Terfin that shalt arrive in the decades to come?!


"Of course not, none can!"


"You are wrong, general. I hath seen that Terfin. Still do I envision it, and tis for this that I canst sacrifice the Terfin of today. Terfin shall outlive Valoria just as it outlived Greater Trinsic. And once thine empire hast fallen and destroyed itself amongst Minoa and Christophrea, Terfin shalt at last rise to power.


"Twas at the Sorceror's Peaks that the Second Continent wast first sundered from ancient Sosaria, and twill be at the Sorceror's Peaks that the continent is at last united! And Terfin shalt be the grand capital of this new empire, the crown jewel of all the lands!


"So you see, Lord Ingamar, that what I strive for shouldst not, cannot, be undone! Tis Terfin's destiny, and naught of ye Valorians shalt stand in its way."


"And what of justice, Marcus? What of the deaths your vision hast caused to Terfin?"


"Hah! Thou think to speak of justice with me! Arathe chose to wage war 'gainst thine kingdom whilst Dolfaine sought to let thy people rule over his lands, and both's dreams hath come to pass. Shall I be deprived mine own visions, out of thine spite at being used?


"Besides, thou can't kill me, Ingamar, thou wouldst not dare to. I support thine Dredanal and I allow him and thee to claim rulership over Terfin. Slay me and you shalt slay a loyal subject, and the Terfian people shall never bow down to thee save by force."


A silence hung over the two. Ingamar rose and turned to leave.


"Thou'rt right, I canst not kill thee, but not for the reasons you state."


"For what then, Valorian?"


"For the people of Terfin themselves. I cannot deprive them of a leader born of their soil and make them into but slaves of the archipelago and Trinsic. Unlike thee, I do feel sympathy for their individual lives."


Marcus laughed contemptuously. "So be it! Rationalize thy fears as thou wilt! But twill do thee no good, Ingamar of the Serpent's Hold, for Terfin shalt one day rule over all the realm!"


"And may it be fortunate enough then to be blessed with a wise ruler, Marcus. Farewell."
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I cannot speak of him, nor shall I ever dare to. I cannot help but see myself and my lord within him.

-Excerpt from the diaries of Valorian General Ingamar

Dated November 23, 615 AB (225 CE, 1 VE)

Evening had long set upon the docks of Trinsic, and at last the single Valorian frigate could be seen approaching from the southeast. The crowds of peasantry below my elevated dias cheered enthusiastically.


The news of the troubles and tribulations of my dear friend Ingamar upon Terfin had spread far, and his return at last to the capital of Valoria was awaited by all. None could deny that the aged Montarian was the most heroic and distinguished of all the young empire's generals.


"Tis most assuredly him, Tarnor!" Vassily boomed at my right, peering through a spyglass. "I wonder how the old fellow's been."


"They say he bears a deep wound from battle." Handaran spoke from my left, "Though tis certainly not serious enough to keep him from returning. Not that I or any of us would want to spend time in that wretched little hole of the world, of course." He grinned.


"Ah, I see him standing atop the deck even now." Vassily replied. "At the very least he appears no worse for wear."


Torches and lanterns burning around me, and from New Greyhaven a great light shone down upon the ship, the Mek'anvemanu symbol upon the sails illuminated in the light. As the ship docked, my two companions and I stepped down from our seats and approached edge of the pier.


Down the gangplank walked Ingamar. It had been less than two months since last we'd met, and yet his hair appeared far greyer and his face creased with age. A weary, solemn look hung over his features.


"Well met, Tarnor." The paladin smiled weakly as we neared him. "How fared the talks with Paus?"


"Well enough." I replied, "Far better than I'd expected, in fact. Both cities remain neutral as a shield between the kingdoms, but should we attack them Trojus will consider it an act of war against Paus."


"Tis but foolishness as we all know!" Vassily boomed. "Come, Ingamar, we must hear first-hand of thine exploits at Terfin!"


"Certainly, old friend!" Ingamar gave a slight laugh, but still I could see the pain in his eyes.


"We art indeed pleased to have thee back, Ingamar." Handaran spoke. "Come! Didst thou truly think we have already wasted away the casks of wine 'neath Trinsic? The best is saved for celebrations like these!"


"My friend…" I whispered to Ingamar. "What is it? What trouble ails thy soul?"


"Tarnor…" The old paladin turned to face me. Our eyes met for a brief moment, then he looked away.


"Nay, tis nothing. I'm just old, I suppose. A silly old fool who worries over everything. Come, twould not be right to disappoint our friends and refuse their wine."
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How long it had been I could not say. Countless times had the moons and the sun traversed the heavens since I was cast away by the Father. I preyed on the weakest of creatures and ate the very dirt beneath my feet if I needed to in order to survive another day. It was necessary, I knew. I was becoming strong, for I could not depend on the clan anymore. Soon I would return to them, and I would confront the Father. This time I was stronger. This time I would triumph.


And now I saw them in the woods beyond. They sat aronud a campfire roasting one of the four-legged creatures the Pale Ones used it guide their moving shelters. The Father sat at the centre, ripping away the flesh from a bone. I stepped forward from behind the trees and faced him.


All was silence around the campfire. Glances darted between myself and the Father. No words were needed. The Father rose and stepped around the campfire until we stood just feet apart. We paused for several seconds, preparing ourselves.


The Father grabbed for my throat, but I was quicker than he. I ducked from his grasping hands and struck into his left shoulder. My fingers penetrated through his thick skin and stained themselves in his blood.


The Father moaned as a child would. But even his cowardice was slight before his rage, and the foul one clutched his fist around my face. My vision dimmed and I felt as if four spears were ripping through the flesh upon my left side and burrowing their way towards my skull. Never before had such pain gripped me, and I felt death approaching. But I shrugged it off, for I could not fail! I could not let myself die and leave the last of our people to huddle in fear in this dungeon of forest while the Pale Ones controlled our lands! If this was but another test, another challenge in my ascent, then so be it! I would defeat the Father and lead my people! I would not let my dream perish into naught!


I thrust my hand out and grasped the Father's throat with all my might. A scream of surprise and anger escaped from his lips. I felt the spears retracting from my face. My grip tightened as a let out a low growl of fury. The Father flailed his arms and legs about wildly as I lifted him from the ground. His screams turned to chokes and gasps. I let out a mighty war cry. A final piercing scream escaped from the Father's lips, and then there was silence.


"I am king now!"


I shouted my proclamations to the assembled people, throwing the Father's body to the dirt from which it was born. A cheer errupted from the silence, and all knelt before me.


King. I couldst not call myself a Father, for that title did not fit me. I would be a king, as the great rulers of ancient days called themselves. As the Pale Ones still called their rulers, I felt.


But that would change. Now I would lead my people from the forest, and I would become king of this world.
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War…


"Comes the time that the infidels must cast away their false rulers and laws! Comes the time that those of the north must accept that which destiny has foretold!"


I peered out the window of the Black Palace down at the crowds below in the streets. The elderly preacher stood before a burning cauldron errected in the middle of a crossway, passersby gathering at his words.


"Comes the time the Pausians and Christophreans and Minoans must bow before Dredanal the Wrong-Handed, descendant of British and true monarch of all the lands!"


War…


"Guard?" I signaled to a warrior in chain-mail standing outside the study.


"Yes, milord?"


"Tell thine young captain he cannot allow the fanatics to gather within our streets, even if they hath only praise for our empire. Drive them off before the city begins to take heed to the words."


"Immediately, milord."


War…


"Comes the time that Fenis and Evenshade submit to Valoria and cast away their dead kingdom! Comes the time that at last we expand past these borders and achieve the fate Valoria is destined to acomplish!"


But it was too late, I knew. Trade had dwindled to almost nothing with Paus, and the hostility the peasantry felt for the northern kingdom was seeping into every crack of the empire. At the very least it had only overwhelmed the continental cities so far, but in due time it would spread to the Isle of Deeds and Terfin abd finally the archipelago.


"The Avatar smiles down upon us, it is He who has blessed Valoria and it is He who shall bring the false kings to their knees! Valoria shalt ascend to the heights of ancient Britannia, and by the will of the Avatar it shalt surpass even the great empire of British!"


War…


"General Vassily is here to see thee, milord."


"Hmm? Ah, send him in."


Since his return to the Valorian Archipelago after the annexation of Terfin, I'd spoken to Vassily only twice, the most recent being five months previous. The burly warrior had changed little in that time, his stride carrying the same swagger and his face with the same cheerful grin. Yet even so his smile had faded just a morsel and stride was but a step heavier. I could see that this was no mere social call.


"Vassily, welcome, my comrade. Sit down, I was just observing the city below."


"And the people amongst it? Yes, news of the tension has reached even old Jhelom, Tarnor." Vassily appeared grim. "I understand how thou must feel."


"Aye, old friend, this is not what I wanted when we first set forth to oppose Taljehn and Montaria. It has been roughly a year since I averted war with Paus through diplomacy, and now the very people I profess to serve and protect demand that I wage war 'gainst the kingdom, whilst Lord Trojus and his court hath done Valoria no wrongs."


"Doth thou know how the Pausian court is reacting?"


"Nay, but I doubt they wilt ignore the disorder that rages through Trinsic's streets. Even now tis almost certain their armies amass along the southern border to defend themselves for the inevitable conflict."


 War…


I looked out from the narrow window once more. A half dozen Valorian soldiers in full armour pushed their way through the crowds towards the priest.

"Tarnor…" I glanced back at Vassily. His expression was pained, and he seemed hesitant to speak.

"Why canst we not fight Paus as cannot be pervented? Why canst we not go along with the decision the people hath reached?"

"You…" I could not continue. I looked away, a feeling of despair overwhelming me. "So even you see it as they do…" My voice died down to but a whisper.

"I am sorry, Tarnor, I do not mean to torment thee more, but please!" Vassily begged, his face contorted with anguish. "You must look at it our way! We were weak when first Trinsic fell, but now we art strong! We couldst conquer Trojus' kingdom in but a few months! There would be no loss--"

"No loss?!!" I turned back to face the burly warrior, fuming with anger. "What of our honor?! What of our dignity?!?!"

"If we stay put and hide behind our walls, we forfeit the very courage we stand for!!!" Vassily rose, enraged.

"Wouldst thou rather we flaunted our cowardice?!! Is conquest all there is to the empire?!!??! Hast our courage already become so hollow that it means little more than glory upon the battlefield?!!??! Is this what we've fought for, what we forged with blood to create, an empire of war and strife no better than Christophrea?!!?!?? How dare you to speak in such a manner to me?!!?!!!?! How dare you…"

My voice gave out and I turned away, tears brimming in my eyes.

"Vassily! Alas, Vassily my friend, now the damned empire turns us against each other! How much pain shalt this legacy bring us…?"

"I… It is my fault, Tarnor. Thou art my liege, and thine word is my command. Be assured that the peace shalt be maintained by Valoria so long as I live."

The fighter's footsteps faded away as he left. I looked down at the streets below. The peasants had dispersed and the preacher no doubt taken into custody. But it would not change a thing, for despite Vassily's promise, there was nothing more that could be done. There was nothing that could be averted now.

War…
Valoria, perhaps, would indeed rebuild and unite the lands of the Second Continent. And the years in which it did so would be the bloodiest known to man.
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The afternoon drew to its close as the riders approached Evenshade. They carried no banners and their armours were of a coal black, but all knew from what lands they represented.


Their numbers were uncounted, but far more than was needed for the task to be done. The city lay unprotected save for a small militia, and Bas'stran cursed himself for not begging Paus for further protection.


Those that survived insisted that it was not even a battle. It was but a massacre. The gates were smashed away in minutes. An hour later nearly the entire city lay in charred rubble and those who had not fled littered their bodies amongst the ruins.


The riders had ignored the caravans of the women and children, the disabled and the elderly. The city destroyed, they were content to pillage the remains and advance only when restocked.


Bas'stran wept as he looked back at what had been Evenshade, now an indistinct ruin. All that he had worked for, all that he had tried to promise to Trojus and Dredanal, now it was all reduced to naught.


The Valorians had exacted their petty vengeance, and now they would face the consequences while Bas'stran and his followers took up refuge in Paus.


The war had begun.
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"So it begins."


All around the conference hall were assembled my full court, the finest strategists and ministers of the land. As I entered not one of them noticed my presence. The room was filled with the sounds of uncomfortable murmurings.


"My subjects."


At my words, silence fell as the nobles rose from their seats. I sat at the head of the long oaken table, at which they resumed their positions and stared nervously at me.


"It is confirmed?"


"Aye, milord. The rubble of Evenshade canst be seen for miles around." One replied.


"And Paus?"


"Our spies have confirmed that Trojus is indeed consolidating his army to the capital, sire. It should be ready to march in less than a month."


"So be it. Which division was it that attacked Evenshade?"


None answered my question. Tension filled the air.


"Doth none of thou hath even the faintest idea?!" Yet even with these words I somehow knew what their answer would be.


"Two weeks prior to the attack, a cavalry unit commanded personally by Lord General Vassily departed Trinsic to patrol the border, milord." An older man with a thin beard choked out. "No news hast been received from it since then."


Even though I'd thought myself perpared for this revalation, the confirmation of my fears came as a bitter shock.


"No…"


"Sire, there is no other possibility--"


"I refuse to believe that we, that I hath been betrayed by my dearest friend from the days before the Jhelomnic Revolution!"


"No other Valorians couldst be responsible, sire."


"There must be be an explanation somewhere for this, there must!" I pounded my first against the table. "To hell with Paus and their army! We march upon Evenshade, there we must find our answers!"


"But can we ignore--"


"Aye, we can!" A voice called as a familiar figure strode into the room.


"Handaran!" I greeted my old friend. "By the Avatar, when didst thou get here?"


"Not even an hour ago. I left Nujelm as soon as I heard of Evenshade. I sent Ingamar a letter, but no doubt the old paladin is already on his way here."


"I must thank thee, old friend. Once again the four of us who first beget Valoria must be present for its next great war."


"What of Vassily, Tarnor? I wouldst bet my right arm that he'd never turn against thee."


"I believe in his innocence as well, Handaran, but shouldst it hath been his actions that plunged the empire into another conflict, there is naught else we canst do but judge him as a traitor. This meeting is adjourned."
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Petian (586-680 AB): One of the great generals of the early days of Valoria, Petian was born to nobility on the independent city-state of Terfin. He first rose from obscurity in 617 AB (227 CE, 3 VE), when Tarnor Dredanal chose him to lead the Valorian armies into battle against the kingdom of Paus…


"So this is the mighty Trinsic, general? A pleasant city, I must say. A pity I won't be spending long here."


"I doubt that, Petian." Ingamar replied. "I suspect the armies hath grown lax during these years of peace, and it will require one such as thee to properly lead them."


"Perhaps." The young paladin responded, stroking his goatee in a gesture Ingamar found strikingly familiar to his own. The two had arrived earlier that day, and were on their way to pay their respects to me at the Black Palace.


"Ah, Ingamar, my friend." I greeted the two as they entered the main hall. "For one who claims his health to be failing, thou look quite well. And is this the General Petian of Terfin I've oft heard of? Thine reputation preceeds thee most favorably, good sir."


"Tis little compared to the legends of thine own exploits, sire." Petian responded. I studied the paladin thoughtfully. As Ingamar had told me, there was a startling resembalances between two, but it was the differences that impressed me. Though but a year or two older than I, Petian's visage carried both a thoughtful, ponderous gaze and a youthful, boyish glare. Weariness and fatigue did not appear to keep the slightest grip upon him. He carried with himself the same presence and ableness which Ingamar had shown since first we met, and I knew the aged paladin and I had chosen well.


"Ah, but we hath more important matters to speak of, doth we not? As thou hast no doubt heard, I've called thee here at General Ingamar's recommendation to command the Valorian army in our war against Paus."


"Tis a great honor, sire. I shalt try to prove myself worthy of this appointment."


"Indeed I trust you shall. Thou shalt be granted supreme authority over even the most minute affairs regarding the armies, and thy decisions canst only be repealed by myself, General Ingamar, or General Handaran, none of whom shalt accompany thee on this campaign, for the army hast many reliable commanders who canst offer thee what knowledge they carry."


"I shalt do my best, sire."


"Good. Now, perhaps thou wouldst like to aquaint yourself with the city. One of my servants canst show thee much."


Petian raised an eyebrow suspiciously, and I could see he saw the true meaning in my words.


"Oh course, milord."


"Well, Tarnor," Ingamar stroked his goatee as we were left alone, "Now we canst end this charade that you are untouched by the outbreak of war and that I am not by now too old and too weak to serve thee any purpose."


"Nonsense, Ingamar, thou'rt still a treasured commander and warrior." I sighed. "But this affair with Paus has indeed taken its toll upon me."


"I'd heard the rumours that Vassily was responsible for the attack on Evenshade."


"Yes, and whilst Handaran does his best to keep me optimistic, I must find it impossible to see any other answer. Whom else couldst it be? The Brae? Ishtar hast no ambitions so lofty, and he is smart enough to not send an army through the Spiritwood."


"Tis no matter, for thou shalt find the answer yourself, am I right, Tarnor? You canst not bear to remain here in your palace while the war rages on, and so a second army under thy personal command is already being mobilized?"


"Aye, and it is necessary, for whilst this young Petian can fight off Paus, only I could stand against my dearest friend. But like our campaign through Greater Trinsic, I canst not go alone. Handaran shall ride alongside me, and I had hoped thou wouldst join us as well."


"Tarnor," Ingamar sighed. "I am an old man. Thou knowest that well, and so do I. My days of glory art gone. They ended at Terfin, and in the past year I governed New Montor only in name, for the knights of the younger generation were my betters, quicker of mind and lighter of blade."


"But they lack wisdom, Ingamar, thine wisdom! Even the Petian in whom I just entrusted the empire is nothing compared to thee! Ingamar, none that I hath ever met possess even a fraction of thine wisdom, and that I canst see age hast not robbed from thee.


"We hath done much together, old friend, and now I beg of thee this last quest. Ingamar, my faithful comrade and subject, wilt thou not one last time take up thine sword and shield for Valoria?"


"Thou know what answer I shalt give to that." Ingamar's hoarse voice died down to a whisper. " 'Ever shalt I be loyal to thee and thine empire, Tarnor Dredanal. There is naught that I would refuse to do for the sake of Valoria. Even if this is to be my last great deed, I shalt join thy army if it is asked of me by thee, my liege."

XXII


There is little time to write, my friend, and I am wary to say much of import, for even here in the centre of our kingdom and with the most reliable messengers, I still rightfully fear the Valorians.


Atraus, I am glad that thou didst not witness the rape of Evenshade. I am glad that Fenis, now the last free city of Greater Trinsic, has thus far survived the war. But I must warn you, even now the Valorians no doubt are perparing their armies for an assault upon thy city, and with it under their flag the King's Way will be vulnerable up to the Pausian capital, and from there even Britain itself.


I dare not write of details, but Trojus has sworn that he shall avenge the deaths at Evenshade and stop the wrong-handed Dredanal's mad dream of conquest from expanding to the north.


Do not fear, Atraus. An army shall soon reach thee and offer aid. Soon the Valorians will be defeated.

Bas'stran


Atraus put down the letter in silence. He stared down at Fenis from atop his small keep. In but weeks a remarkable change had come over the city. Stone walls were hastily erected upon all sides, while the masses shut themselves away within their houses.


Just as, Atraus knew, he now hid himself within this castle. Atraus sighed, despair washing over him. He no longer dared to hope, for all chance of saving the city, of saving the empire and the dream of Arkus, was now lost.


"Valoria sends its army 'gainst the north, whilst Paus sends its army 'gainst the south. And both seek the prise of Fenis, doth they not?


"Whomever triumphs in this battle, Fenis shalt fall. Whatever kingdom claims its victory, tis the innocents that shalt suffer…"
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The cold wind of early January blew across the snow-covered plains just outside Trinsic. Petain sat atop a mighty black horse, garbed in armour of a majestic gold. The great Valorian army which he was to lead was at last assembled. Alongside Ingamar and Handaran, I approached the young paladin.


"Once more, General Petian, I wish thee the best of fortune in thy campaign. All of Valoria rallies at thy side."


"And what of thee, sire?" The paladin's breath rose up in the air as he spoke. "Tis no secret that thou intend to lead thine own army in the northwest."


"I doubt we shalt be prepared to set out until the next month. But all is proceeding smoothly, and there are only a few last appointments to be made. There is nothing for thee to worry about."


"I am glad of that, sire." A twinkle flashed through Petian's eyes and he smiled briefly. "My messengers shalt bring thee all news of battles and further developments, no matter where thine army resides. May Virtue be with thee, sire. I shall be off!"


"Farewell then, noble Petian! May the Avatar ride alongside thee!"


With a salute, Petian turned away and gave the order to his army. Slowly the infantry marched away, the calvary at the flank and the rear. A cheer rose up from the crowds of peasantry and the city guard. My two companions and I stood in silence as we watched the armies fade into the distance.


" 'A few last appointments?' " Handaran muttered. "I'd thought all had been taken care of by now, or art we simply justifying our procrastination now?"


"Nay, my friend," I smiled, "There is but a single last commission to be made, and I believe I hath already chosen a suitable man for the position."


The crowd behind us had begun to break up and disperse. The guards marched away in ranks towards the city. At the head of one of the columns stood a young, pale-faced lad of barely seventeen, his hair a light blond.


"Hold there, good sir!" I called. "Come, I wish to speak with thee!"


"Sire?" The guardsman knelt before me.


"Rise, young Kaerf. I first met thee in the days before I was even an Emperor, and Valoria was naught but a vision in my dreams. I wouldst not demand such pious respect from thee."


"What dost thou ask of me, sire?" Kaerf replied, still kneeling.


"In the weeks to come, I shalt depart Trinsic with my most trusted generals and advisers. The city may be vulnerable, and I need an able commander to lead it."


Kaerf looked up quickly and his face paled further.


"M-- milord! I--"


"Nonsense, thou'rt as capable as any, and I doubt any serious difficulties shalt befall the city during the brief months I am away. I hath already hand-picked a staff of skilled elders to remain behind and consult thee if thou art in need of council at any time."


"Sire--" The young warrior was still wordless.


"Go! I hath my faith in thee, young Kaerf. I feel that you are destined to be a great hero of Valoria one day, and twould not be right to leave thee in obscurity. Your duties await thee!"


"Yes milord!" Kaerf responded automatically, kneeling again and walking away at a rapid pace, no doubt still dumbfounded by his unexpected rise to distinction.


"Are we that old and decrepit, Tarnor, that already thou begin to groom your new protégés?" Handaran smiled wryly.


"Not until the gates of old Minoc fall open before the armies of Valoria wouldst I say that, my old friend. There is much yet to be done."
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Paus, Kingdom Of: Founded in 598 AB (208 CE) by the current master of the house of Trojus (lived 555-622 AB). The secession of Paus, considered at the time by the Christophrean court to be one of the most loyal city-states, is generally held to have fatally shocked Emperor Wenteryn VIII of Christophrea, resulting in his death four years later and the ascension of Markadays III to rule the dying empire.


One of the smallest kingdoms of even the disorderly late Christophrean era, the Kingdom of Paus was little more than the original city-state (see Paws; Paus) and the surrounding lands, upon which the population was spread out sparsely, and the only other official city to ever be constructed into the kingdom was Middlepoint, little more than a trading outpost between Paus, the Brae, and Christophrea…


…This attack on Evenshade culminated in the declaration of war between Paus and Valoria at the end of 2 VE (616 AB, 226 CE), and as the next year began a massive Pausian army began its march southward…


The two old men sat out upon the wide balcony, covered in ornate greenery. Below in the streets of Paus the great army marched off to combat the despots of the south. Children raced through the streets in glee, aged women wept and prayed for their sons, and the great army marched on towards the southern gate, upon the face of each man the same nervous elation, the indescrible mixture of the quest for glory and the foreboding of death.


"Never before have I laid eyes on such a splendid army, Lord Trojus." Bas'stran remarked, his gaze not leaving the soldiers, garbed in their armour of chain and maroon cloaks.


"They are but children," replied the king of Paus, stroking his silver beard. "Yet now they go out to kill other children and thus see in themselves a visage of manhood. Tis a waste."


"But it was Valoria that pressed forth this war, my lord. Thou art not to blame."


"Yes, it was indeed Valoria, Valoria and the wrong-handed Dredanal, but it was not the Valorians themselves who shall die in the battles to come. These wars we fight, Bas'stran, those of us who first decide that this or that city must fall or that such and such kingdoms are enemies of the land, we are the ones who survive so long as we make no great misconceptions. But those others, those such as the poor children who now march the streets below, what choice hath they? They are the ones who suffer and die for us, and yet is it them who first choose to go to war?


"Forgive me," Trojus smiled weakly, "I must be boring you with my foolish talk. Tis not at all proper for a king such as myself."


"Nay, not at all." Bas'stran leaned forward and studied his companion carefully. "I didst not know thou wert a philosopher."


"A coward wouldst be a better definition, Lord Bas'stran, but one of the few advantages to my position is that I am permited the occasional eccentricities. It feels like only yesterday I was but one of many prominent noblemen in Paus, but alas we needed to assert our independence so as to resist the empires to the north and south. I was eventually coerced into the position, and whilst it hast been easier than I'd worried, I doubt there was any man or woman in all of the tiny kingdom who envied me.


"But now those days of ease come to and end." Trojus' smile faded.


"What dost thou mean, my lord?"


"Be honest with yourself, Bas'stran, what can our puny rabble of an army do against the Valorian Empire, forged in only a few years by the strength of the sword? Tarnor Dredanal hast sensed my weakness and now preys upon it, just as I shouldst have known he would."


"I am… sorry, my lord. If not for the defiance of Evenshade against Valoria, I doubt any of this wouldst hath come about."


Trojus looked up, and for a brief moment his face appeared more jovial. "Not at all! You did what you felt to be right, Bas'stran, and not even the Avatar couldst hold that to be a crime for thee! But fear not, there is still a chance for the Kingdom of Paus, and we shan't abandon our cause yet."

XXV


Twas the middle of February by the time my army set out, and now the month drew to a close as we were within a few day's march of Evenshade. My trepidation grew as I knew soon I would face the forces of one of my most trusted friends and generals.


"Why, Vassily?!" I whispered through the mist towards the rising sun. No answer came to me, nor did I expect one, for whatever the reasons I resigned myself to the realization that I had been betrayed.


Or had I? Was it not clear before that we would be forced to fight a war against Paus? Was my old comrade perhaps resting the blame for the war upon himself so that I would be held innocent by later generations?


It rained heavily the next day. We were moving through the thick forests which stretched from the northwest of South Plains up to nearly the southern border of Evenshade. Mud and water came up above the infantry's ankles as we dredged our way through the massive bog.


In two days, the rain had stopped, but still our march continued, slowed to almost a crawl. I was hesitant to send forth the cavalry ahead of the rest of the army and thus split our forces, but even so we were ripe for an ambush from any enemy who knew the swamps well.


That day the scouts returned with the first major news of the campaign.


"M-- milord!" The patrol's leader dismounted and knelt before me.


"Aye?"


"We've spied out a military camp just an hour's march to the north!"


"What?!" The news shocked me. "A rival army this close?!"


"Tis too small for an invasion force, milord, but it might be an advance party."


Soon my army reached the camp. It was far less than I'd expected, and I wagered the scouts had imagined more than they actually saw. There was but a campfire and a dozen some ramshackle tents strewn about the thick bog, and the only "army" who resided there appeared to be little more than a group of mud-splattered, exhausted soldiers, many wounded, all in Valorian garb. Taking a dozen heavily armoured cavalry alongside me, I rode to the center of their camp to address the soldiers.


"Who is thine leader here?" I called.


A soldier in chain mail looked up as I said this, and I could not believe mine eyes as I stared upon a familiar face covered with a thick blond beard and reddish cheeks.


"Vassily???"
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I am king now!


That was what I had proclaimed to my people when the Father was slain by my hands. And now at last my dreams had begun to be realized.


The Pale Ones were weak, and even the might of their stronghold could not protect them. They had built a great narrow mountain of the very rocks all around their homes of trees, and in the centre of this stronghold another mighty structure rose of the stones of the earth.


But it could not protect them. They were weak, foolish creatures, content in their ignorance and simplicity, just as the Father had been. They fled as we rode forth to claim the stronghold as our own, and those that fought against fell easily to our might.


Then the others had rode forward upon their steeds to do battle with us. But they too had been driven back, for none, none could stand against the prowess of my people.


I am king now, and I shall spread this kingdom of mine to the Great Sea itself. I am king now, and all of the Pale Ones shall come to know of my people.


I am king now, King of the Trolls.
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"How did this come about, Vassily?? What became of thy men??"


"These are the remnants of my army, Tarnor." Vassily replied, his face worn and haggard. "We hath failed Valoria, my lord, and we hath nothing else left."


"But what hast happened? Dost thou know of the attack on Evenshade?"


"Aye, I watched from the hills to the west as the city was sacked. The town guard had no chance against them. It was a massacre, Tarnor, simply a massacre."


"But whom was it that attacked, Vassily? Why didst thou not tell me of this?"


"I don't know." The fighter lowered his gaze and put his head in his palms. "But they fought with great ferocity. Not even a week later I attacked them. Their forces appeared small, and I thought we couldst defeat them."


"And… this is what became of your army?" I looked around at the wretched camp.


"This is it, Tarnor, maybe a hundred or two hundred poor souls who can thank British they're still alive. The other army… whoever or whatever they were, they were more powerful than any foe I've come across before. Had they the numbers and the tactics of the Trinsicians, they would be invincible."


"Tis a calamity indeed, my friend." I looked up as a brief ray of sunlight peeked out from the black clouds, shining out towards the north, towards the lost Evenshade.


"What is it you plan to do, Tarnor?" Vassily asked.


"What I planned since first I began this campaign, my friend. To ride out with my army of thousands and retake the city of Evenshade from whomever has defiled it and brought war between Valoria and Paus. I have come to put an end to this conflict, and I shalt not give up until I have done so."

XXVIII

My liege, Emperor of all Valoria,


We shall reach the outskirts of Fenis in but a few days. As thou requested, I shalt record and send thee all major events from the campaign.


Our supply routes are holding strong and thus far it has been easy to restrain the soldiers from pillaging the surrounding farmlands and countryside. This may change as we make our way up the King's Way into the thick of the Pausian kingdom, but with any luck by then the war will be near its close.


My scouts tell me the Pausian army is also advancing towards Fenis, and may reach the city at nearly the same time as us. I hope that we can destroy it in but a series of engagements, for I have heard that Trojus has left nearly the entire kingdom undefended in this assault, and with the invading army out of the way, the kingdom will be ripe for conquest.


As always, I will faithfully follow thy commands and orders, my lord. I shall see to it that the empire wins great fame in this brief war.

Thine Subject,

Petian
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Trojus had stated from the first that the Kingdom of Paus would not be founded on military strength, but Cyrmoh had still considered it the greatest of honors to be named general of the kingdom's forces.


But until months ago, the title had been an empty one. Peace was sustained on all the borders, and Cyrmoh had little more authority than a Valorian or Christophrean captain, his duties extending to little past keeping discipline within the ranks and perparing the armies should ever a war arise.


And now the armies of Tarnor Dredanal had at last provoked even the enlightened Trojus. At last the time had come for Cyrmoh to prove what the Pausian army was capable of, to atlast win the respect of Christophrea and Minoa as one of the great kingdoms of this age.


Cyrmoh smiled as he looked upon the seemingly endless lines of Pausian infantry marching down the King's Way. The peasantry cheered and offered up gifts wherever the army passed through, and Cyrmoh swore that he would not betray the trust and respect the people of his kingdom showed to him.


And that is the reason this war is being fought, Cyrmoh told himself, not for glory or honor, but for the sake of the people, those whom Valoria wouldst conquer and enslave.


No different were the Pausian people from those of Evenshade where the Valorians had shown their barbarism. And no different were the Pausian people from the citizens of Fenis, where the wrong-handed Dredanal now gazed down upon with lustful greed.


May the Kingdom of Paus prosper, and may those who stand against it feel the kingdom's might.

XXX

What better way to crush a stone than between two of its greater brethen?

-Proverb of unknown origin, circa late Christophrean Era

From the north come our saviours, the armies of Paus

From the south come our enemies, the armies of Valoria

To Fenis do they come, to Fenis do they come

The heros from the north come to Fenis to do battle

The villains from the south come to Fenis to do battle

To slaughter and kill they come

To kill the southerners do the northerners come

To kill the northerners do the southerners come

To slaughter and kill do they come

Together with a common goal

Let the northerners ride south and the southerners ride north

Whilst Fenis lies in ruins

-Scroll found in the central tower of the keep of Fenis, dated February 26th, 227 CE

Handwriting never identified


That night Atraus wept bitterly.
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Petian gazed on at the city of Fenis in the distance. At last the army had arrived here at its destination, at last the war could truly begin.


"You there!" Petian called to a young officer. "Send a messenger into the city to inform Lord Atraus that we mean him and his city no harm, and that our war concerns solely the Pausians themselves, not their allies."


"Aye, milord!"


"And what be this mist that hangs across the plains?" Petian whispered to himself. "This bodes evil tidings."


The hours passed on in silence as evening approached and all remained silent from the city. The messenger had been refused admittance at the gate. If by daybreak Fenis had not surrendered, Petian declared that the city would be captured by force.


The clouds darkened and a light drizzle began. The mist grew heavier until one could not see past a few feet. All the shined out from the darkness was a single light upon the central tower at the city's castle.


"General," An orderly approached Petian. "Tis growing late and the situation shows no change. Perhaps thou shouldst retire for what remains of the night."


"No…" Petian responded. "There is something else out there, I canst feel it. Tis indeed fear that keeps the gates of Fenis shut against all travelers, but there remains another player upon this board.


"Corporal!" Petian at last made up his mind. "Prepare my horse and a patrol of the light cavalry!"


"Now, milord?? But--"


"Go, do not tarry!!"


Soon the small party was ready. The paladin himself rode out at their head towards the northwest, around the sides of Fenis, at last riding east to the northern gate. All was silence as the patrol looked around warily through the mist, the light of the tower illuminating their surroundings from behind them.


"As I thought." Petian muttered.


"Milord?"


"Look out there. Campfires. The Pausian army hast also reached Fenis. It couldst not hath been long ago, else they would already have passed through Fenis. But now--"


Battle cries exploded from both east and west. Horses stampeded as the Pausian armies charged forward, at their head the general Arwehre.


And even so the ambush was of no avail, for from the south the Valorian army heard the cries of battle and rushed forward to join the conflict. From the camp only a mile away, the remaining Pausian footsoldiers too saw the clash from the distance and saw fit to aid their kinsmen.


Fenis stood as an island in the sea of death outside its walls. The moonlight of Felucca peeked through the mist for a brief moment to gaze down upon the shimmering swords and armour, sullied by the blood and corpses all around it.


From the central tower, Atraus watched the battle.
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Battle of Fenis: The first of the few major conflicts in the brief war between Valoria and the Kingdom of Paus. Occuring on the evening of February 27th, 3 VE (617 AB, 227 CE), the battle devastated the city of Fenis for many years to come, and it is doubtful as to what advantage the conflict brought to either of the warring states…


No…


Outside the battle raged on. The city of Fenis lay in darkness save for the watchful glare of the central tower.


It couldn't have happened, Atraus cried, is the world truly so devoid of virtue?


The sound of cannonfire roared through the air for the first time that long night as Petian called forth the artillery from his rear divisions.


Is there no Justice?!?!!!


"M-- milord!!!" A young guard rushed in. "The city defences are nearly breached!!!"


"Why?!?!" Atraus screamed, rising from his desk. He grabbed a sheet of papyrus and tore it to shreds. "Why canst they not kill each other and be done with it?!?! Why must we suffer for their foolishness?!!?!"


The entire tower shook as a cannonball cracked through the structure near its base.


"Was this what it was like, Rtihael?!!?" Atraus raised his arms as a few pebbles cracked away from the walls and fell to the floor. "Oh, but how I envy thee!!!! To have a true enemy to stand against instead of but idiocy and greed!!!!


"IS THERE NO JUSTICE?!!?!?!!?!!!!?"


The western gate crashed open as streams of both Valorian and Pausian soldiers flocked in whilst murdering each other and thsemselves in the darkness.


"No!!!!" Atraus shrieked as he looked down at the city of his birth, its streets now lined with blood and its great buildings all afire.


"NO!!!!!!!!" Atraus rushed from his study out through a hallway as another cannonball struck the tower. He stumbled up a flight of stairs. Several servants rushed by, ignoring him, in their arms many lavish antiques and goods from the upper rooms.


Atraus noticed none of this as he raced through the passages, making his way towards the balcony at the top. Cold air rushed over him as he stared down from the heavens themselves at his ruined city. The bodies, peasant and warrior, piled past one's ankles. Nearly half the city was alight in a massive inferno.


"Stop, stop, damn you!!!!" Atraus called from the balcony.


"Damn thee all, whatever kingdom thou hail from!!! Ye who carew for naught save the letting of blood!!!! Hast thou not thought of the suffering of the innocent!!!! Answer me, thou sons of whores!!!!


"Ye who hath defiled this city for thine petty pleasures!!!! Ye who hath ruined all that Arkus worked for!!!!! I damn ye all to the darkest pits of the underworld!!!!! All that so many hath lived and died for, now ye sack and rape it, burn this great city to the ground!!!!


"Think ye not of those who never against shalt gaze upon sun nor moons?!! Think ye not of all that once was but shalt not survive this brief night?!?!!


"Take thine wars and thy battles and thy killings and thy bloodshed elsewhere!!!!! Take it where those with hearts not as black as thine shalt not suffer for thine evils!!!! Leave Fenis to survive, I ask thee!!!!! Suffer to let this city at least live past thine wars!!!!!!!"


Arms outstretched, Atraus lept from the tower. His speech for the most part remained ignored, yet two mounted figures heard every word and now stared upon each other.


"The game of war is indeed a tricky one, General Petian." Cyrmoh almost smiled. "There is always a piece one shalt not grasp until it strikes thee, eh?"


"I am surprised thou didst not expect such an event." Petian resopnded, "Your Paus was no different since even the days of Britannia."


"Days that are long since past, general," Cyrmoh's face betrayd no anger, "Shall we adjourn, or wouldst thou continue the game?"


"For another time we shalt leave the outcome, then. There are many opportunities for us to finish this, General Cyrmoh."
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The portcullis at the southern gate of Evenshade slowly rose. I sat atop my horse in the centre of the great army I had assembled here, detirmined at last to know my enemies.


From the gates a single figure rode out atop a horse. Not a single inch of his flesh could be seen from beneath the dark robes an armour which covered him.


"Thou art a messenger?" I called.


"Aye," The figure spoke after a pause, "I speak thine language well, Pale One. What is it thou wish?"


"You hath attacked and captured the city of our allies. We demand that thou withdraw thine troops from the city!"


"That is a demand we cannot accept." The messenger replied after another long pause. "The stronghold we hath claimed as ours through battle, and through battle alone shall it be pryed from our grip."


"I must warn thee, my army numbers within the thousands. Thy forces shall not succeed if they seek to wage war against us.


"No matter how skilled thy warriors our, thou dost hold no chance of victory! Do you not understand?!"


"So be it." The messenger turned away and rode back towards the gates. "Thine race hast wallowed in its arrogance for far too long."


All held in silence for a moment as the messenger faded into the horizon. A low rumble began to echo.


"Prepare thyselves." Handaran called. "They seek to confuse us with their unconventional tactics and hide their small numbers by surrounding us!"


Not one of us spoke a word as the rumble began to grow louder. The warriors pressed their spears and shields to their bodies, and I reached my hand towards Mek'anvemanu in its hilt.


Suddenly, a huge throng of horsemen charged through from out of the city's gates. They moved with a fury I thought impossible, breaking through our lines and mingling into the bulk of the army, cutting down their enemies around all sides.


Drawing forth the Mek'anvemanu, I slashed at a nearby rider from atop my horse. The blade pierced through his armour, and my opponent dropped his spear. Yet as he clutched his bleeding arm, I saw that his blood was of a thick black. Alas, I pondered, what sort of inhuman creatures were these that now faced my army?


And yet all around me Valorian soliders fell prey to the attackers. Their numbers were far smaller than ours, yet the rage with which they fought was undefeatable. We were no match for them in an open battle. This fact I couldst not deny from myself.


"Retreat!" I called. "Retreat from these plains!"


I galloped off south on my horse with the rest of my followers. The inhuman riders did not pursue, but sat calmly watching us leave. As the gates of Evenshade faded away into the mist, I saw them ride back through the portcullis.


I could almost have sworn that I heard a faint laughter in the breezes.
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We sat huddled around the campfire as crickets chirped through the woods around us. The scene somehow reminded me of the Trinsic Banquet, an event which now felt a lifetime behind me, and I almost smiled at the irony of it all, my first true defeat since that night when I'd drunkenly proclaimed myself an emperor.


"Well, my friends," I looked around at the faces of my generals. "It seems we hath lost the day. Thine thoughts?"


"Tis as I said, Tarnor," Vassily replied, appearing much older in the haze of the fire, "They are like animals. I'd hoped thine greater numbers couldst have triumphed over them, but alas I was wrong."


"Yet we cannot accept defeat this soon, old friend." I replied. "The fall of Evenshade has plunged the empire into war, and I intend to find out whom and for what this damned war was started."


"They overcame us by surprise, and we mustn't let it happen again." Handaran spoke up. "They used their advantage in open combat to best us. We must take this away from them."


"What dost thou suggest, Handaran?"


"I suggest that we lure them into the forests and ambush them. We cannot engage them upon the open plains, and this seems our only chance--"


"Absurd!" Vassily rose and ruffled his red cloak haughtily. "These soldiers, whatever they may be, wouldst be even more at home fighting within the forests, or hast thou forgotten that they most likely came through Spiritwood, Handaran?"


"Whatever their experiences may be--"


"Twould be nearly impossible to remain properly hidden, as well. Tactics such as these work best against a larger force, and despite all our handicaps, we do greatly outnumber this enemy."


"Resume thy seat, Vassily!" I snapped. "Whatever the situation, we must retain our discipline!"


"Might I put forth my opinion on this?"


Ingamar sat with his arms folded, his eyes closed and his face turned away from the fire. For the first time since the campaign had begun, I realized that the aged paladin's face had grown more worn and haggard with each passing day, and his hair now held only a few last strands of its fine black, the rest overshadowed by grey.


"Yes, my comrade?"


"Twice have we fought these marauders outside of Evenshade, and both times we hath lost. General Handaran offers the best solution; we must engage the enemy upon a terrain unfamiliar to them. Only then canst we stand a chance to achieve victory."


"But there will be complications, as Vassily mentioned." I responded.


"Aye, and that is why we shalt plan the offensive rather than waste away the night in grief. Hasten, my lord, for ever closer doth the dawn approach."

XXXV


"Thou hast returned?"


"Aye, foul barbarians! Thine armies shalt not evade us this time!"


Once more I heard what sounded like a faint chuckle from beneath the messenger's robes. Raising his right hand, the stampeding of horses sounded from within the city, rapidly growing louder.


The enemy was upon us. Their fury was as strong, if not greater than upon the previous day. Had I chosen to continue the battle here, in but a few hours' my army would be laid to waste by these brigands.


"Retreat!!! We must flee!!!"


I pressed my horse back through the twisting forest paths. The horses of the enemy were fast, and their will was strong. They were detirmined to wipe us out with this battle, a plan in which they were not alone.


One by one the horsemen of our core army scattered away until only a handful remained within the group. A few of our adversaries broke from their column after these soldiers, but the bulk of the enemy remained concentrated together.


An arrow flew through the air at my side. We'd suspected that the enemy also employed archers, and indeed their mark was accurate. But soon the chase would be at an end. Twas but a few minutes farther…


From here there was no escape within the tangled reaches of the forest. The faint dirt paths came to an end in a small clearing, otherwise engulfed by the thick trees and roots. I drew the Mek'anvemanu, the sun glinting off the blade for a mere instant. To every side the Valorian cavalry broke off from their path and dove into the mass of darkened woods. Behind us the enemy unwittingly had destroyed themselves.


"Now!!!"

Handaran's call pierced through the air amongst the woods. From the very earth itself pikemen burst from their hiding places and rose forth their twelve foot spears with points of hardened steel. From the trees the archers shot down their arrows tipped in flame. The horses whinied and the enemy cried out in dismay as a single voice, for all had been lost for their crusade.


I rode to a barren hilltop a half-mile away, where Ingamar and the other generals not participating in the attack awaited, along with the other soldiers who'd fled from the main party.


We watched down at the burning forest below. Little could be seen save the growing mass of fire, and with it I saw at last the victory of battle that had eluded me for far too long.


"Perpare the rest of the troops." I ordered. "We march upon Evenshade."

XXXVI


No!


I am king now! I declared these words myself as I slew the last of the Fathers!


I am king now!


But…


How?!?!!?!


Now my army dies in flames before the Pale Ones. Now the Pale Ones break away at the defenses of my fortress, coming at last to annihilate my people.


Damn them all, I scream to myself, Damn the brutish creatures and their animal lusts!


How did it happen?!!?!!!!


I am king now! My people were at last freed from the greed and cowardice of the Father! I would lead them through a new age of prosperity! I would bring back honor to our race!


How did I fail??!?!!


I am king now!!!!!!!!!!


They pour in through the battered gates like locusts. They slaughter what remains of my people, what little remains after all these centuries…


They slaughter my dream, the dream that would have become the vision of all my race…


They slaughter our hope, which only so recently we had reclaimed…


It cannot be!!!!!!!!!!


I AM KING NOW!!!!!!!!!!!


Damn them, damn them all!!!!!!! I did not deserve this!!!! My people did not deserve this!!!!! Why must my dreams end in ashes?!?!!?!!!!!


The tower is beseiged. It shall fall within the hour. Then the Pale Ones can claim my carcass, then they can gloat over how much they have destroyed.


I AM KING NOW!!!!!!!!!


It cannot be, it cannot be…


I AM KING NOW!!!!!!!!!


It cannot be!!!!!!


I AM KING NOW!!!!!!!!!

Damn them, damn them all......


It cannot be…


My people have fallen, my dream has fallen, the kingdom that I sought to forge has fallen…


I am king now…

XXXVII


The sky was all but engulfed in the clouds over the ruins of Evenshade. The city around me lay in rubble, a battlefield covered in countless bodies.


But we had won. The war was not over, I knew, in fact I and my army had not advanced it in the slightest, yet still a battle had been fought and a victory claimed, and still did the dead pile through the streets and across the plains.


"Prisoners?" I turned to face a young soldier as he approached me.


"We haven't counted them up yet, milord. A hundred or so. They'd've fought to the death had their leader not surrendered, I suspect."


"So I expected."


Once again I was left to my thoughts. I stepped over a dead body, barely glancing upon it. The sight of these barbarians had chilled me to the bone. They were not humans, but a beast not seen on the realm since the days of legends.


"Tarnor!" Vassily strode towards me. Ingamar trailed several paces behind. "Dreadful creatures, are they not?"


"Aye, my friend. What is it?"


"We think thou 'do best speak with their leader yourself, Tarnor. He-- he is not what you'd expect from these creatures."


"Indeed? Twould be best, I suppose."


The various monsters who yet lived were rounded up within a small clearing near the town's centre. Two guards led forth the creatures' chieftan. His skin was of a strange copper, and whilst his face was smeared with black hair, the rest of his head remained bare. He wore nothing save an old pair of boots and a thick animal hide draped over his shoulders as a cloak.


"You there!" I called. "Thou'rt the leader of this rabble?"


"I am, Pale One." The troll replied in a strangely civilized, cultured voice.


"What hast thou to say for thine army and its actions?"


"I hath no words left to state, Pale One. I regret naught that I hath done save for being defeated by thou. I am content to go do death for my people."


"Who was it that sent thee?"


The troll raised an eyebrow.


"The kingdom, which was it?" I looked down at the imposing figure. "The Brae? Christophrea?"


"I serve none. My loyalties are to my people, Pale One, not to thine. I fought to conquer this outpost as one of thine, just as the others would eventually fall, until my people once more ruled as we should."


I studied the creature's expression thoughtfully, trying to detect the deceit within it. Suddenly, I began to chuckle.


"Milord?" One of the guards asked.


"Then thou," I turned back to the troll as I nearly errupted in laughter. "Thou plunged my empire into this bloody war, its very first war since its founding, and all for thine own petty dreams?!?!!!"


I threw back my head and roared in uncontrollable laughter at the sadistical irony of it all. Vassily, the guards, even the troll, all gazed upon me as though I had gone mad.


"Were his dreams any more pointless than thine own?"


My laughter subsided as I glanced at Ingamar, silently stroking his grey goatee. I turned back to the troll.


"What is thy name?"


"I am known as Gestal."


"Tell me then, Gestal, what didst thou fight for? What was thy dream that sent thee here to the city of Evenshade?"


The troll sighed a long, weary sigh. "I lived in Spiritwood my whole life, Pale One, just as all my people did, the last of our race. I sat and I pondered at the agony of it all; we, once a proud, noble creature, now barbarians within these puny woods. I have long since forgotten when I swore this oath to myself, but many years ago there was a day when I vowed that I would not die until my people once more could claim dignity and honor for themselves, and the Pale Ones would no longer flaunt themselves before us.


"But I failed. Thou hast beaten me, conquered mine army and mine people. I am broken, there is nothing left for me. Without my people and my dream, I am nothing. Kill me if thou wish, kill me and end my foolish naivete. It is better that we die this way, as warriors, then live out our puny lives as animals.


"Must you delay it any longer?!" The troll cried out and tried to rise. "Must you keep me alive and listen to my grief?! Kill me! Let me die as I wish and show me that your species possesses some tiny compassion towards us!"


"No," I shook my head thoughtfully, "No, I cannot kill you, Gestal of the Trolls, or in doing so I would kill a part of myself. I cannot condemn others for the faults which I abscribe to, I cannot place myself above you merely because I feel that I have succeeded."


I drew forth the Mek'anvemanu. With a single chop, I cut the ropes bounding the troll lord.


"Go, go with thy people back to thy Spiritwood, and someday you may face me again! Someday perhaps you may triumph over the Pale Ones!"


Gestal looked up at me. Silence fell over all of us, and a mutual understanding filled the eyes of the troll and mine own.


"Never." Gestal spoke that single word. "Never. Thou hast shown more than any of thine race that ever I had expected towards my beaten people."


The troll knelt before me, pressing his face to the ground.


"I swear my allegiance to thee, noble lord, whomever thou may be! Forever shalt thine whim be unto the most sacred of commands, forever shalt there be no greater honor that I can hope to dream of than to ultimately die by thine blade!"


"Then so be it, Sir Gestal!" I raised the troll to his feet. "I dub thee a knight of Valoria, and from this day forth our peoples are as one!"


I embraced the troll as a brother, and from around me the guardsmen let forth a great cheer. Upon this day Valoria had won itself a great victory, greater than any battle ever fought.


Gestal (577?-652/653 AB): A general of Valoria in the late Christophrean Era, often remembered as one of the last inhumans still alive upon the realm at that time. Though popular legends and fables have frequently shown him as a traitor (citing in particular his inability to lend aid to generals Petian and Niktcha at the first Battle of Paus in the War of the Three Empires), waiting for the opportunity to take power over the empire himself, Tarnor Dredanal's memoirs have shown nothing but respect for the troll, and modern historians have for the most part dispelled these allegations as false…

XXXVIII


"We are defeated."


Trojus sat atop his throne, gazing down at the court of officials. The words spoken had surprised all of them, yet Trojus could see in their faces that each of them knew the truth in this statement.


"We are defeated." Trojus repeated, shifting his weight forward. "For the sixth time now in these past three months."


Three months, Trojus wondered. Had it really been so long? It felt like yesterday that the Valorian armies had approached in the dawn of spring, under the cool winds of the plains. Now it was May, and the siege of these three months wore on. The storehouses lay empty, the fields unreachable, and Paus was a starving, dying city. With its death would die the entire kingdom, with its death would die the last barrier between the two great empires.

With its death would Markadays at last see the truth of Trojus' pleas. Pausian emissaries had thronged to Britain with their tributes and gifts, with their finely written letters from Trojus himself. Trojus had begged Christophrea to send her aid, to save not only Trojus' kingdom, but the centuries-old Christophrean Empire as well from the upstarts of Valoria. But Markadays was a coward. He had preferred to ignore the cries for help and remain content in his palace, oblivious to the strife that would eventually topple his empire were it not checked.


"There is nothing left for us, my friends." Trojus' voice grew soft, his eyes radiating the sorrow he felt for those aronud him. "We must at the very least spare the people from this slow death. We must not put our pride before the good of the survivors."


Trojus' gaze shifted across the nobles. They stood thin and haggard, worn away from the harships of the siege. All of them, Trojus was certain, all of them would know to admit defeat, save perhaps for two.


"Cyrmoh?"


The Pausian general did not meet Trojus' eyes. He looked down as the court turned to him.


"I hath nothing to say, milord. It is thine choice and thine choice alone to make."


Trojus nodded slowly. He pitied Cyrmoh. The young noble was no general, no great warrior. He had served his kingdom loyally and done all that he could for Paus, but this strength of will alone could not save the war.


"Bas'stran?"


Silence hung over the court for a moment. The lord of Evenshade sighed as he looked at Trojus. Both understood the other all too well, both knew the sacrifice that was mutual between them.


"It is best this way." Bas'stran whispered. The noble turned away, his footsteps echoing through the silent hall.


"I shalt go personally to bear my abdication to General Petian." Trojus sighed. "When ultimately we are at war with Christophrea, I canst only pray the Avatar shalt keep Paus safe from the two empires."


…Signed May 15, 3 VE (617 AB, 227 CE), the very same day as the Battle of South Plains two years previous, the Paus-Valoria treaty marked the end of the first true war fought by the Valorian Empire. Modern historians, however, see the most important consequence of the treaty as the formation of the "Trojus Line", the massively fortified border between the Valorian and Christophrean Empires, allegedly stretching across the entire mainland continent, though actual records of the time indicate that the outposts to the far west were fewer and rarely used…

-Excerpt from "The History of the Second Continent"

XXXIX

Tarnor Dredanal…


It begins…


Tarnor Dredanal…


The voice…


It comes, Tarnor Dredanal…


"What is it…?"


It comes…


"Speak not in riddles! What is it?!"


Destiny…


Thy fate…


"But what???!"


That which thou shalt deny, but which thou canst not deny…


Destiny, Tarnor Dredanal, destiny and its cruel ways…


May the empire of Valor shine bright and grow in splendor with each new suffering…
XL


"Must thou bring even the most trivial matters to me, Kaerf?" I sighed at the young soldier.


"Beg 'pardon, milord, but this matter seems to me to be of great import."


"And mayhaps it is." I glanced wearily over the petition once more. "But it is naught more than any of my ministers couldst authorize. Why must you bring it before thine tired emperor himself?"


"On the contrary, sire, I find the events detailed in the petition far more serious than they may appear at first."


"What, that brigands and pirates beseige our vessels acros the Great Sea? That buccaneers delight in plunder as they have for centuries?


"Or doth thou suspect that another of the kingdoms is behind this? Foolishness. Tensions may grow strong, and Valoria's rise to power has increased its surrounding enemies, but such a course as this would be pointless. What couldst any kingdom seek to acomplish? Most of the merchant ships that hath been plundered were traveling to Britain or Vespre, bearing riches rather than bartering away those of their lands."


"But sire," Kaerf interceded, "The fact remains that the foreign kingdoms will take an interest in our reaction to this situation."


"How so?" I raised an eyebrow.


"If we canst not even protect our ships from mere pirates, how couldst the empire of Valoria be expected to stand a great war against the northern armies?"


"Thou'rt becoming wise, Kaerf." A smile spread across my face. "You ask for two light ships to each merchant vessel?"


"It shan't deplete the treasury nor the garrisons by any amount of great import, milord."


"Indeed it shan't, nor wouldst three ships to a vessel do so either. I must thank thee for bringing this matter to my attention, captain. Thou hast my approval upon this petition, see that it is put into effect immediately."

XLI


We are countless, yet we are one.


We are the few who are the many, the wise who are the foolish, the strong who are the weak.


We are the outcasts who are worshiped, we are the heros who are despised.


We are the traitors who are loyal, we are the subjects who are treacherous.


We are thy greatest allies, yet we are thy most hated enemies.


We are one, yet we are countless.


Beware of us, Tarnor Dredanal, for we are thy beginning and thy end…

XLII


The fog held thick over the dark waters as the ship tred warily through the mist.


"This haze canst not be natural." Dakkren spoke up from atop the decks.


"What of the escort?" Bretharn approched the younger man. He too felt fearful for the Red Baron, but as the captain he was detirmined to keep the peace aboard the vessel.


"I think I still see them off the bow, m'lord, but twill not be long before they art lost to us."


"Nonsense!" Bretharn scoffed. "Thou know better than to fall apart like this, my friend. I didst not pick a coward as the Baron's first mate."


"The seas art still dangerous to travel, even upon a fair day. We must--" Dakkren stopped, realizing that there was no alternative left but to continue along the course the ship now desperately followed.


"Carry on, then." Bretharn strode away, back towards his cabin below. "Only another week or so and we shouldst reach Britain if we prosper no difficulties."


A great storm raged across the seas that night, and in the morning the Red Baron found herself hopelessly lost. The escorts were long since gone from sight, and the fog only thickened as the Baron continued onwards.


"A day more, just another day and we might find land…"


"Tis no use!!" Dakkren shouted, "Our supplies art exhausted, the storms continue to grow, we canst do nothing more!!"


"And what then?!" Bretharn replied angrily, "What canst thou suggest we do but continue onwards?! We--"


"Stop, wait!!!! What is that?!?!!" Dakkren pointed out into the mists excitedly.


"I see nothing."


"No, look!!! Look!!! A ship!!! We art saved, my friend, we art saved!!!!"


From within the clouds of fog, the faint outline of an average-sized vessel could be seen. Slowly it advanced through the waters towards them.


Thunder rumbled through the blackening clouds, but the crew of the Red Baron did not care. They laughed and screamed with glee, praising themselves and their fortunes for being spared a slow death by starvation.


"Damnit," Bretharn muttered, "The storm is picking up again. Ah well, at least we art safe. Now--"


Lightning struck the helm of the Baron. The winds wailed in mocking laughter as the waves crashed against the merchant ship, breaking through its hull.


"Nay, this cannot be!!!" Bretharn cried out. "Over there, they shalt save us before we drown!!! We can't die like this!!!"


Still the onslaught of the elements thickened. The sails were ripped away within moments, torn apart in the fearsome winds.


"Abandon ship!!!! We hath no choice!!! To the lifeboats!!!!"


The second vessel was now almost upon the Baron, somehow impervious to the storm. The tiny skiffs fled away from their sinking frigate towards this ship.


Dakkren looked out nervously at the approaching ship. It's hull was of ancient wood, rotting away by the moment. The sails seemed but an ornament, ripped through in may places. By all that Dakkren knew of seafaring, this vessel shouldst not even be able to stay afloat on the calmest of days.


Upon the deck of this ship stood a single figure, garbed in ragged robes of black. He held his hands high above his head and motioned them about as if he were directing an army. Chants of words long forgotten poured forth from his lips.


The black clouds gathered once more within the sky. Dakkren could have sworn that he heard a daemonic laugh. And in that moment a single thunderbolt struck down upon the Red Baron. The dying ship split apart into two, crumbling away into nothingness.


"By the virtues…" The rain poured down upon Dakkren's face as he gazed forth upon the wreckage of the Red Baron, still uncomprehending the sight before him. The ruined vessel disappeared into the mists once more.

XLIII


We are the darkness that shines bright, and the light that shades thy vision.


We are the blind who see all, the deaf who hear all, the innocent who yet witness all.


Beware of we, Tarnor Dredanal, the one who is countless…

XLIV


The storms yet raged outside as I woke up suddenly. It was barely dawn.


"Damn these visions…" I muttered to myself. I had been haunted with the dreams nearly every night for the past week, and they were taking their toll upon me. I had grown thinner, my face was worn and haggard.


Rain poured down outside the Black Palace, unceasing for over three days now. Thunder rumbled from within the dark clouds. Twas the worst storm I had seen in the years since first I claimed Trinsic as my capital.


Let the storm come, I thought. Let the rains pour over my city and wash it away into nothingness. I carew not. I hath done enough for the Second Continent. What was Valoria now, I pondered, what was my dream but a countless stream of wars to be fought until the world at last was at peace?


"Beware of us, Tarnor Dredanal…"


"Leave me." I clasped my head within my hands. "Leave my mind and haunt another, one who yet might affect what is to come."


"Beware…"


I recognized Kaerf's footsteps from down the tiled hallway. I sat and waited as the steps grew louder until at last the young guardsman entered and knelt before me.


"What news?"


"The crisis is over, sire. The caravans were allowed to pass over the Trojus Line into our teritory once more. The Christophreans have made it plain, however, that they still believe the merchant lords to have stolen possessions of the state and tried to incite riots." Kaerf looked away, I saw that he was hiding something.


"Our ambassador?"


"Lord Hytreus resigned over the affair. He… took ill while passing through the southern territory on his way back across the Trojus Line."


"Villains." I sighed, feeling weary. Hytreus had been an able minister; I owed much to him for keeping the peace as long as he had. "His body?"


"It shall arrive by land in but a week's time, sire."


"Arrange a funeral worthy for one of his rank. I suppose I shalt be required to pay my respects, but see that it doth not cut too sharply into my time. I need to be alone."


"As thou command, sire."


I frowned, disappointed by Kaerf's response. I'd rather hoped he would question me, give me an excuse to pour out my grief. Mayhaps it was this feeling that pressed me to continue.


"Pointless, all of it. Pointless…"


"Sire?" Kaerf's expression betrayed nothing.


"Tis inevitable, the war. Valoria cannot exist and achieve its destiny without the destruction of Christophrea, the destruction of Minoa, the single-minded dismemberment of each and every remaining kingdom across the realm…


"Yet still we deny it. Still we pretend that we are at peace, that we are content.


"Content?" I laughed mockingly. "As if--"


"Shall I order thy armies to advance up the King's Way, then, sire?"


I gazed at Kaerf in silence for a moment, forgetting the audacity of his interruption. I lowed my eyes, sighing.


"Thou'rt wiser than any would suspect, young Kaerf. Thank you, my friend, thank you."


"Will there be aught else, …sire?"


"Nay… Nay, thank thee once more. Thou may leave."


As Kaerf's footsteps faded away, there seemed to be silence for a brief moment; even the thundering of the rain had grown silent, as if in anticipation.


"Let thy kingdom damn itself to nothingness so that it may rise to greater heights than even Britannia!"


"Damn thee, leave…" I fell to my knees.


"Let thyself grow weak and yet thus be remembered as one with the Avatar!"


"Away!!!" I screamed, rushing from the room, still wearing only a thin nightshirt. Mocking laughter errupted from all around me, and the downpour seemed to grow louder.


Servants rushed to my attendance. The laughter faded away, but I was left with a terrible feeling of foreboding.


"The storm…"


Within moments I threw on a black robe and rushed through the twisting passages, down to the city below. I was oblivious to the rain pouring down my face and the mud-splattered cobbles beneath my bare feet as I stared on at the sky.


Still the laughter echoed around me, and I saw the dark clouds slowly growing a faint tint of red. Apparitions and nightmares soared through the air, reaching out across the city, mayhaps across all Valoria.


With each passing instant, the shapes grew still more misshapen and daemonic. Try as I might to explain this horrid scene to thee, dear reader, I must find it impossible, for there is naught a word in any tongue that can describe the events of which I witnessed.


And through this melody of wretchedness and anguish, a single sight stole mine eyes from all others, wrenched me away from the terrors that this night abounded.


"A ship!!!!"


Far off into the Great Sea, barely discernable from the mainland, a small vessel appeared in the distance, seemingly oblivious to the downpour.


I screamed in both rage and misery, falling to my knees. As my vision faded into darkness…


I know not how much of that night's events was a delusion, brought on by mine various troubles. My servants and courtiers would never have dared to tell me that they had not scene a sight which I insisted had taken place, the damned idiots. The ship, however, I have grown certain was real, for it seemed to be taken far more seriously than any of my other sights that evening, and twould have been impossible that no others saw the vessel if it was real, for even then, in my youth, my vision was quite poor…


…Alas, all too many of my memories from the period between the fall of Paus and the War of the Three Empires, I've come to fear, have leaned more towards mysticism than fact.

-Excerpts from the diary and memoirs of Tarnor Dredanal

XLV


"What are you…?"


We are all that we have told thee, for our every word is falsehood…


"What are you?!"


We are what you make us to be!


"Leave me, damn thee, leave Valoria!"


Valoria cannot be left, not by we, not by you, not by Markadays. Only by one…


"By one…?"


How you shall grow to hate us, Dredanal, for that which shalt come to pass. How you shall grow to love us, Dredanal, for simply keeping hate within thy hollow shell at all…

XLVI


The cold breeze of late spring blew over me as I slowly opened my eyes. The incessant downpour of the storm had at last stopped, and the sky was left tainted with but a few pale clouds. I hurriedly glanced out the tall window from my quarters, overlooking the Great Sea. The ship I had seen last night was gone, as I had suspected. The waters rested serene and calm, oblivious to the turmoil they had suffered just days before.


An odd feeling of peace settled over me, overshadowing my foreboding. I knew for certain now that something was inevitable, and yet, I had no idea what this something would be.


Let it come, so much the better. My patience with Christophrea has waned, I long for an enemy who hides not behind words and treaties he knows to be false.


I dressed and walked out into the marble corridor. Several servants rushed and knelt before me. At my bidding, they went to fetch Kaerf.


" Valoria must learn to conquer through naval as well as land power should we someday unify the Second Continent." I spoke to the young captain. "Begin construction upon Valoria's first great fleet immediately. Hire the finest shipwrights in Trinsic and across the kingdom.


"And… and send messengers to my companions, Vassily and Handaran. They shalt need to be here for this."

XLVII

The slight revulsion I first felt towards the troll's inhuman appearance had long since departed from me, yet still I found that Gestal's expression remained unreadable to my eye.


"Speak freely, my friend." I bid Gestal to rise. "I am curious as to what brings thee to Trinsic."


"Sire, since my people came into thy service, we hath not yethad the chance to prove ourselves and our loyalty towards… Valoria."


I motioned for the troll to go on.


"My liege, my people and I hath heard of the empire's new campaign, of our struggle against this foe from across the seas."


"Ye… Wish to offer thy men for this campaign?"


"My men wish to offer themselves, sire, tis not my wish alone. We all doth seek to show thee that we art capable of serving alongside the regiments of thy own race."


"Have you or any of them experience in naval battles?"


"Nay, sire." Gestal replied without hesitation.


"None at all?" Whilst I was slowly growing used to the troll, his frankness still came as a shock at times.


"None at all, milord."


"You do realize that this expedition shall be almost certainly fought solely through sea battles?"


"I am quite aware of that, sire."


"Gestal…" I sighed, "Canst thou not see that, well, that thy men would not be required?"


"My people are loyal to thee, milord, and detirmined to serve thy empire well. If our loyalty shall require us to learn to fight across the waves, then so be it."


"And what better qualities could be searched for in a subject…?" A smile spread across my lips.


"Thy people art lucky indeed that the empire doth not yet have a true navy, otherwise I might be more reluctant. As it stands, however, I shalt see that the Trolls are amongst the first true mariners of Valoria. Thou'rt dismissed, Gestal."

XLVIII

"They who be the last to surrender"

-Last remaining line of a children's rhyme sung through the streets of Trinsic in the summer of 4 VE (618 AB)


Two months!

Already it was midway into June, and at last the fleet was almost complete. Vassily, Handaran, and Gestal had all grown as impatient as I, waiting until at last we could set out against the unknown threat which lurked somewhere out there within the Great Sea…


My health had improved within these last months, and I'd insisted upon personally leading the campaign, though even then I knew that I would be more of a hindrance to the fleet than aught else.


The strange visions which had plagued me before had grown far less frequent, and there were brief times when I thought I was free of the voice at last.


Such times proved always to be fleeting, however…


"Onwards thee lead thy forces towards Valoria's greatest victory and yet its greatest loss."


"Why dost thou invade my mind…?" I involuntarily looked about the courtyard.


"Valoria shalt grow strong and until ye alone shalt oppose it!"


"Enough!"


"A part of thee shalt die with every gain ye bring to Valoria, until at last Valoria discards thee, empty and broken."


"Enough!!! My path is chosen, and never canst I turn back. I took it upon myself to depose the tyrant Taljehn, I took it upon myself to defend my lands against Montaria and Trinsic.


"Let me suffer if that is to be my fate. Let me live onwards upon the life I have chosen. I have found a cause to strive for in my mortal days, I shalt not shirk the hardships that may come with it…"


I stood in silence for several minutes, my hand upon my forehead, at last satisfied that the voice had departed for the time being. Birds fluttered through the open air, chirping happily. From the distance, I heard a faint melody of soft voices, like a child's, slowly reciting haunting poem…

Of the valiant there are many 'cross the land

They who be the first claimed as dead

They who be the first for mourners' mourn

They who be the last e'er to yield

Of the heros there are many for our king

They who be the first 'mongst the fallen

They who be the first for tears are shed

They who be the last to surrender


"I understand now…"

I listened in silence as the two verses repeated. In an instant, I knew all. I knew of the voice and its cryptic riddles, I knew of my fate, I knew of Valoria's fate.

"Sire?"

"What is it?!" I snapped in annoyance as one of the stewards approached.


"Lord Ingamar of Montor has arrived and is waiting to see thee, sire."


Ingamar…


"Shall I send him here, sire?"


It is he…


"Aye…" I responded after a time.


I recognized the paladin's every footstep as he came nearer the courtyard. When at last Ingamar emerged, I barely noted that he had aged further in the year since last we'd met, his hair almost devoid of its once rich black, his noble face creased with wrinkles.


"My friend…"


"I had to come, Tarnor." Ingamar's tone remained calm, but his face openly betrayed his weary resignation.


"I understand that now, Ingamar, I understand that now…" I responded softly.


"It is best this way, Tarnor…"


I nodded quietly. I looked into the eyes of my wisest advisor, my strongest general, and my dearest friend. Tears trickled down my cheeks as I wept openly.


"It is best this way, dear Ingamar…"

XLIX


Buccaneer's Den.


Refuge of pirates and brigands in all the ages, an isle tainted eternally when the Avatar slew the Guardian in ages past. How fitting, I thought. Here, where the age of Britannia truly ended.


And upon such a day! The thirtieth of June, the very date upon which Trinsic had fallen to the Archipelago's armies three years ago.


Three years, a mere three years… It felt like an eternity now, I could barely remember the days before my vision, before I damned myself to this fate…


"The enemy approaches."


I could make out about three half-dozen warships advancing from the northeast. With three of its edges surrounded by tall mountains, the Den could only be successfully breached by an assault upon its eastern side. The fleet was gradually circling the isle; we had now made it a short distance to the south of the isle when the first naval battle of Valoria began.


Cannons thundered as the fleets charged across the waves. I stood in awe over the spectacular battle that ranged around me, knowing full well that I was useless here save as an icon.


And what am I truly but an icon, a figurehead for the ambition of Valoria?


I shrugged the thought away; now was not the time to philosophize. The frigate shuddered as a cannonball sped by. I glanced warily at Ingamar, standing as ever faithfully by my side. He shook his head, turning back to the battle before us.


"Onwards!" I called, holding the Mek'anvemanu aloft as the sun shined down upon it. If the most I could do was drive my forces to acts of courage, then such would be my path.


The two fleets were upon one another now, their prows colliding into the hulls of the enemy. Legions from either side lept to the decks of their foes, battling with whatever base weapons could be found. But the vanguard of Valoria's fleet was manned almost exclusively by Gestal's people, fierce and resolute warriors all. Their training as mariners had done naught to blunt their prowess in battle, and now the inhuman soldiers slaughtered countless of the enemy in the name of the empire.


My vessel remained at the rear of the fleet, away from the heart of the battle, yet even from this remote position, I saw that once again Valoria had triumphed. Once again our enemies had been eradicated. Yet even as these thoughts passed my mind, I knew them to be false. A sense of foreboding flickered through me as black clouds loomed into the sky, which radiated a fair blue only moments before.


More ships approached through the darkness enshrouding us. At their lead, I gazed upon a ruined vessel, its sail torn to shreds, its hull breached with countless hollows. I knew this to be the ship which had appeared in the storm at Trinsic, taunting my every moment. I knew my enemies to be practitioners of the ancient arts, and I knew now what outcome wouldst emerge from this terrible battle.


The clouds shifted and shimmered with a faint crimson as a low wail echoed across the sea. A ghastly cackle sounded from the ruined ship, whilst thunder boomed through the mists.


And once more the two fleets fell upon each other, their fury and bloodlust only heightened by the impending doom which all sensed.


"Forward!" I shouted across the deck. "To the centre of the conflict!"


Lightning struck across the thrashing waves, now strew with wreckage and bodies, taking upon the same crimson as the sky. The maelstrom increased as we neared the great battle. Still the ruined ship rested unobtrusively, distancing itself from the bloodshed now errupting.


Inhuman shades soared about through the air, laughing gleefully at the countless deaths. Horrible daemons and apparitions towered over the battle, all emanating from the dark vessel. The same devils had haunted me in Trinsic, their visages bearing the same hideous deformities.


Yet I strove to show no fear. I would not retreat here and live out my existance haunted by daemons within and without. I would not let myself be overcome by cowardice.


I am Valoria. I am courage. Were I not, Montaria would now control the Valorian Archipelago, and Arkus would live and die with dreams lost outside his empire.


I was chosen! For whatever reasons, for whatever purposes, by the Avatar I was destined to unite the Second Continent, and I would do so at whatever cost!


"Onward!!!" I yelled out as rain poured across the deck. "For Valoria!!!"


Vessels upon all sides were torn apart in the maelstrom, both mine and the enemy's. Chaos overwhelmed all as allies slew each other in the darkness. Lightning struck down upon many of the ships.


A scream sounded from my right as the ship trembled violently in the maelstrom. I turned to see Ingamar sprawled out upon the deck, blood dripping from his side.


At whatever cost…


"No!!!" I cried, rushing to my fallen companion. A faint golden mist circled about his wound. I propped his head up in my arms as bloody dripped from his mouth.


"I was chosen…"


"Nay…" My dying companion whispered. "Twas thee who chose thy destiny…"


The rain rushed over my tear-covered face as the battle continued. I looked out at the dark ship, purging despair from my heart.


"FOR VALORIA!!!!!!!"


Lightning flashed through the air as the clouds shifted through a pelethora of colors whilst the chaos raged onwards, littering the seas with still more blood.


A strange chanting echoed through the air. A despairing tone clung to it, far removed from the daemonic cackles I had heard before.


The clouds rumbled in a final onslaught as a single bolt of golden light struck down from the heavens. The dark ship was pierced in two dispersing through the waves.


The darkness lifted and the clouds dispersed. The enemy fleet lay vanquished. My three generals pressed their attack on, moving now to occupy the isle itself.


I kneeled upon the rain-soaked deck of my ship, cradling Ingamar's head in my arms. We had indeed won a great victory, and suffered a still greater loss. Not even the slightest sense of elation beseeched me, abandoning me to a grief beyond description…

XLX


The young man waited, he knew they would come. The isle had alighted in flames, the ships had been torn apart, and the soldiers of Valor had disembarked and slaughtered all who had not perished in the battle.


A single wisp of smoke ascended through the air from the campfire of rags and reeds. The tiny hut lay barren save for the fire. The rotting wood of the walls crumbled away even as one looked at it, and the roof had long since fallen apart, its remnants lying with the rest of the refuse.


Now they came; five of them, most likely seeing the smoke. Most likely they expected to find nothing. Ah, but how wrong they were. How wrong…


"General Vassily." The two words echoed more as a statement than a question as the soldiers glanced in, barely noticing the young man.


"You know who I am?" The leader of the Valorians queried.


"Aye." The young man replied, meeting the Valorian's gaze. The young man appeared nondescript for the most part in a worn, almost colorless robe, but his ragged hair was of a magnificent silver, out of place upon one of his youthful appearance.


"Who are you…?" The Valorian asked after a time.


"I am… More than many would expect." The young man smiled slightly. The Valorian scowled and made no audible reply.


"I was born a peasant in the Kingdom of Yew, but even then, I was more than any other. I received a… calling, a whisper, a force which eventually brought me here.


"I am a mage, I now know, one of the last of the dying art. All here were practitioners of the art, drawn together to this acursed isle through means none of us knew. We were all hated, all misunderstood by the world around us, all with nowhere else to go. And thus we sought revenge…


"I was among the weakest, or so they thought. That is why I remained behind here upon the isle. But they were wrong, as I proved to them. I betrayed them from here as the battle wore on. I destroyed their ship and gave thy empire this victory.


"All of them have perished now. All of them. I am the last of the mages, the last to ever wield the powers forgotten since the age of Britannia.


"I offer my services to thee and thy empire, General Vassily. I offer to give Valoria power over the elements itself as far as I can muster in my being. Accept me, or slay me here where we stand. What path shalt thou take?"


The Valorian looked on, pondering whether to believe this tale or not. But the young man knew he would not refuse. None could refuse the offer of such power.


"Come with me." The Valorian spoke at last. "I'll have to bring thee forth before my liege."


"So be it." The young man replied with a faint smile, rising from the campfire.


"Thy fellow mages…" The Valorian asked suddenly as he led the young man down the rough path to the shore. "Why didst thou betray them?"


The young man's smile broadened. "They were weaker than thy armies, truly; twas obvious who would win. I would not have stood by such weaklings when I could have come into the service of a more power master. But do not worry for thy emperor, general, I shan't betray Valoria…"


No more than thy emperor himself shall betray that which he has wrought, at least.


"One last thing…" The Valorian put in. "Hast thou a name?"


"My name?" The young man chuckled briefly. "Aye, aye, I have a name…


"Thou may call me Niktcha."

XLXI


I stepped not a single foot upon the shore of Bucaneer's Den, nor spent a single moment to ponder over my victory. With but a small escort of the least damaged vessels, I hastened back to Trinsic, my thoughts still clouded with grief.


Three days, I'd been told, it was only three days since the battle. I felt as though an eternity had passed within these days, these days of waiting…


Ingamar was not yet dead. He rested now in the ship's finest cabin, waking briefly in a state of delirium before sinking back into a stupor.


His death was a certainty. It could not be changed. I had known that he would die in this campaign, he had known that he would die, yet still I found myself unprepared for this, this damned waiting…


" 'The first for mourners' mourn, the last to surrender'…" I sighed, feeling my eyes water as I glanced once more at the prostrate form of my dying companion. But as I gazed onwards, the eyes of the aged paladin slowly fluttered open.


"Tar… nor…"


"I am here, my friend." I spoke quietly as I knelt before the bed, clasping Ingamar's hand.


"My time approaches swiftly, dost it not…?"


"Indeed it does, my friend…" I tried hard not to weep.


"I am old… I have lived a full life… Is it not… best… to die like this… To die in the service of one's lord…?"


"It is best this way, my friend…"


"Do not grieve for me, Tarnor, do not lose faith in the dream…


"Endure the hardships that shall come… Endure in creating a second Britannia…


"But…"


"Yes, my friend…?"


"Fight for all… who live under the two moons… fight for all… the people… Do not… become a tyrant… reviled by the conquered… even if Valoria tries to force this position onto thee…


"Fight never for… thyself… That path shall bring thee to ruin…

"Do not use the dream to justify thy own gain of power…


"As…


"As… M-- M--" The dying paladin began to gasp and choke.


"Ingamar!"


The fit subsided as the Montarian's eyes closed. His mouth open slightly, his final words barely a whisper.


"As… …Arkus… did…"


I cried openly as I clasped Ingamar's hand, swiftly growing cold within my grip. How he had known of Arkus and his conquests, I cannot say. But that mattered naught to me now. Valoria mattered naught to me now.


Sir Ingamar of the Silver Serpent, the last to surrender, was now one with the Avatar.

XLXII


Ingamar:…Died July 3rd, 4 VE (618 AB), on a frigate bound for Trinsic. His ashes were interred in the Tombs of Heros, the catacombs below the Serpent's Hold which held the eternal Flame of Courage in ancient days…


I gazed a final time at the golden urn which held the remnants of my dearest friend. A marble statue had been erected outside the Hold, its plaque reading simply "Sir Ingamar, the Last to Surrender".


Vassily and Handaran stood at my side as I looked upon the procession. Noblemen from across the empire had flocked here, all contemplating in what manner their words of sympathy would increase their standing in the higher circles.


Are these the people that mourn thee, noble Ingamar? Is it my fate to die in such a manner as well?


"We mourn upon this day the passing of the noble Sir Ingamar, knight of Valoria and the Silver Serpent." I began in a slow monotone. "We mourn a man who has shown himself the greatest of young Valoria's generals, a man without which, this glorious empire might never hath come into being.


"But we mourn Sir Ingamar not merely for his might on the battlefield, now gone forever. We mourn a man of wisdom and compassion, a man who mayhaps, more than even I, knew of the destiny of Valoria and sought to bring it into being.


"We mourn a man who showed courage in mind as well as body, a man who for whom no sacrifice would be too great in the service of the empire, in the service of the Second Continent.


"We mourn a man who gave up his honor and his wealth to fight for Valoria, a man who's steadfast detirmination and loyalty are what hath truly brought our empire to such heights.


"We mourn a man who's death is Valoria's greatest lost, and mine…"


Tears welled up in my eyes as I glanced around at the company, the foul wretches who truly led Valoria. Anger rose within my heart. Betrayal…


"Damn thee, Ingamar!!!" I shouted, rushing towards the urn.


"Damn thee, don't leave me here!!! Don't leave me to this dying world!!! Don't leave me to spill the blood of Christophrea!!!"


I felt Vassily and Handaran grabbing my arms and pulling me back.


"Don't leave me here!!!!" My shrieks became incoherent as I sobbed in my torment.


"Damn thee, Ingamar!!!"


I departed from New Montor the following day. I swore never again to step a foot upon the Isle of Deeds. I broke this oath only once, thirty-five years later.

Finis

