I live and die without regrets.

For I have acomplished deeds of Virtue.

I have sacrificed my own well-being for that of my people.

-The final entry in the diary of Tarnor Dredanal

Dated February 1, 664 AB (274 CE, 50 VE)


…In the year 391 AB, deliverance from our land's plight was finally received. The mythic Avatar returned to Britannia and vanquished the armies of the Guardian, ascending to the heavens. From Bordermarch, Magincia, and the depths of Deceit, our people once more flocked over the land. The year is remembered as the beginning of the Christophrean Era (CE), named for Lord Christopher of Bordermarch (347-403 AB), founder of the new kingdom and former companion to the Avatar.


…It was not until the twenty-fifth year of the new calender (415 by the ancient years) that the land had been repopulated to its height under the reign of Lord British. That year Christopher II was crowned the first Emperor of Christophrea. The slogan "Mani Vas Lor Christophorous"* was engraved at the entrance to Castle Britannia's throne room, where it remained until 14 VE (238 CE, 628 AB).


*(Mani Vas Lor Christophorous: The Light of Christopher Shines Bright)


…Yet without a magnificent figure such as British, the Christophrean Empire declined through the 510s onward, its golden age lasting less than a century…


…Antran of Minoc's declaration of the independent Kingdom of Minoa in 533 AB (143 CE) came as a shock to the nobility of Britain, but was not wholely unexpected. Of all the city-states, Minoc was one of the strongest and most self sufficent…


…Ruler of one of the strongest kingdoms in the realm, in 585 AB (195 CE) Arkus of Trinsic declared the founding of the Empire of Greater Trinsic. He was the first king to declare himself equal to the Christophrean rulers…


…The rule of Markadays III, last Emperor of Christophrea, was marked by losses since the beginning. The year after his 602 AB (212 CE) coronation, Antran IV declared Minoa a separate Empire. In the following years…


…The balance between these different kingdoms remained until the Jhelomic Revolution in 613 AB (223 CE), when the Valorian Archipelago was liberated from New Montaria by peasents led by the commoner Tarnor Dredanal.

-Exerpts from "The History of the Second Continent"

Last revised 809 AB (419 CE, 195 VE)


Dredanal, Tarnor (588-664 AB): Considered by many to be one of the greatest military and political leaders in recorded history, Dredanal was born in the city of Jhelom during the Christophrean reign of…

-Valorian Encyclopedia, 812 AB

A hero he

Who came unto the land

At Virtue's call

By the Avatar's hand

When tyrants ruled

For greed did monarchs reign

From Jhelom did he come

Forever shall we sing his name

All did he give

And for naught did he ask

A saviour he was

And great was his task

Yet before he was king

He stood as a man

Nobility he shunned

All but to unite the land

-Verses written by the bard Enelfia, alleged consort to Tarnor Dredanal, upon the day of Dredanal's death

Dredanal, Tarnor:…And upon that evening was marked the founding of the Empire of Valoria.

Valoria

Tome One of Four:

The Birth of an Empire

The Banquet


We sat around the wooden table, feasting over the great events of this day. The sun had long set outside the docks, but we took no heed of this.


"An impressive battle it was." A tall, burly man with a bristling blond beard laughed, downing his glass. I sipped quietly at the red wine. The casks we'd found probably dated since before Christophrea, for the marks of the Empath Abbey were upon them.


"Aye." I replied, still lost in my thoughts. I'd spoken little all evening, pondering the events of that day. We had indeed won a great victory, but our struggle was far from over. I doubted it had even begun.


"Why so glum?" A muscular man a few years my senior with brown-red hair spoke. "Thou wert the hero of the conflict."


"There were no heros, friend, merely names recorded in tomes of ages to come." The oldest man spoke up. His fine black hair was streaked with grey. He stroked his thin goatee thoughtfully. His dirt-stained sircoat bore the emblem of a silver serpent.


"Not to undermine your achievments, milord," He turned to me, "You have no need to listen to a silly old man like myself."


"Hah!" I laughed, downing another glass. "I owe much to thee, as do we all. Tis been a long road the four of us have journeyed."


Four? Ah, there were at least a dozen brave, worthy generals sitting about me. But they knew my meaning. They knew of these three, my closest friends and allies. I was nothing without them.


"A long road…" I repeated, staring out over the Great Sea. Trammel and Felucca shone down on the waters.


"And," I turned back to my comrades. "A road far from over. But we art lucky. We didst not start this, though somehow I suspect we shalt finish it."


"Indeed, 'we' did not! Twas thou, of course!" The bearded man laughed.


"No," The old man turned to him. "Not at all. Twas a tale which began with a man of high ambitions who felt life's only sin wast monotony. A great warrior was he, this knight of the Serpent's Hold…"

I


New Montor, Kingdom of: …Centered upon the Isle of Deeds. The kingdom arose from the small city of New Montor, built around the ancient castle of the Serpent's Hold…


As New Montor expanded to cover nearly the entire Isle of Deeds, attention turned to the town of Fellows, based upon a small rocky island to the east of the Isle of Deeds. Though little compared to the great cities dating back to Britannia, Fellows prospered and grew rapidly in the two decades of its golden age…

In 598 AB (208 CE), a treaty with Greater Trinsic negotiated the annexation of several islands in the southern Cape of Heros into the kingdom…


The kingdom remained relatively stable, though never truly independent of Greater Trinsic, until 611 AB (221 CE) when Generals Taljehn and Ingamar led a fleet…


The tale of Valoria's birth began here, upon the Isle of Deeds. A great paladin of the Order of the Silver Serpent stood atop the ancient keep of Baron Sentri, the Serpent's Hold. Westward he stared, the distant waves crashing upon the shore. Long did he stand there and ponder, knowing his destiny was not to remain a knight only in title, a warrior only by bearing a sword and shield.


From below a woman several years younger walked up to him. The warrior displayed no reaction, yet a flinch of annoyance crossed his face for the briefest of seconds.


"Why dost thou come here day after day, husband?" The fair lady spoke to him. "Why art thou not happy as a lord of the order?"


"A lord of what?!" The knight snapped at his wife. Their eyes met for several seconds. Then the knight once more looked forth to the waves.


"We have nothing here. We sit in our keep waiting for some new situation to present itself."


"The kingdom lies stable--"


"To hell it runs stable!" The warrior clenched his fists, his anger deepening. "We've become decadent and dependent on the damned Trinsicians. Yes, the Order of the Silver Serpent remains. But for what? When have we bore our blades in the honor of our ancestors?"


"Thou wouldst not have the kingdom make war on Trinsic?" The woman paled. "Brave though we art, tis mightier than Christophrea!"


"No, dear Numiev." The warrior's anger faded and a slight smile began to spread on his face, perhaps at the thought of the great walls of Trinsic occupied by soldiers of the Silver Serpent. "Conquest is the destiny of New Montor, but not northwards. Let Arkus' Empire run its course and die, we need not concern ourselves with it. But what of other provinces?"


"Where? Whom couldst we sign a treaty--"


"Treaty, bah!" The knight once more looked on with scorn. "We are a land of warriors. We do not make treaties. The scrap of paper signed in the '8th was a 'treaty' of cowards. We shalt take lands by force!"


"But where, husband??? The Triumvirate? Or, surely thou dost not mean--"


"Indeed, I do mean that we shalt find the Valorian Archipelago, resting place of the great city of Jhelom. Long during the days of Britannia wast Jhelom our order's sister. Valor is the purest form of Courage. But what of the City of Valor during late Christophrea? Nay, it didst not ever declare independance from the rule of Britain. Indeed, but doth thou still think such a far away province wouldst follow the call of an empire whose northern border does not extend past the Serpent's Spine and whose southern border doth not even reach Paus?


"Nay, Jhelom and the three isles hath clearly stooped to barbarism, ruled by one warlord or another. They are ripe for the taking, meant as a province of New Montaria!"


"Thou art too ambitious." The warrior's wife replied, still not turned by his arguments. "To control the entire archipelago wouldst double the area of our kingdom, and I doubt thine forces couldst sustain such an action. Tis far too risky, particularily if it offends one of the three empires."


"A risk we must take, Numiev. Tis better that the New Montarian Kingdom dies in a mighty war than lives as the sick man of the Second Continent."


The warrior walked away, proceeding down from the roof. He paused as the lady's cry echoed after him.


"Thou wilt be the doom of the house of Taljehn, if not all New Montaria."


"I will keep my honor, as I am certain all my fellow lords will. All else is expendable for us. Thou shouldst learn that. Thou'rt like any woman, agitated by such small matters, not at all the behavior the daughter of an illustrious noble shouldst show. Trust me. The order shalt agree with my proposals."

II


But all this was unknown to me at the time. Far away, irrelevant. I knew nothing of Serpent's Hold or the Isle of Deeds. I knew little even of the Valorian Archipelago itself.


My childhood is like a shattered mirror, only pieces and fragments of which remain intelligable, never to be repaired. My parents died early on, doubtless I would've died too. But I lived on the streets and survived, picking the morsels I found in the gutter.


I'd seen so many different tyrants in Jhelom I could not count their number. It seemed every month another coup wouldst place another warlord in the palace. But I did not care. None of the illiterate peasentry cared, for there was no difference other than the banner carried by their arrogant soldiers.


I was a nameless, unrecognizable figure, no different from countless spreading the streets of Jhelom and Nujelm. A guard would beat one of us here or there, perhaps drag off one with an offensivable air, never to be seen by my eyes again.


But somehow I knew I was different than the rest, that there was more left to me. I stared upon those who passed by, being able to tell their demeanor and vaguely their thoughts. I did not beg or grovel. I sat and thought, my mind engulfed by visions and stories pointless, without any meaning to my current situation.


And I was educated. I've long forgotten where I learned to read and write, yet the knowledge hangs with me. For years I also carried a single number with me: 198. One ninety-eight, one ninety-eight… It was years before I realized this was the year of my birth. Yet the number stuck with me forever, a permanent part of myself.


And thus was my tale at the time the great ships sailed forth to the Valorian Archipelago.

III


Order of the Silver Serpent: …Founded during the early days of ancient Britannia, the order made up the vanguard of Lord British's armies…


…As Christophrea became divided and dissapated into city-states, the order took control of the Isle of Deeds and the new Montarian Kingdom…


"The twelth generation of the family of Taljehn?"


"Aye." The warrior knelt before the tall throne. Statues of the great knights of the order dating back to the days of Britannia stood to either side. The other knights stood in a half-circle behind him, while four figures stood in front around the lord.


"Tis quite a audacious request thou dost bring us. Thine call is for a fleet of sturdy ships and two regiments of our finest knights?"


"There is more than that, my lord." Taljehn replied. "I seek the blessing of yourself and the Order of the Silver Serpent, so that I may conquer the Valorian Archipelago in thy name."


"Thou art ambitious. Seek ye to become the next lord?"


"Never. I seek only honor."


"Leave us as we conferr."


The aged lord stroked his white mustache. Though not a hair atop his head remained brown or even grey, the lord was a well-built impressive figure, clearly a great warrior and leader in his youth.


"Thoughts, my friends?" He spoke up.


"He clearly seeks thy throne, milord. I would not trust the man." One stated.


"Tis a risky campaign, no matter whom led it." Another responded.


"Yet it would bring great honor to the kindom were it to succeed." A third put in.


The lord sat back and sighed. "I shall be quite frank. I doubt that I will live more than another year or two. My time is approaching. If the expedition is a success, my successor can claim the glory, but if it is a disasterous failure, I doth not want mine own honor tarnished by a connection with it.


"Taljehn's ambitions are not his conscious motivation, yet they are clearly growing, and a victory would accelerate the process. Though my son and heir must protect his own throne, I shall not allow myself to be overthrown through a coup. An assault on the Valorian Archipelago is a risky decision, true, but it wouldst be a great success. Yet Taljehn must not be left alone to claim this new province, nor be allowed to remain out of our reach. A second general is needed to command the armies of the Silver Serpent. Whom stands forth as a beacon of loyalty and courage?"


"There is the distinguished Lord Ingamar, but he is over sixty. Mayhaps we hadst best find a younger--"


"Nay," the lord cut his advisor off. "Ingamar shalt do nicely. For Taljehn needs a mentor more than a ruler, and the wisdom of an elder may do much for his character and loyalty. Now, I have reached my decision!"


One by one, the paladins cycled in and took their places. Taljehn came forward and knelt before the throne.


"Lord Taljehn, thy request shalt be granted. A fleet shalt be placed at thy command, as shall a legion of the kingdom's finest warriors. Go forth and conquer the Valorian Archipelago in the name of the kingdom!"


"Aye, my lord!"


"Lord Ingamar!"


From the crowd, an aged knight stepped forward and knelt down. His hair was black, yet streaked by fine grey. A goatee marked his face with an air of dignity and nobility.


"Thou shalt accompany Lord Taljehn in leading this campaign forth. Your duty is not only to him, but to the Order of the Silver Serpent, the New Montarian Kigndom. If these two directives conflict, thou doth know where thine loyalties are to lie."


"As you command, my lord."


"Lords Taljehn and Ingamar! Thou hast the blessing of thy liege! Repay this grace with thine honor towards our kingdom!"

IV


Midway between the Isle of Deeds and the Valorian Archipelago lay the small, forgotten island of Farthing. A small village stood here, oblivious to any empire or kingdom.


Only the oldest and wisest there understood the significance as the New Montarian fleet swept towards their isle. At first the visitors appeared peaceful. They made no acts of violence nor pillaged the farms.

But the wise knew these warriors would not leave their small town in the manner they found it. Before the fleet departed, the mayor and his advisors would swear complete, unfaltering alliegance to the Order of the Silver Serpent and the Kingdom of New Montor, if not willingly then through force.


As Taljehn and Ingamar sat at a fine Silverleaf table in the mayor's residence, these thoughts did not penetrate the mind of the younger man. Taljehn did not consciously notice how he and Ingamar took up residence here at the center of the town, nor how he ordered the mayor to fetch extra ale. The mayor, a shy, timid man, was merely another servant, too fearful (or perhaps intelligent) to disobey these knights of the Serpent's Hold. Taljehn never considered the process of annexing Farthing into the Kingdom of New Montor, for he felt it had been part of the kingdom since the instant he stepped foot upon the sandy beach. Taljehn never thought of leaving troops here upon Farthing to keep the locals in check, for it seemed too obvious for him to need make mention that soldiers would remain.


The older Ingamar, however, comprehended and understood all within moments, knowing from experience the very mannerisms that Taljehn and the mayor of Farthing would show. He pitied the mayor and the community slightly, but did not rest his mind on it. The process was inevitable and unimportant. The two generals had traveled abroad to find the Valorian Archipelago, not to tarry upon the small Farthing. Every event here was secondary. Until Jhelom and the rest of the cluster fell to New Montor, nothing else mattered.


"I believe we shalt stay here for the night." Taljehn spoke at the mayor, who ackwardly ambled into the room. "See that beds are made up for us."


"Yes, sir." The mayor responded after a pause, sighing. He felt the pattern emerging, just as Ingamar did. Only he knew that while the two knights couldst leave and forget Farthing forever, this day's events would haunt the mayor forever.


"Now then," Taljehn turned back to Ingamar. "What wert thou saying?"


"Nothing. I believe I wast listening to thee." The older man replied, though in fact he had been discussing plans for the next day's sailing. He could tell from his junior's jovial mood and the amount of ale he had already consumed that no decisions would be reached tonight.


"Oh? Indeed, indeed! Yes, I think you were!" Taljehn laughed, his cheeks glowing red. "I was telling you… Oh dear me, I'm terribly sorry, old man… Let's see…" Taljehn smiled again, by now quite drunk. "Well, what was I telling you?"


"Your ambitions." Ingamar replied, seizing the moment.


"Ah! Ah yes… Yes… You see, my friend, as you certainly know, our lord reaches his final years. Yet he hast borne only three heirs, none of whom hath proven their courage or distinction in the kingdom."


"Indeed." Ingamar sipped a glass of ale casually. "Thy intentions?"


"You see, my friend, if we succeed with this campaign, our prestige will rise to great heights. We will be great heros of the kingdom, my friend!" Taljehn rose and pointed upwards, "And then--"


"Your beds are ready whenever you desire rest, sirs." The mayor entered suddenly.


"Oh yes! Thank you! Perhaps we'll retire in a few hours or more… Ah, you may leave now…"


Taljehn turned back to Ingamar as he sat down, an intoxicated glare still in his eyes. Yet the older man could see that he had lost the opportunity, at least for the moment. Taljehn had recovered enough sobriety to know he was being baited, and avoided the question.


"Now then, old man, what was it you were going to say?"


"I said," Ingamar sighed, "That I wish you well in your ambitions, so long as…" He trailed off.


"Yes?"


"So long as you remember that Valor is not the only embodiment of Courage." Ingamar finished.


"Hah!" Taljehn laughed, downing another glass. "I think we shalt be great friends, old man! Yes, we shall become great friends…


"I say, my friend, where art thou going?" The older man stood and proceeded towards the doorway.


"I believe I shalt retire until the morrow. We must set out again at dawn. Good night."

V


Valorian Archipelago: A formation of three isles to the far southwest. During the early days of Britannia, the city of Jhelom was built upon the central isle, becoming one of the land's eight great cities…


…On the southern-most isle rests the mystic Shrine of Valor. At the other end of the isle lies the town of Nujelm, founded circa 410 AB (20 CE). The northern isle remains devoid of towns, though several forts and encampments were constructed there during the Siege of Farthing (614-615 AB, 224-225 CE)…


…The archipelago was gradually forgotten and left to itself during the decline of Christophrea. In 611 AB, a New Montarian fleet led by generals Taljehn and Ingamar attacked the archipelago and claimed it into their kingdom in only a few weeks…


The ships had been spotted long before they arrived. The news caused a stir at first, then was followed by an all-too-encouraged silence. But in the final days, hysteria mounted once more.


I remember little of the invasion itself. Passerbys would talk to each other in an excited manner. Flames would rise into the sky from Nujelm. Figures rushed through the streets frantically. Some sought their own personal glory, others merely salvation and escape.


I remember the Montarians in those days as tall, proud warriors in shining mail with colorful sircoats. They captured the isles and stood atop the castle's balcony. A blond-haired man in his thirties led their procession. He decreed ourselves free from the tyranny of our opressors. The despot deposed was swiftly executed, his head proudly displayed for weeks.


Yet even as those around me cheered, I hated the Montarians. They wore fine clothes and carried themselves well, but they wert no different from the archipelago's other rulers. They wouldst plunder and pilliage away our lives and demand gratitude for it. And then they wouldst depart, content to move on to a different land.


But it was enough! Enough for Jhelom to hath suffered! I could no longer stand to see such a world as this!


Change, that was what we needed. Change…

VI


Escape…


Dreams…


Away from the hellishness of this world…


Tarnor Dredanal…


"Eh? Who is it?"


Great shall thy destiny be, Dredanal…


"Who art thou?!"


You need not carew of that for now. Your destiny is all that matters…


"Then what be my destiny, voice?"


Much shalt you acomplish, yet much shalt you sacrifice as well. Art thou willing to take up this quest?


"Sacrifice? I hath nothing to lose. What is this quest?"


Oh, you shalt lose much, Tarnor Dredanal. You shalt gain that which you darew not to even think of now, but you shalt lose enough that thou wilt eventually envy thyself at this time.


"What is this quest???!"


I need not tell you, nor influence the lives of mortals. But I see that thou hast accepted it and thy fate is sealed. Continue as thou wilt, Tarnot Dredanal, but know your fate has been prophecised.


"Wait! Tell me more!"


No, you already know far too much. But let me say that if you knew of your fate, you wouldst not have accepted this.


I must depart, Dredanal! The bard of Magincia wilt be thine blessing and thine curse! In two inhumans wilt thou place more trust than many a man! Let the empire of Valor rise because of thee!!!!
VII


"Geddap, yah lousy vagrant! Thes' streets ain't no place to sleep!"


The high sun of noon peeked down upon me, enshadowed by the rising buildings. A Montarian guard stood over me.


How long they'd ruled here I no longer remember. Half a year, I estimated, but perhaps more or less. The cheers and ecstacy of their arrival wast long gone. They had settled into their place as merely another regime of the archipelago's rulers.


Yet they wert worse. They sapped away our livestocks and resources, sending it all back to their mighty castle across the sea. Their lord sat brooding above Jhelom, his paranoia leading to the construction of the Wall.


"C'mon, I say! We don' want yah stupid bums litt'rin' up the town!"


I slowly rose to my feet and looked up at the guard with annoyance. Where once I wouldst have slunk away quietly, I now felt unknowingly bold, and dared as I never did before to consider being spoken to as more than an obstacle in the streets.


"Yah leavin' or not? I ain't got all day, idiot!"


With lightning speed, faster than I had time to contemplate the logic of my actions, I threw a swift punch into the guard's stomach. The man wast protected by his armour, yet the blow still knocked the wind out of him for a moment, which was all I had to race off through the streets.


"Bastard! I'll get yah fer that!"


I raced through the alleys, never once looking back. The guard's noisy footsteps were joined by a second pair, presumably a fellow Montarian. To this day I contemplate my actions in striking the Montarian, and I yet feel that none of the events I'd participated in would've happened if not for this.


Despite their years policing this city, I still far outwitted the Montarian guards in knowledge of the streets. Barely looking forward, I made my way through the town towards a small blacksmiths', hidden in the crowd of the central bazaar.


A tall, muscular man looked up as I entered. He was a few years older than me, with short hair colored a brownish red. His face was without beard or other hair, however, giving him an appearance much younger than his years. As he saw me, an expression of worriment mixed with resignation clouded his face.


"Quick!" I panted. "Two guards!"


"In here!" The blacksmith replied, opening a carefully concealed trapdoor within the wooden floor.


As I jumped down within, the trapdoor closed almost instantly, leaving me in darkness. Insects skittled around me as I crouched in the tiny space. I heard the sounds of the two guards rushing in.


"Hello, sirs." The blacksmith said in a suspiciously calm voice.


"Where'd that one go?" A guard's gruff voice sounded.


"Who?" The blacksmith feigned surprise.


"Wearin' black, long red hair, no beard. Where is he?"


"I have no idea who you're talking about."


There was a silence for a moment. I continued to listen through the trapdoor.


"Identify yourself!" One of the guards shouted.


"My name is Handaran. As you can see, I am a blacksmith. I have lived in Jhelom all my life and I am a citizen of New Montaria. You have no right to interrogate me in such a manner."


"Shaddup!" The guard barked. "Search the place!"


I heard the sonuds of heavy footsteps and objects being thrown around. For an instant I feared I wouldst be found, then remembered that none had ever penetrated this hiding place yet. I sensed that Handaran remained where he was standing, remarkably calm.


"Sirs," The blacksmith continued, "As a member of the Artisans' Guild in Minoc, I cannot allow you to destroy my property in this manner."


A deathly silence hung about the room. I grinned at the ploy.


"Your proof?" The guard spoke at last.


A clinkling sound echoed as Handaran pulled an object form his pocket.


"The silver three-pronged ring of the Guild. I trust you are familiar with the symbol?"


A silence followed. Slowly, I heard the guards leave. The trapdoor opened and I emerged.


"Works as always, old friend. Whom did you lift that ring off of, anyways?" I grinned.


"Damnit, Tarnor, I don't know why I put up with you anymore." Handaran replied. "You can't depend on me to keep bailing you out forever. What did you this time? They seemed quite riled up."


"I say, Tarnor!" A burly man with a thick blnod beard rushed in. "What were those two tin snakes* up to?"


*(Tin Snakes: Presumably a reference to the images of the Silver Serpent adourning the sircoats of New Montarian soldiers)


I grinned. It was Vassily, my best friend and my only friend, at least until we met Handaran. Unlike myself, a beggar and thief, or Handaran, the respectable one amongst us, Vassily was a simple labourer, though he and I shared a disrespect for legalities. In fact, we'd met Handaran while trying to loot his shop. The blacksmith was a sharp one, but also kindhearted, and he's casually been helping us ever since. To Handaran, Vassily and I were on the same financial level. But to myself and the communities of beggars in Jhelom, Vassily was like a rich man, living in a small cottage filled with at least three other families and over a dozen screaming children.


"Nearly tore the shop down searching for your friend." Handaran replied. "Now, Tarnor, canst thou not tell us what idiocy thou wert up to this time?"


" I merely struck one of them." I replied.


"Hah!" Vassily laughed. " 'Bout time someone stood up 'gainst them!"


"Tarnor," Handaran sighed, "I believed you've known me long enough to understand I don't regularly go around befriending cutpurses. But I used to think you were smarter than those around you, undeserving of your fate. It appears I was wrong."


"Twas but a whim, old friend. I shan't not cause so much trouble for thee often."


"Even so, thou'rt too reckless for me to keep out of sight."


"Eh?"


"Next week I'm departing for Nujelm on business matters. I'll be taking thee with me."


Handaran turned away. Though Vassily preceived little, the blacksmith and I both realised there was far more to this request."


"And I do know some people who will be interested in thineself." Handaran muttered.

VIII


From atop the central balcony stood a great warrior, look down upon the city.


No, he thought. His city! His kingdom to rule and judge! To him did Jhelom and the archipelago fall! To him shall it bow, not the Serpent's Order!


"A beautiful city…" Taljehn muttered as he looked down upon the twisting streets and the mighty Wall.


Yes, the Wall. His stronghold, his citadel, his great achievement. Forever shall it stand as a monument to his acomplishments.


The warrior saw the people, his people, milling about their work and lives down below. They are like ants, he thought, and I direct them. I am their master.


"Milord?" A voice called.


Taljehn grimaced in anger as he turned to the messanger. How did this simpleton dare address him so casually.


"What is thine business?!"


"Milord, the king at New Montor and the Hold lies ill. The order wishes for a representative from the archipelago to return."


Taljehn paced into an ajoining room and wrote several hasty words on a piece of paper, then handed it to the messanger.


"Go to Nujelm and deliver this message to Lord Ingamar. He will return to the Isle of Deeds with you."


"Yes, milord."


Taljehn was once more lost in thought as the messanger left. It could, perhaps, be a trap, the foolish lord growing paranoid of Taljehn's wisdom and power. But even if it were real, and the lord truly lay on his deathbed, Taljehn's presence would not sway matters. Too much of the order was still against him, jealous of what he had done.


And now Ingamar would leave, perhaps not to return to the archipelago. Good. He'd been little more than a nuisance to Taljehn, a lackey of the order sent to spy upon him. Now Taljehn could at last be rid of a remnant of the order's power over him.


I am in control here, Taljehn smiled. The archipelago is mine. I shalt see that it remains so.

IX


Handaran's rickety carriage was decaying and uncomfortable, yet I still felt a sense of power merely from riding atop anything at all. Once I merely cowered in the gutters of the streets, now I looked outward at the dirt road and green fields, while Nujelm loomed in front of us. To the north the mighty tower and the Wall shown magnificently, yet a dark fog hung about the city, one I'd never noticed before. I remembered that never before in my life had I ventured forth from the city so far. Never before had I gazed upon the rolling plains and the flat countryside. Today's memories were those of beauty, one's I would try to recapture for the rest of my life.


We reached Nujelm in the early evening. The city reminded me much of Jhelom, though it seemed smaller, more spread out, and simply more "open", probably from the lack of the claustraphobic Wall.


The days events had tired me, and I was ready to retire to the small bed in our room at an inn. But my companion proved restless.


"Not yet, Tarnor. We hath much to do tonight."


"Canst thy business not wait until morning?" I replied, though I knew it would do no good.


"Tis not the business for my shop that awaits now. There art more important matters."


"Indeed, like sleep!"


"I'm serious, Tarnor." Handaran did not smile. "I wouldn't hath brought thee here without a definite reason. Come with me."


Handaran led me through the twists and turns of Nujelm, clearly well-associated with the city. Guards flocked the streets, yet took no particular notice of us.


We entered a small but crowded tavern. The blacksmith led me through several rooms in the back. Many people seemed to recognize him, though several threw an odd glance at myself.


Finally, I was led down into a dark basment. The wooden stairs creaked under me. At a table sat some half-dozen figures, shadowed except for a single candle at the table's center. Handaran and I sat at empty seats.


"We've been waiting." One of them spoke, ignoring me. "What is the situation in Jhelom?"


"The same as ever." Handaran replied. "My contacts report that unrest and tension is growing, but too slowly to be effective against the Montarians. The people still fear Taljehn and his Wall, and they still hath no definite leader to look up to."


"I see." Another replied. "Your thoughts?"


"I'd say that our plans art stagnating. The Montarians are different from the archipelago's other rulers. A true rebellion will be needed to oust them, more than another palace coup."


"As thou hast said and we hath agreed before." A third answered. "And, as always, we ask more of thee. The personal guard and spies might be enough to overthrow Nujelm, but the city of valor remains steadfast. You know well that we cannot leave Nujelm or exert our influence too strongly away from here, Handaran. We've entrusted you with the responsibility of liberating Jhelom."


"Indeed, and that is why this meeting shalt be the most important we hath held yet."


"Eh? Speak thyself!"


"With me as thou canst see is a newcomer, no doubt one whom you think merely another contact. That is not so. I hath stated and continue to believe that the rebellion needs a charismatic leader who canst stand proud and influence the peasentry as none of us canst. I believe I hath at last found the proper man. He be a commoner like myself, yet displays more intelligence and concern for his land than any others I have seen before. With thine perimission, he is to be trained and initiated into our circle, eventually leading the true uprising against the Montarians."


Murmers echoed from around the table, but were suddenly silenced by an authoritatave voice. At the far end of the table sat a middle-aged figure with a black beard and a pondering expression. He turned to me.


"Thy name?"


"I am Tarnor Dredanal."


"Your thoughts on thine friend's speech?"


"I canst not say, for until a moment ago, I knew naught of what the blacksmith wouldst speak. I've known him for over a year, yet never did I guess at these events which circled around him."


There was a pause.


"And you would dedicate yourself to the Valorian Archipelago and the driving out of the Montarians?"


"Less than a month ago, I couldn't say. I still doth not fully comprehend what is around me, and if this all be not just a dream. But I do tire of seeing the injustice of the world, and do wish that it could be ended, if that is what thou dost ask."


"That wast not the entire question. Wilt thou be willing to dedicate thyself to this cause, perhaps giving your life so that we may once more be free of the Montarians?"


"I hath little to give for any cause save my devotion and my life. Yes, I would dedicate those for the freedom of our realm."


I heard more murmurs. Once more they were silenced by the head figure.


"Enough, he hast made his choice. Handaran, take this one back to Jhelom with thee. Instruct him as thou wilt. Further orders will be granted as events warrant."


"Aye, milord. Come, Tarnor."

X


I slept most of the next day. Handaran was out most of the time on business. When he did return, neither of us spoke a word. At dawn the next day we set out for Jhelom once more. I still sat silent, pondering my fate.


"Something wrong, Tarnor?" Handaran remarked as the carriage hobbled along the dirt road.


"Thou'rt a good actor and a shrewd liar, Handaran. I take it you wert intending to make me one of their agents ever since we first met, eh?"


"Nay, Tarnor." The blacksmith looked slightly hurt, yet I could tell he expected the accusation. "I befriended you and Vassily as friends, nothing more. Forgive me for involving you in this, old friend, but I feel that your life is worth more than to pass itself as a beggar."


"What of Vassily? Shalt he be allerted of this?"


"Aye, I suppose 'twill be impossible to keep it from him forever, at any rate. Though a bit of a braggart, I trust him as much as thee. When we reach Jhelom, I'll fill you in on our plans, and tell you of some of your other contacts in the city."


"But why didn't you tell me all of this before we reached Nujelm, Handaran?"


"Suspicion, paranoia, mostly. Eyes and ears lurk everywhere. Never shalt we be safe on the archipelago."


"One last question, old friend. Whom were those men we met? What is their motive in all of this?"


"They," Handaran sighed. "Tis not really important, anyway, Tarnor."


"Answer me, Handaran."


"Oh, alright. They are the court of the regime from '15 - '18."


"What?!" I shouted. Handaran brought the cart to a stop.


"Not so loud, Tarnor!"


"You're helping those bloody tyrants?!"


"Do you prefer the Montarians?"


"I'd sooner die resisting both factions on my own then siding with one to defeat the other!"


"Noble words, my friend, but do you really live up to them? Look, Tarnor, I'm not particularily happy about this either, but we've got to do something for the archipelago. At least the foreigners'll get kicked out."


"I suppose thou'rt right." I sighed. "Yes, we must make do. Tis better than doing nothing for the land. Yes…"


XI


"…The infidels ride through our street and claim that they own our land…"


I smiled at the praying monk I passed on the street. Though he did not know it, I was partly responsible for the current situation on the archipelago.


"…But only Lord British or the Avatar couldst claim leadership over us…"


Fifteen months had passed since I returned from Nujelm with Handaran for the first time. Much hadst happened to me since then, though it would become a blur in my later years.


"…We are people of the Virtues, not dogs who bow before servants of the Daemons…"


As the lords in Nujelm had intended, I'd gradually assumed control of Jhelom's dissidents. There wast not a street I didn't know, nor an art to influence the people I wast not a master of.


"…Ancient Montor opposed British and sided with dark Erstam. We forsake the Virtues to side underneath Montaria…"


The time for a final rebellion would be soon. The people are becoming watchful and anxious. But we must hurry. The Montarian guards art becoming suspicious, though they have only increased their vigilance slightly. We must hurry.


"…Let the Avatar come and save us from our plight. Let those of Virtue rise up at his side and fight alongside the hero for the sake of great Britannia…"


Nay, I shan't tarry here any longer. I cannot attract suspicion to myself. I must meet with Vassily and Handaran.

XII


"Tarnor!" Vassily called as I approached the blacksmith's.


"How fares things, my friend? Handaran returned yet?"


"Thou'rt quite lucky. He arrived only a half-hour ago and is wanting to speak with thee."


Handaran sat at a table within, drinking a mug of ale. He greeted me warmly.


"How fares the situation in Nujelm?" I smiled.


"Better in some ways, worse in others." Handaran smiled as well, but he sounded weary from the journey.


"Explain." I sat down opposite him. Vassily pulled up a third chair.


"Well, the good news is that the word of rebellion is spreading. Tis still not as strong as here in Jhelom, but there's at least a large enough force of peasents."


"And the bad?"


"A second Montarian lord has arrived, one of those who first conquered us. He's been gone from the archipelago for over a year, left around the same time I let you two in on this, in fact. I can't say this won't cause us more trouble."


"This lord--" I stopped.


"Ingar, I believe. Or Ingamir. Something like that."


"Regardless, you don't think this will affect us outside Nujelm, however, do you?"


"I can't say yet, Tarnor. He'll probably be basing himself in Nujelm, but I doubt the lords of the two cities will remain wholely unconnected from each other."


"I'd say the situation gets worse, and it is our time to strike." Vassily remarked. "We've gained enough support and we're still for the most part undetected. It's time we fight back, Tarnor!"


"I agree, old friend, but we must consult the Nujelm lords upon this. Handaran--"


"Actually, Tarnor, the lords art expecting thee in two months. They seem to be planning the same thing as us."


"Two months? Twould be suspicious if you left the city again so soon--"


"Not this time, Tarnor." Handaran smiled. "I'll be staying in Jhelom with Vassily. Thou shalt go alone."


"I?" I laughed. "I didn't know you trusted me that much, old friend!"


"Hah!" Vassily laughed as well. "Now then, friends, as I've bought several bottles of the tavern's finest ale, let's kill the evening away in celebration!"

XIII


It was only a short distance from Nujelm to Jhelom, but the aged man insisted on taking a ship. He did not want to pass through Jhelom proper just yet.


Even the docks of Jhelom were built outside Taljehn's paranoid Wall. The old warrior stared at the structure with disgust in his eyes, as he had expressed even when the building first began.


The castle had been built into the northern part of the Wall. The old man's ship pasted the east docks, used for merchant vessels, to a small pier at the north of the city, where he disembarked and was greeted by several of Taljehn's manservants.


"Greetings, Lord Ingamar, we trust your journey was a pleasant one?"


"Quite." Ingamar smiled. The servants led him through a portcullis gate into the castle section of the Wall. Few knew of this special entrance. Taljehn only wanted to use it in the need of a quick escape, but Ingamar saw it as the only easy way into this structure.


He truly is paraniod, Ingamar thought. Escape? What does he fear? Internal rebellion? No, though the old man had heard of growing disorder, he could not imagine Taljehn as such a coward.


He plans to betray Montaria, then? Ingamar remembered the orders he had been given by the order back on the Isle of Deeds. He knew where his loyalties lay if Taljehn did pursue this goal.


"Ah, Ingamar, old man, a pleasure to see thee again." Taljehn laughed as the older man was led onto the balcony. Though Taljehn had a small throne room, he always preferred to stand out here and look down upon the city he felt was his own.


"Tis been over a year, Taljehn. How fares the archipelago?"


"Oh, quite good, quite good. But enough of me, why didst thou not return sooner?"


"I only returned to the archipelago a month ago. I've still been making preparations, and that is why I couldn't pay my respects to you sooner."


"Nay, my friend, I meant why didst thou stay on the Isle of Deeds for so long? The order hast more purpose for its knights than to recline at the Hold, after all."


Ingamar waited in silence as the servants left. He knew the effect his words would have on Taljehn.


"I only returned when I did," Ingamar paused, "To inform you that our lord has passed away."

Taljehn took a step back. His face paled.


"No… So soon…"


"His son is to be crowned the next king of New Montaria. If thou wish to leave and pay your respects, I can manage the archipelago--"


"No! Jhelom is mine!" Taljehn snapped. A silence hung over the two for several minutes, as both were lost in thought.


"I'm… truly sorry for my outburst, my friend." Taljehn smiled weakly. "But, something must be done. Yes…


"Yes, I know! For the new king I'll fashion a great helmet of gold, it's horns of ivory, imbedded with great jewels! And I shalt build a great monument for the tomb of our dead lord, standing tall and proud at the Hold! Twenty, twenty-five feet it shalt reach into the sky, a noble monument in memory of a noble king!"


"The coronation cannot be put off more than half a year." Ingamar replied. "Thou'lt have to work the peasents to death--"


"Then I shall work them to death! I shalt show them the punishments for disrespecting my city and my kingdom!"


"Your kingdom?"


"I…" Taljehn paused.


"You sicken me at times, Taljehn. Thou art causing a rebellion against thyself, yet you also plan a coup against the order and our liege! Have you no shame?"


Taljehn stared into the older man's eyes. He spoke in a whisper.


"You… I understand now. Yes, I understand." Taljehn smiled, but his voice cracked with rage. "You seek the archipelago for yourself, don't you? You art jealous of what I hath acomplished. For over half a century were you a knight of Montaria, but never, I repeat, never did you acomplish a single deed of merit!" Taljehn's voice rose and he began to shout. "You sat there content in your little castle that you only earned from your ancestry! Then I, young enough to be your grandson, double the size of our kingdom, while you sit back and watch! Is that it, Ingamar?! Art thou trying to betray me so that you can claim honor for yourself?!"


Taljehn continued to shout and rage as Ingamar silented walked away. He boarded his ship and told his servants to set sail for Nujelm. He uttered no other words during the journey.


Ingamar knew that Taljehn's power was falling apart now, but he knew the final blow would not come from New Montaria. Those of the archipelago themselves wouldst rise up against Taljehn.


And Ingamar, still bounded by his oath to serve Taljehn except if the younger man betrayed Montaria, wouldst fall prey to this same rebellion, and doubtless die just as Taljehn wouldst.


Ingamar pondered this silently. He resigned himself to his fate.

XIV


Evening approached as I drove Handaran's carriage back to Jhelom. The Montarians hadst dealt us a great boon with their recent actions. Labourers and craftsmen worked day and night to build their monument. Outrage towards their barbarism grew.


"We art quite lucky." The Nujelm lords had remarked to me. "All we need now is a final push. Thou hast permission to begin whenever thou'rt ready and feel the moment is ripe, Dredanal."

Yet even after over a year, I still felt uneasy serving under the onetime oppressors of the archipelago. I felt that once the Montarians wert overthrown, my purpose wouldst be completed and I would be cast aside, leaving them to rule once more. Was there a purpose in merely substituting one evil with a lesser one?


As I neared the bridge to the middle isle and the Wall loomed in the distance. I felt pride as I, once a beggar in the streets, now rode atop a carriage pulled by a horse. Twas a shoddly built thing, and the horse wast little more than a starving, wasted pony, but at the time I considered myself one of the most influential and luckiest men upon the archipelago.


It was late night by the time I arrived in Jhelom. I made my way towards the blacksmith's, but already I couldst sense something wast wrong. Crowds gathered in the streets, exchanging excited whispers.


Handaran's shop was boarded up. Two Montarian guards stood in front. Blood smeared the street. About a dozen other guards were milling about, some dragging away bodies. A small fire burned at one end of the blacksmith's though no one seemed to particularily care. A huge crowd of peasents flocked about, though the guards tried to disperse them. A priest chanted words of rebellion within the crowd, yet few paid attention to him.


"Tarnor!" A familiar voice whispered from an alleyway. I quickly followed it and came upon Vassily, his face and hands smeared with blood. He was panting for breath and appeared quite frightened.


"Vassily! What happened here?"


"They found out about us, Tarnor, don't ask me how. They came to arrest Handaran. We fought back, there was a lot of commotion all through the streets… I killed a man, maybe two. But their were too many. The Montarians dragged off Handaran. I don't know how many others they know about."


"Damnit." I cursed. "But no matter. It appears our hand is forced to come earlier than any of us expected. Disorder shalt grow among the city. We must hurry, Vassily. Twill be a long night."

XV


The rest of that night and the next two days passed as a blur for me. Vassily and I raced about town, spreading the news to all our contacts and preparing them for a great conflict. By the second night after Handaran's arrest, all Jhelom knew of the blacksmith unjustly attacked by Montarian guards and his shop ransacked. Enrage grew, not so much from a thirst for justice, but from a fear of a similar fate befalling all.


Tonight we struck. A huge mob gathered outside the old barracks, carrying torches and whatever makeshift weapons they had. Several dozen extra Montarian guards had been posted here since the protests began, but the mob wast not swayed in the slightest.


Hours we stood there as the sun set and the moons rose up in the sky, shouting jeers and threats at the guards. Though we outnumbered them, the Montarians still knew the fear they inspired, and showed little concern towards us.


"Go on, ged' bac' to yah beds an' don't both'r us no more!" They called, but we did not move. A few left and joined the mob, but for the most part we remained in place. Vassily and I stood near the front, though we wert not clearly the leaders of this.


As eleven came, the Montarians had had enough. An armoured figure carrying a halberd approached us and jeered.


"Well, look at all th' little boys out here tryin' to look lik' men!" The guard walked back and forth across our line, eyeing us contemptuously.


"Ungrateful bastards! After all the order's done fer you, all you bloody well can do is stan' out 'ere an' keep some men from their beds!


"Hah! An' you think you're so smart!" He laughed. "An' you think you're so brave! Hah! Jus' lookit yerselves, paradin' around 'ere lik' yah think ye're knights!"


Gradually, people recoiled at the Montarian's words. Many began to split off from the mob.


"Knights, hah! We come 'ere and do so bloody much for you, an' you haven't even the decency to be grateful! Hell, if yah ask me, ye're no better than our dogs! Ye're just as bloody stupid as a beast! Now geddon b'fore we haf' ta drive yah off!"


The mob began to disperse. A single, illiterate, uneducated man's taunts had frightened over a hundred detirmined men. Only a bit more than half the original crowd remained, and many were edging their way off.


The Montarian guard continued to pace back and forth in front of our line. He stopped just an instant longer in front of a middle-aged peasent with dark brown hair. In a flash, the Montarian raised his halberd and brought the wooden end down on top the peasent's skull. The man fell to the ground and moaning, blood trickling from his wound.


"Well?!" The guard barked. "Geddon! Ge' the hell outta 'ere!"


A deathly silence fell over the crowd, only the peasent's moans remained unabated. Each face within the mob turned a pale white. Several more inched their way out of the crowd.


And then suddenly a change fell over the mob. The white of fear in their faces wast replaced by the red of anger, rage. We forgot why we hadst come here, but our purpose became certain. We reacted as a single being, responding to an attack upon part of itself, seeking to destroy the threat.


The mob fell upon the Montarian, Vassily and I with it. The tall wooden doors to the barracks slammed shut, but the mob fell upon them. From above archers shot down arrows upon us, but with each death our anger only grew.


With a creak the doors crashed open, and the mob flocked within the barracks. We ran through the large complex, attacking all guards whom stood in our way. Our objective became unclear, merely to slaughter all whom stood as our enemies.


I rushed towards a Montarian, his mouth opening wide as he saw the battle raging within the prison. Consumed with an unknown rage, I lept upon him and tore at his throat. The guard and I fell to the stone floor. I pulled a short dagger from my belt as we gasped for breath.


The Montarian still lay on his back as I lunged at him and plunged the dagger into his chest. For a brief moment, the Montarian's head jolted up and he stared at me with wide eyes. For the first time I saw that I did not stand against a merciless destroyer, but against another human being. I stared into the Montarian's dark eyes and his bearded face. A soft groan escaped from the Montarian's mouth and his head slumped back to the ground. His eyes remained open, yet a blankness now englufed them.


Death. I stared at the dead man, realizing what I had done. I thought over my life. It had been rather uneventful, perhaps some wouldst call it worthless, but I had lived for years and decades and with each certain memories were attached. I thought of my life, my mind, my thoughts and my philosophies. In each man upon the realm rested the same feelings, even this one. And in a single instant, I had ended all those memories and ideals treasured as sacred by this man. Never before had I ended another's life, and forever wouldst I remember this moment.


I scrabbled around on my hands and kness, staring at the battle that raged throughout the complex. I felt alone, separated from the single mob entity that had consumed me. I stared at the carnage with horror and revulsion, shocked at how casually these people ended each other's lives.


Remembering why we had assembled here at the prison in the first place, I pocketed a keyring from the dead guard's belt and rushed into the mob. I saw Vassily some distance across the room, a mad glow in his eyes like all the others.


"Vassily!" I called, trying to get a clear view of my old friend.


"Tarnor?" He turned towards me, brought somewhat out of his homicidal trance.


"I've got keys!" I held up the clinkling keyring. "We've got to free Handaran!"


"Handaran?" Vassily blinked, still coming back to his senses. "Yes! Yes! We'd best hurry, Tarnor!"


We ran through the hallways down to the basement, where the prisoners were kept. Moans echoed from the cells around us. After a frantic search, we found Handaran's cell and helped the blacksmith out.


"Art thou alright, old friend?"


"Tarnor! Vassily! Thank ye!" Handaran replied as he stumbled to his feet. "I'm quite lucky. They'd captured several dozen other alleged dissidents the same evening as me, so I haven't been beaten or robbed yet. Another week or so and I'd've been dead for sure!"


"Tis good to hear that, Handaran. Come, the rebellion hast reached its greatest moment."


Soon all the other prisoners were freed and the Montarian guards killed or driven off. The barracks was burned to the ground as we looked on. At last the archipelago was fighting back against its oppresors.


And as fate would have it, the peasent first beaten by the Montarian guard was trampled to death in our initial stampede.

XVI

Taljehn,


My sincerest apoligies for the argument between us at our last meeting. I am certain we have both been preoccupied with other matters and become quite short-tempered.


I am, however, saddened to hear of the recent riots in Jhelom. Mayhaps you should abandon the construction of a monument for our deceased lord. We all know of your faith and loyalty to the order, and such a gift would not be required of you. The golden helmet, which I have heard is finished, is homage enough for the new lord.


I heard only a few days before that Jhelom's old barracks was burnt down by rioters. Though I am certain you have the situation under control, I must insist that this uprising be put down as soon as possible. Already protests have errupted in Nujelm, and while they are being dealt with satisfactorily by my guard, they appear to be a reaction of Jhelom's tension, and I do not want the entire archipelago thrown into chaos.

Regards,
     Ingamar


Taljehn read the letter with clenched teeth. So, he thought, once more doth I receive the veiled threats of that dog of the order. No matter.


The paladin stared out over the balcony at the city below. His city. How did the old fool dare to think Taljehn did not even have control over the city he was responsible for?!


The barracks was no matter. Twas built decades ago, and was the only of its kind in Jhelom outside the Wall. The dissidents would be executed. They would regret making war against his city.

Lord Ingamar,


Fear not, the rebellion in Jhelom will be put down. But I shall not be responsible for whatever fate engulfs Nujelm. Let harm come to that city and I will hold you accountable.


The monument shall be built, as I have planned. The golden helm is indeed complete, and it shall be worn by the next lord of New Montaria.

Taljehn

XVII


Several weeks had passed since the burning of the barracks. The riots had increased and the tension engulfed the city.


Tonight we struck. Tonight the tensions had reached their greatest point. Now was the time to reclaim the archipelago for those who lived and died here.


"My friends," I spoke to Vassily and Handaran, "I am forever grateful to both of you for all our friendship and experiences together. If we do not survive this night, let it be known that we at least died for a cause we believed in."


"Your orders, Tarnor?" Vassily asked.


"Handaran, take the fastest horse in the stables and ride to Nujelm. Vassily, as midnight strikes lead the protestors upon the eastern guardhouse of the Wall. We need a massive riot and at least on structure burned down.


"When you see the flames in the sky, Handaran, you should be near Nujelm. Ride through the streets and shout that the rebellion is at hand. As you know, the peasent army is already mobilized and awaiting our signal there."


"And yourself?" Handaran asked.


"I'll be with Vassily when he launches his attack. I'll sneak into the guardhouse and through the Wall. I'll see if I can get to the palace and capture the Montarian's lord."


"But, tis madness! None canst make it through the Wall!"


"I shalt try, friends. Some last instructions for you, Handaran. Vassily, see that none other than the three of us know of this."


I spoke what I needed to say to both of them. There was a long silence.


"Are you certain?" At last Handaran said.


"Indeed, I believe it is what must be done. Now, we've tarried long enough! We must hurry!"


Vassily and I rushed off into the crowd as Handaran headed for the stables. I turned to Vassily.


"A thought occurs to me, old friend. If you find me dying, remind me of this conversation."


"What is it, my friend?"


"I've decided what my last words are to be as I die."


"Oh?" Vassily looked amused. "And what's that?"


"Veramocor, my friend. Tis just a whim I felt just now. Ah, but enough talk. The moment draws near."

XVIII


Ingamar wiped the sweat from his brow. It had been a long and tiring day. Taljehn's letter had arrived, and the old paladin knew the younger man was slipping deeper into his arrogance and insanity. There wouldst be no saving the archipelago now.


Tension had been growing rapidly in Nujelm. Ingamar sighed. He was old, yet he still did not want to die this soon. The paladin marched across his spacious bedroom and looked out a window upon the east. Jhelom loomed high--


Flames.


A great red inferno hung over the city. Ingamar rushed from his room through the halls. He heard shouts and cries of battle from outside. Several guards rushed by, not noticing him.


"Guardsman! Report!"


"A dissident uprising, milord. They're breaking their way through the gates. We must hold them off."


Not yet. Ingamar whispered through clenched teeth as the guards rushed off.


"Not yet! I cannot allow New Montaria to be made a mockery of in such a manner!"


The cries from outsdie grew stronger. Ingamar rushed through the corridors to the central hallway. He heard the gates being battered down. Several wounded guards stumbled by. Ingamar continued to stand there with his mouth open. Still disbeliving what occurred around him.


A crash echoed as the doors to the palace crashed open. Nearly a hundred peasents armed with wooden spears rushed in. A group of several dozen surrounded Ingamar nefore he had time to move. A figure armoured in plate mail strode in proudly.


"I doth capture thee and claim Nujelm in the name of the royal house of--"


"Of whom?!" A voice cried from outside. "Hast any nobility claim over us?!"


From atop a mighty horse rode a muscular man about thirty with red-brown hair. In a swift stroke, he struck down the armoured man with a mace. The peasents, shocked, pointed their spears at him.


"Stop!" Handaran yelled. "Do you think the ex-nobility goading us will be any less despotic than the Montarians? Our lord is Dredanal of Jhelom, a commoner like you or me!"


The peasents lowered their spears. Ingamar stared on at this scene.


"Arrest all Montarians or member's of the archipelago's former nobility! We now rule our own land!"


"It seems," Ingamar smiled as Handaran rode up to him. "That my executors are no more than barbarians, content to squable amongst themselves for power in so base a manner."


"Quite a tongue thou hast." Handaran replied. "But for now thou shalt be spared, we hath need of thee."

XIX


The Wall: A structure built around Jhelom in 611 AB (221 CE), considered the last great architectural acomplishment before the Valorian Era. The Wall was built under the order of Lord Taljehn of the Kingdom of New Montor, supposedly to keep assassins from ever reaching him.


Built onto three of the four sides of the Wall was a single gate and guardhouse. The eastern gate led to Jhelom's docks, the southern gate to the bridge and road to the southern isle, stretching to the Shrine of Valor and Nujelm, and the northern gate to Lord Taljehn's private docks, planned as an escape route in the event of an uprising. Also built into the northern side of the Wall was Lord Taljehn's entire palace. The palace had no entrances save a secret passage in the north gate and through the passages of the Wall itself.


But the other parts of the Wall are what made it such an intriguing structure. The interior of the Wall was a giant maze, almost completely impossible for one to navigate. Even stranger, it was said that the Wall's passageways did not have a distinct shape. Rather, they moved and changed as one walked through them, forever trapping the assassin. The identities architects of this wonder are unknown, though it is suspected that Lord Taljehn trapped them within the Wall itself so that they could never reveal its secrets…


Silently I crept through the passages of the Wall. Outside I heard Vassily leading the riots. But that did not matter to me now. I needed to find the Montarian lord and keep him from escaping to seed his evil elsewhere.


I'd heard stories and rumors of the hellish Wall, and I felt a shiver of fear as I tiptoed through the corridors, knowing that a wrong step couldst doom me to rot here forever.


I stumbled as I tripped over a brittle object. Looking down I saw a rotting skeleton. Unless the Wall was also used as a dungeon, I knew that others had tried what I was now about to attempt, and they had failed.


"Guide me, Virtue…"


I continued to make my way through the silent halls. Even though my step was soft I could heard the piercing echos of each footstep.


"Guide me…"


I felt the stale air wash over me as I was gripped by a feeling of hysteria. I couldn't go on! I couldn't let myself die in here! I must turn back while I still have the chance!


But I ignored this feeling. I continued onwards in what I hoped was a northern direction. I knew the archipelago and, somehow, all Britannia depended upon me. I could not abandon my quest.


I continued for what felt like hours. I tried to remain calm at all costs, even when it took all my strength merely to keep from turning around. And then, at last, I felt a breath of cold air. I open my eyes and wiped sweat from my brow. I had survived.

XX


I stood in an empty, deserted throne room. Passages zoomed off in many directions. The sounds of the riots echoed once more, a familiar sound after the terrible silence from within the Wall.


A wide, arched doorway led out to a massive balcony. There stood a man in a full suit of armour with a sircoat bearing the image of the Silver Serpent. On his head he wore a golden helm embedded with jewels and topped with two horns of ivory. I knew at once whom I faced. This was the Montarian lord whom I so despised, whom I saw as the embodiment of all evils done against the archipelago.


"So," The Montarian lord turned to me, calm. "Have you finally come to kill me?"


"Yes, that is my purpose here." I drew forth a sword I'd picked out from Handaran's basment storage earlier that day.


"Hah! Thou wield thy blade as a wrong-handed coward and fool! Ah, but you art a fool. Your foolish peasent army stands against me, Lord Ingamar stands against me, and the entire Order of the Silver Serpent stands against me, but it is all in vain!

"They know I was meant to be the true king of New Montaria, yet they fear for their own foolish positions! They art not worthy of being knights of the order, of claiming to know of Courage! Let your death stand as a warning unto them all! Defend youself!"


Wielding a mighty battleaxe, the Montarian charged upon me. I dodged quickly, knowing my puny sword was too weak to deflect a blow from that weapon.


The Montarian stumbled. Consumed by his rage, he had charged blindly upon me and lost his footing. From the side I aimed a slash towards his neck.


Yet the paladin lord was still a far more skilled fighter than I. In a quick motion, he swerved and knocked the sword from my hands, sending it skidding across the tiled floor.


"You are weak! Your death is nigh!"


I ducked a horizontal slash from the Montarian's axe and lunged for my sword. The Montarian charged after me.


I clasped the sword just as the Montarian was upon me. As he raised his axe to bring it down upon me, I spun aronud and stabbed him in the chest with my sword.


For an instant as I pushed forward my sword, I thought my battle was over. But as the blade connected, I heard a foreboding snap.


At that moment I cursed Handaran and his poor skills, for my sword had snapped upon impact with the Montarian's armour. Both of us stared in silence for a moment, not fully comprehending what had just happened.


We came to our senses almost at the same time, but my reflexes were slightly quicker. Throwing away the sword hilt, I dealt a swift punch to the Montarian's face. He stumbled back, his helm falling to the ground.


"A cowardly action, not one of a true duelist. No matter, I shall still triumph!"


I was quite lucky that the Montarian was still off balance, or his next attack would have killed me then and there. Instead, as he swung the axe I was only grazed by the wooden shaft, though the force of the blow was still enough to knock me to the ground.


As I fell to the ground, I saw the golden helm lying just feet away, staring at me mockingly. I sensed the Montarian lifting forth his axe for a final blow.


And then I know not what happened, save that I was possesed by a detirmination more powerful than I thought capable of myself. I grabbed the helm in my left hand as I lunged at the Montarian lord, knocking him to the ground.


The Montarian's axe fell to one side, and I pressed the sharpened ivory horns to his throat. The battle was over. The Montarian had lost.


"Well, what are you waiting for?" Taljehn laughed contemptuously. "Get it over with!"


I could have killed Taljehn of the Serpent's Hold in that moment, but another thought struck me. I remembered the Montarian guard I'd slain at the old barracks. I realized that I did not stand over the embodiment of all the archipelago's suffering, but of another human being like myself.


"Kill me!" Taljehn barked. "I'm not afraid to die! I have the Courage to face death!"


I looked into the eyes of the Montarian lord, and I saw suffering, torment. I saw even pleading, begging for me to show mercy and end this man's life, so that he might better serve the principles he was raised by.


"Kill me!"


"You speak of Courage, Montarian, and perhaps you do indeed have the Courage to die. But do you have the Courage to live?"


"Eh?" Taljehn's expression betrayed nothing, but I sensed that he had dreaded this.


"Have you the Courage to face the Order of the Silver Serpent and admit to your loss of the Valorian Archipelago?"


Taljehn was silent. His face had turned pale.


"That is the fate you will receive, Montarian. That is thine fate, it appears."


Slowly I turned away and walked out onto the balcony, still carrying the golden helm. Below in the city, our city, small fires still burned, but the battle was over. The Montarians were routed, and a similar fate had probably occurred in Nujelm.


Several people down below saw me from atop the balcony. A crowd began to mill around there with rapid speed. I saw Vassily within it, and smiled at the joy and exiliration in his expression.


But, I realized, I could not merely stand here and ignore the crowd. Lifting the golden helm high, I uttered a single sentence.


"Upon this day, we of the Valorian Archipelago do claim this land as ours!"

XXI


It had been less than a week now since I fought with the Montarian lord. Already the Wall was being torn down. My temporary keep was an old stone building, the mansion of a rich merchant.


There was still much to be done. A large part of Jhelom had been burned down and many rioters were dead. Grain storages were rapidly depleting and famine wouldst soon set in if something was not done.


But before I could resolve the archipelago's domestic affairs, I must deal with the loose ends of the revolution. Vassily and Handaran stood on either side of my makeshift throne as the Nujelm lords whom first recruited me were brought in.


"See here, Dredanal, what is the meaning of this?!"


"While I am grateful to you for your help, I cannot allow the Valorian Archipelago to once more fall under the hands of tyrants, now that it has been liberated from New Montaria."


"You swore an oath to us, Dredanal! You promised to serve our cause!"


"Nay, I swore myself to the freedom of the entire realm, all of ancient Britannia."


"Britannia is dead and so is Christophrea, you idiot romantic! The world's been falling apart for nearly a century and we have little to do but grab a piece of it for ourselves!"


"Then I claim the archipelago as mine and shalt try to bring its cities back to their golden age during the days of the early kings. You, however, shall have to seek your piece of the Second Continent elsewhere.


"If you think you are to be exectued, then I must say that I have no intention of taking thy lives, milords. However, the archipelago is no longer a welcome place to you. I exile you all away from here, to wherever you seek your fortunes!"


As the lords were being led off, a last shout echoed from one of them, words I wouldst forever regret.


"Damn thee, Dredanal! Know that my cousin is Lord Veratan of Christophrea! Continue with your ambitions and someday you shalt fall to him!"

XXII


One last prisoner remained to be judged, Ingamar of New Montor. I ordered him to be brought forward.


…I was led by the filthy peasents before a wooden throne. On it sat a young man in black with red hair hanging to his waist. An air of dignity hung about him, absent from all I had previously met.


I hated him with my first sight. Though Taljehn be a traitor and a lout, I still regreted all that had happened on the archipelago because of this man and his ambitions.


"Kneel!" One of the peasent guards shouted at me. I made no response, and continued to stand where I wouldst, refusing to humble myself before those to whom my life was decided.


"I said kneel!" The peasent shouted again, and raised a hand to strike me.


"Nay," The dissident's lord put in…


"… Let the 'noble' stand if he wishes." I finished. I continued to eye the old paladin before me with contempt. Like all his kind, he'd been spoiled and pampered all his life and now considered himself my better, because I'd been forced to sleep in a dirty gutter. I hated this man from my first sight of him.


"You are… Ingamar of Montaria?" The "lord" asked.


"Aye, though I hath no responsibility to answer to thee."


"Speak not to Lord Dredanal in such a manner!" A burly man with a blond beard standing next to the "lord" barked.


"Hold thy tongue, Vassily." The "lord" responded quickly. "I wouldst hear what our captive has to say."


I looked onward upon those whom I knew to be my executioners. My fury grew as I faced this "lord".


"From your mannerisms and expressions I know much of thee, Dredanal. You consider yourself a symbol of the people, of the archipelago itself! But what are you truly, but another monarch and tyrant like those you so despise? What are you, to sit atop your little throne and play king before one of your enemies?!


A tear began to trickle down my cheek as I realized that these words may well be my last. But I continued, my rage only growing.

"What are you, to sleep and eat well while your people starve and die, having fueled your quest for power?! What are you, to hate those born above you, when their ancestry is no more their fault than yours?!


"Do you feel yourself justified to this extravagance because you wert once poor?! That means nothing! Those who even now rot in 'your' streets are just the same, though perhaps you consider them less 'worthy' than youself for this!


"I do not justify mine own actions…"


"…But I ask you, what are you to condemn others for the same faults that you yourself exhibit?!


"What are you, Dredanal, that you justify yourself in such a manner?! Answer me, 'king'! What are you?!"


A long silence hung over us as I stared at the old paladin and watched tears fall down his face.


"And now I doubtless go to my death at thine hands, Dredanal. So be it."


As I watched this Ingamar, I remembered once more the burning of the barracks and the Montarian guard I slew. I no longer hated the old paladin who stood defiantly before me, but loved and respected him. I knew I couldst not let him fall to the fate I originally intended.


Pushing my "throne" away, I knelt before Ingamar and wept.


"Oh, how cruel fate be, that we shouldst hath been destined as enemies!" I cried. "Death mayest be the fate thou art destined to, but I cannot by the Virtues bring myself to let any harm come unto one as noble as thee, sir knight!


"What thou sayest is correct, noble paladin. You hath lifted a veil from my eyes, one which I hid behind perhaps willingly. Yet under thine instruction I wouldst strive to achieve a higher level of spiritual wisdom, and I wouldst offer thee my throne."


The dissident's lord's outburst shocked me as much as any of those present. I hadst expected a reaction of enraged fury, instead I received mournful regret. I felt my hatred towards this Dredanal seep away. He was not the greedy tyrant I'd first thought. Wise was he, though hidden well this was under his bitterness. Yet what impressed me most of all was his desire for change, his lack of stagnation, his will to become something different from what he was. Perhaps I, old and set in my ways, merely envied this as unachievable for myself, yet still I recognized it as a rare talent. I respected this Dredanal, and I saw him as, perhaps, the sort of lord all true knights wouldst die for and serve under with complete loyalty.


"Rise, Lord Dredanal," I helped the peasent-king to his feet. Tears still littered both our faces. "I cannot reign for what thou hast acomplished. Rule thy archipelago and rule it well, for already Spirituality shines bright in you."


I knelt before the Valorian Archipelago's ruler. "I offer myself as thine vassal, and beg of a chance to serve thee and be worthy of thine kingdom."


"I accept, and I thank thee once more, Lord Ingamar, for the Courage thou hast shown in guiding me and the archipelago in our future."


Slowly, the old paladin who was to become my mentor and best friend rose and departed. Others left as I stared on in silence, until only Vassily and Handaran remained.


"Twas a shocking display, Tarnor." Handaran.


"Aye, I surprised even myself there. But tis my fault in that I wast already susecptable to this. I'd been detirmined to release the aged knight since before I'd even laid eyes upon him."


"What?!" Vassily's eyes opened wide.


"Do you really think we canst survive a war against the Kingdom of New Montaria? With one of their lords on our side, we'll be able to remain free from the Montarians. I suppose the exile of the lords who first organized the coup will also aid us.


"But, even so, I was not prepared for what occurred before our eyes. I'd expected to need to use bribes or threats, and I'd expected Ingamar to be another arrogant swine.


"This throws a new light on all my outlook. He is right, nobles cannot be blamed for their place in life any more than commoners can.


"Ah, I hath much to ponder in the coming years. Our duty to the archipelago shalt certainly cause us much suffering, but we must endure it and strive to protect at least part of the realm."

XXIII


The great warrior of the Serpent's Hold continued to stare on, still uncomprehending his fate. He sat shackled in the murky hold of a ship, now returning him to the Isle of Deeds.


How, Taljehn wondered, how did this all happen to him, he who won such a great honor for the order?


But he was burdened by a foolish lord and a jealous general. Damn Ingamar! The doddering old fool is behind all of this, envious at all I acomplished.


And that peasent lord, Dredanal. He must pay as well. He humiliated Taljehn and has forced him to lose even his own Honor.


How could this have happened to I, Tajehn pondered, I who had planned so well?


It all happened too soon… The lord died far sooner than Taljehn had wanted… It was unfair, the gods themselves seemed to conspire against Taljehn…


The paladin was brought from his reverie by the sound of small footsteps. A woman entered and stared down at Taljehn with contempt.


"You…" Numiev hissed.


"And what hath thou to say, foolish woman?" Taljehn barked. "Leave me to my thoughts!"


"I shalt doubtless die as well for your crimes when we reach New Montor… My house and family shall be shamed by thy foolish, idiotic ambitions!"


From behind her back the woman pulled forth a thin dagger. Taljehn gazed on at this, realizing that he wast not destined to face trial from the Silver Serpent's Order.


"You've ruined me, and now I shall have revenge!!!!"

The Banquet


"Hah!" The bearded man laughed. "Twas a fate he deserved, the bastard!"


"Mayhaps." I replied, still sipping my wine. "The woman was to be pitied, though."


"She killed herself before the paladin's body was even found, if I recall correctly." The muscular man remarked.


"Twas a sad fate," The old man sighed, "Though inevitable, of course."


"And that, my friends," I smiled. "Was how our little kingdom began."


"Kingdom?" The bearded man laughed again, a full, jovial laugh. "I wouldst call it an empire, after the foes we've just defeated."


"Defeated, yes, but not yet conquered." The old man put in. "Though I do doubt at this rate that'll take less than a few more months."


"Indeed," I replied, "And I think our story is far from complete, as well. The tale of the archipelago, after all, certainly didn't just end when the Montarians were overthrown."


"Aye," The old man replied, "We wert all shocked by their new king's response a few months later. He wast quite friendly, considering Taljehn a traitor and inviting us to secede Farthing into our territory."


"I believe thou spit up a whole flask of ale when you heard." The bearded man remaked to the muscular man.


"Hmph, well at least I allowed our lord to make the decision. Thou wert just in favor of accepting unconditionally." The muscular man replied.


"Twas quite a skillful ploy, actually." The old man remarked. "Though we didst make the best of it in the end. As I recall it…"

XXIV

Lord Dredanal of the Valorian Archipelago,


May I be the first of many New Montarians to offer our sincere forgiveness for the atrocities commited against the people of Jhelom and Nujelm by Montarian soldiers under the command of general Taljehn. I can assure you that I and the Order of the Silver Serpent never intended such wrongs to be done under our name.


As compensation, I offer you the isle of Farthing to annex into your new kingdom. I hope in the future we can meet and trade without any serious tensions.

Lord Kilatarn

Ruler of the Kingdom of New Montor


Ingamar put down the letter and looked up at me silently.


"I've already shown it to Handaran and Vassily, but I treasure thine opinion most of all, my friend."


"Kilatarn is still young and new to the throne, Tarnor, and I know little of him. However, he is certainly not naïve enough to mean this seriously."


"Your thoughts, then?"


"We seem to be in a difficult position, Tarnor. I doubt Montaria will take no for an answer to this proposal, seeing as it is vital to peace, yet I also think we are being lured away."


"How so? I shan't think there'd be anything as ridiculous as an ambush at Farthing, though you know more of Montarians than I."


"Nay, but think of the geographical postion. Farthing is far from both the archipelago and the Isle of Deeds. While Montaria owned both of these, it wast easy to control. But now that the archipelago is independent, Farthing becomes a nuisance, a depletion of resources. So they transfer it to us--"


"And trick us into stretching our forces out, risking an invasion. A splendid plan, indeed, though we hath little way of deflecting it. Hast thou any other ideas, Ingamar?"


"It seems our hand is forced." Ingamar sighed. "We must take Farthing, though we canst still make the best of this situation."


"Through what means?"


"We shan't overextend our forces as Kilatarn plans. Send only a very small detachment to Farthing, and give the locale government there almost full administrative power over their island. We still won't be able to protect Farthing from a Montarian attack if it comes to that, but at least we won't lose as many men there and perhaps we'll be alerted of the hostile movements against the archipelago."


"Then I take it thou feel it shalt come to war, my friend?"


"I shan't deny it is a likely possibility, Tarnor, but I doubt Kilatarn wouldst tarnish his honor so soon in his reign. I'd expect a more cunning plan to reclaim the archipelago for now.


"Of course, I am just a silly old man, Tarnor. I doubt mine abilities art up to the strains thou put me under."


"Nay, Ingamar," I smiled. "I know thou to be my greatest and wisest advisor, despite thy humility. Fear not, I shalt take thine council well."

XXV


Kilatarn: Last king of New Montor during the later days of Christophrea…


…Succeeded to the throne in 613 AB (223 CE). The same year, a revolution on the Valorian Archipelago led by the peasent Tarnor Dredanal caused a coup against General Taljehn of New Montaria, resulting in the independence of the archipelago from Kilatarn's kingdom…


Kilatarn sat upon his throne, staring outwards with an idle glance. It was a state his advisors had found him in quite frequently, and there was whispered talk of it throughtout the hold.


But Kilatarn did not care. His mind was elsewhere, concentrating on that which they around him could not understand?


But how could they understand? Kilatarn thought. They are not rulers, they do not have the responsibility of a whole kingdom resting upon their shoulders.


Kilatarn knew that he kept the throne only through his ancestors. Had his father borne even a single other son or daugther, they certainly would hath become the next Montarian ruler. For though others might not realize it, Kilatarn felt within himself that he was weak of mind and spirit, not fit for that which he had been given the responsibility to.


Yet he should not fear of anything, his advisors often counseled him. Many of Montaria's lords had done little for their kingdoms, yet they are remembered with equal respect and honor to the great kings.


Kilatarn rejected this, he knew there was more at risk here than words scribed into dusty tomes. Not half a year after Kilatarn ascended the throne did the Valorian Archipelago rebel and deem itself separate from New Montaria.


For three months did Kilatarn ponder his course of action. In the end, he allowed himself to be directed by his advisors. Kilatarn did not care. He felt he was too weak to come to a solution on his own, and allowed those of stronger will to decide the kingdom's fate.


And thus Kilatarn had declared General Taljehn of the Serpent's Hold a traitor to New Montaria, and given to the archipelago's lord the isle of Farthing. Few among the order felt it to be an act of Courage, but Kilatarn's advisors told him of their plan to which the archipelago would be reclaimed.


Another four months passed, and Kilatarn had yet to deem himself worthy of the throne. His advisors' plan had failed, few even talked about it. Yet they gained no scorn or dishonor. Only he, Kilatarn, king who sent Dredanal of Jhelom the letter of apology, heard the sharp whispers behind his back, the hidden looks of contempt, the mild outrage of serving one weaker than thyself.


And Kilatarn knew all of this, for with all his faults he was preceptive of those around him. Kilatarn the Weak, they would call him, he thought, or perhaps Kilatarn the Coward. The young lord of Montaria could not bear this. He could not allow himself to merely become an object of mockery. He knew that he would not die a king, and that another knight would usurp his throne, but Kilatarn desired to do at least one deed of greatness for his kingdom.


"Sire?"


Kilatarn looked up with annoyance. Before him stood a tall, slin man with an equally long, thin beard. He recognized Marstaden, one of his advisors.


"Thou appear troubled, m'liege."


"Aye, I am." Kilatarn smiled weakly, pleased to be able to share his troubles with another.


"Tell me of thine worries, my liege."


"Dupeil and Rfelia's plan for dealing with the Jhelomic dissidents failed, as thou certainly know. And now their 'king' sits proudly in his castle, while we hath gained nothing."


"Indeed, twas a catastrophe none of us foresaw. Alas, had I only spoken my reservations against that course of action…" Marstaden noded sympathetically, though in fact he had been one fo the strongest supporters of this project.


"And now our army dwindles away to private guards and sentries along the Trinsician border and our great paladin generals hold their distinction only through blood line. And I am no different from them, Marstaden."


"Nonsense, sire." Marstaden, despite his seemingly casual, sympathetic air, picked his words with the carefullest of discretion, a mixture between flattery and condolence. "Thou hast many years ahead of thee, much time to prove thyself an enlightened ruler."


"Yet I still cannot forget the humiliation of every instant as I penned that dreadful letter to the wrong handed Dredanal of Jhelom. I long to somehow right my mistake and retake Farthing and the archipelago."


"You yourself mentioned just now that our armies art becoming weaker!"


"Aye, but I still desire a way to once again spread the order's banner to the west. Hast thou any suggestions?"


Marstaden concealed a smile. He had succeeded. Through a few sly words and gestures, he had gained the trust and confidence of the young king. Of course, he believed not a word of what he said. He felt himself that Kilatarn was a weakling, but knew that it would require skill to become the next Montarian ruler. In but a few moments, Marstaden considered his power as having grown expotiently. Were his suggestions to succeed, Marstaden knew the time wouldst finally be ripe to claim the New Montarian throne.


"If thou wouldst put thy trust in me, my liege, I would do all in my power to satisfy you. Fearew not, I shalt concoct a plan through which your wishes canst be fufilled…"
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The Montarian ship hadst been spotted long before it arrived within sight of the archipelago. I'd already discussed our actions with Ingamar, Vassily, and Handaran, and we had concluded that a single frigate couldst not constitute an invasion force.


I stood at the northern docks to Jhelom with Vassily and Handaran. Ingamar had declined to meet the emmisary, still uneasy about what he considered a betrayal of the order's trust in him.


"Milord Dredanal!" The emmisary walked down the gangplank to his ship and knelt before me.


"Rise, good sir, for I am not of noble blood. What message dost thou deliver from New Montaria?"


The emmisary handed me a scroll. "Lord Kilatarn of the Serpent's Hold hast noted and respected thy courage in battle during the Jhelomic Revolution. He wouldst dub thee a knight of the Order of the Silver Serpent, thus cementing ties between our two kingdoms."


I glanced over the scroll, signed by Kilatarn's hand. All appeared as the emmisary hadst stated. I looked around at Vassily and Handaran, both of whom eyed me curiously.


"I thank thee and thy king for this invitation." I turned back to the emmisary. "My servants will prepare quarters for you. I shalt make my decision at a banquet tonight in the palace. May your stay be pleasurable."
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Ingamar (549-618 AB): A knight of the Order of the Silver Serpent and a general of the Kingdom of New Montor during the last years of the Christophrean Era, remembered mostly for his final years as general and advisor to Tarnor Dredanal. Ingamar was born to a noble family in New Montor on…


"Kilatarn and his advisors are planning something." Ingamar put the scroll down.


"Even the most inept of my court couldst guess that, old friend." I replied. "What doth thou think is their plot? Assassination?"


"Perhaps. It seems the most likely of their options. But they must expect us to see through something so simple--"


"And bring a force to attack the Isle of Deeds?" I finished. "So that they can wipe us out in a single stroke and justify it as defense? No, that doesn't fit. Then what…"


"Montaria knows naught of our numbers, Tarnor, but I suspect that their own forces are strained, and that is why trickery is necessary. Yet, even so, what have we but a few hundred barely trained peasents? Or do they think, from the revolution now half a year ago, that we possess greatly skilled warriors?"


"Yes, ones whom they couldst trick into defecting, once they see their leader is dead!" I was struck by a realization. "Of course, regain their territory and increase their army at the same time. A crafty plan."


"And this time we cannot evade it as we did with Farthing, Tarnor. If you don't lead an army, you will be assassinated all the same, and with an army we still couldn't stop them--"


"Or can we, my friend? If they think we art the superior force, do you think the battle will be planned openly? Nay, we must use their own tactics against them."


"Then what is thy plan, Tarnor?"


I smiled. "I hath absolutely no idea, Ingamar. However, this is an opportunity for us as well, to claim the Isle of Deeds and the surrounding territory. I will almost certainly agree to the messenger's proposition at tonight's banquet, and by tomorrow's mourn I shalt have a campaign of our own planned."

XXVIII


The night passed as a brilliant display of flattery and deceit upon the part of all concerned. Though I'd drunk much, I slept little that night, going over all I knew of the archipelago and Montaria in my mind. Eventually I drifted off into rest, but not before I'd devised a course of action.


"Tarnor Dredanal," A voice seemed to speak to me in my dreams. "Thou progress well. Now your home hath been saved, but Britannia yet remains un-unified. Now thou begins thy first conquest. Go and succeed for the new empire!"

When I awoke I had little memory of this voice, yet I carewed not, for my purpose was with my generals. By noon, Ingamar, Vassily, Handaran, and I were assembled in my palace.


"As those of thou who attended the banquet know, I shall sail for New Montor in one month's time, accompanied by several dozen men upon a single frigate. I am to be 'knighted' on February 18th. Vassily, thou wilt journey alongside me.


"Ingamar, by the evening of tomorrow I want thou to have left Jhelom with our entire fleet now docked there. You will sail west--"


"West, Tarnor?? But--"


"…Past the Isle of the Avatar towards the Isle of Deeds. If you arrive within sight of Fellows before the 18th, anchor near Terfin. Draw up the banners of the Triumvirate upon your sails as you approach Fellows on the evening of the 18th, so that thou'rt mistaken for merchant vessels. Capture the small island city with as little commotion as possible. Secure all cannons on board your various ships. At sundown sail out and circle around the Isle of Deeds, firing cannons towards the isle. Set fires on Fellows large enough to be seen from the Serpent's Hold. Keep this until the sounds of battle have ended, and do not disembark from any ships until it is clear we hath won the day.


"Handaran, Vassily, thy orders shalt come later. But until we set sail for the isle, surreptitiously round up as many small, fast merchants vessels as thou canst in port. They do not need to be particularily heavily armed, but the must be capable of carrying large garrisons of soldiers.


"That is all for now. Ingamar, go and prepare thy fleet. Let none know of these plans."
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Handaran (582-660 AB): A commoner of Jhelom during the final decline of the Christophrean Empire, Handaran was a companion of future emperor Tarnor Dredanal since the Jhelomic Revolution (613 AB). He became one of Dredanal's three most respected generals early on…


Handaran stood at the head of a sleek ship. It was noon of the 18th of February, the two hundred and twenty-fourth year by the Christophrean calender. Even now I, Tarnor Dredanal, dismounted from my ship with Vassily and strode across the docks of New Montor.


His fleet was now docked at Farthing. Each ship was ready to sail at an instant's notice. Watchmen kept a close eye into the distance, knowing what sight to expect.


Already Handaran's watchmen had noticed a small fog from the east, as I had suspected. But Handaran had been warned of this, and we all counted upon it for our plans.


As Handaran saw the signal, a single gesture and shout from him wouldst drive the fleet forward. They would not make for the docks, merely disembark at the nearest shore of the Isle of Deeds and charge into the city.


Even as Handaran watched, he knew the fog was growing stronger. Soon the plan would take effect. Soon…

XXX


"Ah, Lord Dredanal, tis an honor to finally meet thee."


I stood before a young man in ill-fitting robes, a golden crown atop his head. Twas easy to see that this was Kilatarn, the lord of New Montaria.


Already the shadows were lengthening as the day waned. I was accompanyed only by a dozen some men, Vassily and others spreading off into different parts of the city. Twas impossible to think that the Montarians did not notice this, but they no doubt suspected my soldiers were ammassing in a single location.


The fog outside the Serpent's Hold grew thick. I knew my guess had been correct. I smiled as I leaned back in a chair. All was going as planned.


"The honor is all mine, Lord Kilatarn." I replied.


The young monarch's face twitched nervously. I couldst see he was uneasy with this plan. Even if Montaria succeeded, he would clearly not lead it for long unless he grew in courage and spirit.


My men and I sat around a large table with Kilatarn and his nobles, a great feast arrayed in front of us. We chatted idlely, though a strong silence often hung over the room, as all present awaiting even the slightest word of myself or Kilatarn.


The Montarian king remained nervous throughout the evening. The slightest implication on my part that I suspected his plans would leave young Kilatarn flustered and agitated, quickly glancing around at what I suspected were concealed assassins. Many of his advisors tried to hide their exasperation and embarassment from their faces. If my life were not in danger, it would have been an amusing sight to watch.


At last the banquet ended. The redness of sunset dimmed as evening approached. Soon the sky wouldst be red once more from flames. I had only to hope that all would go as planned, that Ingamar and his fleet had indeed reached their proper location.


"Lord Dredanal," Kilatarn stood and slowly walked towards me from across the long room. I knew the moment was at hand. "Tales of your bravery and exploits abound here within the Serpent's Hold. Though we know your path leads you elsewhere than the kingdom of Montaria, your courage is of such height that we feel you to be worthy of taking the title of a knight of the Order of the Silver Serpent. Rise now, and be knighted!"


I tried to maintain as solemn an expression as I could as I slowly stood and proceeded towards the Montarian, trying not to invoke suspicion. Just then--


"Now!" Kilatarn cried, raising his hand. From behind the curtains several dozen figures leapt out, drawing swords. In an instant, I drew a dagger from my belt and grabbed the Montarian ruler, holding the blade to his throat.


"Stay where thou art or thy liege dies!" My men drew their swords and formed a circle around myself and Kilatarn. We were easily outnumbered by these assassins, however, and twould be the death of all of us within minutes if we wert unaided.


A few tense seconds passed in silence. Suddenly, shouts and cries of confusion sounded from outside. Fog now enshrouded the whole isle from past the window. Flames rose up from Fellows in the east. Ingamar had succeeded at the first part of the plan.


And now Vassily and his men would begin their actions. Using the fog to hide their numbers, they burned down the most flammable buildings and slew the blinded Montarians. This fog, intended by our enemies to blnid my own forces, was now being used against them by ourselves.


Cannons roared from all sides as Ingamar's ships bombarded New Montor. The Montarian nobles and assassins paled with fear as I smiled. They certainly expected that I'd ammassed a mighty invasion force.


And now Handaran's sleek fleet anchored at the western shore of the Isle of Deeds. Unlike Vassily's forces, this army was heavily armed and eager for battle. As many branched off into the winding streets, a large number laid siege upon the Serpent's Hold itself.


As quick footsteps echoed through the halls of the Serpent's Hold, the Montarians seemed to suddenly forget about me and rushed for the door. Just then, Handaran and a large force barged in, surrounding the assassins.


"Well, Tarnor, I must admit I had my doubts, but brilliant dosen't even begin to describe thee." Handaran grinned. "I believe all is going perfectly. The isle is ours."


Kilatarn, my dagger still pressed to his throat, sighed a weary, resigned sigh, and tears began to streak his face. As the young king fell to his knees, I looked out the window at the burning city. Victory had been ours.

XXXI


Three weeks had passed since I'd captured the Isle of Deeds. Already I knew my ordeals had only begun, for now I was forced into a web of relations with Greater Trinsic and the Triumvirate. New Montor and Fellows were still in good condition and were being repaired, but I worried of how I would be able to keep these captured lands under my control.


Marstaden and many of the Hold's other sly advisors had been executed, but Kilatarn remained and was treated well. I knew I needed his abdication to convince the people of Montaria to side behind me as their new king.


Now I stood atop the hold with the Montarian ruler. Once more didst I try to convince him to give me the throne.


"You will find nothing from me but contempt, wrong-handed Dredanal. Montaria may hath fallen, but it shalt keep its honor."


"Honor?" I responded. "Or doth thou mean pride, Kilatarn?"


"Idiot! We shalt never bow down to thee!"


"Whom was it who began all this? Did you consider it honorable to try and kill me, or were you merely lashing back at the humilation of your armies at the Valorian Archipelago being defeated by mere peasents?"


"Still thy tongue! We did what we had to!" Kilatarn turned away, flustered.


"Kilatarn," I continued in a softer, more reassuring voice. "I understand that thou wert deceived. The fall of Montaria is not your fault. But it will rest upon thee if you do not let Montaria rebuild, if you insist that it remains the ruins with which your reign ended. Please, Kilatarn, give to me the throne, for the sake of all your kingdom."


"And thus be reviled as a coward throughout all history?"


"Wouldst thou place thy own reputation over the good of thy land, or even ancient Britannia? Is this what you always feared wouldst rest upon yourself? Cast it away, my friend. Do not let yourself get in the way of the good of the land."


Kilatarn sighed, and I could see once more tears streamed from his eyes. He turned to face me, and, in an instant, grabbed my sword from my belt.


"Let them call me Kilatarn the Weak, then! Or Kilatarn the Coward if that is what they desire! But know that in the end I did posess some remnant of courage!"


Before I could stop him, the Montarian king plunged the sword throught his chest. And thus was the final death of this war.

The Banquet


"Twas indeed shocking news when we heard of it." The muscular man remarked. "I'd thought him too cowardly to ever attempt suicide."


"As did I." I replied. "But no matter, for him to have lived would hath been a living hell. How couldst any of us survive the humiliation?"


"True." The old man responded. "Yet I still regret not getting a chance to speak with him myself, even though I'm certain I'd never have been able to change the events that transpired."


"I wonder how Kilatarn will be remembered." The bearded man noted. "Not that really matters, though."


"Ah, it feels like centuries since those carefree days." I remarked. "And look what came of it all, war with Trinsic."


"Twas inevitable, my friend." The muscular man commented. "New Montor was barely able to keep the balance of power itself. And Arkus certainly did lust for the southern lands."


"Indeed, though I wish victory could have come as easily as the conquest of the Isle of Deeds. Instead, we wert thrown into a great conflict that lasted nearly a year, and may well still continue for another year…"

XXXII


…Following the annexation of New Montor and the death of Kilatarn the Couragous, an uneasy truce existed between Tarnor Dredanal's kingdom and the Empire of Greater Trinsic. For the most part, the northern monarchs thought of Dredanal's kingdom as merely another regime of rule for New Montaria. However, Arkus, founder and ruler of Greater Trinsic, supposed that the ambitious Dredanal would not stand by as the Montarian rulers did. Tensions slowly grew…

-Exerpt from "The History of the Second Continent"


I leaned back in my throne at the Serpent's Hold and sighed. It was a peaceful, contented sigh. Though still many troubles abounded for my judgement, I felt a great sense of acomplishment.


Four months ago it as now since Kilatarn tried to assassinate me, and my control over the New Montarian Kingdom was now supreme. Yet it was not internal matters that still troubled me, but external affairs.


"Tarnor!" Vassily called as he approached. We rarely clung to the formalities of royalty within my court during these days.


"Aye, what news? Is it the same?" I asked, knowing the answer already.


"Indeed. Bloody hell, it makes me infuriated that the Trinsicians dare claim northern Hiron.* After all, we're the ones who deposed the Montarians, I don't see why old Arkus and his lackeys should profit from our victories."


(Hiron is here broadly referring to the cluster of island towns upon the eastern Cape of Heros, as it was often used in late Christophrean days. The port city of Hiron midway between New Montor and Duprien had not yet been built at this time.)

"No matter." I replied. "I expected this. The Trinsicians are still far superior to us in manpower, Vassily. We canst not stand against them."


"Pah, don't tell me you're becoming like the Montarian coward kings, Tarnor."


"Nay, but I must keep my head atop my shoulders. Besides, what are we losing? Several dozen small villiages, some numbering only a few dozen buildings, insignificant enough to not even possess names. That is all 'Hiron' is. We art at no great loss with the northern half of these gone."


"Yes, you're probably right, Tarnor." Vassily remarked, stroking his thick blond beard. "You're much more keen to matters such as this than I am."


"Aye, perhaps, but I still treasure thy advice at all times, old friend. Come, we must not waste time in such a manner."

XXXIII


Greater Trinisic: The third Empire of late Christophrea, founded in 585 AB (195 CE) by Arkus, ruler of the Trinsician Kingdom. Already in his fifties, Arkus had ruled Trinsic for three decades and had expanded the kingdom to new heights. His declaration was a turning point in the history of the Second Continent, as he was the first king to declare himself an equal to the Christophrean Emperors…


…At its height of power, the northern border of Greater Trinsic was set parallel to the Fens of the Dead, curving south along the mountain range of Destard. To the south, Greater Trinsic stretched to the very seas, variously controling parts of the Hiron isles in the Cape of Heros…


…Other than Trinsic itself, there were four major cities in the Greater Trinsician Empire. Midway between Trinsic and Paus along the King's Way was the city of Fenis, marking the empire's northern border. To its west, near the pass through the Destards to Spiritwood, marked Evenshade, the only Trinsician city not built upon a coast. A short distance to the east of the ancient Shrine of Honor rested the city of Duprien, built at the very base of the Cape of Heros. Finally, in the plains south of Destard at the Second Continent's western shore lay Katarna, from which the naval attacks of 614-615 against the Valorian Archipelago and Farthing were launched...


Standing even above the great walls of Trinsic was the Black Palace, centre of all the southern empire of the Second Continent. From within lived he of the name Arkus, the most influential man yet alive upon the realm.


Twas Arkus who rose the kingdom of Trinsic to magnificent heights. Twas Arkus whom forged the crown of the chalice, becoming the first Emperor of Greater Trinsic.

And still Arkus lived, and naught could rob him of the esteem all the land held him in. For Trinsic was the most powerful city in all the world, save perhaps Minoc. The Christophrean nobles paled at his name, praying to the Avatar that Paus wouldst serve as a blockade should a Markadays happen to offend Arkus. When Antran IV dared call himself an equal to Arkus and the third Markadays, he still spoke with respect to both rulers, yet only at the mention of Arkus' name didst a nervous twitch escape his face.


And now Arkus yet remained within the Black Palace, yet all Greater Trinsic knew whom stood behind them and feared not of other lands. Yet Arkus could not remain satisfied, for those of greatest might never quench their thirst for the search of a final great challenge.


Southwards didst Arkus turn his eyes as New Montor fell to the wrong-handed upstart Dredanal. None others worried of this Dredanal, but Arkus' eyebrows raised upon each mention of him, and thus his court knew that the peasent of Jhelon wouldst not be treated as merely another Montarian king.


And yet none knew exactly what Arkus, the great, immortal Arkus, truly planned now. Even as the General Konscius mustered his forces and advanced down the Cape of Heros, even as Great Trinsic was engulfed in a final war, none truly knew why Arkus smiled from atop his throne.


Arkus smiled not from the knowledge of ease of victory, nor from the thoughts of what he would gain upon defeating Dredanal of Jhelom. And none dared ask for what Arkus did smile, for all knew that to question Arkus was meaningless, as all would be acomplished in the end.


And from the Black Palace did Arkus indeed smile as he turned his gaze southward, as he knew his armies advanced upon the Isle of Deeds. Thus wouldst the death of hundreds be ordained, thus would the will of Arkus once more prove its majesty.

XXXIV


I slumped back as more messengers flocked in with reports. It had begun less that a week ago, now half a year since I captured New Montor. Now once more matters of military required mine attention.


"Konscius doth continue to advance?"


"Aye, milord. There is no doubt now that Greater Trinsic seeks war 'gainst us."


"Then war it shalt receive." I replied, turning to my three companions. "Thine thoughts?"


"From what I hear, Konscius' army couldst still be matched if we mustered forth all forces upon the Isle of Deeds." Handaran remarked.


"But where to fight it?" Vassily retorted. "They are tricky, pasing across small isles and fording channels where no true battle couldst be fought."


"Tis not our aim to fight a 'true' battle, my friend." Ingamar responded calmly, stroking his greying goatee. "In fact, if we mean to press an attack back upon Trinsic itself, and I assume we do, Tarnor, we shalt need all the forces we canst find."


"What is thy plan, Ingamar?" I responded.


"As Konscius' approaches the Isle of Deeds itself, we must put up a blockade around him, trapping his army upon a single isle. After starving them for several months, they'll be ready to surrender, and we shalt greatly increase our army's size."


"What if Trinsic sends reinforcements? Canst we fight them off and still maintain the blockade?"


"I think so. Most of our forces remain on the Isle of Deeds. Of course, we'd need naval superiority to maintain the blockade as well."


"Indeed, but we hath a fine fleet here at Montor. So be it, thy plan shalt come into effect. Handaran, thou shalt ammass our ground forces upon the northern coast of the Isle of Deeds. Vassily, I place thee in charge of preparing the navy and incircling southern Hiron. We must begin at once, for Konscius' army advances quickly.


"Now leave me, I still have much to ponder over the course of this war. I did not think to be matching wits against Arkus so soon."

XXXV


Konscius sat in his tent, fanning himself from the heat. Though already September, Konscius still despised the weather, having grown up in the cooler area of Trinsic.


In fact, the weather reminded him of Britain. Knoscius had only been to the ancient captial once during his life, before he had become a General of Greater Trinsic, but the experience still clung to him.


Konscius smiled to himself. How could he be thinking of such mundane matters on such an important campaign? Ah, but Konscius was an old, experienced general, well into his forties. He knew it was best not to worry of such matters.


The blockade had began a few weeks ago. So far Konscius had not made a move to repulse it. He would wait until the enemy's morale slackened. While the Montarians (as he thought of my army) were at the height of their enthusiasm, even an inferior force wouldst be able to drive Konscius back.


Konscius looked around and surveyed his men, idly passing the days. If consumed sparingly, the rations couldst last nearly another two months, not counting the grain stores upon this isle itself. But Konscius hoped he wouldst not have to stay here that long. To pilliage would only improve the Montarians' stand in the eyes of Minoa and Christophrea. The armies of Trinsic must behave honorably, as they always have.


Despite their troubled situation, Konscius knew none of is men would allow themselves to be clouded by trepidation or fear. They were the soldiers of Greater Trinsic, ready to fight and die for the Emperor Arkus.


And Konscius, one of the few to often speak personally with Arkus himself, knew the wisdom of his lord. He realized the Trinsician emperor would not hastily send out an army were he not prepared for the battles that wouldst be fought.


And thus did Konscius retain his own confidence, for he knew that the plans of Arkus of Trinsic would never come to naught. If Arkus sought to bring all the Second Continent to his knees, then that would be the realm's fate. Victory was assured, for it was Arkus who planned forth the expedition. The Montarian armies were doomed, whatever they might've felt. Greater Trinsic had already won.

XXXVI


As October of '24 began, the blockade wore on. Though no more battles of the war had been fought, tension still engulfed my court and the Serpent's Hold. The Trinsician armies rested just north of the Isle of Deeds. Eventually they wouldst have to either surrender or fight, and our actions until then was my decision.


I yet sensed somehow that something was ammiss. It all seemed too easy, somehow. The Trinsician army had been easily encased in the blockade and made no moves to escape. By now, news of this must have reached Trinsic, yet Arkus hadst sent no further forces yet.


"Thou still ponder over it, Tarnor?" Ingamar asked me.


"Aye, old friend, it all seems too simple. But heed me not, thou'rt the strategist amongst us."


"Nay, milord," Ingamar responded. "I've seen thy ability for foresight. And even if that wert not the case, thou'rt my liege and I your servant."


"Do not give me thy loyalty so carelessly, Ingamar. I may still quite easily fall to the other legions upon the Second Continent, and I do not want thou and the others to fall prey to my folly."


"I swore allegience to thee, even though it meant perhaps my honor, because I felt thee a worthy lord of wisdom and nobility, capable of more than lording over a few islands in the far south. I wouldst stand by thee until death, Tarnor, and naught could change my mind upon this."


"Milords!" A messenger entered, kneeling before my throne.


"Aye, what is it?" I replied. "Hast Arkus at last responded to the threat upon his army?"


"M-milord," The messenger paled a bit. "A massive fleet was sighted leaving Katarna three days ago led by General Beshwald of Trinsic."


"Damnit!" I cried, rising from my throne. "So they know that our forces our massed upon New Montor! Ingamar! Gather up as many men as you can and set sail for the Valorian Archipelago immediately. I must prepare my own armada and set out for Farthing! This war shall indeed last much longer than we thought."

XXXVII


Siege of Farthing, the: Lasting from October of 614 to January of 615 AB (224-225 CE), the Siege of Farthing was the first major event in the war between the Empire of Greater Trinsic and Tarnor Dredanal's young kingdom. As with many of the campaigns of the Trinsician emperor Arkus, it was brilliantly devised and executed, repulsed in the end only by the steadfastness and detirmination of Tarnor Dredanal and his forces…


The sounds of the cannons roaring outside did not deter us, for we had gotten used to it in the past weeks and months. How long it had been since the siege began we knew not, save that each day felt like an eternity.


High stone walls and guardhouses now surrounded Farthing, the sky becoming almost impossible to see, even if one dared venture outside. The Trinsicians' assault did not let off day nor night, continuing incessently as we waited for the eventual end, through whatever means.


Already the deaths were numerous for both peasent and soldier, yet the Trinsicians remained almost unharmed. Our food storages were rapidly depleting, and water would be exhausted in less than a week.


Now I sat around a stone encampment built partly underground with a half dozen other soliders, trying to cloud out the despair that filled all our minds. As the cannons burst outside, the structure shook warily, several small pebbles dislodging from the ceiling.


"We're finished…" One soldier muttered from a corner… "We have nothing left… Why can't they just kill us and end it…"


"Enough!" I called, my voice only barely audible over the expolsions. "Do not speak as such. Yes, mayhaps we art to die. But if that is our fate, we shouldst face death bravely, as men, rather than huddle upon the ground as thou wouldst!"


"Milord Dredanal," A young, pale-faced soldier asked. "When do you think it will stop?"


"I know not, nor do I pretend to hath answers no mortal couldst. I doubt even they upon their ships know how long they shalt wait, but they cannot sit out there forever. Eventually, they shalt have to go back."


Another large explosion rocked the structure. We all looked upwards nervously, wondering how quickly death wouldst come should the ceiling give way. I tried to remain calm, waiting as what felt like hours passed onward.


"Enough!!!!! I can't stand it any more!!!!" Another soldier suddenly shouted, grasping his head in a fit of maddess. "I can't stand the damned noises!!!! How didst we get doomed unto this?!?!"


"Be calm!" I called. "Will your hysteria give us salvation? Maintain thy sanity so that you might live through this!"


A tremendous cannon burst shook the room as the roof began to fall inwards. "Take cover!" I shouted, diving for a corner and trying to shield myself.


As the dust cleared I looked around. Several other soldiers dragged themselves upwards, many wounded. I spotted at least one dead body, recognizing it as the young soldier wit the pale face.


"Damnit." I whispered, clenching my teeth.


Were ever I to live through the Siege of Farthing again, I doubt I wouldst have survived it, nor been able to lead my kingdom onwards to eventual victory.

-Exerpt from the diary of Tarnor Dredanal

Date Unknown

As the roar of cannons continued from outside, I proceeded p the stairs of one of the northern guardhouses. I peeked out a small slit in the wall down below at the Trinsician fleet. Our arrows were scare, but I picked one out and tied a small note to it. Drawing back a wooden bow, I shot out the arrow to the lead ship down below.


Beshwald: A general of the Empire of Greater Trinsic during the later days of the Christophrean Era. He is mostly remembered by scholars as having led the Trinsician forces in the Siege of Farthing against Tarnor Dredanal…


Beshwald stroked his black beard as he looked out from his quarters at the tall city of Farthing. Soon the city would fall and Dredanal of Jhelom would be taken to Trinsic in shackles to await judgement by Lord Arkus.


"A note from the city, milord." A sailor marched in, carrying an arrow.


"Ah." Beshwald smiled, feeling the moment was at hand. So at last they surrender. The Trinsician general unrolled the scroll…

Long ago ran the sun on a folk who had a dream

And the heart, and the will, and the power

They moved earth, they carved stone, molded hill, and channeled stream

That we might stand on the wide plains of Wiltshire

Now men ask who they were, how they built, and wonder why

That they wrought standing stones of such size

What was done 'neath our shade? What was prayed 'neath our skies?

As we stood upon the wyrd plains of Wiltshire

Oh the secrets we could tell if you'd listen and be still

Rid the stink and the noise from our skirts

But you haven't got the clue, and perhaps you never will

Still we stand on the cold plains of Wiltshire

Still we loom in the mist as the ages roll away

And we say of our folk "They are here!"

That they built us, and they died, and you'll not be knowing why

Save we stand on the bare plains of Wiltshire


As Beshwald finished the note, he crumpled it up and threw it down. Without taking a look to left or right, he marched onto the deck of his vessel.


"Damn thee, Dredanal wrong-handed!!!! Dare you to think yourself a chosen ruler?!?!!!"


Siege of Farthing, the: …Ultimately the Trinsician forces abandoned the siege in January because of the massive snowstorms in the south that winter. However, most historians agree that the high morale and strict discipline Dredanal enforced in his soldiers led the Trinsicians to despair that Farthing would never fall…


I stared out at the ships below, a thin smile on my lips. My action had been pointless, but it satisfied a passing whim within myself.


To the very end of the siege, I swore I would never give in to the Trinsician forces. Forever would I defy them.


And thus, with an enemy who knew no fear, victory for my enemies became impossible.

XXXVIII


As I slowly opened my eyes and the sun shined down on me through cracks in the wooden ceiling, I felt something was wrong. Yet this did not worry, I felt somehow reassured and satisfied by this realization.


I continued to stare up, somehow content to ignore this feeling of wrongness. And then I was struck in an instant by what was out of the ordinary.


Silence. Blessed silence surrounded me. The roaring cannons and the crumbling of walls and buildings was gone. I sat up and looked out at the rolling blue sea. The fleet was gone. For a brief moment I heard nothing save the crashing of the waves against the shore. Then I began to hear sounds from outside in the city. It was cheering.


As I creaked open the wooden door, I stared out at ecstatic masses thronging the streets, overcome by their joy and relief. At once I began to laugh and cry, the same feelings driving into myself. My arms outstretched, I rushed to join the crowd.

XXXIX


The months passed and March began. Today was the last day I set foot upon Farthing. I reviewed the events of the previous weeks in my mind.


Shortly after the Trinsicians abandoned their siege in late January, I sent messengers to both Jhelom and New Montor. Ingamar reported that a Trinsician fleet had also laid siege to the northern isle of the Valorian Archipelago, but had eventually been driven off.


From the Isle of Deeds I heard that Konscius' army had easily broken through the blockade in December and fled back to Duprien, their goal accomplished. But though all had gone as Arkus planned, I still considered it a victory won for my kingdom, for in the end our lands remained secure.


I knew that we had little time to regroup, however. The Trinsician forces had suffered almost no casualties, and Arkus would certainly begin planning his next campaign almost immediately. I knew we needed to act, regardless of the condition of our cities. We needed to strike back at the Trinsician kingdom itself, for it was only luck that allowed us to survive Arkus' first campaign.


This great task could not be left to any other general or officer. I would have to personally lead the campaign. But I would not come alone. Ingamar, Vassily, and Handaran would all accompany me, leaving the defense of the kingdom in the hands of subordinates. All three, my dearest friends and companions, were the only ones I could truly trust in this, the kingdom's darkest hour, for these three I knew would all die for me and for that which was Britannia.


About a third of all the armed forces in my kingdom was now assembled, awaiting my orders. Our fleet consisted of only a half dozen small, light transport ships, however. My plan was not for a direct assault, but to encamp in the swamps near the mystic Shrine of Honor, where we could make preparations for an attack on the walled city of Trinsic itself.


Much of the army had already arrived at the Shrine of Honor. Now, my three generals all came here to Farthing for myself and the last regiment.


I smiled at the three whom I had not seen since before the hellish Siege of Farthing, and gave each a warm hug. I turned to look back at the isle of Farthing, the small, simple, backward little isle that had come to mean so much to me as the siege wore on. And I recalled once again that it was very likely I would die on this campaign, never again to gaze upon the fields near Nujelm, never again to be amongst my kingdom.


Empire. The word rustled in my mind as a chilling wind blew by. No, I put it out of my head immediately. Though deposing Arkus, as I surely intended, would make my kingdom powerful enough to stand amongst Minoa or Christophrea, I could never call myself an emperor. I, Tarnor Dredanal of Jhelom, a mere beggar upon a city wasting away, could never be hailed as one of the world's divine beings.


"Set sail!" I called, as the isle of Farthing disappeared into the mists. I looked above, at the bare white sail, disguised so as not to attract attention. But on it I imagined the golden sword which had become the symbol of my kingdom.


Yet in an instant this did not satisfy me, somehow. A new image flashed into my mind, of a blade of pure white, upon its hilt a gem resembling the human eye. And this "eye" stared onwards with beauty, yet sorrow filled it, and tears appeared to flow from the eye. But below the eye rested the image of a silver cup upon the sword's hilt, and this cup seemed to swallow up the tears. As this passed through my mind, so did a single word.


Val--


I pushed the word from my conscious though immediately, yet even then I knew it would haunt me for the rest of my days.

XL


Only yesterday had I arrived at the Shrine of Honor, yet I could not keep myself from forming plans. There seemed little else to do; we could not launch an attack this soon, all the encampments and watches had been set up prior to my arrival, and the supply routes and forage groups assembled at a minute's notice.


"Thou wilt soon be feeding and dressing me like a noble's infant at this rate." I joked to Vassily, yet I could not retain a cheerful demeanor for long. I spent most of the day and the next sitting outside my tent, quietly watched the soldiers march by, trying to form my plans.


Hours passed and yet nothing came to me. I furrowed my brow, lost in thought.


"Thou'lt never lead our armies to victory if you waste yourself away every instant, Tarnor." Ingamar spoke sagely, patting me on the shoulder.


"What? Oh yes, of course." I stammered, not having noticed he approached. The old paladin smiled.


"Anything you need to jolt your train of thought?"


"A map." I replied, my smile fading. "We hath only poor sketches of the land around here. I need a map of the whole Trinsician Empire, yet one with detail. I cannot decide on anything with no more view than the mountains and swamps around us."


"Of course." Ingamar smiled and turned away. I'd thought that to be the last of it. Once more I tried to formulate some course of action.


And three days later I sat upon the same seat as Ingamar handed me a parchment. I unrolled it to find a brilliantly drawn map of smooth cloth bearing the entire southeastern lands.


"But… how???" I gasped. "This is beautiful! And so soon…"


"By the finest cartographers of Montaria, brought here at dawn by the fastest ship in the fleet. May it serve you well."


"I don't know what to say… Thou'rt devoted to so follow my slightest whim…"


"Nay, you were right, Tarnor, we did indeed need a fine map of the realm to plot our conquest. Twas a whim, indeed, but a necessary one for our goals."


"I suppose so. Thank thee all the same, my friend. Now, if you'll excuse me, I must look over this and begin detirmining our campaign…"

XLI


Another week passed. Already the map was etched furiously with various names and notes. Though our camp was closer to Duprien than I'd thought, we could still launch an attack on Trinsic proper without running afoul of any of the other cities.


Yet I still knew little of the empire of Trinsic itself, and even the finest map could tell me little of this. I needed to speak with one who was a Trinsician themselves.


"Guard!" I shouted to a soldier outside my tent.


"Yes, milord?"


"Organize a scout party and bring me back a peasent from over yonder hills. Be quick about it, but don't cause any commotion."


"Aye, milord."


Within a half hour, Vassily entered my tent, appearing jovial.


"Beginning thy plans already, Tarnor?" He grinned.


"Don't be absurd. I have no idea what next as of now."


"Ah, but you're already started to act, as you always do. Call me as soon as the men return, and maybe Handaran and old Ingamar too. We should all be in on this."


I sighed as Vassily left the tent, but I could not repress a smile that broadened my face. Ah, he and the others knew me well. All too well, perhaps.


"Of heros was His company plenty, yet those whom He treasured most were valued above this as friends." I muttered, then paused, trying to recollect where I had heard this. No doubt an ancient Janus prayer, I thought.


A few hours later I heard the sounds of several dozen soldiers returning. I made no movements, nor even signaled to have Vassily and my other generals brought in. Somehow I already knew my actions had been pointless, and naught would come of this.


Several soldiers marched in, bringing a dirty adolescent boy in rags, who spat and cursed contemptuosly. I turned to the leader of the group, annoyed.


"Was this the best you could get?"


"Sorry, milord, but we couldn't find anyone else out in the plains. We couldn't go east very far past the mountains with Duprien looming out there, but the central lands are quite barren. Most of the farms're probably built near the cities."


"Bloody 'ell!" The boy cried. "Let go a' me! I ain't done nothing!"


"Of course you didn't." I sighed. "You're merely here because it is convient for that to be so. What is your name?"


"Get'cha pale lil' face away from me an' let me outta 'ere!"


"Not that it matters." I sighed again and gave a disgusted look to the soldiers' leader. "How well do you know the land in Trinsicia? I take it you've lived here your whole life?"


"Why sha' I tell you?! Bastard!"


"Oh, take him away and feed him well. We don't want this one running around spreading stories of us, no matter how incoherent they may be." I put my head in my hands.


"Well, Tarnor," Handaran came in as the soldiers were starting to leave. "I heard that--"


I looked up and gave Handaran a single glance, causing him to stop in mid-sentence. The soldiers and their prisoner filed out as we looked at each other in silence.


"I'm sorry, Tarnor." Handaran at last said. "But don't feel bad. We set foot on the shores not even half a month ago. Time is still upon our side."


"Indeed, I hope so, old friend. Yes, I suppose you're right. I must be getting some rest. Yes…"

XLII


"Milord! Wake up! We hath urgent news!"


I sat up quicky, realizing I must have fallen asleep at the wooden table in my tent last evening, and looked up at the figures before me grimly. My three generals were among them.


"What news?"


"A massive fleet is leaving Duprien and sailing both east and west." Ingamar responded.


"Eh?" I paused. It was now the middle of April. Our plans and strategies had failed or been rejected, and nothing had been acomplished in the past month. I sunk further and further into despair, knowing that unless our enthusiasm and energy suddenly took a turn for the better, we would merely wait here forever. And now the moment had come when the Trinsician forces were ready to lead their second assault.


Yet this information intrigued me. Why did their fleet not sail directly towards the Isle of Deeds or the archipelago? Mayhaps Arkus had made a severe misjudgement, overestimating our forces, or perhaps his plan was even more skilled than I could comprehend. But I needed to hear more.


"Let me show you." Ingamar took the note-ridden map from a corner of the table and rolled it out in clear view. He pointed to Duprien with a finger and moved it down the map.


"The fleet has not even proceeded down the Cape of Heros very far. About half of it has skimmed the east coast of the cape, the other half the west. Already the eastern fleet has passed the mainland and is sailing north, how far we don't know yet. I have no idea what the western fleet will do."


"The scout ships?"


"Ready and awaiting your orders, Tarnor." Handaran said readily.


"Send messages to the cities, ordering increased vigilance. More importantly, though, keep a close watch on Trinsic, Katarna, and possibly even Fenis, especially the docks."


"Then you suspect a blockade across the entire continent, Tarnor?" Ingamar replied.


"I can think of little else. Tis an extravagent, illogical plan, but it seems Arkus greatly overestimates us, after the victory at Farthing. But why wait this long since his first campaign ended, even assuming this was the soonest the entire fleet could be mustered? Unless--" I stopped.


"Arkus already knows we are somewhere on the continent, then, and is blocking off our supply routes and communication to the kingdom?" Ingamar guessed grimly. I nodded.


"We must hurry." I spoke. "Our messengers and scouts need to be in place before the blockade is complete and we are cut off. Our supplies can last weeks, but we'll still have to concentrate more on foraging. And Vassily?"


"Yes milord?" The burly fighter asked.


"Prepare thy men for battle. This new development only means we must act sooner, and do what the Trinsicians least suspect. We shall have to attack their walled capital itself."

XLIII


"A week's journey???" I scrawled in on the map, frowning as I made my plans. It was nearly May now, and reports confirmed what Ingamar and I had suspected. Even now the last ship docked near the swamps.


"What news?" I asked the mariners as they entered.


"The blockade is complete, milord." The captain replied. "There is no way any ship could reach the mainland without passing through it. Twas risk enough to get back here at all!"


"Alas, this I did suspect." I sighed. "No matter. We are well enough stocked that the Trinsicians will find and destroy this encampment before hunger sets in. Guard!"


"Yes, milord?"


"Get my three generals in here immediately. We have important matters to discuss."


"Have all ships stripped of supplies and materials." I turned back to the mariners. "But have them perpared to transport large forces of soldiers at a moment's notice."


"Well, Tarnor?" Vassily remarked as he and the others entered. "Are we ready?"


"At last, my friend. We shall begin the march northeast on the 4th, bringing us to Trinsic in about a week. Are the forces perpared?"


"Aye, and all too eager for battle." Handaran replied.


"I'm glad to hear that. Trinsic is the center of its empire. If we capture the city, the war could be ended in a single offensive by us. But still, we must not become overconfident. I will need the conusel of all of you if this attack is to succeed."


"You have our loyalty and all that we can offer, Tarnor." Ingamar spoke readily.


"Then sit, comrades. Though Arkus' forces are probably stretched from the continental blockade, Trinsic is still well defended with its great wall and, so I've heard, twisting streets. Even then, reaching the Black Palace will be a difficult task. However…"

XLIV


Vassily (587-648 AB): A commoner of Jhelom, born during the declining days of Christophrea before the ascent to the throne of the final Markadays. Following his role in the 613 Jhelomic Revolution, he became a trusted general of the Valorian Archipelago's new king, Tarnor Dredanal…


It was around noon of the 12th. In the front was the vanguard lead by myself, while at the rear came Ingamar's troops. We passed through the outskirts of a small forest, yet still thick enough to shield much of our numbers. Yet this could not eliminate the annoyance I felt, for twas past the date when my generals and I estimated we would reach Trinsic.


What could have gone wrong? Were we traveling in the wrong direction? Had the terrain been more cumbersome to pass than we'd expected? Questions, questions. I had put all into this assault. If it failed, I knew not what would become of the war or my kingdom.


"Things do not look good, eh, Tarnor?" Vassily boomed as he approached me.


"Thou doth not seem to comprehend the ruin that might fall upon the archipelago because of this dreadful folly, Vassily."


"Nay, you're right, I should not jest on such a matter. All the same, Tarnor, you're taking it a bit too hard. Tis not your fault."


"Not my fault I've probably led the kingdom's last hope out in circles upon an empty land while the Trinsicians conquer our homes? It most certainly is my fault, old friend."


"Don't fret about it. Somehow I feel this will probably sort itself out. The odds have been against us before and we haven't lost, have we?"


"Our battles hath been few and our luck is no doubt stretched thin."


"No thinner than Arkus' army, Tarnor! Even the mighty lord of Trinsic is not immortal, after all. Come, we must continue to advance. The King's End* may stand right in front of us as we leave this forest! Don't give up hope, old boy."


*(King's End: At this point in history the nickname was literal, for the King's Way had not yet been extended to Duprien)


"Wait, Vassily." I stopped the fighter as he turned to leave.


"Hmm?"


"Thank thee, my friend. Tis good to hear some confident words in these times."


"Hah!" Vassily laughed. "How can I help but be confident with you leading this army, Tarnor! Ah, well don't worry yourself out, old friend. Farewell."

XLV


South Plains: Short for "Southern Bloody Plains", the south plains lie to the west of Trinsic. They are so named after a battle upon May 15th, 615 AB (225 CE, 1 VE), the first major conflict between Greater Trinsic and the kingdom of the young Tarnor Dredanal during Dredanal's offensive campaign…

We'd passed the forest several days back. Now we were encamped upon large rolling plains. It was dawn of the 15th. I wearily opened my eyes. Hearing no sounds, I assumed the camp hadn't been roused yet.


I got up and looked around. It had been a long, tiresome journey last night, and I doubted I'd had more than three hours' sleep at the most. But I was getting used to these long periods without rest, and to not removing the heavy suit of armour I wore.


Without much interest, I walked out from the small tent and felt the cool air upon my face. But in an instant I stopped.


Just a few miles away, straight in front of me, lay the great city of Trinsic, it's towers looming far into the Horizon. In the darkness of the night we had not even noticed the city.


I stamped my foot in annoyance and exhasperation. How embarassing! Ah, how minstrels would sing of the idiot Dredanal who gathered a great army and could not even find the city he sought to wage war against!


But just then I heard the distant sound of horses, rapidly growing louder. In the distance I saw a growing cloud of dust. For the briefest of moments a realization flashed through my mind of what this was. But before I had time to react, the Trinsician cavalry charged through the camps, kicking up a cloud of dust.


Shouts and screams errupted everywhere as half-naked soldiers rushed from their tents wielding whatever lay nearby. I stumbled back into my small abode, taking my sword and helm.


Already two Trinsicians barged in after me wielding spears. Shouting an inhuman cry, I charged into them and knocked one to the ground. I wrestled with the other and pushed him aside, running out into the battle before the two could regain their balance.


Dead bodies already littered what could be seen of the camp, though most was still enshrouded in the kicked up dust. Few corpses bore the standard of Greater Trinsic, but I knew my enemies could not be without some casualties.


Yet to fight like this was suicide. We could not last more than a few hours.


"Retreat!" I called, rushing through the bloodied camp. "Back across the plains! Gather what weapons you can!"


I turned at the sound of hoofs behind me. A fully armoured Trinsician warrior with a purple cloak and golden chestplate charged towards me, wielding a tasseled pike. I leapt from the horse's path and stabbed the paladin through his left knee, causing him to fall to the ground. As he sat up and proped himself against his spear, I stabbed the warrior through the throat. As he fell back dead, his helmet came lose and I saw the face of a young, blond-haired man, barely in his twenties. At one time I might've paused and pondered my actions, but not now. I grabbed the dead man's pike and jumped atop his horse, riding through the center of the battlefield.


Already several dozen other horsed soldiers of my army rode off back southwest. I hurriedly approached their leader, a familiar figure.


"Handaran!"


"Tarnor!" The blacksmith called, smiling weakly. He looked back at a small Trinsician force pursuing us, drawing a light axe from his belt.


"Hast thou any archers?" I shouted.


"I doubt it!" Handaran replied, barely audible over the battle. Turning away, he raised the axe and threw it towards the Trinsician horsemen behind us. It passed within inches of one, landing on the flat grass.


"Damnit." He muttered, turning back to me.


A scream sounded from behind us, as one of my men was knocked from his horse and slain with a single thrust from a Trinsician's blade.


"Well, my friend, so we shall die fighting alongside one another, as we always expected. A pity Vassily is not here with us, eh? But no matter, perhaps at least he will escape, Handaran. To battle!"


 Turning my horse around, I rode towards the Trinsicians. My pike pierced the gold breastplate of one, knocking him to the ground. At least a dozen others faced me. Nearly a hundred total were attacking this measly company alongside me, and many of my men fell in single strokes. To the northeast, I saw smoke rise up from the camp. So be it. Arkus and his minions had won. But I would not give up so easily. I would--


"Milord Dredanal!!!!!"


A faint shout echoed in my mind, from what felt a million miles away. The Trinsicians also heard it, briefly turning their backs to me.


Atop a mighty white horse rode Ingamar in a shining suit of silver armour, his face clouded with detirmination and fury. Behind him rode several dozen similarly armed warriors, but none painting such a majestic image. The Trinsicians charged upon them, the ranks of the two armies intermingling.


But Ingamar would not back down. Images of Dupre or Geoffrey the Giant clouded my mind as the old paladin charged through the Trinsician ranks, his sword bringing down countless warriors. Within moments our enemies were routed, and I doubted that it would not have been so if Ingamar alone had rode up without a single other man.


"Ingamar! How--"


"Or party was encamped further back, milord, forgive us for not lending aid sooner."


"What's the situation?"


"The camp is all but taken. Vassily's leading the others out through the north. We'd best hurry and overtake them, I've archers in place."


Without waiting for an explanation, Handaran and I led our forces alongside Ingamar hurriedly back through the path from which we had come.


What had once been my army's camp was now a rubble of rotting corpses and dying men lying amongst them. Survivors were of both armies, but neither took notice of us or each other. Turning north, we rode on at a swift pace, the sounds of battle issuing up ahead.


The dead and dying only grew as we continued onwards. I brought my men to a halt several hundred yards from the battlefield as I saw what Ingamar had meant just moments ago.


From all around archers stood poised and fired down upon the Trinsician army. Horses whinied and whined as the bolts piered through them and countless riders fell to the bloodied dirt.


What remained of the Trinsician force retreated, charging back towards us. With a cry, our soldiers rushed forward at the scattering ranks of the enemy. From behind them, Vassily's remaining troops trapped the opposing army, and the last segment of the battle came into being.


Arrows flew overhead as horsemen fell from their mounts. Casting away my cumbersome spear, I once more drew my sword as I rode through the Trinsician ranks. Bodies crashed to the left and right. Screams errupted around me.


I paused and looked around, feeling the ranks beside me thinning. For the most part, the others around me had the same expression. We could not comprehend that the battle was won, the enemy routed, and the legions slain.


A last figure of purple robes still sat majestically atop a black horse. Arrows protruded from all sides, disguising that the rider was even human. A black beard hung from the figures bloodied face. From descriptions I recognized General Beshwald of Greater Trinsic, he whom I had so despised as the Siege of Farthing wore on.


Beshwald turned and gazed at me with his bloodshot eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound came out. The Trinsician general toppled from his horse, and in that instant died. A long silence hung over the plains, covered in rotting corpses and filth.


"Take the body." I called, breaking the silence. "We shall bury it at the shrine. Thus is the fate deserved of an honorable warrior."


Without another word, I rode away from the battlefield back towards what had been our camp. Only a few horsemen followed me, most remained and looted the bodies of both allies and enemies or merely sat there, gazing in silence upon the destruction we had all been a part of.


"Milord…" A voice spoke to me. Beside me rode Ingamar, his expression downcast. I could see tears in his eyes. He blamed himself for this battle and the deaths, I could tell.


"I take it Montor is not renowned for its cartographers then, eh?" I replied, smiling. I had thought of many solemn or reassuring things to say, but all that escaped my mouth was this single sentence and a smile unfit for such an occasion.


Ingamar looked confused for a moment, then smiled back. We both began to chuckle. Soon we were laughing in joy and ecstacy as we rode onwards. Twas childish and foolish for both of us, having witnessed so many deaths and been responsible for them because of our bungling, but all the same we could not help but laugh simply for surviving. Our casualties had been many, but still we claimed a victory. In less than two week's time we would be back at our first camp, ready once more to make plans for the great conquest.


…The most notable scrawl upon the map is that in red ink near the center. Though smudged over the decades, from Dredanal's diary we know it to read "Damn thee, Ingamar!", presumably a reference to the Battle of South Plains, though Dredanal is held to have been amused by the mistake…

-Exerpt from the Royal Museum of Britain's notes on "Dredanal's Southern Map"

XLVI


From his wooden cell, the youth watched as the soldiers returned. They were battered and wounded, tired and weary, yet they were somehow more majestic than they had been when they marched off. Before they had been but a band of malcontents no doubt seeking pilliage and amusement; now they returned as heros favored by the Avatar, those destined to now rule upon the land.


This was the army of Tarnor Dredanal that the youth gazed upon, returning from the South Plains. News of this mighty battle had not yet reached the southwest of the empire and the encampment at the Shrine of Honor, but the men whom returned bore the scars of Trinsician spears and carried the pilliage of the empire's paladins, yet their faces carried the undescribable expression of victory. They had triumphed over the might of the Black Palace and all the empire. What could they be but demi-gods?


The youth knew little but what he saw. Thiefs and brigands, he supposed at first, as he was dragged back to their camp here in the marshes and hills. He had long known their kind. Farms were burned, livestock killed, women raped, all he had seen before. The uniforms of these new figures changed nothing, for many a soldier of the empire had been no different than a brigand while patroling through the centre of the lands.


What did they want with him? The youth knew not. He had lost all by now to those others, and had naught to give but his life, which these strangers did not seem to seek. They imprisoned him here and kept him fed, yet did not seem to find any need of him. He was but a nuissance, and why he was not killed the youth still could not find an answer.


Yet now even the very guards who stood outside the youths cell were probably not mortals. And to think that he, a simple peasent boy, had gazed upon the leader of this mighty regime. No, the youth thought, it could not have been their leader. No such figure would stoop to speak with him. The youth and those of his breed would remain as they were and continue with their lives, content in the knowledge that their situation would improve with those who would eventually rule over their land.


But though the youth told himself this, he could not believe it. He knew that for some turn of fate he was to play a role in the conflicts to come. He could not stand by as a mortal in the battles of gods. He needed to speak once again to one of these demi-gods, and show pride enough to offer whatever services he could to those chosen by the Avatar.

XLVII


"Milord?"


I glanced up from the map to see a young soldier. Only a few days had passed since the army returned to the Shrine of Honor. Once again I had fallen deep into a routine of planning and brooding. Our first campaign, despite the elation we all felt after defeating the Trinsician army in a conflict, had still been a defeat. The regiment that attacked us had not been essential to Arkus' strategy. The casualties my forces had received made up a large chunk of the troops I originally brought here, and it was a terrible blow to us in the war.


"Aye, what is it?"


"The… prisoner wishes to speak with you, milord."


"The boy?" I raised my eyebrows.


"He insists, milord. If you want us to refuse--"


"Nay! Bring him in. Mayhaps he knows the lands."


A few moments later the young adolescent with the dirt smeared face was brought in with two guards. I expected to be met with another surly glance, but instead the boy fell to his knees and knelt before me.


"Milord…" He spoke. "Didst thou truly defeat the empire's legions? Are you our new rulers?"


"Leave us!" I commanded the two guards, still shocked by the adolescent's words. No matter, I pondered thoughtfully, it was inevitable. I could not become a monarch and ruler of whole isles and not be eventually treated in such an exalted status.


"What is thy name?" I asked as the tent was emptied save for the two of us.


"Kaerf, milord."


"And you believe us to have conquered the Trinsicians who now rule this part of the land? I must dissapoint you, for we have not, nor do we stand to have much chance of acomplishing this. If we do not have a quick victory, then I can assure you that by the end of the year my kingdom and I shall both have fallen."


"But you did win a battle against the armies, did you not?"


"Thou'rt a sharp one, boy. How did you know?"


"Thy forces carry their armour and banners upon their horses."


"Indeed, but why do you seek audience with my person? Did you expect a god, clothed in robes of gold? Or perhaps British himself, sent down by the Avatar? You are wrong. This is no holy army, tis but the remnants of a small kingdom founded only two years ago now threatened by the lords of Trinsic. What did you wish?"


"I knew not, milord. I--" The youth paused.


"You wish freedom, then? Go, so be it, we cannot share are rations so readily, even in the height of summer. But tell none of this location, though I doubt thou wilt encounter many in thy travels."


"Nay, milord!" The youth looked up for the first time. "Please, let me aid you however I can! I know of little, but let me fight in your army with but worn stones and the very clothes I wear and I shalt thank thee to the end of my days!"


"You think too highly of me." I nearly smiled, but instead a frown crossed my face. "But I would not turn down even a mouse now should it offer alliegence to me."


"Thank thee milord!!!" The youth's face brightened with joy. He bowed his head to the ground once more. I was about to ask him to leave, but caught a glimpse of a new, solemn look upon his face.


"Thou think too little of yourself, milord." Kaerf whispered.


"Boy, I told thee I am no less a mortal than the farmers who till the land and the cattle that whine at their feet!"


"But you seek more than power in this war, I can see. You fight not for yourself, but for a future such as British brought forth in ancient days. You carew not if this future is not acomplished until after thy death, so long as you plant the seeds for it. You ask for nothing, yet are willing to sacrifice all.


"Born of man and woman you state yourself, milord, but in spirit thou'rt far beyond us all."


Kaerf (601-685 AB):…Appointed one of the empire's few generals in 619 (229 CE, 5 VE), though for years before this date he had already been one of Dredanal's trusted advisors, despite his youth…


…Dredanal once stated in his memiors that the general "showed great wisdom in his youth", having "realized the destiny of the empire and the part I would play in it before even I did"…

XLVIII


June 14th, 225: The fires burned brightly from the Shrine of Honor and our old camp. Lord Dredanal was right in supposing that Arkus would learn of our location. The two other generals regretted their complaints, knowing now as we all did that had we stayed at the shrine just days more, we too would now burn at the hands of our enemy.


We now lie in wait within the light forests near the centre of Greater Trinsic. Our luck was great to find this forest at all; most of the lands here on the southern part of the continent are rolling plains with little in the way of protection.


Dredanal still says we must attack Trinsic itself. From our new location, we estimate that southeastern march would take three or four days, only a third of the time from the previous camp.


Now is our chance, for with any luck the army that burned the shrine was a large one. If we strike before the end of the month, the defenses upon the great city may still be weak.


We are now cut off forever from our homelands in the southern isles. All we have left to do is go forward and try and end this damned war with what soldiers we have left.

XLIX


The army was ready and all the troops perpared to leave. The encampment, where we had remained for less than two weeks, was all but abandoned, for if we succeeded we would not need to return, and if we failed then the war itself was lost and Greater Trinsic could claim my kingdom.


It was now the twenty-sixth of June, the height of summer approaching. I stopped and smelled the air, remembering how it had only been the beginning of spring when I first arrived at the Shrine of Honor and began this campaign.


I still worried of the date. Had the Trinsician army returned immediately upon destroying our first camp, they would have reached Trinsic yesterday. But this I doubted, as our enemy would not be ones to retire before winning a single victory and, moreover, would likely restock at Duprien for at least a day.


As I mounted my black horse, I looked out upon the ranks of infantry and cavalry, garbed in the finest Montarian armour and wielding the deadliest weapons.


"My men," I called. "Four days from now, if all tidings are well, shall we reach Trinsic. As I know not what circumstances will bode upon that time, I shall make my final address unto thee now.


"The war has been a long one, and all of us have suffered and faced losses. But with this battle, it doth come to an end, be it for ourselves or the enemy to claim victory! All depends upon that which we are about to undertake, upon each and every man amongst you who may consider himself a subject of the kingdom!


"I shall admit that we are not an invincible army. No matter what the outcome, I know that many of us shall never again gaze up upon dark Felucca or beautiful Trammel. But does that make all this for naught?! Does that give us reason to throw away the sacrifices of all who died at Farthing, South Plains, and shall die in the days to come?!


"Nay! We must all fight with true valor, true courage! For each man who falls his comrades must double their strength and perservation so that all shall be for a greater good!


"We fight this war not just for ourselves! We fight it not just for our homelands and kingdom! We fight it not just for the Valorian Archipelago or the Isle of Deeds, or even the Second Continent itself!

"We fight not for the present and a kingdom not fraught by war, but for a vision of the future, a future where the land is once more united, where the rich prey not upon the poor and there are none who starve while others fatten their bellies!


"Above all else, warriors, we fight and die for Britannia!!!!"


"FOR BRITANNIA!!!!!!!!" The call echoed out from all the army.


Britannia? A question prodded through my mind. A single word occurred to me once more, but I pushed it from my mind. I could not let myself begin to philosophize at a time like this.


"Forward! Let us be off!"

L


Trinsic: The second largest city in all the land, exceeded only by Britain. Founded at an unknown date shortly after the end of the Age of Darkness, it is held by most historians that the majority of Trinsic's early population were made up of knights and paladins from the twin cities of Montor. Trinsic, however, was firmly under the control of British from the beginning, its founder the famous Lord Dupre, one of the monarch's greatest friends and eventual companion of the Avatar…


…With the banishment of the tyrant Blackthorn, the realm once more rested in peace and contentment. To each of the eight great cities, British sent one of the mystic runes. To Trinsic he sent the Rune of Honor, where it was placed atop a pedestal in the centre of the town.


But despite this era of prosperity, the knights of Trinsic did not become lax in their defences. While Jhelom and even the long-guarded pirate's lair of Buccaneer's Den let their walls fall into disrepair, the defenses of Trinsic were kept up during all this era, and guards patroled much of the town day and night. While some considered this paranoia upon the part of Lord Whitsaber, the city's mayor in that age, they came to regret their prophecies as the Gargish War began, and Trinsic remained the best defended of all the cities. Only a few settlements expanded past the walls, and Whitsaber would go on over the next decades to be remembered as one of the city's greatest mayors…


…With the founding of the Royal Museum at Britain in the second hundred and fiftieth year of the ancient calender, the eight Runes of Virtue were called back to the capital once more. In Trinsic, the pedestal remained there empty for centuries, a reminder to the people of the honor Trinsic still stood for…


…As the Seven Year Drought (350-357 AB) progressed, the farms outside the city's walls were abandoned and the populace began to hide themselves within their walls once more. A fourth wall was built to the east, leaving the docks outside Trinsic. This marked the last step in the isolation of Trinsic, for even Whitsaber of olden days insisted that the eastern wall be torn down. Lord Finnigan, named mayor in 358, though having spent most of his life in Britain, commented on many occasions in his memiors as to how empty the city felt at times, despite the population pushed to its limits within the four walls…


…But in building an empire, Arkus did not neglect his capital city. For decades the population had spread from outside the crumbling walls, almost immediately therafter the city was rebuilt following the beginning of Christophrea. Yet the defense of Trinsic could not support this massive size without a form of exterior protection. And so Arkus began construction upon five walls in the shape of an octagon, but with the final three sides replaced by the Great Sea. For miles did they stretch, across vast and fertile plains. In less than ten years humans lived in all this area, their populace growing expotiently with each season.


The old part of the city within the first walls all but abandoned in this ecstacy, Arkus began a second great project, the Black Palace. This massive castle engulfed all of what had been the first Trinsic, the ancient walls becoming merely the gates into the centre of Greater Trinsic. The ancient pedestal, long remaining empty since the days of British, was left untouched in the great central hall of the palace, with a golden chalice placed atop it, forever filled with the finest wine…


…Upon June 30, 615 AB, the remaining armies of Tarnor Dredanal did what none thought possible and attacking Trinsic itself. The battle and the events of that day would usher in a new era…


The cool morning air reminded me of that on the South Plains. I felt no trepidation as I stared out at the mighty city in the distance. Live or die, with this battle the war would end. The fallen here would be the last of this conflict.


"Forward!" I called from atop the small hill, raising my sword. The crashing strides of horses sounded as a full third of the army rode down toward the city, becoming specks in the distance from where I stood, distinguished only by the clouds of dust following ominously behind them.


"It begins." I sat down upon a simple wooden stool. At either side stood Vassily and Ingamar. Handaran was absent from the small group, now riding alongside the other horsemen in this first attack. Once a simple blacksmith, and now one of my kingdom's most valued generals.


"There is nothing to do now but wait." Ingamar stroked his goatee. "You know we could not risk sending the whole army out at once,"


"Yes, thou'rt right." I replied. "But all the same I am wary should they be defeated. Tis still too much of our army to be wasted."


"Fear not, Tarnor," Vassily interjected. "We shalt see the battle and be prepared to ride down ourselves. The catapults and cannons are ready when the siege inevitably begins. After all, even thou can't be involved in all the most minute conflicts of this war."

LI


To some the deafening beats of the horses' hoofs would be a nuisance, an extra complication within the heat of battle. But Handaran welcomed the familiar noise. Long had he sat back as the war and even this campaign yielded little or nothing. Now at last he was to fight a true battle, one of which would decide his kingdom's fate.


Already the walled city fast approached. The Trinsician soldiers above noticed the invading force. But this mattered little, for Handaran knew that it would not be a quick battle.


"Archers!" The general called, raising his right hand. In mere seconds dozens of arrows zoomed over Handaran's head towards the battlements atop the walls. And the Trinsicians retaliated quickly, their own bolts now raining down upon the cavalry. To his left and right Handaran watched men fall from their mounts, but he took no heed. He had seen death many times before, and would not be shaken if even a mountain of bodies was piled of his men.


"To the right! We must get through before they close the portcullis!" The army turned, and raced down towards the nearest gate into the city. Handaran had little hope they would succeed in this, but if they did it would win the day within only hours, perhaps, and not fall into a drawn-out siege.


Still the arrows shot back and forth between the defenders of the wall and the invaders down below. Handaran ignored them as best he could, pressing his mount onwards.


By now the Trinsicians would have seen what the invading army planned, Handaran knew, and his force would either be met by an opposing army or shut outside, were the defenders scarce.


"Onward! Faster!"


At last the gate was in sight. Only a few hundred yards away from the rides. Handaran rode on, knowing that a glimer of hope still abounded he would be able to lead his men through. Closer…


A crash of metal sounded as the portcullis closed over the gate, just seconds before the invaders reached it.


"Damnit." Handaran muttered. No matter, he thought. He had merely been caught up in the excitement of the moment. He should have known better than to think the Trinsicians would allow such an easy assault.


"What now, general?" A burly rider asked.


"Now we prepare for the siege. Send a messenger back to Lord Dredanal for surplus artillery. Prepare to encamp, at least for several hours."

LII


The sun stood proudly in the sky at the height of noon as I rode down towards the battlefield. The roar of the cannons grew only louder as I approached, becoming engulfed in the dust and smoke. 


"Tarnor!" Handaran called out as I rode across our ranks. "I see you've decided to arrive yourself!"


"Aye. Ingamar still watches over the final divisions. How fares the battle? We need not reinforcements yet, do we?"


"Nay." Handaran smiled faintly. "Vassily and I have kept things under control here. Casualties are moderate, probably not significantly more than theirs. I doubt we'll be able to break down the wall or even the gate, but they're definitely weakening on the battlements and we'll probably be able to get through before nightfall."


Several more bursts of cannon fire sounded, from both our lines and from behind the enemy's walls. A large explosion ripped through the ground several yards away.


"Not much more to see, Tarnor." Handaran sighed. "A few moments on here on the front and you’ll see it all. We’re not going to make any progress anytime soon."


“Nay, old friend, I’ll remain. I see you’ve already set up a few small tents. Inform me when there’s a breakthrough in the assault.”

LIII


The sky dimmed as the clouds were filled with the red sunset. The boom of the cannons carried on as ever, but I barely even noticed their incessant cries after all these hours.


From the northeast came the last of our army, Ingamar at its head, to end this stalemate. These were the last fresh troops that would arrive for weeks.


And still the defenders continued to weaken. Our men pushed up wooden ladders and ropes to scale the walls. At first they were repulsed with ease, but as the hours drew on the Trinsicians’ difficulty grew. Arrows of flame lept down upon the battlements alongside the bursts of cannonfire.


And as the battle wore on, I saw only robed figures upon the walls. Some in red, others in purple. First there were many of one, with droplets of red trinkling in within the flood of purple. Here and there figures would disappear or reappear, and sometimes fall from sight. As this continued, the numbers of both kinds became equal. As my vision blurred and I saw only the colors, the purple became all but pushed out, exiled away from the maelstrom of red. A piercing cry of metal screeched through the air as I was jolted back to consciousness.


“Milord!!! We’ve breached the gate!!!!”


Horses whinnied as riders jumped atop them and drew their weapons. About the blue evening sky shown, lit up by the fires from the walls. The large archway lay open, shattered wooden doors from hours previous to either side.


Drawing my sword, I slowly proceeded behind the horsemen into the city. All around buildings burned and peasants raced for cover. Tired, weary Trinsicians battled our forces, now at the brink of their elation since daybreak.


Soon I was racing frantically through the winding, twisting streets, brilliantly designed to best confuse invaders. In the distance the Black Palace stared on mockingly in the haze of the blackness, as if forever out of my reach.


Gasping for breath after what felt like ages, I saw the stone walls of old Trinsic, now merely the gates into the dark castle. The gates hung open, deserted during the battle.


My footsteps echoed through the empty halls of the palace. Around me was darkness save for a few flickering candles, the rest shrouded in shadows.


I came to the central room. Light reflected from the goblet upon the pedestal. In a swift movement I kicked the chalice over. As it crashed to the ground, noise echoed throughout the halls. Dark wine spilled unto the tiled floor.


I continued on my trek through these dark halls, remembering how I traversed the Wall at Jhelom. Finally I saw before me a tall double door. Beyond it lay the long throne room. A purple carpet marked the way between two rows of columns. All the torches had been extinguished, leaving me in darkness without any way to see more than a few feet in front of my face.


From in front of me sounded a second pair of footsteps, slow and even. Cautiously, I continued my advance. Before me stood a wasted old man in robes of black and purple. White hair hung from his face and the back of head down to his knees. A golden crown hung atop his head, a strange purple jewel in the center, its appearance reminiscent of a watchful eye.


“Arkus…”

LIV


Without any sign of trepidation or fear, the emperor of Greater Trinsic approached me.


“Dredanal, is it? Usurper of Montaria, ruler of the Valorian Archipelago.”


“Villain,” I drew my sword. “Thou made war against my kingdom, and I hath come to kill thee.”


“Ah.” The aged monarch almost smiled. “I should have expected you would say something of that sort. No matter, how could you know? Yes, you are still young…”


“Explain thyself!” I shouted.


“Oh, you must understand, when I heard of this wrong-handed Dredanal born of peasants who conquered an entire kingdom, I saw at last whom I had searched for so long. But I had to be sure—“


“Eh?” I lowered my blade, not comprehending the emperor’s words.


“Forgive me, Dredanal, I should have started at the beginning. Ah, it feels like forever now since I was named king of Trinsic. I was the youngest of four sons, but my father, founder of the entire kingdom and the first independent ruler after Antran, placed his trust in me. Oh yes, he saw ambition in me, as did all of us brothers achieve, but that was not all. In myself he saw one who sought not his own power, but that of his land.


“Yet I failed, and from the beginning I knew I’d fail. I am only mortal. A single man cannot achieve that brought forth by British. I expanded my land and I urged fairness and enlightenment as had not been seen on the Second Continent since before the Age of the Guardian! But still I failed. I conquered, and kept that which I conquered upon equal levels with the rest of my kingdom, not letting it fall into barbarism, but still I failed. There was so much to achieve, and I failed in bringing together all of it. A quarter, a third of the main continent did I guide through better times, but to the north Britain and Minoc remain as they have since the Christophers passed on.


“Thirty years ago did I declare the Empire of Greater Trinsic. Empire! Even with what I had acomplished, the courts scoffed at the possibility of a ruler considering himself equal to the descendants of a companion of the Avatar! But it was meaningless. An empty title, just as Markadays holds his land only in name. Perhaps I should be satisfied with what I have achieved, but my work is incomplete and it shall die without me.


“I have no heirs, for I could not trust myself to choose wisely amongst those of my blood. The talents I sought could not be taught to one, the chosen must be born with the idealism and vision, and the will to succeed in that with which I failed.


“I am well over eighty, Dredanal, and for years I have sensed that I am dying. That is why I sought you. But I had to be sure. I knew so little from my castle far away, and you could have been seen as many things, Dredanal. But in you I saw the first chance of one who shared my dream, one who could continue after me!”


“But what is your dream???” I shouted frantically.


“A united land, Dredanal! A world one could freely travel once more! A land with the wisdom and prosperity of Britannia! Even if you do not know it, Dredanal, I see that you seek the same thing. Yes, that is what I have dedicated my life to, and for this you must do the same.”


The old ruler began to cough violently, clutching his chest. “Perhaps I am cruel. I declared war upon your lands, merely to test you and pass the dream on. When you drove back the fleet at Farthing, I was hopeful. I let you onto the mainland and slowly dispersed my armies. After the last months, I became certain of your destiny. Now it is complete. You have come here to take my place and I am to die. None shall know of this save the two of us. But fear not, my armies will not be able to overthrow you. I’ve already planned all. And while some of the strongest cities may resist you or side with larger kingdoms, heed this not for the lands of Greater Trinsic will remain in their state of contentment and plenty, which you must spread south to your homelands.


“And now I am dying,” The monarch hacked, “It is inevitable that I must die here and now. Arkus of Trinsic, who built an Empire. And now, Dredanal, you must continue, and build a new Britannia!”


“But…” I nearly whispered. “Why myself? Why was it I destined to take up this task?”


“I know not.” Arkus’ voice grew quiet. “But you have proven yourself worthy. Do not think that the task ahead of you shall be easy, however. Even once the conquest is complete, there will be much to do. The land has no immortal such as British to lead it in the coming ages. Choose your successors wisely, Dredanal, and let our dream flourish!”


Arkus fell to his knees. “Now slay me! Strike me down! Let me be granted a warrior’s death in my last moments!”


“Then… then so be it, Arkus of Trinsic. For the new empire!”


In a single blow, I decapitated the aged man before me, first and last emperor of Greater Trinsic. And thus the war came to an end, and an empire began.

The Banquet


Trinsic Banquet: A rather minor event on the evening of June 30, 615 AB (225 CE, 1 VE), celebrating the capture of Trinsic by southern armies led by Tarnor Dredanal and the death of Arkus, emperor of Greater Trinsic. This event is remembered as one of the most important events in the Second Continent’s history, however, because of a statement made by Dredanal in the late hours of the banquet…


And that is the tale which brought us to where we were today. Around me sat countless generals, as we laughed of our victory and reminisced of days of old.


“A splendid battle indeed!” The bearded man, Vassily, laughed. “And now Trinsic is ours, the war at last over!”


“With any luck we’ll soon be able to return home now.” The muscular man, Handaran, remarked. “Ah, how I miss the Valorian Archipelago!”


“I doubt it.” Replied the old man, Ingamar. “The war may still continue for months and, more importantly, the Trinsicians still far exceed us in naval superiority. All the same, however, I feel we have won as well. With Arkus dead and their capital taken, the morale of the Trinsicians will wane.”


“What of the enemy fleet?” Vassily turned to me. “Do you think they’ll be able to retake the city.”


“Nay,” I, Tarnor Dredanal, replied. “This city was brilliantly designed to best repel both land and sea attacks. Perhaps they’ll regroup at Fenis or maybe Duprien and plan a new campaign, but tis not likely. I, for one, do not much care. Now is not the time to ponder serious matters, but to drink!”


“Aye to that!” Handaran called, downing his drink. Merry banter ensued between us for a while. I looked out over the docks once more at the night sky. I felt somehow content, more than even before in my life. I walked out onto the balcony, fingering my goblet. Quite intoxicated by now, I turned back to face the others.


“My friends and allies, I have a statement to make! Today we have conquered a foe greater than any ever thought possible to dominate. Today we, many of us mere peasants by birth, have triumphed over those whom held the entire realm within their grasp.


“But what are we? Until today, we have been nameless. We refer to the kingdom, but what is this entity of government for which we serve? Montaria? Nay, that kingdom has fallen and died, conquered by a people it tried to dominate. What are we?


“Today I shall answer that question! Our kingdom, our empire, shall find its purpose and its destiny! For courage do we serve most readily of the Three Principles, for in this day and age truth and love can accomplish less. But we must not ignore the other virtues, for all will be necessary once the land is unified.


“And that, my friends, is to be our empire’s destiny! We are to someday unite all the realm under a single ruler once more, and we must not let it fall apart as Christophrea did!


“We shall forge an empire for which power will not be held unconditionally by fat noblemen who persecute the poor! We shall embrace the wisdom and fairness of Britannia, and bring forth another enlightened monarchy!


“Upon this day, does the new empire begin! Upon this day do I declare the beginning of the empire of Valoria!”


And all present raised their cups and cheered, knowing a new era had begun.

Finis
