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TT = tribal territories. 1 = Shimell, capital of Varradenn. 2 = Location of Battle of J’Dath.
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Shimell, Varradenn

Autumn, 3815 BX
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ETHMAAL HENSHOOM, THE Fayshonn of Varradenn, stepped up onto the Story Stone at the heart of the Halladeen Zimall, aware that this would the last time he would ever do so. Indeed, it might be the last time he would ever tell a Story. This might, in fact, be the very last day of his life.

Physically, he was a typical Varradennish man in his late sixties. His Honnish-white hair and beard were long, and the bulging belly beneath his dark-grey cloak was evidence of a lifelong passion for good food and wine. And yet spiritually, Henshoom was by no means typical. As Fayshonn, he was the prophetic leader of the nation – the anointed spokesman of the Anthall.

Throughout his 43-year Fayshonnic career, he had been at loggerheads with the Royal Family – first with King Bransheen IV, and then with his son, Bransheen V. With every passing year, they had dragged the nation further from the true Way of the Anthall. Frequently Henshoom had publicly spoken out against the evils of Royal policy.

The Anthall had been very patient. He had given the nation ample time and opportunity to turn back to him. But there had been no turning back – not even a hint of it – and the Anthall’s patience was now exhausted. Today, Henshoom had the unenviable task of telling the nation that the time of judgement was upon them.

At that moment the Story Stone felt like a very lonely place to be. Henshoom gazed down at the circular slab of purple-green marble, its intricately carved surface worn partially smooth by the feet of all those Fayshonns who had stood here over the centuries, telling their Stories about the Anthall and the things he had done for the Varradennzi, for all Followers of the Way, for Isska and all its peoples.

Today was the beginning of the week-long Journey Festival, when the Varradennzi remembered and celebrated the great trek in which their ancestors, under the guidance of the Anthall, had migrated from their prehistoric homeland on the far side of the Inner Sea to their new lands here in Varradenn. This was the most important festival in the Varradennish year. There could be no more appropriate time for Henshoom to say what he had to say.

He looked out at the 5,000-strong crowd gathered under the ancient limestone arches of the Halladeen Zimall – a sea of white hair, white-grey-yellow freckled skin and big grey eyes. There were people of every kind here today. Young and old, male and female, rich and poor, townspeople and country folk, the illiterate and scholars.
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HE KNEW THAT A FEW among the crowd – the true Followers of the Anthall – would agree with every word he was about to say. But the majority, while they respected him, wished he didn’t take the Way of the Anthall quite so seriously, as they felt it interfered with their own personal agendas. And then there was the small minority who were actively hostile to Henshoom.

Among this group were the scholars who called themselves Fayshonns but didn’t truly know the Anthall they claimed to serve. Indeed, they felt that the old faith was too crude and simplistic for these enlightened modern times. They just wanted Henshoom to shut up and retire, leaving them to redefine the Way of the Anthall as they saw fit.

Also among the hostile group were the King and his ministers, sitting in a private balcony overlooking the common people and immediately behind the Story Stone. Henshoom was glad he would be facing away from them, preaching to the crowd. He had no wish to see the anger that would surely be written on the King’s face by the time he had finished speaking today.

He had always been a thorn in Bransheen’s side, frequently admonishing him for departing from the Way. Henshoom had been informed by an ally in the Royal Palace that Bransheen was weary of hearing The Fayshonn’s rebukes. He had vowed to place Henshoom under house arrest if he considered the content of today’s Story to be directly critical of his policies.

Henshoom was aware that he was treading in the venerable footsteps of the great Speaker Pra-Zav-Mox, who had been murdered by King Kwa-Hunn-Yott of Ang’Kness for openly opposing him. Now, thousands of years later, Henshoom was in a similar position. Would he suffer the same fate as Pra?

He took a deep breath, knowing he was about to get himself into deep trouble, but also knowing he had no choice. The Word that the Anthall had put in his heart and mind had to be delivered. It was a message of rebuke and warning to the King and to the entire nation.

“The Scrolls tell us that long ago, our ancestors came to Isska in ships that sailed among the stars,” he began, his powerful voice carrying to every part of the semi-circular temple. “They made a home on this world, and they brought with them their knowledge of the Anthall. Indeed, it was he who had guided them to Isska.”

His audience looked comfortable with this opening. They had heard these things many times before.

“For many generations our ancestors prospered and grew greatly in number, filling the entire Continent,” continued Henshoom. “But there came a time when, through brutal warfare, the Kingdom of Ang’Kness gained mastery over all other kingdoms. And with that mastery came a falling away from the Way of the Anthall.

“Some men grew rich while others grew poor. Those who cried out for justice were crushed or slaughtered. And the worship of the Anthall was replaced with the worship of the King and his Kingdom.

“And so, just as Speaker Pra-Zav-Mox had prophesied, the Zelvoon came upon Isska, and the people were divided into three races, incessantly at war with one another.

“But Speaker Shex-Yo-Fah, a disciple of Speaker Pra, escaped the chaos created by the Zelvoon. She and her followers preserved the Scrolls. And they taught the way of the Anthall to our ancestors, the first Varradennzi.

“Then, in the time of the Fayshonn H’nool Sh’haarn, came The Journey, which we celebrate today. In those days the Anthall led the Varradennzi from their ancestral lands to a new country here in the west. For ten years they journeyed, through many lands and facing many challenges and enemies, until they finally reached Varradenn, our Anthall-blessed homeland.”

The audience still looked happy enough. Everything Henshoom had said so far was very familiar to them. They had been taught these ancient beliefs and traditions during childhood.

“For many generations, under the leadership of wise Fayshonns, our people flourished here, and the Way of the Anthall prospered once more.”

Henshoom paused for a moment. From this point onwards, the content of today’s Story would be controversial.

“But there came a time,” he declared, his voice becoming more strident, “when wealth and power became more important to the people of this nation than devotion to the Anthall and love for their brothers and sisters.”

There was a visible ripple of disquiet among the congregation. This was the sort of thing many of them didn’t want to hear.

Ignoring this, Henshoom continued: “In the last hundred years, the rich have grown richer and the poor have grown poorer. And while injustice has flourished like a strangling weed in this land, our armies have conquered and enslaved the peoples on our borders. This nation has exported its evil to other nations!”

Righteous anger had crept into his voice. He was now speaking about things that made his blood boil:

“Varradenn has turned her back on the Way of the Anthall! We Varradennzi were given a mission, a calling, by the Anthall. Our mission was to spread the Way of the Anthall among the nations. Our calling was to be a different kind of nation – a nation founded on his justice and love. But instead, we have become just like all the other peoples – obsessed with wealth and power!”

The unrest among the crowd had now become a resentful murmuring. But still Henshoom ploughed on, determined to speak his mind plainly and forcefully:

“For over a hundred years The Fayshonns of Varradenn have been warning this nation and its rulers that, unless they turn back to the Way, judgement will come from the Anthall – but those warnings have gone unheeded. Throughout my years as Fayshonn, I have declared that very same message – to no avail. This nation is now further from the Way than ever before!”

Henshoom paused again. It was time to drop the bombshell:

“Today it’s my sad task to tell this nation that the long-delayed judgement is imminent. The people of the north – the Xunns – are coming!”

The murmuring in the crowd became more agitated. Some people gasped with alarm.

Henshoom elaborated: “They are a fierce, warlike nation. When they make war, they show no mercy. When they conquer a land, those they don’t slaughter are enslaved.

“For two centuries the Xunns have been engaged in a mighty war against Ch’Hoth, the great empire in the East. It has been revealed to me by the Anthall that very soon the Xunnish armies will win a decisive battle, and Ch’Hoth will be conquered.

“Then the king of the Xunns will turn his hungry eyes upon our land. His armies will descend upon Varradenn like a river of molten lava, destroying everything in their path!

“This kingdom will be overthrown. Many of her people will be slain. Those who survive will become slaves, and their descendants will be slaves for many generations to come.”

The murmuring had by now given way to silent shock and fear. 

Henshoom took no pleasure in saying these things. Indeed, his voice had become choked with sadness. Despite their waywardness, he loved his people, and knowing what was about to befall them broke his heart. But they had brought this calamity upon themselves by abandoning the Way of the Anthall and stubbornly refusing to return to the right path.

And yet there was still hope – with the Anthall there was always hope.

“But through this disaster, the Varradennzi will return to the Way of the Anthall,” declared Henshoom. “Through the Xunnish oppression, we will rediscover our true national calling.

“Then one day, far in the future, the Varradennzi will be liberated by a ruler of the oppressors. Though a Xunn, he
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