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            A Wanderer’s Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the Shining Kingdom—the (ahem) ‘jewel’ of the northern continent! (I may be slightly biased in this regard as a Kingdom-born man, myself.)

      In all seriousness, the Shining Kingdom is one of the most wondrous and welcoming whereabouts I have ever had the wherewithal to wander, which is certainly saying something, considering my plentiful pilgrimages across various lands to learn the local lore. I am certainly proud to call the Shining Kingdom my home. (At least, during those odd occasions when I am actually in the vicinity to lay down my walking stick and put up my feet.)

      Now, I am pleased to share my nuggets of knowledge with you, dear reader—from the deep shadows of the Malachite Forest, to the towering peaks of the Opal Mountains, and all the pleasing places that preside in between. Allow the kingdom’s most well-known wanderer to guide your way on a journey you will not soon forget.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            So You Want to Visit the Shining Kingdom

          

        

      

    

    
      The Shining Kingdom is a peaceful nation. For the most part, foreigners are made quite welcome. If you arrive overland from the west, or make landing at Coral Port by ship from the south, your crossing into the kingdom’s domain should not provoke any pesky problems.

      The eastern border however, is another matter.

      Those attempting to enter the kingdom across the border shared with the Dharakmeni Empire (especially those traveling parties that include imperial citizens) are generally greeted with close scrutiny. The kingdom has never sought war with the empire—a nation well-known for its duplicity and desires for domination. But the Shining Kingdom has also held firm against the encroaching advance of the empire over the years, until the imperial nobles decided to turn on one another instead.

      Many travelers who claim to be refugees, fleeing the wrath of one of the empire’s noble houses have arrived at the kingdom’s eastern border over the years. For the most part, these weary wanderers are what they seem. But spies are not uncommon. As a result, travelers arriving from the east generally receive a much colder welcome, unless they are kingdom-born.

      WANDERER’S WARNING:

      
        
        Openly attempting to enter the Shining Kingdom from the eastern border as an imperial citizen can have critical consequences, including interrogation and imprisonment. Traveling under some kind of disguise or under the cover of darkness might be preferable (especially since the guards on the Dharakmeni side of the border will be reluctant to let you leave if you are a local seeking a means of escape).

        The kingdom guards stationed on the eastern border are the warrior descendants of those who helped to keep the empire’s previous attempts of invasion at bay. Bribery is not recommended.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fitting In

          

          TIPS TO MAKE FRIENDS AND INFLUENCE PEOPLE

        

      

    

    
      MAKING CONVERSATION

      The language of the kingdom is the Common or Trading Tongue, which is used throughout most of the continent. Even those arriving from the empire should have no trouble making themselves understood, as the Imperial Tongue and the Common Tongue are in fact one and the same. As with any large realm, pronunciation and accent can vary from one village to another. Overall, the kingdom accent has a hint more harshness to it than in other regions.

      For the most part, kingdom citizens are plainspoken, in that they usually say what they mean, rather than fence with their words. They have little patience for verbal sparring. (If you are arriving in the kingdom from the Dharakmeni Empire, where verbal sparring is the norm, take note.)

      Members of the priesthood or noble class might use a bit more polish in their manner of speech, but they will still cut right to the point. Commoners can be even more disturbingly blunt, using colorful language to make themselves understood. No insult or offense is usually intended by this—it is merely a mode of expression.

      WARDROBE CHOICES

      Most visitors find the climate of the Shining Kingdom to be colder than what they are used to. The kingdom experiences all four seasons, and a winter storm in the Opal Mountains can shut down the Crown City for weeks.

      Sturdy leggings of leather or doeskin and a solid pair of boots, topped with a long-sleeved tunic are good options for everyday wear. These can be layered with furs or a woolen cloak during colder months. If you require something for a more formal occasion, a visit to one of the local clothiers might be required to become informed of the latest fashions.

      While female travelers certainly have the option of a sturdy traveling gown or skirt, many of the women of the kingdom dress in similar style to the men, outside of formal occasions. It is also not unusual to find a woman openly armed.

      As on any journey, a sturdy belt pouch is recommended to carry your most precious belongings.

      KINGDOM CUISINE

      As a visitor, you may find kingdom fare to be a bit on the bland side. Where other nations tend to prefer strong spices, kingdom cooks concoct their creations using humble herbs instead. Meals center around roasts or stews of meat, accompanied by fresh bread and cooked vegetables, with baked goods serving as dessert. You will not find any of the exotic melons that are so popular in the empire, as the kingdom’s climate is too harsh to sustain them. Apples and berries make a common snack, and are used in many a confectionery creation.

      Beer is the drink of the commoners and most of the middle classes, when it is available. Wine is preferred among the nobles, and some of the priesthood as well. In the winter, mulled mead is a popular favorite. Milk or tea are commonly available to those wishing to abstain from alcohol.

      Unlike the delicate eating sticks used within the empire, kingdom citizens use forks and spoons, and it is not uncommon for people to carry an eating dagger on their belt. Visitors from the empire would do well to observe that drinking soup or broth directly from the bowl is not accepted as a polite way of eating, as it is in their home nation.

      CURRENCY CAVEATS

      The currency system of the Shining Kingdom is a simple one, composed of three types of coin: Royals (gold), Nobles (silver), and Centimes (copper). There are ten Centimes to a Noble, and ten Nobles are the equivalent of one Royal.

      If you are arriving from the Dharakmeni Empire, where the local currency is stronger, you may find merchants within the kingdom’s cities willing to stretch your coin further than kingdom currency. However, do not expect this special treatment within the villages beyond the bounds of civilization, where all strangers are viewed with a certain degree of suspicion. In these places, you would be better off attempting to barter instead, offering goods or services as trade.

      WANDERER’S WARNING:

      
        
        Bargaining during any kind of transaction is expected, but always remember you are a visitor in the kingdom, and unlikely to make the same kind of sharp deal you might get at home. Offending the wrong person—especially as an outsider—can have unfortunate consequences.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kingdom Classes

          

          NAVIGATING THE RUNGS OF SOCIAL STRATA

        

      

    

    
      Like most societies, the Shining Kingdom is composed of three main tiers—the upper, middle, and lower classes. These in turn are made up of sub-classes. Class levels are observed within the kingdom, however mixed-class marriages and other methods of moving up the ranks are not uncommon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Upper Classes

          

        

      

    

    
      THE ROYAL FAMILY

      The Shining Kingdom was originally founded by King Chalcedony, a noble leader with a strong affinity for gemstones. Although he could not claim full magical powers, it was his uncanny connection and that of his descendants for baubles buried beneath the earth that led to the kingdom’s wealth and status within the continent.

      King Chalcedony died leaving only his daughter, Princess Amethyst, as heir, after his brother, Prince Zircon, and Zircon’s daughter, Emerald, were lost at sea. Princess Amethyst became queen, taking a noble husband as prince-consort, thus beginning the tradition of women’s rule in the Shining Kingdom that continues to this day with Queen Carnelian and Prince-Consort Elazar.

      THE PRIESTHOOD

      Becoming a member of the priesthood is a sacred calling—one made by the Thousand-Faced Goddess herself to members of all classes alike. Once a priest or priestess’s vows have been formally accepted into the service of one of the aspects of the goddess, their class origins are considered of no import. The authority of the priesthood within the Shining Kingdom is second only to that of the ruling family. Even then, the temples work closely with the queen to counsel her on all matters.

      THE NOBLE CLASS

      The members of this stratum of society are mainly the descendants of the many cousins and tenuous relations of the first king, although intermarriage with members of the other classes has introduced new blood. Noblemen may become members of the royal family by wedding a queen or princess, but only their daughters
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