<chapter>Chapter One: The Lands and Their Peoples

<chapterquote>”To he who travels far, all lands are one

Save for the land that calls him son”

- Tarradasche, All's Fell That Ends Fell, Act 4, Scene 1

Far to the south of the cold and benighted Empire of Sigmar lies another land, a land of wide open plains warmed by a gentle sun, bordered by perfect blue seas.  This great southern peninsular has been spared the worst ravages of the greenskins, and knows little of Chaos. Here, magic is relatively safe, threats are distant and religious strife is unknown under the overaching protection of the Maiden Myrmidia.  Culture and learning bloom, and art, music and the pursuit of pleasure dominate over all.  However, this peninsular is not one nation, but many.  The Kingdoms of Estalia have never needed to unite against an outside force and so remain forever fractured.  Here, the enemy lies within, and the business of politics, war and even love is settled with knives in the darkness or blades at dawn, and so every man must be a master swordsman if he hopes to live until his beard turns grey.  Beware then, the men of the south, for they are quick to anger, slow to forget and their hands never leave their swordhilts - save only to drink their sweet lemon wine, or to kiss the hand of a passing beauty.

<h1>Principal Geography

The Estalian Kingdoms – and at any given moment, none can be sure just how many nations this may entail – are spread across the great south-western outcrop of the Old World.  To its north east, it is bordered by Bretonnia, to its south east by the city states of the Tileans.  To the north, south and west it is bordered only by the wild seas of the Great Western Ocean and the Southern Sea.  The oceans have defined Estalian geography as much as its history, with the harsh sea winds stripping its coasts bare of life, but also blowing warm air north from the deserts of Araby.  As such, the peninsular enjoys a warm temperate climate, arguably the most hospitable of anywhere in the Old World.  The only exceptions are the hot, dry weeks in the middle of summer when the Estalians seek respite from the wind and sun for much of the day.

Under the brisk winds and hot sun, the land of Estalia has become dry.  Its coasts are primarily sharp cliffs with rocky hinterlands, and its interior is filed with tall mountains, bald hills and stony bluffs.  In other places, the hills fall back to huge empty plains, both manmade and natural.  Once, Estalia was as forested as the Empire, but the huge demand for ships led to massive felling, creating even more plains and plateaus across the land.  In some cases, this has even given way to desert-like areas, where only thin sagebrush survives in the sand.  Although not true deserts like the deadly Arabyan sands to the south, an Empire visitor would find these desolate areas terrifyingly inhospitable.

In this rocky landscape, the soil is frequently poor and the fields do not grow the type of crops familiar to the northerners.  The plains hold giant fields of wheat and other grains, while the bare hillsides grow small bushes of olives, onion vines and brassica.  In the cooler north, orchards are common, and the oranges and lemons of Estalia are famous across the Old World.  The plains also hold herds of slender cattle and teams of tall, strong horses and hardy hill donkeys.  Estalian horses are said to have Arabyan blood, making them the swiftest and most agile in the Old World.

<h2>The Borders

Although the sea places a firm limit on Estalian ambition in three directions, its eastern borders are less clearly defined.  Most Bretonnians take their border with the peninsular at the south branch of the Brienne river (the Seux-Brienne to the Bretons, La Trenza to the Estalians) but in the hills the river and the border become poorly defined.  A Bretonnian Lord of Carcassone would not be surprised to find his domain included a few villages filled with Estalians, and Breton villagers are used to meeting with Estalian authorities.  Neither side feels the need to enforce their borders and have let the situation continue, for the most amicably, as long as the peasants respect all authority that comes their way.  

The south-eastern border is even more indistinct.  Across the Abasko mountains lies the city state of Tobaro.  Near it lie several smaller city-states as well as other towns and villages which pledge allegiance to these urban epicentres.  These are most definitely – and defiantly – independent settlements under Tilean control and any Estalian force foolish enough to forget that would taste the full force of their eastern cousins’ wrath.  

However, the mountains are deep and wild and refuse all delineation.  Both sides claim their control extends to the other side of the mountain range, and the petty kingdoms high in those peaks are constantly waging tiny wars over national sovereignty and border protection.  These feuds are fuelled by racial pride and many have existed for centuries - while others may have begun merely days ago when one shepherd moved his herd of sheep a few yards in the wrong direction or a house has been built on the wrong rise. Centuries ago, a magnanimous prince of Tobaro said that any house that could see the Tilean Sea would be counted as Tilean but this only caused Estalian owners to erect large eastern walls and Tilean houses to acquire enormous steeples or powerful spyglasses.  At times, the larger cities and states are drawn into these conflicts, causing the body count to skyrocket, but these are rare and short-lived.  The narrow and deadly peaks and the lurking greenskin tribes between them have so far prevented outright or protracted war, but the peaks are always claiming fresh lives.

Within the Estalian Kingdoms, borders are almost equally as fluid and poorly defined.  There are over a dozen major kingdoms and more than a score of city-states on the peninsular and often times the border markers are little more than a line in the sand or a sign on a tree.  Only a guide with expert knowledge can be sure which nation he finds himself in at any given time.  Little wonder that travellers from the law-filled Empire sometimes refer to Estalia as the Land of Confusion.

<sidebar>A Strange Turn

Sir Gilbert urged his mount into the dreary looking village.  The roads here were terrible, and he had a hard time believing this was the route to Bilbali.  The pedlars he had passed had been quite emphatic that this was the right road, however, but then again, they had been emphatic that the sun was indeed shining very brightly that day, and that their wine was made from the Myrmidia’s own vineyards.  There was nothing they had not been emphatic about, he mused.

At last he reached what looked like an inn.  Crude emblems were painted on the door.  Typical peasant superstition, thought Gilbert, of the kind he had seen throughout the Old World.  The knight banged his gauntleted fist on the door.  For a moment, no-one answered, and Sir Gilbert sighed, deeply and with a great weariness of soul.  He rose his hand to knock again when the door burst inward.  Already swinging, his metal fist collided with a red and bulbous nose, knocking its owner back into the taverna, sprawling on the ground.  In a moment, the man was up again, his cape swirling around him and his hat snatched before it had finished spinning.  Laughter echoed behind him in the full bar.

“I am Sir Gilbert de Arnaud, Knight – “ was as far as he got before the flushed Estalian poked a steeled finger into his breastplate.  “Silence, outlander!  I do not care who you are!  You have dared to accost the most exalted personage of Deigo Eduardo della Condorro de Magnifico, and I demand restitution!”

The speech was fast and garbled equally by alcohol and the enormous whiskers which seemed to swallow the man’s mouth, but by the stance of the man, Sir Gilbert understood that the man wished to duel.  Normally he would only duel at the behest of a king or a maiden, but after a day’s hard riding through the hot sun, he was in no mood to brook this peasant’s insolence.  Blood would be welcome, and the thin blades of Estalian men were no match for his knightly ways.  With one motion, he drew his steel, dismounted, and made the sign of the Lady –without ever taking his eyes off his enemy.  

His opponent returned the fierce gaze, and his hands shot behind his head, loosing leather straps and bringing forth what must be, Sir Gilbert thought, a sword so massive no man could lift it.  Then the gaudily dressed drunkard threw back his cloak with a flourish, producing not a sword but some kind of minstrel’s instrument, akin to a gigantic lute.  His enemy strummed a powerful chord and produced an insult so fast and florid Sir Gilbert lost all sense of its meaning, but the expansive gestures indicated it was something to do with the size of his manhood, and the enormous wave of laughter from the taverna confirmed that he was being mocked most ingloriously by this lowly peasant.  Confused, enraged and insulted beyond belief, Sir Gilbert raised his sword above his head, determined to end this farce in a moment.  But the battlecry died on his lips as the Estalian darted forward within his reach and he suddenly felt cold steel find a gap in his armour and nestle against his most precious possessions.  He froze, helpless, trapped and confused.

“Welcome to Estalia, mi amigo” the minstrel whispered in his ear. Then he pulled the knight into a close embrace and kissed him firm on the lips like a long lost friend.  Inside the inn, the laughter turned into riotous applause. 

</sidebar>

<h2>The Mountains

Although Estalia prides itself and is most famous for its sweeping plains, it is its mountains that have most dominated its history and politics.  Sweeping across its centre from east to west are the mighty Irrana Mountains.  This range divides the land between north and south, and this division marks the national character.  Regardless of their national allegiance or kingdom, northerners will unite against the richer, more decadent southerners, while southerners scorn the wilder, more frivolous northerners – and both will heap scorn upon those primitive, rustic folk foolish enough to live in the middle.

There are few passes through the Irrana Mountains and their deep valleys hide countless dangers from bandits, rebels and monsters.  Small pockets of greenskins have been found there, and hordes of undead lurk in the dark caves.  Deeper still are skaven tunnel-empires, locked in deadly struggles with small, isolated dwarven karaks.  Here too are remnants of the Abasko people, the ancient residents of the peninsular.  They worship strange gods and use stranger magics.  The mountains also hide tiny kingdoms and even tinier villages, both of which may also display cultures and beliefs that are alien and unknown to the rest of the land.

Travel through the mountains is so slow and so dangerous that north-south travel is typically done instead by going around, either by boat or along the coastal roads.  It is joked that it is quicker - and safer - to go from Magritta to Bilbali via Lustria than through the mountains – yet still the roads are not empty, as there is always the hope of gaining some time or some great financial advantage.

The other major mountain range are the Abasko, running north-south along the eastern border.  As their name suggests, these are an even greater haven for the Abasko people.  Their villages exist in the gaps where the Estalians and Tileans cannot or will not go, on the narrow ledges of the most isolated peaks or in the most lonesome valleys, using their strange art of Salto del Pastor to get around.  They have lived in these places, in the same way, for thousands of years, since before the coming of the Estalii, before even the fall of Tylos (see Chapter Two).

<h2>The Forests

Once covered in forest, now only two large woods remain in the peninsular.  In the north-west lies the massive Pina Wood.  Like the mountains nearby it is difficult to navigate and even more difficult to survive; trade routes divert around it and no nation claims dominion over it.  This is because the wood remains an outpost of the Wood Elves, like the forest of Athel Loren to the north.  Unlike their northern brothers, however, the elves of Pina Wood have withdrawn almost entirely from the world and offer no counsel or parley with the humans that surround them.  All that the average Estalian knows is that those who go into Pina Wood come out forever changed – if they come out at all.

To the east lies Sombra Wood, the wood of shadows.  Here there are few, if any, elves to be found.  This wood is the domain of the undead.  Estalia has long battled the walking dead and in particular their dark masters, the vampires, and have never succeeded in completely exterminating this menace from the land.  The largest collection of their enemy currently lies waiting in the Sombra, using the dark forest to hide its numbers and prevent a great army from destroying them.  At the head of this growing force sits a conclave of powerful and terrifying vampire lords, who possess a frightening mastery of necromancy and other magics.  Soon enough they will make their move; Estalia’s vampire wars are not yet ended.

<h2>The Sea

More than any other people of the Old World, the Estalians have conquered the seas.  Their lands, therefore, do not end at the ocean’s edge, and they claim conquest of several islands to the south and west, as well as several colonies in Lustria, Naggaroth and on the Vampire Coast.  Many of these areas are also home to Tilean claims and conquests, sometimes very close by.  Indeed, the Tileans claim that all of Lustria belongs to them (and this was once proclaimed holy writ by the Ultima Aquila) because it was first discovered by the Tilean Marco Colombo.  The Estalians scoff at this, pointing out that first rarely means greatest, and the forays and settlements of such Estalian heroes as Lustros, Avarro and Aguerro more than entitles them to the entirety of the continent.

For the most part, however, this issues are purely theoretical, as neither nation has a navy of sufficient size, speed or power to cross the dangerous ocean in time to defend their colonies, and most Estalian kings and queens only care about their distant dominions to the extent that they continue to provide gold, jewels or other treasures (see Material Culture, below).  The closer islands benefit from much greater protection, but are likewise more easily beset by pirates and Tilean interests, and trade with these hot southern ports is always a game of cat and mouse, as each port changes hands and allegiances as often as the wind changes direction.

The largest island in the Southern Sea is La Isla Atalaya.  It is an independent Estalian nation state, built on the ruins of an ancient Elven citadel.  Although fiercely anti-Tilean, it opens its harbours to any ship of neutral colours, and as such is a hotbed of intrigue known as the City of Whispers.

The elves of Ulthuan have of course taken note of the Estalian excursions across the oceans which they know so well and in many cases, over which they believe they have sole dominion.  Even the most generous elf considers the Estalians dangerously naïve upstarts, travelling in places beyond their understanding and ability.  Most importantly, they fear that the Estalians risk becoming unwitting allies or enslaved forces of their enemies, the dark elves of Naggaroth.  This they cannot stand and on top of all the other dangers of the oceans, the elves have taken to sinking human vessels on sight.  To hamper travel, they are also reclaiming their ancient naval citadels, adding further to the chaos of the southern islands.

They are of course correct that their Dark Elf cousins seek any route to gaining further mastery over the ocean and vengeance against the High Elves. On the sea, the pitch black slave arks of the Druchii are unmistakable, but in the streets of the ports and the cities, no mortal can tell one elf from another. Of course, since both races are enemies of the Estalians, few mortals have a care to differentiate.

<h1>The Cities

The mountains and plains of the interior are scattered with large towns and towering fortresses, but the only cities of any real size or import lie along Estalia’s great coastline.  A city without a port, it is said, is like a house without a door.  Sea-sider Estalians typically mock their land-locked neighbours as being backward and uncultured – even if those they mock live but a mile from the coast.

Estalia’s two most famous and by far largest cities are Bilbali and Magritta.  These twin jewels both claim to be the unofficial (and at times, official) capitals of the peninsular, and the kings and queens of these cities are known throughout the Old World for their power, wealth and influence.  Likewise any sailor worth his salt from Marienburg or Erengrad knows a girl in Bilbali or Magritta.

<sidebar>

Farewell and adieu to you girls of Bilbali

Farewell and adieu to you Bilbali girls

I’m sorry for partin’ but the sea has my heart an’

There’s a girl in Tobaro with fine golden curls

- Marienburger Shanty

Never love a sailor, my mama said to me

Never love a sailor, for they only love the sea

Mama I’m sad to tell you, I loved a boy from cross the sea

And now I’m sad to tell you of the gift he left with me

 - Bilbali port song

</sidebar>

<h3>Bilbali

Bilbali is the slightly smaller and poorer of the two cities, and has the slightly weaker military and naval forces.  However, Bilbali more than makes up with this with its opulence and pageantry.  It is sometimes called the City of Braggarts, for every Bilbalin will tell anyone within earshot of his city’s glorious pre-eminence over all other cities in the world.  Bilbali is also famous for its fantastic and frequent celebrations, and sailors are always happy to stay a few days in town for they almost guaranteed a grand party of some kind.  Although Bilbali is cut off from Southern trade due to its northern location, it has its own Lustria colonies and trades frequently with Bretonnia and The Empire.  Indeed, so often do northerners come to Bilbali that the city is also dubbed the Gateway to Estalia.

<h3>Magritta

Larger and more fortified than its northern cousin, Magritta has to some a darker demeanour.  But while Bilbali’s towers are far from the sea, Magritta’s mighty walls and great spires ascend straight up from the very edge of the perfectly calm Bay of Quietude, to the great Temple of Mymidia and Duke’s Palace perched on the mighty hills above. The glistening white pearl in the oyster of the bay is almost blinding to look upon, but a blade’s edge glimmers also.  Within this city of faith and fortune, all power is held by merchant tyrants and the fury of the Inquisition – and neither is keen to share its power. It is a city riven – and often blood-soaked - by its devotion to two masters, and each day brings more pilgrims and more traders to add fuel to the fire, and that fire spreads out across the seas thanks to Magritta’s enormous Armada of explorers and pirate-killers. Yet unlike the wild, rambunctious ways of northern Bilbali, Magritta remains a city of gentlemen and scholars, of manners and etiquette, of high culture and exquisite art – not to mention more ale-houses than perhaps any other port in the world.

<h1>Estalian Relations

<quote>”Chaos?  What is that?”  One of your northern superstitions?”

· Duke Pedro of Lysboa

It is difficult to characterise the Estalian view of other nations as their exposure to them is so varied.  An inlander might have no idea of the existence of other nations, while a citizen of Magritta might converse with Norscans and Kislevites on a daily basis.  Trade agreements can also have a vast effect on exposure to foreign nations: two towns may be separated by only a few miles but due to their trading agreements one may know Bretons well, the other Empire folk, and never the twain shall meet.  The same goes for the multifarious kingdoms, with each having their own policies regarding and opinions of the rest of the Old World.

One thing all Estalians agree upon, however, is that their kingdoms are by far the greatest in the world.

In general, Estalians see little difference between the folk of the Bretonnia and those of the Empire.  Both come from cold, wet, northern lands, where they insist on wearing ridiculous armour and fighting with ridiculously heavy weapons.  They are also famously po-faced and dull, and given to always predicting the end of the world. Of the two, the Bretons are slightly preferable, because they understand chivalry, make good wine and have the good sense to worship a woman, even if the Lady is not a patch on the Maiden Myrmidia.  The Bretons have also proved strong allies of the northern states in dealing with past incursions of Iron Orcs and the skaven.  

The southern Bretons usually return this respect, viewing the Estalians as something like their younger brothers.  They feel the southern sun and lack of deadly enemies at all sides have made the Estalians soft, and inattentive of the proper business of war.  One day, perhaps, the Estalians will need to grow up but for now the Bretons are happy to let them enjoy their innocence.  

Men of the Empire are less patient, seeing the Estalians as foolishly naïve or frustratingly frivolous.  Just as Kislevites resent the safety they provide the Empire, Empire warriors believe that the Estalian joie de vivre is only possible because of their efforts and sacrifices.  Estalians are lampooned on the stage as being extremely soft-living, mindless, slovenly and cowardly, preferring to lie about reading or drawing instead of fighting.  This lampooning stops however if they ever serve with Estalian mercenaries, who shore up their homeland’s reputation with an unexpected courage, even when lacking strong Empire armour.  Empire folk are also surprised at how quickly an Estalian can go from languishing with wine, woman and song to charging into battle, and back again.  Then the northern soldiers wonder whether the hot sun makes all Estalians into madmen who must do everything to the extreme.

Estalians are quick to defend themselves against slurs, but are forgiving of the northerner folk.  To live in such a cold, wet, strife-ridden, Chaos-marked place makes them deserving of pity more than scorn.  The Estalians however spare no wrath when it comes to their nearest neighbours, the Tileans.  These two nations share a common ancestry, a border and many national characteristics but most importantly they share an enmity for the other that edges on the pathalogical.

<sidebar>Outsider’s View

“They dance more than elves, fight more than Dwarfs, drink more than Kislevites and eat more than Halflings.  That don’t leave them no time for working, I reckon.”

· Dagmar Weissner, Averlander Innkeeper

“The food, the wine, the women…merciful Shallya, my years as ambassador there were the best of my life.  I curse the day the Emperor called me back to this sodding Reikland”

· Lord Georg Grossman, Imperial Ambassador to the Court of Bilbali (retired)

“They’re like Tileans but have bigger moustaches, don’t they?  No?  Is it the Tileans who have the moustaches?  Which ones have the stupid hats?”

· Jurgen Hansee, Marienburg Merchant

“Everything they do is heresy and degredation, and their cities stink of whores and criminals.  If the orcs ever head south, we should leave the Damned to their fate”

- Sir Henri de Monminot, Bretonnian Knight

“Pig-eyed donkey-loving egg-sucking sons of drunkards and whores!  I kill any of them that dare to come in here, I tell you that for nothing!”

· Enzo Marcoclio, Tilean Mercenary

“They know how to hold a grudge.  So that’s a start.”

· Gurni Goldfindersson, Dwarfen Shieldbreaker

</sidebar>

There is no real cause or event behind the enmity between Tileans and Estalians.  There is a great religious divide between the nations (see Faith, below) but that is more a result of the antagonism than a cause.  Tileans and Estalians fight for the same reasons brothers fight: they are so similar, and live in such close proximity, that they seek every chance they can to find differences and faults in their counterpart.  Estalians will accuse Tileans of such things as being thieves, cowards, shirkers, weaklings, fops, hypocrites, betrayers, bastards, homosexuals, necromancers, dog-lovers and women-beaters, and the Tilean litany in return will be much the same.  The most iconic insult however stems from the Tilean’s devotion to finance and trade.  Although Estalians equally pursue trade supremacy, Tileans are seen as gold-hording bankers, who will backstab anyone to increase their coffers.  The stereotyped Tilean captain sits in his cabin, effetely stroking his piles of gold and paying off spies and traitors, instead of standing bravely at the prow in the fury of the storm.  A ‘Tilean promise’ is something worth less than nothing, a ‘Tilean oath’ is something that lasts no time at all, and a ‘Tilean bargain’ is being paid to take a dive.

Tileans, in return, characterise Estalians as being too foolish, stubborn or romantic to know a good deal or a wise peace when they see one, preferring ever to fight or get drunk than to actually accomplish anything.  On the theatre stages of Tilea, Estalians are sozzled bezerkers, always tilting at windmills or charging into trouble.

The last and most unique Estalian relationship is with the land of Araby to the south.  No other nation in the Old World has anything like the ties Estalia has with this alien land, and although their past history has involved terrible wars and religious genocide (on both sides), their relationship has evolved into a truce of mutual respect.  As long as each party keeps its distance and never rattles its sabre, trade flows fast between the two nations, both of goods and ideas.  Arabyan magic fills the courts of Estalian kings and Estalian steel is sold on the streets of Copher and Al-Haikk.

<h1>The Estalian People 

“A Tilean seeks revenge in the morning; an Estalian will kill you right away”

· Empire sailor’s proverb

Sigmar’s Empire is forever divided because it was formed from so many warring tribes.  The Estalians have no such excuse.

Long before the time of Sigmar, the Reman empire spread out across the southern parts of the Old World from the remnants of their capital, Tylos.  The people of the east took the name Tylosans, while the people who journeyed west named themselves the Estali.  At that time, the Abasko tribes lived in the mountains to the west, but these tribes were soon driven out or subsumed into the expanding Estali.  Soon, the new tribe occupied the entire peninsular, (apart from the remaining strongholds of the elves).  Almost immediately, they fragmented into hundreds of tiny nations, and the fighting has been going on ever since.

Lacking tribal identities, each Estali nation created its own, and soon enough, membership of and loyalty to these nations became the most important aspect of Estalian life.  So it is that through the ages, the Estalians still champion loyalty and allegiance, and fight passionately to defend their nationhood.  

Mass slaughter of their own tribesmen grew distasteful over time, however, so rules were set up for duelling and settling combat and even warfare through adjudication.  Soon, borders and kings could change without the decimation of the populace, and Estalians learnt to accept such things.  Despite their pride, once the fighting was done, they rarely sought revenge.  For the Estalians, to lose to the better man is no shame at all – as long as you showed the courage to fight.

With no deadly winters, and freed from the enemies that beset other nations, life in Estalia is not as cheap or as short as it is in the north.  As such, men came to care greatly about what stories were told about them as they grew old.  Reputation and honour became sacred, and these too would be defended passionately.

Passion defines everything in Estalia. The people are not idiotic or suicidal, but they prefer action over thought, and boldness over caution.  Estalians never do anything by halves.  They love with all their hearts, promise all their strength and never eat or drink without filling themselves to bursting.  To the Estalian, prudence and parsimony are signs of poverty, cowardice, disloyalty or weakness of conviction.  He who holds back must be hedging his bets, he who saves his strength in a battle is keeping it to run away.  Which is not to say the Estalians do not think of the future: they are always thinking of the future, which is why they must give their all today, at this moment.  Better to die and have songs sung about your victory than to live with failure or dishonour.

<sidebar>Famous Estalians</sidebar>

Empire histories have, for the most part, ignored the accomplishments of Estalians, with only Tilean explorers such as Pirazzo and Marco Colombo gaining a mention in their works.  Anyone mistaking these individuals for Estalians will be ferociously corrected, and the following names will likely then be discussed at length:


Vespucé Lustros – although most historians will, if pushed, agree that Lustria is most likely named for the gold it possesses in seeming endless quantities (lustros being the Estalian word for gold), there is some evidence that the name instead came from this eponymous Estalian navigator.  His now half-mythical voyages led to the mapping of the entire southern continent, before he was lost somewhere north of Naggaroth.


Generale Henri Aguerro – Aguerro is also famed for his explorations into the Lustrian continent, but more for his conquests of the daemonic inhabitants than his skilful sailing. Nicknamed “El Hambre Lobo” – the starving wolf – Aguerro’s thirst for conquest and slaughter is seemingly endless, and even to war-jaded Estalians, borders on the obscene.  Yet his conquests have done more than anything else to ensure the gold and precious stones flow back east.


Black Scarlet – A “black woman” is one who kills her husband, and a “scarlet woman” is of course a prostitute, so this notorious pirate queen took both names to show her disdain for men and their world.  Although reported dead many times, she always seems to be seen again.


Miguel Molino – A poet and a (poor) historian, Molino’s works chronicled not just the past but the glorious times in which he lived.  This history of the last century has become required reading in the scholams of the peninsular, and has done much to enshrine the believe that Estalia is experiencing a great golden age which sets it apart from the benighted world around it.


Jacopo Tarradasche – Empire folk and Tileans believe the greatest playwright of the Old World was born in Tilea but Estalians know he was born in a village just inside their borders, and spent most of his formative years in Magritta, a believe they can prove by the fact that Estalia is mentioned three times more than Tilea in his collected works.  Thus they claim him as their native son, and Magrittan festivals celebrate “The Lyre” as he is known, and his works are performed constantly across the nation.  Some Empire travellers have heard translations of his work claimed as originals by one Willhelm Pikewaver, a travelling player from Marienburg, but any Estalian will reveal the truth of this plagiarism.

</sidebar>

<h2>Non-Humans in Estalia

As there are so few forests in the Estalian lands, and because elven mariners consider these southerners such a threat, there are few elves seen on the Estalian mainland.  As elven attacks at sea become more common, those elves that are seen are more and more likely to be regarded as untrustworthy, if not enemy spies.  However, there is as yet no war and the ports trade with elven vessels when the coin is good (and if often is). Meanwhile, the Pina Wood and other smaller forests are home to Wood Elves, but they share their cousins’ dim view of humans and keep to themselves far more than the elves of the Empire.

So far from their empire in the World’s Edge mountains, dwarfs are very rare in Estalia, but are not unknown nor treated badly.  It is considered a northern habit to be friends with dwarfs, but there is no stigma associated with Estalians doing so.  Halflings, meanwhile, are found in abundance in Estalia, where they find much to love in the climate and the vivacious temperament of the people.  As in Tilea, Halflings enjoy a more celebrated status in the south than in the Empire.  They are far less likely to be servants and many princes field whole regiments or orders of the little folk.

The Estalians have little knowledge of the skaven.  They do not live in denial like the Empire; rather their rocky nation seems to resist extensive tunnelling and the ratmen are considerd more of a Tilean problem.  Only Tileans would make so many business deals they would end up dealing with such beasts.  Mutants and beastmen are almost entirely unknown as well.  Chaos beasts and their tainting influence do not seem to take root in the blessed hills, although giant beasts like minotaurs and dragon-ogres are not unknown in the terrifying peaks of the mountains.

Vampires are however more known in Estalia than perhaps anyone outside the blight landed of Sylvania.  As with the the Arabyan occupation, the horror of the War of Blood (see Chapter Two) has left the Estalians terrified of the vampires that may yet live among them, and assured that some indeed do remain.  Unlike the Empire, however, vampire hunters are not shunned, and common sense defences such as garlic and daemonsbane plants are ubiquitous.

<h2>The Language

Estalians speak Estalian, a language derived from the ancient language which the Empire scholars know as Classical.  Both the Tilean and Estalian tongues resemble the Classical language, and each other, although each has their own idiosyncrasies due to the passage of time and the demands of culture.  To the Empire ear, Tilean and Estalian sound very similar, and both travellers and scholars often get them confused.  Although the Estalians and Tileans will deny it furiously, the languages are similar enough for a speaker of one to always understand a speaker of the other, and there are few scholars who, after mastering one, do not master the other soon after.

Estalian is not a difficult language to learn, but there are a few impediments.  One thing visitors often have trouble with is that Estalian involves a lot of inflection.  Questions are expressed not through a change of words, as in Reikspeil, but simply changing the tone of voice – a tone which may not be obvious to the visitor.  Where an Empire person may say “are there orcs in the mountains?” an Estalian would simply say “the orcs in the mountains?”

Another aspect of Estalian northerners find confusing is that qualifiers such as adjectives and adverbs always come after the thing they are modifying.  While Empire folk will refer to a beautiful woman or dark magic, Estalians would phrase such things as the woman who is beautiful, and the magic that is dark.  Both of these are fairly easy to roleplay, and can add a lot of atmosphere to Estalian games.  This is also the key difference between Tilean and Estalian: Tileans always put their adjectives first, and a careless spy may make just such a mistake with his grammar.

PRONOUNCIATION GUIDE GOES HERE

<table>An Estalian Lexicon

aficionado – one who enjoys or appreciates something with great passion, fervour and scholarship, be that thing wine, women, song, battle, the toreo or anything else.  A high compliment.

ajenores – literally ‘foreigners’.  Commonly used to mean enemies

bario – village or local area

barista – minor bureaucrat, taxman or some other annoying official

belleza – young lady, typically a romantic interest

bruja – someone who associates with vampires, hence also any traitor

bueno dios – good morning!

bueno pasaje – good bye! (literally ‘travel well’)

caballero – a knight, most commonly a wandering one.

calla – street

campeo – champion. Often used to mean an idiot, fool, or dead man, in the sense of one who takes on impossible causes guaranteed to fail or get him killed. Typical examples are defying a prince or the Inquisition. 

castillo – castle.  torre (tower) is often used interchangeably, not least because most Estalian castles are tall and narrow watch-houses, as opposed to the sprawling manses of the north.

castro – a very old man, hence also a traveller who has seen much or a warrior who has fought many battles

caza blanca – the ‘white hunt’, politics and spying, the game of thrones, for the fairer skin of the wealthy. Also sometimes to hunt vampires, for their skin is the whitest of all.

colorado – literally ‘painted’, meaning one who paints his skin brown to fake having travelled far or marched long.  Hence used for anyone trying to claim he is something he is not.

Costranova, El – the New World, Lustria, etc

culo – an idiot or fool

cujo – crazy.  When referring to a warrior, to be bloodthirsty or frenzied

custodes – officials, typically of church or state. The employers of baristas.

diestro – literally ‘skilled’, one trained in the blade. Not necessarily one of the Diestro career

dominar – ruler of a town or small province

luchador – pit-fighter, brawler

guitarra - a stringed instrument not unlike a Bretonnian lute, but far louder.  Played by guitarristas.

hidalgo – a nobleman

maestro – a great swordsman

mesizo – literally ‘mixed’.  Used to describe the convoluted. confusing and strife-riddled nature of Estalian history, politics, religion and indeed, anything else.  Typically said with a shrug, as if that explains everything

nino – young boy, or a warrior who has yet to see battle or find a woman.  El ninos are famously annoying.

pachero – a cowardly, boastful, self-obsessed or arrogant person

pajero – stallion, warhorse. Hence also a reliable ally or stout friend.  Not to be confused with pachero

Perplejores, El – ‘the mysteries’, the magical arts. Often shortened to perples.

protégés – town guard

pueblo – people, usually the common people

puerta – gate or doorway, but also used to mean prison

puta – a prostitute

puto – a whoremonger, a terrible insult

rodelero – a cattle-man who rides a horse, rounding up his cows. Hence also a bounty hunter, although assassin is a better translation as most bounties are paid for the head, not the man.

solidaro – soldier

taverna – inn

vencor de molino – literally, defeater of windmills.  A braggart or coward who wins by taking on something that can’t fight back, or arranges for that outcome (such as charging a man to a duel when he is due to ship out). Based on a madman they say haunts La Mesa.

viajero – literally ‘traveller’ but almost always used to mean warrior or a tough customer (the opposite of a nino)

vigilares – soldiers of the prince or kingdom charged with keeping the law between the cities, something akin to the Empire’s roadwardens

<sidebar>
<hsidebar> Classical Language – The Scholar’s View

“Where did Classical originate? Most scholars agree the Classical script was taught to the early Remans by Elves, either as a limited form of Lingua Praestantia, or as an inventory system for commerce. We can only speculate its original purpose, for precious little from this time survives. However, the oldest Tylian prayer scrolls at Luccini University pre-date all other Classical texts.

“One must understand that the broader dissemination of Classical – the chosen script of our Lady of Justice – was inevitable. Oh, I daren’t place the wisdom of Verena above the strength of Ulric, nor the courage of Sigmar. No, it was the nature of the language itself that carried it northward. Each word in Classical, each letter, is a potent signifier of an ancient, universally-shared concept. To a conscious reader these signifiers are invisible, but upon further meditation their meanings are revealed in dreams. I am confident that the Empire’s greatest inventions were conceived in the creator’s waking moments, after a night of fruitless study.

“Of course, I would be foolish to claim that true enlightenment can only be found in Classical script. More accurately, the lesser scripts (being intended for common use) contain universal signifiers that are emotive and practical in nature. Studying a text in Reikspiel, one might reach the same conclusion in twice the hours of Classical study, because Reikspiel is a clumsier conduit to the hidden truths of divine wisdom, geometry and science. 

“I have seen evidence that scholars of impure dialects such as Teuton-Classical and Breton-Classical are disadvantaged in comparison to scholars reading Archaeo-Classical. In fact, my decision to leave the College of Engineers was predicated on that institution’s refusal to adopt the Archaeo-Classical dialect. In my humble opinion, human life spans aren’t long enough to accrue knowledge at such a leisurely pace as the Elves can afford.”

Emanuel Sudenborg,
Priest of Verena in Altdorf 

</sidebar>

<h2>Estalian Religion

Unlike the Empire, Estalians are united in their worship of Myrmidia, their national goddess.  However, they also recognise other dieties that the Empire know well, namely Morr, Verena and Shallya.  These gods are seen not as separate entities but part of Myrmidia’s extended family, and worshipping them is included in worshipping her.  Some priests specialise in the worship of Myrmidia’s father, mother or sister, but they remain part of the Myrmidian priesthood.  They consider the Empire very strange in their insistence on splitting gods up into individual cults and individual aspects, when, in truth, all great aspects are enshrined in the Maiden Myrmidia herself.  She is no mere warrior god in Estalia: she embodies knowledge, strength, purity, courage, passion, wisdom and much more.

As it is more centralised, religion is also more organised and formal in Estalia than in the Empire.  The cult and its traditions are integral to everyone’s life, and not a single person will be found missing the weekly mass at their central duomo.  All houses also feature statues or symbols of the goddess, and there are very few among the secular population who do not wear her symbol around their neck, or carry her Battle Beads in their pocket, each bead recalling one of her great Battles, each with its own lesson for the faithful.  Some may follow one of her family and be bedecked accordingly; others place special affection on one of Myrmidia’s many Shieldmaidens and the virtue embodied by her, gaining faith and power from their particular devotion.  Young boys and girls alike often take a God, Shieldmaiden, or Venerated Soul as their patron when they reach the age of ten, in a ceremony not unlike dooming in the Empire.

With much of the law changeable and the secular power scattered across the countless small kingdoms, final authority in the south is rooted in the church.   Their word is law and their decrees almost always supported by the secular powers.  Nowhere is this more obvious than in the actions of the Inquisition.  This separate and secretive cult body is empowered to do whatever it takes to detect Chaos, dark magic, heresy, sedition, vampires and foreigners dwelling among all the people of the Estalian Kingdoms.  Not unlike the chekist in Kislev, their word is law and their reach enormous.  Those foreigners who test the power of these black-robed priests are not long for this world.  Mostly they work in secret, but men and women burn on their fires regularly, and they claim the continued safety of the land is proof enough that their actions are justified, and their crusade successful – and, as with the rest of the cult – no-one has the power to dare question this.

Myrmidian priests have a unified look to them: simple black or brown robes and small round hats.  Many are also accompanied by their signature bird: an eagle or hawk for Myrmidian purists, a vulture for those who worship her father more prominently, an owl for those who serve her mother and a dove or pigeon for followers of her sister.  This is so common that many priests are talented falconers and large temples typically feature rookeries or the like for the sacred birds.  In the north, Myrmidian priests are derided as “bird lovers” or “feather-brains”.

<h2>Estalian Superstition

Although the Myrmidian faith is omnipresent in the peninsular, superstition persists.  Sailors and soldiers are especially superstitious, and there are few in the entire nation who are not one or the other, or close to one of them.  The fear of vampires and the undead has also led to many superstitions to guard against them.  A classic example of this is finger-pricking.  This is a simple act where a sword blade or hairpin is used to prove that the blood in ones thumb or finger is flowing and red, not slow and yellow as in a zombie or black as in a vampire.  Hedge wizards and witches often begin all their rituals with prickings of themselves and their audience, and sometimes the meaning of this security device has been long forgotten.

Another tradition which many have forgotten began as vampire protection is the wearing of scarves and neckerchiefs; in much of the nation it is considered both impolite and bad luck to expose one’s neck in public.  Estalians also typically make the sign of Myrmidia – a clenched fist touched to the chest -when they pass a graveyard, gibbet or crossroads, as restless souls may be lurking.  The more superstitious do it whenever they meet a stranger or foreigner – just in case.

Sometimes, pricking goes further: soldiers and warriors often draw their own blood when swearing oaths or preparing for battle.  These cuts are typically made on the upper arms, chest or face.  Some go so far as to cause actual scarification as the ultimate symbol of devotion or courage.  Tattooing, a more elegant form of scarification is also popular, in many varieties and styles.  A tattoo of an anchor ensures the bearer can never be lost at sea, a tattoo of a drawn blade indicates a search for vengeance and a tattoo of a vulture asks Father Morr to bear you painlessly into death.  The more faithful or ostentatious tattoo more overt and elaborate symbols of their god, or their chosen Shieldmaiden.

Estalians have many horror stories involving the forests and trees.  Since most of their nation is free of such things, the forest has an alien and frightening quality, and those forests they do have are also home to dark forces of wood elves and vampires.  However, the legends have become somewhat more extemporaneous.  It is considered bad luck to sleep alone in the shade of a tree.  Likewise, others consider sleeping on grass to be bad luck, and need cold stone or a proper straw bed to be safe.  Fires should never be lit within sight of the forest that provided the wood, or the trees may try to take back their own.  Many sailors and soldiers distrust wooden weapons, believing that only steel or sharpened stone may be relied upon in battle.

One of the most persistent superstitions of Estalia is the beast known simply as the Black Dog.  Others call him the Dog of Misery or Misfortune, and with good reason.  It is said that any who see the dog will suffer a great accident or injury by the end of the day.  The dog is usually only glimpsed at a distance, and descriptions of his breed vary, but he is always a hunting dog.  Some say he is the size of a horse, others tell of him being small enough to hide in city alleys, but he is always black and short-nosed, and wearing an expression of ineffable sadness.

Thanks to their suffering at the hands of black-faced Arabyans, the Estalians often consider dark skin to be the sign of an enemy.  However, pale white skin is also associated with the horror of the vampire kings and queens and their undead servants (not to mention the foolish men of the north), so that colour is also shunned.  A rosy glow or warm tan is considered the premium colour of health and trustworthiness, and the ladies use brown and red powders to achieve this effect.  The ghostly white face powders used by northern women are considered hideous, and the plastered theatre clowns of the Empire look like terrifying monsters to Estalian folk.

<sidebar>Racism in Estalia

As the preferences for skin colour mentioned above would indicate, there is much racial division in Estalia.  Those with too dark skin will be considered to be of Arabyan blood, those of too light or pallid skin may be considered of vampiric heritage (or a sluggard or a coward, shirking work or battle).  Hairy, unkempt types are typically mountain folk, known for their primitive ways and dark sorcery.  Being of impure blood is not just something that draws negative stigma and low social status, it can indeed bring down the hand of the law against you, and may even catch the attention of the Inquisition.  In many kingdoms it is a crime in itself to be of impure blood (although a difficult one to prove) so everyone strives to remove any doubt of their true Estalian ancestry and look.  This is one reason why presentation and fashion are so important: he who looks his best is simply less likely to be considered a criminal or a heretic.

</sidebar>

<h1>Material Culture

"Drink, for tomorrow we die – or the rum may run out.  Either is terrible."

- Capitan Iglesia, of the Mercato

<h2>Dress

Two of the crops that grow extremely well on the Estalian plains are cotton and flax, and as a result, cloth is something the Estalians have in abundance.  They also have access to dyes that people of the Empire could not imagine: bright yellows and oranges from Araby spice, blood reds from their own roses and of course the new, incredible indigos from Lustria.  As a result, Estalians – even the peasants! – wear the most outlandish, extensive and colourful costumes in the Old World. A northern stranger could easily mistake a common Estalian labourer for an entertainer, a merchant or even a noble, because of his elaborate dress.

Any opportunity to add more material is seized upon and used to the utmost: men wear long capes with wide collars and have oversized lapels and folds on their doublets and pantaloons.  Shoes are long-tipped and scarves are long-tasselled.  Women wear skirts supported by enormous farthingales or enlarged with countless ruffles or waves.  Ruffles also appear on sleeves and necklines, which are typically straight and high or complimented with a scarf.  Among the wealthy, ruffs are preferred and they too are enormous.  Wealthy women also have access to petticoats, corsets, undersleeves and other garments which would boggle the mind of a northern burgher. Despite the balmy weather, even a typical Estalian peasant will be wearing not only far finer clothes than his Empire counterpart, but probably also five times as many items and layers. Should any of this threaten to droop or sag too much, the surfeit of Estalian cattle makes leather and catgut elastic as equally common as cloth.

<sidebar>The Colour Purple

Prior to the discovery of the amazing indigo plant, purple dye could only be manufactured from certain obscure mushrooms grown in goblin-infested caves, or from the gizzards of the giant sand-clam. Thus until recently (and still very much the case in the Empire), only the fabulously wealthy or highly titled could afford to wear the colour. With ships returning from Lustria stocked with the new purple flower, however, visitors to Estalia will be shocked and confused to see the colour everywhere.  It is particularly popular with young women, always keen to have the newest fashions and styles – and thus also no longer impressed by the traditional overtures of uncultured soldiers or untravelled sailors. This increasing class of more demanding women have been nicknamed “Indigo Girls” for their ubiquitous fashion choice.

</sidebar>

Of all items of costume, however, there are two that are indispensable and indisputably Estalian.  The first is the cape.  With warm days but cold nights the standard, everyone needs a garment they can throw back or wrap around them tight.  The cape also allows for a whole variety of cloths, furs, styles, dyes and needlework to be displayed, depicting wealth, heritage or battle conquests, as the Empire folk paint their shields or stack their helms.  A cape can also hide a sword or a manoeuvre, and whole fencing schools are devoted to using the cape in battle.  It even appears in the Toreo, the great national sport.

However, Tileans and courtiers are also known for their capes.  The truly iconic Estalian garment is the hat.  Nowhere else in the Old World is sunburn and glare an issue.  For most of the continent the sun is so desperately sought to banish the cold and darkness that the idea of guarding against it is incomprehensible.  In Estalia, the sun damages complexions, fades cloth and in summer makes even strong men swoon if they drink too much.  Some rest during the day to avoid its harsh rays, but those who cannot protect themselves with a broad-brimmed hat.  You can tell much about a man – or a lady - by the hat he or she wears.  Nobles at the city courts compete for the most elaborate and extravagant hats, bearing the widest brims, the shiniest buckles and the longest feathers, while soldiers and sailors often never remove theirs for fear of terrible bad luck that must follow.  Young boys often get a man’s hat when they get their sword, and treat both just as seriously. Women are less keen on hats, for only a poor woman needs to go out in the sun often, but at special events they put men’s hats to shame.

Priests of Myrmidia wear small hats in Estalia, if any.  They are also easily spotted for being cleanshaven.  Moustaches, beards, sideburns and all other varieties of facial hair are a lynchpin of Estalian fashion and culture.  Like his hat, the cut of a man’s facial hair can tell his colleagues, his opponent or his paramour everything about him, such as his wealth, his status, his birthplace or his occupation.  Having a fine and well-dressed beard or moustache is a matter of great pride and personal esteem.  Estalia even has merchants who devote themselves solely to the art of dressing hairs, men who are nothing like the brutal barber-surgeons of the north lands.  

Women, meanwhile, wear their hair long and unbound, shunning the tight pigtails or wound buns of the north.  Kohl from Araby is favoured to highlight the eyes, and various other powders are preferred to make the skin glow.  Although superstition typically demands the neck be covered with a ribbon or thin scarf, the warm climate encourages bare shoulders and short sleeves, not to mention skirts which rise near the knee, a sight rather shocking to many Empire nobles.

<h2>Food and Drink

Compared to the Empire, Estalian cuisine is full of variety and complexity.  Estalians often eat several different meats or vegetables in one dish.  Estalians also favour “flat” foods: they shun soups, stews and pies for dishes served on plates where every part of the dinner is visible and accessible at once, or is even scattered over many plates.  Eating out of deep bowls is considered something for northern folk, for poor cooks who need to hide their ingredients.  

They do however uses bowls for sauces and wine, into which they dunk bread or their thin sausages (which, to Empire folk, are suspiciously lacking in blood or offal).  Wine is the drink of choice with Estalian meals, although it is unlike any other wines in the Old World.  The Estalians add fruit juices and the new-found sucre to the wines and then let them ferment, creating extremely sweet brandies and punches.  The strongest of these is known as “port” because it is so favoured by sailors returning from sea.  The sweetness of these wines causes many travellers (and indeed native Estalians) to drink to excess without realising it.  Harder spirits with the typical kick northerners are used to include ozo, birra and the mysterious mesquila.  Made from a plant found solely in the New World, a bottle of mesquila can cost as much as a small house, but the nobles who can afford it swear it has magical properties.  A few secret clubs now exist to try to control access to this eldritch power.

The New World has of course had a gigantic effect on Estalian cuisine over the last millennium.  New fruits, vegetables and game birds are brought over every year and the wealthiest nobles take pride in serving foods that no-one in the Old World have ever seen or tasted before.  Nothing has had quite so much as an effect, however, as sucre, a sticky grey syrup made from Lustrian trees.  This “black gold” as it is known to merchant sailors has added something heretofore unknown to the diets of any Old World: sweetness.  Combined with the discovery of the bitter but intriguing coco bean, the Estalians have invented the concept of dessert.   The syrup is added to everything, though, not just dessert, and sucre-filled dishes are eaten throughout the day.  The greatest new craze is melting sucre and coco into a very thick sauce into which is dunked sweetened bread.  Others are mixing creams and jellies with this sauce to make even more delicious concoctions.  So far, only nobles and wealthy merchants can afford these luxuries often, but every person in a big port has tasted some kind of sweet, and is keen for more.

Even if not from across the ocean, Estalian food has plenty to startle the foreigner.  Their dry hills provide olives, legumes and nuts and vast quantities of citrus fruits and sweet melons, as well as spices and herbs that will not grow in the cold north.  From Araby come even more spices, both the exotic such as saffron and tumeric, and vast quantities of the more familiar black pepper and rock salt.  As a result, even the peasant food of the south is full of enough spice to make a proud Ulrican’s eyes water, and a Tilean turn up his nose at so much excess.  In typical fashion, however, the Estalians take huge amounts of pride in how ridiculously spicy, sour or sweet their foods are, and seek out such sensations with the same passion they seek wine, women and song.

<h2>Architecture

Estalia’s hills are full of stone, from hard granite to dusty chalk to sharp slate.  As such, Estalian houses are almost universally made of stone.  Stone holds the day’s heat into the cold night and the night’s cool into the day, making it perfect for the climate.  Houses also have an open design to catch warming sun or cooling breezes, and often have rooms without a ceiling.  Poorer houses that cannot afford to wall in such areas simply have tables, chairs and even beds outside, something foreigners find most strange.  

More shocking though is for their Breton neighbours to see peasants living in stone houses.  In Bretonnia, it is forbidden for any peasant to build with stone, under punishment of death.  More than one passing knight has mistaken a common taverna for a nobleman’s house because of its construction, and more than one have executed the owners for their crime.

<fiction>

A Strange Turn

Sir Gilbert urged his mount into the dreary looking village.  The roads here were terrible, and he had a hard time believing this was the route to Bilbali.  The pedlars he had passed had been quite emphatic that this was the right road, however, but then again, they had been emphatic that the sun was indeed shining very brightly that day, that the morning was indeed passing swift, and that their wine was made from the Myrmidia’s own vineyards.  There was nothing they had not been emphatic about, he mused.

At last he reached what looked like an inn.  Crude emblems were painted on the door.  Typical peasant superstition, thought Gilbert, of the kind he had seen throughout the Old World.  The knight banged his gauntleted fist on the door.  For a moment, no-one answered, and Sir Gilbert sighed, deeply and with a great weariness of soul.  He rose his hand to knock again when the door burst inward.  Already swinging, his metal fist collided with a red and bulbous nose, knocking its owner back into the taverna, sprawling on the ground.  In a moment, the man was up again, his cape swirling around him and his hat snatched before it had finished spinning.  Laughter echoed behind him in the full bar.

“I am Sir Gilbert de Arnaud, Knight – “ was as far as he got before the flushed Estalian poked a steeled finger into his breastplate.  “Silence, outlander!  I do not care who you are!  You have dared to accost the most exalted personage of Diego Eduardo della Condorro de Magnifico, and I demand restitution!”

The speech was fast and garbled equally by alcohol and the enormous whiskers which seemed to swallow the man’s mouth, but by the stance of the man, Sir Gilbert understood that the man wished to duel.  Normally he would only duel at the behest of a king or a maiden, but after a day’s hard riding through the hot sun, he was in no mood to brook this peasant’s insolence.  Blood would be welcome, and the thin blades of Estalian men were no match for his knightly ways.  With one motion, he drew his steel, dismounted, and made the sign of the Lady –without ever taking his eyes off his enemy.  

His opponent returned the fierce gaze, and his hands shot behind his head, loosing leather straps and bringing forth what must be, Sir Gilbert thought, a sword so massive no man could lift it.  Then the gaudily dressed drunkard threw back his cloak with a flourish, producing not a sword but some kind of minstrel’s instrument, akin to a gigantic lute.  His enemy strummed a powerful chord and produced an insult so fast and florid Sir Gilbert lost all sense of its meaning, but the expansive gestures indicated it was something to do with the size of his manhood, and the enormous wave of laughter from the taverna confirmed that he was being mocked most ingloriously by this lowly peasant.  Confused, enraged and insulted beyond belief, Sir Gilbert raised his sword above his head, determined to end this farce in a moment.  But the battlecry died on his lips as the Estalian darted forward within his reach and he suddenly felt cold steel find a gap in his armour and nestle against his most precious possessions.  He froze, helpless, trapped and confused.

“Welcome to Estalia, mi amigo” the minstrel whispered in his ear. Then he pulled the knight into a close embrace and kissed him firm on the lips like a long lost friend.  Inside the inn, the laughter turned into riotous applause. 

</fiction>

<h2>Music, Art and Science

Although the Tileans might disagree, there is no nation in the Old World where the artistic pursuits are as championed as they are in Estalia.  Unlike the Empire, however, they tend to shun theatrical productions and travelling circuses for more intimate art forms.  Poets are particularly prized, with the new broadsheets allowing them to publish their works across whole towns or even principalities.  Balladeers and guitarristas are equally famed, and anyone with musical skill will find himself welcomed with open arms in any village in the land.  They can also be guaranteed free food and board if they play in the plaza or taverna.  Music and poetry are considered the premium foods of love, and beaus will slave over creating their own works or pay highly for professionals to create or perform for them.  Of course, it is not just love that must have its songs – there are songs for duels, births, deaths, weddings, funerals, wars, festivals, crimes and punishments.  Most everything in Estalia, it seems, has musical accompaniment.

Painting and sketching are the two other great art forms of choice in the kingdoms.  Again, thanks to the dyes and oils available from Lustria and Araby, new palettes and styles are being explored and Estalian paintings are famous for their vividness and often blinding use of colour.  Meanwhile, sketchers pursue more and more naturalistic works, which is where the art coincides with science.  This, and the need for more and more accurate navigation has allowed this fledgling field to achieve a prominence far beyond what it has in the Empire.  Although the eldritch manipulations of Gold Magic is still mistrusted, the art of studying nature and examining mathematics is believed to be beneficial even when it doesn’t automatically lead to faster boats or bigger guns.  Medicine, alchemy and optics march on towards new marvels and discoveries every day, albeit all the time under the watchful eyes and tight reins of an increasingly suspicious Inquisition, ever-ready to annihilate anything that even hints of heresy.  And with good reason – even the casual observer has noticed how many scientists have given way to temptation and started worshipping false gods or studying forbidden rites, and gives thanks that the Inquisition is there to protect them.

<sidebar>El Toreo

Perhaps nothing is so emblematic of the poetic and courageous spirit of the Estalians as this, their national sport.  The Estalians play many sports, and all of them are full of grandeur, pageantry and blood, but none has all three to the level of the toreo.  A wild and ferocious bull is led into a ring, whereupon lone men with swords attempt to enrage it to a killing frenzy by poking it with darts and small spears, then distract it with flashes of their capes.  The aim is for the torero to come as close as possible to being torn to pieces by the frenzied bull without actually being injured.  The bulls are not stupid, however, and quickly learn to ignore the cape and gore the human poking them.  Just as this happens, the torero slides under the horns and stabs the bull in the neck, killing it.  Again, the torero must judge risk, for to get to the throat he must risk being torn apart; a less risky stroke hits the lungs or just the loose flesh of the shoulders and the bull needs more strokes to kill.  The crowd is the sole judge of a torero’s performance: if they believe he has taken great risks, they will applaud and perhaps throw flowers, if they found him cowardly or dull, they will boo and perhaps throw stones.  The audience believes they deserve the best possible show because they also take a risk – all too often the enraged bull charges into the stands, seeking easier prey.

There are countless variations of the toreo.  Sometimes, the human is on horseback and uses a lance, making his strikes stronger but adding the difficulty of controlling the horse.  In some places, this sport uses more men against the giant bulls known as los diablos.  In the mountains, horrible Chaos minotaurs are sometimes used, in what is believed to be the original form of the sport.  Dwarfs, who understand what it is to prove their worth by taking insane risks, are said to be great fans of the activity, and a few have even become great toreros.  The greatest toreros become celebrities in their home nation and may even tour the kingdoms or dine with their king or queen.  Certainly after proving himself in the ring, a triumphant toreros has no lack of female admirers.

</sidebar>

<h1>The Abaskos

The Estalian Kingdoms are populated by the descendants  of the Estalii, the first tribe to populate the area after the fall of the Reman empire.  In the Irrana and Abasko mountains and the deeper forests there remains a society descended from an even older people: the Abaskos.  Separate from the Estalians, they have their own language, laws, customs and faith, a fact which often bring them into conflict with the nations of which they now find themselves members.

The Abaskos tend to be hairier than the Estalians, although that may be simply a measure to survive the winter cold in the high mountains.  They are keenly adapted to this terrain, and can navigate and traverse the most vertiginous peaks with an accuracy and speed that Estalians find mind-boggling and possibly supernatural.  Superstitious or religious Estalians often suspect the Abaskos of being witches or the harbourers of vampires.  This is more than just a disdain for their more subsistence-based culture: Abaskos religion centres around plant worship, similar to some of the ancient nature cults of the Empire.  Each Abasko village contains a sacred sapling, and Abasko priests claim to commune with plants for wisdom and guidance.  There are even stories of blood sacrifices being made to the sacred trees, but this is probably just a myth.

Most Estalian princes have never had a reason to eradicate or bring to heel the Abasko villages in their nations.  However, the Inquisition takes a dim view of the heresy of the mountain men, and more than once have directed the secular authorities to support them in their pogroms into the mountains.  The Abaskos are good at hiding however, and are not to proud to hide either themselves or their religion until the priests leave again or the soldiers get tired of trying to manoeuvre in the peaks.  More subtle priests of the Maiden have declared the trees sacred to Myrmidia, and included their worship into their rituals.

