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"To the king!" Mena called out, slamming his flagon down in unison with three others before tipping it back. "May he be forever resplendent!" 

The ale left a warm feeling all the way down, in contrast to the burning of yesteryears. Ah, to be young again, able to enjoy the finest in life. But, with age came insight, and that drew his eye to the table next to him.

Itri didn't join in, the worrywart. He must have caught Mena staring because the brat spoke up. "Aren't you all taking this a little... Lightly?"

"Scared, are ya?" Mena challenged. "We’ve been here before, lad. Everything will work out. Harvest may’ve been low, but the king’s sent out bonemeal hunters. Give ’em a week, at least. We'll be taken care of."

"And when we aren't?"

Mena paused, leaning his elbow on the table and squinting at the young man. "IF! If we aren't, you know who else is going to starve?"

Itri grimaced. "Everybody."

"Exactly," Mena cheered, smacking his shoulder with his empty cup. "So, we will be. Why, I bet they're thinking about us right now."

"The archdemon Herobrine has awoken and is upon us, and yet we wither away in indolence whilst every day a new portal opens!"

"Sir Stephan! You forget yourself!" one of the nobles rebuked from the stands. "You are not to take that tone with us, much less His Majesty!"

Biting back a growl, he forced his eyes back to the king. Even though the monarch had yet to respond verbally, it was obvious from the way he stroked his beard that he was listening. 

"If this continues, the Nether shan't be our greatest fear! He'll reopen the portals to the End!"

"The insol-" the same noble began.

"This age of peace has crippled our forces!" Stephan shouted, interrupting him. The chatter of voices fell aside too. Oh, now they would listen? It took them long enough. "We have barely enough knights to defend our people as it is! We are unprepared for such a foe."

Silence reigned for several seconds, slowly supplanted by quiet whispers. Unable to make out the words of the crowd, Stephan resolved to keep his gaze locked firmly on the only person who mattered.

The king tapped his gauntleted hand on his arm rest twice, bringing the chorus of tense voices back to stillness. He didn't stand, but he did straighten up on his throne. "And what, pray tell, would you have me do?"

"Seek allies." Stephan threw his arms wide, gesturing widely to the aristocrats among the court. "We have so many enemies, even amongst each other. Too much blood has been spilled for nothing."

"I've already suspended all internal feuds," the king countered. "Anyone here who acts against another will be immediately stripped of their titles and put on the frontlines themselves."

From the sharp reactions to that, it was clear not everyone had gotten that particular bit of news, but that wasn't enough. If it were, he'd have never forced his way into their session. "We are in more wars than that, my liege."

It took a moment for the meaning of his statement to be understood, but he recognized the exact moment by the way the king's auburn eyes suddenly blazed with fury.

"You would have me ally with PILLAGERS!? WITCHES!?" The king rose from his throne, stomping to the edge of the parapet and gripping the railing hard enough to crack it. "Every day I am assailed with news of their twisted works! They corrupt the Allay, raze our villages, and twist our people into their monstrous Ravagers! The Evokers are trapping our very souls in their totems to sustain themselves! You would have me forgive all that!?"

Stephan took a breath, resisting the urge to argue their defense. Yes, they were evil, but it was a war. Their willingness to perform cruel experiments was the very reason they survived against the kingdom despite their numerous disadvantages. They needed that kind of talent.

In place of peace, he offered simple pragmatism. "They have just as much to lose if the overworld falls. Alone, they will suffer the same fate we shall. Together... Together we may yet live."

The banister crumbled to dust within the king’s hands, and the fury in his eyes only grew. Where before he had met Stephan's gaze evenly, now his chin rose up so he could glare imperiously down upon him.

"I will not hear another word of this. For your service to our kingdom, I will forgive your words this once. Leave. Now."

The knight's eyes narrowed, not in anger but frustration. He would doom his people over bad blood. The king hadn't seen combat in forty years... Perhaps he had simply forgotten what the battlefield was truly like.

After waiting long enough for his obstinance to be apparent, despite never having voiced it, Stephan turned away and marched out of the hall.

His footsteps echoed loudly on the tiled floors, accompanied by the soft clink of his armor. The voices among the crowd faded as two large doors closed behind him, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

His heart was pounding from his outburst. How many years had it been since he last felt so heated? His life had been one long battle after another for almost as long as he could remember. Yet, in that room, he'd been faced with the first true challenge he’d had in years.

And he'd failed.

With a heavy sigh, the old knight slumped his shoulders and trudged down the hall.

He had no idea what the future would bring, but if the king's stubbornness remained, they would have no future.

Without really meaning to, his steps brought him to the one part of the castle he remembered fondly. Not the barracks he'd begun his career in or the dining hall where the nobles threw their lavish feasts, but a chapel. The castle had an entire wing dedicated to various figures- not gods, but saints and legends who had fallen.

The figure depicted by the stained-glass mosaic didn't resemble anyone Stephan had fought alongside, but it did resemble plenty he had fought. Piglins. Though where the piglins of today wore leftover scraps and armed themselves with whatever they could salvage from their bastions, the Blade stood tall, bedecked in netherite plate and bearing an entire legendary armory.

Stephan walked along the red carpet, noting the empty pews. While worshipped among knights, the Blood God didn't receive the appreciation of the masses.

"A shame..." he murmured, stopping just before the podium. "To best whole platoons, only to fall to illness... I wish I'd been able to meet you." He'd had a chance, as a child, but had yet to learn to revere him. He'd simply left the victory parade. "What would you do, in my boots?"

"You know exactly what he would have done."

Stephan nearly jumped out of his skin, whirling around and half-drawing his sword. He hadn't heard anyone come in, which should have been next to impossible, but sure enough there she was. As if to taunt him, he could hear the click of the combat boots she hid under her dress as Alex walked the rest of the way over.

"My apologies, Your Highness," Stephan hurried to say, sliding his sword back into its sheath. "I was not aware you'd entered. I've been a little on edge lately."

"I'll say." The crown princess stopped in front of him, wearing an amused expression. "It's been ages since I've heard anyone talk back to him."

"He'll need to get over it." Stephan crossed his arms. "It's my responsibility as a knight to serve the interests of my kingdom, not necessarily the king."

Alex chuckled, sitting back on the armrest of the nearest pew. "I'm not so sure he would agree with you."

"Maybe not." Stephan sighed. "But it's the truth. If the world burns, it doesn't much matter whose fault it was."

"Well, I can see why you like him"

Stephan paused. "... Like who?"

"You remind me of him," she explained. "A bit."

The two stared at each other, and Stephan realized what she was hinting at. The Blood God. "... You knew him."

"Oh, yes." Alex laughed. "He was quite the character."

Stephan was left speechless, trying to reconcile the woman's words and his own knowledge of the man. While he could confidently say he was physically stronger than Technoblade, matching him in anything else seemed all but impossible.

After several long moments, he gave up and shook his head. "Well, I hope you're right."

"I usually am," she joked, bowing into a faux curtsy. "I'd love to stay and chat, but I should probably stop fraternizing with you."

"Fraternizing with me?" Stephan repeated.

"Don't play stupid, we both know I shouldn't have been party to your... discussion." Alex smirked. "It wouldn't do for the princess to hear of battle, after all."

He snorted, not bothering to hide his amusement. It was almost tragic for Alex to become a trophy after all she'd accomplished. "I'll keep it to myself."

She nodded, sparing a glance at the memorial before turning to exit. Of course, she couldn't leave without one last parting comment. "Do me a favor, will you?"

"Hmm?"

"Win. Whatever it takes, you have my support."

Stephan smiled, unable to respond in time but sure she knew what it would have been.

"As you wish."
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Leaving the city was as simple as trotting out on his horse. One of the many perks of knighthood was avoiding customs, only having to verify your identity when passing the gate.

Stephan's horse easily carried him out of the city and past the farmlands surrounding it. Having left late in the morning, he made good time through the forest as well. The trees had been cut on either side of the path, but skeletons could be spotted watching the road, only avoiding him because of the distance and the sun.

It was unfortunate, but also inevitable. They revived en masse, with anyone lost in combat only joining their ranks with the next.

Traveling at night was normally treacherous, but the company of a horse tipped those scales quite drastically. Even if the undead were unfortunate enough to challenge him of all people, any good steed would outpace the aim of a skeleton.

So it was that he found himself- many hours later- approaching the outpost by lantern light. They would see him coming for miles, but then he didn't intend any subterfuge. They would entreat with him, out of curiosity at the least. But if things went poorly...

His right hand fell to the comforting handle of Oathkeeper, but just as quickly fell away. He couldn’t be the one to initiate hostilities. 

No, he would have to play the game.

Slowing his steed’s pace to a sedate walk, he gave them all the time in the world to arrange a welcoming party, and yet nobody left the wooden fort to greet him. Instead, he was left to slowly approach the sentries on watch, who stood beside a lit campfire.

The three Pillagers before him were each armed with an axe, two of which were drawn while the last left it clipped to their hip as they whittled a long stick. Javelin, he noted, recognizing them from a rather unpleasant memory. Beyond weapons, he also noticed the way their clothing stuck out around the chest and legs, implying armor hidden beneath, though he couldn’t identify the specifics.

"Who goes there?" one of them demanded, standing straight from the post he'd been leaning on. He was the tallest of the sentries, which was probably why he was the one to open a dialogue, but Stephan still had to look down at him from atop his horse.

"Sir Stephan of Brofis. I am here on business from the Kingdom of Tireth."

"Is that so?" The guard's eyes narrowed, falling not to Stephan's weapon but to his horse. In the event of a fight, they would want to take it out to prevent an escape. They probably ate horses, too. "And what business is that?"

"I'm here to speak with your chieftain."

"We have no chiefs," he grunted.

"Your leader, then."

The guard laughed, quickly joined by the others. Stephan felt his frustration mounting but held back on it, merely frowning to show his disapproval.

"Tell you what," the man eventually managed. "If you can name our 'leader', I'll take you right to 'em."

Stephan paused, thinking on it. He'd never actually heard anything concrete about their leadership. The term chieftain was based on the Piglins, which he supposed was unfair to apply to the Pillagers, but that didn’t leave him anything to go on here. All the kingdom really cared for were their combat abilities, which were far more varied than their own, and the atrocities they’d commit to acquire them.

"I... I don't know," he admitted.

"A shame," the Pillager muttered. "Now, you've got a couple options. You can turn back, give up your horse and whatever else you've got, and go home, or..."

"We can take 'em off your corpse," another chimed in.

Stephan took a moment, considering. This was no surprise, but it was unfortunate. There was a reason nobody went to negotiate with the Pillagers.

"Well?"

"I choose the third option."

In one smooth motion, the knight leapt from his horse and pulled Oathkeeper free from its scabbard, the enchanted blade leaving a blue trail as it swung towards the nearest guard. The Pillager reacted quickly, but not well, the axe head raised in defense splitting apart under Oathkeepers edge. The armor behind that was more successful, with the blade only digging in a centimeter or so past the leather before snagging.

Despite being disarmed, the Pillager lunged in for a grapple, cuffing his temple and forcing Stephan to dive to the side as he dislodged his weapon. While he would have won a contest of strength, the time it would have taken would have left him open to the others.

Now that he'd lost the initiative, the trio took a moment to prepare for the fight proper. The javelin was tossed to the one who'd lost his axe, giving them each a weapon, and they began to fan out to ready a flank.

His attention was briefly grabbed by some others in the background, nestled behind the rampart of their outpost, watching. They would have crossbows, but curiously none were being drawn on him. After a moment, Stephan thought he'd figured it out, deciding to sheathe Oathkeeper. It was impossible to tell from their expression if he'd got it right, but he'd know soon enough.

Rather than get pinned, Stephan rushed one of the flanks, batting the first axe swing aside on his gauntlet. Shoulder checking him, Stephan grabbed the extended weapon arm, pulling backwards as he ducked- flipping the Pillager overhead.

Stephan spun around, wrenching the man’s arm painfully behind his back and forcing him to drop his weapon. The other two hesitated just a second, noting how he could take the man hostage, but Stephan instead kicked the man's back to launch him at the only one left with an axe.

Unbidden, the javelin was thrust his way. Stephan ducked back to avoid the first two, but with time of the essence, simply lunged into the third. The Pillager was smart, aiming for the junction of his fauld and plackart, but the weapon hadn't been finished yet. The wood, untreated or baked, wrent into splinters, turning what would have been a hip check into a bruise and a broken stick.

He didn't fare long after that.

Turning to the last, he was met with an already swinging blade. Stephan tried to block it, but there was a world of difference between deflecting and catching an axe with your hands.

He'd like to say he did it strategically, taking a hit so his foe could be struck down, but it was a bit more of a mess than that. His left gauntlet splintered, the axe piercing the cloth beneath that with ease and digging into his hand. It stopped on bone, but even that was painful, and it was only through experience that he was able to ignore it for the second it took to smash his other fist into the handle just below the head, shattering it.

The Pillager staggered back, staring at his ruined weapon, before his eyes snapped to Stephan's furious expression. He didn't cower- being far too prideful for such a thing- but his hesitation betrayed him. Stephan marched a step forward, claiming victory the instant the Pillager matched him backwards.

Satisfaction ran through him.

And exhaustion.

With the adrenaline of the battle fading, far too fast for his liking, Stephan suddenly felt every one of his years and the crash as each lingering injury from the fight reminded him that they were there. He growled, volume spiking when he tore the axe head out of his hand, and ripped some cloth from his tabard to act as a bandage. He'd see about snagging a health potion somewhere- though he certainly wasn't trusting a brew made by one of them.

Not yet.

"So," Stephan began, voice colder than before. "May I speak now?"

There was stillness, broken by the creaking sound of a large door opening. His eyes flicked to the tower, which may well have been a trick to catch him off guard, but he had accepted that kind of risk the moment he chose this path.

He expected an Evoker, their status obvious from the robes, but was greeted instead by a Witch. Her large hat covered her eyes, but he knew from experience that she could see. Perhaps even better than he could. Her garb exposed just enough neck to show off arcane tattoos, but the attached cloak hid all armaments from view. Potions, of course, but perhaps a dagger as well. They were needed for some of their rituals.

As she moved, the torches and lanterns she passed turned a bright purple hue, a silent show of power.

"My my," the witch chuckled, stepping close with a gait that was clearly intended to be seductive. Despite the endorphins, he didn’t stir. "An envoy of Tireth, and yet you thrive in battle. Truly you can't be from that city of cowards."

"We aren't cowards," Stephan countered plainly.

"Oh, of course you're not," she purred. "But if they all had an ounce of your will, the war would have ended a century ago, in one way or the other. Fortunately for you, we've had bigger fish to fry."

He glared at her. "I didn't come here to trade quips."

"Indeed," the Witch conceded. "And you didn't come to smite us down either. Curious."

Stephan took a deep breath, resolving himself. "I come," he began with a raised voice, so all in the tower could hear, "on behalf of the Crown Princess Alexandria to discuss a military alliance against the scourge of Herobrine, the Nether, and a potential End invasion."

"Ah, a diplomatic visit." The Witch smiled. "So, you really are one of them."

His left eye twitched at the blatant insult. Their skill at pissing him off seemed far superior to his own political acumen. He didn't bother responding, letting her have her little victory.

"Well, then, Sir Stephan, would you care to join us inside?"

"I would." He nodded.

The Witch bowed her head, turning to the tower and motioning him inside. "Follow, closely."

Stephan whistled, drawing his horse after him as they made their way inside. Two of the three Pillagers remained at their posts, but the third joined them with the broken weapons in hand. He felt a little bad about that, but forcing a surrender without bloodshed required serious injury to them or their gear.

As he crossed the threshold into the tower, he found a dozen pairs of eyes staring him down. Most were Pillagers, dressed in cloth or leathers, with weapons at their sides, but there was also a second Witch resting on a cot. Not asleep, but in a trance of some kind, numb to the world and also his presence.
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