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I would have needed

a decisive part

of my adult life

to realize that tragedy
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Winter is long. Life is hard.

Bread is dear. Thy frost shall never end,

O bitter winter.

Alas! When shall the war end?

Alas, shall we ever see them again?

Shall we see our sons return

to their cottages and tilled fields ripen?

Here we die of cold and hunger,

and down on the plain the river froze.

Of winter’s great rigour the water froze...

(from the chorus of the woodcutters,

opening scene of Don Carlos,

Giuseppe Verdi)
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1. Flight from the Dying City
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The abandoned windows of empty buildings are as desolate as the spirit of the few who remain to inhabit the bleak streets of Senaja. The fragrance of the trees in the Citadel’s garden in spring mingles with the dominant, acrid smell of funeral pyres emanating from beyond the walls. A girl, alone, diminutive, in tattered clothes, walks the deserted road like a miniature figure with uncertain gait. Her red hair is almost the only splash of color among buildings blackened by soot. Compared to the stone giants abandoned, once palaces teeming with activity, the girl appears fragile and insignificant, excessively thin. And yet she is the only form of life present.

The only one.

In her hands she holds a tiny bundle. It is the corpse of her son, barely more than an infant, already dead from starvation after such a brief appearance in a cruel world.

The girl’s face is dirty and marked by all the tears she has shed.

All of them.

She has no more.

Her eyes are those of someone defeated definitively. Her life is devastated, as is what remains of that city, increasingly empty, whose streets she traverses to accompany her son, innocent victim of a merciless time, on his final journey.

The city gates are still guarded by soldiers. Few, demoralized, nearly as dirty as she is. They watch her leave, say nothing. One of the soldiers looks away, as if unable to face the evidence of yet another distant sorrow.

The girl follows the path among the burned buildings that once were the suburbs beyond the walls, heading toward the cemetery. A singer of Ukko is celebrating a funeral rite. One of countless others, since the Plague began.

At the funeral, besides those who celebrate it, there are few people. They see her arrive and step aside. The singer turns his gaze toward her, then toward the bundle she holds in her hands. A grimace of sadness crosses his face like a new, countless mark left on a prison wall by a prisoner.

“What is your name?” he asks her, in a weary voice full of pity.

“Rhiannon,” whispers the girl.

The singer extends his hands. Rhiannon yields her son to him.

“And he, what was his name?” asks the clergyman, gently receiving the unfortunate creature.

“Morin,” Rhiannon replies. “Son of Bren Mac Mordha.”

“Morin Brennan,” the singer pronounces solemnly. “Return in peace to the loving arms of our father Ukko, to whom the hands of your mother Rhiannon deliver you. May your soul soon return to this world and have better fortune. Rest in peace, little one, so that at least in the afterlife the gods may show you the mercy they did not show in this life, for reasons only they can understand.”

The priest intones a melancholy chant while sprinkling the forehead of little Morin with water and ash, drawing the symbol of Ukko, a divinity whose faith is everywhere in the Lands of Storsen, but whose light no longer seems to illuminate them.

A woman present there approaches Rhiannon and takes her arm. The singer completes the preparations and gently places the little one, with all the tenderness he can, in the common grave, beside the lifeless bodies of two women and a beardless boy.

Rhiannon feels herself fainting, but the woman is there, ready, and supports her.

The singer and another man begin to cover the grave. At the first shovel of earth that falls on the bodies, Rhiannon stops looking.

“Come with me,” the woman helping her says. “I still have something to eat. It is not much, but I will share it with you.”

Where were you when Morin needed food? Rhiannon thinks. “No one helped me when I asked,” she says aloud, venting her anger. “No one had mercy on me, nor on Morin.”

“I’m sorry,” the woman says, sincerely. She passes Rhiannon what remains of bread, black and stale. “It is not much. We too have not eaten for days. My daughter was... is... was too weak to chew it and she could not do it. Perhaps it was fate that this bread would come to you.” The woman turns toward the grave being covered, but soon looks at Rhiannon again. “She was about your age.”

Rhiannon bites the bread, hard, and slowly chews a piece before returning it.

“I am not hungry,” she declares. Her body, however, says otherwise.

“What became of the father?” the nameless woman asks her.

“He fled in the very first days of the Plague,” she replies. “He abandoned me before knowing he would have a son from me. I stayed at the Flower of the North until nearly labor, but I fled when they sacked it, before they could rape me as well. I saved myself by miracle and hid for days. I gave birth to Morin alone. I was ill. I had nothing to eat, no milk came from my breast. I had not eaten properly for too long. And he...” Rhiannon cannot complete her outburst. “I called out, but I received no help. He cried so hard it broke my heart, I could not calm him. I know there was someone there, nearby, I heard them, but they ignored us. I could not move. I was ill and he even more so. I could do nothing, until it was too late.”

“How are you now?” the woman asks her, caressing her shoulder. “Your suffering does not seem to be limited to your spirit.”

Rhiannon nods. “He died yesterday, I could not stay there any longer. I owed him at least that.”

“You can barely stand on your feet,” the woman observes, offering her bread again. “Eat something more.”

Rhiannon does not reply. She has no strength.

“We are leaving the city,” the woman tells her wearily. “We will go south. None of us has any reason to stay here and nothing to lose if they kill us along the way.”

“Then why?”

“For them,” the woman points to the grave, now almost completely covered. “So that their death is not in vain.”

Rhiannon looks at the grave.

“Goodbye, Morin,” she says, sending him a weary kiss.

The stranger woman, united with her in sorrow, embraces her. For Rhiannon it is as if she were once again in her mother’s arms.

She thought she had exhausted her tears, but she breaks down in sobs again.
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2. The Woman of Elsevereth
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The branches of the trees sway in the wind. It moves the dying leaves in wide swirls and moves Rhiannon’s hair like a copper-colored flag, drying the tear that marks a cheek of the young woman. Rhiannon leans against the battlements of the Great Keep, the tall tower that dominates the western walls of Elsevereth. From the city, gray and brown from the wood and stone that compose it, rise thin filaments of gray smoke issuing from chimneys that battle the first cold of late autumn. The sky is so clear, the tower so high as to allow one to see the details of the forest colored by autumn to the east, the looming and imposing mountain panorama to the west, and the distant hill of Senaja to the north. Rhiannon’s thoughts return to when she worked at the Flower of the North as a prostitute and informant. To the lacerated memories of the time of the Plague and the funeral of Morin, in such stark contrast to the poignant beauty of that autumn landscape observed from that height.

Barely two years have passed and the wounds the young woman carries within have not healed.

“Am I disturbing you, perhaps, Rhiannon?” pronounces a voice behind her.

She turns.

“Not at all, Magistrate,” she responds to the newcomer. “Come forward.”

The man is dressed in a long dark robe and wrapped in a warm cloak whose edges flutter like her hair.

“What is the reason for this informal summons?” The Magistrate shows composed bearing, but in his voice, as in the barely perceptible trembling of his hand or slightly furrowed brow, there transpires a faint sign of the irritation that truly pervades him.

“You do not like being told what to do,” Rhiannon observes, and these emotions have not escaped her. “I do not intend to influence your decisions.”

“Yet you have summoned me for a secret meeting where no one could hear our words,” the man comments in reply. “I would like to know what you wish to speak to me about, therefore.”

“I beg you to consider my actions with indulgence,” Rhiannon apologizes. “I wanted to be certain of the contents of the interrogation of the woman who calls herself Flannan.”

“Oh!” The Magistrate’s self-control seems to hang in the balance. “Why does that woman interest you so much? She is merely a person who came from the moor to be admitted to the city, taking advantage of a series of favorable events for her.”

“And will she be admitted?” Rhiannon asks. “What do you think of her?”

“My experience tells me she lies,” the Magistrate admits. “Her story is scarcely credible, her reasons fragile. My impression is that she is a bad sort: perhaps part of a band of Recruiters or Stigamaourinn. I do not believe, however, that she is a spy of the Dark Valley: I see no signs in her that make me think of the cult of Tuonetar.”

“I have had the same impression,” confirms Rhiannon. “Are there grounds to punish her?”

The Magistrate sighs, joins his hands and cracks his fingers before replying. “Baron Macallan has not given direct instructions. I would be inclined to let her go without granting her to collect any bounty. Whether she returns to the moor, goes south, or remains in the city is of little interest. One more, one less, will not make a difference for Elsevereth. But I imagine that, contrary to the intentions you have professed, you have an opinion in the matter.”

“You are mistaken,” says Rhiannon. “I will respect the Baron’s judgment and yours. I merely wondered whether this would mean we will hear no more of Bren Mac Mordha.”

“Oh, I understand,” the man declares. “So that is what was at your heart. Well, I have no evidence to refute the statements of that woman, although I find them, as I have said, rather implausible. But I have seen stranger things happen myself. So, in the absence of a reason of state, I do not see why to punish her arbitrarily, without clear evidence that can attest to her guilt.”

“You see, Magistrate,” Rhiannon explains, “the bard was a very popular man in the city. The Baron Macallan himself—to avoid increasing popular discontent—preferred exile for him rather than a greater punishment. So I wondered: if he were ever to present himself again at the city walls, what would happen if we let the woman go today? What would people think?”

“Without evidence of proof, it would not be appropriate to detain her indefinitely. It would soon prove to be an equally unpopular decision: perhaps not a symbol, but probably a pretext. Especially in the not unlikely case that the bard never returned. Unless you wish to take the investigation upon yourself, I will send no one to the moor to verify the truthfulness of that woman’s words. It would be a waste of time and resources.”

“It would be a waste,” agrees Rhiannon. “And I have no intention of returning to the moor. Act as you see fit: I merely wanted to be apprised of developments.”

The Magistrate does not reply immediately. He merely observes Rhiannon attentively, as if he could read through her wind-tossed hair.

“I would advise you not to attempt foolish actions,” he suggests after a moment. “A kidnapping or an assassination would not benefit your reputation, even though your role in service to the Baron renders you virtually immune from the power of the Magistracy. People are already convinced that you chosen agents of the Baron are evil incarnate, almost more than the very Necromancers of the Dark Valley themselves: I do not believe it would be wise to give them further cause for agitation.”

“I am aware of this,” Rhiannon admits. “And I thank you for the warning.”

“It will not be guilt that torments you?” the man asks. “I would swear that the bard is at the center of your thoughts.”

“Believe me, I hated Bren Mac Mordha,” she states. “I had many reasons to do so. Yet it is not those that move my actions now, but honest concern for the interests of Baron Macallan.”

“I combine the desire to do true justice with the interests of the Baron, because I believe the two things coincide.” The Magistrate’s words are stern and imply that she uses questionable methods. “In my experience I know that people always seek revenge, not justice. Every sentence that does not conform to their idea of justice and retaliation becomes unjust or corrupt in their eyes. Unless they are directly involved: with roles reversed their sense of justice is as well, so they invoke clemency for the most reckless or repugnant acts.”

“You are right once again, Magistrate,” Rhiannon admits. “Perhaps I too was seeking revenge and retaliation against Bren Mac Mordha.”

“Now you find yourself face to face with your conscience,” he tells her. “Every time I have seen it truly happen it has never been painless. Unless I am faced with a base or violent person and, I believe I have confirmation, you are not, after all.”

Rhiannon does not miss that nuance.

“After all?” she asks him indeed.

The man nods. “I admit it: I too was partially prey to the common prejudice toward you, chosen agents of the Baron. Power corrupts. Responsibility becomes delirium of omnipotence. Sometimes in the blink of an eye, when one becomes accustomed to exercising it.”

“How do you manage?” asks Rhiannon.

“I try to maintain balance by imagining what would happen if each of the people involved in the cases, victims and perpetrators alike, were people dear to me, rather than strangers. As if they were all my children, to be clear. Would I show mercy to one of my children who mistreated or killed another? Or would I demand the exposure of his head on a stake after long torture, to dissuade the others from following his example? I find it to be an edifying mental exercise that allows me to keep my feet on the ground.”

“The Baron chose you well for the role you hold,” compliments Rhiannon. “Your self-sacrifice is a rare gift.”

“The Baron is less inclined than I to follow this line of thinking,” the man states. “Yet he strays from it only for reasons of state and even if it is not necessary that I approve or not of this current of thinking, I understand the difference of his role from mine. The absolute right of a feudal lord, whether it be my Baron or my Duke, allows him to exercise the power he desires, no matter how unjust, imprudent, or counterproductive it may appear to anyone but himself, but he abuses it less than his detractors claim. Macallan chooses with care who exercises power in his name. In short, I believe our Baron to be a good feudal lord, unlike the deposed Rat-Baron of Malash, driven only by personal interest, or so many other nobles of the court.”

“People need strong guidance,” interjects Rhiannon.

“People truly have no idea what they need,” the Magistrate contradicts her. “But certainly they are convinced that they know perfectly well and often a man of will makes good inroads on popular judgment.”

“Would I not know either, Magistrate? And you?”

“You and I are people. We are all tempted to believe we are immune to this way of thinking, to be better,” the man continues. “No one likes to admit they were wrong, that they erred or were unprepared to decide on a given subject. Yet there are those who go to the blacksmith and explain to him how to forge, just as there are those who come to me and try to explain to me how to administer justice, even though they do not even know the fundamental principles of the Law. Or they think they know how Elsevereth should be governed, better than the Baron himself and his stewards, roles I personally do not envy.”

“Are these people always wrong?”

“Not always, but very often they see nothing but the things before their eyes: point out the mountain to them and they see only the finger, because their foolishness makes them so shortsighted that they cannot see the mount but only, in the best case, perhaps a vague outline. So they focus on the finger, which they know well, and think that is all there is. Everything seems easy to those who are not competent. The others always seem stupid or in bad faith, in their eyes. But things are almost never so simple. Thinking that they are can cause great harm.”

“You are a profound person,” observes Rhiannon. “I had heard it said.”

“You will also have heard it said that I am insensible to flattery, therefore,” parries the Magistrate. “And of little patience. I would like you to stop playing cat and mouse and come to the point: why have I been summoned here, alone, in secret? Certainly not for the woman called Flannan: you would have easily found another way to obtain that information.”

The woman has a half-smile. “My task is to determine how much your idealism is a danger to Baron Macallan’s position.”

“I understand,” states the man. “Everything we have discussed was merely a pretext to question me indirectly.”

“Baron Macallan could not and would not expose himself personally. Moreover, he did not want to address anything publicly, as that would have been imprudent, nor entrust himself to a torturer, unless it proved strictly necessary, because that would have been a definitive act.”

“Better to handle the matter where no one could interfere,” observes the Magistrate. “An intelligent choice, without doubt, as one expects from an accomplished politician like him.”

“Are you not curious to know what I will report to him?” Rhiannon asks.

“I imagine I will discover it very soon,” is the man’s reply. “I am, in fact, in your power. This private conversation can be reported as you see fit: I can do nothing about it but hope in the clemency of the Baron and that for him my word retains some value.”

“Will you attempt to flee the city?”

“Should I? That would be like admitting guilt that I do not believe I have, whatever charge you decide to level against me,” the man declares. “If the Baron intends to pursue me, there will be no places in all the Duchy where I can take refuge. Certainly none where I would wish to end my days. It is best to face my fate here and now, as is fitting. Will you at least spare my family?”

Rhiannon approaches him. “You have not even attempted to defend yourself or exonerate yourself,” she tells him. “Why?”

“Would it serve any purpose?” is his reply. “I have not conspired, I have not embezzled goods from the city, I do not even have a lover and conduct a comfortable but respectable life, within limits. But the law declares that the Baron has absolute power and he has blind faith in you. I will not resist it at the risk of worsening the situation of the people I care about: it does not really matter what charge can be leveled against me, if you are determined to do me harm. No one, in all the Duchy, would dare defend me anyway. I will only try to minimize the impact on the people I care about, if formal charges are filed.”

Rhiannon moves a few steps closer to the man, until she is at a short distance from his face. Despite being much shorter than him and the man’s stern gaze having petrified countless people, it is clear who holds more power between the two.

“Do you know what is beautiful about this private conversation?” she asks him. Without waiting for a reply she continues: “That I can truly report what pleases me and the Baron will trust me. Now tell me: would you be willing to grant me a request, in exchange for my indulgence?”

“I have no alternative,” the man declares. “I would prefer not to go beyond the limits imposed on me by the Law, to be sure, but I know I am not in a position to negotiate.”

“The Baron needs a new ambassador to Senaja,” Rhiannon says. “You and only you have the characteristics of good sense, loyalty, and competence necessary to perform that task well, in my opinion. And moreover you have a family you particularly care about, who will remain here in the city and will help ensure your loyalty.”

“My loyalty was never in question,” he replies. “It was not necessary to threaten me openly. I will not shy away from my duty.”

“The Baron wanted certain things to be made clear,” she explains. “He wanted my opinion of you and for you to be aware of what you could lose.”

“It is absolutely clear to me.”

“Very well,” Rhiannon tells him. “You will be the first official ambassador of Elsevereth to Senaja, at the court of Prince Alliodan. It is good to know that the interests of the city will come before yours.”

“I am in the service of Elsevereth,” declares the official, with a slight bow. “Was this your request?”

Rhiannon nods. “You may return to your duties,” she dismisses him. “You will be summoned to court by the Baron and you will appear grateful for the new position, which you will not refuse. So everyone will know that your self-sacrifice is not in question.”

The man nods, turns and walks away. But before descending the stairs to return to the building, he adds: “I have only one curiosity, if you allow me.”

The woman makes a gesture that means “proceed”, so the Magistrate asks her: “What is the origin of your hatred for Bren Mac Mordha?”

Rhiannon narrows her eyes, surprised by that question. “Because he is the opposite of how you are, Magistrate,” she limits herself to answering him, dismissing him with a wave of her hand.
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3. Three in the Moor
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The contrast between the muted colors of the hilly moor and the vibrant ones that autumn paints on the great forest of Elsevereth, northern border of the Duchy of Peylan, makes the landscape almost unnatural. Green, red, orange, and yellow on one side; gray, white, and brown on the other: variegated patches on a surreal palette.

The small caravan, composed of three people and their mounts, proceeds slowly, with the animals walking. They advance westward, following the edge of the wooded area. The corrugated premontane terrain is dotted with remnants of civilization. Ruined cottages, abandoned villages, towers forgotten since the time of the Plague succeed one another at irregular intervals and, in the distance, on the summit of the highest hill, is their destination: Senaja, ancient frontier city of the Duchy, now a ghostly capital of the faithful of Prince Alliodan.

At the head of the group is Bren Mac Mordha, an itinerant bard condemned to exile. His original objective was to gather sufficient evidence of the elimination of various Undead, so as to formally regain the forgiveness of Baron Macallan.

Various vicissitudes have led him to travel through nearly all the Spectral Lands, as the region is popularly defined that extends from the Pass of Tiros in the west to the Storsen River in the east; to help Flannan escape from captivity, only to be robbed by her; to be captured and subsequently freed by Seana, his old acquaintance; to reach Kroghery and finally to be given a mission that has brought him back to the moor, where he hopes to find Flannan again to reclaim what is his.

I have enough to compose ten ballads about my adventures, Bren reflects to himself, thinking back on this recent period of his life.

“Senaja is now near,” announces the bard, turning to the two women accompanying him.

The first, Arany, is dressed exotically, wrapped entirely in a long embroidered veil, carefully draped. Only her slightly almond-shaped eyes in a dark complexion remain uncovered. The second, Gyozelem, wears men’s travel clothes and a leather-reinforced corset. She is dark-haired and dark-complexioned, with hard but harmonious features and carries a short sword and dagger at her side, while her saddle is hung with a bow and quiver.

“We had noticed,” Gyozelem taunts him. “I would prefer a different use of your tongue, if these banalities are all you have to say.”

During the three days of travel from Kroghery to Senaja, Bren has been openly provoked countless times and is increasingly unmoved by the woman’s not-too-indirect allusions.

“You could be the last woman in the Duchy and, believe me, I would prefer the horse,” Bren replies, annoyed.

“And a horse you shall have,” she teases him, “you do not know what you are missing.”

Despite her words, the only true reason for Bren’s resistance is to be found in the doubts he harbors about the treatment he would receive once he reached his destination, should he decide to take advantage of the woman’s offers, and not in a true lack of interest.

“When it is too much, it is too much,” he bursts out. “Let my head be thrown to the weeds once cut off, at least all this will end: if you want me, here I am.”

Gyozelem bursts out laughing. “You must ask in another way, bard,” she adds. “With crudeness you will get nothing.”

“I know it is all a pretense,” he comments, more than anything thinking aloud.

“Oh, do not believe it so,” intervenes for the first time the serene and fascinating Arany, catching him off guard. “Her offer is honest. But we are not prostitutes of a brothel, so you pay a Procurer and that is the end of it, but priestesses. And as such we are to be respected, including the rites and formal etiquette. Otherwise, well...” The sentence remains unfinished.

“I ask your forgiveness,” Bren apologizes, having in the meantime regained control. “I did not intend to offend you. I lost my head.”

“Apologies accepted,” Gyozelem replies, still with a half-sarcastic smile on her lips.

The three ride in silence for a while; then Bren returns to the subject, from which he cannot detach himself, even though he wants to: “Do you always provoke men like this?”

“No,” admits Arany. “We know that you are not dangerous. There are infinitely many brutes, and there have been many during this interminable journey, who are to be kept at bay and dissuaded even with violence. You are not among them. We are relaxed.”

The bard arches his eyebrows and retorts: “I do not know whether to take it as a compliment or an insult.”

“It is a compliment,” clarifies Arany.

“We are accustomed to dealing with men and know how to distinguish who is to be dissuaded and who is not,” explains Gyozelem. “If you had tried to take us by force, it would not have been your head thrown to the weeds, but your manhood.”

“Gyozelem is an experienced fighter,” adds Arany, laconically.

“Gyozelem the Castrator,” Bren jokes, going on the offensive. “Sounds particularly fitting. I still do not understand why provoke me, though.”

“Men often feel fear or hatred for enterprising women,” says Arany, as if indifferent to his intervention. “Much depends on the culture you belong to, if I am being honest: yet males tend to resemble each other very much, in various respects, regardless of what culture they belong to. Let us say we put you to the test.”

Bren stops his horse. The two women draw alongside him and the bard says: “Is it necessary that I accompany you further? I would like to avoid an encounter with the Prince’s soldiers: generally they do not welcome the intrusion of outsiders.”

“Do not fear,” Arany reassures him. “No harm will come to you.”

“How can you be certain?” asks the bard.

“We are expected,” she explains. “Our escort will enjoy proper protection.”

I wish I were sure of that, Bren thinks, doubtful. Aloud, however, he warns: “Do not be led to believe that these lands are peaceful. I have no idea of the journey you made to reach Kroghery, but I assure you that, although we have had no unpleasant encounters since we left it, these lands are mortally dangerous. Beyond the presence of beasts and chimeras, the Necromancers bring countless slaves to their fortress to transform them into Undead; moreover, what remains of villages is plundered by bands of Recruiters. Even if you might enjoy the protection of the barbarians under the command of Prince Alliodan, the dangers are greater than you can imagine. Never lower your guard.”

“We are aware of this,” Arany replies calmly. “You had already warned us with similar words.”

“The abandoned villages were sufficient indication,” adds Gyozelem. “We have seen other lands reduced badly, where pestilence and war reign, or infested by unimaginable monsters. It was not an easy journey.”

At that moment Bren realizes he has not seized an important opportunity for a storyteller. “What is your land of origin like? I would like to hear your stories.”

“About us or about our land?” asks Arany.

“Both,” replies the bard. “I love stories, whether they are true or tales of exploits of characters from exotic places. Each of them has its charm.”

“Stay with us and I will tell you some,” promises Arany.

“It is one of her specialties,” states Gyozelem. “Arany is highly appreciated for her skill with music and storytelling.”

“I thought you were priestess-concubine types,” declares Bren, furrowing his brow.

“We are,” confirms Arany. “But the rites of the goddess of love are not crude coupling. For those things there are low-grade brothels.”

“I did not intend to offend,” reiterates the bard. “I was not aware and made the mistake of presuming too much.”

“There have been Princes who could not enjoy Arany’s company, bard,” Gyozelem informs him. “It is certainly no accident that we are destined for the court of the last known Prince of Elves.”

“We have company,” Bren changes the subject, suddenly alarmed. “Do you see that dust down there?”

“Horses?” Arany inquires.

“Precisely,” the bard nods. “I imagine it is a patrol of Tiros cavalry from Senaja. I would say there are at least thirty, or the state of these roads would not have raised that much. I would say they are coming from our direction.”

“Is it possible they spotted us from the city?” asks Gyozelem.

Bren shrugs. “I do not know,” he admits. “Today visibility is excellent, but we are still five leagues away. You said you were expected: could it be that they are coming to meet you?”

“It is possible,” the veiled woman admits. “We sent a message when we landed in Aren.”

“Oh,” the bard is surprised. “I imagine it was not a courier.”

“You imagine correctly,” she confirms. “It is a magical system that we were permitted to use thanks to the intercession of one of our peers with Lord Kirlian.”

For Bren this declaration reveals important details. “You are not simple concubines as I was led to believe,” he states.

“No,” confirms Arany.

Bren notices that Gyozelem has prudently placed a hand on her weapon and hastens to add: “I do not intend to do anything rash, I do not want to be misunderstood. However, you will understand my caution: any surprise could be a potential threat.”

“If you want to leave, do so now,” suggests Gyozelem.

Bren considers the idea, then grunts and shakes his head. “No one can beat Tiros cavalry in speed and I, although practiced in these lands, do not delude myself that I can match them on horseback: if I fled and they intended to reach me, it would only be a matter of hours.” He sighs. I always manage to get myself into trouble because of some woman, he thinks. Let us see if this time it will end that way too... and if it will be the last time.
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4. The Ghost City
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Riding in the moor is not as appealing as riding on the steppe. Yet for Fej Ritsar Jasur of the Kekkaygan it is still better than being in that cursed uninhabited city they have conquered and which is Senaja, become the capital of the Olmez of Prince Alliodan. Even though the rough and uneven terrain does not allow one to launch the horse at a gallop, the cutting wind on the face is an appeasing experience.

“Ritsar, down there!” he orders his warriors, a lance composed of thirty mounted archers, calling them “cavalry” in their language. Each of them wears short-sleeved iron chain armor, visible over a colorful padded tunic called kecksebor, and a conical helmet closed with a metal mask with the semblance of an impassive face, making them appear almost like animated metal puppets. Their horses, with varied coats, carry manes and tails braided.

The soldiers change direction following the order and head without any hesitation toward the thin cloud of dust that, to their trained eyes, is clear evidence of the presence of a group of people on horseback.

A few minutes later a new, sharp order and the warriors arrange themselves in a circle to surround the target, three people on horseback, with a perfect maneuver, guiding the horses with their knees and brandishing taut bows.

“Identify yourselves,” the Fej Ritsar orders peremptorily, first in his own tongue and immediately after in Storsen language.

“The ambassadress Arany of Fyuman, her escort, the warrior Gyozelem, and their guide,” announces in Storsen a red-haired man whose hands are raised above his head. “We are headed to Senaja, where the ambassadress is expected.”

“You wear the colors of Elsevereth,” Jasur observes, accusatory.

“I am Bren Mac Mordha, bard of Elsevereth, the guide,” the man explains. “The ambassadress does not know the moor: she has charged me with guiding her from Kroghery to Senaja, avoiding unnecessary dangers.”

Jasur brings his horse closer to the group, keeping one hand on the reins and the other on the hilt of the khopesh sword with the half-moon blade he carries at his side.

“I can show credentials,” states at that point the only person without openly carried weapons or armor, a veiled woman. Her voice is warm as honey; her slightly almond-shaped eyes are attentive and render her gaze penetrating.

A nod from the Fej’s head and the woman withdraws a silver tablet on which are inscribed characters and designs in an intricate variety. Jasur extends his hand and grasps the tablet to examine it. He studies it for several seconds before returning it.

“Follow us,” he orders the three.

The Fej Ritsar Jasur turns his horse and leads it at quick pace in the direction of the city on the hill, from which they came, taking for granted that he will be obeyed.

The turma of warriors surrounds the two women and Bren who, rather than escorted, feel forced to follow them.

“It is positive that they have sheathed their weapons,” observes Gyozelem.

Bren shoots her a scowl. “Do you mean to say you were not sure they would?” he comments. He receives only an inscrutable half-smile from the woman in response.

As the hill approaches, the landscape changes. The bare highlands dotted with shrubs give way to burned ruins, infested with thorns and moss, that line a steep road, bristling with hairpin turns.

Bren observes every detail: in his wanderings he has not dared approach the city so closely. What he remembered, a city alive and teeming with activity, is now like the stripped carcass of an animal, with a few shreds of meat remaining, but largely reduced to bones burned by the sun. The city gates are open and blocked, replaced in function by a recent palisade that is moved by a pulley tied to a span of two horses, guided by sentries who guard it.

The wide central avenue that once hosted the coming and going of carts and goods in both directions is now an accolade infested with weeds, surrounded by the ghosts of buildings and shops once crowded and active.

SKREEEEEE!

Bren starts at hearing such a loud and close dragon cry. Even his horse shies and he has to calm it. Even the Tiros cavalry have to do the same with their animals, although they are more accustomed than his to the presence of a potential predator. He has seen dragons take off and land in the city, watching from nearby mountains, but now that he is there, so close, his heart is racing.

After considerable distance they reach an active area of the city again. The buildings have been occupied by Tiros soldiers and some of their families, there are animal enclosures and the stones that once paved the plaza have been removed to grow grass for the beasts. It is a radical transformation, as if the dead buildings are reborn a bit more primordial.

SKREEEEEE!

A new powerful cry, even closer. This time the bard has the opportunity to observe a large winged beast of brown color taking off with its membranous wings from what was once the Cathedral of Ukko, now without a roof, evidently become a nest.

The great reptilian animal spreads its enormous wings, twice the length of its body, and throws itself into the air, beating them with the mighty muscles of its enormous chest. Astride the dragon is someone in armor.

The power of Prince Alliodan is evident not only in the presence of an army of barbarian warriors who believe him an incarnate god, but also in his dragon riders, Bren reflects, impressed, intimidated, and fascinated by that close-up spectacle.

The cavalry escort hands them over to the guard corps of the Citadel which, unlike the rest of the city, appears well-preserved. Two young, muscular, nearly albino half-elf warriors, a man and a woman, in perfect armor, invite them to dismount and lead them along the passages of the fortress that was the residence of Baroness Una Ni Cullough, in the last period when the city was inhabited, before Senaja was completely abandoned and reoccupied by barbarians.

“You have been absent for long, have you not?” Arany’s question surprises the bard, occupied with looking around.

“I have never been in the Citadel,” confesses Bren. “I performed in the city, at the Flower of the North, but I had never been at court.”

They are led into a large, richly appointed hall. Wooden tables, chairs, tapestries dating to the city’s golden period are accompanied by ornaments, trophies, and bookcases. The general idea is one of ostentation of opulence, power, and culture.

“Welcome, ambassadors, my name is Jaggred and I will entertain you until the arrival of my Lady, Dame Narbflhait.” The words come from a man of unusual appearance. His clothing is composed in what appears to be a disorderly arrangement. One puff sleeve of his tunic is ochre red; the other, fitted, is brown leather. The breeches see these tints inverted and various patches dot the rest of the garments. Hanging from his belt the man carries the parody of a scepter, which can be used as a bludgeoning weapon if necessary. His head is covered by a hood half brown and half ochre red. “I could not help but overhear your discourse: you are a bard who worked here in Senaja before the War?”

Bren nods.

“Well,” the newcomer continues, particularly chatty. “I am the court jester. It would not be bad to hear new music for once. The court of Prince Alliodan is not frequented by artists as much as it deserves. Too many men of the steppes, with their strange predisposition for harmonic singing. Not that it is bad, I wish to add, as long as it is assumed in moderate doses. When you hear only that for years, well, you miss the music of the Lands of Storsen.”

Jaggred then turns to the two women, proffers a well-calibrated bow and declares: “Welcome, Arany, ambassadress of Fyuman. I have heard it said that you are an accomplished musician: I hope there will be an opportunity to delve into the matter. Do you need any particular instruments procured?”

Arany bows her head slightly in assent and says: “I will let you know my preferences in the matter, certainly.”

Bren cannot help but notice how that man, who introduced himself as court jester, a role normally secondary, is better informed about Arany than he himself was until a short time ago.

“But now make yourselves comfortable, while your rooms are being prepared, and permit me to have you hear something.” Jaggred the jester takes a Kerian lute and plays a calm, sweet, and rhythmic melody, melancholic and relaxing.

“I know this tune,” observes Bren. “It is the Dream of Deirdre. I have not heard it in a long time.”

The nimble fingers of Jaggred stop moving on the keyboard of the stringed instrument. “Would you like to join me?” asks the jester. Bren nods and the man orders an invisible servant: “Grainne, have the musical instruments found among this man’s baggage brought. Treat them with the caution owed to fragile and precious objects.” Then, turning again to Bren: “Not everyone is accustomed to showing respect for things they do not know.”

A few minutes later a young servant peeks in from the door, holding both Bren’s pibau and flute in her hands. The bard chooses the flute and inserts himself into Jaggred’s melody, which in the meantime has begun the piece anew.
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5. The Monastery
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The sound of perfectly harmonized religious chanting echoes through the halls of the Monastery of the Dark Valley, spreading bleak choral notes in every corridor and crevice. These are not dark melodies, but the gloomy words that compose them add a maddeningly unsettling component to the already horrifying machinery of faith dedicated to Tuonetar, the goddess of darkness.

Cormac, the Undead, wrapped in the red and gold cloak of the Swords of Tuonetar, walks through the underground corridors, illuminated by smoky torches, heedless of the sacred hymns. Warrior-monks in burnished chain armor and Necromancers, each in their own black robe, hasten to yield him the way. He is now part of the select group of the Swords of Tuonetar and, although he is the last to arrive, enjoys an importance he never believed he could achieve, given his humble origins in a remote village at the foot of the mountains.

“You,” he orders an acolyte, “what is the chamber of the Relic?”

The man, with a tattooed face dotted with bone piercings, observes him in fear, as if he did not expect someone of his rank to address him. He does not answer: he merely points down the corridor behind him.

Without delay, Cormac continues into that maze of tunnels carved in rock and earth, lined with thick stone slabs.

It is a damned labyrinth, he thinks. At the end of that corridor several chambers open up. In front of one of them are two guards who, at his arrival, step aside. Cormac, the Sword of Tuonetar, crosses the threshold and finds himself in a great chamber, almost an underground cathedral, illuminated by torches and braziers. At the far end of the nave he sees an altar on which is placed a red velvet cushion, at the center of which is laid a skull apparently semi-human, with an elongated cranium in an accentuated manner, made of a material that appears to be hard stone with gray-blackish metallic reflections.

Standing, facing the altar, is a warrior of gigantic proportions, dressed similarly to Cormac, but armed with a great hammer that even he should use with both hands.

“You are the new one,” observes, without turning, the leader of the Swords, known to all as the ‘Hammer of Tuonetar’, when Cormac is finally near him. His voice is hoarse and strangely weak for someone of such imposing dimensions. “What drives you before the Relic?”

“I wanted to know if there had been...” Cormac pauses, furrows his brow, and reflects for a moment before concluding: “Any prodigy.”

He does not want to reveal too much of what he knows of Willfahak’s skull.

“I know you shared the path to the Dark Valley with the Relic,” says the Hammer. “Did you witness any... prodigy... on your journey to the Monastery?”

A half-truth is more credible than a lie, Cormac thinks. “It seemed to me I heard a voice in my head, in its presence.”

“A voice... what was it saying?”

“I heard two names, Durengar and Willfahak,” Cormac admits. “I did not understand much else, but it seemed to me it was speaking of a battle between them.”

“You heard the voice of the Relic as well, then.”

The solemn tone of the Hammer makes him think he had a good idea. “What does it mean?” he asks.

“The Hybarch Mieskuollut believes it to be a sign of the favor of Tuonetar,” replies the Hammer, formally using the title whose meaning is “Venerable Man of the Dead,” a high religious office in the cult of Tuonetar. “The Relic was the skull of one of the two Archimages you mentioned, it seems. The Hybarch believes the decapitated body of the Prophet can be brought back to life using the Relic as a head.”

“Ah.” The answer leaves Cormac perplexed. The Undead he has come to know are not truly dead, none of them: they are merely victims of the torture that transforms them into Servants of Tuonetar. The dead remain dead and all that he is hearing seems like madness upon madness.

Perhaps perplexed by the lack of enthusiasm, the Hammer turns to look at him. The upper half of his hooded face is covered by a singular helmet, formed by a sort of cage that leaves visible only the mouth. The exposed part of his face reveals a long scar that furrows a cheek and the part of his neck not protected by the metal gorget, a space in his voluminous beard.

“Is that all you have to say?” the armored giant asks him.

Cormac realizes he is on a minefield and that his words can carry decisive weight. “I am a bit overwhelmed by all this novelty,” he decides to reply. “I thought all Servants of Tuonetar could hear the voice of the Relic.”

“Very few have actually heard it,” the Hammer replies.

“Why are you here?” Cormac asks him.

“I went through the crypt before directing the assault, to see if the Relic did not have an oracle or prophecy in store for us.”

“Assault? I know nothing of this.”

“If no one has informed you, it is not for me to do so,” the Hammer declares laconically. “Anyway it is time I went: it is clear the Relic has no revelations for me today.”

The man turns and exits at a brisk pace, disappearing into the gloom of the scarcely illuminated underground corridors.

Everyone can hear me. It is just that I do not want to diminish what I have to say, so I express myself with caution.

The voice echoes in Cormac’s mind.

“Willfahak?” he says, recognizing it.

I am working out a plan to take advantage of these scoundrels, explains the voice of the skull. As in the old days, I will have servants and the faithful, at least potentially. But I must play my cards well.

“It seems they want to mount your cranium on the corpse of Kranagh, the decapitated Prophet of Tuonetar.”

I had intuited as much.

“You will have great power then,” Cormac continues. “How do you intend to use it?”

Silence answers him.

Not as they would wish, the voice declares after a while, but it will not be something I can use as it should be. I, Willfahak, who once attained glory and Immortality, an Archmage worshipped as a god on earth, am now reduced to a forgotten skull, a voice that can be ignored because beyond this I have no true power.

Cormac had not considered this possibility. “If they believe you are their Prophet, they will listen to you,” he retorts, a bit less certain. “Even though, I fear, the corpse of Kranagh will not walk again.”

Only if I say what they expect their dead Prophet would say, the skull corrects him. Otherwise they will find a way to silence or ignore me. Fanatics are not ready to change their minds, no matter who proposes an alternative.

“I do not know much about Kranagh,” admits Cormac. The Undead has sworn that he would not permit the cult to triumph, to continue torturing and transforming people into Undead, as happened to him. Even if behind the veil of obscuration due to taking Blood of Tuonetar, the drug the Necromancers administer to him at regular intervals, he feels a dull rage building within him. He would want a revenge within reach, but he realizes that he will have to wait for it, work with prudence... and it will not be easy. This thought is frustrating.

If you feel disappointed because you cannot simply burn the mummy of their dead Prophet and leave, imagine how I feel, imprisoned in an immobile object and without other senses than hearing. It has been so long that for most humans it is beyond memory.

“Has Immortality not been as you expected?”

At the beginning it was. No sickness, no pain. Intoxicating, like power, and through Immortality I was able to increase that as well. It is fulfilling: you can realize your deepest dreams when you are worshipped as a god. Or, more appropriately, a version of them, given that even thus you do not truly have control of things. But when it comes to centuries, many things change. With such a long time variable, it is only a matter of when.

“Did you once have a body?” Cormac is curious. He vaguely remembers something Willfahak said, in Durengar’s Tower where he met him the first time. “After you became immortal, I mean.”

I had one. I lost it. I had a substitute. I lost that too.

“Was it difficult to become as you are now?”

The question is senseless, Willfahak comments. The pursuit of Immortality cost me my entire mortal life that I lived before. And it was based on the studies of many who, whether mad or wise, spent their entire lives in pursuit of it themselves. Where they failed, I succeeded. But the procedure is not perfect, as you can see.

“Was it worth it?”

That is an interesting question, finally, the Archmage reduced to a Relic communicates. However the answer is both affirmative and negative and must be contextualized. Negative because, as you see, I no longer have what I once possessed and have been so for a number of years greater than those in which I could walk about. Positive because I have freed myself from mortal bonds such as flesh and blood. Now I am, in fact, what I once yearned to be.

“Have you ever wished to die?”

There was a time when I desired it, Willfahak admits. It is not easy to lose one’s body, it is not easy to lose almost all of one’s senses. But sooner or later one becomes accustomed to everything, or nearly everything. If one survives.

Cormac reflects on these last words, on his past as a living being, then as a slave, as an Undead and finally on his current moment. The memories seem to him painful distant images, thanks to the Blood of Tuonetar. “I imagine it is so,” he states. “Do you remember all the details of every era you lived?”

Not in detail, Willfahak confesses. There is no space to keep everything here. From time to time I must choose what to keep and what to abandon. Just as the human mind does, except that in my case the process is not automatic.

“How should I address you, in the presence of others?” he asks at this point. “I mean: I know you do not want to reveal too much about yourself to them.”

You can simply call me ‘Relic’, I imagine. I will not answer to the name Willfahak: they must not associate me with the skull, or they will never be convinced that I am the incarnation of their dead Prophet. If you wish to converse with me in front of others, know that I will speak in metaphors and cryptic prophecies before them, says the stone skull. I will behave as they expect and wait to learn more, before coming forward to attempt to take control. When you are as I am, patience becomes a natural virtue.

“Did you hear anything about their assault?” Cormac asks at that point.

Fragments of things, the Willfahak skull explains. I believe they want to capture slaves and perhaps punish someone, but they have not held a strategic meeting in my presence. They only asked me to bless their weapons. Which I did: even though it serves no purpose, it is enough that they believe it does. The illusion of reality has more power than reality itself, in the minds of people, if it is what they are convinced it is. In the eyes of others it is only a jumble of stupidities that have no real effect. But they do not know this and weave increasingly complex and ridiculous illusions, directed first of all at themselves, to justify what they believe to be true. The perfect fraud. My greatest weapon.

Cormac is not sure he understands everything in the Archmage’s jargon now reduced to a skull. But he believes he has grasped broadly what he intends to say. “More or less like carnival barkers at a fair,” he hazards.

More or less, yes. But the carnival barker is eventually exposed, while their superstitions will be justified endlessly, except perhaps by someone probably destined to come to a bad end. When faith is involved, whoever unmasks the charlatans is eliminated plainly as a heretic.

“Who can see through these illusions?”

Few, and these are those who study the mechanism.

“Mages?”

It is more likely to be scholars or mages, yes. But not all, not even among them.

“Could I learn to distinguish these illusions?”

I imagine so. In time and with study. You are...

Cormac has the clear impression that Willfahak wanted to add something else, but the conversation ends abruptly. Soon it becomes clear why.

SCCCCC... TAC... SCCCC... TAC...

The Undead hears footsteps in the corridor, dragged, as of a leg being dragged, and the rhythmic tapping of a staff that accompanies them, despite the great distance across the underground nave. It is as if the gait were solemn, intentionally resounding.

The sounds grow closer and finally into the immense chamber of the Relic enters a Necromancer. He is a hunched man, whose face tattooed with the signs of Tuonetar appears sharp and hairless. He wears the long, cumbersome black tunic with a hood and carries around his neck the skull of a crow, in a simple bone medallion mounting. The only distinction from the others Cormac has encountered countless times is a pastoral staff reinforced wood. At the lower extremity it is pointed, adorned with a metal prow, while at the upper one there is a ring with trinkets hung from bones of various kinds.

“Sword of Tuonetar,” the newcomer addresses him, with persuasive, grave and solemn voice. “You are in the presence of the Relic. What drove you here?” The head of the priest of Tuonetar tilts slightly to one side.

“I hoped to obtain a blessing,” Cormac improvises.

“Oh, certainly a commendable intent,” comments the newcomer. “The Goddess Tuonetar is mysterious, acts through strange emissaries.”

“Forgive me, Venerable,” Cormac addresses him in formal tone. “How was it possible for me to be chosen to become a Sword?”

“A warrior who does not yield to the temptation to deem himself special, eh? A thing seen rarely,” comments the Necromancer, almost to himself. “Well: those who return are always potential Swords. Each is given the opportunity. But not all prove to be truly such.”

“So I am, how to say, special, but awaiting... confirmation?”

“Ah, it is interesting as a point of view.” The Hybarch scrutinizes him, narrowing his eyes as if studying him. “You are acute,” he compliments him therefore, without replying directly. “If you act for the Goddess you will be confirmed. Otherwise...” The sentence remains unfinished. “The Goddess appreciates sacrifices and does not require them to be on a voluntary basis.”

Cormac could not say whether the comment is sarcastic or threatening. Perhaps both.

“I believe it is a good idea if you join the expedition. You will remain in the rear guard for this time,” the Hybarch continues. “Present yourself to the Hammer early tomorrow, at the gates of the Monastery. I will have him warned.”

Cormac nods and, dismissed, walks away, relieved not to have to hold an active role or stay longer in the presence of that priest so unsettling.
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6. Return to Peylan
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Vidar finds the road through the burned outskirts — the shantytown devastated by the Immortal's armies during the War of Storsen — deeply unsettling. The empty shells of wooden buildings, rubble, overgrown vegetation, and blackened filth line the way for a mile and a half. Desolate places are ideal for concealing an ambush, yet even in this wasteland there are sometimes signs of habitation.

"The memory of what happened here only two years ago gives one the shivers," the librarian remarks. The massacre of refugees perpetrated by King Fiachra's invasion troops and the systematic burning carried out by his Coinneach conjure tremendous images.

"Who could ever decide to live here?" asks the slight Aiko, who has never left Peylan's eastern quarters before. "I would sooner stay in the Undercity, dreadful as it is."

"Whoever they are, they must certainly be desperate," Vidar observes, looking around. "Though I doubt they own anything worth stealing — and that is not the worst one might expect here."

"True — only those with no alternatives at all can live here," Siggstein remarks. "There are no patrols either, once you move away from the main road, and at night even that goes unguarded. An ideal spot for a band of Recruiters hunting for slaves to sell to the Necromancers. Those who possess nothing can lose far worse than money or goods — their freedom or their lives. No one would notice the disappearance of the people who live here; no one would look for them or trouble themselves over it."

The adventurer's words bring silence over the expedition.

The escort mission Vidar and his group undertook left the city of Narvic and reached the outskirts of Peylan without incident. They crossed the recovering countryside of the Duchy without trouble — dotted with small villages and fortified farmsteads — and it had been an almost relaxing experience. Until now.

The carts and escort are preparing to reach the city gates, having traversed the burned outskirts. They pass numerous detachments of soldiers, which keep the road passable for caravans. During the night even the armed men are withdrawn, or they would be too exposed to ambush.

Vidar, Olaf, Aiko, Siggstein, and all the others remain silent as they cover that last stretch separating them from their final destination.

"I would rather go the long way round from the south than pass through this rubbish heap," Siggstein declares.

"You are telling me nothing new," the slight Aiko replies. "Even criminals usually avoid these parts."

Siggstein seems about to reply with one of his usual sarcastic barbs — likely aimed at pointing out that Aiko herself is no innocent — but it is Vidar who speaks up. "Valuable goods passing through such a dangerous district: a singular choice," the librarian muses aloud.

"Perhaps there was urgency, or it makes smuggling easier," Aiko speculates.

Vidar finds himself thinking of the cargo — the Living Dead woman who goes by the name Seana, whom he met in Narvic — and says: "I think you are right."

Despite a certain unease, the four carts at last, including the one carrying the prisoner, are parked near the western gates. Everyone takes up a defensive formation, waiting for a signal from the city fortifications. They do not have to wait long before a postern opens in the gates of the barbican protecting the narrow bridge that leads to the high walls. An officer and several soldiers bearing the insignia of the golden dragon on a blue field emerge.

The caravan master and the officer speak for a while, documents change hands, and then one of the two great gates is opened and the carts are permitted to enter.

Inside the walls the city teems with life: soldiers are everywhere, nearly as numerous as the ordinary citizens.

The caravan master moves to the front of the group and calls out: "We have reached our destination! Come forward one at a time: you will receive your pay and sign the receipt. Anyone wishing to join the caravan departing tomorrow for Narvic should speak with the Merchant League or leave their name directly with me and I will pass it on personally. To each and every one of you — thank you for your work."

The carts are taken in hand by officials bearing the Merchant League's insignia, accompanied by their private guards, and the mercenary escort begins to form a line in front of the caravan master.

"I need a favor," Vidar murmurs to Siggstein, trying not to be overheard by Aiko. "I would like you to follow the prison cart to its final destination in the city. I have a couple of important matters to attend to, or I would do it myself."

"Are you going to report to Lord Hektar?" the adventurer asks. The mage nods in response, so he adds: "Don't worry — I'll follow them without being noticed. Her?" An imperceptible nod is directed toward Aiko, already in line for her pay.

Vidar shrugs. "I imagine she will follow me," he says. "I was her target, after all."

"Olaf," Siggstein calls. When he has the giant's attention, he instructs him: "I have business to attend to — you escort Vidar to the Guild."

The large warrior responds with a grunt of assent. "Do we wait?" he simply says, pointing to the line ready to receive their payment.

"I'll stay and handle it for you both," Siggstein offers. "Go ahead."

"If Aiko asks you anything, tell her from me that if she needs to meet with me she can do so at the Good Pyromancer Tavern, near the Guild, where I often go for lunch," the mage adds. "And give her our regards."

Vidar and Olaf hand their letters of commission to the adventurer, then set off along the busy streets of Peylan toward the Mages' Guild. As they make their way through the district of the western gates, the buildings lining the main road grow taller. The bare red of fired-clay bricks on the two-story structures of the outermost fringe gives way to the reddish or
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