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I’ve often wondered what power truly is, and how we define it so casually. The Maestro has it. Deis used to have it. Madame Tarene can kick everyone’s arse with hers. Colyane used to be a sought-after merchant, with customers clamoring for her wares. Was that power? Fiy was a trained fighter, a mercenary, but upon seeing Alanna’s city guards, instantly knew he was outmatched. And poor, poor Roras. Roras doesn’t even realize yet the power that is directing his life.

The Vald is our heroes’ current home, a mansion of luxury in the middle of the most beautiful city in the known world. The manor is set behind a homegrown forest and casually covered in gold. It is a seat of power. There were proper water closets, several of them in fact, and each of our heroes could have two bedrooms a piece with more to spare for guests. It came with servants, a stocked pantry, daily fresh linens, and most shockingly of all, electricity. 

I know what you are thinking. What is electricity doing in this tale of magic? The old world hasn’t been lost completely, my friend. Electricity, the kind you and I knew, is gone, that’s true. But life finds a way. 

This is not to say that electricity was common in Alanna. It was not. In fact, it was only the Diplomatic District and the Maestro’s own dwelling that had it. All across Elbereth it was a coveted resource, bestowed upon only the most elite. Two of the Towers, the Zeal and the Hell, the Energy Tower and the Light Tower respectively, had fought over control of electricity for the last century, and blood had been spent on its procural. Even the First Chair herself could not claim such luxury in her current abode. Only Deis had lived with electricity before.

In this story, as only I can tell it, I think it’s time we pause, slow down a bit, and see how our heroes are faring in their new city. Madame Tarene and Fiy barely know each other, though the older woman had already taken a shine to the boy after watching him hold his head high after being attacked by the Citadel soldiers back at Lan’s Bridge. Roras was only beginning to understand the type of power that Deis was once destined to wield. And sweet Colyane. She had wanted a fresh start after leaving her husband, and instead hired the wrong people, dragging her away from every type of power she had ever known. The problem is, of course, that people often fail to recognize that power tends to use people up.

For three days after their arrival in Alanna and their meeting with the Maestro on top of the Conservatory Tower, our heroes ate and slept and took turns swimming in the baths in the Vald’s underground chambers. An Alms healer came and sped up Fiy’s recovery from the attack by the Citadel soldiers with their healing magic. Our heroes explored their new home. Roras enjoyed flicking the light switches on and off, and Colyane asked permission to try out the electric kitchen appliances. Our heroes avoided the draw of the outside world. Each morning a messenger from the Conservatory Tower, direct from its leader, the Maestro, arrived with a note to say that nothing was required of them that day. While they wore the Maestro’s protection at their throats, a jeweled broach bespelled by the Maestro’s song that proclaimed that any harm against them was harm against her, they were also the Maestro’s prisoners, unable to leave Alanna. So they waited. They yielded to the Maestro’s power. They could have left the Vald itself, but some force, perhaps the Maestro’s display of intangible power that had forced the reveal of Tarene’s water magic, kept them trapped within the Vald’s walls.

On the fourth morning, they accidently gathered together for their morning meal at the same time in the small alcove off the kitchens. In other great houses, the room might be called a breakfast nook. It had large windows that let in abundant sunlight and a small round table they could barely all fit around at the same time. The servants, whose names Deis had learned immediately were Amoke, Lamine, and Mimi, delivered cooked eggs with runny centers, along with porridge and fresh tomatoes. The servants had been preparing the most amazing food since their arrival, but it made all of our heroes save Deis uncomfortable to be waited upon. On the Plains, people were expected to work for their food and they had done nothing productive since their arrival at the Vald. Roras had gone so far as to ask Lamine for chores to do but had been rebuffed. Our heroes did not wear their new power over the servants well. 

Along the River of the Nynaeve Plains, food was a product of the community. Individuals gather rarer ingredients like mushrooms or wild apricot for their own stocks for special occasions, but most of the cooking and baking was left to those responsible for the village kitchens. Roras, Fiy, and Colyane were all uncomfortable living in what they saw as luxury and not working for their meals. They were not adding anything to Alanna. This offended their sense of their place in the world and how the world should be run. A cardinal sin.

I admit that I was often like Deis in my youth, misunderstanding that workers did not actually desire to bring me my evening tea, but rather that they did so because they needed their pay to live, and that my own wealth, or my father’s, paid their bill. I was blind to my own power, much like Deis was before his exile.

I think you would have liked the Vald. The walls and floors and ceilings were all wood-paneled, with gold flourishes. Each bedrooms had a color theme, vibrant yellows, reds, and greens. There was an empty ballroom big enough to hold a grand ball, a gigantic library, several rooms meant for use as offices, and a small open lawn that opened from the back deck. Though they had been told there were tunnels beneath the Vald that reached the Conservatory’s Tower, none of our heroes could find them amongst the underground baths. The servants offered no help when asked, and Deis told the others to stop asking.

In other words, our heroes were becoming terribly bored and irritable, having only each other to snipe at. They had gotten into a rather large argument the night before when Tarene had proposed summoning the First Chair to demand answers, so finding themselves together at breakfast was not exactly a pleasant thing. They had gone to bed angry and raw and without a future. They ate their porridge with little more than saying hello to one another.

“I’m going to the markets today,” Colyane said to break the silence.

The others stared at her for a moment. The words had broken them out of their reluctance to talk, or even think, about what came next. 

“Wonderful idea, Mistress Colyane,” Lamine said before the others could answer. He was an older man with a bald head and rather prominent belly who had a habit of playing a harp when not attending to other duties, filling the halls with beautiful music. Fiy had taken to listening to him play. “We shall prepare your clothes for the day, along with trade for food and drink. Do you require anything else?”

“No?” Colyane said, her voice suddenly unsure. She had no idea what would be appropriate to ask for. She valued being independent, after all. It didn’t help that she didn’t trust the servants, who she saw as an extension of the Maestro and the First Chair, both of whom terrified her.

“Prepare clothes and cloaks for myself and Roras, as well,” Deis said. “We’ll be going into the city.”

Fiy suddenly looked very angry. He foolishly believed that he wanted Roras to come to him to discuss what Pip had done to Roras back in Lan’s Bridge and to further apologize for having lied to Fiy about his identity. Instead, Roras had become enamored by the Vald’s electricity and had spent most of his time with Deis since their arrival, with Roras asking him a billion questions that Deis pretended to be annoyed by. Roras failed to notice Fiy’s growing jealousy.

Madame Tarene sighed. She had noticed Fiy’s face. She liked the youngsters. She couldn’t really help it. They were the best entertainment she had had in years. She looked to Lamine and asked, “Does the Vald have training spears?”

“Of course, Madame. I’ll have them brought to the training grounds,” Lamine said. There was a small section of the backwoods that has been made into a circular arena for small contests and acts of physical might. It has also served as a small performance space for other guests of the Vald, when the Vald was filled with the celebrated performers of Alanna rather than prisoners of the Maestro.

The servants departed to attend to their tasks, with Lamine setting up the training grounds and the two women fetching supplies for Colyane. Our heroes ate the rest of their meals in silence, each contemplating the future for the first time in days.

Only an hour later, Colyane and then Roras and Deis departed the Vald within minutes of each other. The forest that surrounded the mansion smelled of fresh rainfall and flowers, though to Tarene’s eyes, nothing was in bloom. She wouldn’t put it past the Conservatory if they had procured something from the Arboretum to produce the scent of everblooming flowers for its pleasurable effect. Another trick of the Towers.

Fiy stood by himself on the Vald’s back deck, some time after the others had left, when Tarene joined him. “You could tell him, you know,” Madame Tarene said. Her long hair was pulled back into a knot at the base of her neck. It exposed the gray in her roots, but she didn’t mind. Her age was another type of power. Her wisdom had been painfully won. 

Tarene thought that if Colyane’s adventure that day was successful, she’d have to send the merchant soon to get the best deal on the right
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