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When we last left our heroes, they were being shackled and led onto a small carriage owned by the Conservatory. They barely fit inside the carriage, so our heroes sat knee-to-knee, sleeping when they could, and trying their best not to cry. Deis had saved them from the Citadel by claiming Royal protection, but this did not save them from being forcibly removed from the Plains, the only home that Colyane, Roras, and Fiy had ever known.

Poor, trusting Fiy. The gangly lad had thought a few stolen kisses with Roras wouldn’t lead anywhere. Instead, he had been literally clobbered for liking the wrong boy. The Citadel had gotten to him first, put him through their version of questioning, before the others had even realized the danger. Now he sat in the back of the carriage with the same people who had lied to him. It felt like every bone in his body had a crack in it, though it was only a few, mainly in the ribs. Roras tried to comfort him, and apologize, but Fiy did not want to listen. Every bump on the long road to Alanna hurt, and the bruises on his face and chest would develop over the several days it took our heroes to travel to the Conservatory’s home.

And Roras. Our sweet innocent murderer Roras had been tricked, drugged, and sexually abused by Pip. He blamed himself for their current predicament, but he also still saw himself as a killer, so he thought that he deserved all the bad things Pip had done to him. He only had sympathy for the others, and pity for himself, for having dragged Madame Tarene, Colyane, and Fiy into his troubles. Their new friends had only tried to help him and Deis, and now their lives were ruined, too. Roras had yet to learn the lesson that you cannot be responsible for the actions of others.

Madame Tarene, as she sat in that carriage, refused to allow all of her old fears and nightmares to come back to her. She had lived in fear of this day, of being found by one of the Towers and dragged back into the world of magic, for many years. She had hidden herself successfully in the nearly magicless lands of the Plains. She had almost allowed herself to believe being exposed would never happen. She wanted to feel anger towards Deis and Roras, but she found that she couldn’t. They had done what she had done all those years ago. They had only tried to survive. By running. She pitied Colyane the most, perhaps. The merchant seemed bewildered that her freedom had been so easily taken from her. 

Our heroes felt like they had no choices in that carriage. They barely knew each other, and they were trapped, locked within the carriage’s wooden and metal frame. All they could do was wait and see what Alanna, the home of the Conservatory Tower, had in store for them. If given even a meager water source, Tarene could have freed them, but she worried that revealing her own magic would seal her fate. She had saved the boys’ lives once. The only choice she made now was to wait, hoping they all could escape this and return to their lives.

Tarene knew Alanna would be dangerous. The folks who lived along the River of the Nynaeve Plains had local politics and small-town squabbles. A Tower city would have the same, but magnified to a grander scale, as magic usually made everything worse. Tarene, as powerful as she was, was fearful. The Conservatory guards were not letting them out of the carriage often, and it was at least a four-day journey to Alanna. Tarene took it upon herself to try to help the others survive by giving them as much information as she could about Alanna and the 13. Deis only listened at first, not trusting Tarene, but would begin to add his own commentary on the second day. At least, if anything, the sound of their talking calmed Colyane’s nerves and allowed Fiy to sleep through some of his pain. I will do my best to fill in for you some of what they told the others.

Alanna, the City of Stars, was the crown jewel of the Elbereth Empire from its founding. A glittering city filled with beautiful people who never seemed to sleep, where each day was a performance. You would have hated it, my friend. The people were colorful, always changing, never saying outright what they meant. They were loud, made art, made love, and believed that the highest order of things was to create. They didn’t need to understand, you see. They needed to feel. 

The Conservatory was of course only one of the 13 Towers, each home to a particular type of magic. During the beginnings of Elbereth, the 13 were actual towers, meant to signal peace and comfort to those who travelled the lands. Meant to be seen from a distance, like the lighthouses of old, the Towers led Elberethans to safety, whether in war or storm. 

Some Towers, like the Conservatory Tower, grew into prosperous metropolises, while already established cities like Brienne and Rue had been old when Elbereth was founded. Others, like the Dark Tower, were lost to time, their original locations unknown. Some Towers were destroyed, like the home of the Ziyarah, forcing their inhabitants to move and start again. The remnants of the original Science Tower of the Ziyarah can still be seen in the outlaw city called Whiskey. Though the 13 Towers were bound to the Royalty, they retained their independence in many things, like how each Tower and respective city is ruled. Some Senators, the leader of each Tower, rule with an iron fist, like the Admiral of the Citadel. Others, say the Unknown, the Senator of the Expanse, abide by rules only those of the Tower themselves understand. 

The Towers were originally built to serve as a reminder of Elbereth’s connection to each other, as they took the magic of several Towers working in unison to create. It was the first time in recorded history that magic users volunteered their gifts to work together. After the three heroes, the eventual first Royals, convinced the leaders of the 13 to accept peace and form one nation, the Towers were raised and were meant to be essentially a massive team-building exercise, combining the skills of all 13 to create the most advanced country on the planet. Or, at least, the most advanced country on the planet at the time.

Each of the Towers has a purpose: construction for the Forge, farming and park cultivation for the Arboretum, or hospitals and healing for my personal favorite, the Alms. The Conservatory, the Sound Tower, houses the arts. As such, Alanna is the center of all pop culture in Elbereth. Members of the Conservatory are trained in all forms of art – dance, drawing, music, crafts, fashion, and more. Their schools teach a basic training in all disciplines, alongside maths and science, with each member of the Conservatory choosing their specialty as they age and after the emergence of their magic. 

Their whole lives revolve around competition due to the nature of the Conservatory’s grueling Auditions. Though the members of the Conservatory must work together to create fabulous things like a play or a choir, they never stop competing, not even for a single second. They hustle, always bettering themselves, all in the attempt to one-up one another in competition. The closest of friends within the Conservatory are usually the bitterest of rivals. This is their nature.

The Conservatory, having chosen the shores of Lake Moonlight to raise their Tower over three centuries ago, transformed a once barren landscape into a city of intrigue and sex. For many in this city, it is the day that is for sleeping. The night is where the fun and the hardest work is done. It takes massive amounts of innate talent and dedicated training to become something within the Conservatory, and only the best are allowed to perform within Alanna’s walls. The Leading Player of Lan’s Bridge, that double-crossing, foul trickster Pip, was nothing in Alanna.

As the carriage holding our heroes prisoner entered Alannan territory on the fifth day of its journey from the River of the Nynaeve Plains, it was greeted by no one. Pip had expected a massive fanfare, announcing his victory over the Citadel soldiers who sought to murder the exiled prince. It was the Maestro, ruler of Alanna and the Conservatory, who had sought Deis personally, after all. Instead, the city was waking up. It was just after noon, and Alannans went to bed with the rising of the sun. Even the shops in Alanna only opened in the afternoon.

The gates to Alanna, like the Conservatory Tower itself, were crafted by those who could shape stone with magic, with the gate on the road to the Plains being the largest and most beautiful. Together with Citadel soldiers conscripted to manipulate the elements of earth and fire and the architects and shapers from the Expanse, the artisans of the Conservatory created dynamic and awe-inspiring displays at each gate, meant to showcase Alanna’s power. 

But you have to understand, my friend, simply changing the intricate and unmalleable stone that surrounded the metal portcullis of the gate was not enough for the Alannans. No, to a member of the Conservatory, their work was their souls, and every time the Alannan gate was transformed, it had to be a grand thing, even if it only lasted until the previous creator lost their latest Audition. The artisans would work for years to have the chance to be what people travelling to Alanna saw first. They did not care how much they might sacrifice to win these Auditions. They wanted their art to be the art that everything else in the city was compared to, having had of the benefit of being the first impression.

Like most things in Alanna, the gate to the inner city’s true purpose was to show off. Which meant it provided the city as much defensive capability as a wooden fence. “To the Tower,” our heroes could hear Pip command the Conservatory guards stationed at the gate. “The Maestro is expecting me.”

As Pip’s underlings opened the back of the carriage and hurried our heroes out, they were stopped in their tracks by the gates themselves
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