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	THE FOREST OF SHARP BRANCHES

	 

	Tjanador walked along the edge of the Forest of the Sharp Branches, as the inhabitants of the neighbouring villages called it, looking for a path leading into it.

	He had only a few weeks ago finished his apprenticeship at the Encamro Academy of Magic, completing the Third Circle of Magical Arts, and now, to enter the Fourth, he had to perform a test. This test consisted of obtaining magilluserba berries, a lock of nymph hair and capturing a dryad. The difficulty lay in the fact that the magilluserba, if not collected with care, could cause the victim to fall into a state of hallucination for several days; nymphs were known for their bewitching power and more than one adventurer had been killed and devoured by these beautiful and innocent-looking creatures. Finally, capturing a dryad was not an easy task, as one had to spot a young one tied to an equally young or fragile tree, since attempting to capture a dryad tied to, say, a centuries-old oak tree was a one-way ticket to certain death for a wizard of his level.

	In fact, it was only after he had decided that he wanted to undertake the initiation into the Fourth Magic Circle that he had realised how dangerous the trials were and understood why there were so many wizards from the Third Circle and so few from the Fourth to the Sixth, not to mention those from the Seventh to the Ninth or even the Ninth to the Twelfth.

	So, as he continued walking, still brooding to himself that perhaps he should wait a little longer before embarking on that adventure, he came to what appeared to be a well-trodden path heading in the direction he sought: straight ahead, towards the heart of the forest. He stopped to observe the trees around him in an attempt to understand why the local people had named them that way. Everything, however, seemed more than normal. Refreshed by this thought, but with his swan feather wand clutched tightly in his hand, he set off along the path, thus giving a concrete start to his search.

	He continued to wander through the forest for most of the day. He looked for signs that would lead him to a place where the magilluserba could grow.

	Basically, he was looking for a small pond of still water, on the edge of which a weeping willow tree housed red mushrooms on its trunk. The ideal place for magilluserba. Only after hours of walking and after reluctantly leaving the path to go further into the forest did he find such a place.

	It was perfect. He approached it slowly as if its proximity would make the magic grass, he was looking for disappear and, using a stick he had picked up a short while earlier, began to slowly move the leaves and soil around the base of the weeping willow's trunk.

	It only took a few minutes of painstaking, delicate and patient searching for it and he finally found it. It was strange, he thought as he looked at the small plant with its green, yellow-stained berries, how devastating their effect was.

	He wore the herbologist's glove in one hand and the alchemist's glove in the other. He had to act fast. Gather the berries with the herbologist's glove and immediately pass them into the alchemist's glove, which, being enchanted, should neutralise the power of the berry. Within seconds the operation was completed and, rising, Tjanador looked proudly at the three small berries now in his possession. He was beaming; not even a day had passed, and he had already completed one of the three missions. The easiest one of course, and he knew it too, but it didn't matter, it was still one less. It was only when he recovered from his reverie that he became aware of a noise, like something running in his direction, breaking, and moving branches as it passed.

	Whatever it was was very fast and when he caught a glimpse of it, he realised it was also very large. Unfortunately, the sun was now setting, the light had faded, and the forest had suddenly become dark. The thing seemed to be pointing right at him. Tjanador quickly took off his herbologist's glove and grasped his magic wand, pointing it at the thing that was clearly charging him.

	His mind worked furiously to try to remember if there was any magilluserba-eating animal that might have considered the fact that he had collected it as an invasion of his territory. None came to mind. He began to recite a small incantation to identify it, and from the tip of his wand came a beam of light that illuminated the animal. But he had miscalculated.

	The beast was already upon him. It swept over him. The blow was tremendous. He felt a sharp pain in his left shoulder and chest, was lifted off the ground and thrown several steps backwards, crashing his back against a tree and falling to the ground. The only thing he noticed was that the animal was taller than him, with impressive musculature and four large legs.

	Panic-stricken and still not having understood what this animal was, he tried to get up, when he realised that something had happened that he had until then cautiously tried to avoid. The magilluserba berries had broken and were in contact with his cheeks. He immediately began to feel the effect. His head felt strangely light. He felt as if floating in mid-air. He had the feeling that his body was liquefying.

	He felt no pain, only a pleasant sensation of well-being and warmth. He was about to lose consciousness completely.

	The animal that had just overwhelmed him and that he could feel slowly approaching him no longer appeared as a threat.

	The danger, the mission, the magic, everything now seemed distant and unimportant to him.

	Finally, he lost consciousness completely.

	 


 

	THE ENCOUNTER

	 

	 

	When he woke up, he could hardly open his eyes. His eyelids each seemed to weigh as much as a block of marble. He felt disoriented and had the impression of being shaken in multiple directions simultaneously.

	With an effort he finally managed to open his eyes and see the sky. A grey sky with clouds laden with the threat of rain. He stared at it as if intoxicated and then, with a further effort, turned his head to one side to see where he was and what was happening.

	The only thing he realised was that he was on a wagon that was probably, according to the tremors he felt, proceeding along a ruined road. Perhaps, as he was still under the effect of the magilluserba, he could not be too worried. Around him he heard a few noises and those he perceived reached his ears muffled and distant.

	To his right he heard someone talking but could not make out what they were saying. Then he concentrated and his hearing suddenly seemed to return. "Stop the cart! Stop the wagon! The wizard has woken up!" he heard shouting. Tjanador knew at once that they were talking about him. The wagon stopped and he saw the faces of two men appear above him. One of them had a thick, long grey beard, and from his features he knew at once that he was a dwarf.

	The other, on the other hand, had long hair pulled back at the nape of his neck, a well-groomed goatee and was a human. Without saying anything to him, they picked him up and placed him in a sitting position. The two, rather than looking at him, seemed to scrutinise him closely.

	"Be careful before you untie him, he might act crazy again!" the dwarf said to the man.

	Tjanador only then realised that his hands and feet were tied. He tried to speak but could not articulate his voice well, his jaw still did not seem inclined to obey him and all he could utter was: "To... ne... on... pao...'.

	The man approached him, looking him in the eye: "Yes... maybe you're right," he sighed. "I hope you'll be more careful next time when you ride your horse through the woods!" muttered the dwarf, tapping the man's shoulder, who sighed again.

	"But it's not my fault! I didn't see him! It was dark! I was in a hurry and then I was chasing the thief! You know that!" he apologised.

	Tjanador heard a woman's voice behind him say with amusement: "And in doing so you traded a thief for a mad magician! Who perhaps was not mad before he met you!"

	The man, annoyed by all the reproaches, retorted: "If he is still mad after you helped him, it means that your healing powers are not so good!

	But the woman did not let him have the last word: 'Consider yourself lucky that my god has not already struck you down for what you said! ' He laughed, adding 'You'll see that he'll be fine'.

	Tjanador, fed up with the situation, concentrated again, still trying to speak: "I'm not... I am... crazy! Just confused..." he finally managed to say.

	The dwarf and the man in front of him, who were about to get out of the wagon, looked at him with relieved expressions. 

	"All right, come on, let's untie him!" said the man, setting to work.

	After being untied he asked: "Who are you? Where am I?"

	The dwarf looked him up and down for a few seconds before answering, "Yes... legitimate questions," he said in his powerful baritone voice. "So, this one you see at my hip is Sycro, while behind you, you can see Hardana and I am Duntrem."

	Tjanador turned and faced a woman with particularly beautiful features, long straight brown hair, slightly elongated green eyes, and very fair skin.

	"And where am I?" he asked, turning towards the dwarf who shrugged and looked at Sycro. The man looked around, then said, "We are on our way to Prukra, we should arrive in the morning, I think."

	Tjanador stared at him in amazement and then looked around. They were in some kind of hilly valley, around him only grasslands. "Prukra? The capital of Kra's kingdom?" he asked with a note of despair.

	Both Sycro and Duntrem nodded. 

	"But we are so far from the Forest of the Sharp Branches!" complained the wizard.

	Behind him Hardana said in a jovial tone: "To be precise, we are at least six days' journey away!"

	Only then did Tjanador, thinking back, remember what had happened and how he had ended up intoxicated by the magilluserba. He knew those berries could have a devastating effect, but he had never expected it to go that far. Suddenly he was also reminded of the animal that had run him over, and reconnecting the conversations he had just heard, he realised what had happened. ‘So, it was you who ran me over!" accused Sycro, pointing a finger at him.

	The man did not answer immediately, gave a small, embarrassed smile and shrugged his shoulders. 

	"Unfortunately, yes, then, since you had lost consciousness, I couldn't leave you in that state in the middle of that forest, so I took you to Hardana to see if she could cure you, but you started to be delirious and wriggling like a madman..."

	"And so," Hardana resumed, "we decided to take you with us while we waited for you to recover, promising to leave you in the care of the first temple in case this did not happen."

	Tjanador listened incredulously and shook his head: "I must return to the forest!" he finally said resolutely.

	"But where do you want to go? "It will take you at least fifteen days to get back on foot, and I don't think you have enough food or water for such a journey.

	Tjanador shook his head, retorting in annoyance: "What am I supposed to do then? It is your fault I am in this situation!"

	"Listen,' Hardana suggested, 'you could stay with us one more day. Just long enough to get to Prukra. Once there you can stock up on everything you need and maybe even buy yourself a nice nag, what do you say?"

	He looked at her for a long time. He still did not quite understand where the woman with such delicate and unusual features came from. After a few moments in which he seemed to consider various possibilities Tjanador nodded. "Alright," he said with a sigh.

	Hardana laughed in satisfaction. "Then let's go! We're off!" she said as jovially as ever, turning around and whipping the two horses in front of her in an equally unexpected manner.

	It was at that moment, when her hair was moved by the wind, that Tjanador caught a glimpse of the woman's ears. They were pointed but did not appear to be those of an elf. The woman in front of him had to be a half-elf.

	He had never met a half-elf before, human and elf was a very rare combination and the condition of half-elves, often rejected by elves and looked upon with suspicion by humans, was not easy in a world like theirs.

	Hardana had whipped the horses so suddenly that the three passengers had risked falling.

	"Hey! Wait!" shouted Sycro as he tried to jump off the now-running wagon. "Jump, man! Jump!" she shouted, still laughing. The man gave her a murderous look and then, almost with his eyes closed, jumped off the wagon, falling to the ground.

	Quickly getting back up, he pointed his finger at her, "I'll get you back now anyway and you'll see!" he shouted sullenly and menacingly, immediately running towards his horse that had fallen behind.

	Tjanador watched him run and busy himself in the saddle without much interest. "How is it that you are going to Prukra?" he asked absent-mindedly, without really caring. The dwarf, who had taken a seat almost opposite him, looked at him suspiciously. "It was just a question," the wizard added, noticing him.

	Duntrem did not seem to take any notice of his statement. "We have to take care of some business with a guy in town," he replied laconically.

	"And you, wizard?" asked Hardana, still struggling with the whip, racing the horses, and turning every so often to see where Sycro was "What were you doing in the middle of that forest? You knew it was dangerous, didn't you?"

	Tjanador turned around, "Well... after running into you I certainly do," he replied sarcastically.

	This time it was the dwarf who burst into a thunderous baritone laugh. Hardana, however, was not deflected by his reply. "Come on, mage, what were you doing there? Are you trying to move to a higher magic circle?" he asked again without relenting.

	Tjanador looked at her and noticed, wondering why he had not done so before, the woman's robes. They were the typical amaranth robes, with rich silver and gold embroidery, of the clerics of Suashlon's temple. The god of change, of instability, of metamorphosis. Come to think of it, it was almost normal for a half-elf to be a devout follower of such a god, she thought.

	"Yes, you are right. " He answered her, and added proudly, "I was there to complete the quest for passage to the Fourth Magic Circle."

	On hearing those words Hardana turned and squared him carefully. "Duntrem, we have a mage from the Third Circle.... We could use him, don't you think?" she shouted to the dwarf to make sure he heard.

	Duntrem shrugged. "I don't know... he's... a wizard!" he replied, pronouncing the last word as if it was hard for him to say.

	Hardana whipped the horses again with sudden fury. "You dwarves just don't go for wizards, do you?" she scolded him irritated.

	"It's not that we don't like them, it's just that they're... strange," he replied in the classic tone of one who has been stung to the quick.

	Just at that moment Sycro arrived. Riding at full gallop and flanking Hardana, he shouted at her, smiling as he pulled on the reins of his steed to slow him to a crawl: "When I'm done with you, I promise you'll need all your healing power to recognise yourself in the mirror!

	In response, she stretched out on the seat in an attempt to give him a blow, which the man easily avoided by sticking his tongue out at her. "Stop being a tough guy and think about convincing that old dwarf back there that we could use a Third Circle wizard!" she said, composing herself.

	"A Third Circle wizard?" repeated Sycro surprised and turning to Tjanador, who nodded proudly. 

	"Hardana is right, we could use someone like you," said the man, serious this time.

	Tjanador rolled his eyes. "First, don't you want to tell me exactly what and especially what for?" he asked, now a little annoyed to hear the man repeat himself. This question, however, caused an awkward silence to fall between the three, who continued to look at each other without speaking.

	Duntrem, as practical as all dwarfs, took the floor: 'Well, no point in going round and round, here's the whole story... First, we had a partner, a gnome, a thief who somehow got his hands on a map, a map so important that the owner hired a small army of bounty hunters to retrieve it. The bounty hunters obviously captured the gnome but not before we heard him tell one of his cronies about the map, so we decided to set him free, with the promise to search with him for whatever was hidden on that map. Once he was free, however, he decided well to run away, but we, being tenacious people, made his mate tell us where he was going and.... here we are!"

	Tjanador had listened carefully to the whole story and, after thinking about it for a moment, asked candidly: "I understand, but what is the map supposed to lead to?".

	That question was followed by a further and even longer silence.

	 "Well?" he urged, now impatient and intrigued. Still more silence.

	"The truth... " Sycro began to say slowly "is that, yes, in short, we don't know for sure!" he quickly concluded.

	Tjanador was incredulous: "You don't even know what that map leads to but to get it you did and are doing all this?"

	The three looked at each other as if surprised at his reaction. "Of course!" replied Duntrem with a shrug as if their behaviour was completely normal. Sycro also had the same reaction as the dwarf.

	Tjanador then turned towards Hardana.

	She looked at him smiling. "We are adventurers, don't you understand?" he replied. "Always seeking riches, risk and adventure. Most of us also hope, of course, to find or accumulate enough wealth to one day enjoy a quiet life as a rich man or even a nobleman."

	Duntrem quickly added: "And in some cases it has even happened, you know?". He was sure, in his heart, that he was adding something extremely positive to Hardana's explanation. The woman squared him and gave him a dirty look.

	The dwarf saw her, but innocently shrugged his shoulders without understanding why.

	Beside them, however, Sycro laughed heartily: 'That's how we are, a little bit of an adventurer and a little bit of a dreamer'.

	At that point Hardana let go of the wagon's reins, turning completely towards the wizard. "Look, I'll tell you what, the most you'll lose is a day anyway, let's find the gnome, retrieve the map, see what secrets he's hiding and then decide whether to accompany us. What do you say?" she asked, looking him steadily in the eyes.

	Tjanador caught himself thinking about it. Those three characters looked like a merry band, but he strongly doubted that that map could be so valuable. After all, how else would a simple thief get hold of it? He remembered well how precious objects were protected at the Academy of Magic. Impossible to steal them. Many had tried, but no one had ever succeeded. In the end he decided that he would have to reach Prukra in any case and, by now, it didn't matter much if his search lasted an extra day, since he no longer had the chance to break the record, which was seven and a half days.

	"Alright. Alright. I'll give you one day, but if the secret of the map doesn't interest me, I won't accompany you!" he told them.

	"Bravo!" shouted Hardana, Duntrem and Sycro in unison happily applauding his decision. Tjanador looked at them contentedly and infected by their good humour, but after a short while he had a sudden flash of genius and hastily added: "But if I accompany you, I also want my share!"

	On hearing his words, the three's enthusiasm subsided conspicuously. 

	"Well... yes... yes, of course, of course!" replied Duntrem nervously scratching his beard.

	"We have found a wizard with the soul of an adventurer!" exclaimed Hardana laughing as he took up the reins again.

	The journey continued smoothly across the grasslands and hills of the vast green plain of Fendren. From time to time, they spotted small villages or farms in the distance, but nothing more, until finally night and darkness came and forced them to stop and camp by the side of the road. Sycro worked to quickly build a fire, while Duntrem brought out some dried meat and unleavened travel bread, making four rations. Hardana, on the other hand, secured the cart and horses and began patiently but with unexpected skill to pitch his small tent.

	Tjanador looked puzzled at the other two: "You have no tent?" "Not for tonight! " Replied Duntrem, raising his eyes to the sky.

	"The clouds are gone; it won't rain and it's not cold! A blanket on the ground and one on your back will be more than enough".

	Tjanador looked at them embarrassed: "You won't mind then lending me one of your tents, will you? I am not very used to travelling like this'.

	As she took her tent from the wagon to give it to him, Sycro laughed and said: "Don't worry, if you come with us, you'll get used to it.

	Hardana quickly finished pitching her tent, then turned to him worriedly. "Do you want me to help you with that?" she said, pointing to the tent Sycro had just given to Tjanador.

	The wizard looked first at Hardana's tent and then at what he had in his hands. "Are they the same?" he asked pointing to her's. Hardana nodded, not understanding the reason for the question. The magician without another word walked over to the woman's tent and examined it. "No thanks, I think there should be no problem," he said, placing his still disassembled tent on the ground. He took out his wand pointing it at Hardana's tent. "Todaco Panei!" he pronounced with a strange accent and then, turning his wand towards his tent on the ground, he said, "Sue Egi!"

	A small, opaque beam of light departed from the tip of his wand enveloped the tent, which, after a moment, as if of hesitation, began to tremble, then the pieces began to swirl as if in the centre of a cyclone, and in a few seconds the tent was ready.

	Tjanador looked at it proudly with a broad smile on his face. "Not bad, is it?" he asked the three who looked speechless.

	Hardana walked up to him and patted him on the back. "I told you it will come in handy!" she said happily.

	After this remark, Tjanador, still in a swoon, sat down around the fire with his new companions for a quick dinner.

	"How did you meet?" he asked the three as soon as he had finished devouring his food, so hungry was he.

	Duntrem removed something from his teeth with his fingers and threw it into the fire. "I," he said, "met these two by pure chance at a gathering of adventurers on the outskirts of the city of Hujik. I had just completed a cargo-guard assignment for a merchant and was feeling the need for a bit of adventure again."

	"And why were you there?" asked Tjanador, still curious (especially now that the flattery had worn off) to know who would be sleeping just a few steps away from him.

	Hardana took the floor. "I had gone to that haunt because, after I had finished the second initiation period of my temple, the Oracle, assuming I had interpreted his riddles correctly, had told me to follow a certain path that eventually led me there," she replied laconically, making it clear that she was not prepared to discuss the matter further.

	It was then Sycro who spoke, chewing his last bite. "For me, however, it was disappointment that brought me there. I had just emerged from the dungeons of Hujik, after spending a whole week there searching for the tomb of one of the city's founding kings, but evidently the map in my possession must have been false."

	 "And how long ago did this encounter take place?" the wizard asked, still curious. The three looked at each other. "Eighteen days?" said Sycro.

	Duntrem shook his head. "No, I would say less... shall we say fifteen?" "What is wrong with you men? " Intervened Hardana whining "We met exactly twenty-two days ago!" she asserted confidently. The other two looked at her. "Yes! Yes, it is possible!" they replied, turning to

	Tjanador. The wizard was surprised that they had known each other for such a short time, but he also knew that the world of adventurers, which he had always heard of but had never been interested in, was like that, and that, above all, it was rumoured, and he had no difficulty in believing it, there was much respect and camaraderie between them. At least until they got their hands on the treasure....

	He had often heard stories of quarrels, murders, fratricides, and the like about them, but since they were a long way from finding a treasure, if there ever was one, he decided that in the end he could give of them.

	"Now everyone to sleep! " Said Duntrem as he lay down on one blanket and covered himself with the other "Tomorrow at first light we must be on our way!"

	Without another word, the four went to bed, trying to make the most of the few hours of sleep available to them.

	The next morning the awakening was traumatic for Tjanador. He was not used to early risings. He had never done them. Getting up at that hour was unthinkable at the Academy of Magic. But he couldn't help it.

	Duntrem, in his deep, powerful voice, seemed to be shouting in his ears: "Get up, you lazybones! Get up, for there is already too much light around here!".

	Slowly Tjanador put his nose out of the tent. The dawn of the first sun had just begun, and only a few shy rays of light loomed over their heads.

	With an act of sheer force of will, they left the tent, offered him some dry cheese with the same kind of bread as the night before as a side dish, and, after dismantling the tents, resumed their journey.

	'In a few hours we should arrive in Prukra,' said Hardana. Indeed, after not even an hour the frequency with which they saw the villages had intensified and the villages themselves were larger. Until, in the distance, when they stood at the top of the last low hill, they saw the imposing city walls of Prukra, with the multitude of small houses that had sprung up haphazardly around them, greatly extending the area of the city.

	 


 

	PRUKRA

	 

	 

	Prukra was a wealthy and affluent city that derived its wealth mainly from the navigability of the Kra River, around which it had risen, as well as, of course, from the duties that were paid in order to pass its famous and imposing drawbridges, which otherwise blocked the navigation of the river itself.

	Sycro exclaimed enthusiastically, "Well, we'll soon be in town! " Adding in a more serious tone, "Do we have any ideas yet on how to find our trickster thief gnome?"

	Tjanador, in disbelief, turned slowly toward him. "You mean we are going to a city the size of Prukra and you don't know where to start?" he asked in amazement.

	Duntrem replied defensively, "It's not that we don't know, it's just that we're not quite sure!" confident that this was an extremely comprehensive answer on his part.

	Hardana sighed, "Let's say we have several possibilities that we need to check."

	"Which ones?" insisted Tjanador.

	Hardana explained, "So, we need to ask first in the hangouts of adventurers like us; it's possible he may be trying to hire or convince someone to accompany him. Then we need to check the antique dealers in case he tried to resell the map, and finally we are left with the auction houses, cheap inns, and lastly the prisons."

	“Right!" confirmed Duntrem, nodding at the half-elf's words. "Do we even know this gnome's name?" asked Tjanador again.

	Sycro asked his companions, "Well, I guess by now, since he's going to help us, we can tell him, right?" The two nodded smoothly, and he continued, "His name is Fasszur, he is obviously small, he has fiery red hair, and on his neck, under his right ear, he has a snake tattoo."

	Tjanador nodded in turn, it was a good description, but he was also sure that there was something else they had not yet told him about this Fasszur. But the time to address this suspicion of his did not yet seem to have come to him. Slowly but steadily

	they continued to approach the city, and when the second sun with the softest and faintest light had also made its appearance in the sky, they could fully admire its splendor.

	Tjanador had never been to Prukra but had heard about it and read about it in his books at the Academy. The closer they got to it, the bigger it seemed.

	 

	Gazing in amazement at the huge walls still far away he realized why this city-state could boast of never having been conquered. A glaring contrast between the magnificence of those walls and the low houses that had sprung up around them jumped out at him as soon as he approached. They were small houses of wood or mud in which the low laborers of the city and the neighboring fields seemed to dwell.

	Hardana seemed to read the thoughts in his eyes. "Most of them are seasonal workers from neighboring towns," she explained to him, "and most of these dilapidated houses you see around you are owned by the rich merchants and nobles who live within the walls."

	"I see," he replied as they turned onto a very well-maintained road that led directly to one of the city gates.

	On this road there were many people and much more noise. People were proceeding slowly, both on foot and in carts, and everyone was carrying a variety of goods.

	Meat, vegetables, pottery, whole carts of different flours, live animals of all kinds, furniture, and anything else that could be sold and traded in a purely commercial city like wealthy Prukra.

	The queue they formed in order to enter the city seemed to last an eternity, and all the while Sycro and Duntrem did nothing but talk about the city's fortifications and how they could be destroyed or overcome.

	 

	Sycro maintained that they were extremely well made and almost perfect, while Duntrem asserted that, compared to those his people would build, they were patently crude, flimsy, inadequate and old-fashioned, and he was also sure that an army of dwarves, with their superior engineers, would have passed the city's defenses in a few days of siege. Their debate, which seemed to interest and excite them quite a bit, lasted until they finally reached the large wooden and iron gates, more than three men high, four wide and at least a step thick, that gave access into the city. Only then did they realize that small dart points were sprouting from the slits.

	The guards were constantly keeping everyone who was about to enter under the fire of their crossbows. The guards at the door, on the other hand, in their green and white uniforms, quickly and apparently without too much severity inspected the wagons, the goods and then let them pass. So, they did with them as well and without question waved them on. At last, they were in town.

	Duntrem at this point stood up and, standing on the wagon, began to look around. "This is it at last. " He said in a defiant tone "Now what we have to do is find a small anonymous inn as our headquarters and get into action!" he added, always scanning around, until he seemed to find what he was looking for and nimbly leapt down.

	Tjanador saw him heading toward a man in tattered clothes who seemed to approach everyone who passed him. He talked with him for a few minutes and at ne, after handing him a coin, walked back toward them with a satisfied smile on his face. "We will be welcome guests at the inn The White Sailing Ship, near the harbor, straight ahead until we reach the Water Temple, then left to a luxurious patrician house with shiny red marble capitals and then right," he explained to Hardana. The half-elf nodded at his every instruction and then, with a light but firm whiplash, set the two horses back on their way.

	Sycro on his horse followed them placidly, his small watchful eyes however darting in all directions as if expecting an ambush at any moment.

	The city inside the walls seemed like another world compared to outside.

	The palaces and houses were richly decorated, and some were so opulent that they would easily make many nobles of other realms envious. Even the people on the streets looked different. Most of them were dressed in clothes with visibly expensive fabrics and bright colors. The magician noticed that there was an air of excitement, and everyone seemed excited and enthusiastic about what they were doing. It was while Tjanador was deep in his musings that Hardana tapped him on the shoulder to get his attention.

	"If you want to marvel, look straight ahead," she told him.

	Tjanador looked up and before him saw the famous Water Temple in all its magnificence. It was oval, surrounded by columns of pure blue marble and taller than a four-story building. Above each column was a sea animal in white marble, and above the entrance was a statue of a golden mermaid at least as large as three men. Below the mermaid, a rectangular two-leafed door, at least two men high, of finely chiseled silver with seascapes gave access to the interior of the temple. 

	"If only my cult had devotees as rich as the inhabitants of this city, we would be able to do something better than this," Hardana commented in a critical tone. "Envy..." replied Tjanador, smiling at her comment as she could not take her eyes off the magnificence of that temple.

	The woman shrugged her shoulders making them fall back slowly sighing, then nodded with a smile. Duntrem merely gave him a quick glance. "Our temples, which are at the very roots of the mountains where our kingdoms rise, are better than this one! " He commented, "More solid!" he concluded, immediately turning away, and pointing the way to Hardana. As soon as they turned the corner the temple disappeared from their sight, once again replaced by luxurious palaces.

	They continued on their way, being constantly amazed at each new house they encountered and marveling at how much pomp and wealth surrounded them. They reached the house with red marble capitals and turned right as directed. They were not even in time to pass the block when everything seemed to change around them.

	The luxurious houses had disappeared, the wide, lighted avenues were gone, the people dressed in rich, fine fabrics seemed never to have existed.

	All around them everything had turned gray, dark, the suddenly dilapidated houses seemed to lean dangerously toward the dirty, poorly maintained road, as if they wanted to create an arch over their heads and block out the daylight.

	They were approaching the harbor with all that this entailed.

	"This is it!" announced Hardana and her voice boomed in the silence that had taken the place of the previous continuous buzz. In front of them the only thing denoting the presence of the inn was a faded sign on which a sailing ship was painted.

	Sycro dismounted from his horse. "Wait here, I'll go check it out," he said as he was already entering the inn.

	He came out almost immediately. "It's perfect! " He said to his companions "We will be the only guests and in the back, they have a small courtyard in which to leave the wagon and horses. Let's go!"

	Out of the diner came a young boy who offered his help to Hardana for the wagon and to Sycro for his horse. Duntrem and Tjanador went downstairs gathering their stuff and waited for the other two to return, then all four, preceded by the little boy, entered the inn.

	It was just another inn, with nothing special or noteworthy.

	The innkeeper, a tall, balding big man with two large black mustaches, greeted them with a grunt and ordered the little boy to take them to their rooms. Once they were settled, they found themselves in the small common room, which was the one they had entered. Sycro and Duntrem were already there with their mug of beer in hand when Hardana and Tjanador arrived. The woman ordered a glass of Flood, a very strong and pungent native liquor, while Tjanador settled for some water.

	Once the orders were placed, Sycro suggested, "We need to divide the tasks, I could start with the dungeons and ask the guards questions."

	Duntrem looked at him and, after sipping some more ale, offered, wiping the beer foam from his beard with a sleeve, "I think I'll take the trouble to search the inns and various shelters."

	Hardana, for his part, while the dwarf sipped his ale, drained his small glass of Inondation at once and, after squinting and smiling, tossed it over his shoulder, waited to hear the glass shatter, and then spoke, "The most consonant thing for me should be to conduct the searches in the various temples and nursing homes, so I think I will!" he said contentedly.

	At this point Tjanador saw six eyes pointed at him with a questioning and pressing expression. The magician looked at them and shrugged. "You tell me what I can be of use to you. This is not my bread and butter, you know that" he told them quietly.

	"Don't you know any tricks to find it?" whispered Sycro asked him, as if what he had just asked him was something illegal.

	Tjanador, not understanding why he was doing this, leaned closer in turn, and whispered back as well, "I might. But I need something of his to have any chance of success!"

	"Too bad! " Exclaimed Duntrem aloud, slamming his beer mug heavily on the table, "I knew I should have ripped his ears off and shaved him down, that chicken thief!" Hardana looked at him and burst out laughing. "I've always told you that you're a good guy and that you have a heart of butter at heart, right?" she told him in a kind tone.

	The dwarf as all response shrugged his shoulders and grunted.

	"However, …" Sycro began to say with the sly look of someone who is convinced he has just had a brilliant idea "you could go to your colleagues and see if they can do anything to track down our gnome."

	Tjanador looked at him puzzled. "I can search and track down wizards who offer their services, after all, I'm sure there are plenty of them in a city like this, but I'm not entirely sure they can help us," he replied.

	Duntrem, however, seemed enthusiastic about Sycro's idea. "It's still one more chance anyway! " She told him, patting him on the back "And now, to work!" he added, getting up after finishing his remaining beer in one gulp. With that said, the four of them exited the White Freighter and split up. "We'll meet back here at the rising of the second moon," said Hardana in a tone that admitted no reply, and each went their separate ways.
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