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      Chapter 165: Sarenza, the Merchant Capital, Part 1

      “We finally made it.”

      Despite the strange bandaged man’s interference, we had reached Sarenza City none the worse for wear. The soldiers at the gate had seemed somewhat on edge from the commotion the massive sandstorm had caused, so it had taken Lynne a lengthy conversation and the provision of some kind of document for them to let us pass.

      “Those guards sure had a lot to talk about,” I noted.

      “Yes, their inspection took far longer than I’d anticipated,” Lynne said. “My apologies for the wait, Instructor.”

      “It wasn’t any trouble. I passed the time just fine. It must’ve been pretty draining for you, though.”

      “I’m just glad that we’re through.”

      As our coach advanced into the city, I found myself shocked by the sheer height of the buildings. Those in the City Forgotten by Time had surprised me too, especially compared to what I was used to back at the royal capital, but these were on another level—and we were barely through the entrance.

      Many of the passersby were dressed in clothes that suggested they were merchants. I supposed that made sense for the city of trade.

      “This place is huge,” I remarked. “And the architecture’s stunning.”

      “Do you really think so?” Rashid mused. “We’re still on the outskirts, you know. This district is considered part of the slums.”

      “The slums?”

      “Mm-hmm. Sarenza City is built around the Dungeon of Oblivion, which lies at its very center. Encircling it are the special ward, where only the truly affluent may reside, and the luxury ward, home to those deemed only relatively wealthy. Beyond that are the belt-shaped merchants’ ward—which one might call the backbone of the city—and the ordinary residential ward. Next comes the special ward of acquittal, where those guilty of crimes work off their sentences. The slums form the outermost ring—where we are now.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot of divisions for one city.”

      “As it stands, the outer wards are for the have-nots, who’ve been pushed away from the city’s center. The entrances are kept in good order, of course, but venture even a stone’s throw down the side streets and public safety takes a dive.”

      “Is it really that bad?”

      “The crime rate decreases the closer you get to the center, and the townscape becomes more beautiful. When all’s said and done, the slums are little more than a bulwark protecting the inner residents from sandstorms and desert bandits.”

      “I see...”

      Armed with my newfound perspective, I took a closer look down the side roads. In some ways, they reminded me of the royal capital’s old quarter—only with more litter and none of the canals. Was there really such a stark contrast between this outermost ring and the city center?
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