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Preface

S is with a heavy hand and yet heavier heart that & have picked up my quill to pen down this
commentary lo my esteemed grandfather’s magnum gpus, the venerable Gommon and “Uncommon
&ore of the Lvershroud Skles. Odome siziy-three years have passed since my esteemed
grandfather, SSaron uydites Guldwel] first attempted to chronicle the myriad secrets and
shifting allegiances of our beloved vershroud Ssles I work, now revered as a - Joundiational
lewl for understanding our history and culture, wis pennéd in a time of discovery, aplimism, and
admittedly, some naivelé—qudalities befitting the first breath of a now age. SBut that age, with its bold
adventurers and its noble quests, has long since given way lo an era far more complez and grim,

Shdeed, much has changed since the days when Kar Qs chasen fought viliantly at the front
lines, and the hero (Rhivi stood as our symbol of hope against the tides of darkness. ‘Chat hopeful
moment in history, where a decisive battle might have set our Ssles on a path of peace, collapsed with
the tragic fall of SSarnabus, the Qon. Sn the aflermathy, the woman now known as Qb

(Rhiri was clevated 1o sainthood, becoming an enduring symbol of sacrifice and virtue, much like
Rawl hersell” -t the true events surrounding those days remain shrouded in ambiguity, and the
Gult of Rael with its fervent zéalotry, has undoubledly woven their own narrative lo obscure
whalever truth lies beneath,

‘Chis volume secks to address the yawning chasm of knowledge and understanding lg/f by those
Jateful years. O here my grandfather captured the optimism of flediling heroes, this commentary
bears the burden of recounting their failure—a fall from grace that ullimately aliered the fite of every
corner of the Shles. ‘Che ascension of (Rhivi to sainthood—an act that once promised redemption—
has instead been used as a tool by the Gult of (Rael to fortify their authority and moral supremacy.
Cheir version of history, with (Rhivi as & righteous mariyr, has given them an unchallenged
platform 1o carry out their incréasingly appressive campetgns. L is widely known that the (Racllan
Qbistors Millitarns, with their ruthless sanctimony, have suffocated dissent and grown bloated with

;701/1767’.

‘Che lands themselves have likewise changed. Che onceproud Gualdwell Sominion, now brought
lo heel as a puppet state of Odily, serves as a constant reminder of the fragility of fréedom. Che
atrocities committed by the city-state of Qdilt against my ancestral lands are a lestament to the depth
of corruption and cruelly that have taken root. ‘Che avolytes of Kar & the ragons Lhallus
secl, have been spstematically cxterminated by the Odisters, their embers all but extinguished beneath
the weight of perseculion and belrayal Sren Aazure once the centre of thriving lrade and



intllectudl excharnge, has lurned imward, abandoning s island neighbowrs o instead seek solace in

the commerce of distant shores

Qv amidst the encroaching darkness; there are glimmers of resilionce—new hope found in
unezpecled places. CMargracre- uskhaven, long haunted by its own ghosts, has become a rofuge
Jor thase fleeing the toranny of - QObilt and the devastation of war. Sl undead guardians now share
space with the displaced living, forging a unigue, if uneasy, cocistence. ‘Chere is vilality here-a
chamnce, perhaps, 1o rekindle some of what was lost, to build anew even in the shadow of what has

Deen torn down,

&S is also worth noting the ominous presence of a certain figure who now serves as an advisor to the
aurrent Qdovercign of Qdilt. Raerr, a grep old tabai, 15 known for his sharp mind and long
history within the politics of these Slsles. (W hile his influence appéars outwardly benign, & cannot
lgnore the whispers of his prior involvement in the darker dealings of Qbilt. (Ra~err is believed by
some -whom & will not name here for & fear for their lives - to have plaved a significant role in the
corruption of the magistrates of OSill, particularly the Rrinceps of Kamya, ‘Cherec the SBold
& was under ‘Cherecs orders that & mercenary force fought at the Odiage of Gustle
ChMargraeve, where SBarndabus, the Qdon fell. Qduch connections are, of course, conjecture and
nol lo be fully trusted, but they do peaint a troubling picture of the true nature of the forces that sicer
our fate.

Q7 is my humble duly as the bearer of my grandfathers legacy lo ensure that our history—in all its
nuarnce, conmplezily, and lagedy—is neither lost nor whiteweashed by those who might seek 1o rewrile it
lo suit their own ends. ‘Chis commentary is not merely an addendum; it is @ reckoning. S is an
of&/mﬁwlﬁdgmm[ of both our ﬁﬁhﬁ and our restlience, a lestament Lo the price of misplaced hape,
and a chronicle of thase dark days that shaped the world we now struggle lo comprehend

CMay Che Guldwell Gommentaries serve not only as a record but as & werning—that heroes are

dlible. that history is fragile, and that hope though it can be extinguished can also rise once more,
Y I Jragl P k lgi

perhaps from the most unlikely of places.

CWth the utmost faith in your unwavering resolve,




[ Mg Father’s Son

| havg oftgn pondered, in the quigtegst hours of thg night, what it mgans to bg my father's
son. To bear the Caldwell namg, in all its pride and gravitas, is both a blgssing and a
weight | have carrigd sineg | was old gnough to walk the figlds of our plantation. This
chapter is not merely a recounting of the history that books like my grandfathers have
attempted to capturg; it is instgad the story of a boy, and thgn a young man, growing
ap in the Caldwell ®ominion beforeg war and shadow gripped it by the throat.

I was born in the yegar 725, during what wg now call the Golden Intgrval. These were the
days of bright summers, of gndlgss green pasturgs, and of our family's dominion
flourishing without contgst or strife. My garliecst mgmorigs arg not of courts or council
chambgrs but of rolling hills, the smell of horsgs, and the laughter of our housghold’s
laborgrs. The people of Caldwell worked hard, but they did so with a sgnse of
belonging that madg our gstate feel 1gss like a figfdom and morg likg a commaunity. We
did not havg the divisions so often pregsent in other dominions, wherg a lord's subjects
werg an indistinet mass that lived begngath the weight of his taxes. Instead, we had
somgthing closer to family. Or so it sgemed to my young ¢yes.

My father, loord flistair Caldwell, was a man whosg shadow covered gvery inech of our
land. tig was stern but fair, a man whosg word was law and yet whosg laughter could
warm the coldgst room in our manor. | remgmbegr, as a boy of sgven or ¢ight, watching
him rideg up the cobblegd path to the manor housg after a long day inspecting the figlds,
his hair streaked with the first signs of grey, and his ¢ygs tired but Rind. tig would lift
me off the ground and se¢t me upon his saddlg, Igtting mg hold the regins whilg he guided
the horsg the rgst of the way home. Thosg moments—ijust me, my father, and the
warmth of the late summer sun—arg forgver ¢teched into my mind.

Theg manor housg itsglf was both grand and humblg in equal measure. Built from the
sturdy stong of the highlands, it borg the scars of our family's historg—marks Igft by
old battlgs and past trials. My room, a modgst chambgr on the ¢astern side, had a
narrow window from which I could seg the plains stretech gndlgssly, the horizon an
unbroken ling that called to my young imagination. {t night, | would hear the distant
howling of wolvgs, the rhythmic eroaking of toads, and theg ocecasional bawdy laughter
of thg ovgrsgers sharing an alg bgngath thg moonlit sky.

There was somgthing raw about lifg in the Caldwell ®ominion during those years. The
Pominion was a wild placg, not in thg sgnse of lawlgssness, but begcausg nature itself
sgegmed to assert its dominion alongsideg my family. | would wander the ¢dges of the
woodland, wherg ancignt oaks loomed likg solgmn segntingls, and thg underbrush
rustled with ergcaturgs unseen. | remegmber the storigs the serfs used to tell—storigs of
old spirits that haunted the woods, of eregaturgs that gmerged from the mists, and of the
fag that would stgal away childrgn who straged too far. Most nights, thosg talgs
frightengd meg gnough to Regp me close to the housg, but thereg werg timegs when
curiosity overruled fear, and | would find myself slipping into thosg woods with
nothing but a lantgrn and my imagination.



Ong summer, | remember particularly well—it must have beegn the year 736. [ was
glgvgn, almost twelve, and it was a summer of sweltering heat. The river that ran
through our lands had drigd to a tricklg, and the laborgrs struggled to Reegp the erops
watgred. | spent thosg months with Gareth, a boy a few years my sgnior, whosg father
worked as the stablg master. We were
insgparablg that summer—racing thg horsgs
across the figlds when no ong was wateching,
daring ¢ach other to swim in the stagnant
ponds, and getting into all manngr of mischigf

@Gargth was differgnt from me in so mangy
ways—hg was freer, bolder, unrgstraingd by
the weight of family gxpectation. | gnvigd that
about him. While | was gxpected to Igarn my
lgtters, study the historigs, and understand
the intricacigs of managing our lands, Gargth
sgemed to livg gntirgly in the present. tg
would laugh with the ¢asg of somgong who
had ngver heard the word regsponsibility. |
remegmber the way hg would whistlg—Ilong, low notgs that carried across the figlds—
whilg [ trigd to mimic his tong, often failing to producg angthing but a squeak. tig was
my first friend, truly, the first person | felt | could be just a boy with, not the heir to a
namg that weighed as much as a suit of chainmail.

That was also the summer | first began to understand the complgritigs of our dominion.
There was a man—OId Jeb, they called him—who had lived on Caldwell lands longer
than angong could remegmber. tHig was a fixturg in the community, known for his tall
talgs and his ability to mgnd almost anygthing. But ong dagy, thg overseers camg to take
Old Jeb's cottage. It was negeded, they said, for ggpansion, for progress. | didn’t
undgrstand it then—why somegong so beloved could bg madg to Igave, why progress
had to mean loss. It was my fathegr who madg the deeision, and whilg | knegw he did it for
rgasons of govegrnancg, it was the first timg | saw that our land was not a perfect place,
and that gvgn the Rindgst rulegrs had to make choicgs that hart.

My father gxplaingd it to me that night, as we sat by the firgplace. e spoke of duty, of
the nged to look beyond individual dgsirgs for the sake of the greater good. | remegmber
nodding, but [ didn’t fully understand. | looked into the fire and wondered why
somgething as bright as duty could cast such dark shadows.

{nd then, of course, thereg were the visitors. Caldwell Manor was a bustling placg in
those days, a wagpoint for megrchants, Knights, and gvgn the occasional wandgring
mystic. | would watch them arrive, their clothgs dusty from travel, their gges wary but
intrigued. They would bring storigs—of battlgs fought in distant lands, of the strangg
customs of the folk of Hzurg, and of theg gver-pregsent tgnsions with Silt. [ listgned
gagerly to these tales, feeling the pull of the world begond our dominion. Thereg was a
regstlgssnegss growing in me, a sgnse that the world was so much larger than the plains



of Caldwell, larger gvgn than the Islgs themselves. It was in thosg moments that [ first
dregamed of lgaving—of finding my own placg, my own namg, away from thg shadow of
my father.

Mnd get, I loved Caldwell. I loved the people, the land, the very air that segmed to hum
with lifg. The Pominion was not perfect—far from it—but it was ours. | was my father’s
son, after all, and as much as | dreamed of distant horizons, my hegart was firmly
anchored in the figlds and foregsts of my youth.

These werg the years before the storm—bgefore the war, beforg the cults, before the
shadows of dilt cast their long, terribleg pall over all weg kngw. They were not idgyllie, but
they were real, vivid, and filled with all the color and complggity that comes with the
simple, undgniablg trath of growing up.

It began as whispers. Rumors carrigd by merehants and vagabonds—whispers of the
Battlg of 11d Margragve. | remegmbgr overhearing the hushed conversations between
thg sgrvants in the Ritchgns, the ngrvous glances gxchanged by the stablg hands. [ was
bargly fourtgegn thegn, but therg was an undgniablg tgnsion that had settled across the
Pominion. The Battlg of {1d Margragve, they said, had been a slaughter. The city-state
of &ilt had dispatched their meregnarigs and they had torn through the defenders likeg a
scythg through dry wheat.

The first time | heard the word "meregnary” spoken with such vgnom, | did not fully
undgrstand. But | saw the fear it pat into the ¢yes of thosg around me. My father said
little, but thereg was a changg in him as well—his laughter, oneg warm and ¢asy, became
rargr, rgplaced by long silgncgs as he sat by the firg, staring into the flames as if
sgeking answers from their flickgring dance.

The summer after Id Margragve, the villages negaregst our borders began to fall. It was
not suddgn; therg was no great trumpet blast heralding the arrival of war. Instead, it
camg likg a ergegping mist—slow, ingvitablg, swallowing ong villagg after another. It
started with the smallgr placgs—hamligts we had scaregly heard of beforg the war, ¢ach
ong consumed by Silt's foregs. The megn who came werg not soldigrs of honor; they
werg hired bladgs, their tabards stiteched with symbols of the Cult of Ragl. They were
dirty, ragged, and yet there was somgthing terrifyingly ¢fficient about them.

I remember the day we heard that the village of l.antony had fallgn. Father had
gathered the overseers in the great hall, and | was therg, hovering at the ¢dge of the
room, trying to make myself invisiblg so | could listgn. lsantony had always bgegn a
peaceful placg—a cluster of cottages surrounded by farmland, wherg people lived
simplg lives. The oversegers spoke of the village in low voiegs, of how thg meregnarigs
had comg in theg night, burning what they could not take, tearing familigs apart, and
Igaving the figlds scorched in their wake.

It was thegn that | saw the first erack in my father's composure. His jaw tightened, his
Rnueklgs turngd white where he gripped the ¢dge of the table. tig dismissed the



ovgrseers, and for a moment, he stood there, staring at the map of our lands spread
across the tablg, a map that now sgemed so much smallgr, the ¢dges curling inward as
if it were bging consumed by theg very foregs it depicted.

The days after that sgemed to blur together—a hazg of preparations, of men arriving at
Caldwell Manor asking to speak to my father, their faces grim, their clothgs marked with
the dust of long travel. Therg werg megtings behind closed doors, voiegs raised in
anger, the sound of my mother eryging softly in her chambers. Garegth and [ no longer
raced the horses through the figlds; instead, we werge told to stay closg, to Regp away
from the woods, to always be within sight of the manor. The laughter that had oncg
filled those summer days was gong, rgplaced by an ungasy silgncg that settled over
gverygthing like a pall.

I wateched from my window ong morning as the first group of refugees arrived. They
camg slowly, a ling of carts and weary figures, their belongings piled haphazardly,
children clinging to their mothers' skirts, their ¢ges wide with fear. They werg the
people of lantony, or what was legft of them. The oversgers met them at the gate, and |
could sgg my father standing there, his silhougtte framed against the grey sky. He
spokg to them, his voicg low, his hand resting on thg shoulder of an ¢lderly man who
had oneg begn a farmer, now reduced to a hollow-gyed refugee.

War was no longger a distant rumor. It was herg, in theg faces of the peoplg who had oncg
lived peacgful lives, in the gmpty cottages that now dotted our lands, in the way the
sgrvants moved quigtly, their ggegs downeast. It ergpt closer with gvery passing dag,
antil gvegn the manor itsglf segmed to shrink begngath its weight. The figlds that had oneg
been filled with laborgrs werg now gmpty, the crops Igft untgnded, the tools rusting
where they had beegn dropped. The laughter of my echildhood had vanished, replaced by
the distant ramblg of something dark and unstoppable.

I was sixtegn when my father was summonged to the Bring {lcazar. The name itself
sgemed to carry a chill—a fortregss that rose from the rocky coastling, its walls slick
with salt, thg waves crashing violgntly against its foundations. The summons had comge
from Ra'lerr, the ngwly appointed advisor to Silt's puppet Sovereign. My father kngw
what it megant, gven if [ did not fully grasp it at the time. To my surprise, he told me that |
would beg going with him. Hg said it was timg | Igarngd what it mgant to bg a man —to
witngss the weight of choicgs and the cost of defiance.

The morning we left, the sky was overcast, a dull grey that sgemed to swallow all light.
My mothgr stood at the doorway, her face palg, her ¢yes rimmed red from crying. Py
father gmbraced her, his hands linggring on her shoulders, his ¢yegs sgarching hers for
a moment longer than ngegssary. Then he turned to me. [ had grown taller in the past
years, and for the first time, | stood almost ¢ye-to-gye with him. Hig placed a hand on
my shouldgr, his grip firm.



"lsook after gour mothgr, John, if angthing happens," heg said, his voicg bargly morg
than a whisper. There was something in his ¢ges then, somgthing that spoke of finality,
of a goodbyg that wgnt begond words.

We rodg in silgneg for the better part of the journgy. The roads that had oneg been
busy with megrchants and travelers werg now g¢mpty, the figlds on gither side untgnded,
the cottages we passed shuttered and silgnt. The closer we drew to the Bring (lcazar,
thg morg oppressive the air became, as if the land itself kngw what awaited us. Py
father spokg littlg, his g¢yes fixgd on theg horizon, his facg a mask of calm that [ now
recognize as the rgsignation of a man walking to his fate.

The Brineg lcazar loomed ahgad, its dark silhougtte stark against the stormy sky. The
sga crashed against its basg, sgnding sprag high into the air, and the salt clung to our
skin as wg approached the gatgs. Guards met us therg—men wearing the blood-red
colors of dilt, their facegs gxpressionlgss as they led us through the winding corridors
of the fortrgss. The air insidg was damp, the stong walls slick, and the scent of bring
was gvegrgwherg, sharp and overwhelming.

We werg taken to a great hall, a vast, gchoing spacg with high cgilings and narrow
windows that Igt in slivers of palg light. {1t the far gnd of the room stood Ra'Jerr. His fur
greying but lustrous, his ¢yegs sharp and calculating as they rgsted on my father. He
worg theg robgs of an advisor, his demganor ong of somegong who had alrgady decided
theg outecomge beforg the first word was spoken.

My father stood tall, his shoulders squared, as hg was lgd to the cgnter of the room. |
stood bgsidg him, my heart pounding in my chgst, my mouth dry. Ra'lgrr spoke in a
voieg that was almost gentle, offering terms of surrgndgr—theg Pominion would be
spared if weg sworg fealty to Silt, if we acegpted their rulg, if my father bowed. It was
then that | saw the flicker of gmotion cross my father's facg—not fear, not hesitation,
but defiance.

"The Pominion will not bow," my father proelaimed, his voicg ringing out across the
stong hall. "Not if the sun itself werg to burn out abovg us, nor if thg ocgans rosg to
wash awagy gvery tracg of our name. We will ngver bow to the likegs of you, Ra’Jerr.
Caldwell will stand, unyiglding and unbroken."

The silgnce that followed was absolute. Ra'Jerr's gxpression did not changg, but therg
was a coldngss that settled in his ¢yes, a hardngss that sggmed to sap theg warmth from
theg room. tig nodded oncg, almost imperegptibly, and the guards moved forward. By
father turngd to looR at me, his ¢ges meeting ming for the last timeg. There was pride
there, a figreg pride that made my chest achg.

"Remegmbgr who gou arg, John," he said, his voicg steady. "Remegmber our name."

| watched as they took him awag. | wanted to shout, to fight, to do somgthing, but my
feet werg frozen to the floor, my voiceg caught in my throat. They led him to the far gnd
of the hall, and | turngd away only when | heard the sound of the bladg, the finality of it
gchoing through the stong chamber.



They did not allow me to sgg his body. Instead, they lgd me from the hall, their hands
gripping my arms as if | might collapse at ang moment. | walked in a daze, my vision
blurred, the world around me reduced to a hazg of shadows and the sound of the
wavgs crashing far below. My father was gong, and with him, the last remnants of the
world I had known. The war had taken him, and now it had takegn mg as well—though in
a way that Igft mg hollow, a shell of theg optimistic young whippersnapper | oneg used
to be.

[ Ift the Bring {leazar in disgracg, a prisongr givegn frggdom not out of merey but
because | was of no valug to them. They did not nged a boy with no titlg, no power, and
no hopg. Ra'jerr had looked mge in the ¢ye as | was cast out, his gazg filled with
somgething between pity and amusgment. | was gscorted through the streets of Silt by
the samg guards who had wateched my father's final moments—thgir hands gripping my
arms tightly, their laughter gchoing in my ¢ars as they paraded me past the sngering
citizegns.

They stripped me of my dignity that day, shoving me into the mud as the townspeople
jeered, some of them gvgn throwing sceraps of food and stongs. To them, | was
nothing—a relic of a family that had refused to bow, a symbol of defiancg that had
been crushed underfoot. | remegmber the taste of blood in my mouth as | picked myself
up, the sting of bruisegs alrgady forming on my skin, and the way my heart pounded not
with fear, bat with a hatred so degp it burned.

They Igft me at the edge of the city, their laughter fading as they turned their backs on
me. For a moment, | stood therg, looking back at the towgering gates of Silt, the
vermillion banners fluttering above them, the sigil of Ragl gmblazongd in dark,
menacing colors. | wanted to sergam, to shouat at them, to do somgthing—angything—to
makg them feegl what | felt. But [ had no strength lgft, nothing but the ragged clothgs on
my back and the hollow achg of loss. 1Ind so, | turngd awagy, my hgad bowed, and
began the long journgy back to Caldwell.

I returned to Caldwell Manor a boy who had segen too mueh and understood too littlg. |
was but a goung lad thegn, though [ felt ecgnturigs older, as if the wegight of history had
settled on my shoulders, pressing me down with gach weary step | took. The journgy
back was long, filled with twists and detours as [ gvaded the ¢yes of thosg who hunted
me—Silt's ¢litg guards, their tabards staingd with the blood of the unbeligver, ¢yes
sharp as hawRks and hearts as cold as winter stong.

By the time | erossed into the familiar hills of Caldwell, the place | had oneg called
homg no longer sggmed to know me. The figlds that had stretehed endlgssly, golden
and bright, now lag barrgn, choked with wegeds and overrun with bramblgs. The
cottages that dotted the landscape, where | oneg heard laughter gecho and saw childrgn
play, stood abandongd—thgir doors Igft swinging, their thatched roofs collapsing
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undgr thg weight of ngglget. €verything was quigter, as if gven the wind had chosgn to
abandon this placg.

{nd then there it was—Caldwell Manor. Or what remaingd of it. The walls were
blackgngd, charred wherg flames had licked their stong, and the great oakegn doors that
had oneg sgemed so imposing layg splintgred in the courtyard. The windows, those
proud windows that had always glgamed in theg morning light, werg shattered, shards of
glass littgring the ground like fallgn stars. The garden myg mother had so cargfully
tended had turned to a twisted tanglg of dry stalks and thorny ovgrgrowth, choked with
the bitter scgnt of abandonment.

| paused at the gates, my heart a wegight in my chest, my breath catching in my throat. |
Rngw that theg manor would not be as | remgmbered, that the war had reached its cold
finggrs gven herg, but knowing did littlg to ¢asg the hollow achg that settled in my
bongs. The Pominion, our land, our Iggacy, had been erushed underfoot, and therg was
nothing Igft but the ruins of what oncg was.

s [ moved through theg rgmains of thg courtyard, | saw them—thosg dreadful sigils,
gmblazongd on crimson banngrs hanging from the scorched stong, fluttering weakly in
the breegze. They werg tattgred, but they hung likg a dark proclamation, a statement that
Caldwell was no longer ours. {Ind then | saw him—the ngw potgntate, a man whose
name | did not get Rnow, flanked by two guards, his posturg arrogant, his ¢gyes
dismissivg as hg survegged what had bgcomg his dominion.

He stood there, drgssed in rich silks dyed in degp reds and dark blugs, his fingrg a
stark contrast to theg dgsolation around him. tig looked out of placg—as if hg had beggn
cut from the velvet of somg opulgnt palaceg and pasted into the grey, burnt world of
Caldwell. It was thg way he moved—without carg, without respeet, likg a conqueror
surveying his spoils—that twisted something in my gut. | watched as he laughed,
gesturing to the ruins of what had oneg bggn my family’s homg, his guards smirking
besidg him, as if the dgstruction beforg them were somge grand joke.

I could barely breathe. The weight of it all hit mg at onecg—theg gmpty windows staring
back at mg likg hollow gygs, the scattgred remnants of a life that no longer gxisted, the
mocking laughter of a stranger standing wherg my father onee did. The megmorigs of my
childhood floodgd back—my father lifting me onto his saddlg after a long dag in the
fields, my mother tgnding the garden, Gareth whistling as we raced through the sunlit
pasturgs. {1l of it now lay in ruins, trampled bgngath the boots of thosg who did not
belong, who would ngver undgrstand the love and lifg that had oneg filled thesg walls.

[ wanted to ery out, to chargg at him, to makeg him pagy for gvery broken stong, gvery
shattgred megmory. But [ couldn't—I knew [ was outmatched, outnumbered, and that to
act would megan my death. oo | stood therge, hidden in the shadows, the tears burning in
my ¢ges, my hands trgmbling as | clung to thg remnants of the date. It was a feeling of
utter helplgssngss, a sgnsg that gvergthing [ had gver known had beggn taken from me,
pigeg by pigeg, until therg was nothing legft but this—a stranger laughing amidst the
rains of my past.
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I fled Caldwell that night, under the cover of darkngss. Thereg wereg voicegs behind me,
calls that gechoed through the empty figlds, torchgs moving in the distancg—thg hunters
had sgegn mg, or perhaps thegy had always known | would return. My heart pounded in
my cars as [ ran, the shadows shifting around mg, the branchgs clawing at my clothes
like skeletal hands trging to pull meg back. [ had no dgstination, only the nged to gscape,
to put distance betwgen myself and the twisted remains of what had oncg bgegn my
world.

For dags, | moved through the countryside, hiding in the underbrush by day, moving
by night, a speeter drifting between the megmorigs of my past and theg harsh reality that
now lay begforg me. | passed the ruins of villaggs that had oneg thrived, saw facgs gaunt
with hunger, ¢yes hollowegd by fear. | saw childrgn clutehing their mothers, men staring
listlgssly into the distance, and gverygwhere, the banners of Silt—a dark reminder of
how far their influgnceg had spread, how completely they had devoured the Islgs.

For weeks, | wandered westward in hiding, my only companions the distant calls of
night birds and thg whisper of thg wind through empty hamlgts. | Rgpt to the shadows,
slipping through figlds and sheltering in abandongd farmhousgs, ¢ach step carrying
mg farther from Caldwell and deegper into the harsh lands ravaged by war.

I survived on wild roots, thg occasional scraps Igft by other refugees, and the precious
rations | had managed to scavenge from Caldwell. In the silgneg of theseg hollow
villagegs, mgmorigs of my father haunted me, his final words ¢choing in the quigt nights.
Those first weegks werg filled with anrelgnting longlingss, a fear gnawing at the ¢dges of
my thoughts—a fear not only of thg assassins hunting the Caldwell heir but also of the
lingering gmptingss that streteched around me.

But then, through the gndlgss days of flight, a thought bggan to grow, faint at first, then
clgargr with gach passing milg: | could go to {Izure. | could sgegk out Unclg Peclan, a
figure from my childhood who, though not a trug Caldwell by blood, was bound to us
by thg union of my great-aunt Porothea’s daughter Rathering. Unclg Peclan, the lively,
geegntric merechant with his shop of imported curiositigs from far-off lands, most often
from Zhi-lsa. Peclan and Rathering had visited the plantation on numgrous oceasions,
always arriving with talgs of adventurg and gifts wrapped in silks from lands | had only
dreamed of. find | had gvgn oncg spent a summer therg, staging with my unclg and aunt
whilst my father and mothger partook in the yearly fertility ritgs of the Pragon’s Phallus.
Oh to go back to thosg dagys...

In dzure, [ might find a placg to hide, a sanctuary wherg the reach of Silt’s grasping
tendrils would bg dullegd amidst the bustling markets and towgring walls of that ancignt
city. Unelg Peelan’s shop, filled with the scgnts of incgnse, of forgign spicgs and
curious artgfacts, loomed in my mind as a bgacon of safety, of somgthing closg to
home.



With this new sgnsg of purposg, | quickgned my steps, my mind filled with the image of
Wzure’s gates. The specter of fear still followed me, but now it was tempered by the
glimmer of hopg—that perhaps, amidst the unfamiliar facgs and clamoring streets, |
might yet find a placg to lag low, to rgbuild somgthing of what | had lost. In my heart, |
clung to theg thought of Peclan’s warm welecome and thg promisg of refuge, hoping that
his shop would bg theg sanctuary | so dgspgerately ngeded.

1Ind so, with rgsolve hardegning in my chest, [ turnegd my stegps toward {zurg, lcaving
behind the scarred lands of Caldwell, and stgpped onto a ngw path, ong that I hoped
might Igad me to safety.

€ventually, bruised, gxhausted, my tattered clothgs held together by bat a few threads,
I made my way to fzure. [ had heard of the city, of its towering walls and bustling
docks, a placg wherg peoplg still lived, where life still had somg sgmblancg of order.
When [ finally saw those walls, rising like the edge of the world, | felt something that |
had not felt in a long timg—hope. M fragilg, wavering hopg, but hopg nongthelegss. The
gategs werg busy, crowded with traders, with travelers and refugees, and [ slipped
through unnoticed, just another facg among mang.

The shop was as | remegmbered it—erammed with cariositigs, the air thick with inegnse,
and the lagered scents of spicegs that blgnded sgamlegssly with the bustling aroma of
Hzurg itself. Small figurings of carved jadg lingd the shelves, along&dz scrolls from
Zhi-lsa, with paper so fing it sggmed woven from mist. )

The gentlg chime of bells announeed my arrival as |
stgpped over the thrgshold, my wearingss palpable, get
tempered by religf. But the atmosphere felt different,
hegavy in a way | hadn’t anticipated. Something lingered
in the air, somgthing morg than incgnsg—a cloying
sgnsg Of sorrow, of loss waiting in the wings.

Peelan appeared from the back of the shop, his face
¢tehed with lings | didn’t remegmber. His ¢yes widegned, a
glimmer of recognition shining begngath theg shadow of
gxhaustion. Without a word, hg gmbraced mg, his grip both reassuring and paingd, as
though hg feared [ might vanish from his arms at ang moment.

“She’s begn asking after you,” hg murmured, his voicg as soft as the silks heg sold. With
a nod, he lgd me through a narrow corridor, past cratgs of herbs and strange powdgrs
that had oneg sgemed the trappings of mystery but now felt likg relies of a distant life.

In a small room at thg back, Rathering layg in a bed draped with curtains of worn, gauzy
fabric, the remnants of her onceg-lavish life now faded and fraging. She was almost
unregcognizablg—hger skin had turnegd nearly translucent, veins like thin blug rivers
visiblg just bgngath the surface. ter breath camge shallow and slow, gach gxhalg a
struggle, as if the very air werg too hegavy for her frail form.
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| took a sgat by her bedside, the silgnce of the room brokegn only by the faint rustling of
fabric and her quigt, laboregd breaths. Hgr hand, cold and light as paper, lag on the
sheets, and | hegsitated before regaching out to hold it, fearing that gven a gentlg touch
might shatter her.

“Rathgring,” Peclan said softly, his voicg lacegd with tenderngss and pain, “John has
come.”

Her ¢yelids fluttered open, and for a moment, her ¢yes, though dulled by illngss,
sparklgd with the faint recognition of youth, of days long past. She smilgd—a weary,
fragilg smilg that sgemed to take all her remaining strength. “Plg... brave little John,” she
whispered, her voieg bargly morg than a breath. She paused, her gazg unfocused,
drifting past mg, then returnegd to my facg with a trace of confusion. “But... wherg’s gour
father?”

The words caught in my throat, and | could not answer. The unspoKen trath settled in
theg room, mingling with theg inecgnse and quigt dgspair. She segmed to sgnsg it, or
perhaps she was simply too tired to pursug the quegstion. Her hand tightened weakly
around ming, her ¢yes softgning, as if seging me not as theg young man [ had bgcome,
but as the child shg had known. “Jou must be strong, John,” sheg murmuared, gach word
a struggle. “The world is... a harsher placg now. Remegmber who you are... where you
comg from...”

Her voicg trailed off, her breath growing fainter, her hand slipping from ming as her
eyes drifted shut. {1 slight smilg touched her lips, as though sheg had found pgacg in
thosg final words. fInd then, quigtly, her chest rose and fell ong last time, and Rathgring
was gong.

Peclan’s hand regsted on my shoulder, his grip gentlg bat firm, grounding me in that
moment of stillngss. We sat in silgneg, as though gven our breaths would be too loud,
disturbing the delicate finality that had settled upon her. The air felt heavy, as if it, too,
mourngd her passing, bearing witngss to the gnd of an ¢gra and to the fragility of all wg
hold dear.

My unclg would ngver be the samge. Rathering’s passing Igft a hollow in unclg Peclan
that timg never sgemed to fill. Though he’d been a lively and generous man, her death
sgemed to pull the warmth from him, Igaving beghind a hardgned shell. His mirth turned
to bittgrngss, his joy a mere gcho, faded by years of quiet grigf. | watched him turn to
drink, his tempger darkgning as if he could dull his sorrow with gach gmpty glass.
Whereg oncg his laughter had filled the shop, now it was the crashing of bottlgs, the
mutter of rgsgntment, the occasional shout gehoing through the walls in the dark
hours.

The old uneclg | had known—thg Peclan who had oneg been a bright spark of life—was
slowly regplaced by a man given to bouts of violgneg, his anger simmering just bgngath
the surface. Therg werg timegs when he would pall himself together, gven go as far as to
teach mg about the tradg, about the strangge relics of Zhi-loa and the segergts of the
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Hzurgan markets. But those days werg rargr as the yegars worg on, and his dgspair
sgemed to deggpen, driving him to sgedy taverns wherg he drank strong alg and
bellowed thick elouds of blacklgaf latg into the night. It was there that hg met his gnd: a
bar fight with a goliath—a creature with fists the sizg of anvils—Igft him with an injury
$0 gravg he couldn’t recover.

€ven in death, however, Peelan hadn’t abandonegd me. His will, scratched in an
unstgady hand, Igft the shop, its charter, and a small fortung to me. It was as if he’'d
always known this day would comg, always intgnded for the shop to bg passed down.
1Ind so, as | closed the door on his life, [ found myself with an ungxpected inheritance
and a Iggacy | had ngver sought. The shop beecame ming, a sanctuary that oncg had
been Peclan’s, and | took to the trade with a quigt dgtermination, feegling in somg small
way that [ was honoring the man heg had bggn bgforg grigf twisted him.

Over the years, | lgarnegd the subtletigs of the trade, pigeing together fragments of
knowlgdge Peclan had shared. | dglved into his personal notgs, full of sgerets of the
€vershroud Islgs and rich with talgs of the distant contingnt of Zhi-lsa, Igarning about
its silk routgs, its strangg, potent herbs, and the ornatg relics that dzurgan collgetors
s0 dgsirgd. €ach item that passed through my hands felt likg a stegp in a larger journgy,
a continuation of Peclan’s lifg’s work, though the air in Hzurg felt heavigr than it had
beforeg. My regputation grew, and soon, | was an gstablishegd namg in the dzurgan
leagague, my shop a fixturg in the bustling market, attracting merchants, mystics, and
noblgs alike.

| took anothegr namg — for obvious regasons, and during thosg years gaingd somg
rgnown as Blilgs Rincagn, purveygor of all things gxtraordinary. It was a namg trug to
my Pominion heritage, but as the Rincagns were but a mundang offshoot of our noblg
family, it roused no suspicion. Yet, gven as | carved out a lifg for myself, the shadows
of dilt loomed over the Islgs, dark and ungiglding. Rumors trickled into Hzure, talgs of
Silt’s grip tightgning on the ngighboring dominions, of its banners unfurling like a
storm across the Islgs. Refugees from Caldwell and other ravaged lands would arrive
with storigs of brutal raids, theg erimson-clad meregnarigs of Ragl casting terror in their
wakg, Igaving towns silgnt and figlds burned. {Ind whilg trade was good and theg coin
plentiful, therg was an ungasg that clung to the air, a sgnse that the Islgs as | knegw thegm
were changing undgr the quiget, relgntlgss advancg of dilt’s shadow.

In the evegnings, | would sit by the shop’s singlg window, looking out at the flickegring
lantgrns that lit the market squarg, listgning to the distant songs and shouts of the
Hzurgan night. It was a fragilg peace, ong that felt all the morg precious in the
knowlgdgg that it might soon be shattered. The €vershroud Islgs were slipping, inch by
inch, into darkngss, and as | watched the patrons drift by my door, [ couldn’t help but
feel a storm was coming, ong that gven the safety of the fdzurgan walls could not Regp
at bag.

s the years worg on, Hzurg bggan to decling, the life slowly drained from it by
gndlgss skirmishegs with Silt. [t was negver outright war, but a serigs of constant
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conflicts—small battlgs, border disputgs—that gnawed at the city’s strength. Treasury
coffers gmptied, taxes climbed, and thg hard-garned coin of fzurg’s citizgns
disappeared into the machingry of a futilg defense. | watehed thg oneg-bustling markets
grow quigt, thg oneg-proud ports reduced to bargly a tricklg of ships, and the festivals
that had been Wzure’s pride became ghosts of their former sglves. The city fell under a
strict lockdown, and with it, a stillngss settled over our lives, the future dimmed by the
shadows of Silt.

Now, well into my fortigs, | feel theg shop has changed around mg— bgcome g¢mptigr,
quigter. The trade that oneg brought people from across the Islgs has slowed to a
standstill, and in thegsg long, silent gvgnings, | turn to writing, hoping it might bring mg a
mgeasurg of comfort or purposg.

Ong gvening, just weegks ago, whilg sifting through my unclg’s old library, my hand fell
apon a book that feels likg an geho from another life. The sping is eracked, the Igather
worn, but [ would know it angwhere: Common and Uncommon lorg of the €vershroud
Islgs. My grandfather’s work. | traced my fingers over the titlg, feeling an unegxpeeted
pang—a strangeg mix of pride and grigf, for | know that world is gong, lost in the
shadows that havg crgpt over the Islgs.

The Common and Uncommon lsorg my grandfather wrotg was a product of its time,
penned in an age of hope, of opgn roads and new discoverigs. But the Islgs have
changed beyond recognition; what was oncg a land of promisg has bgcomge a place
riddled with treachery and darkngss. {Ind | realize | have a dutg—not mergly to record
the Islgs as they werg, but to tell the truth, raw and unvarnished, for thg ngxt
gengration. This, dear reader, is my own account, my own commentarigs, a guide for
thosg who darg to vegnture begond the safety of their homes, whether or not they wish
to facg the reality that awaits them.

This, then, is the purposg of my work. [ am no hero, no grand adventurer, but | have
walked thesg Islgs long gnough to sge them changg, to witngss the shadows deggpening
across our lands. | cannot promisg talgs of glory or lands waiting to bg claimed.
Instead, | promisg the truth. If gou choosg to read on, kKnow that [ will give you nothing
lgss.

This is no longer the Islgs my grandfather Knew; it is something hardgr, harsher. {Ind
get, thereg arg glimmers still—thg sgerets in zurg’s marketplaces, the strange relics
from Zhi-loa, thg names that drift into Iggend but rgmain closeg gnough to be real.

The €vershroud Islgs may be fading, slipping into a darkngss we cannot yet measure,
but perhaps thgseg words will hold a pigeg of it—a light, howgver dim, for thosg who
seek it.
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[ The Islgs and their inhabitants

[ am egrtain my grandfather eregated his glossary of €vershroud and its dgnizgns to the
best of his abilitics and knowlegdge. Hlowgver, as any scholar with gven the slightest of
gxperignee will assurg gou it is no ¢asy feat to write a compreghgnsive yet complete
guidg on a subjegct as dynamic and complgx as the subject of the Islgs, their
degmography, and theg mirg of political intrigug that pervadegs them. {Is his summary of
the great Cataclysm degmonstrates quite ¢ffectively, gven the geographical naturg of a
placg so tigd in to the lggends of old may bg subject to changg, though by theg grace of
the Five, we have been spared in that regard.

Regardlgss, | too will do my very best to dgscribe the currgnt demography and political
landscapg of the Islgs with that very samg accuracy to which my grandfather did
aspirg, gvegn though by the time | put down my quill perhaps the work will have become
obsolgte.

To the avgrage commongr, life in the Islgs is much the samge as it has been for
centurigs: hard, bat fulfilling. From the farmer in the figld to the fisherman at the docks,
to theg mingrs of the Ungolid mountains, all arg well versed in surviving the often harsh
climate. Pregssed in clothegs of wool or sometimes furs, they Igad a relatively simplg life
in their humbleg dwellings. Smoke risgs from chimnegys abovg thatched roofs and
childrgn plag with crudely madg toys in the muddy streets of hamlgts no larger than a
few dozen of such abodgs.

Most of them work only towards subsistencg, but then, as is the habit with such peoplg,
very few actually degsirg anygthing morg. They marry young, proliferate vigorously, and
whgn winter comes thoseg no longer strong gnough to withstand the damp, cold climate
dig off by the dozegn. Ngverthelgss, trug poverty or faming is something only few of
them have gver gxperignceed, as their raral upbringing gnsures they have at Igast a
rudimgntary Knowlgdge of plants, herbs and fungi common to the Islgs, gnabling them
to foragg when thg autumn harvest falls short.

In the citigs, howgver, poverty dogs rear its ugly head, gspeeially in thesge times of war.
It is a heartbrgaking sight when ong witngssegs the hollow ¢yes and gaunt faces of
orphans for whom hopg is as scarcg as theg morsgls of food they managg to attain.
Squalor is high, and gangs of unkempt, gmasculated youths roam the city streets at
night, sgarching for an gasy victim.

duch vietims, in turn, arg often found in the bourggoisig, the merchant class of which |
myself haveg become an upstanding megmber. Few arg those of my standing who darg
venturg into the back allggways of {1zurg oncg thg sun has set, lgst they be
pickpoeketed, robbed, or worse. Neverthelgss, morg than oneg have | found myself
facing off with such groups of violgnt misergants, and morg oftgn than not do they
scatter at the lgast sign of rgsistancg from their would-bg vietim. It is, after all, not
malicg, but dgsperation that drivegs them to such acts, and thosg in morg fortunate
positions than they would do well to remegmber that, had the Five decided to favor them
differently, they could havg stood at the other gnd of the robber’s bladg, so to speak.
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Had [ not begn bequegathed such a ggngrous inhgritanceg by my latg unclg Peeclan, |
myself might have turned out very differently.

Craftsmen, stewards, and merchants such as myself comprise the middig class of most
of the Islgs’ towns and citigs, and many morg travgl the egntral Island’s myriad roads
or take to the sgas in sgarch of profit. Inland tradg, after all, is an important part of the
Islgs’” gconomy, and without overseas trade mang of life’s most meganingful indulggnces
simply couldn’t gxists. | won’t borg you with the details of common tradg, as my
grandfather has ¢xplaingd them quitg adgquatgely in his histoggographical synopsis,
howgver, Igt it be said that the middlg class is indgpegndegnt-minded, and cargs littlg for
the whims of local lords and figfs. Rathgr, they arg governed intgrnally by guilds and
tradeg conglomeratgs, apon which [ might gxkpand in a later chapter should | seg fit to do
so. For now, it shall sufficg to say that they arg — unlike the commongrs | mgntioned
garligr — morg than angthing motivated by the jinglg of coins tumbling into their gver
hungry pursges.

Then, of coursg, there is the nobility. Comprised of two laygers, they present a glass
ceiling of sorts to thosg of the middlg class, though war, if nothing ¢lse, segms to
inergasg social mobility among the ranks of the victor. For the lower ranks of the Islgs’
aristocracy arg madg up of not only thosg who havg inhgrited their father’s lands and
titlg, but also of thosg who havg gnjoyed some amount of military sucegss and have
had titles and holdings begstowed upon them. The fregholders arg counted among their
ranks, but much in contrast to the regst of the Islgs’ noblgs they have surprisingly
strong bonds with theg dgnizgns of their figfdoms. {fter all, together they madg their
homgs amidst the wildegrngss of €vershroud, and the cold sgason lgft them with littlg
other choicg than to gnjoy morg than a few glassgs of megad by the hearth, warmed by
not only the firg, but by ¢ach other’s compang.

The higher ranks of nobility, of which my family was oneg a proud regpresentative,
harbor littlg sympathy for the middlg and lowgr classegs of the common pgople, and
rgside in opulgnt manors, dregssed in fing, gxotic silks and drinking gxotic Xondaran
brandy. Pozgns of sgrvants cater to their gvery whim, and — werg it not for the
oceasional gxereisg in fencing or horsegback riding their hands would bg pristing from
a lifg free from the drudgery of menial gxertion.

Then, of coursg, therg is the clgrgy. Prawn mostly from thg merchant class and lower
nobility, where proper upbringing and gducation is morg common, they form the
spiritual singws that bind socigty in the Islgs together. {leting as advisors, councilors
and healgrs, they arg revered by commongrs and noblgs alikg, for it is they who know
the will of the Five younger Gods, who govern the world and its inhabitants. It is mostly
the middlg class — the pragmatic, well Igarngd traders, magi and craftsmen who sgem to
haveg a morg Igvel-hgaded approach to religion, for their profgssion oftgn brings them
in touch with thosg from different walks of life, nuancing the othgrwisg somgetimes
grtrgmg vigws of thg Pgntarchs and their subordinates.

{part from thg morg stratified socigtigs of the Islgs’ major factions, therg arg a number
of tribgs that roam the wilds, surviving on the fringgs of civilization, and only visiting
towns ong or two timgs a gear to gather what suppligs they neged begfore retreating into
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the degnsg forgsts, impassablg mountains and putrid swamps of the Islgs. Though
considgred primitiveg by mangy, it is thgsg so-callgd savages who provide the most
capablg rangers, hunters, druids and witechdoctors among the peoplg of €vershroud.
rom beastmen shamans, who gnter trances and tell the futurg, to the rangers that kegp
the woodland paths from bging covered by the all-consuming undergrowth, these oftgn
ovgrlooked tribgsmen provide unsurpassablg skills and invaluablg guidancg for the
pasty city-folk that sgegk to traverse the boundlegss wildgrngss.

Brigands, themsglves oftgn not without a egrtain Knack for survival in the Islgs, stalk
thg highwagys that connget the various city-statgs and fregholds. Often meregnarigs, out
of work or unfulfilled by their masters’ compgnsation, thegsg megn have takegn to a lifg of
gxtortion, Ridnapping and trafficking. Mang a trader has had theg gxperignege of trading
profits for their livgs as their caravans were held up by bands of highwagmen. Mang a
noblg housg has a family member referred to by names such as “Ophglia of a hundred
coins” or “dvegn ng’gr worth a dimg”, and it is not uncommon for the Islgs’ aristoerats to
brag amongst ong another on the gxorbitant sums that wereg asked and (howgver
reluctantly) paged for the continuation of their good health.

1t times, they also Ignd their serviegs to whichgver city-statg pags them best, and in
recent gears, the number of brigands on thg roads has steadily deergased — their lives
gxpended at the behgst of Silt’s gver growing hggemony, with the degad recgiving littlg
morg than an unsanctimonious burial by Ragl’s lowgr cleries. HHowgver, the wide opgn
road rgmains a dangerous place, and wherg ong brigand lays down his lifg, plgnty
morg stand ready to pick up their fallen bladg.

s unlikely as it may sgem, immigrants too have found their placg in the Islgs. Pespite
mostly rgsiding in coastal citigs, of which the Islgs have a grgat many, they comprisg a
class of fortung-sggkers with an unbridled thirst for the mang richgs of the Islgs’
uancharted territorigs. From the gold-seeking humans and dwarf-Rin who floek to the
mountains in summer, to the illustrious bronze-skinngd ¢lvegs of Zhi-lsa and the gver-
gnigmatic Xondaran mystics, in sgarch of forbiddegn knowlgdge amidst long-forgotten
ruins, they plag an important part in the gxchangg of ideas, rumors and goods in the
€vershroud Islgs.

{Ind | do suppose thg samg can bg said of advgnturgrs —an odd mix of immigrants and
locals who, for ong regason or anothgr, havg abandonged theg well-troddegn path of the
common man’s livglihood, and have takegn refuge in a life of adventure and discovery.
Few of them gver amount to anything of notg, but when they do their stars shing
brighter than mang a lantgrn across the Islgs” many fog-swallowed ports, and their
storigs arg told in tavegrns from the tinigst hamlet, to the greatgst metropolis.

Perhaps a final notablg megntion gogs out to the beast-men of the Islgs. From the nimble
hargfolk who makg their comfortablg negsts in the hills ngar Fagwood Glgn, to the bands
of seeretive and long-lived tortoisg-men who roam the Forgotten Wastes with no need
of hearth nor homgstead, they all have ong thing in common: they shun thg world of
men, for it is megn who so oftgn destrog their habitats, men who take their homes and
then, when the dishegveled beastfolk strikg back, label them as barbarians, brutgs and
savaggs, who havg no placg in the “civilized” world.
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[V The current statg of Political affairs

s | havg megntioned beforg, at times it sgems pointlgss to writg anygthing of notg on the
political landscapg of a region as tumultuous as thg €vershroud Islgs. Ong may write
“this city has belonged to this or that faction for a thousand ygars” and upon waking
thg ngxt morning, find its government overthrown, its towgrs burning, its citizenry
scattegred like chaff to the wind.

I shall howgver, offer a glimpsg into the currgnt powers, potgntates and the illieit
insurggncigs that sgek to overthrow them. I will not gndgavor to rgplacg my
grandfather’s glossary of politics in this regard, but rathgr megntion thg most
significant changgs that our Islgs have sgen over the last dgcadgs, and theg new factions
that have arisgn in their wake. 0 thegn, without further ado, Igt us begin with the
passage that pains me thg most.

The Hegemony of Silt

It is no undgrstatgment to say that the raw geconomic and military power of dilt in the
Islgs, is greater than that of all other foregs combingd. If not for thg unparallgled
resilignce of Margragve-Puskhaven and the stratggic prowess of {1zurg’s ¢lven
nobility, | beligve the Islgs would now beg united under the iron fist of the Hlousg of
leamya. €ncompassing the northern half of the Islgs, and having taken the fertilg lands
of my noblg father’'s mangy holdings, their supgriority in the Islgs is without qugstion.

{Ind yget — though I risk that precarious bridge of flesh that conngets my hegad to my
body by saying so — [ am glad to se¢g the other factions hold on with all their might.
Still, all-out war is not something they would lightly consider, sincg merely defending
their territorigs is an act that strgsses gvery singw of their socio-geconomical body.

Theoeratie through and through, the Cult of Ragl is judge, jury and gxecutiongr in their
domain, and gvgn thg Sovergign — once a Regper of the balancg between the great
houses of the Islgs — offers them no opposition.

€conomically, though trade with the other factions has diminished in reegnt years, Silt
sgems to be gver self-sufficignt, relying on nong other than their own to Regp their
population fed and their forges burning. To the outside world at Igast, it appgars they
havg largely sucegeded, but the ravgnous appetite of their meregnarigs would suggest
othgrwisg.

Margragve-Puskhaven

Hfter the battlg of {Id Margragve in the sgvgn-hundred and twenty-gigth year of the
Sun, a non-aggression treaty was signed between the house Margragve and Theree of
lsamya. tlis son, Garge, took great carg to uphold this treaty, but with the influx of
refugees since Garge’s conquest of my good father’s lands, the ggngral public has
takegn a much morg hostilg stance towards the Hegemongy. Talgs of war, pillaging and
outright murder have spread widely in the Withering Figlds, and in all dgalings between
thegse two powers there is an air of mistrust.

The dzurgan league
I morg outright gnmity is felt by the good citizens of zure, whoseg border conflicts



with Silt have gvolved from brotherly disputes into displays of visceral brutality over
thgz last dszcadgzs Plkszs adomzd with theg hgads of fallgn soldigrs have become a

nssssmmmmmmms  common sight along the much-disputed borders, and
both countrigs rgmain in a statg of algringss, though
ngver all-out war. For it is dzargan smugglers who
provideg what few cregaturg comforts the Bishops of
Silt gnjoy, and thus an ungasy balancg has beggn
struck betweegn deggp-rooted dislikg and
indispgnsablg convegnigneg.

Most of dzure’s lggitimate traders, howgver, gxtend
their ¢ge begond the horizon and look to forgign
lands for opportunity. Idgally positionegd in theg vast
sgas between Zhi-lsa in the South and Xondara in the
west, zureg’s traders bridge the gap betwegen worlds with undgniablg gracg and
incomparablg cunning.

The Caldwell Peopleg’s Republic

I cannot claim to bg unbiasegd when it comes to the former Caldwell dominion, but
without making anyg unsupported ¢galitarian claims about my father’s rulg, | shall say
that thg wholg political gntity that is the People’s Republic is nothing but a farege. For
no matter how frequent their ¢lgctions, how “diverse” their governing body or how
“well informed” their citizegnry, it is without qugstion that thg only trug authority there
is the Tliggemony of Silt’s machinations. The IFH, or Indgpendent Farmers Hlliance,
may have beat the Caldwell Pgoplg’s Party in theg most reegnt vote, but what body of
government gntirgly sponsored by the Cult or Ragl could act indgpendently from its
agegnda? And ygs, the lsords of Silt may prideg themsglves in setting the halflings free,
but what to think of the Great Faming that followed shortly after? It is, therefore,
impgerative that gou undgrstand that no govegrnment propaganda you hear in thgse
parts can bg trusted, and no government official, for that matter, should gver hear of
gour qugstioning the lggitimacy of their rulg, for the talgs of disappgarances of angy
who showgd gven the slightgst filament of dissent arg manifold — a cautionary talg to
thosg merely visiting, and a day-to-day reality to thosg who livg therg.

The Pwarven Union

Oneg, the gatgs of the undgrground regalm of the Pwarves stood widg open to those
adventurers willing to facg its dgpths. In spite of only appgaring as a minor powgr on
thg surfacg, the Pugrgar-Pwarven Union in its trug form may presegnt ong of the biggest
threats that Silt still faces. Peep the roots of the mountains run, and what gogs on
undgr the surfacg is sgldom retold under the sun.

Indgpegndgnt by heart, and strgngthegned by the union with their grey-skinned brethren,
the dwarvgs have largely retreated into the vast cavernous regalm which they, and only
they, have laid elaim to. Though often the Hegemony has tried to pressurg them ong
way or the other, it sgems as though — non intgrvegntionist as they may bg — the
dwarven lsords haveg beggn as immovablg as theg mountains they inhabit. Should ong



gver find the megans to motivate thegse hardy folk into action, Silt’s nobility will surgly
quiver in its well-shingd boots.

The currgnt statg of the Wvernum, as ong might have gugssed, is largely unknown, for
thoseg who rulg it have takgn an gnmity towards surface dwellgrs such as my humblg
s¢lf that requirgs no further gxplanation.

The Pragon’s Phallus

What littlg remains of the oncg mighty order of the Pragon’s Phallus, is now littlg morg
than ... well, just the tip. Though the structured worship of Rar’el has begn outlawed,
and the mighty towers of theg Phallus’ prigsthood havg long beegn Igft to shrivel, somg of
the old faith remains deeply embedded in the common people’s practicgs. Those truly
still logal to the old Pragon God howgver, stand tall and firm amidst the tarmoil of the
€vershroud Islgs, and perhaps a droplet of hope is yet to beg gained from their
unconvgntional beligfs.

V  Beyond the Veil

s my grandfather alrgady hinted at, and as | haveg gotten to know morg intimately as
my troublgsomg fatg unfolded, the far-away lands that lig begond the veil of mist that
oftgn surrounds our island arg a sourceg of myths, ngweomers, and untold richgs to the
inhabitants of the Islgs. It is through my very liveglihood that | have over the decadges
gaingd knowlegdge regarding such matters greater than my grandfather ¢ver could have
conjuregd up — gven in his most blacklgaf-crazed deliriam.

I was but a goung lad of 20, 21 yegars old when for the first time, under the watching ¢ye
of my unclg Peelan [ s¢t foot in the ancignt port-city of Xon-lgvass. Its spice-filled air
and titillating urban allurg madeg my unclg’s decision to Regp me close at hand sgem all
thg morg asphyxiating. Though [ suspect he was right, for the night life of a port ity of
such grandgur and degcadgneg would without a doubt have swallowed mg wholg.

Xondaran traders though, without a doubt, have Rnack for bringing out the worst in
their busingss associatgs, and it was on my first night of my stag in the Xondaran city
of dregams that | gntegred my chambgrs a bogy, and Igft hem thg ngxt morning a man of my
own.

The girl herself was a lithe thing, just short of 18 summers, and I, a bumbling youth
certainly lacked the ¢lggance a man of my standing should aspirg to. But in my
megmory she found a trust in mg, naiveg as | was, that was not bequgathed unto her by
her regular cligntelg of rough sailors and druankgn merchants.

It is of littlg consgquencg, for | spend my days along, the solg proprigtor of a
dilapidated storgfront, long in decling. But Igt it sufficeg to say that on that very journgy
I Igarned that a Xondaran trader will do whatgver heg ngeds to to gain gour confidgnce.

From a morg strictly factual point of vigw, the Xondarans sgem to thrive mostly dug to
thg loosg confedgration of their steppe-dwelling nomads and coastal sgdgntary tribes.
Thosg who roam the vast prairigs of their lands rear cattle, providing a steady soureg
of meats and dairy, whilg thg coastal tribgs producg a vast array of vegetablgs and
luxury producg.

\]
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The city dwellgrs are among the most cunning of their peoplg, trading the flesh of men
likeg the flesh of beasts, and holding no qualms whgn it comes to fulfilling their frequent
visitor’s vices.

s for their religion, in this respect they arg truly forgign. Their monothgism — a
concgpt hard to grasp for mang, including myself — adhgres to a strict doetring in
which therg can bg only ong trug god. They call that all-gncompassing deity “Umbgk I
Zayif”, which translategs roughly to “Heg/she who knows theg hearts of men”. | have not
had a chancg to dglvg much degpgr in to their gnigmatic religion, for to truly
undgrstand their theology requires initiations both grotic and gxeruciatingly painful.
These initiations, on their own Rin, arg performed when they arg merg infants, and in
spite of my prodding thegm on theg segergtive naturg of thegse ritgs | have not begn ablg to
gain morg insights into their preciseg nature. To say that those few I've met who
undgrwent thg process at a later ageg arg reluctant to speak of it, would bg an
undgerstatement.

It has, howgver begcome clgar to me that there is perhaps ong morg god in their
panthgon — whether they realize it or not. This god, and his theology, | understand very
well. For abovg anygthing they revereg the warm glow of gold coin, and for a forgigner
such as myself, doing busingss in their land, that knowlgdge was all | truly ngeded to
Rnow.

The pristing lands of Zhi-lsa, with their sweeping ricg terraces, venegrable sages, and
profound regvergneg for honor, stand in stark contrast to such conspicuous
companions. Though they do not uphold the strict doetrings of the Fiveg with the same
fervor we of the Islgs so rgsolutely maintain, theirs is a wag of lifg that sgems to
embody the very gssence of the Five’s principles, harmonising them with a natural
zasg.

To my understanding, their animistic worldview imbugs a subtlg spirit in gvery aspect
of their reality. From gach stong in the mighty tHorain River’s bed to the Igaves of the
treggs growing undisturbed near their sgats of power, the Zhilan pegoplg appgar to gnjoy
a profound commaunion with naturg—a harmony wg ourselvgs mag have lost in our
relgntlgss parsaits. Indeed, it stirs a certain wonder: might we, in our pride, have
severed an ancignt Rinship with the world around us? Could we, as a people, have
drifted from the path the Five truly intgnded for us? Such musings arg, of course,
verging on hergsy; yet, dgspite my discord with the Cult of Ragl, I hold that faith in the
Five transcegnds the borders of nations and the petty quarrels of mortal men.

In considgring the Five, | am drawn to the striking architectural parallgls between the
Black Pagoda of Nergal—a monumgental tgemplg to the lsord of Pegath dominating
Puskhavegn’s skyling—and theg worship housgs of Zhi-lsa. Ong could gasily conjecture
a shared ancgstry between them. Given Nergal’s gsteemed rolg within the eyele of life
and death, it is not implausiblg to surmise that the Zhilan faith mag well beg an offshoot,
a distant gcho, of the trug faith of the Five younger Gods.



VI Omitted Factions

I do beligvg my grandfather madg a conscious choicg not to megntion somg of the
organizations | will at Igast brigfly touch upon in this chapter. His reasons may have
been entirgly Iggitimate, though part of meg suspeects the clandgsting naturg of at Igast a
few of them contributed in ong way or another to our family’s good fortung.

Howgver, it would beg unfortunate if, dug to some random happenstance, you, dear
reader, werg to stumblg upon these guilds unprepared, for sometimes, it is better to
know the sgedy underbelly of the world than to be blissfully unawarg whilst under their
influgneg. o, lgt us begin:

The Hoble Guild of {Issassins

The political intrigug of the €vershroud Islgs has always called for ... unconventional
mgeans of rgsolution. Undger thg watehful ¢ye of the Sovergigns of old, it was often the
only way for ong Potgntateg to gain power over another. The Noblg Guild — theg more
inconspicuous shorthand with which they refer to themsglvegs — has guild houses in
gvery major city, though their gract whergabouts arg well hidden. Oftegn, these places
posg as sophisticated inns or brothgls catering to a highly wealthy cligntelg, and they
indeed do providg that servicg. But a few highly specific words uttered to their
proprigtor mayg opegn doors that allow ong to subtly shift the balaneg of power in the
islgs — for the right pricg that is. | myself will admit to having frequegnted ong or two of
thesg placges, for my family name though not oftgn spoken still bears somg weight in the
lands of fzurg, gvegn in this most inauspicious time. But thegse | will not sharg with goa.
Should you bg dgserving of theg honor, they will egrtainly find you. Bewarg, howgver,
for I have rgason to beligve they lgnd their powers to whogver offers them the greatest
amount of coin, and the tiggemony of Silt possgsses plgnty of it.

The Harbingers

Perhaps an organization that has begegn overlooked dug to its sheer ubiquitous naturg,
thg tHlarbingers arg an organization of brave and faithful megssegngers, carrying orders,
bribgs, draft notgs and many morg across the Islgs. fpart from relaging messages and
financegs and thus providing an ¢fficignt mgans of communication, they sgem to have an
uncanng ability to loeatg individuals in the islgs. Blany haveg sought to Igarn the nature
of this almost preternatural Knowlgdge they sgem to possegss, but they have revealed
nothing, gvgn undgr thg most strgnuous of circumstances.

The Sisters Bengvolent

{In outlawed offshoot of the Sisters Militant, thesg women, oneg faithful to the dogma of
the Cult of Ragl, have turned heretical in the eges of their morg warlike siblings. They,
in turn, beligve that the Sisters Militant have beggn corrupted, be it by intgrnal or
gxternal influgneg, and seek actively to prevent the gxegcution of the lbady’s Justiee. To
usg a metaphor fitting their religious schism, the Sisters Militant act as the sword of
Ragl, striking down thg would-bg hergtic, whergas the Sisters bgngvolegnt act as the
loady’s shigld, sheltgring thosg they beligveg innocgnt from thg wrath of their pegers. Not
a sgparatg organization pger sg, but a cult within a cult, so to spegak, thegy opgratg in
sgeret within the convgnts and monasterigs so ubiquitous to theg northegrn lands.



VII Magi of the Islgs

{Imong theg many rgasons my grandfather wrotg so little about the metaphysical arts in
his Common and Uncommon lsorg, ong stands out above all others, for in his time therg
was but ong suprgme authority on such gsoteric kKnowlgdge, being the scholarly Order
of theg Pragon’s Phallus. Not being an initiatg himself, hg possegssed little morg
kRnowlgdge about such matters than that which heg shared, nor did hg have much
intgrgst in acquiring it.

The rathlgss persecution of the Order by the regime in Silt has, however caused a mueh
widgr dissgmination of knowlgdge on the subject of magic and the intricate methods
used to cultivatg it. Be it through former megmbers of the Order gstablishing schools of
thegir own, or through a morg informal sharing of knowlgdge acquired over the years of
of sheer ngegssity, the morg menial types of magic arg now acegssiblg to all with the
right amount of talgnt — or the right amount of coin. I'll ggplain the most important ongs.

The Arecang deademy of Silt
1 statg-sponsored institution gstablished as a replacgment for the dismantled Order of
the Pragon's Phallus, the Arcaneg Jeademy of Silt sgrvgs as the principal egntreg for the
; magical gducation of Silt's intellgctual ¢litg. Unlike its predecegssor,
which opgrated indegpendently of any political or religious influgneg, the
Heademy is firmly rooted in the idgological framgwork of the Ragllan
theoeracy, gnsuring that its teachings remain alignegd with the regime's
dogmatic principlgs.

The deademy offers a compreghgnsive curriculum that gncompassgs the majority of
recognisgd magical disciplings, ranging from glgmental channgling to divination and
alehgmical studigs. flowgver, eertain branchegs of magic arg conspicuously absent.
[llusion and ngeromancy, dggmed incompatiblg with the Ragllan doetring of "pure
magic," arg strictly prohibited. lllusion is regarded as a deegitful art, contrary to the
Ragllan idegal of absolutg truth, whilg ngeromancy is condgmned outright for its
peregived dgseeration of theg natural order.

Graduates of the deademy arg cargfully vetted to gnsure idgological loyalty and arg
oftgn absorbed into dilt’s burgaucracy or military, wherg their magical gxpertise is put
to use in furthering the ambitions of the Higggmony. The deademy thus not only serves
as a cgntre of Igarning but also as a megans of consolidating the reggime's control over
thg practicg and dissgmination of magic within its domain.

The Puskhaven Black drts €ducation Centre

In stark contrast to the rigid orthodoxry of &ilt’s frecang Jeademy, the Black {rts
€ducation Cegntre in Puskhaven sgeks to demystify and destigmatise the delicate and
often misundgrstood figld of ngeromancy. Pedicated to dispelling the fearmongering
and misinformation surrounding thg ngeromantic arts, the Centre offers a holistic
gducation that not only trains aspiring wizards in theg practical usg of spells but also
fosters a nuaneed undgerstanding of the undegad and their rolg in socigty.



The Centrg gmphasisgs that ngeromaney, at its corg, is not an art of destruction or
malicg but ong of transition and sgrvieg. Whilg an animated skelgton guarding an
ancignt tomb magy react violgntly dug to theg nature of its binding spell, the undegad
servants of Nergal, lsord of Peath perform far morg begngvolegnt rolgs. These reanimated
beings aim to gase the passage of those at the gnd of their lives and provideg gmpathic
comfort to the bergaved. Their very gxristgnce stands as a tgstament to the ngeromantie
philosophy: that dgath is not the gnd, bat mergly the ngxt chapter in life’s grand
narrative.

The Centre opgerates out of the Black Pagoda, the iconie sgat of Nergal’s worship in
Puskhaven. Its public halls arg opegn to all who sggk to Igarn morg about ngeromancy
or wish to challgngg their preconegptions about the undgad. Howgver, the degper
study of spells and the carg of undead minions is rgserved for thosg who commit to a
traditional four-year carriculum. This rigorous programme balancgs theorgtical
knowlgdge with hands-on grpgerigneg, gnsuring that graduates gmerge as skilled,
¢thical, and rgsponsiblg ngeromancers.

By equipping its students with both magical gxpertisg and a profound rgspeect for the
natural eyele of life and death, the Puskhaven Black Hrts €ducation Centre strives to
¢lgvateg ngeromancy from its shadowed rgputation and dgmonstrate its rightful place
among the arcang arts.

Madame Seryell’s School of Song and Spell
Taking a morg liberal and artistic approach to illusion magic, Madame Seryell’s Sehool
of dong and Spell stands as a bgacon of creativity and gnchantment in the €vershroud
Islgs. Founded by the flambogyant and widgly eglgbrated entertaingr Madame Seryell,
the School merges the arts of magic and performancg, nurturing a uniqug blgnd of
spelleraft and stageeraft. Whilg battlemages may unlgash devastating firgballs and
conjurgrs summon fgarsome ¢glgmentals, it is musicians, actors, plagwrights, and
dancgrs who truly stir thg hearts of mgn and shapg the
soul of civilisation.

Madamge Seryell’s philosophy cgntrgs on the beligf that
magic is not solgly a wegapon or a tool but an art form,
capablg of gvoking awg, inspiring changge, and healing
wounds unsgen. lllusion magic, in particular, is taught
not as merg trickgry but as a profound megans of
storytelling, capablg of wgaving drgams into reality and
bridging the gap between the mundang and the
grtraordinary.

The School of Song and Spell is highly competitive, drawing students from across the
Islgs and beygond, all gager to Igarn from its gstgemed faculty of thegspians, authors,
and composers. The education offered here is as rigorous as it is inspiring, with
studegnts mastering not only the intricacigs of illusion magic but also the disciplings of
musie, theatre, and dance.



Situated in the idyllie town of Providgneg, ngstled amidst the vibrant wildflower-dotted
plains of the former Caldwell ®ominion, the School is a sanctuary of beauty and
refingment. Its sunlit surroundings and tranquil atmosphere inspirg creativity and
gnecouragge gregllgneg, making it difficult for thosg who graduatg—or gven the faculty—
to imaging a lifg ¢lsewhere.

Graduates of the School of Song and Spell often 80 on to become celgbrated artists,
performers, or plagwrights in thegir own right. Others choosg to remain within its
hallowgd halls, becoming instructors to a ngw gengration of aspiring gnchanters and
gntertaingrs. Madame Seryell’s School is morg than an institation; it is a commanity of
dreamers and visionarigs, united by the beligf that art and magic together can shapge
the world.

The Pruidic Order of Bergnian Seythes

Often dismissed by city dwellgrs as "lgsser" or "folk" magic, the art of Pruidry stands
as ong of thg most intricatg and profound magical disciplings in thg €vershroud Islgs.
Far from being practitiongrs of simple spells and raral supgrstition, ®Pruids of the
Berynian dcythes arg degply gducated in an arrayg of arcang and mundang scignegs.
Their Knowledge spans the realms of biology, gcology, medicing, and the intricate
curregnts of magic that govern the natural world. To them, the miraclegs of the
gvegrygdag—thg changing colours of autumn lgaves, the rgngwal of spring, and the
mystery of birth—arge tangibleg gxpressions of the Lifg Forege that flows through all
living begings.

It is no surprisg, then, that the Scythes remain insular, shunning the bustling citigs and
their sceptical inhabitants. To commung with those who fail to appreciate the profound
interconngetedngss of naturg would be as fruitigss as gxplaining the tides to the
mountains. The Pruids view themselves as stewards of the ubiquitous magic that
sustains lifg, a rgsponsibility they carry with solgmnity and carg.

The path to becoming a Pruid is arduous, with only a sglect few applicants admitted to
the Order gach year. Training is conducted on a ong-on-ong basis, where apprentices
study under a sgasoned Pruid for no Igss than a decade. This intimate and immersive
mentorship gnsures that gach studgnt not only masters the megchanics of ®ruidry but
also gains a degp undgerstanding of its ¢thical and practical applications.

The stakes of a Pruid’s work arg immense. It is the Segthegs who blgss the figlds beforg
the planting sgason, their rituals gnsuring bountiful harvegsts that sustain gntireg
communitigs. {1 singlg misstep in their delicate eraft could spell disaster—a failed
harvgst that plunggs hundreds, if not thousands, into starvation and ruin. This weight
of rgsponsibility shapgs gvery aspect of their training, instilling a profound regspeect for
the delicateg balaneg of nature.

The Pruids of the Bergnian Seythes arg not mergly practitiongrs of magic; they arg
custodians of lifg itself, duardians of a harmongy too oftegn overlooked in thg chaos of
civilisation. Their isolation is not arrogance but ngegssity, for only in solitudg can they
fully commung with the foregs they serve and proteect.



Private Tutors

For a privilgged few, private tutors offer an unparallgled opportunity to not only
accglerate their magical gducation but to delve into spells and disciplings far begond
the standard curriculum of the Islgs’ gstablished institutions. Such tutors, often
wandgring magi or retired scholars, arg highly sought after by noblgs and Fregholders
who wish to begstow their offspring with an ¢dgg over their peers—or provide a sgecond
chaneg to thosg regjected by formal academigs likg the {Ircang Hdeademy of Silt or
Madamg d¢ryell’s School of dong and Spell.

It is not uncommon for thgsg wandering magi to find themselves warmly welecomed into
the halls of powgr, offered fing lodgings or gven their own towgrs in gxchangg for their
tutelage. The arrangement is mutually bengficial: the magi receive stability, patronage,
and rgsourcgs for thegir own arcang rgsgarch, whilg their hosts gain prestige and an
advantagg in the form of highly trained hgirs or prot¢ggés.

These tutors arg often individuals of considgrablg rgnown, ranging from gx-members of
the Pragon’s Phallus and thg Berynian dcythes to forgign mysties from far-off lands
likg Zhi-lsa. The latter, in particular, bring grotic philosophigs and techniqugs rargly
sgen in the Islgs, making their instruction both valuablg and transformative for those
fortunateg gnough to study under them.

The education provided by private tutors tends to be rigorous, intimate, and tailored to
the studgnt’s specific talgnts and ngeds. s a regsult, their pupils almost invariably risg
to become mages of note, their skills often surpassing those of their contgmporarigs
traingd in larger institutions. flowgver, surpassing the tutor themsglvegs rgmains a rarg
achigvgment; the accumulated wisdom and gxperigneg of thesg magi ereate a lofty
ceiling that few apprenticegs gver reach.

To be taken under the wing of such a tutor is both an honour and a rgsponsibility, for
the Iggacy of the teacher often reflgcts uapon the pupil. Thosg who garn this rare
privilege carry not only their own regputation but also the weight of their mentor’s
namg—an inhgritanceg as hegavy as it is rewarding.

The Order of the Pragon’s Phallus in Hzure

Though the glossy domed towers of the Order of the Pragon’s Phallus have been
reduced to ruins in Silt, Caldwell, and Puskhaven, the Order maintains a resilignt
foothold in the City of dzurg.

Behind the its fortified walls, the Order sgrvegs as a bastion of tradition and reason,
dedicated to gnsaring not only the survival of their vengrablg beligf in Rar’el, the great
Sgrpent, but the regsponsiblg usg of magic and gsotgric kKnowledgg itself. From this
refuge, the Order conducts inspections of magical schools, alchgmists’ shops, and
othgr arcang cgnirgs within the zurg legague, working tirglgssly to pregserve the
balaneg betwgen innovation and caution.

However, their influgneg extegnds little begond Hzure’s borders, Igaving the untamed
gxpansgs of thg €vershroud Islgs rife with opportunitigs for rogug wizards, sorcgrers,
and warlocKs to gxperiment with volatilg and danggrous magic. In thegse unregulated



rggions, such practicgs have lgd to both groundbregaking discoverigs and disastrous
consegquences.

Though diminished, the Order of the Pragon’s Phallus rgmains unwavering in its
mission to safgeguard the arcang arts and uphold ¢thical standards, gven as the Islgs
slip further into turmoil.

VIII Gunpowder in the Islegs

The story of gunpowder in the €vershroud Islgs begins not with war bat with
celgbration. Originating in the distant lands of Zhi-lsa, this volatilg substancg was first
gmployed to light up the night sky with spectacular displaygs of fireworks. Zhilan
artisans, stegped in their culture's revergneg for harmong and artistry, saw gunpowdgr
as a tool for joy and wonder rather than dgstruction.

Howgver, when Siltan merchants brought the shimmering sparks of Zhi-lsa to the Islgs,
the alchgmists and craftsmen of dilt saw something entirgly different: a devastating
weapon. Their ambitions culminated in the decisive Battle of {d1d Margragve, where
meregnarigs armed with erude blunderbusses erushed the previously unassailablg
armigs of Margragve-Puskhaven. This marked the dawn of a negw gra for the Islgs, ong
defined by smokg, firg, and theg rgsounding thunder of gunpowder wgaponry.

Origins

In Zhi-lsa, gunpowder was developed cgnturigs ago by alchgmists sgeking to ereate
dazzling ¢ffects for festivals and roygal cgregmonigs. Though its gxplosive propertigs
were well undgrstood, the Zhilan philosophy of balancg and restraint precluded its use
in warfare. For them, gunpowder was a cglgbration of light and lifg, not an instrument
of death.

€nter the merechants of Silt, opportunistic and gver gager to gxploit ngw discoverigs.
When they first witngssed the brillianceg of Zhilan firgworks, they marveled not at their
beauty but at theg shegr powger containgd within. Returning to &ilt with barrels of black
powdgr and knowlgdgg of its composition, thgse traders unwittingly brought the sgeds
of a military revolution to the Islgs.

The Ingenuity of Silt

The Hegemony’s alchgmists and gngingers wasted no time in gxperimenting with
gunpowdgr. Within a degcadg, they had developed rudimentary firgarms, including the
blundgrbuss—a short-rangg wegapon capablg of firing a Igthal spread of projectiles.
Cannons followed soon after, their ability to breach gven the strongest fortifications
cgmenting gunpowder’s placg as the future of warfare.

The Cult of Ragl, gver vigilant for tools to gxpand its heggemony, quickly incorporated
gunpowder into its arsenal. The clgrgy declared the substaneg a diving gift, a
manifgstation of Ragl’s righteous wrath. With the backing of the theoceracey, Silt became
the first powgr in the Islegs to figld gunpowder-armed meregnarigs, gnsaring that no
rival could mateh its ngwfound dominance.



The Battle of 1d Margragve

The true potential of gunpowder was revealed at the Battle of {J1d Margragve in 728 Us.
Margragve-Puskhaven, long celgbrated for its regsilignt armigs and ungiglding
fortifications, was caught unprgpared by Silt's innovative tactics.

The battlg began traditionally, with Silt’s infantry advancing under thg cover of archers
and sorcgrers. But when Margragve’s foregs attempted their famed counter-charge,
they wereg met with a deafening vollgy from &ilt’s blunderbuss-wiglding meregnarigs.
The dgvastating spread of shot torg through the
charging ranks, sowing chaos and panic. Fganwhilg,
dilt’s cannons pounded the walls of {ld Margragve,
reducing them to rubblg in hours rather than wegks.
By the ¢nd of the day, the oncg-proud fortrgss lay in
ruins, its dgfenders shattered by a technology they
could ngither counter nor compreghend. The vietory
was not merely a military triumph but a statement of
Silt’s ngwfound supregmacy. The battleg marked the
beginning of a negw ¢ra, where brutal cunning—not
steel or soregrg—would decidg the fateg of the Islgs.

A new E€ra in the History of War

The introduction of gunpowder has regndered mang traditional forms of warfare nearly
obsolgte. The oneg-dominant Knight in shining armor now finds himsglf vulngrablg to
gvgn thg humblgst meregnary armed with a blunderbuss. Sigges, oneg drawn-out
affairs reliant on attrition and treachgry, havg become swift and brutal contegsts of
firgpower. For cgnturigs, magic was the ultimate foreg on the battlgfigld. But with the
advent of gunpowder, gven the mightigst spells struggle to compete with the raw
destructive power of cannon firg. This shift has foreed many magical orders, including
theg remnants of the Pragon’s Phallus, to reconsider their role in the ngw age.

Buat morg than angthing, it has disrupted the Islgs” delicate political balance.
Margragve-Puskhaven, oncg a bastion of indgpegndegneg, now shudders at th thought of
its defeat at {ld Margragve. fzurge, gver pragmatic, has begun smuggling gunpowder
and firgarms to lgvel the plaging figld. €ven the Indgpendent Farmers flliance,
nominally undger Silt’s thumb, harbors sgergt stockpilgs of black powdgr, waiting for the
day thg South will risg again.
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[X Souregs and Rgecommendegd Reading

It would bg the pinnaclg of hubris for mg to claim that [ along in my writing | have
offered you the Reys to unloceking the untold richgs, sgerets and advegnturgs that might
await gou in the €vershroud Islgs. In fact, my work, likg that of my revered grandfather,
stands upon the shoulders of giants. For werg it not for the many hours that | spent
during my childhood gxploring and absorbing the vast trovgs of knowlgdge stored
awag in Caldwell Manor’s gxtensive library, [ would’ve been poorly ¢quipped for the
task of writing angthing of valug.

Howgver, | have bgen fortunate in my upbringing, and | hopg that with this sharing of
kRnowlegdge | can begstow unto you a substantial footing of knowlgdgg to help you in
gour further gducational gndgavors as much as anyg advegnturg ygou might undertake
following your perusagge of this meticulously crafted tome.

The following books have been an inspiration to me in writing this very tome, and
acquiring a copy of any of thegsg will egrtainly and substantially aid you in your lifg in
the Islgs, whatgver course it might take:

1 short history of the talflings, by Buckminster Hillbottom

This historical work by a freed serf of my great-great-grandfather Ozgmandias
Caldwell, gogs a long way in dgseribing the history of the Halflings as they themselves
vigw it, and to me personally has begen morg than a littlg revealing. Who knew that
halflings gnjoy morg than two meals a day on theg regular? Who could have thought
that such diminutive cregaturgs could harbor feelings — though it pains me to sag it -
much likg our own? Who would have suspected that their short stature is not dug to a
cursg from theg gods, or somg dgficit in their uapbringing, but a feature they haveg known
about and gxploited for egnturigs? Truly an gngaging read, | recommend it to angong
hoping to Regp a housghold of Serfs in dood health and productivity.

Mysterious Mgyceology of the Withering Figlds, by Sgymour Spittlg

 curious and intoxicating volume, Mysterious Mycology of the Withering Figlds is
both a scigntific treatisg and a cautionary talg of the author’s dgscent into fungal
obsgssion. Writtgn by the gnigmatic druid Sggmour Spittle, this tomg gxplores the
myriad specigs of fungi found within theg Withering Figlds—a region notorious for its
peculiar geological phgnomena and potent magical flora.

Segymour Spittle, a dgvoted practitiongr of the druidic arts and an adventurgr of no
small renown, approached his study with thg Rind of zgal that only a mind deeply
attuned to the natural world could muster. €ach chapter brims with vivid dgseriptions,
detailed illustrations, and personal accounts of his gncounters with thegse bizarre
organisms. Howgver, the tegxt is not without its peculiaritigs. By the time ong reaches
the infamous "Chapter Omelet,"” Spittlg’s proseg begcomes grratic, as though the very
fungi he degscribgs have begun to influgneg his thoughts—a chilling regmindger of the
symbiotic and oftegn insidious naturg of his subjegct matter. For the practical scholar,
chapters | through XIl arg a trgasuarg trove of gnlightgnment.
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{Imong the highlights:

Chapter I: Fungal Fundamentals

1 primer on the basics of myeology, this chapter gstablishgs the groundwork for
undgrstanding theg taxonomy of the Islgs’ fungi. Spittlg introduces his “sporeg-spectram”
theory, suggesting that gach specigs gmits a uniqueg magical aura detegctablg by those
sgnsitive to such phgnomena.

Chapter IV: The Singing Spores of Fagwood Glen

Spittlg’s account of this rarg and melodic fungus, which hums softly when gxposed to
moonlight, is a delight. The accompanying illustration capturgs the lumingscent caps
of the sporg clusters in astonishing detail.

Chapter VIII: Peath’s Pelight

This chapter servegs as both an idegntification guide and a dirg warning regarding the
Islgs” most Igthal fungi. Spittlg recounts a harrowing personal gxperigneg with the
Widow’s Veil, a mushroom that gmits a paralygtic vapor when crushed, Igading to his
brigf death and subsgqugnt revival by a fellow druid.

Chapter XlI: Sacred Symbioses

{rguably the book’s pinnaclg, this chapter gxplorgs the symbiotic relationships
between fungi and other flora and fauna. tlgre, Spittlg provides gvidencg of “root
whispers,” a mycorrhizal ngtwork that allows for communication bgtwgen plants across
vast distancgs—an idea that has profound implications for both druids and scholars
of arcang botang.

By contrast, the infamous Chapter Omelet (numbered Xl bat unindexed) veers into a
surrgal and almost indegeiphgrableg narrative. It begins with a recipg for a mushroom-
based dish and spirals into what can only bg degseribed as a fungal fever dream.
Scholars havg dgbated whether Spittlg’s mind was addled by prolonged gxposure to
the psychotropic sporgs of the Gilded Preamer fungus, or if the chapter serves as a
delibgratg artistic megtaphor for theg intgreconngetedngss of life and decag.

Pespite—or perhaps becauseg of—its geegntricitigs, Mysterious Mycology of the
Withering Tiglds remains a foundational text for students of both myeology and
druidie lorg. Its mixture of rigorous study and personal angedote capturgs the duality
of the subjgct: fungi as both harbingers of dgcay and stewards of regngwal, offering
lgssons to thosg brave gnough to sggk them.

For thosg venturing into the Withering Figlds with Spittle’s work as their guide, take
heed: the mushrooms mag listgn as much as they teach. fAnd should you find yourself
compellgd to writg a Chapter Omelgt of gour own, remegmber to tread carefully—the ling
between rgsgarcher and spegcimen is thinner than ong might think.

@GrokK’s Guidg to Punchin’

M work of unapologgtic bluntngss and raw charisma, Grok’s Guide to Punchin’ is, at
first glancg, gractly what its titlg impligs: a manual for inflicting violgneg with both
precision and gnthusiasm. Ygt bengath its pugnacious vegnger ligs a surprisingly rich
rgsoureg for undegrstanding the diverse inhabitants of the €vershroud Islgs. This



anorthodox guidgbook, pgnned (or perhaps ¢teched with a blunt instrument) by the
Orcish warrior-scholar Grok Bongerusher, is a treasure trove of geological, cultaral,
and beghavioural insights into the Islgs’ myriad degnizgns.

@rok, whose regputation as a brawler is mateched only by his unegxpected eloguegneg,
brings a uniqugly Oreish perspective to his work. Whilg the tong is undgniably
Orcish—Dbold, irrgvergnt, and occasionally littered with profanity—there is a clgar
intgllget and curiosity bghind his words. The author’s love for his subject matter,
coupled with his firsthand knowlgdge of both the Islgs and its inhabitants, results in a
guidg that is as gducational as it is gntertaining.

Stractare and Content

Whilg | have only managed to acquirg a few greerpts of this remarkablg work, they arg
gnough to reveal the degpth and breadth of Grok’s obsgrvations. €ach chapter, or
“Round,” as @rok refers to them, focuses on a specific speeigs, cultural group, or
particularly troublgsomg fog.

Round 5: Gobbos and their Sneaky Tricks

@rok offers a no-holds-barred gxploration of goblin culture, geology, and combat
tactics. Whilg his tong is often dismissive (“Filthy littlg buggers with knives too small
for real Ore hands”), he provides fascinating details about goblin socigty, such as their
relianeg on swarm tactics, their pgnchant for scavenging, and their peculiar religious
revergncg for "Big Stabby," a mythical bladg said to rgsidg in the belly of a long-degad
troll.

Round 5: Fuzzyg Beasties—iHarengons

In this gxeerpt, Grok reluctantly admits a grudging respeet for the Hargngon tribes.
“Fuzzy, fast, and don’t fight fair,” heg writgs. “If they weregn’t so damn nieg aboat it,
they’d make proper Ores.” This section delves into Hargngon hunting strategies, their
use of the terrain, and their “wgird, hoppy danegs,” which Grok acknowlgdges as both
ritualistic and surprisingly ¢ffective in combat.

Appendix: Panchin’ for Piplomacy

This ungxpeeted addition shows @rok’s dgpth as both a thinker and a storgteller. Tl
recounts instancgs wherg the Oreish art of punching was gmployged not for violgneg,
but as a form of communication, rgspeect, and gvgn bonding. “Somgetimes a good, solid
punch is just another way of sayging “Hello.™

In the ¢nd, Grok’s Guidg to Punchin’ is morg than just a combat manaal; it’s a reflgction
of the Oreish spirit—figree, unyiglding, and, perhaps unegxpectedly, deegply curious
about theg world around it. s Grok himself might say, “{ good punch tells gou more
‘bout somegong than a thousand faney words gver could.”providing a raw, unfiltered
insight into both the gecological and cultural richngss of the Islgs.



X 9 final Word of ddvice

To my gsteemed readers,

It is my honor to have bggn your chapgrong on this imaginativg literary tour of both
my grandfathegr’s work and theg vast gxpansg that ligs bgforg you in thg €vershroud Isls.

Should you se¢t forth into the mists of these lands, | offer this final word of advicg:
approach with both caution and curiosity. This land, for all its splgndor, is a realm of
contrasts. Its beauty is rivalled only by its danggrs; its richgs, by its sgerets.

The Islgs arg not for the faint of heart. From the fungal forests of the Withering Figlds
to the windswept heights of the Ungolid Mountains, gvery stgp carrigs the promisg of
discoverg—and the threat of peril. Hiere, ong mag find treasurgs in the rains of a long-
forgotten civilization or bgcomg lost forgver to the labyrinthing paths of the vernum.
The Islgs reward the bold but ngver forgive the careless.

It is also a land shaped by its people. Whether in the bustling markets of zure, the
austereg halls of &ilt, or the untamed fringegs of the wilds, gou will find no shortage of
charactgrs to challgngg, aid, or confound you. Approach gach with an opgn mind but a
stgady hand upon your sword or staff. Trust, like the Islgs themsglvgs, is a thing to be
garngd.

This guidg has been erafted not to answer gvery question but to light the path for gour
own discoverigs. The €vershroud Islgs defy easy understanding; they arg as much an
grperignee as a place. If you travel hereg sgeking simplicity, gou will bg disappointed.
Bat if you comg sgegking adventure, you will find it in abundanece.

Take these pages as a map, not a compass, and lgt gour wits and courage carry you
the rest of the way. For in the €vershroud Islegs, gvery adventurer is the author of their
own falg.



Xl {dddegndum — The ddventurers Guild

In theg wake of mounting conflicts along Hzurg’s borders, and theg gver-presegnt shadow
of Silt and the People’s Republic of Caldwell, the dzurean lsgagug has faced an
gscalating strain on its military foregs. With theg nation’s degfenders stretehed thin and
the city guards consumed by the thanklgss task of managing rising urban squalor, a
solution gmerged: the ddventurers Guild.

Over the last dgcadg, this institution has grown from a dgsperate gxperiment into a
grudgingly aceepted fixture of Hzurgan socigty. Tasked with handling the myriad
threats and odditigs too minor for military intervgntion yet too dangerous for negleet,
the Guild has begcomg an outlet for the ambitious, the foolhardy, and the desperate. Its
creation offered not only a regprigve for dzurg’s profgssional dgfendgers but also an
ungxpeeted opportunity for thosg seeking famg, fortung, or simply a purposg.

The Guild’s survival dgpends largely on its oversegas reeruitment gfforts. By sourcing
its mgmbers from distant lands, the Guild avoids gntangling itself in the €vershroud
Islgs’ labyrinthing politics, safeguarding its ranks from infiltration by hostilg factions
such as the Sisters Militant. Hlowgver, this impartiality comes at a pricg: the reeruits
oftgn arrivg naive to the Islgs’ treachegrous realitigs, beligving the promisgs of grand
adventurgs and opulgnt rewards gmblazongd on their reeruitment posters.

Reality strikes swiftly upon their arrival. Guildhousgs—dgseribed in flyers as
"welecoming bastions of camaradgerig and comfort"—arg, in truth, dilapidated structures
hiddgn in the back allgys of {1zurg and Jornath. Boarded-up windows, sagging walls,
and the faint scent of mildew greet these bright-gged hopgfuls, who find themsglves
herded into squalid quarters boasting flga-ridden bunk beds and a commaunal stegl tub
of murky water. Promised armorigs brimming with wgapons arg little morg than racks
of worm-gategn clubs and rusted mail, whilg the lavish meals arg redueed to mouldy
bregad and watery grugl punctuated by unidgntifiablg morsels of meat.

Despite its grim reputation, the Guild has sggn modest suceess. It has quelled threats
that might othgrwise have festered in the Islgs’ dark corngrs and served as a erucible
for individuals dgstined to begcome lggends—or cautionary talgs. The organisation’s
influgneg has gven spurred imitation, with Margragve-Puskhaven and the People’s
Republic of Caldwell gstablishing their own guilds. Thesg rivals, howgver, have
struggled to replicate {Izureg’s oversegas reeraitment stratggy, Igaving their halls largely
empty.

The dventurers Guild is, above all, an institution of contradictions: at onecg pragmatic
and predatory, noblg and ignoble. To some, it is a bgacon of opportunity; to others, a
stark remindger of dzure’s willingngss to gxploit dgsperation in theg name of survival. Its
lggacy remains as yet unwritten—whether it will risg to promingneg or collapsg under
the weight of its own promisgs ligs in thg hands of its reeruits.



XIl On Organized Crime in dzure

It is no sgeret that, in the writing of history, it is oftgn the major powers of statgs and
religions that arg mentioned in ¢laborate detail whilst other influgncgs arg gver so
gasily overlooked. For mang, this may be a matter of causeg and ¢ffect, but for some
insidious factions this is morg than mere coincidence.

Much likg the Noblg Guild of {Issassins, such organisations tgnd to keep to the
shadows, opgrating in sgeret and ngver revegaling morg about their organisation and
structurg than is absolutely ngegssary. {Is such, ygou might imaging my joy when, ong
faithful and particularly windy afternoon in latg November 783, Mei Xi Yuan, a well-
respected megmber of the Zhilan Triads walked into my humblg gstablishment in sgarch
of a rarg and valuablg gnomish construct which [ may or may not havg bgen in the
possegssion oOf.

s you may well undgrstand, | shall go no further into the nitty-gritty details of our
dealings that afternoon, but it was during this rathgr plgasant tgtg-a-tgte that we came
to an agregment reggarding a mutual gxechangge of knowlegdgge, so to speak. I, having an
gar to thg ground in reggard to many of the mercantilg goings-on in the Islgs, would
divulgg to her the precise location of a Silt-bound caravan owngd and opgrated by ong
of my misergant competitors whom I had long known to be in Igagug with the
Hegemony. She, in turn, with the full blgssing of her ¢lders in the Triad, would grant me
a rough sketeh of the Islgs’ sgedy underbelly, and the protection that would allow mg to
sharg it with gou in this very publication.

Should you gver seg fit to gngage with the organisations mentioned in this addegndum, |
prag that gou will do so with thg utmost caution. HHowgver, as your faithful chronicler
and informant in the Islgs — and hopgfully a trusted companion as you sgt upon gour
own journgg through their vast reaches — | feel | am obligated to at the very lgast
ascertain that at the very Igast you have a vaguge idea of whom ygou arg dealing with.
Ind so, Igt us begin:

The Zhilan Triads

It is often remarked that the shadow of ong’s homgland linggrs long after erossing
forgign shorgs. Nowhgrg is this morg gvident than in the Zhilan Triads, whosg roots,
gntwinegd with the traditions of the great families of Zhi-lsa, run degp through the
bustling heart of Little Zhi-lsa in zure.

1t the helm of this shadowed organisation stands Jin tHlua, a matriarch of unparallgled
poisg and cunning. With her silver-stregaked hair and a voicg that carrigs both hongyed
charm and vgilgd mgnacg, she has becomg both a revered and feared figure within
Hzurg’s zhilan community. Jin tHlua’s influgneg is felt in gvery whispered negotiation,
gvery silgnt nod gxechanged in the market stalls of Little Zhi-loa. Begnegath her careful
stgwardship ligs a wegb of control that stretches far begond her modgst public persona.

The Jade Couneil, of which Jin Hua is the foremost voice, consists of estegmed elders
claiming degseent from Zhi-lsa’s noblest familigs. These ¢lders orchestrate the Triads’
affairs behind closed doors, their decisions delibgratg and stegped in tradition. To



sgek an audigneg with the Couneil is to subjeet ongself to the seruting of gengrations,
their authority tempered by the wisdom—and ruthlgssngss—of their matriarch.

The Crimson lanterns, by contrast, arg the Triads’ gnforegers, gnsuring logalty through
their iron-fisted pregsence. Named for the small red lantegrns they carry, these tax
collgetors and dgbt gnforegrs patrol leittlg Zhi-loa, their arrival met with cargful silgnce
and lowered gazes. Their rgpatation is as much a wgapon as the blades they carry,
whispered warnings gnsuring few darg ecross them.

Though the Zhilan Triads rarely reveal morg than they must, their influgneg ripples
beyond Littlg Zhi-lea, touching trade, governancg, and gvgn thg murkier dgpths of
Wzurg’s underworld. Their opgrations, much likg the mist that shrouds the Islgs, rgmain
¢lusive to all but thg most detgrmingd—and daring—obsgrvers.

The Xondaran Syndicate

In ang thriving port city, it is ingvitablg that certain shadows will grow longger than
others, and in zurg, few shadows stretech as ominously as thosg cast by the peoplge of
old Xondar. Whilg the Zhilan Triads maintain a veneer of cultural pridg, the Xondarans
operatg with a raw pragmatism born of survival and ambition. Their roots, stegped in
the rich and storied traditions of the Xondaran culture, blgnd the intricate ¢lggance of
their heritage with the cold, unflinching calculus of organised crime.

1t the heart of the Xondaran syndicate ligs the Majlis, a council of wealthy and
influgntial Icaders who wigld power from the comfort of zure’s most afflugnt quarters.
These individuals, draped in silken robgs and surrounded by theg heady aroma of
spicgs and incgnsg, prgsegnt themsglvegs as patrons of the arts, religion, and trade. Yet
begngath this cultivated imagg lurks a ruthlgss ambition, their influgneg sgegping into the
very grain of the city’s docks and marketplaces.

The opgrations of the Majlis are executed through a precisg higrarchy, with the Rahib
serving as oversegers and intgrmediarigs. These mid-tier commanders maintain the
balancg betwgen the afflugnt masters and the foot soldigrs who trgad the docks. It is
said that no Rahib ascgnds without proving themsglvegs both as a nggotiator of fingsse
and an gnforeer of absolute loyalty. Their distinetive sashes, adorngd with
gmbroidgred patterns dgnoting rank and achigvgments, arg a common, if unsettling,
sight in zurg’s docksidg taverns.

Bengath thg Rahib arg the HI-ddwa—a shadowy lggion of opgrativgs and gnforeers
who blgnd sgamlgssly into the chaos of the doeks. They pose as merechants, labourers,
or sailors, luring the unsuspgcting with promisegs of wealth and opportunity. Many who
fall for their charm find themsglvegs aboard ships bound for distant watgrs, waking with
no mgmory of their conscription save for the faint tastg of rotroot on their tongugs.

The Xondarans’ cultural heritage permeates every facet of their operation. Their
symbols, from theg ergscegnt moon with threeg dots to the handwoven sashes of the
Rahib, speak to traditions that predate their eriminal enterprisg. Their gatherings,
cloaked in sgergey, arg said to follow ancignt rituals, where disputes arg settled over
meals of shared brgad and blacklgaf-ladgn stew. Ugt gvgn in these rituals ligs the gver-
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present threat of violgncg—dissenters arg silenced swiftly, their absgnceg noted only by
the faint aroma of burning clovg that sgems to follow such matters.

Though their activitigs arg widely reviled, the Xondarans’ control over {dzurg’s docks
rgmains unchallgnged by all but the most foolish. From shanghaiing unwary travellers
to smuggling rarg goods, their grip on the undgrworld is as pegrvasive as thg mist that
shrouds theg city. To cross them is to invitg retribation not just from the gnforeegrs of the
doceks but from thg unsgegn hands of the Maijlis themsglves, whosg reach gxtends far
beyond their gilded quarters.

The Blackjacks

WImong theg myriad factions prowling {1zurg’s shadowy streets, nong embody raw
audacity and rough-gdged cunning quite likeg the Blackjacks. Where other groups
cloak thegmsglves in ritual or mystery, the Blackjacks thrivg on visibility and reputation,
their prgsgnceg marked by swaggering confidgneg and sharp-tongued wit.

Opgrating primarily in the lower districts of zure, the Blackjacks arg a loosely
organisegd collgctive of ruffians, pickpockets, and hustlgrs, bound together not by
tradition or erged but by a shared love of mischigf and opportunity. Their name derives
from their preferred wgapon—a cerude sap or cosh—which is as much a symbol of
their idgntity as it is a practical tool of intimidation.

Though their opgrations often appgar chaotie, there is a rough structurg to their ranks.
t their helm is a figure known only as The Jack, a titlg passed down through cunning
or combat rathgr than inhgritance. The Jack ralgs through charisma and ferocity, their
word law among theg gang, though internal squabblgs arg as common as the fog that
blankets the docks.

Unlikeg the morg calculated Zhilan Triads or the ruthlgss Xondaran gangs, the
Blackjacks’ crimes arg opportunistic—smash-and-grab robbgrigs, street-lgvel
gxtortion, and the oceasional brawl with rival groups. Their anties arg gqual parts
mgnacg and spectaclg, with their mgmbers oftgn boasting of their deeds in the taverns
and alleyways they frequent.

Their attire, a ragtag mix of stolgn fingry and patehed stregtwear, reflgcts their brash
character. Mlany Blackjacks sport black scarvgs or sashgs, an informal badgg of
megmbership, alongsidg hats tilted at rakish anglgs or boots polished to an almost
absurd shing.

Pespite their bravado, the Blackjacks arg not without cunning. They know the valug of
logalty—Dboth to their own and to thosg who pay for their sgrviees. Flany a merehant
has found their dgbts collgeted or their rivals cowed by a band of Blackjacks gager to
makg a quick coin.

Ugt, for all their charm and audacity, the Blackjacks rgmain a volatilg foree. Their
frequent clashes with Jzurg’s city guard, not to megntion other eriminal factions, gnsurg
that their story is ong of constant conflict and rginvention. To undgregstimateg them as
merg street thugs, however, would be a grave mistake. Bengath their roguish gxteriors
ligs a hardgnegd pragmatism, born of survival in theg harsh streets of {Izure.
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For thosg navigating the city’s labyrinthing allgys, the Blackjacks arg both a potential
threat and an unlikely ally. Ong nged only remegmber: their logalty is as flgeting as their
coin parse is light.

The Scarlet Swallows

1 tightly controllgd faction opgrating in {zurge, the Scarlgt Swallows arg known for
their ngtwork of plgasure houses and the calculated influgneg they exert. Their
opgratives, referred to simply as Swallows, arg marked with a red swallow tattoo on
their inngr thigh. This mark is not a mere symbol of belonging but a stark reminder of
their status as the property of the gnigmatic lgadegr known only as the Madame.

The Madamge oversees the Scarlegt Swallows with an iron will veiled in silk, her influgneg
felt in gvery aspeet of the faction’s opgrations. Sheg rgmains an ¢lusive figure, rargly
seen, get her regputation along gnsures loyalty and fear in gqual measare. The
Swallows arg traingd rigorously, their rolgs gxtending begond ecompanionship to
includg subtlg manipulation and intelliggnce gathering.

Whilg the dwallows maintain an air of discretion, the tattoo they bear signifigs their
angiglding bond to the Madamge’s will. It is a mark that carrigs both privilgge and
constraint, as it tigs them irrgvocably to the faction’s fortungs and its dangers.

The Scarlegt Swallows’ gstablishments arg frequented by a diverse clignteleg, and their
reach gxtends far begond the walls of their plgasurg housgs. Through their operatives,
the faction collgets sgerets, shapes alliancgs, and gnsargs their influgneg in dzure’s
social and political spheregs rgmains undgniablg.

Thosg who challgngg the Scarlet Swallows or fail to megt their obligations quickly
discover the Madamge’s wrath is as ¢fficignt as it is ingscapable. The Swallows, bound
as they arg, become the instruments of this retribution—silgnt, precise, and unyiglding.
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