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Year 782 of the Modern Era

If all ends in death, is there any point to anything?

The question swirled in her mind as she watched the potion congeal and bubble in her cooking pot.

“It’s all wrong,” muttered Fereo, sighing heavily as she took the small pot off the flame. “The smell, the colour, and even the texture, is all wrong.” 

The acrid scent from the fumes in the pot burned her nose hairs and made her cringe openly as she took the steaming pile of failure over to the sink to wash it out. 

This new alchemical recipe had taken her several weeks to brew after painstakingly searching for the ingredients in the southern reaches of the Forest of the Dead, just across the border in Zarkadia. 

With the talk of war to the north growing Fereo doubted that she would get another chance to easily travel across the border to look for rare ingredients. Her home was here in Nargelfarr, and at the moment the Magisterium that ruled Nargelfarr was not on friendly terms with Zarkadia. The crossing between the realms would soon be locked down and to import goods from Zarkadia would cost her far more than she could afford. 

For the right ingredients though, she would happily pay any cost.

After scraping the gunk from the bottom of the pot Fereo returned to the workshop and adjusted a few burners. Although that potion had been a failure she was still working on several others that might be successful. None of them were ready yet and she had hoped that the most recent one would work.

With another despondent sigh she added a crushing of specific herbs into one mixture, causing a cloud of greenish steam to waft into the air where it gathered briefly in the crystal lights before drifting out the high window and into the night. 

The sight brought a slight smile to her face for it was a good sign that this potion might prove to be a success. It was far from finished though, and would take many more weeks of brewing and distilling to be ready for testing. 

With one final check over her equipment she gave a slight nod and headed to the wash room next door. Washing her hands and face in the basin she paused as she saw her reflection in the mirror, noticing how tired she looked with blood shot eyes and the darker tint to the skin around her eyes. 

“I need a shave,” she mumbled, running a hand over the stubble on her cheeks and chin. 

Other dwarven women preferred to grow a neat beard, but not Fereo. In fact she had once spent a bit of time trying to concoct a salve that would perfectly remove her beard. The ointment she had managed to create had been a successful hair removal, and was quite popular among the women of other races. But sadly the removal of the hairs was not permanent. 

“Another failure,” Fereo grumbled as the memory came to her. 

After wiping her hands and face she gave her curly blonde hair a quick brush and tied it up in a bun. Leaving the washroom and laboratory she moved into the rest of her townhouse and quickly went to the cabinet above the kitchen bench.

“Bit late tonight,” she mumbled as she gathered half a dozen glass bottles and jars from the shelves and placed them on a carry tray. 

Making sure to put them in specific order Fereo picked up the tray and headed up the stairs to the second floor where two bedrooms branched off from the landing. There she hesitated and took a deep breath, her eyes drifting out the window to the view over the township of Sargat that she called home. 

The town was built on the southern shore of the Bay of Fires, and in the moonless night she could see the red aurora sparkling beneath the surface of the water. The ribbons of light were created by a type of reed that grew on the bed of the bay, and once dried out and crushed into a powder it could be used for a variety of things. 

With another deep breath she steeled herself and headed into the bedroom. The light was dim with only the glow of the embers bringing light to the small room. The shadows seemed natural here, and the musty air was harder to breathe than ever. 

“Still awake, papa?” Fereo asked quietly. “Sorry I’m a bit late tonight. How was your dinner?”

As she walked over to the single bed in the room her father stirred in his bed and slowly pushed himself into a sitting position. Beside the bed was a small table where another tray sat, this one with a plate of uneaten food and an untouched glass of water. 

Fereo sighed as she sat down on the stood beside the bed and placed her tray on the sheets. 

“You still need to eat papa,” Fereo said sternly, looking to her father.

“Do I?” the old dwarf croaked, struggling to sit upright. “This disease will claim me soon.” 

Fereo winced slightly as the glow of the embers lit up one side of her father’s face, displaying clearly the cracked skin and rocky welts. It was like his very body was turning to stone having creeped up his left arm and across half his face. One of her father’s eyes had been forced shut by the condition and now a lump had grown on his eye brow, cracked and grey and occasionally oozing blood. How she longed to see him genuinely smile once more. It had taken him so long to smile again after Fereo’s mother had died, and these days even the slightest grin would cause his left cheek to spilt open.  

Her father once had the most fabulous beard, long and thick, filled with plats and braids, she remembered vividly her younger days when she would play with the long black strands. But now the left side of his jaw and cheek was bare, and the skin cracking apart, letting only weak strands to poke out from the scale. What remained of his beard was brittle and white, and constantly falling out in clumps, as was his hair.

His arms once thick and muscled to wield a smithies hammer with ease and lift her up in the air when she was young, were now small and weak. His entire left arm now stiff and covered in scale, barely able to be moved.  

“It won’t take you,” Fereo said firmly, her eyes hardening with resolve. “I will find a cure for you. Now here, let me put the ointments on.”

Her father said nothing, his once bright grey eyes that sparkled when they spoke now sunken and faded. Silently Fereo cleaned her father’s weeping sores and applied the ointments she had brought from the kitchen. Many of them being ones she had concocted previously and others bought from a store. 

Her father’s disease was rare and as of yet there was no cure, so ointments were hard to come by. Even healing mages, or those with a natural talent to heal could not eradicate the disease. The most the ointments and healers could do was slow down the process and ease the victim’s discomfort. 

Even the cause of the disease was unknown, and because of its rarity not many had taken the time to try and discover what caused the skin and body to harden like stone. It was known as Petrafiction, due to the victim appearing to become petrified, and cases were relatively isolated to the south-western reaches of Zarkadia and north-eastern Narglefarr. From what little was known about it, it was clear that it was not contagious else Fereo would have contracted it a year ago when her father did. 

Fereo had considered many times to search for the cause and try and devise a cure from what was creating this disease. She had done many tests on pieces of her father’s skin that had broken off and the puss that seeped from some of the cracks only to find nothing to help her search for a cure. She was no healer though, and not learned in medicines or investigations of that sort. Her skills lay in alchemy and creating items and potions with magical properties that ranged from such things as hair removal lotion to things much larger and more complex like self-driving carriages that operated through the use of specialist materials and magic runes. 

She also had a natural born talent to move small and light things with the power of her mind, but that was hardly remarkable. Telekinesis was one of the most common talents in the realms of Middenland, along with incredible speed, or strength, or the ability to fling balls of fire or shards of ice. 

The only unusual quality of her talent was the fact that she was a dwarf. Humans more commonly were born with such talents, while dwarves, elves, and Halflings were much less likely to be born with one. No other race could create magic runes or build things like dwarves though, just like no other race could hunt and track like an elf, and Halflings were the best agriculture workers of all. Humans were the most average of the lot, so it was understandable that they were more likely to be born with such talents. 

After applying the last of the salves she placed them back in order and gathered up the puss and blood stained rags used to clean the open wounds. 

“You are a brilliant alchemist, me daughter,” her father tried to smile at her. “You should not linger ‘ere, tending to this doomed fool. Go, and let the world know of ye brilliance.” 

“I’m not leaving you, papa,” Fereo said firmly. “I will find a cure. You’ll see.” 

“I don’t doubt it,” replied her father. “I’ll be dead by then though.” 

“Stop saying such things,” Fereo said, holding back her tears. “I’ll make a philosopher’s stone if I have too. You can’t die on me. I couldn’t bear to be alone.”

Her father croaked a laugh at that and managed to smile wider, causing the skin on the left side of his face to spilt open and bleed a little bit. 

“Might as well find a Spirit Ring,” chuckled her father, not feeling the pain of the wound opening up and nearly exposing his rotting teeth. “Ye be a girl of science, not fairy tales.”

“The philosopher’s stone is science,” Fereo insisted. “I’m sure Neckel Ironfist succeeded before he disappeared.”

“That be centuries ago,” replied her father, his tone becoming serious. “Don’t go chasin’ legends for this old dwarf. Ye hear me.”

“What if the stone is the only way?” Fereo wondered. “What if I can’t find a cure?”

“It don’t matter,” smiled the old dwarf. “I be more proud of you than anything in me life. If ye aspired to be a tavern owner instead of and alchemist I’d still be proud. Follow ye heart instead of hesitating on account of me. Even if ye do make a cure for this disease, I’ll die in the end. We all will. Won’t nothin’ matter then, aside for me love for you, Fereo.”

Fereo sighed heavily, a deep frown coming to her brow. 

“Here, pass me that tray,” said her father, motioning to the one with the bowel of cold stew on it. “Feelin’a bit peckish.”

“Let me heat it up for you first,” Fereo protested, slowly reaching for the tray on the bedside table.

“Nonsense,” snorted her father, seeming more lively since they began talking. “Don’t bother for me. Ye need to go and rest girl, I know ye’ve been working all day.” 

In the end Fereo did not need to pass the tray to her father as the old dwarf managed on his own and began eating before she could argue the point any further. He was right too, she was tired, and with another deep breath she collected the tray of ointments and got to her feet. 

“You try an’ get some sleep too, papa,” Fereo said as she moved from the room. “You need it more than I do.”

After heading back down the stairs and putting the salves away she considered doing as her father suggested and going to sleep. But the hour was not overly late and just earlier that day she teleported to Solaris and collected a stack of old alchemy tomes from the Mage Academy. She regularly searched for books in the Academy and had found this lot in a dusty corner of the archives. She was quite eager to see what they might hold in their pages, so after a quick meal she sat down in front of the fire with a pint of mulled wine and began flicking through the first book. 

It was about applied mutagens and distilling certain herbs and organs to create advanced potions. Quite the interesting read and Fereo took many notes from the old pages. Sadly much of the writing was faded and hard to read and the diagrams drawn in a manner she did not really understand. 

The second book she read through was far less interesting and was merely an academic discussion about the uses of hornweed in medicinal teas. It was rather dull in fact and halfway through the thick volume she found herself falling to sleep. Her wine was finished and the hour had quickly grown late, nearing midnight. 

A rumble of thunder sounded from the heavens outside as the first drops of rain started to fall and Fereo yawned wide, thinking it was about time to head to bed. But the next book on the stack by her chair caught her eye, for it was smaller than the rest and she had not noticed it when she had collected the pile. It was rather unremarkable to look at, simple red leather that was torn in many places. 

It was clearly old and absently Fereo picked it up and flipped open the cover to see the hand written entries inside. Much was faded and stained beyond recognition, but it was clear that it was a journal of some sort. 

The first line in on the opening page was legible though and quickly snapped her from her drowsiness as she read it. 

“My notes and findings about the Philosopher’s Stone by Neckel Ironfist,” Fereo read aloud, her voice barely a whisper. “Could this be real?”

All thoughts of sleep left her mind then and she quickly delved into the ancient diary, her mind and heart racing at the secrets the delicate pages could hold within. 
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Chapter One 
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It was only mid-morning, and he was already drunk. In truth, Arilden wondered if he had even been sober for the past week since arriving in City State. It did not matter though, he did not care. The alcohol numbed the pain and made him forget what had happened in Delaforr, the capital of Lakelinds far to the north. For ten years he had called that place his home. But that all ended when Reparian invaded and took control of the northern realm of Middenland. 

He had played a big role in facilitating that invasion, infiltrating the Kingsguard, the elite warriors to the King. He had killed King Larrendell though, as well as Queen Hartilia, and he would do it again. 

Arilden drained the last mouthful of his beer and slammed the mug down on the table top.

“Barmaid,” he yelled out through the tavern, not even bothering to see if anyone was around. “Another one.”

The place was virtually empty, with only a few others sitting at the tables and booths. They were all travellers who were staying at the rooms offered by the tavern, just like he was. Usually they would stay one or two nights before leaving again, but not Arilden. He had checked in at the beginning of the week and had no desire to leave any time soon. Fortunately the room was cheap, which meant he could spend more coin on beer. 

“Barmaid!” Arilden yelled again when no one approached him. 

Through bleary eyes he looked up at the quiet barroom, noticing the woman behind the bar, cleaning a glass and completely ignoring him.

“Hey,” Arilden pushed himself to his feet and staggered over to the bar. “I’m talking to you. Get me another drink.”

“Ye’ve had enough, Arilden,” the woman frowned at him, she was also the owner of the establishment. “I’ve half a mind to toss you out on yer ear. All week ye’ve done nothin’ but drink and sleep, barely eatin’ and all the night shoutin’ in yer sleep. Ye’ve been upsettin’ the other customers.”

“Like I care,” he replied flatly. “Toss me out then. I’ll just go somewhere else. My coin is good and you know it, so shut up and pour me another drink.” 

The middle-aged woman glared at him, her knuckles going white as she clenched the cup in her hands. Finally she took a deep breath and pour him a tall beer from the tap.

“Was that so hard?” Arilden asked simply as he placed a few coins on the bar top. 

The owner did not reply as she took the payment, turning away and heading into the kitchens of the tavern. Arilden scoffed as the woman departed and reached for his drink. Before he grabbed it another hand picked up the tall glass and took it away from Arilden. He was about to grab the man who took his drink and punch him square in the face. But it was Torque, so instead he watched with a heavy glare as his friend gulped down the beer in one swallow. 

“That was mine,” Arilden said darkly, causing Torque to flash a grin at him once he finished the drink and put the glass back on the bench. 

“Tasted sweet too,” smirked his friend, his canine teeth catching Arilden’s attention, for they were longer than a normal persons’.

Torque was a werewolf and a member of the Lumiss Family, one of the three powerful families in City State. The other two houses were Drake and Gremory, and like Lumiss they also comprised of special individuals. Gremory were all demons, Drake vampires, and Lumiss werewolves, and as such the three houses had adopted the name of The Undead Families. 

“You’re buying me another one,” Arilden stated, his glare lingering on his friend. 

“Later,” Torque replied as if it did not matter. “You need a rest for now. Ever since you walked here from Delaforr you’ve been doing nothing but drinking. Give it a rest, Arilden.”

“Leave me alone,” Arilden grumbled, turning away from his friend. “I told you what happened.” 

“Still surprised you walked the whole way,” Torque laughed. “That’s nearly a thousand kilometres.”

Arilden did not reply, his eyes going vacant as he starred at the bartop, his foggy mind drifting back to the day he left Delaforr and the image of his wife Mythrin lying dead under the rubble of his house. Clenching his teeth Arilden growled under his breath and rubbed his face with his hands. All he could recall of his wife was her dead face and lifeless eyes. There were no memories of her smile or voice, nor the warmth of her skin. Neither could he remember the smile on his son’s face, whose body he never found. It was just cold corpses and wet blood that filled his memories. 

“Go away and let me drink, Torque,” Arilden grumbled, no anger in his voice, only defeat. 

“No, don’t think so,” replied the werewolf, his tone light. “What friend would I be if I left you alone now?”

“Go,” Arilden snapped, some anger sparking inside him. “If you stay you’ll end up being killed too. Death has taken two families from me. I am cursed to be forever alone.” 

“Alone and with no money if you keep this up,” Torque replied seriously. “How long can you afford to loiter in here and drink yourself to death?”

“I’ll die in the gutter then,” Arilden replied flatly. 

“Or you could be sensible and do some work with me,” Torque offered, drawing Arilden’s tired gaze to his. 

Arilden narrowed his eyes, noticing a spark of excitement in his friend’s yellow eyes, which had pupils like a cats. 

“What work?” Arilden asked just for the sake of asking.

“You know why I became a werewolf,” Torque said seriously. “I’m close now, Arilden, a few more grunt jobs and the Lumiss leaders will give me a real title in the family. Selene and I can finally be together. It’s been so many years, but finally the end draws near.”

Arilden did not say anything, looking back to the stained bar top despondently. Deep down he was happy for his friend and remembered the day Torque had told him he was going to become a werewolf so he could marry this girl Selene. It had seemed a foolish idea to Arilden then, for only those without a strong talent joined one of the Undead Families. Torque had a very powerful talent, and still did; the ability to manipulate metal. But the risk of losing that ability during the blood ritual to become a werewolf had been great. Torque had went ahead with it anyway and luckily kept his metal melding abilities. But even after he become one of the Lumiss underlings, they had demanded he become a noble of the house before he was allowed to marry Selene. 

Torque had agreed without a second thought, and it seemed now that all his hard work would soon come to an end and he would be able to marry the woman he so desperately loved. 

“Fine, I’ll help you,” Arilden decided, his loyalty to his friend outweighing his desire to sink into oblivion. “But I don’t want to get caught up in any trouble with the Families.” 

“Of course not,” Torque flashed a smiled again and slapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s go, I need to go to Lumiss tower.”

Arilden took a deep breath and pushed himself to his feet, his head swimming from the drink and causing him to stumble to the side. Taking a deep breath he gave a brief nod to Torque who laughed and shook his head before they walked from the tavern into the bright morning. 

Arilden grimaced as the sun assaulted his eyes and raised a hand to shield them from the glare. His head had begun to throb painfully again and he quietly longed to gulp down another drink to ease the discomfort. 

“Hey, Torque, pass me your hip flask with vodka?” Arilden asked, tapping his friend on the shoulder.

Torque looked to him in surprise before he began patting the pockets of long jacket and pants.

“Left it at home,” Torque answered casually, causing Arilden to frown.

“Don’t lie.”

“Alright, I have it,” Torque conceded. “But you’re not getting any.”

“You’re a real bastard sometimes,” Arilden grumbled, causing his friend to laugh. 

“You’ll get over it,” smirked the werewolf.

Arilden clenched his jaw and looked away, hints of anger swelling in his gut. How could he possibly get over it? 

He had been married twice and both times had a child, and both times his family had been taken from him. 

How could anyone simply get over something like that? 

He wanted to punch Torque then, draw his katana and kill everyone who opposed him. He wanted to rain lightning down on to the streets and create havoc and chaos until someone ended his misery with a blade through the heart. 

But he did not. 

He pushed his anger, despair, and frustrations deep down inside him and forced himself to think of something else. 

They were walking the streets of Outskirts, the poorer section of the city of Governce, which was the capitol of City State. Although it was still mid-morning the sun was hot and with no cloud cover in the skies the rays beat down on Arilden’s brow, making him wish he had not agreed to help Torque. 

The cobbled roads were busy with foot traffic and a few carriages, and with the tall dwarven built houses lining the streets there was very little breeze. The smell of garbage was high and most of the gutters were muddy and clogged. 

As they walked further into Governce, crossing the western spur of Gotiem River and into Long Isle, a slight breeze travelled up the river from the south, bringing some relief. Once across the bridge the crowded townhouses blocked the wind once more and Arilden wiped his brow, his stomach beginning to feel rather queasy from all this exercise and heat. 

The buildings of City State, be it here in Governce or in the norther cities of Collissium and Altor, were hardly ever built over three stories and everywhere Arilden looked the architecture was dominated by geometric shapes and huge statues depicting dwarven warriors. These statues were knowns a sentinels and they were everywhere, from holding up the bridges and clock towers to merely standing as a wall for a house. It was as if the builders, who were undoubtedly dwarves, could not create anything if it did not have some depiction of their race in it, and that depiction was usually a symbol of their own insecurities about their height. Of course, it was well known that one never insulted a dwarf about their diminutive stature unless they wanted a heavy fist in the gut. It was always the gut simply because dwarves were not tall enough to reach the face of the person insulting them. 

Arilden’s queasy stomach eased a little bit as they moved further into Long Isle, quite simply because the odours that plagued Outskirts were not present in this part of the city. Indeed, Long Isle was one of the wealthiest parts of Governce and was where both the Mage Academy and City State Parliament were built. 

It was at the Academy Arilden had been taught his Battle Magic and memories of those days seemed so distant now. He had not even turned twenty when he started at the Academy and had only spent a few years of study there when he left to join the Reparian Army during the first Reparian-Solegrad war. 

It was during that time he had met his first wife, Calis, and had decided to marry her instead of returning to City State to finish his studies. 

Even though that was over a decade ago, the memory of Calis and their daughter Merrigold was a painful one and their deaths still burned like a hot iron in his heart. 

Arilden took a deep breath and clenched his jaw, trying desperately to push the pain from his heart. The desire to have another drink swelled within him and he almost turned around and headed back to the tavern to drink himself into oblivion again. 

“Here we are,” Torque said, pulling Arilden from his troubles. “You coming in too?”

“No,” Arilden replied, looking blankly up at the building before them. 

The building stood a single level higher than the rest of the houses, giving it an air of importance, and beside the entrance stood two dwarven sentinels of white stone. It was an important building though, being the consulate for the Lumiss Family in Governce. In the northern city of Collissium was where the werewolf house was most powerful, just as the Drake family dominated Altor, so both houses had a representative building in opposing cities. 

Here in Governce it was both the Gremory Family and the Dwarven Parliament that held dominance, with President Rudolfess Greybeard at the lead. 

“I won't be too long,” Torque said, his expression turning serious. “You should get some food, or drink some water, or something. You look terrible.” 

“Thanks,” Arilden replied, his expression blank.

Torque headed for the entrance then, leaving Arilden standing beside a street lamp to wait. With deep breath Arilden suppressed the growing need to vomit and looked about to the nearby shops and street vendors, seriously considering his friend’s suggestion. 

“Here you go sir,” a man said as he approached, handing Arilden a pamphlet. “Vote Lumiss for this coming election and finally put an end to the Greybeard Presidency. Times are changing and City State needs a strong ruler that understands the wants and needs of its citizens.” 

Arilden looked at the offered pamphlet with a frown, and then to the man handing it to him, having no desire to speak about the politics of City State. Without a word he simply turned away and walked towards the nearest street vendor who looked to be selling pork buns. He knew he was being rude by walking away without a word, but he did not care. Politics was something he never had an interest in and that was not about to change. He had learnt from in his first year at the Mage Academy that the voting system was rigged anyway and the campaigns of the Undead Families and the Dwarven Parliament were filled with shady dealings. It was almost like City State was run by four criminal organisations that liked to wear masks of legitimacy. Everyone knew the truth but liked to continue to play the game. 

Even the Hero Academy, which City State was famed for, was filled with politics and questionable practices. The heroes were supposed to defend the citizens against the criminal underworld, and they did intervene when there were any overt crimes taking place. But it seemed to Arilden that they were as corrupt as the four powers that ruled City State. 

The corruption was not that much of a problem though, City State was a nice place to live and one could really prosper here even if they did not want to get involved in the illegal enterprises. But if you dipped your toe into the darker side of City State the darkness would reach out and pull you under, never to let you climb back out. 

Torque was already involved in that part of City State, largely thanks to his work for the Lumiss Family, and Arilden knew that helping his friend would result in him being dragged into that shadowy side of things. But he really did not care. 

“Two of your pork buns, thanks,” Arilden said to the vendor as he stepped up to the mobile stall that was kitted out with several cooking utensils and hot trays filled with different foods. 

“They’re beef buns,” the dwarven vender replied.

“Whatever,” Arilden shrugged, paying the fellow the required price. 

A flicker of curiosity came to Arilden mind as he watched the dwarf get his food. There was nothing overly unusual about the vendor, and for the most part seemed your average dwarf with a thick beard, solid build, and gruff voice. But to Arilden’s discerning eye he noticed the slight grey tinge to the dwarf’s skin, and the darker rings around his eyes; two traits which were associated with vampires. The vendor did not have the obvious fangs that all vampires had, which further suggested that this dwarf was only a fledgling, yet to undertake the blood ritual that would turn him into a complete vampire. 

Likely he had been tasked with watching the Lumiss embassy for anything interesting to report to his superiors. 

But Arilden did not care.

“How are things finding you today?” the dwarf asked him as Arilden began eating at the stall. 

“I’m hungover and in a bad mood,” Arilden replied between mouthfuls. 

“Me beef buns will help with part of that,” smirked the vendor. “Cooked them meself. Nothin’ better to cure a hangover.” 

“Sure,” Arilden replied, his sarcasm obvious, hoping the conversation would end there. 

“Did I see yer buddy head into Lumiss Tower?” asked the dwarf curiously. 

Now it was very obvious that he was working for the Drake family to spy on the werewolves here. 

Arilden nodded slightly as he ate, again trying not to encourage the dwarf into further conversation. 

“He a wolf or somethin’?”

“Why do you care?” Arilden asked in reply, his annoyance getting the better of him. 

“No, no reason,” shrugged the vendor, trying to seem casual. “Ye stuck around at me stall, so I thought ye wanted to chat.”

“I don’t,” Arilden replied, finishing of his second bun and reaching for more coins. “I will have a few more buns though.”

The dwarf laughed at that, “Told ye that were the best.” 

They were quite good with a nice balance of spice and herb, not too dry either, which was a surprise. 

“When’s your blood ritual, fledgling?” Arilden asked simply, as they vendor handed him his next meal.

“What?” stammered the dwarf, clearly taken by surprise. 

“You wanted to know about my friend,” Arilden said casually as he started to eat. “Offer something about yourself in return, otherwise you appear too suspicious. You also need to be more conversational. The direct question about my friend being a wolf was a clear mistake. It was also obvious considering he went into Lumiss Tower with such easy confidence.”

Arilden did not know why he was giving this novice Drake spy tips on how to gather information. But he still did not care one way or another. 

“I’m just a food vendor, pal,” the dwarf continued to try and cover his mistake. 

“Sure you are,” Arilden scoffed. “Your skin hue and dark rings around your eyes says different. You should get some better make-up, or use a better spell. But whatever, I was just giving you a tip, take it how you will. Thanks for the food.” 

Not bothering to hear any more of the vendor’s excuses or reasoning Arilden walked away and back towards the lamp post where Torque had left him. With his head still aching Arilden moved to a bench beside the road, deciding it was better to sit in the shade of a tree instead of stand while he waited. 

Fortunately, the wait was not much longer and he spotted Torque as soon as he came from the building. Feeling less queasy than before, Arilden rose from his seat and moved to meet his friend. But a sense of uneasiness rose within him as he noticed the dark expression on Torque face. Whatever the job Torque had been given to complete Arilden already knew that it was not something simple. 
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Chapter Two
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“Problem?” Arilden asked as Torque joined him, his frown lingering. 

“A pain in the arse, more like,” grumbled the werewolf. “I’m better at punching people, not strong arming auction house owners.”

“What?” wondered Arilden, and Torque took a deep breath. 

“They want me to go sort out some auction house owner, dwarf by the name of Vimald,” Torque explained, hands on his hips as he shook his head. “Not to kill the guy, just to convince him to work more closely with the Lumiss family. At the moment he has strong ties to both the Drakes and the Greybeards.”

“Sounds complicated,” Arilden nodded thoughtfully. “And boring.” 

“Not coming then?” Torque asked, a flicker of a frown coming to his brow..

“No, I’ll come with you,” Arilden answered. “Got nothing better to do.” 

“Try not to be too enthusiastic,” Torque said sarcastically and together they wandered from the shade of the tree. “Vimald’s Auction is over in Eastside, the posh side of Eastside too. Not my kind of place.” 

“Strange that they asked you to do this,” Arilden remarked as they walked along at an easy pace. “A quiet sit down with this Vimald to state in no uncertain terms that he works for Lumiss now would have worked better. Do they expect you to threaten him or something?”

“Giawaldt did not explain much when I spoke with him,” Torque replied seriously. 

“Who?”

“Giawaldt. He’s my boss, I suppose,” explained Torque. “Do you think they’re testing me? Seeing if I have the temperament for this line of work?”

“It’s possible,” Arilden shrugged. “Looks like they’ll be disappointed.”

Arilden laughed slightly as Torque scowled at him.

“This is serious, Arilden,” said his friend. “Selene and I have waited over a decade to be together, and now the end is finally in sight. I need to do this properly. It might even be the final test before they make me a full blown Lumiss noble.” 

Arilden clenched his jaw and looked away, he was happy for his friend, but hearing such talk of Torque living a happy life with someone sparked pain in Arilden’s heart.

“I’m glad you’re coming,” Torque continued genuinely, looking to Arilden. “I could use your talents for espionage.”

“Espionage?’ Arilden scoffed.

“Isn’t that what you did before?” Torque wondered, misunderstanding Arilden. “Worked as spy for Reparian with that sorceress Visteen?”

“I suppose you could call it that,” Arilden shrugged, recalling his time with Visteen when they had infiltrated the palace of Solegrad over a decade ago.

Their actions had incited the first war between Lakelinds and Reparian, which was the cause of his first wife and daughter’s death. In Delaforr also, Arilden had been working as a spy for Reparian, but after the first few years it had not felt that way. 

“What would you call it?” Torque asked, drawing Arilden from his memories.

“Lying.” 

“You were good at it though, right?” Torque asked curiously. “You and that sorceress succeeded in Solegrad, and you were the reason Reparian took control of Delaforr and Lakelinds so easily.” 

“No, I wasn’t good at it,” Arilden replied firmly, his jaw muscles clenching. “In Solegrad I was nothing more than Visteen’s puppet, following her instructions, and when I did try something through my own volition it caused our mission to nearly fail. Delaforr was worse.”

Arilden fell silent, the desire for a dozen strong drinks building within him again and Torque did not inquire anymore into the matter. 

“Well,” Torque did say, letting out deep breath. “And here I was hoping you’d be able to twist this Vimald around your finger and deal with him without having to resort to blackmail or threats.”

“Spying is all about blackmail and threats,” Arilden said seriously. “You just do it indirectly and with nicer words.” 

“I’ll leave the nice words to you then,” Torque smirked. “If it comes to a fight, that’s where I’ll take over.”

“Right,” Arilden said sceptically. “You still don’t even carry a weapon.”

Torque glanced down at his belt where no blade could be seen and then to Arilden’s hip where a magnificent katana was belted. 

“I’ll use a candelabra or something if need be,” Torque shrugged. “Fancy places have that kind of stuff sitting about.”

“Doubt it,” Arilden said flatly. “I’m surprised you even know what a candelabra is.” 

“Please,” scoffed Torque. “I’ve done a bit of learning since we last used the streets of Governce as our stomping grounds. Selene wants me to be a learned gentleman by the time we marry as well, so I have to know these things. Candelabras are used for snuffing out candles instead of just blowing the flame out.” 

Arilden almost laughed at that and shook his head. 

“Close enough,” said Arilden and Torque frowned in confusion. “Could you even use a candelabra as a sword?”

“If it’s metal, sure,” Torque shrugged. “You know my talent.”

“Is it enough metal to form a sword though?” 

“Depends on the size,” shrugged Torque again. “I could definitely make a weapon out of one, but it would likely be brittle and shatter under any blow from a real sword. If that happens I’ll just grab another bit of metal and turn it into a sword or axe, or something.” 

“Fair enough,” Arilden said, and rubbed an eye, the glare of the sun off the streets still painful to his sight and causing his headache to worsen. “I think your boss would prefer it doesn’t come to that though.”

“I’m certain he doesn't,” Torque nodded in agreement, a deep frown coming to his brow. “The tasks they have been giving me have been getting much harder of late. Well, not difficult as such, just things I’m not good at. I failed the last two they sent me on, made a few people quite angry.” 

“You think the leaders of the Lumiss family are purposely trying to prevent you from becoming a noble?” Arilden asked with concern, noticing the look in his friend’s eyes. 

“I don’t know,” Torque replied honestly. “They promised Selene and I could be together if I work up through the ranks and become a noble.”

“They never promised they would let you get there though,” Arilden said darkly, noticing the look of concern on his friend’s face. 

“I doubt they would purposely sabotage me,” Torque said, looking to Arilden. “Why would they? To what end?” 

“I can’t see any reason why they would try and stop you,” Arilden said honestly, and the dark cloud on his friend’s face lifted slightly. “Likely they’re just sending you on these difficult missions to see what you’re capable of, just like you thought.”  

Torque nodded and smiled, his confidence returning quickly. 

“Then let us not fail this one,” grinned his friend, slapping Arilden on the shoulder again. 

“Us?” Arilden asked. “This is your task. If I help your bosses won’t be happy.” 

“They won’t care about that,” Torque said confidently. “They only care about whether I succeed or not. This auction house brings in huge revenue, and is also a good place to fence high ticket items.”

“I can well imagine,” Arilden nodded, his eyes going to the city around them now.

They had already crossed the middle arm of the Gotiem River and were walking the roads of Eastside. In this part of Governce the streets and buildings looked pristine and lots of green trees lined the roads. Here the guards were fat and lazy thanks to the Hero Academy nearby, so only a fool would try and commit a crime in Eastside. Most of the buildings were homes or expensive shops, with many of the city offices and banks being located here as well. 

There were also a lot more parks and large squares to break up the housing. All throughout the stone sentinels stood about the place, their stern gaze watching the citizens walk about on their daily chores and plans. More carriages and people on horseback filled the roads, causing Arilden and Torque to stick more to the sidewalks as they walked briskly towards the well-known auction house. 

It was nearing midday now and the sun had grown hotter with no clouds to break up the rays. The months of summer had started and the days would grow hotter yet, bringing storms in off the Jagged Sea to the south that would thrash the coastline of City State with high waves and strong winds. 

Although Arilden’s stomach was feeling better after the beef buns, his head was still aching and had grown worse thanks to the hot sun. Part of him longed for the cooler climates to the north where the days were always pleasant during summer. But that longing brought with it an even more painful ache as he thought of his loved ones who had died because of him. 

Such a pain he knew he could never be free of, nor did he want to for it was a reminder of his own inadequacies and why he was not fit to enjoy this life anymore. In the bleakness of his future he found solitude from the agony in his heart. The guilt and despair he would wear like a crown, embracing the pain that came with it as repentance for his sins. 

As the darkness came over his mind Arilden almost lost the desire to continue walking. He was almost ready to sit down in the gutter and stare at the sky until he withered away into nothingness. But they had reached the auction house and the distraction pulled him from his apathy. 

They had come to a small market square with a little fountain at the centre where a statue of naked water nymphs frolicked in the spray. It was a relief that the statue was not depicting one of the sentinels that otherwise dominated City State. About the area were a few stalls and the shops that framed the plaza all had fancy signs above their doors to display their status. 

“That’s it,” Torque said, pointing to the building virtually opposite them as they walked into the plaza. 

Arilden had already spotted the auction house, noticing the large sign above the door and the plaque that was hung between the first and second floor windows. At the side of the red painted building was a narrow alleyway lined with trees that slipped around the back of the auction house where the items were likely taken. The alley was guarded by grim faced men and Arilden noticed a few other patrols about the front of the building. These guards were not from the city either and were likely mercenaries hired by the auction house owner or by those who were invested Vimald’s business.  

Confidently, Torque swaggered up to the front door with Arilden close beside him, taking his katana from his belt and casting a spell on it. He did not need to wait until they spoke with the guards to know they would not let him in with a weapon on his hip. As he cast the spell his katana disappeared in a subtle flash, securely dropping into a magical pocket of unseen space where Arilden could grab it easily. 

The guards at the entrance noticed their approach and were quick to stop them, holding up their mailed hands and sliding their held halberds across the entrance. 

“What do you two want?” the guard on the left asked, his tone showing his displeasure. 

“We’ve come for the auction,” Torque said with a frown. 

“Names?” asked the guard on the right, and he took a clipboard from his belt with a list of names on it. 

“Torque and Arilden,” replied Torque, crossing his arms. 

“You ain’t on the list, so piss off,” the guard reading the invitees snapped. 

“What?” Torque
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