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“Dust blanketed everything they referred to as Mordün. It reflected the impoverished state of the society inhabiting this desolate civilization. However, it was during the mid-afternoon that we were introduced to Vaünce Hortün.”

Vaünce quickly surveyed the Hjbub—what one might call a bar in Mordunian culture. Spotting an empty stool, he took a seat and let out a frustrated sigh. The bartender turned and said in his gruff, monotonous tone, “Vaünce, what do you want?” Vaünce returned the gaze tiredly.

Then he replied coldly, “You know what I came for.” The bartender mustered a slight smile, nodded, and left promptly. Vaünce scanned the room and noticed two male Preüators sitting in the corner. They looked half-drunk, half-starved, and cold. Hortün examined them closely and saw that one of them was clutching a blanket, while the other seemed to be trying to fight him for a source of warmth.

“Stupid is what you are.” Vaünce turned suddenly and his eyes snapped back into focus. The bartender gave him a drink. “Fifteen percent fermented, just like you asked.” Hortün took it gladly and drank it swiftly.

“What’s the rush?” the bartender questioned. Vaünce glanced at the entrance; nobody was there. Upon seeing no one, his muscles relaxed. He shook off his unease and replied, “Nothing... I shouldn’t be here.”

The bartender laughed heartily as he took the empty cup in hand. He nodded in agreement and then turned to head into the back room. "The weather here is quite cold at this time of day," he remarked. Vaünce let out an impolite burp. After excusing himself, he stood up from the stool.

The bartender turned around and noticed Hortün's nameplate that had been hidden beneath a dusty cloak. His eyes widened in disbelief as he rubbed them to ensure he wasn't imagining things. When he glanced again, the nameplate was still there. Vaünce noticed the bartender's anxious demeanor. Recognizing the tension, the bartender solemnly stated, "You're a two-thousand.”

“How much?”, came Vaünce’s steady voice. “For what?” was the bartender's confused reply. “Every man has his price. Just tell me how much you want to keep this little thing a secret.” The bartender took a step back, breathing heavily. “Vaünce, I've known you for how long now?”  Vaünce Hortün couldn't bear to look him in the eyes.

Lies and deception were prevalent in Vaünce’s life, which is why the government of Mordün discouraged friendships. “I’m sorry I have to do this but I must report you to the Avinegrüd,” he said. In a moment’s notice, the bartender quickly threw the glass he had been cleaning, at him. It barely missed and instead hit the wall behind Vaünce, shattering in countless jagged pieces. 

Vaünce was momentarily taken aback, allowing the bartender to recover from the initial incident. The two men in the back, who weren’t as drunk as Vaünce had assumed, stood up. They staggered a few steps before regaining their composure and shook off the scattered bits of glass as their irritation grew. The bartender watched the other three people in the room, contemplating his next move.

Vaünce did the same, but there wasn't much time left for either of them. Someone had to make the first move, and unfortunately for Vaünce Hortün, it was the bartender who seized the opportunity. He sprinted toward the front door, barely escaping the angry drunkards behind him. However, he couldn't evade everyone.

Vaünce, expertly trained in calisthenics, warfare, and various forms of combat, anticipated the move. He stepped back a few paces, positioning himself near the door. In one swift motion, he drew a small knife and held it across the doorway. Hortün grimaced as the portly bartender came to a halt just inches from the blade. “Swear on my life, you were never here.”

The man trembled with fear, sweat running down the sides of his face. He faltered for a moment before asking, “Why does it matter to you so much...?” He took a large gulp, his tongue brushing against the parched roof of his mouth. Still shaking, he continued, “That you are willing to risk your position just to kill a lowly Preüator such as myself?” Vaünce glared at him, poised to speak, but was abruptly interrupted by a drowsy voice, “Hey there, buddy... I was hoping to get some more ale. Might you be the bartender?”

“No”, came the stern, commanding tone of Vaünce Hortün. He continued, “I suggest you and your pal get out of here.” The other drunkard spoke up, “No, not until we get our ale.” The bartender took a step back away from Vaünce, expecting the worst. “Get away...or else it will get messy”, Hortün warned. 

The duo took a second to look at the knife in his hand. Upon seeing it, they both dragged themselves hurriedly out of the room and into the streets. Moments after, the bartender turned his attention to Vaünce. He barked, “Answer my question!” Hortün lowered his knife and stopped glaring.

He replied, “I wish I could trust you, Borton.” He sheathed his knife and walked back to the row of metallic stools. Sitting down, he began to monologue, “But sadly, there are only a few souls in all of Mordün that can be trusted..” Borton resumed breathing normally, realizing he was no longer in danger.

Vaünce gestured for him to sit on the stool next to him, and he complied. With a slight smile, Vaünce continued, “Swear on your life that you’ll tell no one about anything I say.” Borton nodded in agreement, his eyes wandering as he listened.

Vaünce, satisfied with Borton’s response, muttered, “It’s true I’m a two-thousand. It’s also true that I command a Hümshojile of soldiers. I...” He paused abruptly. Hortün, out of the corner of his eye, caught a glimpse of a shadow passing by the door. The bartender looked down at the ground with a sense of solemnity.

“Then, Vaünce whispered, ‘If I dare say more, death will be my fate.’ Borton replied, ‘Death is a common occurrence in this world.’ At this, they both fell silent. Time seemed to stretch into eternity for Vaünce. Suddenly, a sharp, shrill voice cut through the silence. ‘#2138, what are you doing here?’”

Hortün looked up to see the voice belonging to a tall, dark-haired man with olive colored skin. The man stepped forward to reveal himself. Borton was stunned by his appearance, suddenly turning pale within moments. The man wore a long red cloak, accented with copper threads, and a black vest underneath the cloak. On the vest was his nameplate, and the words, “Varajh et vün.”

The nameplate revealed that he was #2134. The man briefly introduced himself as a Commündante as he stepped closer to investigate. He repeated his question, “#2138, what are you doing here?” Vaünce stood up from the stool and considered his answer. He thought about responding truthfully but realized the deadly consequences that could follow. 

So he lied, “I’m interrogating this Preüator for possible treason.” The Commündant replied, “So what’s with the filthy cloak?” Vaünce turned away from him for a second. He tried to conceal
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