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The phenomenon arose without warning. A burst in the air, a distant tremor... and the sky began to darken. Some swore they had seen a light rise from the horizon, beyond the sea: a glow that opened like a wound in the night.

No one could explain it. No one had time.

Afterward, everything changed.

First came the tremors. Then, the fever. People began to get sick, to twist, to mutate.

Some sprouted horns; others, tails. Some woke up with hardened skin, with claws or teeth; others with limbs where there shouldn't be any: extra arms, eyes that never closed, mouths that murmured even in sleep.

It was madness.

One that neither the Church, nor the wise, nor anyone managed to understand.

The streets filled with screams, bodies, fire. And those who did not change, the few who retained their human form, became the new enemy. They were called the Pures. And they were hunted.

Much time has passed since then. So much, that no one remembers what the world was like before. Normality became a myth, a word without an owner.

Today, people survive among ruins that never quite fall, beneath a sky that never brightens. The nights are eternal; the days, barely a dying reflection of light. The air burns with desire, with alchemy, with dust and with sin. Without them, life would be impossible. Society learned to love its own decadence. Excess, blood, and pleasure became custom.

And those who govern this new order—kings, clerics, merchants of flesh—ensure that it continues this way. Because oblivion is the only luxury they can still offer.

But the world learned nothing.

Today, the Puros are the most sought-after. Those who still retain their intact beauty. They are called relics. They are called perfect.

And pity them... pity those wretched souls if someone finds them.
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Mürhast slept beneath a moonless sky, immersed in a thick silence that was barely broken by the murmur of the river. From above, its blackened walls looked like the remains of a petrified beast, a giant dead for centuries whose entrails refused to stop breathing. It must have once been beautiful. Today it was nothing more than a ruin.

The stones, blackened by centuries of soot, formed narrow streets where the fog crawled like a blind animal, sticking to the walls, creeping through the cracks, covering everything with its damp, foul touch. The air smelled of iron, sweat, and despair. Of a rotten city.

The river, black and dense, with an oily surface, crossed the heart of the city, branching out like sick veins. By day it dragged rubbish, bodies, and alchemy waste; at night it reflected the pale gleam of the eternal lamps that burned on the walls. Their flames—blue, greenish, golden —breathed faintly, trembling against the mist, as if they too feared going out.

In the alleys, human shadows moved slowly, hunched over, covered in rags. Some showed horns or scales; others hid their deformed faces under pieces of cloth. The most unfortunate offered themselves in silence, with bony hands extended, seeking coins, a piece of bread, or simply the attention of anyone who might buy a bit of flesh or company. No one looked at them.

Men in heavy armor advanced through the streets, covered in black cloaks, golden insignias, and firm spears in their hands. Their steps echoed with a slow, grave rhythm, like hammers hitting a coffin. The homeless moved away without looking, hunching between the walls or sinking into the rubble. The guard did not protect the people. The guard protected those who lived above them.

In the distance, the towers of the Noble District emerged through the fog, bathed in a greenish glow that barely reached the spires of their domes. Farther away, higher up, the citadel of white stone, now gray and stained, dominated the horizon like a corroded memory. From there, the Council's alchemists governed everything: commerce, faith, life, and death. And while the wind carried the stench of the sewers and the smoke of the northern factories, the city continued to breathe. Slow, sick, but still alive.

The Noble District began just where the river forked into two narrow branches and the streets left behind the filth and rot. The pavement stones, dark and polished, shone under oils and alchemy to always appear wet. The walls, covered with ancient sculptures and reliefs, gleamed under the light of the soul lamps that hung from ornate columns. Everything seemed cleaner, more perfect, but this neatness was false: a mask of beauty to conceal the moral stench that permeated the air.

At this hour, the district was almost empty. The mansions of the high lineages slept behind black iron gates and tinted glass windows, isolating their owners from the rest of the world. Only one street, the district's most famous and feared, remained awake: the Crimson Lotus Street.

Night did not exist there. Rows of soul lamps burned with golden and purple fire, bathing the facades in a sensual glow. Music flowed from everywhere: violins, mechanical flutes, drums that beat with a carnal rhythm. The buildings, of carved stone and barred balconies, housed brothels, theaters, pleasure halls, and gambling houses. On floating signs, projected with alchemy, experiences of all kinds were offered: "Fire Flavor—Forbidden Sensations," "Theater of Whispers," "The Rose of Bodies," "Lascivious Dreams—Everything can be yours for the right price".

The sidewalks teemed with figures moving like seductive shadows. Women and men, almost perfect, barely touched by minor deformities: fine horns, eyes with inhuman glints, slender tails that swayed to the rhythm of the music. They offered their bodies and company with smiles that never reached their eyes. Their outfits were a mix of silk and metal, living corsets and skin treated with alchemy. Some moved with unnatural grace, as if their bones had been rearranged for pleasure.

The nobles who frequented the Crimson Lotus were instantly distinguishable. Pale faces, immaculate skin, richly embroidered robes, and ornamental canes that exhaled a greenish glow. They walked with an air of superiority, but their eyes gave them away: hungry, sickly glances, longing for something they couldn't even name. Some laughed gaspingly, others murmured through stifled chuckles; some simply watched, motionless, with a stillness that chilled the blood.

On the balconies, female figures danced among columns, bathed in the red light of alchemical fires. Their beauty was unsettling; their movements, hypnotic. Every gesture invoked desire, every shadow, a promise. It was the heart of pleasure and corruption, a place where morality had died long ago and darkness dressed up every night. The fog did not enter there. As if it feared profaning what belonged to a more ancient evil.

A black carriage moved slowly along Crimson Lotus Street, cutting its way through the crowd and the echoes of the decadent music. The horses' hooves echoed hollowly on the burnished cobblestones, while the lanterns reflected a sickly shine on its surface, like wet glass. The long, lacquered wood vehicle lacked emblems, save for an embossed seal barely visible under the light: a closed eye surrounded by thorns.

It stopped in front of one of the district's oldest houses: The Broken Flower. Its facade, a mixture of gray stone and crimson stained glass, breathed a melancholic elegance. Soft music filtered from the balconies, accompanied by laughter that sounded like distant echoes of an affected happiness.

A servant in a scarlet livery descended from the coachman's seat, hurried to the door, and opened it with a practiced bow. A figure dressed in black emerged from inside. He was tall, with narrow shoulders, a slender body beneath a velvet coat with dark brocade. In the gloom, bony fingers peeked out from the left glove, laden with rings that seemed to drink the light.

His face was angular, cadaverous. Several short, asymmetrical horns sprouted from his forehead, like fragments of bone poorly contained beneath the skin. And in the middle of them, a third immobile eye, without gleam, always open: a wound that could not close. It did not blink. It did not look. But everyone knew that it saw.

The man leaned his weight on a long cane, made of blackened wood with an oily sheen. The handle, a twisted metal sculpture shaped like a hand gripping a sphere, seemed to move slightly under the light. He walked forward with slow steps, the cane marking a dry, constant rhythm.

The courtesans who saw him approach lowered their gaze. Their smiles faded, pretending to attend to other clients. One of them, with a crystal mask and translucent fabric wings, moved away in silence, as if his presence might stain her. No one greeted him. No one dared.

Two men with bare torsos, oiled muscles, and living tattoos that crawled on their skin, opened the doors of the Broken Flower. A mist of perfume and sweat escaped from inside, laden with scents of withered flowers and strong wine.

Inside, the air was thick. Soul lamps hung from crystal chains; the music echoed more intensely, like a pulse born from the floor. Intertwined bodies writhed on armchairs and couches: women with bare chests, men covered in marks, laughter amidst gasps, kisses and blood. The clients, mostly nobles, surrendered to the flesh with an abandon that bordered on madness.

The newcomer did not stop. He advanced without moving anyone aside; the crowd parted before him as if obeying a primal instinct. He looked neither at faces nor bodies. Only at the back of the hall, where dark velvet curtains hung like a closed mouth.

An attendant parted them in silence. Behind, a narrow corridor extended, illuminated by lamps of green fire. On each side, doors behind translucent curtains offered glimpses of convulsive silhouettes: spasms of pleasure and violence, moans, screams, words in profane languages. The man walked without looking away, although out of the corner of his eye he saw everything: the intertwined bodies, the shadows that seemed to move alone. He had not come for that tonight. He had come for business.

The corridor ended in a descending stone staircase. The walls seeped moisture, and the soul lamps projected flashes in the air like trapped fireflies. As he descended, the moans dissolved, replaced by a thick, expectant silence.

At the foot of the stairs, an enormous metal door awaited him, reinforced with rivets and runes that shone in blue. He barely paused; the leaf opened from within with a deep squeak.

A giant stood on the other side. His skin, black and hard as obsidian, was covered with scales and bony spines that seemed to pulsate. He wore only leather pants and a belt with a bone buckle. His amber, pupil-less eyes settled on the newcomer with respect. The giant bowed his head.

"Welcome, Lord Vareth," his grave voice echoed in the walls like a muffled drum.

The old man barely nodded. Without speaking a word, he crossed the threshold. He descended a brief corridor to a reinforced wooden door. The air was denser there, heavy with incense and ancient sweat. The giant opened it without announcement: everyone inside knew who was coming.

The room was small, intimate. The walls, upholstered in dark velvet, were covered by golden thread curtains that suffocated the light. Only five people occupied it: all nobles, all deformed beneath their ostentation.

The first, a wide-faced man with three irregularly distributed eyes, hidden under a finely carved ivory mask. His neck was choked with jewels, and every so often a dark vein swelled over them, pulsating as if the blood refused to flow. Beside him, a tall woman, wrapped in a dress that seemed woven with shadows. Her hair was a wig of silver curls that concealed the small bony spurs sprouting from her skull. She had six fingers on each hand, all bejeweled, and her eyes were a bright red that never blinked.

The third, a corpulent noble with a disfigured jaw, covered by a black lace veil. His voice, when he murmured into his companion's ear, sounded like a deep, burned-throat snore.

The fourth and fifth were twins. They shared a single arm, a long, twisted limb that grew from the left one's shoulder and that the other used naturally, as if they took turns dominating it. They wore identical dark blue suits and smiled with an unsettling synchronicity.

All were seated in high-backed chairs, upholstered in crimson velvet. In front of them, in a semicircle, rose a small black stone platform: the place where wonders, and condemnations, were displayed for auction. Only one chair remained empty, the center one, reserved for him.

Lord Vareth advanced unhurriedly. The cane resonated three times on the floor, a dry, ritualistic sound. He settled into his seat with a slight creak of the leather. No one spoke. No one dared to greet him.

The soul lamps flickered on the walls, projecting shadows that seemed to crawl over the fabrics.

Then, a figure appeared on the platform. He was a thin man, with a sharp face and a completely shaved head. A single, long, smooth horn sprouted from his crown, ending in a shining point. Beneath his nose, a fine, almost drawn mustache. Where his eyebrows should be, he had twisted protuberances, like fingers trying to emerge from the flesh.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he said in a honeyed voice, laden with theatricality, "tonight the house has the honor of presenting a single piece. Not due to scarcity, but to relevance. There are nights when a single jewel is enough to eclipse a thousand treasures."

Two huge men emerged from between the side curtains, dragging an antique copper chest. It was covered with runes that moved slowly, as if breathing. They carefully placed it on the floor. One of them, with deformed hands and blue veins like roots, put on forged metal gloves. The other extracted a runic key from his neck, fitted it into the lock, and slowly turned it.

The runes on the chest lit up, one by one, until they traced a circle of light in the air. The lock gave way with a sound that seemed like a sigh. The man with the gloves inserted both hands and, with visible effort, lifted an irregular gem from inside, the size of a human skull. Its surface was crystalline, full of deformed points and liquid edges that seemed to move within it, as if the material were alive. From the center emanated a bluish light, thick, similar to the fire of the soul lamps, but more intense, purer... and more unnatural. Despite its size, the bearer stooped under the weight, muscles tense, teeth clenched. He deposited it on a low table, lined with black velvet. The legs shrieked and the floor seemed to tremble, as if refusing to support it.

A reverent silence took over the room. All eyes were fixed on the gem. The blue light reflected on the nobles' deformed faces, giving them a spectral appearance. Lord Vareth also watched... but not only with his two mortal eyes. His third eye, dead and perpetually open, caught a different glow: a latent, ancient, living energy. He knew instantly that it was authentic.

The man with the horn cleared his throat, pleased by his audience's astonishment. "Before you, my distinguished guests, the Alchemy of the Diamond," he announced. "The mythical gem, forged centuries ago by order of the Emperor Azharan the Immortal. A unique work of superior alchemy. Records say that its creator, the sage Kethrion of the Mirrors, managed to imbue it with the power to transmute all flesh it touches into diamond."

The nobles let out excited murmurs; some chuckled. "But," the auctioneer continued, with a gesture of exaggerated solemnity, "like all grandiose works, this one is also marked by the curse. No one who has possessed the Alchemy of the Diamond has survived more than a month." The air tensed.

"The first was Emperor Azharan himself, found turned into a diamond statue while he slept, his eyes still open, as if he had seen his end coming." The auctioneer smiled with morbid pleasure. "The second, Lord Venn Drakmar, of the House of the Seven Faces, who tried to use the gem to fortify his flesh. He was found in his tower, shattered, reduced to crystal dust. His soul, they say, remains trapped in the stone."

A shudder ran through those present. The twins laughed inwardly. The woman with red eyes licked the edge of her cup. And while the auctioneer let the silence return, Lord Vareth observed the gem with an attention that bordered on the hypnotic. The blue reflection trembled in his three eyes.

One of the nobles, the one with the jaw hidden under the black veil, growled in a cracked voice: "And how do we know it's authentic?" 

The auctioneer's smile slowly widened, twisted, lascivious, as if he had expected those words. "Ah..." he whispered, with delight, "a fair question." He made a slight head gesture. The assistant who had opened the chest disappeared between the curtains in the back. The room fell silent. Only the faint hum of the gem filled the air, a grave, living pulse.

Only a few seconds passed before he returned, pulling something... someone. It was a child. He was barefoot, covered in grime and scabs, his hair a grayish tangle. Bony spines bristled on his back, a row of deformed spikes running down his spine. He was breathing heavily, his enormous, terrified eyes scanning the room without understanding. The stench of his body mixed with the incense, impregnating the air with a nauseating sweetness of rot and fear.

The nobles reacted in different ways. One wrinkled his face in repulsion; another settled into his chair with barely disguised excitement; the woman with red eyes smiled, biting her lip. Lord Vareth, however, remained motionless, his three eyes fixed on the child, without uttering a word.

The auctioneer extended an arm dramatically. "Observe, my distinguished guests."

The man holding the little one pushed him brutally toward the platform. The child stumbled, fell face down, and his back hit the surface of the gem squarely. One of the points broke his skin.

It was only an instant. A breath. The child barely managed to scream. A blue flash burst from the wound, and a wave of energy passed through him. The air contracted with a dry snap, as if reality were breaking.

The flesh began to harden, to crystallize. His face twisted in a gesture of absolute pain; his eyes opened excessively as the body transformed from within. The veins turned into threads of light. The skin, a translucent surface. The bones compressed, curving under the pressure. And then, in a blink, it was all over.

Where the child had been, now stood a statue of pure diamond, perfect, with a cold and cruel brilliance. Every detail—the stopped scream, the fear etched in his expression—had been immortalized. Inside the gem, the blue light pulsated strongly. Within it, a reddish liquid began to stir, swirling like a vortex until it became completely transparent, clean, radiant.

The auctioneer opened his arms to the audience. "Behold, gentlemen... the veracity of the Alchemy of the Diamond."

The man with the gloves advanced. He leaned down, wrapped his arms around the crystallized figure and, with visible effort, lifted it from the floor. His muscles trembled. He carefully deposited it in the center of the platform.

The silence was absolute. The nobles contemplated the sculpture with a mixture of astonishment and delight. The blue reflection bathed their deformed faces, highlighting the monstrous nature of their fascination.

The auctioneer waited a few more seconds, savoring the spectacle. "Unfortunately, my distinguished guests," he continued in a soft, almost sad voice, "the Alchemy of the Diamond is not perfect. Its miracle has a flaw."

He snapped his fingers. The other assistant appeared, carrying a black steel hammer. Without speaking a word, he raised it over his head and brought down a brutal blow on the statue. The sound was brief, dry. The figure instantly cracked. A second impact was enough to shatter it, scattering brilliant fragments all over the floor. The pieces of diamond reflected the blue light in all directions, like a shower of dead stars.

"After a moment," the auctioneer said, looking at the fragments with indifference, "the diamond becomes as brittle as glass. Its strength barely lasts a breath. However..." he raised an eyebrow, smiling, "it is said that true alchemists, those who master the superior arts, can make this transmutation permanent."

The murmuring returned. Glasses clinked softly. Some nobles nodded with a greedy gleam in their eyes.

The auctioneer opened his arms in a solemn gesture. "Well, gentlemen. Let the bidding begin." His voice slid through the room like a poisoned whisper. "The starting price for the Alchemy of the Diamond will be three hundred thousand gold crowns," he announced, letting the heavy echo spread over the expectant silence. "A modest sum, considering that you have before you the power of the ancient emperor."

The noble in the ivory mask let out a brief, nervous laugh. "Three hundred twenty thousand," he said, adjusting one of the jewels on his neck. The woman with red eyes inclined her head with a slight smile. "Three hundred fifty thousand." The corpulent man with the black veil growled and raised a trembling hand. "Four hundred thousand." The twins looked at each other, smiled in unison, and spoke as one being. "Four hundred fifty."

The auctioneer nodded slowly, savoring every figure, every held breath. "Four hundred fifty... who offers more for the gift of turning flesh into eternal jewel?" he intoned, with an almost obscene pleasure. The woman in the shadow dress spoke up again. "Five hundred thousand."

The air tensed. The crackling of the incense filled the gaps between breaths. Glances crossed like knives. Lord Vareth remained motionless, his hands on his cane, his face impassive. The blue light of the gem pulsated on his aged skin, and his third eye shone with a distinct reflection, one that no one else perceived.

"Five hundred fifty," the auctioneer repeated, with a wide smile. "Anyone else?" The noble in the ivory mask tapped the armrest with his fingers. "Six hundred thousand."

A murmur ran through the room. The twins pressed their lips together, the corpulent man shifted restlessly, and the woman with red eyes observed everyone with a mocking grimace.

And then, between the silence and the heat of the lamps, a single voice was heard. Grave. Serene. Unappealable.

"I want it."

The auctioneer slowly raised his head. "Pardon me, milord?" 

Vareth did not change his tone. "I offer nine hundred thousand gold crowns."

A shudder ran through the room. The noble in the mask clenched his fists. The woman with red eyes let out a muffled laugh of pleasure. The twins turned their identical faces toward Vareth, and for an instant, their smiles broke.

The auctioneer opened his arms with theatrical delight. "Nine hundred thousand gold crowns!" he repeated, his voice booming. "Lord Vareth offers nine hundred thousand crowns for the Alchemy of the Diamond. Does anyone bid higher?" 

No one spoke. Only the deep hum of the gem, as if something inside it waited. The auctioneer scanned those present, drawing out the moment.

"Once... twice..." The gavel came down slowly, with a smile that widened with every syllable. "Sold."

The blow resonated with a dull echo.

Lord Vareth rose unhurriedly. His cloak slid like smoke as he leaned his weight on the cane. Silence accompanied him to the foot of the platform.

"As always, milord," the auctioneer said, bowing with exaggerated reverence, "we appreciate your visit. The Alchemy of the Diamond will be sent to your property before dawn."

Vareth looked at him for just an instant and nodded without a word. Then he turned toward the exit. The woman with red eyes followed him with her gaze until his figure disappeared among the curtains, with a smile that was not quite human.

For a few seconds, no one spoke. The noble with the black veil snorted. The one in the ivory mask poured himself wine with trembling hands. The twins began to laugh.

The auctioneer straightened up and raised his cup. 

"Let us toast, my distinguished guests," he said, his voice imbued with jubilation. He raised the crystal. "Because if Lord Vareth has bought the Alchemy of the Diamond..." a wicked smile spread across his face, "it means his condemnation is already sealed."

The others imitated him. The cups clinked. The wine spilled on the floor looked like blood. And under the blue gleam of the gem, everyone laughed. 

They laughed as if they had just witnessed the beginning of a vengeance that hell itself would have blessed.
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The wasteland stretched like an open wound beneath the moonless sky. The ground, hard and cracked, exhaled an icy breath that smelled of rust and dead roots. Not far away, Mürhast raised its blackened towers against the horizon, shrouded in mist; from a distance, it looked like a sleeping beast covered in scars and smoke. Between the two places rose a misshapen forest, a labyrinth of dry trunks and bare branches so twisted they resembled petrified bodies frozen mid-scream.

Beyond that forest emerged Castle Shogot. Its silhouette rose against the darkness like a fortress born from the abyss. The towers grew at impossible angles, linked by flying buttresses and passageways that defied gravity. Deformed gargoyles watched from the cornices with hollow eyes, and a constant drip seeped from their jaws, as though they bled moisture.

The stone, once white, was now covered in soot and dark lichens; centuries had turned it black, yet its grandeur remained intact. It was a monument to the stubbornness of time: ruined, yet still imposing.

Along the ramparts, soul-lamps burned with bluish light, flickering with irregular breaths. Through the tall, narrow windows, the darkness within mingled with those spectral glimmers, giving the castle the appearance of a living being—watching, waiting.

Inside, a deep silence reigned, broken only by the wind slipping through the cracks like a prolonged sigh. Most of the servants slept in the lower chambers, but not all. Some, those devoted to Lady Shogot, remained awake, carrying out their duties with a blend of devotion and fear. They knew their mistress loved the dead hours of the night, when the world seemed frozen and only her voice could fill the corridors.

The castle’s interior preserved the opulence of an age long since bled dry. The halls were vast, with ceilings so high the echoes took their time to die. Tapestries from forgotten kingdoms hung from the walls, their golden threads dulled by dust. On shelves and display cases, statuettes and masks brought from distant lands kept watch with eyes of stone and ivory. Swords, trophies, and ancient relics adorned the corridors beside noble portraits whose gazes seemed to follow every movement.

The armor lined along the walls gleamed under the pale soul-lamps, casting shadows that stretched like specters. The air smelled of wax, aged iron, and a sweet, persistent perfume drifting from the upper rooms.

High above, one of the towers remained awake. There, the air changed. Amid the perfume and dust lingered the acrid breath of alchemy: burnt herbs, thick oils, freshly melted metals. A greenish glow escaped through the cracks, tinting the stones and making the shadows pulse. It was Lady Shogot’s workshop—her secret sanctuary—where she worked surrounded by vials, formulas, and enigmas.

Below, in the kitchen, the servants were still moving. They boiled broths, prepared sweets and drinks, lit burners, and cleaned dark crystal cups. They did it with the same care one gives a relic. They knew that every desire of Lady Shogot had to be fulfilled instantly, without error or hesitation. No one wished to discover what happened when her will was not satisfied.

The castle slept... but not entirely. Something remained awake within its walls, breathing in rhythm with its mistress.

Lady Shogot was a beauty that skirted the impossible—a creature sculpted between desire and terror. Her skin had the tone of freshly poured milk, so white it seemed to glow beneath the greenish light of the soul-lamps. Her hair, long and wild, fell in waves to her hips, white as snow, always giving the impression of moving on its own, as though the air trembled around her.

Her figure was the envy of the council ladies: a body shaped with cruel precision, elegant, crafted for sin and menace. But, as with everything in that corrupted world, perfection bore the seal of ruin. Two thick black horns rose from her temples and curved backward like the crown of an infernal creature. They gleamed with oily reflections when the light struck them, and on their surface one could make out carvings—natural or not—that no one dared to interpret.

Her hands were long and slender, but her fingers ended in claws black as obsidian. When they touched metal, they left marks. When they touched skin, the skin remembered. In her smile, the teeth were too white, too sharp—the smile of someone who had tasted things she should not.

From her hips sprouted a coal-colored tail, strong and flexible, ending in a sharp stinger that moved with the delicacy of a thought. That extension of hers seemed to possess a will of its own—sometimes restless, other times still, like an animal waiting for orders.

Much was said about her body, though few could speak with certainty. None who had seen her naked ever spoke her name again without trembling. In the salons and banquets of the city, people whispered that beneath her dark, high-necked dresses she hid something not of this world. Some claimed that on her abdomen lay a second mouth—vast, filled with curved teeth, forever hungry. Others insisted her back was covered by a constellation of yellow eyes that opened while she slept and kept watch as she dreamed.

Whether truth or lies, everyone agreed on one thing: Lady Shogot was beautiful... but a beauty that could only be viewed from a distance. A vision that fascinated and repelled at once, like the edge of a sword dipped in poison. No one in their right mind wished to discover what hid beneath her garments.

Especially knowing what she specialized in.

For Lady Shogot was not merely the mistress of the castle. She was a sorceress—an alchemist of the old school—one who did not fear staining her hands with blood or her soul with damnation. In her tower, among carved circles and smoking vials, she worked with a devotion that bordered on madness. She experimented with life, with death, with what still throbbed on the threshold between the two. Magic was her art, her lover, her curse.

That night, as on so many others, the tower breathed with her. The vials bubbled, metals crackled on the burners, and the air was thick with sulfur and wilted flowers. Lady Shogot’s shadow slid between the lights with hypnotic grace, her dress trailing a soft whisper over the stone.

Yes, there was beauty in her. But also something deeper, older. Something the world had forgotten to fear... yet lived on in her.

Lady Shogot’s laboratory was a sanctuary of shadows and glass. The walls, covered in shelves, overflowed with jars filled with liquids in every imaginable color: some glowed with their own light, others pulsed as though housing something alive. The ancient furniture was made of wood darkened by time and by the substances splashed across it.

A dense scent of sulfur, rust, and wilted flowers permeated the air. At the center of the room stood a great black-stone table beneath a soul-lamp suspended by chains. Atop it, alchemical instruments were arranged with obsessive precision: retorts, flasks, crucibles, bone tongs, and knives with opaline blades.

Lady Shogot worked bent over one of her mixtures, her white hair falling like a curtain over her face. With slow, steady movements she held a bowl from which rose a red, viscous substance—inside it floated what looked like a human eye.

She poured it carefully into a transparent vial, watching as the liquid swirled in spirals, alive, before losing its motion. The remains in the bowl she emptied without hesitation into a container at her feet. A thin gray smoke rose from it, accompanied by a faint, sweet stench.

Beside the great iron door guarding the entrance, two maidens stood motionless. Their long ivory gowns matched the black-thread symbols embroidered on their aprons. Both were young, their beauty fragile and tragic. One had a small bone horn protruding from her left temple, which she tried to hide with her hair. The other wore a thick bandage around her neck, beneath which an unnatural swelling could be seen, as if something throbbed beneath the skin. Neither moved. Neither breathed more than necessary.

In a corner, a third girl prepared tea over a small gas burner. Her skin was pale and smooth, but where hair should have been, dozens of thin, finger-like protrusions sprouted from her scalp, quivering softly as if breathing on their own. Despite this, her face was serene, docile. She wore the same uniform as the others—perfectly clean, apron starched, hands steady around the copper kettle.

Lady Shogot’s golden eyes, outlined in perfect black, shifted between her formulas and the fire burning beneath her mixture. From time to time her lips, also painted black, curved slightly as she performed mental calculations only she understood. Then the voice of the corner servant broke the silence:

“Your tea is ready, milady.”

Lady Shogot froze at the sound. Her feline gaze slid toward the girl, who kept her eyes fixed on the floor, rigid, holding the tray.

“I’ll be right there,” Lady Shogot answered, her voice as soft as a silk thread drawn tight to the edge of breaking.

She finished stirring her mixture and set the metal spoon on the table. The liquid, now darker, began to simmer slowly, giving off a faint reddish glow. Satisfied, she allowed a smile to form on her lips. She could take a moment of respite.

She crossed the laboratory with elegant steps, her heels echoing against the stone. The servant offered a bowl of perfumed water for her to wash her hands before sitting. Lady Shogot submerged her fingers in the warm water. The claws moved beneath the surface with inhuman grace.

Silence settled once more, broken only by the bubbling of the brew still boiling, patient, on the table.

The servant approached with the tray in her hands—her motions precise, mechanical. She knelt before her mistress and set upon the table a small cup of black porcelain so thin the steam seemed to seep through its walls. Lady Shogot watched the ritual with the same attention she gave her formulas. She took the cup by its edges, careful not to touch it with her claws. Her gestures were elegant, deliberate. She brought the rim to her lips and drank a slow sip. The tea released a dense aroma of dark spices and burnt petals.

Beside the cup, the servant had arranged a small silver plate with three bites: sweets of congealed blood dusted with black sugar. Lady Shogot tasted one, barely brushing it with her tongue. Her eyes closed with restrained pleasure. She did not eat—she savored. She did not drink—she analyzed flavors as one deciphers an arcane rune.

When she finished, the servant stepped back, bowed her head, and remained motionless, like a white statue of flesh and fabric. Her posture mirrored that of the two maidens guarding the door: all three frozen in identical gestures of waiting, barely breathing.

Then, a knock was heard. Firm. Polite, yet loaded with urgency.

Lady Shogot lifted her gaze with a faint gesture of annoyance. Her eyes traveled to the door and then to the maidens. One of them, the one hiding the horn, bowed in reverence, awaiting permission. Only when her mistress nodded with the slightest tilt of her head did the girl turn the iron key and open.

The servant at the threshold was a very tall man, a colossus with broad shoulders, wrapped in dark armor etched with alchemical engravings that glowed with a faint light. His bearing was imposing, but his face betrayed the illusion of purity: two smaller eyes blinked at the sides of his forehead, and on his neck an imperfect mouth opened and murmured involuntarily.

“My lady,” he said in a deep voice, bowing his head, “I apologize for disturbing you, but Lord Vareth’s carriage is at the gate. He demands to see you at once.”

Lady Shogot frowned, discomfort shadowing her expression. She set the cup on the table with a soft porcelain click and gazed for a few seconds at the burner, where the mixture continued to simmer gently.

“Ilvarne,” she said at last, without looking at the servant, “take care of the rest. The diagram is on the table. Do not ruin it.”

Her tone was low, but every word carried a frozen edge. Her golden eyes fixed on the girl like a dagger.

“Yes, milady,” Ilvarne replied, offering a deep bow.

Lady Shogot stood, smoothing the front of her dress with delicate precision, and turned toward the door. The maidens stepped aside as her slender figure passed. The colossus waited for her to precede him, bowing his head silently before following.

The echo of their steps resonated along the stone staircase. The soul-lamps set into the corridor walls shed a constant light, golden and cold, a glow that knew neither rest nor flicker. That unmoving radiance bathed the walls with pale reflections, making her silhouette seem to advance through veils of old gold.

Lady Shogot descended with the unhurried calm of one who hastens for no one, wrapped in a glacial elegance. Her shadow, long and sharply defined by that steady light, looked like another creature following her in silence.

Below, beyond the columns of the main hall, awaited the marble vestibule. There, the darkness had manners.

The Shogot vestibule was vast, solemn, laden with ancient echoes. The vaulted ceiling vanished into shadow, supported by black columns decorated with filigrees of bone and silver. On the walls hung tapestries depicting scenes of impossible hunts: creatures with human faces and insect wings, fallen angels trapped in nets of runes. A great iron brazier burned at the center, casting a greenish fire that made shadows dance across the armor lining the sides.

Lady Shogot walked to the center of the hall, her steps whispering like a held breath between the walls. Her dress left behind a faint perfume of alchemy and dried blood. She stopped beside a dark velvet divan and, with ritual grace, sat. She crossed her legs, placed her hands on her lap, her back straight. Her golden eyes fixed on the door, impassive. She waited with the stillness of a predator who already knows how the hunt will end.

Two of her maidens descended shortly after, positioning themselves discreetly at the sides of the vestibule, their gazes on the floor. The silence was so deep one could hear the faint crackle of fire in the brazier and the distant murmur of wind striking the stained glass.

Then, the sound of a cane broke the air. Dry, firm taps marking the pace of the approaching figure. The colossus appeared first, his armor gleaming under the greenish flame. Beside him walked Lord Vareth.

Dressed in black, his coat seemed to absorb every glimmer. The fractured horns on his forehead shone under the firelight, and his third eye watched everything. The cane struck the floor with a measured rhythm, its echo mingling with the murmur of his breath.

When he crossed the threshold, the air changed. The temperature dropped slightly, and the maidens, instinctively, bowed their heads even lower. Lady Shogot did not move. She watched him approach, measuring each step, her calm bordering on provocation.

Lord Vareth stopped. For a few seconds, the silence was absolute. Their gazes locked: her golden eyes, his triple vision. In that crossing rested an old familiarity—the kind shared by two beings touched by corruption and power.

“Lord Vareth,” Lady Shogot said at last, offering a subtle bow of her head, her voice soft as silk soaked in poison. “My home welcomes you.”

The noble bowed just enough not to seem discourteous. Then he advanced without asking permission, his steps slow, measured, until he reached the armchair before her. He sat with the air of a proprietor, resting his cane between his knees, his thin fingers atop the metal pommel.

Lady Shogot observed him in silence for a few more seconds, a faint smile whispering at the corner of her lips.

“What do I owe the honor of your visit at this hour?” she asked, with a courtesy so perfect it bordered on threat. “Council business... or something more personal?”

Lord Vareth let the silence thicken between them. The crackling of the brazier mingled with the distant wind filtering through the stained-glass seams. Finally, his voice broke the stillness with a slow, calculated cadence.

“Business,” he said at last.

The word resounded through the hall like a sentence.

Lady Shogot tilted her head slightly, smiling without joy. The greenish fire carved her profile, making her look sculpted from marble.

“After so many years,” Lord Vareth continued, intertwining his fingers atop the cane, “after so much searching, so much paying... I have finally acquired a special relic. A unique piece. And I assure you, Lady Shogot, it will capture your interest.”

The lady’s golden eyes narrowed, gleaming with a feline spark.

“Few things surprise me, milord,” she replied softly, drawing out her words with poisoned elegance. “But I must admit you have succeeded in awakening my curiosity.”

Lord Vareth did not smile. He watched her in silence, letting expectation do its work. Then he spoke without grandiosity, as one states a trivial fact—though his words shook the air.

“The Alchemy of the Diamond.”

Lady Shogot’s expression changed. Her lips curled into a gesture of genuine astonishment, followed by a brief laugh—melodic and dark.

“Ah... so it truly exists. I’ve heard of it, of course. The gem forged by Kethrion of the Mirrors for Emperor Azharan the Immortal. A jewel capable of turning flesh into diamond... and, they say, of sealing its bearer’s fate.” Her fingers brushed absently along the edge of the divan. “The Emperor died petrified, did he not? With his eyes open, watching his own flesh become his tomb.”

“Precisely,” Lord Vareth nodded, never looking away. “And he wasn’t the only one. All who tried to wield its power died in less than a month.”

Lady Shogot laughed softly. Her low laughter vibrated through the air.

“Charming. A cursed object... like everything truly worth desiring.” Her eyes gleamed with delight. “If the legend is true, that gem holds extraordinary power. But if you are in possession of it, milord... I fear your lifespan has already shortened considerably. Unless, of course, you have the prudence to rid yourself of it.”

Lord Vareth inclined his head slightly, accepting the remark.

“That is precisely what I came to propose, Lady Shogot.” His tone dropped to something lower, confidential. “Not to rid myself of it, but to turn its curse into an advantage. I have it on good authority that, through alchemy, the gem might be purified. Perhaps even stabilized. Its fragility is its other curse: the diamond becomes brittle shortly after transmutation. But if someone could correct that flaw...”

Lady Shogot interrupted him gently, unable to hide her fascination.

“If someone could...” she echoed in a whisper.

Her smile stretched slowly. Her pointed teeth gleamed beneath the greenish light.

“Alchemy is miraculous, Lord Vareth. It creates wonders... and horrors. But when it is combined with magic, it stops obeying the laws of the world.” She reclined on the divan with an elegant motion; her horns cast twisted shadows across the wall. “Tell me, milord... what do you wish to propose? You have my full attention. More than I care to admit.” Her lips curled in a dangerous hint of a smile. “I daresay I find myself... exquisitely excited.”

Silence fell again. Lord Vareth observed her without replying, with that innate, austere stillness. His third eye reflected the brazier’s flame as though a dead star burned within.

“I propose,” he said at last, “to entrust the gem to you. Let you study it, subject it to your alchemy, attempt to extract all its power... while you can.”

The pleasure that crossed Lady Shogot’s face was obscene. Her breathing grew slow, deep. She closed her eyes briefly, savoring the idea, and when she opened them again, her gaze burned with piercing intensity.

“And what would this condition be, milord?” she asked softly, her voice laden with an interest as genuine as it was dangerous. “Surely such a treasure is not handed over without a price.”

“My condition, Lady Shogot,” Lord Vareth replied, placing both hands atop his cane, “is that if you manage to keep the gem long enough to study it, and succeed in evading its curse or stabilizing the diamond, we share the benefits. If you lift the curse entirely, or find a way to circumvent it, I will leave it in your possession for an entire year... perhaps we could renegotiate further, should the results warrant it. If you fail”—his voice dropped—“at least you will have had the opportunity to use it, and all the flesh you manage to transmute will be yours. After all, it is you who risks your life.”

Lady Shogot tilted her head, amused.

“So, milord, you wish to leave me your gem to work on freely, trusting that—with luck—we may achieve a miracle... and then share the profit?” Her tone was a blend of mockery and delight. “Allow me to remind you that the Alchemy of the Diamond is an ancient relic. It passed through the hands of countless alchemists, even the most renowned when it belonged to the Emperor himself. Nothing guarantees that I, a mere practitioner”—she sang the words with venomous irony—“will succeed where so many failed. You do understand that?”

Lord Vareth held her gaze without blinking.

“I understand perfectly,” he replied firmly.

She smiled. A slow, dangerous smile. Not even in her most profane dreams had she imagined such an opportunity. But she would not be Lady Shogot if she didn’t try to push further.

“I accept,” she said at last. “But I will add a condition. A tiny one, milord.” Her eyes shone with feverish excitement. “Time will be a scarce luxury. I’ve heard that some former owners of the gem died even before the promised month. I cannot afford to waste a single second. For that reason, it will be you who provides the flesh needed for the experiments”—her voice dropped into a purr—“and you understand that I am going to need a great deal. A tremendous amount.”

Her smile widened, revealing pointed teeth glittering beneath the lamps. There was in her an unsettling mix of elegance and rot.

Lord Vareth observed her in silence.

“That seems fair,” he said at last, bowing his head.

“Wonderful...” Lady Shogot whispered, and a brief, involuntary moan escaped her throat. “Simply... wonderful.”

“Then, milady... do we have a deal?” Lord Vareth asked.

“Of course, milord,” Lady Shogot replied, inclining her head with a smile that barely contained her delight. “It would be sacrilege to refuse such an opportunity.”

She fell silent for a moment, as though considering something further. The smile remained, but her eyes took on a serene glow—innocent in appearance, though nothing about her ever was.

“If I may, milord,” she said then, her voice lower, confidential, “I must request an additional detail. Among the flesh you provide... I will need, if possible, at least one Pure.” Her eyes lifted toward him, gleaming with genuine interest. “Corrupted flesh like ours tends to react unpredictably to alchemy. But the bodies of the Pure retain a structural purity beyond price. They are... far more docile under transmutation. And this may prove vital.”

She paused, with a hint of rehearsed modesty, before continuing:

“I know it is no small request. Finding a Pure today is as difficult as finding an unstained soul. I do not expect you to shoulder that cost—not in the slightest. I would simply ask that you grant access, the means. One will suffice.” Her voice softened to a silky whisper. “I will not be demanding.”

Lord Vareth did not answer immediately. He remained perfectly still, fingers interlaced atop his cane, his gaze fixed upon her. The silence stretched between them like a blade. Procuring a Pure was a forbidden luxury... but if anyone possessed the power and resources to do so, it was him.

At last, he spoke.

“That will not be a problem.”

Lady Shogot nodded slowly, suppressing the urge to smile too broadly.

“Milord is, as always, an example of efficiency,” she said softly. “And I will prove worthy of your trust.”

She straightened slightly, her silhouette casting shifting shadows against the tapestries. Her fingers brushed the edge of the divan, and her lips curved into a delicate, dangerous expression.

“Allow me one final question, milord,” she continued with the elegance of someone who knows her voice is a weapon. “When do you wish for me to receive the gem? I understand that locating a Pure will take time, but the relic... could very well arrive sooner.”

Her tone was flawless—courteous to the point of sanctity—yet beneath every word pulsed a restrained impatience, a hunger that manners could barely conceal.

Lord Vareth observed her for a few more seconds before saying:

“The gem will be delivered to you tonight. The rest, when it is ready.”

Lady Shogot bowed her head in a reverence.

“Magnificent,” she whispered, like a sigh wrapped in silk. “Then, milord... we shall await your gift.”

The brazier crackled, casting greenish sparks that illuminated the satisfied smile on her lips. In her gaze burned a feverish shimmer: the promise of the jewel... and of the pure flesh she would soon hold in her hands.
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The excitement provoked by the visit of Lord Vareth had to be immediately quenched once the noble left the castle. The idea of the Diamond Alchemy and the obtaining of a Pure had left her burning, unable to contain the fire that consumed her from within. Her mind was a whirlwind of images, a seething cauldron of thoughts that prevented her from returning to her work with serenity.

She abruptly ordered one of the slaves to be brought to her chambers. There was no time for subtleties. The wretch was dragged in amidst struggles and muffled sobs, quickly tied to the immense wrought-iron bed under the lady's dry commands. The man's fear, mixed with his mistress's frenzy, ignited a spark that was too intense. When the scene concluded, all that remained was a disaster greater than usual: the bed flooded, the sheets soaked with a viscous red, and Lady Shogot naked, panting, her hair plastered to her forehead.

She sat up slowly, covered in fluids, finally satisfied. Around her, the remnants were little more than unrecognizable scraps. She gave precise orders: clean everything, change the sheets, dispose of what was left. And prepare an immediate bath.

Lady Shogot’s bath was an unholy sanctuary, vast and solemn. The walls, covered in black marble with crimson veins, gleamed under the steady light of the soul-lamps, which cast a golden, serene glow onto the floor of smooth flagstones. In the center rested the bathtub: a monumental piece of polished stone, carved with twisted reliefs, snakes and bodies intertwined in an unsettling dance.

The water, dyed red, enveloped her like a warm embrace. She reclined inside, smiling, her gaze lost in the ceiling vault, where shadows crawled at will. The tension in her body dissolved; only the intimate glow of satisfaction remained... and the burning thought of what was to come.

A maid servant was leaning beside her. She lacked eyes: the sockets were sunken, scarred slits, furrows still fresh in some places. Lady Shogot herself had ripped them out.

Despite this, her appearance retained a strange, ethereal beauty. Her skin, an unhealthy ivory tone, seemed translucent under the golden light of the lamps; her hair, straight and dark, fell to her waist in damp strands that shone like threads of ink. Her lips, pale and thin, remained slightly parted, and each breath was a barely perceptible tremor, a vestige of life that refused to disappear.

The maid’s face, immobile, had the purity of a mutilated sculpture; a perfect balance between pain and stillness. Even so, there was no trace of complaint in her submission.

An additional pair of arms sprouted from her back, bony, but of an unusual grace, moving with the precision of an instrument made to serve.

With them, she held rough cloths and soaked sponges, and the movement of her hands was so measured, so soft, that it seemed like a prayer. The damp linen traced the lady’s skin with reverent obedience; each touch released threads of red that dissolved into the water, staining it with a warm glow.

Lady Shogot remained motionless, serene. The lamp-light played over her body as if over an ancient idol. She was still smiling, thinking about the gem... and the Pure that would soon arrive.

When the bath concluded, she stepped slowly out of the water. The liquid dripped down her body, tracing every curve with a viscous sheen. The maid, despite her blindness, moved with dexterity. With one of her extra arms, she took a dry cloth, while with another she spread out the prepared dress: an entirely red outfit, woven with fine brocades, covering her from neck to ankles.

First, the underwear: delicate black lace, placed with reverential precision. The maid moved with extreme care, avoiding brushing the forbidden zones, the cause of her blindness, with her fingers. Then came the dress, the red silk wrapping her like a second skin, and finally the corset. The servant’s extra arms crossed behind her mistress's back, tightening the laces, knotting slowly, ensuring nothing remained loose.

Lady Shogot remained silent, letting the process unfold.

In her mind, the calm was only apparent. She was thinking about the gem, about the Pure's flesh, about the brief window of time she would have to study them before their essence consumed or destroyed her. She smiled slightly as the corset laces tightened across her back.

She had already given the orders. Everything had to be ready: a special room, in the deepest part of the basement, where she would have the slaves close at hand and no one would dare interrupt her. There, right now, they would be preparing the main instruments: blown glass retorts, flasks blackened by ancient residues, copper tubes and alembics that still exhaled the sour aroma of corrosive essences. Beside them, her collection of knives: long and curved, fine as needles, serrated as claws. Tools of precision and brutality, all equally necessary to cut, dissect, and transform the flesh.

The transmutation of flesh into diamond was an irresistible mystery, a forbidden alchemy that made her skin prickle with anticipation. She had to proceed slowly, step by step, subjecting the living matter to every test, recording every reaction. Time was both enemy and ally: she could not afford to sleep. She had already foreseen the potions she would drink to eradicate sleep, bitter formulas that would consume her nerves to the limit, while her mind was sustained only by the euphoria of discovery.

She smiled, recalling the artifact's absurd provenance: the cursed gem had appeared in Mürhast, auctioned in the underground room of a brothel, among deformed prostitutes and merchants who bid with blood instead of coins. Lady Shogot still shivered with pleasure at the thought: the best objects, the most mysterious, always emerged from the most indecent places.

The maid finished adjusting the corset, smoothed the red dress up to the neck, and stepped back a few paces, bowing in reverence.

“Thank you, dear Lyrha,” Lady Shogot said in a soft voice, granting an acknowledgment she rarely bestowed. Only on her.

At the door, the colossus waited, motionless. His body seemed not to fit in the frame.

“Milady,” he said with his main mouth, while the second murmured a damp echo of his same words, “everything is prepared. Follow me.”

Lady Shogot nodded, and the colossus turned, advancing down the corridors.

They descended. The passageways narrowed with every step, while the walls oozed dampness. In some sections, sounds from the depths filtered through like forgotten laments: broken moans, dragging chains, muffled screams that seemed to come from very far away... or too close. Between the stone arches, the soul-lamps rested, illuminating everything with a faint, spectral glow.

They finally reached the bottom, one level below the slave cells. The colossus opened a double door of rusted iron, and the metallic screech resonated in the gloom like a crypt gate.

The circular room that opened before them was spacious, with a high ceiling. The stones of the dome were covered with spiral symbols, traced centuries ago with blackened blood. Around the walls, tables laden with instruments waited: flasks, knives, bowls, mortars, still-warm crucibles; everything arranged according to an order that, for the lady, was almost perfect.

Her three maidens were there. They moved objects from one side to another, arranging them in their own way, though clumsily. Lady Shogot noticed it instantly. Usually, this detail would have been enough to punish them severely. But not this time. She smiled. She smiled genuinely, pleased, as rarely before.

She approached calmly and, with her own hands, corrected what was wrong. She moved a knife that was too close to an alembic, turned a mortar to the correct position, aligned vials with ritual precision. The simple act of organizing her tools brought her an unusual, intimate peace.

In the center of the room, on a pedestal of black wood, a small, still-empty altar awaited. The gem would rest there: the core of the Diamond Alchemy. Lady Shogot contemplated it in silence, her lips curved in a slow, moist, hungry smile.

She could no longer wait.
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The carriage arrived at the castle before dawn. It was a huge vehicle, made of heavy metal, pulled by four horses of pure muscle, whose hooves echoed dully on the cracked earth of the moor. Its lanterns, soul-lamps that burned with a bluish, spectral fire, cast a trembling halo of light on the road.

Four guards on horseback escorted it, shadowy figures in chainmail and leather cloaks. They carried dark metal shields and long swords, so sharp that the glare of the lamps fractured on their edges. One of them had a third arm sprouting from his shoulder, with twisted, rigid fingers around the rein.

On the back of another, a hump was visible beneath the armor, an unnatural mound defying the line of his spine. The third had hard protuberances on the skin of his hands and face, as if the flesh had turned to stone. The left side of the fourth one's neck was swollen with a pulsating mass, from which nervous filaments protruded, twitching like twisted tentacles with every movement. They moved in formation, a silent circle of protection around the carriage.

The vehicle stopped in the castle's central courtyard. The servants waited with bowed heads, stiff as statues, not daring to approach what it was transporting.

At the entrance, Lady Shogot’s butler waited patiently. His head was shaved, revealing two small eyes that blinked on his temples and one on the back of his neck, which tirelessly followed the carriage's movement. A few thin, flexible fingers sprouted from his neck, moving uncontrollably. He was accompanied by two burly men. One of them possessed three arms, one of which emerged from the middle of his back; the other was immense, his skin obsidian and hard as scales, while his hands were disproportionately large, as were his head and shoulders.

The carriage stopped and two guards dismounted their horses. They opened the vehicle door, revealing a metal chest covered in runes. Its sides had sturdy handles, suggesting considerable weight. The guards lifted it and, with visible effort, placed it on the ground.

The guard with the pulsating neck approached the butler with measured steps, stopping a few meters away, on the periphery of the lamp-light. He extended a runic key, leaving it suspended in the air with chilling courtesy.

“As Lord Vareth promised,” he said in a deep, flat voice, without a hint of emotion. “This key opens the chest. Under no circumstances touch what is inside with bare hands. It is heavy; you will need at least two burly men to transport it.”

The butler bowed, the fingers on his neck twitching involuntarily, and took the key with reverential care, holding it with the tips of his own deformed fingers.

“So it shall be. We will give the necessary instructions.”

The guard stood upright completely, his face grim beneath the visor of his helmet.

“Inform your lady that, near noon, the first shipment of the requested flesh will arrive.”

The butler nodded again, submissively. The guard turned and mounted his horse, rigid as an automaton. The coachman, a broad-shouldered man with bony protuberances running down his back, tightened the reins with his twisted-fingered hands. The horses' hooves echoed on the ground as they started moving.

The carriage moved away, its immense silhouette vanishing into the mist. The blue lanterns shrank until they became two dying points of light, until the gloom swallowed them completely. The butler remained still, watching them disappear.

When he was sure no one was left, he turned to the men escorting him.

“Load the chest,” he ordered in a hoarse voice. “Take it to the basement. Without hesitation. And with the utmost care.”

The men lifted the chest cautiously, but with every step they took across the courtyard, the weight seemed to increase. Their muscles strained under the load, veins protruding like iron cables. The cobblestones resonated with every step, and the faint metallic creak of the chest mingled with the wind that dragged the moor mist.

Upon entering the castle, the dark stone corridors multiplied the sensation of unbearable burden. Every door they passed was an additional obstacle; the chest seemed to absorb the strength of those carrying it. Upon reaching the first staircase to the basements, it became clear they could not continue alone. Two men from the servitude were urgently called; their pale faces obeyed without question.

Eight shoulders then carried the cursed box. Every step descended was torture: the metal vibrated with a muffled rumble, the runes pulsed with a cadence that seemed to mark the beat of a buried heart. No one spoke. Everyone knew that a single slip could unleash something impossible to control.

The men finally reached the bottom of the basement and entered the circular room, vast and damp. Lady Shogot awaited them, standing in the center, expectant. Her maidens already occupied their positions: two near the door, motionless, heads bowed and hands clasped like statues; the third, Ilvarne, leaned slightly behind her mistress, ready to obey.

“Set it down there,” Lady Shogot commanded, her voice as soft as the scrape of a knife against bone.

The men entered with the chest, staggering under its weight, and deposited it in the center of the room with a metallic screech. The colossus’s gaze followed it from the door with feverish attention.

The butler approached him and, with a reverent gesture, handed him the runic key, whispering the received instructions into his ear, a brief, damp murmur.

“Withdraw,” Lady Shogot disposed, without looking up from the chest.

No one dared to question the order. The men made a hurried bow and left the room with poorly concealed relief. None of them wished to remain in the basement. No one wanted to risk the Lady, on a whim, condemning them to accompany her in whatever was about to happen.

Lady Shogot lifted her chin and uttered, as if biting each syllable:

“Come here, Tavok.”

The colossus immediately advanced, bowing until his forehead almost touched the floor. He extended the key with both hands, and the double voice resonated in unison from his mouths:

“Milady.”

Lady Shogot took the key delicately, though her claws left a red line across the servant’s skin as they passed. Tavok did not flinch. Pain had no place on his face; only obedience.

The Lady observed the key for a few moments, the runes glowing softly, and smiled with a gesture laden with desire.

“The Diamond Alchemy,” she murmured, leaning towards the chest and studying the inscriptions that covered it.

With a slow, ceremonial movement, she inserted the key into the lock. The metal yielded with a deep sound, and then the runes on the chest began to illuminate, one by one. A circle of light floated in the air, and the lock opened with a deep, metallic sigh.

“Open it,” Lady Shogot commanded.

Tavok obeyed. His taut fingers pushed the lid with visible effort. As it lifted, a bluish glow erupted from inside, bathing the room in an unhealthy clarity.

Lady Shogot held her breath as she looked within. The light sparked in her golden eyes with an unnatural intensity. There it was: an irregular gem, the size of a human skull, crystalline, covered in deformed points and fluid edges that seemed to move within it. Its interior seethed with a blue effulgence, brighter and purer than any soul-lamp ever forged.

Lady Shogot smiled. Excitement swept across her face, that expression of hunger and joy that unleashed the worst of her temper.

Such an object, so laden with souls, ought to burn like the sun itself. And yet, it remained contained, pulsing. The most perfect alchemy she had ever beheld.

Lady Shogot extended her hands in front of the chest and began to trace swift movements in the air. Her fingers drew invisible spirals and symbols that seemed to open cracks in the gloom. Each gesture carried the cadence of an ancient ritual, a silent, precise dance.

The soul-lamps flickered as if an invisible wind whipped them, and suddenly an inaudible murmur swept through the room. The servants felt it: a minuscule, but tangible, fraction of their vital forces was drained without resistance, absorbed by their mistress to feed the magic. No one protested; it was a daily occurrence, a price inherent to their existence.

The accumulated energy poured over the gem. A bluish radiance began to envelop it, and the crystal slowly rose, levitating out of the chest. Although its ascent was delicate, the vibration of the air betrayed a colossal weight, as if what ascended was not matter, but the compressed density of a thousand souls trapped in crystal.

With a measured gesture, Lady Shogot guided the gem to the altar on the black wooden pedestal. The object barely creaked as it settled, as if it were about to shatter under its own burden.

The room was illuminated with a deathly clarity that claimed absolute dominance. The soul-lamps looked pale, dwarfed, as if the gem tolerated no competition. Its light reflected on the damp walls and the strained faces of the servants.

The cold was subtle, barely a whisper on the skin, but sharp enough for each of them to realize: this was not a harmless object. Nothing in its glow suggested kindness, and even its beauty imposed a warning not to approach too closely.

Lady Shogot, on the other hand, smiled, fascinated. She leaned in, observing every liquid edge moving inside the crystal. Then she made a gesture to Tavok, handing him the runic key, an unmistakable sign that he should leave with the empty chest.

Tavok obeyed immediately. He took the chest with his bony hands, now lighter, reduced to a simple receptacle, and after a prolonged bow, he withdrew, closing the door behind him. The metallic echo of the bolt resonated throughout the room.

Lady Shogot remained standing, her eyes fixed on the
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