A Chain of Debt

Black

The Weight of Red Ink

Kael Varn navigated the narrow alleys of Nightforge, the city's perpetual twilight a
comforting shroud that masked his kind. His fingers trailed over the intricate stone
carvings adorning the walls as he walked, tracing symbols that once held meaning but
now only served to misdirect the unwary. Few knew the true art of Kael's 'corrections’,
how a well-placed whisper could unravel the threads of discord, or an unassuming
disappearance could reset the balance of power.

He reached the designated meeting spot - an abandoned fountain - as the appointed
time approached. Rainclouds gathered above Nightforge, their grey expanse echoing
the somber mood Kael cultivated in his line of work. Two figures awaited: Lyra, a
skilled blade-for-hire, and Kael's primary Curator, Brother Lucius.

The two women exchanged a measured look before turning to him. "Kael," Lyra said,
voice low and steady. "Brother Lucius says we have a contract to discuss."

"Then let us walk," Kael replied, already moving toward the city's lower quarter.
Night's chill settled heavy as they walked, the only sound being the soft lapping of
water against the alley walls.

Their destination was an unassuming townhouse in a forgotten district - more a

refuge than headquarters for House Veylan's 'specialists'. Lyra handed Kael a sealed
envelope with the particulars. He broke the seal with a practiced gesture and drew out
the contract, his gaze flicking over its contents.

"'Elara Fothergill'... merchant with ties to the Queen," he muttered. "Brother Lucius
believes she's contracted one of her own for elimination. They've tied this to House
Althor - it seems they're willing to do whatever to secure a favorable trade
agreement." He paused, eyes narrowing. "The price is steep."”

Lyra spoke up. "What's the job worth?"

"Eighty thousand," Kael replied quietly. "In Red Ink notes, paid upon confirmation of
success. Brother Lucius feels it's an acceptable risk - Elara Fothergill's connections to
Nightforge's upper echelons make this a high-stakes assignment."

Kael tucked the contract back into its envelope and handed it to Lyra. "The plan is to
infiltrate during a charity gala tonight, at the royal manor. Brother Lucius says we'll be



provided with entry credentials."
Lyra nodded. "I'll prepare my gear, arrange for a safe exit. What's your role?"

"Getting in," Kael said, his gaze roving over the city as they spoke. He made an
estimate of the evening's timing, and the weight of responsibility settled upon him like
a familiar mantle.

At dusk, dressed to blend with the high society guests, Kael slipped through the
manor's gardens. He felt the strain of anticipation, like the quiet before a storm. It was
a sensation he knew well - the price of magic often came in these moments, a small
bleed of power that would leave its mark. Tonight would be no exception.

With a whispered incantation, the intricately carved stone door swung open with
barely perceptible ease, and Kael stepped into the crowded ballroom. The evening's
music and laughter swelled around him as he navigated toward Elara Fothergill.

As he reached her side, a faint thread of magic unwound from his fingers, drawing out
her location in the crowded hall. He whispered her name, and she turned, her gaze
flicking past Kael before settling back on the dancers. The whisper dissipated into
silence as the melody and laughter reasserted themselves.

His eyes scanned the room for potential threats - Althor's men, perhaps a few curious
souls who had noticed his... particular abilities. His fingers brushed against a silver pin
at his lapel, a small token of his connection to House Veylan. The feel of it steadied
him.

Lyra materialized by his side as the night wore on, her movements economical and
precise. They blended into the crowd until Elara Fothergill was within reach. Kael's
hand closed around her arm, a firm but gentle grip.

Their conversation flowed with the evening's music - polite small talk, a few forced
smiles. He kept his focus on Elara Fothergill, searching for that one thread of discord
he could tug at. It took only a moment to identify it: a faint hesitation in her posture
when she mentioned Althor's name.

With a subtle shift in stance, Kael set the thread taut - and pulled. The sound of
shattering glass echoed through the manor as Elara Fothergill stumbled backwards,
her eyes wide with panic. In that instant, Lyra slipped forward, her blade swift and
silent.

The nightmarish rush was over; balance was restored. Kael stood amidst the scattered
guests, his chest heaving slightly - a small debt paid in magic, one he would carry for
a time to come. His gaze drifted toward Lyra, who now knelt beside Elara Fothergill's
lifeless body.



As he breathed in the evening air heavy with smoke and the scent of wet earth, Kael
Varn felt the weight of red ink settling upon him once more - the tangible cost of his
correction.

The charity gala dissolved into chaos, guests scattering in various directions as
whispers of a murder spread. Kael navigated the panicked throng with an air of
detached interest, his trained gaze picking out Lyra amidst the crowd. She signaled
him from across the room, her hand raised and then dropped quickly.

He made his way toward her, the weight of Elara Fothergill's body already removed by
unseen hands. Brother Lucius waited in a nearby antechamber, his expression somber
as Kael approached. "The note was genuine," he said without preamble. "Red Ink is
not something to be taken lightly." He handed Kael a small pouch containing a folded
note and a silver token.

"This is the mark of the contract's patron - Althor's people will look for Elara
Fothergill's killer, but they won't be searching high and low. We've been paid in
advance," he explained, his voice low. "The real challenge begins now." Kael opened
the pouch to examine the token and note within; a tiny drop of red ink had been used
to seal the parchment, and the paper itself seemed almost... warm.

He tucked the pouch into his pocket as Lyra approached, her expression still and
controlled. "We have a situation," she said quietly. "One of the guards spotted us near
the body - he's making a beeline for the manor's lord." Kael nodded; anticipation
thrummed in his chest. They moved through the winding corridors, their footsteps
weaving between the shadows cast by flickering candles.

A short burst of shouting preceded their arrival at the foyer, where a young guard
stood facing off against Brother Lucius. "You can't just waltz into our manor and kill
people!" the guard exclaimed, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Kael intervened
before things escalated further, using a subtle whisper to key a nearby servant's mind
- they were ushered out into the rain-soaked night, leaving the commotion behind.

The trio vanished into the rainclouds as one, lost among the city's labyrinthine alleys.
They slowed their pace only when they reached the safety of the townhouse in the
forgotten district. Kael lit a small fire in the main room, his fingers automatically going
to the silver pin at his lapel for reassurance. Lyra leaned against the doorframe, arms
crossed as she watched him.

"We can't stay hidden here for long," she said finally. "The guard who saw us will
remember our faces - Althor's people won't rest until they find us." Kael nodded in
agreement; a contract like this one usually came with... entanglements - those to
whom the debt was owed, and those from whom it had been taken. He glanced at
Brother Lucius, his gaze seeking reassurance on their next steps.



Brother Lucius spoke up, his expression grim. "I've arranged for temporary shelter in a
safehouse, not far from here. We'll have to be careful - the higher echelons of
Nightforge will move heaven and earth to keep this quiet.”

Kael set aside his doubts about their temporary reprieve, for now. He turned to Lyra,
who'd spoken little during their hasty retreat, her focus fixed on the streets beyond
the window. "What's our best course?" he asked, breaking the silence.

"We wait," she replied, her voice steady. "At least until we know what they're looking
for - a killer with 'particular abilities', or us specifically." She straightened from her
position against the doorframe and stepped closer to Kael. "Brother Lucius, did he
mention how Althor's people will react?"

"They'll be discreet," Brother Lucius said, his eyes avoiding direct contact with Lyra's.
"Althor values stability in Nightforge - a public scandal would undermine that. We
should remain hidden for at least a fortnight; it's the best way to keep you both safe."
He glanced between Kael and Lyra, then back down at the floor. "That is, if you're
willing to accept it."

Kael considered his options as he stood beside the fire, its flames casting a warm glow
across Brother Lucius's somber features. They'd been on this path for years - a chain
of debt and obligations that required constant maneuvering, ever-tightening noose of
consequences. One day soon, perhaps soon enough, they'd overstep and be dragged
under by the weights they'd accumulated.

He turned to Lyra, his mind making up its own mind. "We'll do it," he said, the decision
made. "For a fortnight, we'll stay hidden." The thought of Althor's people, hunting
them in shadows, didn't bring him much comfort - not with Elara Fothergill's body still
cold and Brother Lucius's note lingering in his pocket.

A faint hum of voices came from outside the window as the evening's rain-soaked
streets began to come alive. He leaned against the mantle, surveying their temporary
refuge. A worn tapestry hung crookedly on one wall, its colors faded with time - a
small token of life lived elsewhere, or perhaps simply a discarded relic in this
forgotten district. The flickering flames danced across the room's meager furnishings
as Lyra slid onto the bench opposite him.

"The price," she said softly, her eyes never leaving his. "How much did it cost us
tonight?" Kael's gaze drifted back to Brother Lucius, who'd moved away from them to
a corner of the room, his face turned aside. The firelight danced across the edges of
his features, and for an instant, it seemed as if he might reveal something more about
their benefactor - Althor, and this contract that had brought them into the darkness.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden creaking of floorboards outside their
refuge, and Brother Lucius's eyes snapped up, meeting Kael's. The fire's warmth



seemed to recede as he stepped forward. "I'll take first watch," he said quietly.

Brother Lucius departed into the darkness beyond their small refuge, leaving Kael to
settle into a silence punctuated only by the crackling fire. Lyra remained seated on
the bench, her eyes fixed intently on him as if waiting for some signal from his gaze.
He couldn't quite meet hers; instead, he let his attention drop to the flames dancing
across the hearthstones.

Kael's thoughts drifted back to Elara Fothergill - the body still a tangible presence in
his mind, bound to the weight of red ink on his palm and the token now safely tucked
away. He'd known people like her; ambitious, reaching for more than their station
permitted. There were those who coveted status, power, or even safety, but Elara had
craved something greater - freedom from the obligations that had defined her life.

The shadows in the room seemed to grow longer as he stood, his back to the fire. He
knew what it was like to be trapped by contracts and debts, living in a world governed
by rules he couldn't always understand. Lyra's presence caught his eye, and for an
instant, he wondered if she felt trapped too - bound to this life of debt, of magic, as
surely as he was.

Lyra's silence began to grate on him; it wasn't like her to remain so still. He walked
over to the window, pushing aside a threadbare curtain to peer out into the night. The
city's sounds had intensified since their arrival - music drifted from some taverns,
hushed voices from others. A lone figure strode down the middle of the street, eyes
cast down at the ground.

The rain-soaked cobblestones reflected the flickering torches like a series of tiny
mirrors. Kael's attention snagged on a glint in the figure's hand - something metal,
perhaps a pin or an ornament. For an instant, their eyes met, and he felt a jolt of
recognition, though their faces were too far apart to make out.

With a quiet curse, he retreated from the window, dropping the curtain back into
place. His breath misted on the glass as he peered out again, trying to get another
look at the figure. The street had emptied - whatever it was, it was gone now. Lyra's
soft voice cut through his reverie.

"What is it?" she asked, her words laced with a hint of curiosity rather than concern.

He shook his head, the glass fogging over as he turned away from the window.
"Nothing," he said, but Lyra's gaze lingered on him, a questioning look that made him
wonder if she'd seen something too. Kael took a seat beside her on the bench, his
eyes drifting back to Brother Lucius's empty chair. The silence had grown heavy,
weighed down by the weight of their secrets.

Brother Lucius returned from his watch, settling into the chair across from them with a
quiet sigh. "You two should get some rest," he said, his voice low and soothing. Kael



nodded in agreement; it was late, and they'd pushed themselves hard tonight. Lyra
rose without a word, disappearing into the shadows beyond their small refuge to find
the narrow pallet of blankets and furs Brother Lucius had prepared for her.

Kael remained seated, his thoughts straying back to the figure on the street - he
couldn't shake the feeling that their eyes had met, though it was impossible. He
rubbed a hand over his face, pushing aside the fatigue gathering at the corners of his
eyes. The fire crackled and spat, its warmth seeping into his skin as he settled in for
what would be an uneasy night's sleep.

Lyra returned with a quiet rustle of blankets, slipping onto her pallet across from Kael
without a word. He watched as she settled beneath the furs, her breathing slowing
into a steady rhythm. Brother Lucius leaned back in his chair, eyes fixed on some
point above their heads, and the silence became oppressive once more.

Kael shifted on the bench, his mind churning with possibilities - what if that person on
the street had been trying to send them a message? He thought of the token he'd
tucked away, and the weight of Elara Fothergill's body. What if this was connected to
something greater? The questions swirled through him like the city's night-time
sounds - distant laughter, muffled shouts, and the steady patter of rain on
cobblestones.

Brother Lucius spoke up from across from them, his voice breaking into Kael's reverie.
"We should talk about what we know," he said, his eyes flicking to Lyra before settling
back on Kael. "Althor's people will move swiftly to find us - they won't let this rest." He
paused, collecting his thoughts before continuing. "There's something | didn't tell you,
when we met tonight... something about the contract."

Kael leaned forward, his heart quickening as Brother Lucius hesitated, glancing at
Lyra once more before his words spilled out in a rush. "The token we gave Althor - it
wasn't just any token. It's a marker for one of his operatives. He wants us to find
something... something valuable to him."

Kael's eyes snapped to Brother Lucius, a spark of anger igniting within him at the
revelation. "What are we talking about?" he demanded, his voice low but firm. "We
thought we were dealing with Althor's favor, not some hidden agenda."”

Brother Lucius leaned forward, his hands clasped together in his lap as if seeking to
calm Kael down. "Althor has many interests, and this is one of them," he said quietly.
"He wants us to find something... a relic, | suppose you could call it. An artifact
rumored to grant immense power, though | fear that's just rumor."

Lyra stirred on her pallet, her eyes flickering open as she listened in. Kael felt a twinge
of resentment towards Brother Lucius for keeping this from them, but he pushed it
aside for now. "What's this relic?" he asked, his tone more measured.



Brother Lucius's expression was grim. "The Blackheart Chalice," he said, the words
barely above a whisper. "Legend has it that whoever possesses it can bend fate itself.
Althor believes it will give him an advantage over his enemies - and perhaps, if we
succeed, he'll grant us more leniency in our own debts."

Kael's gut twisted at the mention of their debts, and he glanced down at the token still
clutched in his hand, feeling a shiver run down his spine. This was no small ask; Althor
was pushing them into the heart of darkness itself. He met Brother Lucius's gaze,
searching for any sign of weakness or doubt, but found none.

"What do you know about this Chalice?" Lyra asked, her voice laced with a mix of
curiosity and trepidation.

Brother Lucius hesitated before speaking. "Very little, I'm afraid. Rumors are all that
remain - whispers of an ancient cult that worshipped it as a symbol of power. They
were thought to have destroyed the Chalice, but some believe it remains hidden,
waiting for its next master." His eyes locked onto Kael's, and he spoke in a low tone.
"We'll need to tread carefully. The Order of the Black Rose has many enemies; if
Althor wants this relic, so will others."

As the night deepened outside their small refuge, the shadows seemed to grow
heavier, weighing down on them like the secrets they now shared.

He rubbed his temples, trying to massage away the tension gathering there. The
Blackheart Chalice was a myth - a relic of a long-forgotten era, rumored to grant
unimaginable power. And Althor wanted it. This was what they'd been reduced to:
pawns in a game of power and intrigue.

"What's the likelihood of finding it?" Lyra asked, her voice still low from sleep, but
laced with a hint of determination.

Brother Lucius shook his head. "l don't know. | only know that Althor believes it exists,
and he's willing to take significant risks to get it. We should be cautious - if we fail,
our debts will grow heavier still."

Kael stood up, pacing the small space between them as Brother Lucius continued, his
words spilling out in a rush. "Althor's operative is searching for us; we can't afford to
lead him directly to the Chalice. We'll need to create a trail - something for them to
follow, and hope they're too distracted by their own interests to notice our true goal."

Lyra sat up on her pallet, frowning as she listened. "l don't understand what's at
stake," she said, her voice tinged with concern.

Kael stopped pacing, his eyes snapping back to Brother Lucius. "You think Althor
really believes this relic exists? Why?" he asked, the words spilling out of him like a
challenge.



The old man's expression was grim. "Althor has many interests, and often these can't
be easily understood. Perhaps it's a rumor that holds more truth than we think - or
perhaps...l don't know." His voice trailed off, leaving the unspoken implication hanging
in the air like a challenge.

Kael felt a spark of anger ignite within him at Althor's motives, but he doused it,
forcing himself to focus on the task ahead. They had no choice - they needed this relic
for their own survival, and if that meant navigating the treacherous waters of intrigue

with Althor...
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