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CHAPTER ONE

 

Fire

 

"Mommy? Daddy?" Connor yelled frantically between coughs as smoke seared his lungs. 

He squinted and blinked away tears. Ash stung his eyes, and everything was a blurry mess of black and orange.

His heart pounded in his chest as the fire raged around him, and the roof above groaned ominously.

He instinctively raised his arms to protect himself from the debris that drifted down, but it did nothing against the oppressive heat around him. 

Only one thought pushed him forward. He had to find his parents. 

A deafening boom shook the house.

Bookcases crashed to the ground, sending their contents sprawling all over the floor and feeding the hungry flames.

Smoke choked his lungs, and he fell to his knees.

He shook with fear, but when he thought about his parents, he found the strength to stand again even as the floorboards creaked and groaned beneath his feet.

He gritted his teeth and took unsteady steps forward once more.

A wooden beam plummeted from the ceiling and smashed into the floor not far from him, releasing a cloud of ash and cinders. 

He jumped back, and a shiver ran down his spine as he looked at the massive, burning beam that could have crushed him.

But, he couldn't give up.

"Mommy? Daddy?" he screamed again as he stumbled down the one path that wasn't blocked by rubble or fire.

"Where are you?" he cried though it came out hoarse and he broke out into a coughing fit. 

His parents never let him out of their sight for longer than a second.

He feared never seeing them again. He was only four, but he knew enough to know that things could go away forever... they could... no! He wouldn't let himself think that.

They were here somewhere.

They were probably trying to find him, but how could they hear him over the explosions that ripped apart the air and shook the earth. How could they see him in the fire and smoke?

"Mo-?" He choked on smoke and coughed as his dry, burning throat couldn't finish the word. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was filled with ash.

He heard screams outside before an inhuman roar drowned them out again.

He made it to the other side of the passageway, and someone grabbed him and scooped him up.

He couldn't see their face, but he didn't need to.

"Daddy!" he choked out the word though his throat still burned from the smog around them.

"I've got you, my boy... I've got you..." his father said.

"What's happening daddy? Where's mommy?" Connor asked. 

"Shhh, son. It's all okay now. Mommy is fine, she's just busy right now," his father said as he carried Connor through their burning home. 

Now that he'd found his dad, everything would be okay. Even so, he held onto his father tightly, afraid that he might somehow disappear.

His father rushed through the house, and into a room that Connor was never allowed into. His father set him down on a workbench and grabbed a piece of parchment while looking around frantically.

Connor picked up a quill next to him without thinking and handed it to his father. 

His father took the quill and scribbled something on the parchment, but Connor couldn't see what.

His father folded it, took a pouch from his belt, and handed both to Connor.

He held Connor's little hands in his massive paws and looked him in the eyes.

"Hold tight onto this. When you see your Uncle Victor you give this to him okay?" his father said.

When he saw his uncle? Victor? Who was that? That made no sense.

But, this was clearly important to his dad. He nodded and clutched the parchment and the pouch as tightly as he could. 

"That's my boy," his father said as he tussled Connor's hair. 

Connor smiled as he looked at his dad with love in his eyes. Everything would be okay as long as his dad was around.

A chunk of the wall ripped away in a cloud of dust and a shower of rubble, and the house shuddered as though about to collapse.

The debris settled, revealing Connor's mother where the wall used to be. Her long, dark-blue hair flowed around her, caught in some unseen wind.

Behind her, twenty-foot tall metal statues carrying massive swords as large as they were slashed at robed men.

Flashes of color burst from the robed men, lightning, fire, and blue energy lashed out at the colossal statues, and loud booms sounded after each attack.

So that was where all the noise and the fire had come from? What was happening? 

Connor returned his attention to his mother, ready to ask those very questions. But, something dark and red covered her skin and clothes, and the words died on his lips.

"...Mommy?" he said.

"Is he ready?" she asked, her eyes brimming with tears.

Connor's father nodded solemnly. His mother turned to Connor and embraced him tightly, almost crushing him.

He hugged her back with as much strength as he had, still clutching the paper and pouch as tight as he could. 

"Be good my baby boy," his mother said as tears streamed down her face, "we love you always."

She raised her hands, and everything went white.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

The Wizard

 

Connor awoke with a start. He tried to get up, but his feet tangled in his bed sheets and he tumbled onto the floor.

He kicked off the snarled mess as he looked around frantically, but there were no flames and no smoke. Just his room in his uncle's manor on the palace grounds, softly lit by moonlight that streamed in through the window.

Far from the last night he ever saw his parents.

He slumped back against the wooden floorboards and wiped the sweat from his brow as he took in a deep, shuddering breath of cool night air.

He sighed.

It wasn't the first time he'd dreamed of that night, and he was sure it wouldn't be the last either.

How could someone get over losing their parents?

Part of him felt stupid for still having nightmares about something that happened fifteen years ago, but another part was glad that he hadn't forgotten them.

He still missed them.

Every day. 

He clambered to his feet with a groan and rubbed his elbow where he'd caught himself on the floor. At least, he hadn't landed on his face.

He peered out the window, across the palace grounds with the beautifully maintained gardens and the guards moving about with their shining plate armor gleaming in the soft light of the moon.

"Damn it. It's too early," he said as he rubbed the sleep out of his eyes.

His heart still pounded in his chest like a drum. 

He took a long, mournful look at his bed and turned away. He wouldn't get back to sleep now. 

Every time he had that dream, he wondered what had happened to his parents.

Were they still out there somewhere, looking for him? Would he ever find them, or at least learn what happened that night?

After that white light, he had found himself somewhere far... far away. His mother had transported him to his uncle Victor, and he had never seen his parents again.

He had asked his uncle about what had happened over and over again, but each time Victor had said he didn't know.

That didn't stop Connor from asking.

He wasn't stupid. The chance they were still alive was slim, but even so, he wanted to know what had happened to them.

To find who, or what took them from him, and make them pay.

"Victor might have given up on them, but I never will," he muttered darkly.

Today was the day he could finally do something that would put him on the path of vengeance he so craved. It was time to become more than a thief, and a spy.

He lit a candle and stared at his reflection in the mirror as he shaved his beard. His dark eyes grew darker still as thoughts of revenge swirled in his mind.

He cleaned himself up and put on some of his more formal clothes before he left his room. 

He felt naked without his leather armor or his rapier, but the old man wasn't fond of weapons, and Connor wanted to make the best impression he could.

This might be his only chance.

The night was silent as he left his uncle's manor on the palace grounds, and strode toward the palace itself.

Along the way, he passed a few of the nighttime guards on patrol, and many of them saluted him as he passed.

He gave each a polite nod in return and kept on his way. 

These guards had no idea who he or his uncle were, or what service they performed for the palace.

Though there were rumors of course, and he knew them.

As well he should, he'd started most of them.

It helped to keep people guessing. 

Going to see Elgar, the head wizard in the city, to become his apprentice should start some new and interesting ones.

 

His footsteps echoed in the empty palace hallways, the only other sound the sputtering of torch flames along the walls. 

He came to a set of twelve-foot high wooden doors with glowing blue runes inscribed in the archway above.

He swallowed hard, and his heart pounded in his chest.

He planned to ambush the head wizard as soon as he woke up, and convince him to give Connor a trial, so he could prove his magical talent and become the wizard's apprentice.

He yearned to search out what happened to his parents, and when his magical talent revealed itself, he felt that perhaps it could be the key to achieving his dream.

His magic was weak, and he had limited control, but with a little training that would change.

Time crept by as he waited in the empty hallway.

He itched to knock on the door as he paced up and down the width of the corridor, but he needed the wizard to be in a good mood.

Waking him at an ungodly hour of the morning wouldn't help with that. 

"Oh by the gods! Come in already!" yelled a voice from inside.

Connor raced to the doors and pushed them wide open. The heavy wood groaned as though it too were upset at being awakened so early, and Connor stepped inside.

A wrinkled, old man with bushy eyebrows and a finely combed beard sat behind a large oak desk piled high with ancient tomes cleaning his glasses.

"About damn time," he said, "I heard you running up and down outside. How am I supposed to focus with you thumping about like a bloody great troll?" 

"Sorry to disturb you, Head Wizard," Connor said with a bright smile.

Elgar put his glasses back on and glowered at Connor. "That's funny, you don't look sorry," he said, "why are you bothering me?" 

"I want to become a wizard," Connor said.

Elgar stroked his long, gray beard. "Well... good luck with that," he said with a smirk.

He looked down and started leafing through a large book.

Connor waited... and waited, but Elgar didn't even bother to look at him again.

Connor tightened his jaw and folded his arms. Damn that old man. If Elgar thought he would give up so easily, he had another thing coming.

An hour passed as Connor waited like this, and the wizard showed no sign of noticing him.

Connor ground his teeth and finally cleared his throat loudly. 

Elgar looked up at him and sighed. "Are you still here?" he asked.

"Yes," Connor said through clenched teeth.

"Well? What do you want already?" Elgar asked.

Connor let out a slow breath to keep his temper in check. "I want to become a wizard. I would like you to teach me," he said.

"Teach you?" Elgar said, "you were serious?"

Connor felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders as hope surged in his heart.

Then the old wizard burst out laughing.

Connor balled his hands into tight fists at his sides while the wizard's laughter echoed in the large office.

Elgar laughed so hard that tears formed at the corners of his eyes. "A thug wants to learn magic? Oh ho! This is the funniest thing I've heard in an age!" he said.

Connor glared at the wizard.

"I can already do magic," he growled.

Elgar's laughter slowly died down into a fit of giggles before he finally got his breathing back under control.

"What did you say?" he asked as he wiped at his eyes.

Connor took a deep breath to steady himself though he squeezed his fists so tight that his knuckles turned white. "I said, I can do magic," he said evenly.

Elgar raised a bushy eyebrow. "Truly? What spells do you know?" he asked.

"I don't know any spells, but I can do some simple and weak magic, and I want to learn how to do more," said Connor. 

"No spells?" Elgar asked with a dubious expression while stroking his beard again as if it were a pet, "show me."

Connor let out a sigh. At last! 

He walked to the nearest candleholder and blew out the candles, leaving wisps of smoke trailing in the air.

"I don't know any formal spells, nor do I have any formal training so I would warn you that it can be a little unstable," Connor said.

The wizard waved his hand. "Just get on with it," he said, though his eyes shone with a hint of curiosity.

Connor's palms started to sweat.

This was his chance to show what he could do, but his magic was erratic and weak.

What if it didn't work? What if he blew his chance?

He turned his attention to one of the candles and held out his hand with one finger pointing at the wick.

He closed his eyes and reached inside himself for his magic that writhed within. He grasped it with his awareness and pulled on it. 

Like always, it wriggled and squirmed away from him like an eel. He furrowed his brows and wrestled with it, pulling it down his arm and through his fingers as he directed it out toward the candle wick.

A small flame sprouted from the tip of his finger and lit the candle.

He let out a breath he didn't know he'd been holding, and turned to face the wizard.

Elgar was still stroking his beard though now there was a soft smile on his lips. "Perhaps, you're not just a knuckle-dragging idiot..." he said.

Some of the tension Connor felt melted away, and he smiled.

Elgar stood up from behind his desk and walked away. 

What? Hadn't he just impressed the old man?

"Well?" Elgar asked, "are you coming?"

Connor's eyes lit up, and he dashed after the wizard.

He followed Elgar through another archway similar to the first, but a bit smaller, into another section of the head wizard's quarters.

Where the room before was relatively spartan, with only a desk and enough books piled on it to sink a small boat, this section was like stepping into another world.

Bookcases towered above them, reaching from the ground to the ceiling a hundred feet above.

Connor shuddered. "Gods have mercy," he muttered under his breath.

If the wizard took him on as an apprentice... would he have to fetch books from the top shelves?

Movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he turned to look at the rest of the room.

Feather dusters and cloths flew through the air, dusting, cleaning, and polishing every surface as they flitted around with a mind of their own.

He couldn't take his eyes off the magic happening around him, and tripped over a broom. 

He reflexively grabbed one of the shelves and stopped himself before he hit the floor.

The broom he tripped over waggled at him as though scolding him for his inattention before shuffling away.

"Do keep up," said the wizard over his shoulder as he evaded everything with a practiced ease without even sparing a glance. 

Connor's smile grew, and his heart pounded faster with each step as he rushed after the wizard.

He made sure to watch where he was going this time. 

"You have magic, but we'll see if you have what it takes to become a real wizard," Elgar said.

More tests? Bring it on.

He led Connor to a large, circular room far in the back. Loose papers and strange devices littered the floor and desks like the work of a madman.

Connor's hungry eyes took in everything around him as he practically vibrated with excitement, but when he looked up, he froze, and his eyes went wide.

A glowing globe ten feet in diameter floated in the air above their heads.

It was full of color, deep blues, sandy browns, vibrant greens, and parts as white as freshly fallen snow.

He watched it, mesmerized. It felt familiar somehow, and as he stared at it, he noticed that it was slowly turning. 

He looked closer. It wasn't perfectly smooth like he'd first thought. There were ridges, crevices, letters, and strange markings.

His eyes went wide when he realized what it was.

An incredibly detailed model of Terra, of the whole world, suspended in the air with magic.

The writing marked the different names of countries, and regions with faint lines dividing it into sections, showing the borders. 

Its beauty and detail was breathtaking. No dusty, old map could ever compare.

He stood on the tips of his toes. When he did, he could just barely see the city they were in.

The massive towering walls of Vigil looked like almost nothing. In fact, he assumed that even these tiny walls on the sphere were actually sized up so he could see them.

He knew the world was huge, but seeing it like this...

"Splendid isn't it?" said the wizard beside Connor.

Connor pried his eyes away and turned back to the wizard. "It's incredible," he said, "where did you get it?"

"I made it. It took me years of tinkering, but it was worth it," the wizard said with a note of pride. "The nobles have been trying to buy it off me for years," he continued with a laugh, "but I'd never let them have it."

 "But enough of that. Let's see if I can make a wizard out of you. You may have some magical talent that allows you to do spells without having to vocalize or go through incantations. But, you can forget that nonsense. We'll only be doing real magic here.

"What are you waiting for boy? Bring me that book," Elgar said, pointing a bony finger at a heavy tome with a red, withered cover.

Connor's hands shook with excitement as he took the book off the shelf with great care and respect.

He turned it over in his hands, inspecting it, as he brought it to the wizard. He felt like he would explode. He was finally going to learn some magic... he was so close now...

Under the wizard's instruction, Connor placed the book on a stand and started flipping through it.

The book was ancient, and it felt like the pages would crumble into dust if he wasn't careful.

"This book contains basic spells. Most of them are rather useless, but until you master them, you'll never be able to do the more complex spells. They're also perfect to test if you really have any ability.

"Stop there. You'll be doing this spell. You already know how to light a candle, so this should be easy. It's just a simple spell to light candles. It's rather useless actually. There are far easier ways to do something so basic. It's a good starting point, though," Elgar said.

Connor read through the ritual. Just as Elgar had said, it was a long, if simple, ritual to light a candle.

It would be far more time consuming than even his unstable magic, but the words and motions looked simple and easy to do. If a bit long-winded.

He practiced the motions and the words. Elgar corrected a few minor errors, but he quickly had the ritual down, and it was time to do the spell properly, not just in practice.

Just as in his few minutes of practice before, he moved his hands over the candle on the desk in front of him as he said the words of power.

Nothing happened.

He furrowed his brows. He'd done everything right hadn't he? Elgar hadn't corrected him... had he missed something?

"Come on boy," said Elgar with a huff, "If I'm going to train you, we have no time to dawdle on such simple tasks. Quickly now, come on."

Connor tried again. This time, he pulled on his magic and channeled it into the spell more like he normally would.

He strained with the trickle of power inside him, and the wick of the candle glowed softly before dying out again.

He ground his teeth.

He was following the instructions perfectly, even going so far as to pull on his magic. Why wasn't this working?

Elgar sighed. "Perhaps you aren't fit to be a wizard after all," he said.

Connor wouldn't accept that. He refused to. He hadn't come this far only to fail now!

If his magic wouldn't work, then he would make it work.

The wizard's impatient gaze bored into him, as he went through the spell again.

But, this time, he poured all of his anger and frustration into the spell as he pulled on his magic as hard as he could.

He felt like a rake was being dragged through his veins. His hands trembled over the candle and throbbed with more power than he'd ever felt before.

Again, nothing happened. It was like it was stuck and just wouldn't budge.

Why did his magic have to be so damn difficult to use! 

He struggled with his magic, forcing it with all his will and concentration.

His hands started to tingle. 

"Right, I suppose that's it," Elgar said, "I guess you aren't meant to be a wizard. Sorry, lad." 

The wizard's words sent a spike of rage and despair through Connor's whole being.

He trembled, burning with anger, as his magic thrummed inside him like never before. Still locked in the end motion of the spell.

Something gave, and his magic finally released.

The candle exploded in a burst of flames sending hot wax everywhere, but he didn't stop. He kept pulling as hard as he could on his magic, despite the pain it caused him.

He would make this wizard see what he could be.

Fire crackled in mid-air, swirling and twirling chaotically as he pushed all he could into it.

The fire reacted to itself and exploded. It knocked Connor and the wizard onto the floor and roared upward, engulfing the magical globe which had fascinated Connor earlier.

The globe flickered and dropped like a rock. It smashed into the floor and shattered into a million pieces, sending out a pulse of blue energy.

The blue energy melded with the fire and created an intense blue flame that incinerated anything it touched as it spread across the room.

Connor and the wizard cowered in the corner as flames enveloped everything around them.

Beside him, Elgar's mouth hung open in shock and horror as his instruments, his books, and his prized orb were destroyed right before his eyes.

Elgar snapped out of it and extended his arms as he said a word of power. A freezing cold wind burst from his fingertips and covered everything in a layer of frost and ice.

Connor stayed in the corner, trying to avoid the raging flames and the biting cold that surrounded him. 

When the last flames died out, he stood up.

The floor was a blackened mess covered in ashen piles of what were once priceless books and artifacts. The gorgeous orb lay in shattered pieces like worthless shards of glass.

Elgar stood in the center of the room, his eyes filled with horror.

Connor swallowed hard. "I'm sorry, I never meant to—" he started.

"Get out," Elgar said as he trembled with rage.

"I'm sorry, it's just my magic is so unstable. That's why I came to you for training..." Connor said.

"I said get out!" Elgar bellowed. The veins in his forehead pulsed as he continued, "Do you not see what you have done? A simple spell! One of the simplest, and you caused ruin and chaos! You will not learn magic! Not from me, or any wizard in this entire city. I'll make damn sure of that! You will never learn magic."

"But I—"

"Get out!"

 

Connor sat alone in one of the many corridors inside the palace with his head in his hands.

This had been his chance to walk a path that would grant him the power to seek out his parents and find what happened to them. His path to revenge and retribution.

And he'd failed.

It was like a knife to his heart.

When his magic had appeared, he'd thought it was a sign of what he was meant to do. A way out of this life. A way to get the vengeance he so desperately craved.

But, clearly, he was wrong.

His memory of his parents was little more than a blur, but he knew that they loved him. That he was happy. And, that he missed them.

Besides, they were his family, and they'd been taken from him! How could he just sit back and do nothing the way Victor did? How could he care about corrupt nobles, or anything in Vigil when the ones who'd taken his parents from him walked freely?

He squeezed his hands into fists in his hair. If only his magic would just work! Every time he tried to use it, it was like he was straining against some invisible weight and now this? 

Sunlight streamed in through the windows and onto his leather boots.

Great. After waiting for Elgar, and going through that stupid test, he was running late.

He let out a ragged sigh and got to his feet.

"Just what I needed," he muttered.

He wasn't in the mood for more training for a life he didn't want, but making his uncle angry with him would only make this day worse. 

He started on the long walk back to his uncle's manor, through the now bustling hallways of the palace.

Despite already being late, and far away he didn't rush.

His excitement from earlier had soured into the bitter taste of defeat. As if it wasn't bad enough that he'd failed the test, he just had to enrage the city's head wizard. Now no wizard in all of Vigil would teach him.

At least he hadn't been turned into a frog, he thought bitterly.

 

The manor was a large building of cleanly cut stone and polished wood. It looked every bit like a wealthy noble's manor on the outside, but the inside was filled with training equipment and the office of the city's spymaster, Victor.

Connor felt like a dark cloud hung over him as he approached, and his thoughts turned increasingly bitter.

Victor was a master of secrecy, deception, and misdirection. He tried to pass it on to Connor, but in the end, as talented as Connor was, he had no desire to live the life his uncle did.

He wanted friends, not assets.

A lithe figure leaned against the manor door. Dark fabric and leather armor covered her from head to toe, leaving only her intense violet eyes visible.

Despite having her whole body covered, it was easy to tell she was a woman as her clothes and tight-fitting armor hugged every sensual curve.

She radiated danger, and anyone would avoid her on an instinctual level like a mouse would avoid a cat.

If they noticed her that was.

Even the royalty didn't come near her and left managing her to Victor. She was the top royal assassin, and one of his best friends. 

"Yeah, I know I'm late," Connor said.

Her violet eyes narrowed as she looked him over. "Victor is not amused," she said.

He followed her inside the manor and Victor appeared from around a corner.

"Glad you could condescend to grace us with your presence," Victor said.

"Sorry, uncle," Connor said half-heartedly. 

"Don't apologize to me. Apologize to your sparring partner. She's been waiting for hours," Victor said.

Connor winced.

He never could beat Adelia in a sparring match, and after making her wait for so long, he was in for a brutal beating.

It seemed today was destined to be terrible. 

They walked to the sparring room, and he couldn't stop wishing that he'd passed that damnable test.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Adelia

 

The sparring room was huge. Easily the size of a warehouse and the biggest room in the manor. In it, was every type of weapon and training area imaginable, including a variety of different terrains.

Adelia moved toward the sandbox, and Connor shuddered. 

It was a square box, measuring thirteen-meters on each side with a border of dark, polished wood covered in glowing runes that trapped all the sand within the box. 

Whenever somebody left the box, any sand on them would slide off as if trapped by an invisible screen. 

Victor liked a clean home, and this was his expensive solution.

The sand helped to cushion the impact from falls and to soak up blood. Yet, despite the countless sparring sessions, the sand remained spotless.

Connor tried not to think about what exactly it did with the blood it collected.

That she selected it meant that he was going to spend most of his time on the floor groaning in pain.

Victor stood on the sideline ready to observe and critique Connor.

Adelia tossed a quarterstaff to Connor. He caught it with practiced ease and stepped onto the sand. 

He took a defensive stance, hoping to at least reduce the beating he was about to receive.

Adelia entered an aggressive attack stance, as she almost always did. Her violet eyes the only part of her visible, as she stood motionless.

He always wished she would take off the cloth mask that covered her face.

Never being able to see her expressions was unsettling. It also made it nearly impossible to read her.

He steadied his breathing, doing his best to clear his thoughts.

Without warning, Adelia sprang forward in a blur of motion.

He blocked her attack and countered.

She swatted his feeble counter aside with ease before dropping to her knees and spinning her staff into the back of his legs. 

He landed hard on his back, and his breath left his lungs in a whoosh.

He groaned. Who'd decided this sand was soft to land on? 

"What are you doing? Get up. You've wasted enough of our time already," Victor yelled from the sidelines. 

Connor gritted his teeth and climbed to his feet. He entered a defensive posture again.

Adelia circled him like a shark, before dashing toward him with a speed far superior to anyone he'd ever met.

Her movements were fluid, graceful, and as swift as the wind.

He struggled to block her attacks as she pressured him harder and harder.

She hit his fingers, sending a shock of pain through his hand. His staff slipped from his grip. She spun and kicked him squarely in the stomach.

He flew through the air and landed in a heap. He clutched his aching fingers and hugged his stomach as he gasped breathlessly. 

"Come on Connor! On your feet! Your enemy doesn't care how much it hurts!" Victor shouted.

Connor ground his teeth as his uncle's words only fanned the flames of anger in his heart.

Adelia was his friend, but he was starting to hate her as she repeatedly beat him. After the morning he'd had, she could at least take it easy on him. 

They continued to spar, though he wasn't sure if it could be called that with how one-sided it was.

His fingers had turned blue-black from where she'd struck him earlier. His stomach had settled down, but since then she'd hit him on his shoulders, legs, chest and even his back.

His entire body throbbed with pain.

He glared at Adelia as he stood up on shaking legs after another hard knock to the ground.

He spat blood onto the sand.

She was supposed to be his friend, yet she was beating him mercilessly, and he hated her for it.

"What are you glaring at her for?" his uncle said, "she's been taking it easy on you from the start. Maybe you should glare at yourself and focus!" 

Connor turned his glare to his uncle before returning his attention to Adelia.

His anger had been building since the meeting with the wizard earlier had gone so horribly wrong, and now he had been getting steadily beaten by Adelia.

He was distracted, but he refused to believe that she was taking it easier than normal. After being pounded on for so long, his temper was at the point where he couldn't focus on being defensive anymore.

He wanted her to feel some of the pain he was experiencing for once, so he switched to an aggressive stance.

His mind was filled with rage, pain, and disappointment as he charged at her, and swung hard.

She deftly swatted it aside and counterattacked with precision, landing a solid hit on his already bruised shoulder.

He grunted but continued to attack. He wanted to land a solid hit at least once. 

She swatted his attacks aside and counterattacked each time. Her staff connected over, and over sending shocks of pain through his body each time, and further infuriating him until he was charging at her in a blind rage. 

He swung down hard at her. She sidestepped out of the way and smashed her staff into his side.

He spun through the air and landed hard in the sand again. He groaned between ragged breaths. Pain throbbed in every inch of his body. It hurt just to breathe. 

"If you can't be bothered to focus on your training then you may as well have not shown up," said Victor, "you're only wasting everyone's time."

 

Connor shook with rage. This day had been nothing but disappointment and pain. He was used to his uncle's never-ending criticism, but today was just too much.

He couldn't take it anymore.

"You're right," he said, "I shouldn't have shown up."

He spat more blood onto the sand and stepped off the platform. 

"I'm sick of you. I'm sick of pretending I want this life. I'm sick of taking your orders," he said, glaring at his uncle before looking at Adelia, "and I'm sick of having the crap beaten out of me. But mostly, I'm sick of how you just gave up on my parents. On your own brother!" 

"Boy, you have no idea what you're talking about! You think I gave up on my brother? I searched for him! I searched for years, and I found nothing!" Victor said. 

"Then we should find the who or what did this and make them pay! Instead, you sit here hiding in this city. Protecting a bunch of senseless nobles! We should be out there! We should be hunting those bastards down! Not sitting here looking for traitors, or crooked guards!" Connor yelled and walked away.

"Get back here, we aren't through!" Victor shouted. 

Connor ignored his uncle and kept walking.

"To the twelve hells with you then!" Victor said, "ignore your training. Get yourself killed in the streets! See if I care!"

Connor snorted and waved his hand negligently over his head without looking as he walked away, doing his best not to limp.

He tossed his quarterstaff across the room with his good hand.

It clattered against the wooden floorboards, but he ignored it and picked up a jar of turquoise gel on his way out of the room.

He limped through the long, elegant corridors of the manor as he fumbled with the jar.

His hand was a mess of black and blue bruises, and he gritted his teeth against the pain as he twisted off the lid.

He generously applied the gel to his bruised hand and heaved a relieved sigh as the pain subsided. 

He tested his bruised fingers and was surprised to find that they weren't broken.

Maybe she had been taking it easy on him after all. 

She always beat him, but not usually this badly.

He sighed and shook his head. This wasn't like him. He was distracted, upset, and off his game, but he just couldn't calm down. 

He hated this day. He hated his life. 

He stormed out of the manor toward a marble mausoleum as white as bleached bone on the palace grounds. Most people didn't like being around the dead, which is what made it such a perfect cover.

He checked over his shoulder, making sure he wasn't being followed, and stepped inside. His footsteps echoed in the tomb as he passed row after row of noble graves.

Most of them were for the royal family, but a few belonged to other nobles and even a select few that weren't strictly nobles but had done a great service for the royal family.

Each one had a statue depicting the owner of the grave resting atop the marble slabs as though they were merely sleeping. 

He ventured down a long, winding staircase passing by more levels of the mausoleum, each much like the first.

He went down three floors and passed through a wide archway into another long room filled with rows of ornate tombs. 

He walked to the far wall. It looked much like all the others, with a torch mounted on a metal bracket fixed to the smooth, white stone.

He reached up to the metal bracket holding the torch, and lightly twisted the bolt on the side back and forth in the combination he knew so well.

It clicked faintly, and the smooth stone wall slid away, revealing a dark passageway. Stale air whooshed out of the passage, and he coughed.

The air in the passageway made the mausoleum smell like freshly baked bread by comparison.

He stepped into the dark passageway, and the secret door slid back in place behind him with a grating thud that always set his nerves on edge no matter how many times he used it. 

He stood still for a moment and embraced the darkness before he felt along the wall for one of the unlit torches.

He wished he'd thought to take one of the lit torches in the mausoleum with him before entering the pitch-black secret tunnel next to rotting corpses. He usually did, but today his mind was too busy replaying the earlier events in his head over and over.

His hand closed around a sconce, and he felt around for the torch it held. He lifted the torch out and explored the surface with the tips of his fingers until he reached the top.

He reached inside himself and pulled his magic down through his fingers. It resisted him, and he felt bittersweet as he struggled with it.

His magic had betrayed him earlier, and cost him his chance to become a wizard, but, at the same time, he was glad that he could at least do this much. Even if it was just lighting a torch, it gave him hope that perhaps he would still find a way... somehow.

The torch sparked to life, lighting up the dark tunnel with its flickering flame.

He moved on without worrying about replacing the torch he'd taken, someone else would take care of that.

The tunnels were a secret, but he wasn't the only one who knew about them.

The labyrinth beneath the palace was a vast network of connecting tunnels that were used any time someone needed to exit or enter the palace discreetly. 

There were servants and guards whose only job was to keep the tunnels operational. That didn't just mean replacing torches, and sweeping floors. The maze concealed many dangers, from deadly traps to the many creatures that lived within.

In theory, the tunnels could be used to break into the palace. But, unless the intruders knew exactly where they were going, they were likely to stumble into one of the sections specially prepared just for them.

He shuddered. He hated thinking about what lay under the palace.

He heard a familiar, grinding thud behind him. He stopped in his tracks, and a shiver ran down his spine. Was that the secret door? Was someone following him?

He shook off the thought. He was just being paranoid. After all, he wasn't the only one who used the tunnels.

Even so, he picked up his pace as he navigated his way through the twists and turns of the long, dark tunnels.

He heard footsteps, and a low groan, but the echoes in the tunnels made it impossible to tell how close it was. 

He automatically reached for the rapier at his belt, only to realize it wasn't there. He hadn't taken it with him when he'd gone to see the wizard, and he'd stormed out of the training room without thinking. 

He'd just entered the dangerous maze beneath the palace, and he had no weapon.

He hoped the guards had been doing a good job of keeping the monsters that lived here in check as his eyes scanned every flickering shadow around him.

He felt like an idiot for letting himself walk around so unprotected. Especially here. Not to mention that he was still badly bruised and beaten from sparring with Adelia.

Well, whatever it was he still had a flaming torch he could use as a weapon.

There was a short scuffle, and the low groan and the footsteps cut off abruptly.

There were no further sounds after that, but he still had the sinking feeling he was being followed.

He reached his exit, opened the secret door, and slipped out of the dark tunnels into a private room beneath one of the city's temples. 

The door slid closed behind him. He waited for several long minutes with his torch in hand, ready to strike at whoever, or whatever might've been following him. But, the door didn't open again.

He smiled and shook his head. 

"Now I'm jumping at shadows," he muttered. 

He left the temple of Anvilus, the god of blacksmithing, and headed toward his destination.

He frequently stopped, turned in the wrong directions and practiced the evasive techniques that'd been ingrained in him to make sure nobody followed him.

Finally, he reached a part of the city that had seen better days.

The streets were empty, apart from a broken down wagon missing a wheel. Paint peeled off long-abandoned homes, and a loose shutter banged in the wind.

It used to be an area for some of the wealthier merchants, but many had found better accommodation elsewhere, closer to the facilities they needed. 

A few stayed, mostly those who enjoyed the quiet, and the rest of the buildings remained vacant as landlords struggled to find buyers to recoup the cost of their investments. 

It was the perfect place to get away.

 

He walked down the cobblestone road to his secret abode. Its previous owner had died before he could sell, and with no heirs, the ownership fell to the city. 

Not that the city knew this.

He'd found the paperwork filed away in the palace while he was digging through records to uncover a series of corrupt officials.

Immediately after finding it, he'd decided to requisition it for his own use.

He was empathetic though, and rather than bother anyone with all that paperwork, he'd done it all himself.

While one of the archivists took a nap with an empty bottle in his hand, Connor used the man's seal, copied his signature and handwriting, and transferred the house into his own name. 

Anything to help out his fellow man.

His house was a simple construction of brick and timber with three floors, not counting the basement, and a small garden out front. 

He had a smug grin on his face as he stepped into his little refuge that no one knew about.

Not even his uncle, the great spymaster.

He lit some candles and reveled in the silence for a moment before he stripped off his clothes and applied the gel from the jar he'd taken to his lean muscled body.

It felt cool. Like ice against his skin, yet soothing. His skin tingled wherever he applied it, and it soon leached away the pain.

When he was done, he let out a relieved sigh.

Victor always kept some around the sparring area, it helped to numb pain, and speed up recovery though Connor had no idea what it was.

Sometimes he swore that Victor kept secrets just for the fun of it. 

He looked down at his bruised and battered body, and couldn't help but chuckle softly.

He'd trained almost every day since losing his parents and ending up in Victor's care. Yet, despite all his skill and the lean muscle he had spent years developing, Adelia thrashed him even when she was taking it easy.

Admittedly, he'd been unfocused. Usually it wasn't so bad, but even so... he didn't stand a chance against her.

The gel reduced the pain to a dull ache, and he felt more relaxed already. Although, the smell of the stuff made his nostrils itch and he fought the urge to sneeze.

Wearing nothing after covering his body in the gel, Connor sat down and closed his eyes with a content sigh.

"Nice place. Bit dirty though," said a gruff voice behind him.

Connor leaped out of his chair and kicked it back at the intruder without looking. He vaulted over the table, grabbing a candlestick on the way, and spun around, ready for a fight.

Adelia stood with one foot on the toppled chair, and slow-clapped.

"Dammit, Adelia! You scared the crap out of me," Connor said.

"Really?" she said in her normal voice, "I hadn't noticed."

He let out an exasperated sigh and lowered the candlestick.

"So... are you going to put on some clothes? Or do you enjoy showing your full glory to all the ladies?" Adelia said.

He looked down at his naked body and wished the ground would open up and swallow him.

"You could at least look away," he said as he threw on his clothes.

"And miss the view?" she said.

"How in the twelve hells did you find me anyway?" he asked, desperate to change the subject.

"I followed you, silly," she said with a giggle.

"There's no way you could've followed me," he said confidently, "does Victor know about this place?" 

"Well you made it a little difficult in the tunnels, and you owe me for the ghoul I killed. Then all your ducking and weaving through the streets... I thought you were drunk or something," she said.

He glared at her. 

He'd shaken off expert trackers in the city and the forests nearby when he was no more than twelve years old. Nobody should be able to follow him so easily, and yet here she was in his most secret place. 

It was enough to drive him insane.

At least, he knew what the sounds in the tunnels had been now. Which idiotic nobleman had decided to put ghouls down there anyway? It was only a matter of time before they found a way out.

"So how did you get this place?" she asked.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose and exhaled some of his frustration. "I requisitioned it," he said.

Adelia burst out laughing. "You stole it?" she said. 

"It isn't like anyone was using it," he said in a sulky voice.

Adelia just kept laughing.

"It isn't that funny," he said.

Tears welled up in her intense violet eyes, and she struggled to breathe.

He crossed his arms and scowled at her, but she only laughed even harder and, finally, he started laughing too. What else could he do? Her laughter was contagious.

Eventually, her laughter subsided into bubbly giggles. "I can't believe you stole an entire house," she said.

"I prefer to think of it as a reallocation of resources," he said with a grin.

"You know, most people only steal what they can carry," she said.

"Well I'm not most people," he said proudly, "but... please don't tell anyone about this place."

"Don't worry, I won't even tell Victor," she said.

"So why did you follow me?" he asked.

"Well... you seemed a bit upset earlier," she said.

"Oh? You were worried about me? I'm touched," he said with a chuckle.

"Oh shut it," she said as she turned away, "but yes." 

She turned her focus back on him, and her violet eyes gleamed in the soft candlelit room.

"So what happened?" she asked.

He thought about lying. He didn't want to talk about it. But, despite the fact he'd never even seen her face in all the time he'd known her, she was one of his closest friends.

She deserved an honest answer.	

He told her about his visit with Elgar, and everything that followed, up to when they started sparring.

"... coupled with you beating the heck out of me and Victor's constant criticism, I snapped. I'm sorry for what I said. I know you were taking it easy on me, but my head just wasn't in it today.

"I normally love the training. I love picking locks and sparring with you. Even though you always kick my ass, I know that it makes me a better fighter. Hells, I don't even mind decoding documents from time to time, but I don't want to be like Victor. 

"This isn't the life I want for myself. I don't want to be a thief and a spy. I hate being involved in this world. I want to find what happened to my parents. I want to forge my own path, and I thought I'd be able to take a step toward that today, but I failed, and now I just don't know what to do," he said.

They sat there in silence. Her expression unreadable behind her mask.

After a while, she came closer and rested her hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry it didn't work out," she said, "I understand wanting to be your own person."

She stared at him intently with her violet eyes before she embraced him in a hug.

He sat there awkwardly at first, taken by surprise.

Adelia was hesitant to touch anyone, even him. But, he quickly got over the initial shock, and embraced her back tightly, grateful to have a friend.

"I'm sure you will find another path," she said as she pulled away, "I know there is something out there for you to do. Don't give up just yet." 

There was a softness in her eyes that he rarely saw before, and he smiled. "I hope so," he said, "thanks."

"Anytime," she said, before she looked around the room, "you should really keep this place cleaner."

"I haven't had a chance to come here for a while, and I hate housework," he said.

"It's not too bad though I suppose," she said, looking around as though the earlier moment hadn't happened.

"You're welcome to visit whenever you like, just don't tell anyone. You have no idea how hard it's been to keep this a secret," he said.

"Especially when you're so easy to follow," she said.

Despite her humorous tone, it still grated on his nerves that she'd managed to follow him.

"Show off," he said, narrowing his eyes at her.

"Now, now," she said as if talking to a child, "you wouldn't want people to think you're jealous would you?"

"Humph," he grunted.

"So when are you coming back? It'd break Victor's heart if you just disappeared," she said.

"I know," Connor said with a heavy sigh.

"The funny thing is that only you can get him so furious. I've never seen him get so emotional with anyone, except you. Nobody can piss off Victor like you can," she said. 

"You're not very good at this whole comforting thing are you?" he said.

She shrugged. "At least I try," she said.

"You should stick to your day job," he said with a smirk.

"You mean I should kill you instead?" she asked. 

"Uh... no. Comforting is fine," he said.

"I thought so," she said, "I hope I'll see you back at the palace."

And with that she walked out, leaving Connor alone with his thoughts. 

He still felt the pang of disappointment and frustration, but after laughing with Adelia, it didn't feel so bad.

She was right. He just needed to find another path, and maybe he would find a way to use his magic more effectively in time.

The spell went horribly wrong, but it was also far more powerful than anything he had done before, so perhaps there was still hope. 

He stayed in his house for a while longer, collecting his thoughts and emotions. Then he started on his way back to the manor.

Despite what Victor had said, he'd call in every spy in the city and the thieves guild he controlled to track Connor down if he didn't head back soon. 

Better to get back to the manor before that happened, especially as he wanted to keep his little house to himself.

Adelia wouldn't even show her face to anyone, so he knew she could keep a secret, and he trusted her.

It bothered him sometimes how little he knew about her though. What had happened in her past for her to be so cautious, and to hide the way that she did?

He never got any answers when he asked her, although he felt that she'd opened up to him more over the years he'd known her. 

She wouldn't have hugged him when they first met except to bury a knife in his back.

That was progress... right?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Alchemy

 

When Connor arrived back at his uncle's mansion on the palace grounds, he expected an angry Victor to confront him the moment he stepped through the door.

But, there was no sign of him. 

"Is my uncle home?" Connor asked one of the manor guards.

"No, my lord. He left shortly after you did," the guard said.

Connor sighed. He wanted to get his groveling over with and resolve everything as soon as possible, but fate, it seemed, was not on his side.

Rather than brood inside the manor, waiting for his uncle's return, he walked out into the palace gardens.

He strolled along gravel pathways lined with hedges trimmed to look like beautiful women and flowers that blossomed from the first kiss of spring.

He sat on a stone bench beside a bubbling fountain and closed his eyes, taking deep breaths. Victor was his family. It'd all work out, wouldn't it?

The crunch of boots on gravel disrupted his thoughts.

Couldn't he get a single moment of peace today?

He cocked his head and looked at the source of the disturbance. 

A portly man in fine silk clothes stormed toward him, flanked by two royal guards in shining plate armor without their helmets.

Great. Chamberlain Davison. What in the hells did he want now? 

"Where is your master? I demand to know why he is digging into the affairs of the nobles," The Chamberlain said. His every word dripped with venom.

"You mean the nobles with ties to the slave trade and corruption?" Connor asked, " I'd think as someone loyal to the city you'd be glad that they got what they deserved." 

"Listen, boy," Chamberlain Davison said as he wagged a sausage-like finger in Connor's face, "I've heard about how you've been causing trouble for Elgar. Things like that can have dire consequences. You tell your uncle to keep his nose out of other people's business." 

Connor scoffed. "If you could do anything to me, you'd have done it already," he said. 

The Chamberlain's face twisted in anger and he pushed his finger hard against Connor's chest. "Now you listen to me—ye-argh!"

His words were cut off when Connor grabbed the man's hand and twisted it almost to breaking point as he leaned in close.

"No," Connor said in a voice that chilled the air, "you listen to me. I don't work for you. I'm not one of your servants. You don't boss me around, and if you ever touch me again, you'll lose that hand. Now run along and harass one of your maids, snake."

Chamberlain Davison's eyes bulged, and his lower lip quivered. His guards grasped the hilts of their swords.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you," Connor said with a nod to behind Davison's guards.

They turned around and saw they were surrounded by men and women in dark clothing. Their weapons were already drawn and only a hair's breadth away from the guards' throats.

"This is an outrage!" spat The Chamberlain even as he kept his eyes on his hand.

"As I was saying," Connor said as he released his iron grip, "Victor isn't here. Perhaps you should come back another time."

The Chamberlain cradled his hand to his chest and massaged it tenderly. He looked at his guards and at Connor, his eyes filled with rage.

Connor stared at him with a mocking smirk on his lips, daring him to attack. To give the order to cut Connor down. To finally step too far and give Connor an excuse to end him.

Unfortunately, The Chamberlain restrained himself.

"This isn't over," said The Chamberlain. He turned on his heel and gestured for his guards to follow. 

When Chamberlain Davison and his guards were out of earshot, Connor turned to Victor's guards.

"Thanks for the backup," he said.

They saluted. "Only doing our duty, my lord," the captain said with a bow, "Though if I may be so bold, I'd suggest not angering Chamberlain Davison further. He is a spiteful man, and we cannot protect you from all dangers."

"Davison would have us all killed as soon as he got a chance, no matter what I do," Connor said, "I change nothing by taunting him. Though maybe he will take some more rash action, and we can finally catch him out. Besides, it's so satisfying."

"As you say, my lord," the captain said respectfully.

Connor returned to the manor. He had hoped to relax in the palace gardens, but the peace and serenity the garden offered was tainted now.

At least in the manor, he wasn't likely to run into any more of the nobles, but he wasn't able to relax either, and he anxiously waited for his uncle to return.

He paced restlessly until he found a box filled with locks he'd never seen before.

He frowned. Why weren't these in the training room with the rest of the practice locks? 

He picked one up and turned it over in his hand. It was an odd design and scratches marred the surface, but it didn't look difficult. Not for him anyway. 

Maybe it could help him take his mind off the impending confrontation with his uncle? He pulled out his lockpicks and got to work.

A minute later, he was scratching his head.

The lock seemed so simple, but once his picks were inside the keyhole, it resisted all his attempts to unlock it.

Was he going insane? It truly seemed as though it were actively defying him.

He turned it over in his hands. 

He'd been off his game against Adelia, but even on his worst day, a simple lock would give him no trouble at all. He was missing something, but what?

He held up a magnifying lens and looked closer at the design. What had first looked merely like scratches, were actually tiny runes etched on the surface.

He smirked. Well, that explained a lot. An enchanted lock...

But these were expensive! Where did Victor get a whole box filled with them? 

He considered putting it back but, something stopped him. They were supposed to be impossible to pick, but he was already waiting for Victor... what did he have to lose?

He studied it more carefully and tried different techniques with his picks, yet it resisted them all.

This didn't frustrate him. Instead, he lost himself in experimenting with the lock. He wanted to solve the puzzle that every thief balked at.

Connor furrowed his brows. What made this lock different?

Magic. 

Something in his mind clicked. 

After all, it wasn't just the lock that was different, it was the key.

Each key for these locks had to be enchanted. There were differences between the grade of magic used, but in the end, both the lock and the key needed to have a specific type of magic. 

After all, for most locks, the teeth of the key had to match up with the pins in the lock to open it.

Maybe the magic worked in a similar way? That the magic in the key had to fit into the magic of the lock suppressing it and allowing the key to turn and open the lock.

He needed a way of copying the magical as well as the mechanical aspects of the key using his picks.

The magic in the lock and the key was quite low powered. His magic was unstable and weak, but maybe... just maybe...

He pulled on his magic.

It felt like dragging a heavy, unwieldy weight. It was cumbersome and difficult to get even the smallest amount of magic, but a small amount was all he needed.

He drew his magic down his arms and into his fingers. Then, he tried to channel it into his picks. 

He'd never attempted something like this before, and it took him quite a few tries to get his unwieldy magic to pour into his picks.

Once he had it there, he tried to pick the lock again.

This time, as it resisted him, he subtly changed his magic. The amount he needed was so low that he could control it far more than normal, though it was still challenging. 

He changed the magic faster and more subtly as he continued fiddling with the lock and time flowed by unnoticed as he concentrated on the puzzle before him.

His head throbbed with a dull headache.

He'd never used his magic for so long before, but he was determined and barely even noticed it as he bent his mind on the lock and picks.

Eventually, his magic synced with the lock and his picks slipped in place. He picked the mechanical aspect of the lock in a second, and it opened with a satisfying click.

Connor sat back with a smirk and rubbed his temples. "I wonder how many thieves can do that," he muttered.

They didn't have his magic, as weak as it was, but that didn't diminish his happiness. If anything, he felt even better about it. His magic could finally do something immensely useful.

Magical locks weren't common, but even so, this was an incredible advantage.

To open a magical lock would usually take an enormous amount of effort as the original key would have to be stolen or duplicated somehow, yet Connor could now open them without such a key.

"That's not bad," said Victor, leaning against the doorway.

What was it today with people sneaking up on him while he wasn't paying attention?

"How long have you been standing there?" Connor asked, mortified.

"Only about an hour," said Victor, with a smug smirk. 

Connor sighed and massaged his temples. The use of his magic for so long had left his head aching badly. What should he say about earlier?

An awkward silence followed as uncle and nephew stared at each other.

Victor broke the silence first, "I've been thinking about what you said earlier—"

"I'm sorry, uncle. I shouldn't have said what I did," Connor interrupted.

Victor waved his hand as if to brush the argument aside and continued, "I never gave up on my brother, Connor. I still have men out there looking for any sign of him and your mother, but I've found nothing. Not even the barest of rumors in fifteen years."

Victor sat opposite Connor with a heavy sigh. "Wizards, smugglers, princes, and beggars. I have people searching from every possible angle, and still, I've found nothing."

"I'm sorry, uncle... I didn't know... I thought you'd given up." 

"No, Connor," Victor said. He stared into space as though looking far away. "Your father and I had a falling out a very long time ago, but he is still my brother. He is still my family," Victor said.

"Why don't we go out and search for them ourselves then?" Connor said. Hope filled his voice.

"To what end?" Victor said, "I already have men out there searching."

"But we could do it better! If I could just—"

"I know lad... I know exactly how you feel, but your father wouldn't like it if I let you charge around kicking over rocks." 

Connor sighed, dismayed. He didn't know what to say to that.

A long silence followed as the two men were lost in their thoughts. 

Victor seemed to make up his mind about something. "Perhaps it is time," he said as if to himself. 

"Time for what?" Connor asked. 

"Not here," Victor said, "come with me."

 

Connor followed Victor through the manor to Victor's office.

Victor's office was immaculate as always. Files were neatly stacked on his polished, wooden desk, and books were arranged in alphabetical order on the shelves.

Connor closed the door behind him, and all manner of wards activated around them. 

Nobody outside the room would hear anything they discussed now. No one would be able to scry them and watch over them magically either, and if anyone tried to break in... well... good luck to them. They might as well just slit their own throat instead.

It'd be a less painful experience at least.

There was a reason Victor discussed more confidential things in this his office.

Victor had hired the best wizards in the country to ward this room. Each one placed layer after layer of protections ensuring no hole remained. 

Once the door was closed... it'd take an enormous amount of effort to break through. The palace would be jealous of the wards that protected Victor's office.

What did Victor want to tell him? Victor was cautious, bordering on paranoid, but he was acting more erratic than usual.

Victor turned to Connor with a grave expression on his face.

"You can never tell anyone about what I am going to show you. This is our ultimate secret, and learning it makes it your responsibility to protect it. I cannot stress how important it is that what you will soon learn never goes beyond the two of us," he said. 

"Of course, uncle," Connor said. 

But, Victor just stared at him, reinforcing just how serious he was. 

What was this secret? Victor hadn't been this uptight since... well... ever.

"I promise never to tell a soul, uncle," Connor said.

Victor nodded, apparently satisfied, and turned to face the back wall of the office. 

He pulled out a long, thin, hexagonal key, which he pressed against the wall. What had always appeared to be solid, gave way for the key.

How like Victor to hide something so well in plain sight. 

He turned the key, and the wall slid away, revealing a secret passageway with a long staircase leading down.

Victor descended the steps and Connor was quick to follow.

The secret door slid back in place behind them without a sound.

Magical torches lit the tunnel, each one casting far more light than a regular torch would, without any fire or smoke.

The air wasn't as stale as Connor would've expected. Instead, there was a soft breeze coming from below.

At the bottom of the stairs, was a room much larger even than Elgar's office, massive libraries, and other rooms put together. It wasn't nearly as tall, but it stretched off into the distance.

The magical lights cast an impressive amount of light everywhere and the air smelled cleaned and fresh.

He couldn't tell where the breeze was coming from, and he'd never seen anything above ground to indicate this chamber...

He wondered if there was magic involved, but he was torn from his thoughts as he took in more of the room.

Tall shelves stretched off into the distance. They weren't nearly as high as the bookcases in the wizard's office, but there were far more of them.

However, these shelves contained very few books.

Instead, they held all kinds of jars, vials, and chests. There were boxes and globes and strange contraptions that looked like they belonged in a wizard's study.

He grew more curious as he looked over the room.

As he walked closer, he saw labels denoting what was inside the containers.

Some were common items, while others were things that he'd never heard of before, and many of them were unusual or downright disgusting. Everything from exotic plants to eyeballs of various creatures.

The shelves stretched beyond what he could see of the room, so he turned his attention closer to him, to the counters just in front of him.

Some were made of wood, others looked like granite, and a few were made of materials that he couldn't identify.

Many of the counters and desks had papers and vials and strange swirling glass tubes, all neatly organized.

 "Welcome to my workshop, Connor," Victor said with a proud smile as he gestured at everything around them. 

Questions raced through Connor's mind as he took all of this in. What was the family secret? Was his uncle a wizard? That didn't make sense. He had never seen his uncle do any magic, and they wouldn't have to hide it if he were.

"What is this place? A workshop for what?" he asked. 

"This is where you will do all of your most incredible work. Or somewhere like it, I suppose. This is an alchemy workshop. My alchemy workshop to be precise. You see, Connor, your father, myself, and you are all alchemists."

"A what?" Connor asked. He'd never even heard of alchemists before.

Seeing the confused expression on Connor's face, Victor explained further, "Alchemists can do such a broad range of things that it can be difficult to explain. However, to give you a basic understanding. You know the potions that sell for a fortune? Potions of such rarity and power that wars have been fought over them."

Connor nodded, his heart brimming with excitement as he felt where this was going. 

"Well... who do you think makes all of those?" Victor said with a gleam in his eyes, "Alchemists, Connor. Alchemists can make potions to do almost anything."

Victor took out a vial filled with a bright-orange liquid and tossed it to Connor.

Connor caught it with ease and eyed the vial hesitantly.

"Go ahead. Drink up," Victor said.

Connor slowly removed the cork and, with one last look at his uncle, he poured the vial down his throat.

It tasted like sour milk and lemons. He shuddered as the slimy orange liquid went down his throat. With the foul taste and texture, came a soothing warmth that spread out inside him. It filled his whole body, and moments later a feeling of boundless energy surged through him. 

He felt as though he was vibrating with vigor and strength.

"Well?" Victor asked.

"I feel... weird," Connor said.

"Try lifting that," Victor said. He pointed to a two meter long, granite desk that easily weighed more than both of them combined. A lot more.

Connor gripped the smooth surface hesitantly and hefted with all his strength.

It came off the ground so quickly and easily that he fell over backward, bringing the desk down with him. 

He landed hard on his back, but the desk remained suspended above him. He turned his head and saw Victor held it up with ease.

Victor laughed as he set the desk back down like it was made of paper. "It makes you stronger aye, but the thing you lift is still heavy and lifting it like that will throw you off balance," he said.

Connor's cheeks heated with embarrassment, but all he could feel was his heart pounding in his chest as his muscles surged with power.

He rose to his feet, careful to avoid rocketing upward, and dusted himself off. Just a single potion could give him this kind of strength? And Victor had tossed it to him like it was nothing.

Just how powerful was an alchemist? How powerful would he be?

"Now where was I?" Victor said as he scratched at his beard, "oh yes. We can make potions that do almost anything, and we can also make all kinds of interesting contraptions. Not to mention transmutation of course... but I'm getting ahead of myself here. You will come to learn everything in time as well as make new discoveries of your own, I'm sure."

Connor's mind whirled with questions. He asked the one that stood out above all others.

"Why didn't you tell me about this sooner?" he said.

Victor sighed heavily. "I wanted to... I wanted to tell you so many times, but I thought if I only could get you more prepared, to teach you everything else I had learned. To train you and make you strong while I waited for you to be ready for the responsibility," he said as he rubbed his bearded chin again.

"And, you might think nineteen years is a long time, but alchemists aren't like wizards or witches," he continued, "We don't age past our prime. We can't die of old age. We are immortal, so nineteen years? That's nothing, Connor. Not to us.

"But there's more to it... while we are long-lived, it is next to impossible for us to reproduce. The fact my parents managed to have both my brother and I was nothing short of miraculous, and that your father managed to have you is truly incredible. 

"Because we rarely, if ever, have children there are actually a very small number of alchemists, despite our long lives. I'd wager there aren't much more than a handful in the entire world, and that includes you and I.

"Witches, wizards, and the like may be rare, but they are not even close to as rare as alchemists. This makes it so one alchemist can radically affect the world."

"Are we truly so powerful?" Connor asked.

"We can be, although we can't just whip out magic like a witch or wizard. Our power requires preparation," Victor continued, "But, what I meant was: If a war were to start then both sides would likely have wizards and witches, and though they are powerful, they would balance each other out to some extent.

"We are just too few, and we can be immensely powerful. Especially when we have ample time and resources to prepare. Imagine what a single alchemist could do in a war where the other side has none. Imagine an army with that potion I just gave you.

"Do you see how quickly the scales could tip? So, naturally, any who find an alchemist will want to sway them to their side or kill them to prevent them from joining the enemy. Do you see why it is so crucial that you keep this secret?" 

Connor said nothing as he processed all the information, it was a shock to learn he was an alchemist. That he was so rare and potentially powerful enough to change the course of the world. 

And that he would have to keep it all a secret.

Victor gave Connor some time to think before he continued speaking, "So you see, I wanted to tell you, but I feared that you wouldn't handle the responsibility. That you couldn't keep it secret the way that you need to, so I waited.

"I wanted you to be ready, but in the end, I guess no one is ever ready for this. I suppose earlier today was a wake-up call for me that I should've told you about all of this already."

Connor nodded. "I understand why you did what you did. I don't agree with you, and I wish you'd told me sooner, but I accept it. I'm just glad to have found out now rather than never," he said.

The strength potion still coursed through him making him feel as though he could do anything, fight anyone, and win. He couldn't wait to find out what he was capable of.

"So when do I start learning about what I can do and begin my training?" Connor asked. 

"I thought that we could start tomorrow," Victor said.

Connor couldn't hide his disappointment. Tomorrow felt like an eternity away. He was desperate to learn all he could about what it meant to be an alchemist.

Victor smirked. "I thought you might want to read through your codex first and learn more about alchemy, and what will become possible for you in the future. If you work hard of course," Victor said. 

"My codex?" Connor asked.

Victor smiled the same way he used to when he trained Connor before things between them had turned more abrasive.

"An alchemist's codex is like a wizard's book of spells. It contains all the recipes for potions, instructions on different techniques and the plans for different devices. As you learn new things, you will add them to your codex. It's an alchemist's most prized possession." 

"This," he said as he held up a large, black, leather-bound tome, "is my codex. As you can see, mine doesn't look very fancy, but different alchemists have different tastes." 

Victor handed a small, black and purple pouch to Connor.

"Your father left this for you. Inside, you will find your father's codex. Everything he knew about alchemy written down for you to use. That he gave it to you... I don't think he expected to make it out alive..." Victor said.

Connor looked down at the pouch in his hands. The very same one his father had given him fifteen years ago. 

He gently ran his thumb along the golden drawstrings and stared at the dark fabric for a long moment.

He took a deep breath and tenderly undid the drawstrings. He reached inside, and his fingers touched something hard, metallic, and heavy. Much heavier than the pouch itself.

He was still under the effects of the potion from earlier, but even so, he could feel the weight difference between the thing inside the bag and the bag itself... and it made no sense.

He pulled out a book much larger than the bag that contained it, with a metallic cover that gleamed in the light.

"You can tell he was more of a show-off than I ever was, even with his codex. I hate to admit it, but he was a far more talented alchemist than I will ever be. I wouldn't be surprised if his codex has a lot more to it than meets the eye. I am giving this to you because I trust you to handle the responsibility intelligently, and because your father wanted you to have this.

"I urge you to remember that your father was an incredibly skilled and experienced alchemist. Experience he earned over a very long time. Most of what lies inside that codex will be beyond you for years to come. Don't get too ahead of yourself. I didn't spend all those years raising and protecting you so you could blow yourself up."

"I'll be careful," Connor said, but he couldn't take his eyes off the gleaming book in his hands.

"Mmhm," Victor said, "as for the pouch, it's a bottomless bag. It can store much more than its size would suggest, and it also reduces the weight of whatever you put inside. As I am sure you can imagine, it is an invaluable tool. Especially for an alchemist."

 

"Anyway," continued Victor, "why don't you look through your father's codex and we can start your alchemy training tomorrow?" And with that, he left Connor alone in the workshop.

Connor sat at one of the workbenches with his codex in front of him and ran his hands over the smooth, metallic surface.

The polished metal gleamed golden in the workshop lights. Strange runes covered the edges, with a much larger rune in the center and several runes in a circle around it.

Nothing his uncle said had suggested that alchemists used runes, yet here they were.

Had his mother made them?

Victor had always said that she was a powerful magic user. Maybe she was a witch who could create magical runes? He touched the center rune gently as though through it he could once more see his parents. 

The rune lit up with a blue glow at his touch, and a humming sound filled the air. Blue light flowed out from the center rune into the ring of runes surrounding it and from there to the edges of the codex until every rune contained the soft blue glow. 

The humming grew louder until Connor's teeth started vibrating. His heart pounded in his chest.

Had he activated some kind of defensive measure?

He dropped the book and felt a sharp pain as he did so.

The surface of the codex had formed a small, sharp edge, which cut his thumb.

Two drops of blood fell from his thumb and splashed on the center rune before he could react. 

The blood flowed into the center rune and vanished. The blue glow turned red, and his heart leaped up into his throat.

He'd just found out he was an alchemist and now he was going to die before he could open his father's codex. 

The humming grew louder and more intense until he felt like every fiber of his being was shaking apart.

The red glow intensified. He wanted to run, but his body wouldn't respond. He couldn't even twitch. Paralyzing magic? Just what kind of trap had he sprung?

He couldn't even blink. He could only watch... and accept his fate.

The humming died down, leaving an eerie silence in its place, and the runes turned from red to blue.

Connor inhaled sharply, and his limbs came free all at once. The codex opened to the first page.

"Access granted. Welcome, Connor Varas," said a strange, metallic voice that seemed to originate from the codex itself. 

Connor let out a relieved sigh. Was alchemy going to be full of surprises like this?

But, even after what felt like a near death experience his excitement hadn't dimmed in the slightest.

He tentatively touched the codex, and when it didn't do anything noticeably... odd, he started flipping through the pages.

His father's codex... that now belonged to him. 

Victor had said alchemists could make potions, but how was Connor to expect the sheer variety and power they contained?

The Potion Victor had given him was impressive. But, there were potions that gave the strength to tear down castle walls. Potions that granted speed swifter than the wind. Potions to regenerate from most any wound...

Even a potion that would make the imbiber's urine purple, something which caused Connor to let out a childish giggle.

There were potions to do things he hadn't even dreamed of, and he couldn't wait for the day he could make them.

There were also pages filled with the devices Victor had mentioned. And, like the potions, some looked incredibly useful while others less so.

What most caught his eye were the detailed instructions on creating mechanical constructs.

Some were massive metal guardians who, from their description, could crush an armored knight like an annoying insect. 

Not all constructs were so powerful though, and some were little more than pets.

Some of the diagrams for battle constructs reminded him of the statues he'd seen fighting the robed figures fifteen years ago...

Were those statues his father's constructs? Who were the robed figures? Were they responsible for taking his parents away from him?

He sighed. So many questions... and never any answers.

He lost track of time as he flipped through page after page of the codex and still he had not even begun to scratch the surface of what was possible.

He turned pages for hours and barely made it halfway through the codex.

He was just skimming through, and a lot of what was said didn't make much sense to him yet, but he got a much broader understanding of alchemy from it.

There were formulas for alchemy, much like spells for wizards, which when followed would produce similar results. However, the effect changed based on the skill and power of the alchemist, just as spells did with wizards.

The codex was a huge tome of a book. Each page was thinner than the hairs on his arm. All with a slight golden sheen to them, Much like the metallic cover.

Not a single letter in the codex had faded even slightly or looked the least bit worn. 

He lost himself in the codex until his eyes hurt, and his eyelids grew heavy.

He stretched, his back making satisfying cracking noises as he did so. He took another look at the gleaming, rune-covered book.

Clearly, Victor was right. It was more than a simple book, and he couldn't wait to uncover its secrets.

What else did the runes do? What had that voice been?

He put it back into the bag of holding, where it vanished without a trace, even its weight was gone.

With tired steps, he dragged himself upstairs and collapsed on his soft bed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Lessons

 

The next day, as they entered the workshop, Victor handed Connor a hexagonal rod, exactly like the one used to open the secret door.

"Alchemy takes practice and dedication. It's a never-ending journey of discovery, and there will be times when you need to use the workshop when I'm not around. Take good care of that key. I won't be giving you another," Victor said.

Connor gripped the key as though his life depended on it. 

"Just remember not to get ahead of yourself," Victor continued, "Alchemy is dangerous, and needs to be treated with caution and respect."

"I won't disappoint you, uncle," Connor said. 

Once again, he noticed the soft breeze moving through the workshop. "How did you get air down here?" he asked.

Victor chuckled. "Yesterday, I told you the greatest secret of the Varas family. Now you want to know even more? Soon there will be nothing left. What is a spymaster without a few secrets hmm?" he said.

Connor let out an exasperated sigh.

Victor probably had more secrets than there were drops of water in the ocean.

He let it go though. He was just glad that Victor was in a good mood before teaching him alchemy and that their fight yesterday seemed to already be a thing of the past.

Connor was still amazed as he looked around the workshop.

It staggered him that all of this had been right under his nose for years. Victor must have had similar workshops before they moved to the city as well.

It would explain how the man vanished into thin air at times.

"In future, our lessons will take place at different hours," Victor said, "you need to keep up the appearance that nothing has changed. So, after today, you will be doing alchemy on top of all your other training and responsibilities." 

"How am I going to manage that?" Connor asked. 

"That's up to you to figure out," Victor said, "I warned you that nobody can ever know about you being an alchemist. This is my condition for teaching you alchemy. You must continue all of your other training and meet all of your responsibilities as well." 

Connor had no choice but to agree to Victor's demand.

He hungered to learn everything he could about alchemy, and he wouldn't risk losing out on that chance.

Though, he had no idea how he'd ever manage to do it all.

The first thing Victor did was give him a complete tour of the workshop, or at least that's what Victor said... one could never tell with him.

Connor wouldn't be surprised if there were a few more hidden rooms that Victor neglected to mention. 

Together, they made their way through the maze of shelves, and Victor lectured Connor on different materials and ingredients.

He also warned Connor to stay away from certain containers, like the black boxes with golden runes on them, as they contained extremely dangerous things.

Things he wasn't ready for yet. 

Everything was labeled. His uncle's penchant for being organized was incredibly useful for something like alchemy, which had such an overwhelming number of possible ingredients and required a degree of exactness. 

The idea of trying to find an ingredient among these shelves without any labels gave Connor a headache.

He gained a new appreciation for what his uncle had taught him over the years. In future, he would have to follow Victor's example far more than he ever had. 

The tour alone took several hours as Victor explained about different ingredients and methods of storing them.

Victor was taken aback as Connor, while a gifted student, always had a tendency to slack off when he could.

But, as Victor spoke of something as mundane as the storage of different ingredients Connor was rapt as he soaked in information like a sponge.

Victor was reminded of his brother as he looked at Connor, who was so enthralled while learning about alchemy.

Finally, the tour came to an end.

"Now then," Victor said, "get your codex out. It's time to start with some real alchemy. Normally, an alchemist would have to take notes and start their own codex, but you may as well use your father's."

Connor pulled out his codex, marveling once again at how the bottomless bag made something heavy and cumbersome so easy to carry. 

"What we're going to be covering now is a basic focusing ritual, so try to find it in your codex while I explain a bit about it for you," Victor said.

Connor did as instructed, and flipped through the front of the book looking for anything that sounded remotely related.

"That's the one," Victor said pointing to the page Connor had just turned to, "though it looks like my brother's is slightly different from mine, it doesn't matter that much. The purpose of a focusing ritual is, as the name implies, to focus your energy.

"A skilled and experienced alchemist doesn't need it, but when you're just starting out this ritual helps you to control and direct your energies.

"Think of it like an embankment and your alchemy like a river. It has its limits, and it doesn't mean the water can't overflow, but it helps prevent it and direct the flow where you want it to go. It's a useful technique when you're first starting out."

Connor looked through the notes his father had made in the codex as his uncle explained everything to him.

 "This ritual looks a lot like some of the ones I saw when I looked through the wizard's book," he muttered under his breath. 

He almost bit off his tongue as he realized what he'd just said. He hadn't told Victor about his visit with the wizard yet.

"There's a good reason for that," Victor said, "they do much the same thing. They direct different forms of energy to do different things, but the purpose is much the same. And, you can stop making that face.

"I already know about your little visit to see Elgar. It was one of the reasons I decided to tell you about alchemy before you got yourself apprenticed to some shady wizard who would go against The Head Wizard."

"So he really did have me blacklisted?" Connor asked.

"Oh, yes," Victor said with a chuckle, "now back to work." 

Victor handed Connor a piece of chalk and led him to one of the more open spaces in the workshop.

"Some of the workbenches are mobile, so you can bring whatever you need closer to the circle. Just remember not to destroy the chalk lines you made. Otherwise, you'll have to do it all over again," Victor said.

The way Victor said it made Connor think that he'd done exactly that himself a time or two.

No wonder Victor was always so meticulous.

Connor got down on his hands and knees with his codex open on the floor beside him as he drew the complicated diagram with chalk on the smooth floor of the workshop.

It was only now that he noticed just how perfect the floor was for drawing such a diagram, though it was still awkward to draw on the floor. Especially as the diagram was large, complex, and needed to be exact.

It had to be at least large enough for him to stand in while focusing his energy, but he made it even bigger than he thought he would need.

Just to be on the safe side. 

His muscles soon ached from the awkward position as he drew the different shapes and symbols as perfectly as he could.

He was meticulous, correcting even the tiniest mistake as Victor watched, and gave an approving nod. 

"Remember, you're using this to help you direct your energy, so if you don't do it right it won't be as good. With other circles, it could cause some truly disturbing results. Make sure to be utterly flawless in everything you do with alchemy," Victor said.

Connor finally completed the circle, complete with the script that went around it. He let out a heavy sigh and stretched his aching muscles, being careful not to scuff the chalk. 

"Good work. Next, you'll want to bring over a workbench so you can start on a basic potion," Victor said.

Connor stepped out of the circle, his body still a bit unsteady and stiff as he dragged a workbench over. It glided over the floor impossibly smoothly, yet didn't budge an inch unless it was purposeful moved. No wheels could be so perfect. 

Victor must have had these workbenches specially made too. Where did he get the money for so many enchanted items?

"You know you could have brought it for me, so I didn't risk messing up my circle," Connor said as he adjusted the bench into position near his circle, without brushing against the lines.

"I could've, but I won't always be here when you work. You need to get used to being careful and fixing your circle if need be," Victor said.

"Couldn't we make a permanent circle, so we wouldn't have to worry about that?" Connor asked.

Victor smiled like he was proud that Connor had asked.

"Yes, and I've used some before, but they take up space and especially for such a basic one like this... it would be a waste. It won't be long before you won't need this circle anyway. Besides... you need the practice," Victor said.

Next, Victor had Connor page through the beginning of his codex until he found a potion that he thought would be a good starting point for Connor. 

Once again, Victor stopped Connor on one of the pages. "You'll do this one," he said.

Connor read what his codex had to say about the potion. 

The Potion of Heightened Senses.

Difficulty: Novice.

This potion heightens the imbiber's senses: Sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste are all greatly enhanced.

The amount they are increased by varies depending on the ingredients used, the skill of the alchemist, and the subject's baseline. 

It didn't sound nearly as exciting as the strength potion Victor had given him, but at least it was something.

The rest of the entry contained detailed instructions on creating the potion as well as some notes. Most of which, were about changes to the preparation, using different ingredients, and some of his father's musings about possible ways he thought it might be further developed.

Connor gently touched the writing in the codex. It was like he could hear his father's voice speaking to him through time as he read.

Victor said nothing and they continued as if nothing had happened.

"It says it's a novice level potion... I've seen different difficulty levels for the other entries. What are the difficulty levels? How do they work?" Connor asked.

"Novice level is the most basic level I've ever found for alchemy," Victor said, "above Novice you'll find Beginner, Intermediate, Proficient, Advanced, Expert, Adept, Master, Legendary, and so on. There are a huge number of tiers, and each one is a massive jump from the one before.

"I'd say that Beginner is two to three times more difficult than Novice, and Intermediate is perhaps ten times more difficult than Beginner, and it just gets harder from there. Despite my long years, I haven't reached anywhere near the top levels of alchemy.

"Your father probably did though. He was supremely gifted. You must understand that it takes decades, centuries, or even longer to advance. Especially in the latter tiers. Alchemy takes hard work and determination, but it's worth it," Victor said.

"Hmm," Victor said, "I wonder if all of your father's entries are slightly different from mine. I have all the ingredients and equipment that you'll need here anyway. So hop to it."

Connor looked over the ingredients the potion required, skipping over his father's notes about how different ingredients could be used.

Dragonfly eyes, bat ears, a mole's nose, and crocodile skin? He gagged.

He had to drink this?

He shuddered, and his skin crawled. 

Victor chuckled.

"Try not to think of it so literally. You won't actually drink any of these ingredients. Rather, you'll use your alchemy to refine them and take in their essence in a way.

"Anyone could throw these things in a pot and cook them to make a disgusting soup that'd probably make you sick. You're going to use your alchemy to refine the aspect... the essence of the thing you want... you won't be drinking the thing itself," he said.

Connor felt slightly better, but his stomach still turned at the thought.

"So I won't be eating bat ears?" he asked.

Victor laughed again.

Connor couldn't remember the last time his uncle was in such a good mood. 

"Not unless you want to," Victor said, "with this potion, the purpose is to heighten your senses. So, you will refine the bat ears with your alchemy until you reduce it to the essence of its keen hearing for you to use. The same goes for the other ingredients. You'll get a better idea of what I mean once you start."

Connor still felt disgusted, but he could think about it without immediately gagging which was a plus. Alchemy came with its own downsides it seemed. 

He picked up a jar of bat ears and asked his uncle the question that had been swimming in his mind for a while now, "Where do you get all this? There can't be a great market for bat ears outside of alchemists.

"I've never even heard of alchemy before yesterday, so there can't be many people that specialize in selling these items. Where do you get all your ingredients and tools?" 

"You're quite right. But, you haven't forgotten one of the first lessons I taught you have you?" Victor said.

Connor raised an eyebrow. "Which one would that be?" he asked.

"There is very little in this world that cannot be bought with enough money," said Victor. 

"So you just send off men to go get you bat ears?" Connor asked.

"Close enough," Victor said.

"But, that would cost a fortune. How can you afford to do that? Even a small kingdom would struggle to keep an alchemist stocked up on some of this, and what about all these enchanted items?" Connor said.

"You're not wrong," Victor said in the same tone of voice that he always fell into when he was lecturing Connor, "follow me."

Connor did as he was told, still holding the jar of bat ears he would need for his potion as the two moved deeper into the workshop.

Victor led him to a box a few feet taller than he was, and made of a glossy metal with runes engraved on it.

The box had a little label next to it that said "Gold."

"Open it," Victor said.

It had a door on the front, so Connor turned the handle and opened it, revealing gold. Lots of gold. More gold than he'd ever seen in his life.

He'd seen the box during the initial tour, and he'd been impressed. A box of gold this size would make anyone's eyes gleam with greed, but there was a world of difference between the size of the box and what it actually contained. 

Row upon row of bars of solid gold that stretched off into the distance. The box was more like a doorway into an unfathomably large warehouse filled with nothing but gleaming bars of pure gold.

It made the palace vault look paltry by comparison.

"How...?" Connor said.

"Do you like it?" Victor asked with a smug smile, "it works much the same way as that little bag of yours. Cost me a bloody fortune to get a group of wizards to make the damn thing, but it was worth it. It's a heck of a space saver.

"Among an alchemist's many gifts is that of transmutation. The ability to turn one material into another. Say... lead into gold. Of course, you have to keep in mind other less magical laws like the laws of economics.

"If you made enough gold you would crash the gold market and make it almost worthless. I like to keep it on hand in my little box though."

"So this is how you afford to have people gather materials from all over the world specially for you?" Connor asked as he ogled the gold.

"Yes," said Victor, "though not just pure gold like this. As I said, you don't want to crash the gold market. When you can make gold so easily though, it isn't hard to buy up businesses, land, and basically, anything you want. An alchemist is never wanting for wealth, Connor. And, alchemists are immortal remember?"

Being an alchemist just got better and better... even if it did mean drinking bat ears. 

"So I could make all of this too?" Connor asked.

"Of course. You'll get there in time. If you're patient and work hard of course," Victor said.

"If you have so much wealth then why do you work for the palace?" Connor asked.

"I don't work for the palace for the money," Victor said, "I do it to keep connected with everything that goes on politically. This way I can avert wars, or even help to start them... there is much more going on beneath the surface of society. You know this."

"But you could just buy the city!" Connor said.

"Remember what I said about keeping things a secret? It wouldn't be beneficial for me to be so open. All the gold in the world won't protect us from the armies that would descend on us.

"Alchemists are too valuable. If word got out... we wouldn't stand a hope of stopping them all. There is much you don't know, but let's leave this conversation for another time. You still have a potion to make," Victor said.

The rest of the process went smoothly as Connor collected the rest of his ingredients, placed them on the workbench, and stepped inside his circle once more.

He looked at his open codex and followed the instructions under his uncle's watchful gaze.

"Remember, Connor you're the one that's going to be drinking this. If you don't do it well, you could end up growing a tail... if you're lucky," Victor said. 

Needless to say, Connor took his time.

He did every step slowly and methodically. He added the ingredients to a crucible that he fixed above a flame powered by a magical enchantment within the workbench.

"This must be a lot harder without all of your equipment," Connor said.

"It is. Everything in this workshop was frighteningly expensive and difficult to get, but definitely worth it. Everything about being an alchemist is preparation. Even alchemy itself," Victor said.

The mixture bubbled away, and a putrid odor filled the room.

Connor coughed and gagged. 

Was there was a potion for a stronger stomach? He might need one if it got much worse than this. 

"Very good. Now, you'll want to start using your alchemy to refine the ingredients. Otherwise, all you'll have is a very disgusting soup, and it won't do anything for you. Except make you sick," Victor said, seemingly oblivious to the noxious fumes.

Connor stood in the circle exactly as his codex depicted, and closed his eyes.

His heart pounded in his chest like a drum. He couldn't help but wonder if his alchemy would work, or if it would be just like his magical talent.

This was the moment of truth.

He reached inside himself as he would for his magic, and willed his alchemy power to connect to the bubbling mixture in front of him.

But, nothing happened.

He ground his teeth. This was it. This had been his last chance!

"Relax, Connor," Victor said, "you're shaking."

"But it's not working!" Connor said.

"Calm down and focus just as I told you. Use the circle. Let it help guide you. That's what it's there for. You've done everything up to this point calmly and meticulously, so relax and approach this as you have each step so far," Victor said.

Connor's heart still hammered in his chest and fear gnawed at his insides like a feral beast, but he forced himself to take deep breaths.

He focused inside himself once more. Feeling for a power he'd never used before. It leaped to obey him, surging and flexing like a muscle he hadn't used in a while. It was difficult and weak, but there and responsive.

Something else gently pressed on his awareness and helped him shape this new energy.

He smiled. It was the circle! It was working! He was doing it!

"That's good, Connor," Victor said, "now keep it there and open your eyes. You'll want to see what you're doing." 

He took deep breaths. What if it disappeared the minute he opened his eyes?

But, he steeled himself and grudgingly opened them.

The power inside him flickered a bit, but it remained.

It was still there. It was working. It was nothing like his magic. It responded easily, and it felt incredibly natural to him. 

The second he realized this, it was like a switch had been flipped inside his mind. His doubt gave way, and the power within him surged forward.

The white chalk lines at his feet glowed bright red and crackled with energy as red lightning played over his fingers.

He felt like a god.

"Slow it down, and focus on directing the energy into the potion and refining it. The circle will help you, but it won't do everything for you," Victor said.

Connor turned his attention to the bubbling solution in front of him. He focused this strange, new energy as his codex instructed him.

He reached out his hands, hovering them around the crucible, but not touching it. Red lightning arched from his fingertips into the solution.

New sensations lit up in his mind as he felt through a sense he'd never used before. Essences swirled in the crucible, just waiting for him to refine them. He understood what his uncle meant now.

Hearing from the bat, sight of the dragonfly, the mole's sense of smell, and a crocodile's sense of touch... he felt all of that surrounded by essences he didn't need or want. 

He focused his power like a surgeon's scalpel and cut away what he didn't want, using his alchemy to strip it away before recombining it in the form his codex described.

Soon, the revolting smell vanished as he wasn't simply cooking a collection of disgusting things. It had been hard to understand before, but now that he could sense it... it was clear that the heat was mostly just there to help him in his process of refining the essences.

It helped to speed it up, making it easier to break, combine, and mold everything into the form he desired. The form that would turn it into a potion.

Connor laughed then as he worked, with a joy only children feel before their innocence is taken away. But, while making this potion... he felt that very same joy.

He was closer to his father and his uncle now, but it was so much more than that... this was what he needed to do. 

His heart and soul sang as he worked. This was what he was born to do.

His hair stuck to his head and droplets of sweat ran down his back, but he pushed himself to keep at it. He had to finish what he started... to complete his first potion...

How much time had passed since he started? How much longer did he have to keep this up? Did it even matter? He'd suffer through exhaustion a hundred times greater than this for the rewards alchemy offered. 

 "Keep going," Victor said, "you're almost there."

Connor gritted his teeth and squeezed out every drop of power from his aching body. Just a little more...  

Thank goodness he had the focusing circle helping him shape his energy, what would he do without it?

Even so, his control started slipping. His head throbbed, and spots danced in his vision. His hands trembled above the crucible, and his legs threatened to give way as he pushed himself harder and harder...

Finally, he could go no further.

The red lightning sputtered out of his fingers in fitful bursts, and the red glow in the circle died out.

Connor collapsed.

He lay bonelessly on the floor, panting for breath, vaguely aware of Victor saying something, but he couldn't focus. The room was spinning, and his consciousness threatened to slip away at any moment. 

Gradually, the aching weariness subsided enough for him to hear his uncle's words.

"Well done," Victor said, "you've completed your first potion. I must say I'm impressed. It took me several attempts to complete my first one. I think you're a natural." 

Victor offered Connor a hand and hoisted him to his feet.

He steadied himself against the workbench and slumped onto a stool. His first potion boiled away in the crucible.

All traces of the original ingredients were gone, and the solution had turned into a turquoise liquid that gave off a sweet aroma like nectar.

Nothing at all like what he'd expected given what went into it. 

He turned off the magical flame on the workbench and stared at the still bubbling liquid. He smiled wearily. Now he really was an alchemist.

Why did his alchemy respond so differently from his magic? He shook his head. Couldn't he just be happy he had this?

He and Victor talked a bit while he recovered enough for his hands to stop shaking so badly. By then, the crucible had cooled enough to touch. But, on Victor's instruction, he still used a pair of tongs to hold the crucible as he poured the liquid into different vials.

He filled up five vials, and that was that. He was finally done. He put a cork in all the vials except one. The one he planned to drink right away.

He wanted to experience what he had created. He wanted to know what it did. If it worked, and how it worked. 

He held the vial up to his eyes. He hesitated. How could he not think about what he'd put into it? He'd changed it completely since then... but still.

"Go on lad," Victor said with a smirk.

Connor put the vial to his lips and poured it down his throat.

It tasted sweet and smooth. It spread a warm feeling through his chest and stomach on the way down, almost like alcohol. 

He licked his lips and set the vial down.

He furrowed his brows. "I don't feel any different," he said.

Victor chuckled. "Give it a second, lad."

Seconds passed, and Connor still didn't feel anything. He looked at the vial again and sighed. 

Then everything went insane. 

The world around him shifted, changed, and exploded with color. He squeezed his eyes shut, and waves of dizziness washed over him.

A drum beat loudly somewhere close, and his nose was assaulted with a plethora of scents. He recoiled away from it all and fell over backward.

He landed hard on the ground and pain tore through his body like he'd fallen from fifty feet up. He could swear he felt ripples along the earth from the impact. 

He crawled away, but everything followed him. He opened his mouth and screamed, but a horrifying wail like a banshee fighting a hurricane pierced his ears, drowning out his own voice. 

Then everything snapped into focus all at once.

He let out a heavy sigh and sat up.

Everything he saw was crisp, clear and filled with vivid color. The drum still thundered in his ears, but now he could tell it was just his heart beating in his chest.

He could still smell and feel the same as he had only a second ago, but it was like his mind had caught up with his new senses, and he could interpret them properly now.

Victor guffawed. "I wonder if I looked like that the first time that happened to me," he said. 

"You knew this would happen? Why didn't you warn me?" Connor whispered. He wanted to yell, but he wasn't sure how his sensitive hearing would handle that. Screaming hadn't been pleasant...

"Because this was so much more fun," Victor said. 

"I hate you," Connor said.

"Oh come now, lad," Victor said still chuckling, "I've got to have fun somehow. You should have seen your face!" Victor burst out laughing again even louder than before. 

Connor gave up on talking to Victor, who was still laughing at him, and turned back to his codex. It gleamed like never before thanks to his enhanced vision.

He read through what his father had written again, and found what he missed last time.

"Warning! There is a time delay between the senses being heightened and the mind becoming able to comprehend the new information. Brace yourself." 

Connor muttered angrily under his breath. Why was this note off to the side instead of right at the top!

Were all alchemists sadists at heart?

Still, he felt immensely pleased with himself. Even if his nerves were still in tatters. 

He saw more shades of color than he ever had before. He felt the clothes on his body shift as he moved, and the way his muscles contracted and expanded.

He felt his posture and balance and smelled the crisp, fresh air that came from somewhere further inside the workshop. He could even hear the blood pumping through his veins.

His old senses felt mute by comparison.

He felt like he was truly seeing for the first time, and he never wanted to let it go. It was exceptional. This was just a minor starting potion, but it felt glorious, and he wanted more.

 

A headache greeted Connor bright and early the next day. 

He groaned, rubbed his throbbing skull and forced himself to leave the comfort of his bed. 

He blinked the sleep out of his eyes and looked around. Had the world always been so... dull? 

"Back to normal," he said with a sigh.

How would he go back to his old senses now? They were sharp and keenly trained, but that was by human standards. It just didn't compare.

"Too bad it doesn't last forever," he muttered. At least he still had four vials of the stuff left, and he could always make more.

He headed downstairs and into the training room. He had to keep his promise to Victor and maintain his training and other responsibilities, but more than that... he had something he wanted to try.

He went through his exercises. He'd done them for so long, he barely even thought about them anymore, but he made sure to do each one perfectly and more vigorously than he had in a long time.

He finally had what he'd been missing. 

He was more than a thief and a spy now, he was an alchemist, and that thought sparked a fire in his soul that fueled his every action.

He'd find what happened to his parents, and hunt down whoever or whatever took them from him, but to do that he needed to be stronger... much stronger.

He would become the most powerful alchemist the world had ever seen if that's what it took.

Sweat dripped from his body as he did pull-ups.

He strained his lean muscles until they were too weak to continue, and then switched to a new exercise without stopping.

As he went through his many exercises, everything Victor had told him swirled in his mind.

The secret he would have to keep, the meticulousness that alchemy required, how Victor had searched for Connor's parents but found nothing... everything.

For the first time, he could understand what his uncle had been doing all these years. All the constant training. The insistence that everything be mastered and perfected.

He'd resented Victor for it at times, but now... now he was grateful.

How incredible would the skills he had honed over a decade and a half of Victor's tutelage be with the power of alchemy behind them?

He lifted weights in smooth, controlled motions until his arms felt like lead, and still, he pushed himself to surpass his limits.

He kept at it for hours, training his body harder than ever before. Sweat flowed from him like a river.

He finished with the weights and took a long drink of water. He picked up a longsword off the weapons rack.

He usually used a rapier, but he wanted to improve his skill with the longsword and test one of his thoughts from earlier at the same time.

He took out a vial of sense-heightening potion from his bottomless bag and pulled the cork.

He took a long look at the vial, readying himself for what was to come, put the vial to his lips and threw his head back. 

The sweet potion poured down his throat, and he took deep breaths as the warmth spread through his body.

The world exploded with color, sound, and sensation once more, but he took it in stride this time. 

His mind seemed to catch up to his enhanced senses faster as well. But, maybe that was just because he hadn't panicked this time. 

The salty stench of his own sweat filled his nostrils, and the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. 

He whipped his head around toward the doorway, but no-one was there.

Weird.

He shrugged and returned his attention to the longsword in his hand.

He swept it through empty air as he went through his sword forms. The same drills his uncle had led him through over and over again until it had been ingrained into every fiber of his being.

But now... he felt everything. His sense of balance, his posture... down to the most subtle movement in every muscle and even the way the air resisted him.

A shiver ran through his body, and he smiled. This was how his senses should be. It was exactly what he'd hoped for earlier that morning. 

He began adjusting his movements imperceptibly to anyone, but himself. Tiny, minor adjustments that wasted just a little less energy... moved a little smoother... just that extra bit faster. 

The incremental shifts quickly added up, and his speed, precision, and skill skyrocketed in mere moments. 

Was this part of why Victor had him make this one first? Did he know what it would enable him to do with his training? What potions was Victor taking regularly?

A strong enough sense potion would explain how he knew the second someone stepped through the front door. 

It would be so like Victor to use something like the sense-heightening potion rather than a strength potion all the time.

Displays of supernatural strength would be a dead giveaway that something was odd, but having amazing levels of situational awareness?

Most would assume it was a skill developed from years of working in the shadows. If they even thought about it at all.

After another few hours of training with his sword, Connor was moving with a smooth and fluid grace that took others decades to reach.

The way he moved now reminded him of the way Adelia moved in their sparring sessions.

He doubted anyone in the city other than Adelia and Victor could best him with a sword now.

He was snapped out of his trance-like state by laughter from the doorway behind him.

A man leaned against the door frame casually. His face sported a smile that reached his crystal blue eyes, making them sparkle like diamonds.

"You look like you've just climbed out of a lake," said the man.

Connor looked down at his glistening body. "Quit laughing and hand me a towel then why don't you?" he said.

The blond man tossed him one of the neatly folded towels.

Connor snatched it out of midair and dabbed at his sweat-covered face.

"Haven't seen you in ages, where have you been, Vadik?" Connor asked.

Vadik shrugged. "Not all of us have a spymaster for an uncle. Some of us actually have to work for a living. Not that you'd know," he said.

Connor wiped off the worst of his sweat and took a long drink of water.

"So how'd that wizard thing work out?" asked Vadik.

"I think Elgar will have me living out the rest of my days sitting on lily pads and eating flies if he sees me again," Connor said.

"So not well then?" Vadik said with a chuckle. 

"You could say that," Connor said.

He was still a bit disappointed about it, but it was nothing compared to how he'd felt just the day before.

Being an alchemist filled him with purpose, and his disappointment over not being a wizard was fading fast. 

"So what brings you back all of a sudden?" Connor said.

"I'm looking for the old man, actually. I've been away on an important mission, and I need to report my progress to him before I head back to it. Any idea where he's hiding in this oversized mansion you call a home?" Vadik asked. 

As if the mention of him was enough to summon him, Victor appeared around the corner with a contingent of guards.

"Good gods!" exclaimed Vadik, "how do you do that?"

Connor suppressed a smirk. Yup, definitely some kind of sense-enhancing potion. It had to be. 

Victor ignored Vadik's comment. "Good to see you're still alive, Vadik. Come with me, Connor you too," he said.

Connor and Vadik looked at each other. Connor had been excluded from most of their meetings, but they both followed Victor obediently to his office. 

Victor's guards waited outside, and Connor closed the door behind them.

"We can talk freely now," Victor said, "report."

"I have successfully infiltrated The Shadowcloaks," Vadik said.

Victor nodded, his face impassive while Connor raised an eyebrow.

There were only two main thieves' guilds in the city, each struggling for control of the city's underworld. 

One was The Stars of Night, which Victor secretly controlled through a figurehead that he had placed in charge, and the other was The Shadowcloaks.

They'd been the dominant guild, running the entire underworld of the city, until Victor started up The Stars of Night to wrest control from them.

He'd hit them hard and fast at first and almost completely destroyed them, but for the last year, they'd been at a standstill.

Vadik looked at Connor and smirked. 

"Continue," Victor said, with a sideways glance at Connor.

"I have convinced The Guild Master, Bvorn, that I am working as a double agent for him. With the information you provided me to leak to him. I am quickly making my way up the ranks," Vadik said.

Victor nodded again, his face remaining impassive. Connor's lip twitched ever so slightly. Even with all his training, this was his friend Victor had so casually sent into the hornet's nest!

If they suspected Vadik was a spy... even for a moment...

"Anything else?" Victor asked.

"I've been investigating as you asked, but Bvorn is tight-lipped. I don't think he trusts me yet. So far, the only thing I've learned is that he's been working his slavers overtime," said Vadik.

"Very well," said Victor as he scratched his bearded chin, "see what you can dig up in the next few days and then come to see me when you can. In the meantime, I'll start working on some more information for you to leak to them. It would be best to get you into his inner circle as soon as possible."

"I'd better get back then," Vadik said. He saluted Victor and waved a goodbye to Connor. 

"So what do you think?" asked Victor. 

What did he think? About his friend's life being in danger? 

"I think this is insane," said Connor, "you have Vadik playing a dangerous game. Every second he spends with the rival thieves' guild is potentially his last. Bvorn is a scumbag, but he isn't stupid.

"Even if Vadik does everything flawlessly... if Bvorn even begins to suspect what Vadik is, then he'll beg for death before the end, and we'll never have enough warning to help him!"

"No," Victor said, "we won't. It's a dangerous mission, but he knows the risks. Believe it or not, he volunteered for this. Not everyone is as averse to this life as you are."

What could he say to that? Was he wrong to want his friends to be safe... even if that wasn't what they wanted?

"That brings me to the reason I called you here today," Victor said, "I've been training you all your life, but I've also been sheltering you. That stops now. It's time you learned more about the world and what's going on in it. Whether you like it or not, alchemy is a life of secrecy, and the only way you can be prepared for the challenges you'll face is to know about them beforehand.

"Without your potions, without ample preparation... You're just as dead as any normal human. You may not want this life, but as long as I'm teaching you alchemy you will learn everything I have to teach you about surviving. Even the smallest, seemingly most insignificant detail may mean the difference between life and death."

Victor massaged the bridge of his nose and sighed.

"On that note... there are things you need to know. I've been receiving disturbing reports for a while now. Despite the Lestrian government's best efforts, the slavery trade has been steadily increasing for years now and now it seems that trend has finally reached Vigil.

"But, what's more, there have been more political assassinations in the last year than in the last decade. The orcs to the south are stirring. Tensions between the races mount... and at the centre of it all... is unknown," he said.

"What do you mean?" Connor asked.

"I mean, I have no idea who's behind it," Victor said, "anytime one of my men looks like they're getting close, they turn up dead or vanish entirely. Whatever is going on... nobody is talking. Every lead I find hits a dead end. Often literally. Someone out there is up to something, and I'll be damned if I know what."

"If it's that big why isn't the whole kingdom up in arms about it? And how in the hells are they keeping it so secret?" Connor asked. 

"It started off so slowly that I doubt anyone's noticed, and people don't look at the big picture, lad. I imagine there are some who've noticed, but most won't think they're related... I do though.

"It all smells of the same stuff to me and it's all so well hidden. It doesn't make sense to me that it's all unrelated. Not when someone is going to a great deal of effort to keep me from finding out the truth of it," Victor said. 

Connor frowned. How could anything give Victor trouble? He was always in control. The world moved like a puppet as he pulled the strings. 

"So what do we do?" Connor asked.

Victor shrugged. "We do our best to find out what's going on and perhaps put a stop to it. In the meantime, life goes on. There's always some miserable bastard plotting something. Can't stop living every time a new one pops up," he said.

 

Thereafter, the days passed in a routine.

Connor completed all of his training, and responsibilities during the day, and each night he was hard at work in the workshop. Sometimes alone, and sometimes under Victor's watchful eye. 

He'd always been incredibly fit, but with the renewed zeal he applied to his training, his strength, speed, and stamina all increased vastly. 

He trained with every weapon, using his sense-heightening potion to help him correct his own mistakes.

Victor was always a relentless font of criticism, but now Connor was too focused on improving to really notice or care. With his enhanced senses, he corrected his own mistakes almost as quickly as he made them.

His archery, swordsmanship, and even his lock picking skills improved at a terrifying speed.

He used the sense-heightening potion as a tool and not a crutch. Even without it, his skills carried over to his sparring sessions with Adelia. 

The only time he got any sleep was when Victor dragged him away from the workshop, or when he passed out over his codex. 

He devoured knowledge, yet remained hungry for more like a ravenous monster.

He learned more about alchemical circles. Most were only needed for more advanced projects, but Victor insisted that Connor start learning them all from the start.

Connor didn't complain a single time as he knelt on the floor for hours, drawing the diagrams with chalk until he knew them down to the finest detail from memory. However, he quickly learned to kneel on a cushion while spending hours drawing on the hard floor.

He continued making The Potion of Heightened Senses and slowly built up a stockpile, and Victor taught him how to channel his alchemy without the use of a circle, or a heat source.

Connor sat in front of spider eyes, goblin skin, and powdered bat teeth for hours, refining them cold until his alchemy sputtered out and he slumped over the workbench.

It was exhausting work, and he didn't get any potions out of it, but he could already feel that it was getting easier for him to use his alchemy powers.

He looked forward to making potions without the aid of a circle.

He felt his alchemy growing stronger and more powerful, and his control had already improved by leaps and bounds.

Once more, he was down in the workshop after a full day of training, working on more sense-enhancing potions.

It was easier to make them now than it had been at the start, and the potions were getting more powerful too.

Soon, it would be time to try making Beginner level potions. He already had his eye on a minor strength potion. It wouldn't give him godlike strength or anything, but even a small boost to his strength could be useful in a pinch. 

The potion bubbled, and red lightning crackled and snapped from his fingers into the boiling liquid. He pulled apart the essences and reformed them, and finally, he had another batch of the sweet, turquoise liquid. 

He turned off the heat source, waited for it to stop bubbling, and poured it into the vials he had ready and waiting.

He yawned and clambered up the stairs. Time to get some sleep.

Not five seconds after leaving Victor's office, Adelia rushed up to him out of nowhere. "There you are! It's time for our match!" she said. 

"What? But it's the middle of—" he started, but sunlight streamed in through the window behind her. 

Oh no.

"The middle of what?" Adelia asked. 

He forced a smile. "Um... the middle of... the... day? Sorry, I'm late," he said.

Adelia chuckled. "You're not that late," she said, "but we should get started."

She dashed away, and Connor followed behind her, staring at the ceiling.

"Why me?" he mouthed.

Victor was already waiting in the training area with a sadistic smirk on his lips. 

Connor glared at him, but Victor's smirk only grew. 

Damn it. Of course, Victor wasn't going to help him get out of this.

If he didn't do something soon, she'd pulverize him worse than usual in this state... 

Adelia was still walking with her back to him, so he quickly took out a vial of potion and drank it down. He slipped the empty vial back into the bag and braced himself.

The world exploded with sensation, and he gritted his teeth. Just a little longer and it'd settle down.

"Connor? Are you okay?" Adelia asked.

Her gentle voice sounded like thunder and the screams of a thousand women to his ears. His skin crawled from the abrasive fabric of his clothes against his skin. His nose itched with a thousand scents.

The world snapped back into focus once more.

He blinked and held back a relieved sigh.

"I'm fine. Just got lost in thought for a moment," he said.

"Well, you'd better get un-lost in a hurry, or you're going to get hurt," she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Strength

 

"We'll do swords today," Adelia said. She tossed a wooden training sword to Connor, who caught it with ease.

He stifled a yawn. 

Damn it. He just wanted to get to bed, not get beaten to a bloody pulp again. 

At least, with the potion, he might avoid getting hurt too badly... the world around him was so alive now. He felt the cool spring air spreading through his lungs, the steady beat of his heart, the balance of the sword and the way it moved through the air...

Hmm... maybe this could be fun after all...

So far, he'd only used his potions in training alone, and he'd improved a lot because of it.

How would it be to spar with her while under the effects? 

They stood opposite one another in the sandbox once more. Her entire body was covered, apart from her eyes... as always. However, he saw them clearer than ever now, and he saw her pupils widen when she looked at him.

Something he easily would've missed without the potion.

He got in his stance as she entered hers, and the two of them stared at each other.

He took in every detail around him. The soft sound of her breathing and the way the fabric of her mask moved slightly with each breath. The way she shifted her balance even without seeming to move.

He adjusted his own balance in a similar fashion and studied her with his enhanced eyes. 

Her hood moved slightly and a crease formed in the cloth mask that covered her face.

It was a tiny movement. Imperceptible to any normal person.

Wait... was she... frowning under her mask?

His lips split into a smile. It was the most he'd ever picked up of her expressions. 

They waited still. As usual, there was no counting. No "are you ready?"

She would launch at him out of nowhere, and it would be up to him to react in time. The trouble is, she was so difficult to read.

Unlike other opponents that he could generally beat with ease such as the royal guard, she gave no signals, and she was so much faster and more agile too.

A soft crease formed in her leather armor, her clothing shifted slightly, and she exhaled. 

She dashed toward him, little more than a blur, and swung at him, but Connor was already bringing his sword upward. 

The wooden blades clacked against one another. He deflected most of the force, but even so, the wood vibrated in his hands like a gong, and his fingers ached.

By the twelve hells, she was strong! But, he hadn't lost his grip. That was what mattered.

He countered, swinging his blade at her in a deadly arch... or it would be if the swords weren't wooden and they weren't both covered in leather armor. Him more so than her. 

She raised her own blade in time, and another hard clack rang out. She whirled around behind him with a grace ballerinas would sacrifice their mothers for.

She was just so fast. It was like trying to catch the wind! One wrong move now would hurt... a lot.

There was a rustle of sand and the soft rush of air behind him. 

She was going to thrust into his back? That was just mean.

He launched himself to the right, twisting his body away from where his senses screamed she would strike. 

Her wooden blade passed through the center of where he'd just been standing and grazed his side. 

He bit back a yelp as searing pain boiled through his body. The potion gave him unparalleled awareness to the point it was like having eyes in the back of his head, but the heightened sensitivity had a few downsides too.

Pain was one of them.

But the match was far from over. Despite the burning agony, it was just a minor graze, and even if it were a real sword, it wouldn't have done much damage. 

He continued his spin, moving away from her as fast as possible and facing her again. 

Her clothing shifted a fraction, and he leapt backward. Her sword passed a hair away from his chest.

He swung at her, but she recovered too quickly and their swords clacked once again. 

Minutes passed without her landing a hit on him. He denied her any openings, but she started moving faster. Even so, her rate of breathing hadn't increased at all since the start of the fight.

Was this how Victor always knew she was taking it easy on him?

It was clear now.

She adjusted her speed with how well he reacted. She was gauging him. In total control. Precise. Measured. This had to be all for his benefit. She wasn't even exerting herself!

It had been so damn hard to detect before. He'd always thought she was just superbly skilled, because she was. But, this went beyond anything he expected. She could kill him easier than breathing. Surely she could!

Gods! What was she?

Her every movement was graceful and fluid.

Even with his astounding improvements in recent days, he was like a stumbling toddler next to her. She was so... perfect.

Her attacks came faster and his thoughts shattered.

Connor quickly found himself covered in sweat and panting while her own breathing was measured and even... and exactly the same.

The potion made him able to read her movements better and gave him astounding situational awareness, but he wasn't any faster or stronger or physically different. 

He pushed himself to the absolute limits of his speed, still keeping control with the aid of his enhanced senses, but she was just so far beyond him.

Even so, he kept his concentration firmly on improving himself. 

She was doing all of this for his benefit. She had been since the start no doubt. He owed it to her to get as much out of their sparring as he could.

He focused on his senses both inwardly and outwardly. It was one thing to correct his movements in practice, but quite another while sparring against Adelia.

He corrected his mistakes as quickly as he made them and she moved faster as his skill level grew.

Neither Victor nor Adelia said anything as Connor evolved, adapted and improved before their very eyes. 

He started picking up on even more of the little movements she made. His ability to read her bordered on precognition.

Even so, she parried every attack he made, and her breathing was relaxed.

How could he be so blind before? She had so much more to her than he'd ever suspected...

He looked into her beautiful eyes.

What if they could see everything he did? Hmm... could he throw her off?

He adjusted his movements again, feinting on a level no human swordsman would ever even see. 

She took the bait and brought her sword up, ready to deflect a blow that wouldn't come.

Connor dived forward at the opening he'd created, thrusting at her chest.

She moved with inhuman speed, whirled away from his attack and swept her leg into the back of his knees.

He landed with a heavy thud and pain exploded through his body

It was just a fall. He'd had them too many times to count, but with the potion, it felt a thousand times worse.

He groaned pathetically. When he opened his eyes, the tip of her sword pointed right at his throat.

He lay back in the sand, gasping for air.

"Just give me a moment to catch my breath," he said with a smile on his lips and a fire in his eyes.

"You're much better today. Have you been holding out on me?" Adelia asked.

Her voice caressed every syllable with her strange accent... it was like a siren's song.

"Well?" she asked.

 "Uh...Holding out? Never," he said with a bright smile and a wink.

"Hmm..." she said. 

Damn. He needed to be more careful. The potion was fantastic, but it seemed he could be more easily distracted as well. 

He stood up and took in another deep breath. "Another go?" he asked. 

They sparred for hours, and Connor ended up with more than a few bruises, but the vast improvements he made helped to distract from the pain.

When they were done, they took a walk in the palace gardens.

"You've been getting better astonishingly fast lately," Adelia said.

"Thanks," Connor said proudly.

"So what's going on?" she asked.

"What do you mean?" he asked.

"One day you're distraught about not becoming a wizard, and the next you're happier than I've ever seen you and you're training like your life depends on it... So what is it?" she pressed.

Connor paused. She was his friend... he didn't want to lie to her, but he had to keep alchemy a secret.

"I guess I just decided that if I can't be a wizard, I'll have to find another way to find what happened to my parents," he said.

It wasn't exactly a lie, but it wasn't the whole truth either. 

Her eyes narrowed. He didn't need the potion to see that she knew he was hiding something.

"As long as you're okay then," she said, "just remember you have friends... if you need help... promise me you'll come to me."

"I promise," Connor said.

She let the subject drop, for which he was grateful.

She'd always been someone he could talk to about almost anything. She and Vadik meant a lot to him, and he hadn't expected it to be so hard to lie to them. 

But, they had secrets of their own too. Especially her.

The two talked for a bit longer before Adelia left to do some work, which meant someone was about to die, but he didn't think too much about that. 

He knew what she did for a living, and he'd come to terms with it a long time ago. He didn't like it, but he also knew from being around his uncle that sometimes it was necessary to prevent greater evils.

Besides, he wasn't exactly in a position to judge.

He put the matter out of his mind and returned home. 

Victor called him into his office the minute he stepped through the front door. 

"Good work today," Victor said, "but be careful not to go too far overboard. Alchemy is supposed to be a secret, and you saw how quickly she's picked up that something is going on."

"But I want to improve," Connor said, "should I try to pretend I'm not as good? It would slow down my progress."

Victor shook his head. "Nay, lad. That potion is subtle enough that it should be fine. She's noticed something, but what exactly would be hard to tell. For all, she knows you've just been training twice as hard... which you have.

"But, heed my warning. When you start making... more obvious things. Be careful. I don't want to see you juggling two-ton boulders where anyone can see you. Ever," he said.

 

Connor slept till late the next day. 

Staying up all night making potions and then sparring with Adelia for so long had left him feeling like a dishrag that had been wrung out and then stomped on for good measure.

Only a few hours of daylight remained, and he decided to make good use of them.

His lean muscle rippled, and sweat ran down his body as he did pull-ups with weighted clothing.

Though he used heavy weights, his muscle remained lean. He was tall and thin, with a strength that belied his size.

He didn't mind that his body remained lean, rather than bulky and muscular. He had simply adjusted his fighting style to focus more on speed.

Even if Adelia made him look slow and clumsy... he consoled himself with the thought that none of the highly trained palace guards were his match.

Night fell, and he wiped off his sweat with a towel. 

He smiled. It was time to make a strength potion.

Maybe he was getting ahead of himself, but he'd been making such excellent progress so far... it was worth a shot, right?

He hummed softly as he opened his codex, and read it in the magical light of the workshop.

The Potion of Minor Strength was his goal for tonight. His first attempt at a Beginner level potion... it was a lesser strength potion, far less powerful than the potion Victor had given him, but it was a start.

Besides... the Potion of Heightened Senses was only a Novice level potion... and look what that did! 

He searched out and gathered the ingredients he needed from among the many shelves.

Troll's root, ginger, ogre blood... 

Alchemy called for some weird stuff.

He laid everything out and drew the focusing circle. It went much smoother now after so many hours of practice, but it was still irritating work that made his back ache.

Hopefully, he wouldn't need one for much longer.

He stood up and his back cracked. Ah, that felt better. He pulled on his alchemy and the circle at his feet lit up bright red.

He ground up the troll's root and ginger using a pestle and mortar, red lightning played over his fingers and into the herbs, further refining it.

He gritted his teeth, and a bead of sweat ran down the side of his head. Damn it was hard to refine without heat while also keeping half his attention on grinding up the herbs into the finest powder he could.

If he stopped either the grinding or using his alchemy for just a moment, it would negatively affect the potion, and this was just the first stage.

Thank the gods his alchemy was so much stronger now... but would it be enough?

He finished grinding up the herbs he needed and poured the fine dust into the crucible. The powder glowed slightly red from the energy he'd put into it, and he didn't want it to dissipate, so he moved as quickly as he could. 

He pulled the cork from the vial of ogre blood and tipped it over the crucible. It splattered over the dust and formed a reddish-brown sludge.

Yuck.

Next, he poured water into the mixture and stirred it with a glass rod. None of it dissolved properly, and bits of powder and blood swirled around the solution.

He activated the magical flame at the base of the crucible, and the concoction started to bubble. He held his hands to either side of the solution, avoiding the rising steam, and pulled hard on his alchemy.

Red lightning snapped and crackled from his hands and into the swirling, bubbling solution like a chaotic, alien storm.

The familiar presence of the focusing circle pressed on his awareness and helped him shape his energy.

He panted like he'd been running for days straight as he tore apart the essences of the ingredients and reconnected them in the form he needed.

The process was slow and exhausting. It took all his focus, and there was no way for him to tell how long it had been as he struggled onward.

His power started to wane, and the circle beneath him flickered, but he gritted his teeth and pulled as hard as he could.

He brought it back up to a healthy glow once more and kept it like that for how long he couldn't say. 

His head felt like a pack of angry goblins were hacking away at it with axes, his bones ached, and his legs wobbled beneath him. 

The red lightning and the glow of the circle at his feet faltered and faded away, and his legs buckled. 

He caught himself on a stool and panted. Sweat ran down his body in rivulets.

It was too late now. The process couldn't be interrupted. If he'd failed, he'd have to start all over again.

The potion bubbled in front of him. He wanted to check on it, but he was too tired to move. 

He took deep breaths and steadied his shaking hands. How could alchemy be so physically demanding?

When he had the energy to move again, he checked on the potion.

It bubbled with a slightly cloudy orange color.

He frowned. The description just said light orange. Had he succeeded? Would it being slightly cloudy be a problem?

He turned off the flame at the base of the crucible and let it cool before he filled up a few vials with the murky orange liquid.

He stared at it intently. Should he drink it? It must be close at the very least... how else would he know if it had worked? But, if he'd made too large a mistake... if it wasn't ready... there was no telling what it might do.

He held the vial up to his eyes. 

He'd gone through so much effort to make it, and it was only a little cloudy. Hardly something to worry about. 

"Only one way to find out," he muttered.

He poured the liquid down his throat. It tasted tangy and a bit spicy, but otherwise, it wasn't too bad.

He waited anxiously.

Strength surged through his body. Suddenly, it wasn't so hard to keep standing. Not because he had any new energy, but because it simply required less effort to stand.

He smiled widely. The potion worked!

Now to head to the training room and test just how much stronger it made him!

He headed to the stairs, taking deep breaths. Hmm... he was still shaking. Maybe he'd have to test it with another vial tomorrow...

A knifelike pain pierced his stomach. He stumbled and gasped. Then another spear of pain gouged his stomach... and another and another. 

He doubled over and fell to the floor.

He reached out, grasped the edge of the stairs and pulled himself toward them.

He crawled up the stairs. Fire boiled the marrow of his bones, and a wave of dizziness washed over him. The room spun and twisted around him. 

He tumbled back down the pitiful distance he'd crawled and threw up violently.

Then, the world went black.

 

Connor awoke in his bed. 

For a moment, last night seemed like a bad dream, until he sat up and his stomach clenched. He covered his mouth with his hand and choked back vomit.

The feeling passed quickly, but his throat burned and he still felt woozy.

The door opened, and Victor stepped inside.

"You damn fool boy," he growled.

"Good morning to you too," Connor replied weakly.

"I told you! A thousand times I told you that alchemy was to be treated with caution and respect! You've barely started, and you nearly got yourself killed!" Victor yelled.

Connor winced. Great. Now he had a headache too.

"So, what happened?" he asked.

"You drank an improperly prepared potion, and you paid the price," Victor growled.

"I meant... after that," Connor said.

"I know exactly what you meant," Victor said, "I came into the workshop to check on you and found you half dead. You're damn lucky I came in when I did. I gave you one of my own potions to counteract most of the effects." 

"Most of them?" Connor asked.

"I kept you from dying, but I figured you would do well to suffer a bit when you woke up, so you might remember not to do something so stupid in future," Victor said.

"I'm sorry, uncle," Connor replied.

"No, Connor, it is I who is sorry. I thought you were ready for this, but clearly, I was wrong. I'll be taking the key I gave you," Victor said.

His words cut Connor to the bone. "Please uncle, I promise I won't—" Connor started.

"You already promised me, and you broke that promise. Clearly, your word means less than nothing. The key, Connor. Now," Victor said. 

Connor reached into his bag and pulled out the key to the workshop.

Victor snatched it away. "You've disappointed me," he said. He walked out and closed the door behind him, leaving Connor alone in his room.

Connor didn't know what hurt more, his uncle's harsh words that he knew he deserved or having the workshop taken from him.

He took out his codex and ran his fingers over the cover...

What should he do now?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Chasing Shadows

 

After a day of bed rest, he felt better physically, though still not great.

The ache of being barred from the workshop, however, hadn't diminished at all.

He poured the vials of improper strength potion down the sink and watched the murky liquid dribble down the drain.

He gritted his teeth and flung the vials against the bathroom wall. They shattered, sending fragments of glass everywhere.

How could he be so stupid!

He bent over the sink and glared at his own reflection. He snarled at the fool that had done this to him. The idiot that had betrayed his promise to Victor.

The one that kept him from his alchemy...

He punched his image. The mirror cracked, and blood trickled down his fist.

How could he be so reckless? He finally had a path... the thing his soul had yearned for all these years... and he'd just thrown it away!

He'd give anything to take that back...

He sighed and shook his head.

What was he doing now? Having a tantrum like a child? Yeah. That'd get Victor to let him back into the workshop for sure...

He picked fragments of glass out of his knuckles and ran water over his wound before cleaning and dressing it.

If he wanted to practice alchemy again, he needed to prove to Victor that he'd learned his lesson. That he could be trusted.

Despite still not feeling fantastic, he went down to the training room. He needed to take his mind off it, and to get back on his uncle's good side...

He used a Potion of Heightened Senses from the stockpile he'd built up and went through his sword forms. 

If he could just show Victor how hard he was working and how much this meant to him...

With his sharpened senses, he easily heard footsteps drawing closer. Had Victor changed his mind? He turned to face them as they approached the doorway.

It was Chamberlain Davison with a pack of his loyal guards.

Connor's expression soured. What now?

Still... Victor no doubt heard everything that happened in the manor...

"How can I help you today?" Connor said as politely as he could manage.

Chamberlain Davison sneered and ignored him.

Great. This was going so well already.

Victor came around the corner with his own contingent of guards. They just happened to outnumber The Chamberlain and his cronies.

Chamberlain Davison pointed one of his sausage-fingers at Connor. "Why is he allowed to walk freely?" he asked.

Connor ground his teeth. "Is there some reason I should be bound?" he asked.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than he regretted them. Twelve hells! What was he thinking? Bickering with The Chamberlain wasn't going to win him any points with Victor, but the man was just so infuriating!

"You assaulted me!" Chamberlain Davison shrieked.

"Assaulted you?" Connor asked, "if I'd assaulted you, you'd be dead."

"And now he threatens me! Do you see?" said Chamberlain Davison.

Connor's hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. "I wasn't threatening you, I was stating a fact you sniveling—"

"Do you have any proof?" asked Victor, cutting off Connor before he could say anything more.

"Proof?" Chamberlain Davison spluttered, "what do I need proof for? My word is all the proof you need."

"If you have no proof then this matter is over," Victor said.

"My guards! My guards saw everything," Chamberlain Davison said.

"I'm afraid that men under your employ can't be counted on as reliable witnesses," Victor said.

"I'll have this brought before Prince Cynric if you don't do something about him," Chamberlain Davison snapped. 

"Oh?" said Victor as he raised an eyebrow, "perhaps I can use it as a chance to bring a few other matters to his attention as well. Like some of your late night activities with the other nobles, and how you've been using palace funds to build up your own little power hungry faction." 

Chamberlain Davison's eyes widened. "You have no proof of this," he said.

"Try me," Victor said.

The Chamberlain backed away from Victor as if he were a hungry tiger. "Well... perhaps I can overlook it... just this once," he said. 

"How thoughtful of you," Victor said with an almost predatory smile.

Chamberlain Davison gave Connor another glare and stormed away.

"Slime," Victor muttered so quietly that even Connor had trouble hearing it despite his potion.

Victor turned to Connor. "Why didn't you bring this to my attention right away?" he asked.

"It was the day we fought, and you told me about who I really am... it slipped my mind. Besides, your guards came in, and I thought they would've reported it to you," Connor said.

"They only told me you two argued," Victor said, "so did you actually hit him?"

"No," Connor said.

Victor's eyes bored into him.

"Well..." Connor said.

"Spit it out," Victor said.

"He prodded me with his finger, and I grabbed his hand and pulled it away," Connor said, "I didn't even break anything. I swear."

Victor looked in the direction The Chamberlain had left. "We're going to have to do something about that man," he said, "and soon."

"Why don't you just go to Prince Cynric with what you have?" Connor asked. 

Victor sighed. "Because I don't have enough proof. I have your word, and the word of a few of my agents, but that isn't enough to convince Prince Cynric of Davison's guilt. He's too high up and too well connected. We need something far more concrete," he said.

"You were bluffing?" Connor said.

"Naturally," said Victor. 

"But you didn't even twitch!" Connor said. Even his enhanced senses hadn't picked up on anything to suggest that Victor had lied.

"This old dog still has some tricks up his sleeves, lad," Victor said.

 

The rest of the day went by smoothly.

Connor finished his training, but all he could think about was getting back into the workshop again.

He tried to distract himself by picking another magical lock. 

He pulled his magic down into his picks. It resisted him as it always did, and he sighed.

Part of him had hoped that after using his alchemy his magic would somehow start working properly, but it remained the same as before.

Why was there such a big difference between his alchemy and his magic?

If only there were a potion to fix that... 

He rubbed his temples. Did it matter if there was? Until he got back into the workshop, none of that mattered.

Footsteps approached, bringing with them a familiar scent.

"Hi, Vadik," Connor said without turning around, or even looking up from his lock.

"Do you have any idea how creepy that is? How do you do that? I swear you're getting more like Victor by the day," Vadik said.

Connor smirked, and his picks slipped out of the magical lock for the thousandth time. 

Vadik chuckled. "Lock giving you trouble? You're slipping, buddy. Need some help?" he asked.

Connor laughed. "If you can pick a magically protected lock then be my guest," he said.

"What in the hells are you wasting your time trying to pick one of those for?" Vadik asked.

"I love a challenge," Connor said with a wry smile, "besides, I've already picked one before. I just want to do it again. They're pretty tricky though." 

"How did you manage that?" Vadik asked.

"It's complicated," Connor said, "I'm guessing you're here to see Victor?"

"Afraid so," Vadik said.

Connor set the lock down and turned to his friend. He scanned everything around them with his supernatural hearing, but there was no sign of anyone who might overhear them...

"Are you okay, Vadik?" he asked, "Victor told me you volunteered for it... but you're walking a dangerous line."

"Aww, are you worried about me?" Vadik said, "I'm touched."

"I just don't want to be stuck paying for your funeral. Those things are expensive," Connor said.

"And then there's all my friends to invite," Vadik added.

"What friends? This is you we're talking about here," Connor said, "Only way anyone other than me will attend is if I invite some of your enemies to dance on your grave."

"Thou doth wound me so," Vadik said with an exaggerated pose, and the two laughed.

One of Victor's personal guards appeared in the doorway, his posture stiff and formal like a disciplined military man. "Victor would like to see you in his office now," he said. 

Connor followed Vadik into his uncle's office and stood behind his friend.

Victor might be upset with him, but he already knew about Vadik's undercover work, and he wanted to know what was happening with his friend.

Victor leaned back in his chair. "Report," he said.

"I've made my way further into Bvorn's inner circle. I've learned he is working under instruction from a new group. I haven't been able to gain much information about them.

"But, what I do know is that they have deep pockets, and Bvorn is eager to please them. I think they're connected to the increase in the slavery trade, but I haven't been able to confirm that yet," Vadik said. 

Victor wrote something down. His quill moved across the page like a blur, and he motioned for Vadik to continue.

"I have, however, found an informant who says he has more information on the new group. He works for one of the slavery rings, so I believe he may have overheard something. He is being tight-lipped though and requests a hundred gold coins for information.

"He'll be on a boat just after sunset on the east side of the docks in three days. I expect he plans to leave as soon as he gets his gold or even before then. I don't know what he learned, but it spooked him. I couldn't learn more without risking blowing my cover, sir," Vadik said.

"Very well," Victor said, his face and voice as calm as if he were discussing the weather on a bright sunny day, "you'd better get back to Bvorn and stay there for a while. Don't come back here for a few weeks unless you come across something urgent. Watch how you behave even in The Stars of Night. We don't know who Bvorn might have turned to his side.

"We need to be especially careful right now. We can't afford for him to think that you aren't his double agent. Connor will deal with the informant, you just make sure to keep your cover intact."

"Understood," Vadik said. He saluted Victor and nodded to Connor on his way out of the room.

"I'm going to meet the informant uncle?" Connor asked.

Victor sighed. "I'm still mad at you, but you're one of the few I can trust," he said, "I'd be lying if I said I wasn't deeply concerned about this. Remember the reports I told you about? They're getting worse.

"The kingdom is coming down harder on slavery, but it continues to grow despite that. Kidnappings are higher than they've been in decades, and I still don't know where they're all going. Not even a trace of who is buying all these slaves!

"As if that wasn't enough, an ambassador from one of the eastern kingdoms was assassinated right under my nose, and cults are springing up like weeds. Something big is happening, and we need to know what. I need someone I can trust to handle this."

Connor nodded. "I'll do it, on one condition," he said, "I want to be allowed back in the workshop. I know I messed up, but I'm an alchemist now. I can never go back to the way things were before. I need to do alchemy. I'll be more careful in future. I've learned my lesson." 

Victor's eyes were unreadable. "You would endanger our lives and the lives of others by refusing the mission otherwise?" he asked.

"I don't want to refuse the mission, uncle. I understand the importance of it, but I also need to get back to alchemy. I'm meant to be an alchemist. I can feel it in my bones," Connor said. 

"Complete the mission, and I'll think about it," Victor said.

Connor chaffed at the delay and the uncertainty, but he was pushing his luck already. "Very well," he said, "I'll do it."

Victor went back to the documents on his desk, effectively dismissing Connor. 

Connor stopped at the doorway. "Could I bring Adelia with me? As backup," he asked.

"It's your mission," Victor said without looking up, "complete it how you see fit."

Connor smiled. He could bring some of Victor's guards with him, but he trusted his friend more. Not to mention, she was probably more lethal than a whole group of highly trained guards.

Besides, he liked the company.

 

Connor busied himself by training vigorously every day and going over his equipment repeatedly. 

He'd asked Adelia to join him for the mission during one of their sparring sessions, and she'd agreed. The informant's requested gold had been given to him by Victor, and now rested in his bottomless bag along with some extra coin just in case the informant changed the price when the meeting came.

Everything was set, and all that was left to do was wait.

The three days until the meeting crawled by, but eventually it was time to head out.

He donned his black leather armor, adjusted his belt with his dwarven-forged rapier sheathed at his hip, and checked the throwing knives concealed all over his body.

"Meet the guy, pay him off, listen to what he has to say, and everyone will be on their merry way," Connor muttered.

Yeah right. Like anything ever went that smoothly. Especially when dealing with lowlifes. 

He double-checked his bracers and pulled on a cloak, both to ward off the cool evening air and to conceal his armor. It didn't hide it completely, but someone would have to look much closer to notice it.

Especially once the sun set.

He smiled softly. Hopefully, this time tomorrow he'd be back in the workshop. 

He drank one of his remaining vials of sense-enhancing potion and waited for it to kick in. 

Thank goodness he'd built up such a large stockpile of them.

All his senses expanded, and the world exploded with vibrant colors once more. The overwhelming period before his mind caught up with the new sensations was definitely getting easier to bear.

He took one last look in the mirror, taking in his fingerless gloves, and the leather greaves on his legs with even more knives hidden within.

Yup. Everything was in order. Time to get going.

Adelia waited at the bottom of the stairs. Dressed, as always, in her dark leather armor with her hood up and her face concealed beneath a cloth mask, so only her bright violet eyes peeked out.

"Are you ready?" Connor asked.

She scoffed. "You have to ask?" she said.

Connor chuckled and said, "Ask a stupid question—"

"And get a sarcastic answer," she interrupted.

 

The dark tunnels beneath the palace were entirely different with his heightened senses. It was still tough to tell which direction sounds came from, but he definitely picked up on a lot more activity.

Had the tunnels always been so... alive? Or were the monsters just getting more out of control? 

At least, he could see much further in the tunnels now. Far beyond the small circle of light from his torch. If anything did come for them, he should see it long before he normally would... 

"You're awfully quiet today," Adelia said.

Her voice was little more than a whisper, but in the oppressive silence of the tunnels, it sounded far louder. Something shifted in an adjacent tunnel. Hmm... the monsters were definitely closer than they should be.

"I guess I just have a lot on my mind," Connor whispered.

"Care to share?" Adelia asked.

"Not really," Connor whispered.

"Can you at least tell me more about this mission?" She asked.

"I already told you, we're going to meet someone and pay for information," he said.

She sighed. "Yes, I know that part," she said, "but you haven't told me any more than that. And since when does Victor send his precious nephew on a run-of-the-mill intelligence meeting? No, I'm guessing there's a lot more to it than just that." 

How much should he tell her? He trusted her, but Vadik's involvement wasn't for him to share.

The fewer people who knew what Vadik was doing, the safer he would be. He could tell her everything else though.

He paused for a moment and listened for anyone or anything that might be in hearing range. Though the tunnels echoed, words quickly became incomprehensible, and whispering didn't carry far... for human ears anyway.

It was so damn quiet down here, he could probably hear a mouse breathing.

A ghoul shuffled along far down the tunnel to their right, and the low rumble of a basilisk's growl echoed from further in. It was probably almost feeding time.

But, neither of those two were close enough to hear. And, even if they were, monsters like them weren't exactly brilliant conversationalists. 

They should be safe.

"Victor's been receiving reports from all over the world. Everything from political assassinations to the orcs to the south stirring. Even the slave trade has been booming, but so far we have no idea who's buying them or what's going on.

"Hopefully, our contact can help us shed some light on all this. The slavery part anyway," Connor whispered so low that even a human standing right next to them would've had trouble picking it up.

Somehow, he figured Adelia wouldn't have a problem hearing him.

"Politicians bumping each other off, folk whispering about another blood war, and slavers being slavers. Sounds like the same old story to me," Adelia whispered.

"If it were, Victor wouldn't be so concerned," Connor whispered, "we're not talking about the normal stuff. It's a huge increase. Started off slow, but it's picking up speed. Victor thinks all of it's connected and I doubt he'd be thinking much about the orcs if it were just the whispers of hot-blooded youths and senile old men.

"Somebody out there is up to something, and hopefully, you and I are about to find out a piece of that puzzle. Once we know what's going on, we can work on putting a stop to it."

"How do you know that we'll want to stop it?" Adelia asked.

"Anyone that gets involved with slavers can't be up to anything good," Connor said.

They continued in silence after that.

It was a long walk through the tunnels toward the nearest exit to the east side of the docks. They took a path few outside of Victor's circle ever used, or knew existed, and reached a solid iron door covered in runes.

Connor touched the runes in sequence. The door clicked and swung open. A gust of air washed over them, and they stepped inside. It sealed behind them with another soft click.

The room around them was well lit, clean and filled with bookshelves despite the already modest space.

An elven man sat behind a desk going through a ledger. 

He looked up at the two of them and smiled. "Ah, Connor and Miss Adelia too?" he said, "so good to see you both. To what do I owe the pleasure? Should I have one of the servants bring us tea and perhaps something to eat? Crumpets maybe? I just got the most delicious blackcurrant jam. Absolutely scrumptious!"

"Afraid not," Connor said, "official business up above."

"That's too bad," the elf said, "Victor was more than generous with this library, but I do find myself getting lonely from time to time. There are the other spies of course, but it's always a little odd asking someone who works for you to keep you company."

"You just have to lay low a little longer. Duke Bernstein's wanted posters are getting less like you by the day. He didn't get the best look at you, and his memory isn't what it used to be," Connor said.

Illyian sighed. "He's persistent isn't he?" he said.

"To be fair, he thinks you were the one that got his wife involved in demonic rituals," Connor said.

"I suppose there is that... but it won't be long before folk don't need a reason. Have you seen what's going on out there? Taxes on non-humans keep getting higher, their shops get vandalized, nobody will hire them, and if they do it's only at a fraction of a human's pay, and it's only getting worse.

"It won't be long before they start stringing people up based on the pointiness of their ears. When did such pointless hatred take root? I remember a time when we all fought together as one in The Great War..."  

Connor chuckled. "Come off it. I know you're not nearly that old. Not even close," he said.

"Well... I've heard the stories anyway," Illyian said.

"Who hasn't?" Connor said, "but I know what you mean... we're working on it, but it isn't easy. People love to hate."

Illyian sighed. "That they do... that they do..." he said, "By the way, it's still some time before my next report is due. But, when you next see Victor maybe you could tell him I've got the tavern in the black this month? It astounds me how anyone would want to drink such swill, but they're draining it by the barrel. We're making a tidy profit!"

Connor chuckled. "You know it's just a front right?" he said.

Illyian shrugged. "If you're going to do something, you might as well do it right," he said.

Connor smiled. "You've been spending too much time with Victor. I can hear him speaking through you. I'll tell him though. I'm sure he'll be pleased with your hard work," he said.

Adelia and Connor climbed the stairs up through the trap door into the floor above, and then another set of stairs into the cellar, and finally into the tavern's kitchen.

The servants paid them no mind and worked around them with a clean, military efficiency, and the two stepped out into the tavern proper.

A crowd of sailors filled the room, downing one tankard of ale after another and talking at the top of their voices about anything and everything to anyone willing to half pay attention.

Connor smirked. Illyian was doing well indeed. Victor was right to place him here... though an elf running a tavern just seemed... wrong somehow.

They pushed their way through the crowd and stepped out the tavern into the fading evening light. It was a short walk from there to the docks.

They were well ahead of time, which gave them time to scout it out and assess the situation.

Maybe he was being too cautious, but was there such a thing in this business?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The Informant

 

A stiff breeze rolled in from the ocean, filling the air with a salty scent. Connor's cloak flapped around him, and dark clouds boiled in the distance.

He pulled his hood up and scanned the docks.

Captains barked orders, and their men rushed up and down the ships like ants, offloading cargo at a feverish pace in the fading light. 

No name or even a face... No way to tell who their contact was in this mess. They'd have to wait until sunset.

The approaching storm rumbled.

Well, if he got wet so be it. A small price to pay to get back to alchemy. Hopefully, he'd learn something to put Victor in a good mood...

Adelia and Connor scouted the east side of the docks while they waited. They saw nothing to indicate an ambush, but the docks were a big place, and it was never possible to be absolutely sure. 

The sun dipped below the horizon. The sailors finished up and left in search of a good time.

They walked the length of the east side again, scanning every ship and straggling sailor for any sign of their contact.

A man stood, hunched over the far railing on one of the smaller ships. 

"Do you suppose that's our guy?" Adelia asked.

"Could be," Connor said, "but..."

"But what?" Adelia asked.

"Doesn't it seem odd to you? This guy is supposed to be extremely anxious to leave... why would he be leaning over the railing with his back to us? Wouldn't he want to see us coming, get this over with and get out of here?" Connor asked.

"Hmm... you're right," she said, "but I don't see anyone else out here. Do you?"

"No... let's check him out, but keep on your toes," Connor said.

As they approached, something felt increasingly wrong. Connor fingered the hilt of his rapier and scanned the horizon again.

A few travelers in fine robes talked among themselves, and some armed men strolled off a merchant vessel. Nothing too unusual, but even so, the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

He stepped aboard the small ship, and a metallic scent filled his nostrils.

He rushed forward and turned the man over. 

The hilt of a dagger protruded from the middle of the man's chest, caked in dried blood. The body was already stiff.

Damn. If this was their contact... he'd been dead for hours.

The heavy thumps of footsteps rushed up from below deck.

"It's a trap!" Connor called out as he drew his rapier.

The hatch flew open, and three men clothed in studded leather armor and brandishing rods covered in glowing runes burst out.

The first man through the hatch rushed Connor and swung his runed rod down toward Connor's head.

Compared to Adelia, their movements were slow, sluggish, and incredibly predictable.

"Pathetic," Connor muttered.

He took a half-step to the right. The runed rod passed through empty air. Connor flicked his rapier. The dwarven steel sliced through the man's throat with ease and blood sprayed from the wound.

Connor spun and kicked the man hard in the chest, sending him flying over the railing even as he choked on his own blood. He landed in the water with a heavy splash.

Connor swished his rapier through the air, splattering droplets of blood onto the deck.

"Who's next?" he asked.

The two who remained gritted their teeth and inched closer with their rods at the ready. 

They attacked Connor at the same time, lashing out with a flurry of precise and coordinated strikes.

He parried and stepped back, his blade clinking against their rods. The green runes glowed ominously. 

Damn. They weren't bad... especially now they weren't being overconfident. But, he didn't need to risk attacking. Adelia should deal with them any second now...

He parried another flurry of strikes, focusing his senses entirely on his attackers and predicting their attacks before they came.

But, seconds passed, and still, Adelia hadn't come to his rescue. Instead, he heard guttural cries, chanting, and the sound of steel tearing through flesh.

He parried another strike and spared a quick glance. Four men lay dead at her feet already, and another dozen or so were trying to board the ship, but she held them off at the boarding plank. If not for her, he'd have been swarmed already.

The three in fine clothes he'd seen earlier stood on the wharf. Two men and a woman. They weaved their hands through the air in complex motions and spoke words of power.

Wizards too? Fantastic.

Even Adelia might have trouble with so many armed men and a trio of wizards. He needed to finish his own fight and help her.

He returned his attention to the two closest to him too late. One of the men slammed a runed rod into his right shoulder.

His whole arm instantly went numb despite the protection of his leather armor. His rapier slipped from his fingers and clattered at his feet.

The men smiled.

Great. So that's what the rods did. Outnumbered by wizards and skilled thugs wielding paralyzing rods...

It was just supposed to be a quick little meeting. Couldn't anything in life go smoothly? Just once? 

The two men swung at him again at the same time with savage grins on their faces.

Just because he didn't have his rapier, they thought they could finish him quickly?

How cute.

He dived toward the men and twisted his body around their blows. Their eyes went wide. He dodged one rod entirely and the second hit his already limp arm. A dull tingle spread out from the impact, and the right side of his mouth felt funny, but that was it.

He drew the dagger from his belt with his left hand and whirled behind the man on the left. He drove the point of his blade into the man's neck and wrenched it hard. It tore open the man's throat but got stuck halfway.

Fighting was so much harder with only one arm. Oh well... it was good enough.

He shoved the body at the thug's friend and drew a throwing knife.

The corpse tumbled into the remaining man, who smacked it aside and out of his way without a care.

Connor raised an eyebrow even as he aimed. Hmm... not a friend then?

He threw his knife. It flew through the air like a dart and sank into the man's right eye with a meaty thunk.

The thug collapsed on top of the body of his not-friend.

Connor bent down and snatched up his rapier with his left hand, his right still hung limply at his side. 

Where on Terra did they get paralyzing rods from anyway? 

Seven men now lay dead at Adelia's feet, and she parried attacks like a whirlwind, her black daggers clinking against the metal rods. 

She jumped backward, and a bolt of blue lightning snapped through the air and slammed into the chest of one of the thugs.

The thug flew off the boarding plank like he'd been hit by a six-horse carriage and splashed into the harbor water. Ozone and the stench of burnt flesh filled the air.

The wizard who'd cast the lightning cursed, even as his hands started weaving the next spell.

The other male wizard conjured a ball of blue energy between his hands. He met Connor's eyes and threw open his arms.

The blue ball flew through the air like an arrow released from a bow straight at Connor.

Connor dived under it, and it detonated behind him.  

He rolled over the floorboards, and a gust of frigid wind blew from behind him. His cloak snagged on something and yanked him to a sudden stop.

He pulled his cloak off and got back to his feet. A chunk of the ship was covered in a layer of ice, and the bottom of his cloak was trapped inside.

Already that same wizard was chanting and summoning another blue orb between his hands. Black and green energy swirled around the woman. 

Connor gritted his teeth. If they didn't take out those wizards soon, this wasn't going to end well.  

The woman finished her spell. Green and black energy pulsed from her body, writhing across the wharf and snaking their way into the dead bodies at Adelia's feet.

"Necromancer!" Connor yelled. 

The bodies jerked to life and grabbed at her heels, but she somersaulted backward just in time. 

Damn! They really had to take out those wizards.

The thugs rushed up the boardwalk and onto the ship the second she wasn't there to stop them and all the men she killed rose clumsily to their feet.

Ice cracked behind him.

He spun around rapier at the ready.

The thugs he'd killed only moments ago shambled toward him. They moved awkwardly, like puppets jerked by invisible strings and lacked any of the grace or skill they had in life. 

He thrust his rapier at the closest of the two and skewered it through the heart. It didn't even flinch.

It swung its runed rod, and he sidestepped. The rod sailed through empty air.

A shiver ran down his spine, and he dropped to the floor on pure reflex. 

A bolt of lightning flashed through the air where he'd just been standing and into the animated corpse.

It flew backward and slammed into the deck, but immediately got back to its feet and shambled toward him.

Damn it! They couldn't win like this!

If they jumped and tried to swim away, the wizards would fry them alive in the water, and the boarding plank was covered in thugs... 

He glared at the wizards. If he could just get to them...

He sidestepped another clumsy attack and looked at the distance from the tip of the ship and the wharf where the wizards threw spells at them. 

The bowsprit, the piece of wood jutting out from the front of the ship, ended just a short leap away from the wharf... 

Could he make it?

Adelia gutted another man, and he immediately got back up as a shambling corpse.

He didn't have a choice.

Connor sprinted along the deck, his right arm swung uselessly at his side, but he kept his balance even so and ran up the narrow bowsprit at full speed.

He leapt from the top, soared across the gap, and landed on the wharf. He broke his fall with a roll and sprang up to his feet again.

The closest wizard, the one who kept throwing bolts of lightning, raised his arms as though about to blast Connor into dust. 

Connor swept his rapier up and slashed the man's throat open. Blood sprayed like a fountain, and the wizard's chanting turned into a gurgling cry as he clutched uselessly at his throat.

Connor turned to the necromancer and thrust his rapier through her robes, skewering her heart. She clutched her breast, and blood poured out from between her fingers. 

The final wizard weaved his spell, a blue orb of energy forming between his palms as he screamed his incantation. 

The wizard's posture shifted slightly, and Connor sidestepped to the right a split second before the wizard flung his arms open.

The blue orb hurtled through the air. It sailed past Connor and detonated behind him, covering an empty stretch of the wharf in ice.

The man's eyes went wide, and he raised his empty hands. Connor stepped forward and ran him through. His blade sank through the wizard's robes just as easily as the others and the wizard slumped against him. 

He pulled his blade free, and the wizard collapsed to the ground.

All this happened in only a few seconds, and Connor spun around. 

The zombies lay on the floor. Animated no longer. Whatever spell the necromancer had cast, it ended with her death. The thugs, or what was left of them, lay in bloody heaps or floated in the ocean.

Only one remained alive, and Adelia held him pinned against the mast with a dagger through his shoulder.

"Yeaaaargh!" he screamed, "what are you?"

"Who are you working for?" Adelia asked.

The man gnashed his teeth and groaned between panting breaths.

Adelia twisted the knife. "I asked you a question," she said.

He screamed and kicked her leg, but she didn't even flinch. "Curse you! Curse you both!" he yelled, "The Syndicate... will... avenge me..."

His eyes glazed over, and he went still. 

Adelia pressed her fingers to his neck. "He's dead," she said, "he didn't even lose much blood. He shouldn't have died."

"Do you think we missed a wizard?" Connor asked. 

The two of them spun around.

The night was empty and silent. If anyone had been there, they were gone now.

He picked up one of the runed rods their attackers used and put it in his bottomless bag. Victor should see this as soon as possible...

"Let's head back," Connor said, "more could be on the way, and we're too exposed here just the two of us."

The clouds rumbled overhead, and a drop of rain splattered on his chest. 

He took another long look at the bodies all around them. Thank the gods he'd brought her along...

As they walked back, the storm broke. Rain pelted down amid howling winds and the already dark night grew darker still, lit only by flashes of lightning.

They moved in silence, alert and ready for an ambush at every turn, but none came.

 

They stepped out of the driving rain and into the tavern, where the rich caramel-like scent of ale hung heavy in the air.

They pushed their way through the drunken mob, and into the kitchen, where they headed down to the lowest level.

Illyian sat in an armchair reading a book propped up on his crossed legs while he nibbled on a crumpet covered with a dark jam.

"How did it go?" he asked.

"Bad. We were ambushed," Connor said.

Illyian looked up from his book and wrinkled his nose. "So I see," he said, "what did you two do? Swim in their guts? And you're both sopping wet. I take it, it's raining? You'd think it would've at least cleaned you two off a bit."

"Fighting is a messy business," Connor said, "we need to report to Victor right away. Send some men down to the east side of the docks. Have them collect the corpses, everything they carried, and anything that looks remotely like evidence.

"We need to learn everything we can about them. This is the highest priority. Oh, and send an armed escort with your men. They might try something else."

"I'll get right on it," Illyian said, "how many bodies am I dealing with?"

"About twenty?" Connor said.

"Twenty-three," Adelia corrected.

Illyian's lip twitched. "Twenty-three?" he asked, "what did... how... are you two sure you're okay?"

"We should be," Connor said, "but see if you can identify what exactly the enchantment on those rods does. I got hit with one on my arm, and it's still numb. I can't even twitch my fingers. I'd like to know if it'll wear off, or if it'll spread or what."

"I shall do so as a matter of urgency," Illyian said.

 

Connor massaged his arm as he and Adelia walked down the winding passages of the labyrinth once more.

At least they had a name to go on now. The Syndicate... but who were they? Were they the ones buying the slaves? Were they the masterminds or another puppet? 

Still... whoever they were, those men at the docks had been skilled and with enchanted weapons and even two wizards and a necromancer? Where did they get the resources for that? And why had he never even heard of them before...

Neither of them had spoken much since the attack at the docks. Connor fingered the hilt of his rapier with his good hand and eyed every corner warily.  

They stepped out of the mausoleum into the rain. It was coming down even harder than before, and thunder boomed across the sky.

Still, despite the rain. It was good to be back behind palace walls, surrounded by guards...

He took a few steps forward and stopped. 

"Adelia... where are the guards?" he asked.

It was late in the night now, but despite that, the pelting rain, and the howling wind, there should still be guards patrolling the grounds.

There were none. 

Connor drew his rapier and walked toward the manor. His walk quickly turned into a run and dread gripped his pounding heart like a vice.

He kicked open the front door and stormed inside.

The floor was slick with blood. The dark-clothed bodies of Victor's guards lay beside men with the same gear as the ones that had attacked them at the docks... just a lot more of them.

Doors and furniture were strewn among the corpses in shattered remnants. Scorch marks adorned the walls and droplets of blood ran down them as though the house were crying. Still wet.

Connor crept along as silent as a ghost with Adelia at his back.

He strained his heightened senses for even the slightest noise other than the thunderous, shrieking storm outside and the soft rustle of clothing as they moved.

Every breath saturated his nostrils with the coppery scent of blood and spread into his mouth until it was all he tasted.

They checked the bodies as they moved through the manor, but found no survivors and no sign of Victor.

Connor kept his rapier at the ready and stalked ever closer to Victor's office. Maybe, Victor had escaped into the workshop. 

He could only hope.

The carnage only grew worse the deeper they went. Bodies lay in pieces, both Victor's guards and the enemy. 

Entire sections of wall were simply gone, torn apart by brute force. The ground was chewed up and increasingly full of craters. Not even the ceiling was spared, with gaps showing the floors above, and blood dripping down from them like grim waterfalls.

The door to Victor's office was a smoking ruin, along with the frame and most of the wall. 

Even with all those wards... gods! What could possibly tear through them so quickly? 

He stepped over another corpse and into the room. His boots squelched on the blood-soaked carpet. Adelia stood with her back to him, watching the passageway like a cat ready to pounce.

A glimmer beneath the bookshelf caught his enhanced eyes. He bent down and reached under. His hands felt something hard and wet.

He pulled out two keys, both dripping with blood. Not just any keys, they were exactly like the key to the workshop.

"Find something?" Adelia asked. 

Connor slipped the keys into his bottomless bag.

"No," he said.

He looked around the office some more. The walls, floor, and ceiling were painted red with blood. The bodies were so badly mangled, there was no way to tell them apart or even how many there were.

First the ambush at the docks... and now this?

"They knew," Connor said.

"What?" Adelia asked.

"They knew," Connor said again, "they knew where we would be. They knew about the meeting with the informant, and they ambushed us. Luckily they underestimated us.

"They knew about Victor, and they got inside the palace. They attacked the manor with a massive force, and there isn't a single palace guard around. Not even their bodies. This was all orchestrated. They planned this all in advance, and they have someone with access to the palace helping them." 

"Do you think they..." Adelia's voice trailed off.

"No," Connor said. He picked up one of the runed rods from the fallen men and looked it over.

It looked exactly like the ones they had used when they attacked Adelia and Connor at the docks.

"Either Victor got away, or they captured him," Connor said.

"How can you be so sure?" Adelia asked.

He held up the runed rod. "My arm is still numb from getting hit by one of these things. If I got hit enough times... I wouldn't have been able to move, "he said, "look at how most of Victor's guards died. 

"Apart from the ones that got hit by gods knows what, most of them had their throats slit. The blood is pooled on the ground under them. They were paralyzed and then executed. These weapons don't kill. At least not instantly, but they do a good job of incapacitating the target.

"Perfect for capturing someone alive wouldn't you say? Add that to the fact we can't find Victor's body, and either he got away, or they got what they came for and took him with them. They didn't even bother to carry their own dead back. Though... they may not have had the manpower after the slaughter here. There are three of their dead for each of ours. At least that's what it looked like in the rest of the manor. I can't tell here."

He still wanted to check the workshop just in case Victor had escaped down there, but he couldn't with Adelia here. Even if Victor was badly injured, he'd kill Connor for giving away their secret.

Besides, the chance Victor was there was slim. Connor had two keys... unless Victor had a third?

He fingered the pouch at his waist. 

"Adelia, could you help me search their dead? They might have some clue about who they are, and if Victor did manage to escape then I expect he'll be back soon," Connor said.

"Top or bottom?" she asked.

"What?" Connor asked.

"Do you want me to take the top floor or the bottom floor?" She said.

"You take the top. I'll take the bottom," said Connor.

Adelia left, and Connor waited. Her soft footsteps were almost impossible to pick up even with his senses.

He gave her a little longer just to make sure, and then took out one of the two keys. He wiped the blood off as best he could and felt along the wall until he found the keyhole. The key slid in place.

The heavy thump of footsteps drawing closer stopped him. He focused on it... three men in heavy armor and someone much lighter?

Had the palace guard finally arrived? Maybe they could tell him what had happened, and where the guards had been while the manor was under attack?

He slipped the key back into his bottomless bag and three palace guards filed into Victor's office... along with Chamberlain Davison. 

Could this day get any worse?

 

Chamberlain Davison pointed a chubby finger at Connor. "Arrest him!" he said. 

"What? On what grounds?" Connor said.

"Murder," said The Chamberlain with a twisted smirk, "just look at the blood on your clothes! We've caught you red-handed."

"This blood belongs to enemies of the city," Connor said, "and where were the palace guards when the manor was under attack?" 

"That is none of your concern, murderer," Chamberlain Davison said, "guards seize him!"

The guards looked at one another and inched forward like they were approaching a vicious tiger.

They were covered in plate armor from the neck down and wielding longswords. All Connor had was his rapier and one working arm.

It was almost comical.

He briefly considered trying to escape through the workshop, but he couldn't give away such an important secret to The Chamberlain of all people. Besides, how would he get out again?

Maybe he could kill one of the guards and get by? They couldn't keep up with him with their heavy armor, but that would only make him look guilty, and make it more difficult for when Victor returned to the palace.

Right now, Davison had nothing except his position to back his outlandish accusations. If Connor attacked, it would only give the bastard more power.

Connor glared at The Chamberlain and gritted his teeth.

The attackers had to have had help getting into the palace, and who better than The Chamberlain to help them? He could've called away the guards, and perhaps even led them through the tunnels...

Victor had been getting in the way of his plans for years. He must have finally decided to take action.

Connor's eyes were dark and filled with murder as he stared at The Chamberlain. How many fingernails would he have to pull before the slime cracked and told all he knew?

The guards tensed up and raised their weapons.

It was so tempting... so very tempting...

He took a deep breath. He couldn't afford to let his anger get the best of him. Without Victor, he had no voice in the palace. If he lost his temper now, he would destroy years of Victor's hard work.

Better to go with it for now, and open the door for his uncle to discredit The Chamberlain and get rid of him for good.

Connor put on a friendly smile, erasing any trace of his dark thoughts from his face.

He would go peacefully, at least for now... the time to make The Chamberlain pay would have to come later.

"I am innocent, but I am not resisting," he said.

The palace guards visibly relaxed, but they made no further move toward him. Connor stepped forward, and they surrounded him at a respectful distance, or as respectfully as was possible within the confines of the manor.

He should've known. Some of the guards might support The Chamberlain, but many would only follow his orders because they had to.

As the guards walked him past The Chamberlain, Connor looked him straight in the eye. "Don't worry, I'll make sure that everyone involved in this attack is dealt with," Connor said.

Chamberlain Davison's eyes went wide, and he paled.

It could just have been from the edge in Connor's voice, or the gruesome sight of him covered in blood, but Connor took it as further evidence of The Chamberlain's guilt.

"Well let's be off shall we, lads?" Connor said loudly, hoping Adelia would hear him.

They left Victor's office and continued down the passageway. He saw Adelia out the corner of his eye, concealed in shadow. After what he'd seen at the docks... she could probably take out the guards despite their armor, but he shook his head almost imperceptibly. 

That would defeat the point of what he was doing. Whatever happened, he'd find a way out with less bloodshed.

He moved his fingers on his left hand. It might seem like idle fidgeting to some, but it was, in fact, the secret language used by thieves, spies, and assassins. Anyone who needed to communicate silently without anyone else the wiser.

"Do not engage. Stay hidden. Find me," he said with his fingers.

He couldn't turn to look at her without giving her away... he'd just have to hope she saw.

The guards escorted him out the manor and back into the storm, which was still going strong. The Chamberlain followed, no doubt to make sure Connor was locked away. 

They walked through the long palace halls, and up to the doorway leading to the dungeon below. Two palace guards stood on either side. They took one look at the guards around Connor, and the smug look on The Chamberlain's face and opened the door for them.

Flickering torches and mold adorned the stone walls of the spiraling stairwell. The guards clattered on every step down, and rats scurried away from them.

He'd almost forgotten how bad it was down here.

They reached the bottom of the long, winding staircase and two burly men wearing chainmail shirts stopped them. "Halt," said the one on the left, "state your business."

"I have a new prisoner for you," The Chamberlain said. 

Connor glared at the slimy cretin, and he shrank away.

Connor smirked. He was being petty, but it wasn't like he could make it much worse.

"A new prisoner?" said one of the men. He looked closer at Connor. "Connor?" he said.

"One and the same," Connor said.

"What's going on?" bellowed The Warden behind the massive guards. 

They stepped aside and allowed Connor, the palace guards, and The Chamberlain inside.

"They've brought Connor down," said the guard, "said he's a prisoner, sir."

The Warden stepped forward, took one look at all of them and then glared at  Chamberlain Davison. "What is the meaning of this?" he asked.

"He is under arrest for murder on the palace grounds," said The Chamberlain.

"Do you have any proof?" asked The Warden.

The Chamberlain puffed out his chest and furrowed his brows. "My word and the blood on his clothes is proof enough!" he snapped, "now have him locked away, or shall I tell Prince Cynric of your insolence?"

The Warden looked at The Chamberlain, then at Connor, and then back to The Chamberlain. He gritted his teeth.

"No need for that, milord," said The Warden, "I'll take him off your hands. Let's get him squared away, boys."

The palace guards stepped aside, and The Warden's men stepped forward, covered in chain mail and each with a heavy wooden club in one hand.

"This way please," said one of The Warden's men.

"His weapons!" Chamberlain Davison screamed, "by the gods, man! Take his weapons!"

The Warden sighed. "Would you please hand over your weapons, Connor?" he asked. The Warden's eyes were pleading.

Connor nodded slowly and handed over his rapier, and his more obvious knives.

He wasn't willing to be completely defenseless if he could avoid it, even if he did sympathize.

"Right then," The Warden said, "this way please."

"Wait! Take his bag too. Who knows what he has in there?" The Chamberlain said.

The Warden took one look at the small bag at Connor's waist and looked back at The Chamberlain.

"What? In that small thing?" he asked.

A vein pulsed in the chamberlain's forehead and his nostrils flared.

The Warden sighed. "As you wish, my lord," he said, "Connor if you'd please..."

Giving up his weapons was one thing, but the bottomless bag contained his potions and his codex. Everything that connected him to his father and to alchemy. He hesitated.

"Please, Connor," The Warden whispered.

"What are you two whispering about? Get on with it!" snapped The Chamberlain.

Connor handed the bag to The Warden, who put it in a drawer inside his heavy, oak desk and locked it.

Connor stared at the drawer. He'd get it back soon. He had to. 

"Satisfied?" asked The Warden.

"Watch your tone with me," Chamberlain Davison said, "but it will do. Take him away." 

"This way, Connor," The Warden said.

The Warden led Connor through a heavy iron door. How many scoundrels had he and Victor brought down through this very same door?

They walked down narrow passages lit by flickering torch flames. Shadows danced around them, and a maddened cry came from further on.

"Love what you've done with the place," Connor said.

The Warden snorted. "I do the best I can, but the palace isn't fond of treating prisoners with even a shred of decency," he said, "not that I mind for some of the sick freaks..."

They reached a section that was just a long stretch of empty cells, and The Warden opened one seemingly at random.

"I think it'd be best if we kept you away from the other inmates as much as we can. We still have more than a few that you put here yourself, and I fear that if they saw you, they might get... excited," said The Warden.

"I appreciate that," Connor said.

The Warden turned to his guards. "Leave us," he said.

They saluted and walked away.

The Warden turned back to Connor. "This is one of the best cells I can give you. By the best, I mean it has fewer rats, and the bed doesn't have lice. I'll do what I can for you until Victor gets here and puts The Chamberlain in his place... until then my hands are tied," The Warden said.

"Victor may not be coming," Connor said.

"He isn't..." The Warden's words trailed off.

"No," Connor said, "or at least... I don't think so. I believe he was captured or he escaped... I'm still trying to piece it all together myself."

The Warden let out a heavy sigh. "So what the hells happened?" he asked.

Connor told The Warden about the attack at the docks, and what he found when he returned to the manor. He left out any mention of Adelia, the purpose of his presence at the docks, or anything he didn't want The Warden to know.

The Warden was a good man, but he was honorable and not much of a liar. Although he was trustworthy, it wasn't worth the risk of him letting something slip.

"Gods," The Warden said, "so Davison is involved? I knew that pompous jackass wasn't to be trusted! I'll try to get an audience with Prince Cynric. Hopefully, we can get this all straightened out... even without Victor." 

"Thanks," Connor said, "watch your back, Goran. The Chamberlain is making a power play, and he isn't going to stop with Victor and I. Anyone in his way is in danger."

"Don't worry about me, Connor," Warden Goran said, "I know how to handle myself."

Connor stepped into the cell, and Goran locked it. "Try to get some rest if you can," Goran said, "after the day you've had... you could use it."

Connor sat on the straw bed in the dark cell, staring into space while he massaged his shoulder.

So much had happened so fast that he hadn't had a chance to stop and take a breath.

Who were The Syndicate? Those rods... were they truly non-lethal? Did they want to capture Victor alive? They'd used the same ones against him and Adelia at the docks... did they want him too? Why?

The only thing he could think of was alchemy, but how could they know?

None of it made sense yet.

Perhaps it was something else... a million thoughts swirled in his mind like a tornado. 

He sighed. There was so much to work through. So much to do. Goran was a good man, and he'd promised to help, but it wasn't so easy. 

Chamberlain Davison was second only to Prince Cynric in power over the city, and now, with Victor gone, he would have almost total control over the palace.

Goran was just The Warden of the palace dungeon. Getting an audience with Prince Cynric would take time if it happened at all.

Time Connor didn't have.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw his uncle, wounded and alone waiting for Connor to find him.

He curled his good hand into a fist.

He'd been a helpless child the last time his family was attacked, but this time was different. He wouldn't give up on his family. He would find Victor, and he would make these bastards pay dearly.

He didn't have time to wallow in self-pity. Victor needed him.

Pins and needles prickled all along his arm from the shoulder to his fingers and his movement slowly started coming back. He paced the length of his cell, shaking his arm as he walked.

He needed to check the workshop. It was unlikely Victor was there, but it would still be worth checking.

Even if Victor wasn't there, it was possible he'd escaped... if so he'd find Connor, but until then it was best to assume he was captured. 

He needed to learn more about the Syndicate, and where they might be keeping Victor if they had him.

But, before any of that. He needed to escape.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

The Dungeon

 

He may not have his rapier, but he still had more than a few tricks up his sleeves. And a lot of knives.

Not that he could use them without destroying the whole point of him going along peaceably in the first place...

Thankfully, Goran hadn't searched him properly. That made things much easier. He even still had his armor. Just because he didn't plan on killing anyone didn't mean they'd show him the same courtesy.

Especially those loyal to Chamberlain Davison.

He lay down on the cold, stone floor and pressed his ear to the ground. His potion wouldn't have long left before it ran out. He might as well make use of it.

He closed his eyes and focused all his attention on hearing and feeling the earth beneath him. His senses expanded even further than before... too bad he could never shut out everything else like this in the middle of a fight.

Well... not if he wanted to live anyway.

Rats scurried in the walls, and something dripped from a pipe not too far away. Heavy footsteps thumped along the hallways in regular patrol patterns, and much further down the hallway prisoners spoke in hushed tones.

He sighed. The guards and the prisoners were both far too alert for his tastes. The guards, in particular, must have just recently started their shift. 

Attempting an escape now would be asking to get caught. He'd have to wait for them to grow tired and relaxed.

He memorized the patrol patterns, and which areas he heard the most prisoners from.

He combined what he sensed with his memory of the times he'd spent here before. Though, he'd never thought he would be on the other side of the bars...

The smallest mistake could get him caught or killed. He had to be perfect.

It wasn't much longer before the effects of the potion wore off, and he was back to his normal senses. Which, while still sharp by human standards, were far less useful.

He sighed and sat back on the straw bed. There wasn't much he could do with his normal senses.

He clasped his hands together and rested his chin on them.

Goran would no doubt be blamed for his escape, but how could he just sit here and hope for the best?

He needed to take action. He needed to get Victor back, and once he did, they could clean up the entire mess. Goran should be safe until then...

He counted the seconds... the minutes... the hours. How was it possible for time to move so slowly? Victor could be out there needing his help... he could be dying!

He let out a deep breath. He wouldn't be much good to anyone if he got flustered. 

One hour took another, and the guards' patrols became slower and less frequent as they grew tired and lax.

His eyes sprang open. It was finally time.

The cell was dark with only the soft light of the torches in the passage outside to provide any illumination, but his eyes had adjusted in the long hours he'd been down here.

He reached under his cloak and felt along the hem of his shirt with his fingertips. He found a stiffer portion of fabric and pushed out the thin slivers of metal he kept there where nobody thought to search.

He smiled with his lockpicks in hand. They weren't nearly as good as his normal ones, but they should do the job on an old cell door like this one. Davison was a fool if he thought any cell would hold him so easily.

Always be prepared, one of Victor's first lessons.

Connor waited for a patrol to pass by his cell and crouched down. He slipped his picks into the lock, and in mere seconds it opened with a satisfying click. 

After picking magical locks, picking normal mechanical ones felt almost like cheating.

He slipped his picks back into the hem of his collar. He didn't want them in his pockets in case he was caught and searched properly.

He eased open the door to his cell. The rusty hinges squeaked and groaned like the ravenous undead. 

He winced and slipped out. He closed it behind him, and it squealed again like a stuck pig. 

He paused then and listened. Had the guards heard that racket?

No footsteps charged toward him. Just the occasional fluttering of torch flames along the walls. From what he could tell anyway...how he missed his potions...

He headed down the passage on the left. It would bring him closer to one of the guard rooms, but he'd heard fewer voices from this direction. Hopefully, that meant fewer prisoners.

If they raised a commotion, he was sure to be found.

He crept along the passage, his footsteps almost completely silent. His shadow danced along the walls.

He snuck by rows of cell doors and prayed the occupants were all asleep. He'd waited long enough, but all it took was one insomniac to ruin everything. 

A rat jumped out at him, squeaked loudly and ran between his legs.

He sheathed the throwing knife he'd pulled out instinctively. Damn rats.

"Is someone there?" asked a male voice from inside the cell to his left.

Connor froze and held his breath.

"Hello?" the man called out again, "I know someone is out there."

All his perfect silence and stealth ruined by a stupid rat!

"Hey!" shouted the man.

Dammit! He couldn't let him raise the alarm! The guards were just down the passage and around the corner... 

Connor shifted his posture and spoke from his gut, imitating the guards as best he could. "Silence, maggot," he said. 

"You're not one of the guards, are you? They thump around and I didn't even hear you... who are you? Tell me, or I'll scream bloody murder," said the prisoner.

Why couldn't anything ever go according to plan? "Yeah, fine, I'm not a guard," Connor whispered.

The man in the cell chuckled like a madman. "Knew it, knew you weren't one of them," he said.

"So what do you want?" Connor asked.

"I want what anyone in my circumstances would want," said the prisoner, "I want to be free."

"I can't free you," Connor said.

"Ooh come now you must have had some way to get out of your cell. I doubt you're just a tourist. However you managed to get out, you'll have to help me too, or I'll scream. Wanna see? GUAR—"

"Okay!" hissed Connor, "you've made your point, but if I'm caught then I can't free you and when I escape again... I'll kill you on the way out."

"Death would be a welcome release from these four walls," said the prisoner, "your threats mean nothing to me. Now free me, or I'll take my chances."

Connor sighed and looked down the passageway. He was lucky the guards hadn't already descended on him.

Maybe he should make a break for it?

It wasn't that much further, but there were locked doors he would have to pass through. Picking the locks with guards hot on his heels was something he'd rather avoid...

"Well? What's it gonna be?" said the prisoner, "I'm going to scream in 3, 2, 1—"

"Okay," Connor whispered, "I'll get you out if I can, but I swear by the gods if you get me caught... I will kill you."

"Yeah, whatever. Open my cell," said the prisoner.

Connor knelt down at the door of the cell and removed his picks from the hem of his shirt.

He hesitated at the lock. Just who was he about to free? The palace rarely imprisoned innocent people... yet his own escape was too important to abort. No matter who this man was.

"What's going on? Why are you taking so long? Free me," said the prisoner. 

Connor gritted his teeth. "Be quiet you fool. This takes time," he said.

He slipped his picks inside the lock, taking it slow to give himself time to think.

Perhaps he could help the guards lock this lunatic back up...

The lock clicked open, and he held onto his picks this time. It took precious seconds to retrieve them. Time he might not have after he went past the guardroom.

Especially with this idiot following him.

He eased the door open as quietly as he could. Even so, the rusty hinges screamed, and he cringed.

Once it was open far enough, he saw the prisoner for the first time. The man was middle-aged with a scraggly beard and a disheveled mane of hair with streaks of grey. 

Connor glared at the filthy man. "If you make any noise. If you get me caught. If you try to betray me or do anything to piss me off. I'll kill you," he said, "do you understand?"

The man's eyes widened, and he nodded his head vehemently.

It was one thing to threaten Connor and act brashly when there was an iron door between them, and quite another without it.

"What's your name?" Connor asked.

The man blinked. "Dael," he said. 

"Okay, Dael," Connor said, "let's get a move on. Keep low, keep quiet, and do exactly as I say."

Dael raised his hands above his head in a show of surrender, and Connor gave him one last withering glare before he continued on.

The back of his neck prickled. He hated having people behind him.

At least he still had his leather armor and several knives. If this idiot tried anything... it'd be the last thing he ever did.

Still... killing another prisoner wouldn't look good. Better to get this over with, and find a way to trap the man here.

Thankfully, Dael moved quietly, and the two crept ever closer to the exit... and the guardroom they'd have to pass to reach it.

Roaring laughter cut through the tense quiet and the two crept around the corner. Bright light shone out from under the guardroom door to their left. 

They slunk past the door. A meaty scent filled the air, plates clattered, and the guards laughed even louder.

Lunch break for the night shift? Perfect timing.

Thankfully, the raucous laughter helped to drown out any small noise they made.

Connor led them through, and around yet another corner swiftly and silently to the heavy, iron door that barred their way through the dungeon's entrance.

Connor crouched down, his picks in hand, and waited.

"What's the holdup?" asked Dael.

Connor glared at the man and put a finger to his lips.

He'd waited hours before attempting his escape. With any luck, Goran was fast asleep in his quarters by now. That should give him some plausible deniability.

That still left the guards in the next room, and the long stairwell leading up before he could escape.

Not a chance in the twelve hells was he going to let Dael run free. Goran would be in enough danger as it was.

Once he cleared the room, he could do something about Dael. First, he had to get past the guards inside... without killing them. 

He picked the lock as quietly as possible. It opened with a soft click, and he knocked on the heavy iron door.

Footsteps approached, and a shadow appeared under the door.

Hopefully, the men would forgive him for this...

He turned the handle and slammed his weight into it. The door swung open and smashed into the guard on the other side, knocking him to the ground.

Connor charged past the first guard, straight at the only other guard in the room.

The guard swung his heavy club. Connor dodged, kicked the back of the guard's knee, and wrapped his arm around the man's neck, locking him in a chokehold that his mail armor did nothing to prevent.

The guard struggled, and the two fell backward. Connor constricted the man as tightly as he dared. 

Dael looked at them, and then rushed away and up the stairs.

"Slimy bastard," Connor said. 

The guards should catch him at the top, but now they'd know he was coming too!

The guard went limp in Connor's arms. He released the chokehold and checked the guard's breathing. 

Yeah... he should be fine. 

The other guard lay still on the ground with a bloody nose, and Connor checked the man's pulse. 

Neither of them would feel too fantastic, but they should recover soon. Now he had to move.

Two guards came around a corner inside the dungeon and saw Connor kneeling over the bleeding guard.

"Hey! What are you doing? Stop!" they yelled as they ran toward Connor.

Their shouts attracted others, and soon the entire dungeon echoed with hurried footsteps. 

Connor slammed the iron door and locked it with his picks. He left the picks in the lock, twisted at an awkward angle.

The iron door rattled, something scraped inside the lock, and the picks bent even more.

"What're you doing? Open the door!" shouted one of the guards.

"I can't! He's done something to the lock! The key won't fit!" shouted another.

Connor turned to Goran's desk and yanked the drawer hard. It didn't even budge.

Damn it! He didn't have time for this! He kicked the drawer, and the wood splintered. He kicked it again, and a chunk broke away. 

He reached inside and pulled out his bottomless bag. The rest of the drawer held nothing but papers.

No sign of his rapier, or the knives he'd handed over... perhaps they were in the armory?

The guards pounded on the door and scratched around in the lock. His picks twisted again, but they wouldn't hold the guards much longer.

He didn't have time to look. He'd just have to make do with what he had. It was too bad. He loved that rapier.

He ran up the stairs.

He ran with his pouch still in hand and checked inside. It still held everything. His codex, potions, even the runed rod he'd taken earlier.

"Thank the gods," he muttered.

He reached inside and grabbed a sense-enhancing potion even as he climbed the stairs two at a time.

He pulled the cork and drank it down. 

His senses expanded, overwhelming him. He stumbled but forced himself forward, and everything quickly snapped back into focus.

The iron door far below swung open and slammed into something with a meaty thud.

That poor bastard...

"Maybe I should've moved him out the way," Connor muttered.

"You lot, take them to the infirmary. You, you, and you secure this position. The rest of you come with me!" barked a guard.

They started up the stairs behind him with heavy footfalls, and Connor picked up his pace.

He reached the top while they are still only a third of the way up the stairs. The door to the rest of the palace was already open, and the guards were missing.

Where the in the hells were they? How did Dael get through?

Prison guards shouted behind him, and palace guards shouted from somewhere ahead and to the right. It seemed Dael was keeping them occupied...

Connor went left, heading toward the manor. He focused on his senses as he ran, stopping and hiding every time he heard someone coming. Even so, he made good time and quickly entered the grounds near the manor.

The storm was still going strong, and the night was almost pitch black. Anyone else would probably struggle to see more than a foot away in this weather. 

But, the feeble light of torches that stubbornly clung to life amid the downpour was enough for him to see by thanks to his potion. 

He ran across the grounds through the driving rain, ignoring the chill soaking into his bones. Once The Chamberlain learned of his escape, the manor would be the first place he'd look.

He had to be fast.

He easily bypassed the miserable guards that marched through the rain. Even if he couldn't see them, the pouring rain gave his heightened ears an almost constant stream of information.

The guards could stand utterly motionless, and he'd still hear the rain pinging off their armor. 

He slowed down when he reached the manor and stepped inside with a knife at the ready, one of the ones he'd neglected to hand over.

Though time was of the essence, he couldn't afford to be careless.

He tiptoed across the blood-soaked manor, checking every corner for guards The Chamberlian might've posted. The sickly sweet stench of blood and death was even stronger than before. But, he kept focused on his task. 

He entered Victor's office, pulled out one of the keys from his bag and inserted it into the invisible hole in the wall.

The door slid away, revealing the familiar secret passage, and a gust of fresh air washed over him. 

Connor started down the stairs... afraid to hope he'd find Victor alive and well.

 

The workshop looked the same as the last time he'd been down here. Not so much as a single jar out of place.

The fighting hadn't made it this far it seemed. Hopefully, that meant their alchemy remained a secret at least for now.

Connor frantically searched up and down the long aisles, around every corner, and under every table, but found no sign of Victor.

Either Victor had escaped to somewhere else, or they'd captured him.

He sighed and looked out over the rows of shelves. It had been a long shot anyway. How much longer did he have before Chamberlain Davison brought an army of guards to the manor? Time enough to grab a few things? 

Potions could mean the difference between life and death... it was worth the risk.

He ran through the workshop, stuffing chalk, crucibles, vials, decanters, and all kinds of ingredients into his bottomless bag. 

He even found a smaller, portable version of the flame devices embedded in the workbenches. The benches themselves were far too big for him to stuff in his bag. He wished he could just take the whole workshop with him. 

He made extra sure to take everything he needed to make some basic potions. He also grabbed enough gold to make a lesser man's heart explode with greed.

If only he had more time...

He took a few more things on his way out and cast a longing look at the workshop before running back up the stairs.

So much left behind... 

The manor was still silent when he emerged from the workshop. He tiptoed over bodies and strained his ears. The last thing he needed was to be caught off guard by The Chamberlain.

He peeked through the front door. There was no army of guards, no Chamberlain, and nothing unusual... maybe he should've spent a little longer in the workshop? What if he'd missed something vital?

He shook his head. He'd spent long enough already. Every second he spent inside the palace was risky. Best to get out now.

He scanned everything around him with his enhanced senses as he sprinted out into the storm once more. 

Ear-splitting thunder tore through the sky overhead, and up ahead men in plate armor ran out the palace, straight into the driving rain.

He ducked around them, invisible in the darkness, and they charged blindly past him. 

"I want a perimeter around the manor! Nobody in or out! There's a good bet he'll come this way! Keep on your toes!" shouted a guard covered in more elegant armor, denoting him as a captain.

Connor ducked into the mausoleum as a bright flash of lightning lit up the sky. He wasted no time and headed down the stairs.

He opened the secret passage and entered the labyrinth. The door slid shut behind him, and darkness engulfed him. 

He let out a heavy sigh. The hardest part was behind him now.

He fumbled along the wall for a torch and pulled on his magic. It resisted him, but he sparked the torch to life after a few tries. Bright light flared, and he squeezed his eyes shut.

Damn those enhanced senses got way too intense. He blinked the spots out of his eyes and his vision adjusted to the torchlight. Once again, he saw impossibly far in the darkness, but now the torch didn't blind him.

He rummaged around inside his bottomless bag and pulled out the runed rod he'd taken at the docks. He didn't have his rapier, and it might be handy in a pinch. Hopefully, the magic wasn't keyed to the individual, or something stupid.

Maybe Illyian had learned a bit more about them now... 

He continued forward swiftly, but silently. There was a risk of the palace guards catching up to him down here, but the labyrinth was vast, and monsters were the greater danger down here.

When Victor got back, they'd have to see to having them kept in check better.

It was a long walk, and he kept alert the whole way. 

A group of men walked down another tunnel not far from him. But, from what little he picked up of their conversation, they were just maintenance workers with a few guards along to make sure nothing ate them.

They probably didn't even know the palace was after him now, but he avoided them just in case.

The walk gave him time to think, something he could have done without right now.

All he could think about was his uncle... the man who'd raised him for most of his life. What was happening to him right now? Was he safe? Was he alive? Was he being tortured right this minute?

He squeezed the runed rod in his hand so tight his knuckles turned white. 

Whoever The Syndicate was... they'd pay for this.

 

He passed through the enchanted door and into Illyian's library, deep beneath the tavern. 

The library was intact, but the elf was nowhere in sight. He crept up the stairs, his runed rod still in hand.

After the night he'd had, he wasn't taking chances.

He eased open the door to the floor above, and sound washed over him as the wards in the door deactivated. 

Corpses in various states of undress lined the floor, and tavern employees stripped them with military efficiency.

Illyian stood in the center of the room overseeing it all, with a young, human woman at his side. He caught Connor's eye but continued speaking.

"...when you finish cataloging the belongings help Mathew go through the texts we have on runes and enchantments. I want to find where they got these rods from," said the elf.

"Yes, sir," said the woman at his side and she scurried off.

"Hard at work I see," Connor said.

"Of course," Illyian said, "I'm surprised to see you so soon. I don't have much for you just yet, but I took a very close look at those rods. The runes are ancient, and it wasn't easy, but it seems they only induce temporary paralysis on contact. Although the grip is free of the effects obviously. You needn't worry about your arm falling off."

After everything that had happened in just a single night, Connor felt more paranoid than ever.

He trusted the elf, but he still watched him carefully as he spoke. Victor had taught him how to spot a liar even from the smallest microexpressions, and with his enhanced senses, it would take someone of exceptional skill to hide anything from him.

Unfortunately, Illyian was no doubt someone of exceptional skill.

Needless to say, he didn't pick up anything to suggest the elf was hiding anything. 

"Good to know," Connor said, "but not quite why I'm here. Let's talk downstairs."

Illyian frowned. "Why do you suddenly look like a man bearing bad news?" he said.

They went down into the library, where the countless wards kept what they said from the ears of others.

Connor told him more about the fight at the docks. What he and Adelia had found when they returned to the manor. Chamberlain Davison's power play and probable involvement... everything but alchemy. 

"Gods have mercy," Illyian said, "and the bodies were still warm when you got to the manor you say?"

"Yes," Connor said, "this was a coordinated attack. I'm certain of it."

"This is dire news indeed. What are your orders?" Illyian asked.

Connor hesitated. Victor was the one in charge, not him

But, Victor wasn't here.

"We'll have to operate under the assumption that they have Victor. Let's see what we can dig up on The Syndicate, particularly anything that could lead us to Victor," Connor said.

"And what about Chamberlain Davison?" Illyian asked, "should I send someone to eliminate him?"

"No," Connor said, "as much as I'd like to be rid of him... Victor can get the palace to do that for us. Davison has stepped too far over the line now. All we need is someone the palace will listen to, and he'll be done for.

"Until then, he isn't to be touched... any attack on him would only weaken Victor's position when he returns. For now, just alert everyone in the network about The Chamberlain's treachery. Until we get Victor back, the palace is our enemy, and everyone needs to be warned about this new group as well.

"I doubt this will be the last we see of them. Whoever they are... they must have someone inside the palace helping them, and Davison might not be the only one. There's also no telling who else they have on their side. In the palace, or even in our own network. Be on your guard. Let's not underestimate our new enemy."

"Very well," said Illyian, "It shall be done."

"Now then, what have you learned about our mystery men?" Connor asked.

"Not much, I'm afraid," Illyian said, "we only just got them back here. I plan to bring in an enchanter friend of mine. She is a peerless expert on all kinds of runes and enchantments, and that might give us a lead on where they got their weapons from.

"Otherwise, about all I can say is that their gear is very well made and worth far more than a common thug could afford. Not even counting those rods."

"That fits," said Connor, "the ones I fought at the docks were skilled fighters, possibly mercenaries. This group must have phenomenal resources."

"And yet you killed them despite being heavily outnumbered? Including two wizards and a necromancer?" Illyian said with a smirk.

"I had help," Connor said, "did you find anything else? Like where they're getting all these men from, or how they can afford all this?" 

"Afraid not," Illyian said, "I'm not a miracle worker you know? Oh, there was one other thing. Come with me."

He led Connor back up to the room above, bent down and rolled one of the corpses over. The body had a tattoo on his back, over where his heart would be. 

It looked like the symbol of a temple, but the pillars were shattered, and a dagger impaled the whole thing.

"That's not disturbing," Connor said dryly.

"They all have similar markings, though some are in different places," Illyian said, "I have men working on the origins and meaning of this symbol, but it will take time. For now, that's all I have. It's too bad you didn't bring any of them back alive."

"We did try," Connor said.

"Yes," Illyian said, "still... it seems unlike either of you to miss a wizard. Not sure what spell they used... whoever these people are they're ruthless to the core."

"All the more reason to get Victor back as soon as possible," Connor said.

The two talked some more, but there wasn't much left to be said and far too much work to be done. Connor thanked Illyian and left the tavern.

He stepped outside, and though it was still dark, it had finally stopped raining.

He scanned every shadow with his superhuman senses as he moved like a ghost through the silent night. The sun would be up soon, and he planned to be off the streets before then.

There were far too many people looking for him, and he didn't want to be found.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Refuge

 

He reached his refuge just as the sun's first rays spilled over the horizon. He scanned his surroundings, runed rod at the ready, but the streets were empty.

He stepped inside his secret home.

Adelia sat cross-legged on a wooden table twirling a knife in one hand. She fixed him with her violet eyes. "What took you so long?" she asked.

Connor lowered the rod and let out a heavy sigh. "I just escaped from the palace dungeon," he said.

"And?" Adelia asked.

Connor shook his head. What did it take to impress her? He collapsed on the chair. 

"I also paid Illyian a visit. He'll help us get the word out about The Chamberlain's power play, and get the search for Victor moving. He hasn't found out much about the group that ambushed us yet, but he's going to investigate the rods, and see if there's a lead there... and he found something else," Connor said.

He told her about the symbol of the broken temple and the dagger, and everything else Illyian had told him, most of which they both already knew. 

"On all the men?" she said as though talking to herself, "what are we dealing with here... some kind of cult?"

"Could be. If they are a cult, then it's doubly worrying. The gods don't approve of cults worshipping anyone that isn't them, and this group has some serious backing. You'd think someone would've smote the crap out of them before now.

"Enchanted weapons, wizards, a necromancer, top-tier equipment, and skilled warriors? Where are they getting all of this from? Not to mention they're tied in some way to what's been going on in other cities and the spike in the slave trade.

"I think we're dealing with something massive here, Adelia. I wouldn't blame you if you decided to walk away now. Whoever these guys are... they've got a very long reach..."

"What do you take me for?" Adelia said, "What kind of friend would I be if I ran at the first sign of danger? I can handle myself, and you aren't going to get rid of me so easily. I've got your back, through thick and thin."

Connor smiled. "Thanks," he said, "I really don't want to do this alone."

"And you won't have to," she said, "besides, they attacked me too. I can't let them get away with that. I have a reputation to uphold."

A moment of silence passed between them, and Connor basked in it. He wasn't alone. They were both in this together. To whatever end...

"Aren't you going to say thank you?" Adelia asked.

Connor frowned. "For sticking with me? I already did," Connor said.

Adelia rolled her eyes. "Remind me not to tidy up in future," she said.

Now that she mentioned it, the place was cleaner. A lot cleaner. 

"Wow..." Connor said, "thank you. Is this what you did while you waited?"

"I had to do something," Adelia said, "I got bored. You took far too long escaping. Next time, we do it my way."

"Which is?" Connor asked.

"Go where we want, do what we want, and kill anyone who gets in our way," she said.

"I need to learn not to ask..." Connor said.

"So what's the plan?" Adelia asked.

Connor leaned back in his chair. There was just so much that needed doing... what should they do next? They needed to head to the thieves guild, but doing so in broad daylight with The Syndicate, The Chamberlain, and gods only knew who else out there didn't seem wise.

But, time was of the essence... perhaps he should make some potions. Yet, how could he make potions right under Adelia's nose and keep it a secret at the same time?

Should he tell her? Victor would kill him, but then again, if he didn't keep up a plentiful supply of potions, he might not live long enough to free his uncle in the first place.

They were just too useful, and if he got stronger and made some higher tier potions... the search might go a lot easier. In the end, did he really have a choice?

A minute later, he'd talked her into helping him move a desk into the basement. 

"Remind me why we're doing this again?" Adelia asked. 

"Because I need a table. Watch your end," Connor said.

They squeezed it through the doorway and brought it into the basement. He shifted it into the position he wanted and stood back. His basement was nothing compared to Victor's workshop, but it'd have to do...

In the meantime... he couldn't make potions, keep his alchemy a secret and work closely with Adelia on getting Victor back all at the same time. Not if they were going to have a chance of succeeding.

"Adelia, I have something I need to tell you. I need your word that you'll never speak of this to anyone," he said.

"This sounds interesting... you know you can trust me. I promise," Adelia said.

He explained to her that he was an alchemist and that he needed the basement to create potions to help them find Victor.

For her part, she took it in stride.

"So that's how you suddenly started improving so quickly..." Adelia said when he'd finished explaining.

"Can I watch you make one of these potions?" she asked.

"I guess so... just make sure not to tell anyone about this. Not even Victor. He'll skin me alive if he finds out I told you." Connor said.

"Don't worry. I know how to keep a secret," she said.

"A little too well, perhaps," Connor said.

"What's that supposed to mean?" she asked.

"It's just... in all the time I've known you... I've never even seen your face," he said.

She turned away. An awkward silence stretched between them.

"Look, I was just kidding. Everyone has their secrets, I didn't mean to—" he started.

"Once we get Victor back safely," Adelia said.

"What?" Connor said.

She turned back to him. "I'll show you my face after we get Victor back safely," she said.

"Really?" Connor asked.

"Yes," Adelia said, "so let's get him back."

Another silence followed, and Adelia stared at the stone walls of the basement like she was looking through a portal to another world.

Connor set up everything he needed for his alchemy. He hadn't slept in over twenty-four hours, but there was too much to do.

Drawing the focusing circle proved significantly more difficult on the rough stone floor of his basement than the smooth surface of Victor's workshop.

But, at least he had his basement... if he didn't, he'd have to draw on his lovely wooden floors.

He shook his head. His only family was missing. The Chamberlain, and an unknown group were out to get him, and he was thinking about keeping his floorboards unmarked?

He'd been living with Victor for too long.

He immediately got to work on making sense-heightening potions. There was no telling when he'd next get a chance to make any, and they were far too useful to risk running out. 

Thankfully, he'd grabbed plenty of the ingredients needed before leaving the workshop, so he should be able to make potions for quite some time.

Adelia's brilliant violet eyes stared at him intently while he worked. 

It was unsettling, especially since she shouldn't know about any of this, but he tried not to think about it. She knew now, so letting her watch shouldn't do any harm. She couldn't even use the recipes. They were useless for anyone but an alchemist.

Eventually, she went upstairs and had a bath, leaving him alone with his alchemy.

 

A few hours later, Adelia came back down while Connor was inspecting vials of fresh potions.

"Do alchemists not need sleep?" she asked.

"I don't know about other alchemists, but I definitely do. Believe me, I'm tired, but there's too much to do. Once we get Victor back, I'll have a nice nap," he said. 

Adelia held up a vial of turquoise liquid. "So what does this do?" she asked.

"These are just a basic sense-heightening potion," Connor said, "you can have one if you want."

"But I'm not an alchemist, will it still work?" she asked.

"It takes an alchemist to make the potions, but anyone can drink them and get the effects," Connor said, "I imagine that some physiologies will react differently, but mainly it shouldn't be a problem." 

Adelia drank the potion and licked her lips. "Tastes better than I thought it would, but I don't feel anything," she said.

"Give it a moment," Connor said. He fought back a smirk.

He couldn't wait to see her freak out when the potion kicked in. Victor had done that to him. It was only fair he get to watch someone else suffer too.

Any moment now...

Adelia blinked and looked around the room. "Hmm..." she said.

That's all? Where was the falling over? The panic? The flailing around?

"Didn't it do anything?" Connor asked.

"Uh... I think it enhanced my senses a bit," she said.

"A bit?" Connor said, "what do you mean a bit? Just how high is your baseline?"

"Maybe I'll tell you that too... once we get Victor back," she said.

"Tease," Connor said. He shook his head. He should've known better. Just what in the hells was she?

"Yup, but you love me anyway," she said, "so what's the plan?"

"I've replenished my stock of sense-heightening potions, so I should be good on those for a while," Connor said, "I already met with Illyian.

"I guess I need to talk to Korvac next and see if he can get The Stars of Night to help us out. Then I want to start our own search.

"And at some stage, I want to get myself another sword. I don't want to be stuck with just a paralyzing rod, and some knives if we run into another fight."

"Knives work just fine for me," Adelia said, twirling her twin daggers.

"Not all of us are so absurdly quick," Connor said.

"Aww, are you jealous?" Adelia said.

Connor harrumphed. "I still want a sword," he said. 

Adelia giggled. "Men and their swords," she said.

Connor rolled his eyes. "We'll head out after sunset. I don't like waiting, but we can't afford to be seen right now, and the thieves' guild is most active at night anyway," Connor said. 

"I say let them see us," Adelia said, "maybe the bastards will come out to play. A girl needs to keep busy."

"They've already shown they have wizards and necromancers. We have no idea what else they might have behind them, and we don't know if they even expected me to bring you..." Connor said.

"What do you mean?" Adelia asked.

"I mean Victor gave me the mission and I decided to invite you. The only ones who knew about me bringing you were you, Victor, and myself. I don't know how they found out about the contact we were going to meet, but nobody would know that I was going to be bringing along you, with your skills.

"Which means that group was designed to capture me, and maybe a few normal humans. Can you imagine what they might send if they knew I had the top assassin in the city watching my back?" 

"Good point," Adelia said, "I still say bring it on though." 

It was only noon, so Connor headed upstairs for his own bath. 

He sank into the warm water and sighed. He leaned back, closed his eyes and just let the warm water soothe his muscles. The effects of his potion had faded, and it left him feeling numb by comparison, but even so, the warm water caressed away aches he didn't even know he'd had.

He hadn't slept since the night before the mission, and between that and everything that had happened... he felt drained. 

Thoughts of Victor enduring horrifying torture filled his mind. 

It was all too familiar... but he wasn't a helpless child anymore. He'd get Victor back. He had to.

But who in the hells was he up against? Who was The Syndicate? Where were they getting all these resources from? Was it another country planning an invasion? Was he at war with an empire?

That didn't make sense though, nothing did.

How was a group this large keeping everything so secret that even Victor didn't know anything about them except a few hints here and there? Where were they putting all the slaves?

He had lots of questions, but no answers.

 

Connor finished his bath, but there was still time until sunset.

He busied himself by cleaning his knives until finally, on Adelia's insistence, he went to bed and tried to catch a few hours of sleep.

He lay there, tossing and turning. Unable to quiet his racing mind. Where could his uncle be if they were keeping him? What could be happening to him?

What if he was already dead? 

Eventually, he fell asleep, but he awoke with a start from a nightmare of losing everyone close to him, and he felt even more exhausted than before.

It was with relief that he saw the sun had finally dipped below the horizon. 

He donned a fresh set of clothes and his leather armor once more. He couldn't help feeling like he would be wearing armor for a very long time to come.

"How'd you sleep?" Adelia asked.

"Great," Connor said.

"For someone who was raised by a spymaster, you're a terrible liar," Adelia said, "we'll get him back. You can do this. You don't have to push yourself so hard."

"I hope so," he said, "are you ready?"

"Always," Adelia said.

 

The Stars of Night guild hall was a large, old building made of wood and stone. Most just assumed it was a warehouse of sorts, but a trained eye would see otherwise.

The men that leaned against it kept a sharp eye on their surroundings. Too attentive for ordinary citizens, and everyone who entered or left carried weapons. 

Not exactly typical behavior for a warehouse, but subtle enough that average people would never know it was the main hub for one of two thieves guilds in the city.

Connor and Adelia approached the front door where two large men stood on either side.

The guild guards rested their hands on the hilt of their swords and gave the two of them a hard look that'd have most men turn around and run the other way.

Adelia snorted.

Connor walked right up to them and pulled back his hood just enough to show his face.

The men stepped aside without a word and went back to glaring at the empty street.

Adelia and Connor stepped inside. The thieves didn't know who he was, or that Victor was their true leader, but he'd been here enough times that anyone with half a brain knew to get out of his way.

Or else.

The ground floor of the guild hall was filled with men and women of all different backgrounds and professions. Some wore rags, and others wore expensive leather armor much like Adelia and himself.

They talked, laughed, cleaned their weapons, or plotted various dealings. It was a lot like any other guild really. Just more dangerous.

Everyone in the room noticed them right away. Some were just better at hiding it than others.

This was normal. Half of them were thieves and assassins after all, and you didn't survive long in the shadowy world if you didn't pay attention to your surroundings.

However, Connor was more alert than usual.

The Syndicate had infiltrated the palace, and he wasn't going to discount the possibility that they'd infiltrated the thieves guild too. 

He had to be careful. Everything rested on his shoulders now. One mistake and it could very well be over for him, for Victor, and for his friends. 

For all he knew, Korvac would set the guild on them at any moment... at least he had Adelia at his side.

Some off-duty thieves and a beggar played cards in one corner of the room, near the stairway heading up. The beggar was taking them for everything.

Apparently, they hadn't noticed he was cheating.

Connor suppressed a chuckle, and they kept on their way up.

A guard stood outside the door to Korvac's office. Connor lowered his hood and showed his face, but the man made no show of moving.

"The Guild Master is busy," he said, "you'll have to come back later."

"Just tell Korvac that Connor is here to see him," Connor said. 

The man glared at Connor. "I said he's busy, and he's not to be disturbed. So piss off," he growled.

Connor sighed. He was tired, and he had much bigger problems on his mind than a guard to the figurehead guild master's office.

He grabbed the man and threw him over his shoulder in one smooth motion. The fool of a guard slammed onto the ground with all the grace of a splattered tomato.

The man groaned and started to get up, but Adelia bent over him and pressed a dagger against his neck.

"You really should have done what he said," she said, "he gets ratty when he doesn't get his way." 

The office door swung open and a heavy-set man towered above Connor, filling up the entire doorway like a brick wall.

"What in the blazes is going on out here!" shouted the mountain of a man.

"Hello Korvac," Connor said, "may I come in? We have important things to discuss."

"Ah, Connor," Korvac said, "might've known it was you." He looked at the man Adelia was still terrorizing and his eyes narrowed.

"For gods sakes, Raki," Korvac said with an exasperated sigh, "how many times have I told you that if someone wants to see me urgently, you should at least check with me. You have no idea how lucky you are to be alive."

He looked over his shoulder. "We'll have to continue this another time, Maya," Korvac said.

A well-dressed woman rose out of her chair. Her features were foreign, and not a single line of emotion showed on her porcelain skin.

"I'll hold you to that," she said. She looked down at Raki on her way out but didn't so much as twitch. She simply walked away with a confident, graceful stride.

Korvac turned back to Connor. "Please, come in," he said, "and... could you let him go?"

Adelia whispered something into Raki's ear and tapped the side of his face with the flat of her dagger.

Raki's eyes went wide, and a wet stain ran down his trousers. He scrambled to his feet and ran down the hall. Either to clean himself up, or get as far away from Adelia as he could.

Possibly both. 

"That woman scares me," Korvac said.

"You have no idea," Connor said.

Korvac's office was neat, bordering on obsessive and eerily similar to Victor's. It even had a large wooden desk of the same color.

It always struck Connor as being a little odd... like Korvac was trying to emulate everything Victor did.

Whether this was a good sign or a bad one he couldn't say. 

He'd already taken a sense-heightening potion when they'd set out, and he planned to watch Korvac's reactions very, very closely.

It was time to see if he'd grown tired of being just a figurehead.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

The Stars of Night

 

Connor sat opposite Korvac, with Adelia in the chair beside him. 

He focused on Korvac, and his enhanced eyes took in every micro-expression, down to the smallest drop of perspiration on the man's clean-shaven head.

"Have you heard from Illyian yet?" Connor asked.

"Yes, he said something about Chamberlain Davison making a power play in the palace and that you'd want to tell me the rest," Korvac said.

Connor filled Korvac in on the details of the attack on himself and Adelia at the docks, and what they found when they returned.

He told Korvac everything, though he left out where he and Adelia were staying at the moment and little details like that. Things Korvac didn't need to know.

He didn't see a single twitch that would suggest Korvac was anything other than loyal to Victor, but he remained cautious. Between his training on reading people and the potion to amplify it to superhuman levels, it would take someone with incredible skill to lie to him successfully.

But, nothing was impossible.

Korvac rubbed his temples and scrunched up his face like he'd been punched in the gut. "This is dire news indeed," he said, "what are we going to do?"

"Illyian is spreading word about the palace through the network, and finding what he can from his end. What I need from you right now is to get your men on the lookout for any sign of Victor and anyone with that symbol, or those rods. The smallest detail could be of the utmost importance.

"Meanwhile, Adelia will lead an investigation into the kidnappings and slavery in the city. I want you to give her your full support and to assist her with anything she needs. 

"The Syndicate is clearly tied to the slavers somehow, so finding the slaves might give us a lead on where they're keeping Victor. If anyone can find out where all these slaves are going, its Adelia." 

"I'll be sure to give her anything she needs," Korvac said with a nod to Adelia, "what do these rods do exactly?"

"I got hit with one on the shoulder, and it numbed and paralyzed me from the shoulder down, despite my clothing and leather armor," Connor said.

"Hmm... I think I remember some of the boys talking about running into weapons like that," Korvac said, "wait here for a moment and I'll see if I can get one of them."

Korvac strode out of the office and barked some orders, leaving Adelia and Connor alone.

"Did you see anything to suggest he was lying to us or hiding anything?" Connor whispered.

"Not that I could tell," Adelia said, "in fact, I think he idolizes Victor. This office might as well be a shrine to Victor, and he seemed extremely concerned when you told him what we found when we returned. I think we can trust him. At least as much as we can trust anyone right now."

"I'm glad I'm not the only one that noticed his office is like Victor's... I've always thought it was weird, but nobody else ever said anything," Connor said.

They stopped talking when Korvac returned with a much thinner man trailing behind him with a face like a rat.

"This is, Garth," Korvac said by way of introduction. He didn't bother to introduce Connor or Adelia. The man didn't need to know.

"His is the group I told you about that ran into something similar to what you described," Korvac continued, "Garth tell them about where you saw those enchanted rods." 

"Yes, Guild Master," Garth said in a high pitched voice.

All he needed was some whiskers and a tail, Connor thought.

"We was tailing a group of them Shadowcloaks. Figured we might find something juicy to report on, but we was spotted, and it turned into a scuffle. They had these weird looking sticks what looked all magical like.

"Made you lose all feeling with just a nick. Scary things I tell you. They dropped Toby in seconds, and only half of us got away," Garth said, "couldn't feel my arm for hours after that fight."

Connor raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure it was The Shadowcloaks? Not some other group?" Connor asked.

"Sure as sure can be," Garth said, "seen these folks before. They're Shadowcloaks through and through, some of Bvorns top men. Seen a few more of them with those damned sticks of theirs, but me and my boys are staying clear of those things."

Connor stared at the desk as if looking through it, lost deep in his thoughts.

"Er... if that's all you need Guild Master...?" Garth trailed off.

Korvac looked at Connor, who nodded absently. He had what he needed from the man. Either he was one hell of a liar, or he believed he was telling the truth.

"You can go," Korvac said.

Garth made a slight bow before leaving.

It'd been a while since Connor had worked with Korvac and he'd almost forgotten how disciplined his men were... another thing he emulated from Victor.

Maybe Adelia was right, and he really did idolize Victor.

It would be understandable. Victor was exceptional at everything he did. Hard not to, at the very least, respect someone like that.

"So Bvorn's Shadowcloaks have these rods too?" Connor muttered.

"Do you think The Shadowcloaks are behind this?" Korvac asked.

"No. Assuming Bvorn even knows about Victor in the first place, The Shadowcloaks don't have the resources to pull of something like this. Besides, if they were behind it then why capture Victor? Why not just kill him and be done with it?

"No... much as Bvorn might love to take out The Stars of Night and return to being the dominant guild in the city, it just doesn't feel right to me," Connor said.

"You think someone is using Bvorn?" Korvac asked.

"It's certainly cause for alarm that anyone could manipulate the guild master of such a powerful thieves guild, but it's good news for us," Connor said.

"How is it good news exactly?" Korvac asked.

"More people to kill," Adelia said.

Both men turned and looked at her.

"What?" she asked.

"Other than that..." Connor said, "we finally have a lead. If Bvorn and his Shadowcloaks have these rods that means that they've been working with The Syndicate more directly than I'd thought, which means he might know something about them." 

"That may be so, but this is Bvorn we're talking about. The leader of a guild of thieves and assassins. He's been watching his back since the day he crawled out of his mother," Korvac said, "he's a despicable, slimy bastard and he's paranoid. We haven't managed to get close to killing him in all the years since we set up this little guild of our own."

"He's still our best lead," Connor said, "I'll see about breaking into his office. Even someone as paranoid as Bvorn has to have some way of keeping track of everything. We'll see what secrets he's been keeping." 

Korvac sighed and put his head in his hands. "If anything happens to you, Victor will skin me alive, and the first thing you want to do is to break into the rival thieves' guild's main building. Get into the office of a man we haven't got near in years. Through gods only know what kind of defenses that paranoid bastard has set up," Korvac said.

"Inside a building filled with cutthroats, thieves, and generally unsavory people," Adelia added.

"And get out again," Connor said, "preferably with all my appendages." 

"Gods have mercy on me," Korvac said.

They went through more of the specifics of what Connor wanted Korvac to do while he worked on getting inside Bvorn's office.

He hadn't worked directly with Korvac on a mission of this scope and importance before, and he quickly found that Korvac was far more intelligent and on the ball than he'd thought.

He'd always seen him as just the figurehead, but now he understood why Victor put him in charge of the guild.

He was taken aback by the way that Korvac deferred to him. He wasn't used to being in charge, and he hadn't expected that Korvac would have no issue with Connor telling him what to do. 

"You shouldn't be so surprised," Adelia said to Connor after they left Korvac's office and went down into the guild armory with a token from Korvac to gain them entry.

"You've been trained by Victor your whole life," she continued," you're more capable than you know, and others see that. People are going to want to follow someone like you. You'd better get used to it now." 

"I don't want to lead anyone," Connor said. He picked up a rapier from one of the racks and tested the blade.

The balance was good and the metal used was excellent. The craftsmanship overall was simple, clean, efficient and well made. Nothing compared to his dwarven-forged blade, but it should do the trick. He took it, and a few knives to replace the ones he'd handed over.

"As soon as we get Victor back I'll return to my leisurely life and forget I was ever in charge," Connor continued.

Adelia looked at Connor but said nothing.

 

Once Connor had his new rapier, the two of them left The Stars of Night guild hall and headed out into the night.

Torches sputtered fitfully along the streets, and the clouds above blocked out even the hope of moonlight while spitting drizzle down onto the city.

A perfect night for those who didn't want to be seen. 

"Um, Connor? Where are we going?" Adelia asked.

"I need to meet someone to help me get inside Bvorn's office," Connor said, "you can head back if you want and get started on tracking down the kidnapping victims tomorrow."

"And let you walk right into an ambush by yourself? Not going to happen. Someone has to make sure you don't get yourself killed," she said.

"You say the sweetest things," Connor said with a smile.

They wound their way to the northeast part of the city, near the city wall, and ducked into an alleyway opposite The Shadowcloaks guild hall.

Their guild hall was a massive building that loomed over the entire street. Paint peeled off the walls, and tough-looking thugs guarded the entrances. It was ominous, and even stray cats shied away from it.

"Who exactly are we looking for?" Adelia whispered.

"Vadik," Connor whispered back, "he's infiltrated The Shadowcloaks. He should be able to help me get into Bvorn's office."

"Oh..." Adelia said.

He turned to her. "Something wrong?" he asked.

"No..." Adelia said.

"For the city's greatest assassin you're a terrible liar," Connor said with a smirk, happy to finally return the jab from earlier.

"It's just... I don't like him," she said.

"Really? Why?" Connor asked.

"I just don't," she said, "isn't there another way?"

"I'm afraid not... if I'm going to get into Bvorn's office, then Vadik is my best shot. Besides, he's my friend," he said, "you don't have to like him, but I need his help." 

Adelia said nothing and her face was unreadable behind her mask as always.

He turned his attention back to watching The Shadowcloak's guild hall. Hopefully, Vadik would leave through one of the entrances they could see from their position, and not some other secret entrance... if he even left at all.

Who knew where he was, or what he was doing? If only he had another way of contacting him! 

Hours passed, and Connor sighed.

"I'm sure we can find another way," Adelia whispered.

"I need his help. Bvorn is our biggest lead so far," Connor said, his tones just as hushed as hers, "if he doesn't leave soon, I'll have to risk sending someone to bring him a message... wait! Look!"

Vadik came through the front of the building, a torch in hand and two men wearing leather armor at his side.

"Finally," Adelia whispered, "what was he doing in there?"

"To be fair, it isn't as though he could've known we were waiting for him," Connor said, "let's go pick him up."

Adelia grabbed Connor's arm. "And what are we going to do about the two with him?" she asked.

"Don't worry," said Connor, "I have a plan."

"Why do I have a feeling your plan involves tailing them until you think of an actual plan?" Adelia asked.

"You know me so well," Connor said, "now come on, we don't want to lose them." 

Tailing the three men wasn't hard with their superior night vision and the fact Vadik was carrying a torch that might as well have been a beacon.

Human senses were terrible.

The three men turned a corner, and they waited to follow.

"Where do you suppose they're going?" Adelia said.

"You can ask Vadik when we get him alone," Connor said.

She huffed. "You ask him," she said.

They shadowed the trio for a while longer, and they still showed no signs of separating. 

"I still vote we just kill them," Adelia said, her voice so quiet he could only hear it because of his potion.

"We might have to, but I'd rather not if we can avoid it. It'd be suspicious if the two with him died, and he survived. I don't want to risk blowing his cover if I can avoid it," Connor said, "besides, it might be best to let them do whatever they're out here for first."

They followed the men for another half hour. Were they ever going to separate? If only he could catch Vadik's attention, but he couldn't do so without alerting the others.

Maybe he should just kill them...

The three men went inside a run down, old house with boarded-up windows. Faint traces of light shone through small gaps between the strips of wood.

"This should be interesting," Adelia said, "let's get closer. I want to hear what's going on."

"We can just ask Vadik later," Connor said.

"Suit yourself, but I want to hear it with my own ears," she said. She slipped across the dimly lit street and into the alleyway beside the derelict building.

Connor cursed under his breath and followed, making only slightly more noise than she had and joining her in the dark alleyway.

She winked at him and put a finger to where her lips would be under her mask.

Thanks to his enhanced hearing, he easily made out the three men they'd been following enter a room not far from their position.

"About time you got here," said a familiarly arrogant voice. 

Connor frowned. What was Davison doing meeting with Vadik and The Shadowcloaks?

"Our Guild Master urged me to remind you that we don't normally meet with potential clients this way. If this is a trap, or if you are wasting our time... it won't end well for you. It would be wise to remember who you are dealing with," Vadik said.

"I know very well who I am dealing with," Chamberlain Davison said, "and I wouldn't be in this dump if I didn't have need of your services."

"I'm listening," Vadik said.

"I want to put a contract out on this man," Chamberlain Davison said.

There was a rustling of parchment being passed and unfolded.

"Connor Varas?" Vadik asked though he kept any surprise or emotion out of his voice, "and what did he do to piss you off?"

"That is none of your concern," The Chamberlain snapped, "all you need to know is that I will pay handsomely for him to be delivered to me. A hundred gold coins to be exact. But, he must be alive! If you bring him to me dead, you won't see a single copper out of me!" 

Connor and Adelia shared a look.

He could understand The Chamberlain wanting to have him killed or thrown in the dungeon, but to set the Shadowcloaks after him and insist that he be brought in alive?

"Very well," Vadik said.

"That isn't all," The Chamberlain said, "I also want this one brought to me. Alive."

There was the rustling of more parchment before Vadik spoke again, "This isn't much to go on. No face? Just a name and a sparse little description?"

"How many women in the city have violet eyes?" spat The Chamberlain, "Just get it done. The reward for her is the same as for the boy. If you bring me both of them alive, I'll double it." 

"Very well," Vadik said, "your bounty will be posted... I should remind you that failure to pay—"

"I'm aware. I'll pay. You just worry about getting them to me, and remember I want them alive," Chamberlain Davison said. He strode out the rickety building, flanked by members of the palace guard.

Connor's grip tightened on the hilt of his rapier. His blood screamed for Davison's death right here and now.

How far was that slimy bastard willing to sink just to get them out of his way? 

He took a deep breath and pried his fingers from the hilt of his blade. The Chamberlain's time would come when Victor returned...

For now, he needed to contact Vadik. Thankfully, he'd followed them to the meeting and not stopped them beforehand. Now he knew Davison's treachery went even deeper than he'd thought. However, he still needed Vadik on his side. 

They had a lot of work to do if they were going to have a chance of getting Victor back.

"What an arsehole," said one of The Shadowcloak men. 

The trio of men left the rundown house and stepped out onto the dark, cobblestone streets once more. Connor and Adelia waited in the shadows of the alleyway until the three were far enough away for them to resume following like ghosts in the night.

Unfortunately, the three men seemed to be heading back to their guild hall.

"I don't think they're going to split up," Adelia said, "if you want to talk to Vadik we have to be more direct."

Connor sighed. He'd tried so hard to let them live, and not risk Vadik's cover. 

"Alright," he said, "let's get this over with." 

The two of them picked up their pace and took a longer path around to where they anticipated the group to come by if they continued following the exact same route back. Sloppy work by Vadik, but it should make ambushing them much easier.

Adelia and Connor took position on opposite sides of a narrow and poorly lit street.

Only minutes later, Vadik and the two Shadowcloaks appeared just down the road, heading straight for their little ambush.

Connor's grip tightened on the hilt of his rapier. It was too bad he had to do this, but they weren't separating, and they couldn't afford to waste time lingering around an enemy guild hall just waiting for Vadik to step out again. Especially not with a bounty on their heads.

The three men approached, strolling casually toward them.

Connor drew his blade slowly and silently. He hid any glimmer of light reflected off the polished steel with his cloak.

He tensed, ready to spring.

As soon as the men were close enough, Adelia and Connor leapt out of the shadows on either side of the road with their weapons already drawn. 

Adelia rushed forward in a deadly blur with her two daggers and decapitated one of them as Connor slit the throat of the other.

The fight, if you could call it that, was over in seconds. The two men with Vadik were dead before they could even draw their weapons.

Vadik drew his sword and swung at Connor.

Connor parried and back stepped. "Calm down," he said, "it's just me!"

Vadik kept attacking, and Connor deftly parried and sidestepped his attacks. "Stop! What are you doing?" Connor said. 

Adelia grabbed Vadik's sword arm and held it fast as she pressed her dagger against his neck. "Enough!" she snapped, "lower your sword."

Vadik froze, and a trickle of blood ran down his throat. He lowered his sword very slowly. 

"Whoa, Adelia," Connor said, "let him go, please."

Vadik squinted at Connor. "Connor? Adelia?" he asked, "what in the hells was this all about? Why are you leaping out of nowhere and attacking me?"

"If we'd attacked you, you'd be dead," Adelia said. She lowered her dagger and stepped away. 

Vadik tenderly probed the shallow cut on his neck and winced.

"We've been tailing you all night," Connor said, "we need to talk, but not here. Come with us."

Vadik looked at the bodies at their feet. 

"Did you have to kill them? Do you have any idea how hard it's going to be to explain this? Couldn't you have waited until my next report?" Vadik said.

"No," Connor said, "Victor is missing, and I need your help to get him back. I didn't want to do this, but I had to."

"Victor is gone? What's happening? Did you know The Chamberlain just put out a contract on you two?" Vadik asked.

"I'll explain when we get somewhere we can talk," Connor said.

Connor led Vadik back through the city to his secret home that served as their base of operations.

He could've used The Stars of Night guild hall, but he didn't entirely trust them.

Even if Korvac was on their side and loyal to Victor, which seemed to be the case, there could still be enemy agents among the thieves. 

He didn't fancy the idea of him or his friends being killed in their sleep.

Besides, Victor's manor was heavily guarded, and The Syndicate had still got in. The thieves guild would be no safer.

Their best bet was anonymity. No-one knew that Connor owned this house. It would show up on the papers, but he hadn't even bought it.

Even if someone thought to look through the records, it was buried under decades of documents for an entire city. 

It would be a massive task. It should take them months to find anything, and hopefully, he'd get Victor back before then. 

So, his little house remained the best option for them, at least for now.

 

Despite taking precautions to make sure they weren't followed, it didn't take long before they were standing in Connor's home.

"Nice place," Vadik said, "I didn't know you had a house." 

"Hopefully they don't either," Connor said.

"So are you going to tell me what this is all about now?" Vadik asked.

Connor took the time to tell Vadik everything.

He told Vadik even more than he'd told Korvac. Vadik was his friend, and he trusted him.

Besides, he needed his help.

As capable as the thieves working for Korvac might be, Connor knew deep down that finding his uncle was going to come down to the three of them.

"He was dead?" Vadik said after Connor told him about how they were ambushed at the docks.

"Yes," Connor said, "they must have found out. Are you certain there's no way they might have tied it back to you? Do you think your cover is blown?" 

"I don't think so..." Vadik said, "I was extremely careful, but you can never be completely sure of anything."

"Let's hope your cover is intact then," Connor said, "everything might just depend on that."

Connor filled in Vadik on everything else that had happened. What little they knew about The Syndicate. Victor's disappearance. Chamberlain Davison's power play, and though he hated to give away his secret again, he told Vadik about his alchemy.

They were going to be using his home as a base of operations, and Vadik was bound to go down into the basement at some stage anyway.

This way, he didn't have to worry about trying to keep it a secret from his friends while also trying to rescue Victor.

Victor would be furious, but he could yell all he wanted after they found and rescued him. Until then, he didn't need the distraction of trying to keep secrets from the people he depended on.

"So Davison is probably working with The Syndicate? I guess that explains why he put the contract out on you," Vadik said.

"I still don't get why he put one out on Adelia though," Connor said, "or why he wants us alive."

"He knows you two are friends," Vadik said, "and maybe he wants the pleasure of killing you himself? He never did like you."

"I suppose that could be it," said Connor, "it just seems too simple though."

"That's because you're overthinking it," Vadik said with a laugh, "So let me get this straight. Victor is missing, presumed taken by some group calling themselves The Syndicate. The Chamberlain has the palace out to get you, and you want my help to break into The Shadowcloaks' headquarters, while the great assassin over here tracks down where all these slaves are going?"

"That's the gist of it," Connor said.

"I'll tell you one thing. Life with you is never boring," Vadik said. He ran a hand through his perfect golden hair, leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.

"I can probably get you inside the building. Provided my cover is still intact, and they don't murder us the second we step through the door..." he said.

"That's very comforting," Connor said.

"Actually, we'll be lucky if they just kill us. Bvorn tortures people for days if he even suspects them of betraying him. If they kill us, that'll be the easy part," Vadik said, "Bvorn is more paranoid than Korvac knows. What's more, his office is locked up tight with a magical lock, and Bvorn is the only one with a key."

"I can get through magical locks," Connor said, "I'll need time though."

"Yeah, I remember you saying you could do that..." Vadik said, "how much time will you need?" 

"Not sure," Connor said, "could be anything from a few minutes to half an hour... maybe more."

Vadik ran another hand through his hair. "No way," he said, "we can't stand around outside his office for more than a few minutes before someone comes along. Can't you make something with your alchemy to break the door down or something?" 

"Not really. I'm still a novice, so I can't do any of the more powerful things yet. How thick is the door? Can we break it down?" Connor said.

"It's made of several layers of magically-reinforced wood and iron," Vadik said.

"So... no," Connor said.

Vadik nodded.

"What about through a window?" Connor asked.

Vadik shook his head. "There's one in his office, but that thing has more wards on it than the damn door," he said.

Connor sighed. "So, our best bet is through the door... I'll see if there isn't something in my codex to help with that," he said. 

"You do that," Vadik said, "and while you're busy, I'm going to have a nap." He went upstairs with a yawn.

"You should get some sleep too, Connor. You look half-dead," Adelia said.

"Thanks," Connor said dryly, "that makes me feel much better."

"I'm serious. You need your rest. We're here for you. If they were going to kill Victor, then they'd have done it already. If he's still alive, you probably have some time. Let yourself rest and recover. You're not going to be any good to anyone at this rate," Adelia said.

"I've gone without sleep before," Connor said, "I can handle it."

Adelia gave him a dubious look.

"After we get Victor back, I'll sleep for a week. I promise," Connor said.

Adelia went upstairs shortly afterward to bathe and get some rest. She'd be out to meet with Korvac's thieves soon. 

Connor sat, hunched over his codex, searching for a way to get into Bvorn's office.

He flipped through page after page and rubbed his forehead. There were potions and devices that would let him rip through the door like tissue paper, but they were all so far above his level.

If only Victor had told him about alchemy sooner... as it was, he was just so weak.

He rubbed at his tired eyes. "If I could just get a better sense of the magic in the lock I might be able to do it faster," he muttered.

The codex hummed. It quickly grew louder, and the pages turned by themselves at a phenomenal speed. He watched it with wide eyes.

In seconds, it lay open on a page titled Potion of Magic Sight.

He read the entry it landed on. It seemed to be everything he could've wished for. It gave the imbiber the temporary ability to see magic. 

With it, he should be able to see his magic as well as the magic in the lock and synch them up much faster.

He read a little further on and almost screamed.

It was an intermediate level potion.

The strength potion he had tried to make was an early beginner stage potion, and it had backfired badly. This would almost certainly kill him if he drank it.

He sighed. "Uh, thank you... but I can't make potions at this level yet," he said.

It felt absurd to talk to a book like this, but it must have some degree of awareness, and it had just tried to help him.

As the words left his lips, it hummed again. The script on the page vanished, leaving the smooth, metallic page completely blank.

He shot to his feet, a strangled cry in his throat. What was it doing? He'd said thank you! Why was it erasing itself!

"Sto–"

The text started reappearing.

He frowned. It was the same page he'd just been looking at. Why would it vanish only to reappear exactly as before? 

He skimmed through it. The title now said Minor Potion of Magic Sight. He skipped to the difficulty section.

It read as novice.

He grinned. The ingredients were almost the same. The potion was just a weaker, and easier to make version of the original.

The description said that to see the magic, he'd have to concentrate more than with the more advanced potion. It also gave less understanding of what he saw so it would be more obscure.

Hopefully, despite being a weaker potion, it would enable him to get through the lock fast enough.

"Um... thank you?" he said uncertainly.

It hummed again, but only briefly and nothing else happened. Was that codex speak for you're welcome?

Just how conscious was this thing? It was odd... having something that had an awareness of its own. It didn't seem to mean him any harm, but it was still... disturbing.

He shook himself out of his thoughts. None of that mattered now.

He had a potion to make.

He splashed some water on his face to wake himself up a bit and went straight down into his hastily set up basement workshop, where he already had a focusing circle drawn.

The formula called for gold, magical crystals, and magic from an innately magical creature.

Gold wasn't an issue after taking so much from Victor's workshop, and after some searching, he found the magical crystals he needed among the many things he'd snatched on his way out. The problem was the innately magical creature. He didn't have any mana worms or other creatures with a high amount of raw magic inside.

The formula said it didn't need much magic, but he couldn't just use his alchemical power. It wasn't the same for some reason, his father even had notes theorizing that the alchemical power might not be magic at all.

But, perhaps he could use his magic as a replacement... did he qualify as an innately magical creature? His magic certainly didn't seem to work anything like ordinary wizards...

It was worth a try at least.

Soon, he had a mixture bubbling away with a gold coin remaining completely solid at the bottom and magical crystals swirling around in the liquid.

He stood in the center of the focusing circle, his hands raised to either side of the boiling concoction. He reached inside himself, and his alchemy leapt to obey. Red lightning arched from his fingertips and into the liquid, snapping and crackling like a frenzied storm.

He sensed the essences of the different ingredients and separated what he wanted from what he didn't, slowly picking apart and rebuilding the solution... refining it.

But, he still needed to add the magic. 

"Let's hope this works," he muttered. 

He kept on refining and reached inside for his magic. It resisted him as it always did, but he dragged it down with sheer force of will and channeled a trickle of magic into the mixture while still maintaining his focus on alchemy.

Sweat beaded his brow. Being the source of magic, and the alchemist at the same time made the potion far more difficult than it should be.

Hopefully, he could complete it successfully...

Red lightning sparked and snapped from his fingers and into the mixture. The bubbling mixture swirled and began to glow.

The gold coin broke apart and blended into the rest of the liquid, and the magical crystals followed soon after.

Sweat ran down his back like a river.

He stripped away everything unwanted until it was done, and he was left with a light purple solution.

He could only hope his pathetic magic had been enough...

He checked the description in his codex. It described it as light purple. It seemed he had succeeded. But, was his magic a good enough substitute for an innately magical creature? The last thing he needed was a repeat of what happened with the strength potion.

Especially, without Victor around to save him this time.

He turned off the flame at the base and waited for the potion to cool before pouring it into five vials.

It should be more than enough for what he needed... provided it worked.

He put a stopper in four of the vials, and held the fifth to his lips.

He couldn't afford to find out the potion didn't work in the middle of an enemy thieves guild. At least this way, the only one in danger was himself.

He poured the potion down his throat. It had a subtle peppermint flavor. He licked his lips and waited for the effects to kick in.

Nothing happened.

He sighed. At least it hadn't killed him.

He turned to his codex in case he'd missed something... if he hadn't then he'd need a magical creature. The second he focused on the codex, it lit up in a brilliant array of colors that almost blinded him.

He squeezed his eyes shut and smiled even as he felt like kicking himself. Of course nothing had happened! He hadn't been looking at a magical item!

He squinted through his eyelashes at the bright swirls of intricate patterns layered all over the coded. 

His stomach turned, and he looked away.

The codex was a bit too complex for such a low-level potion it seemed... hopefully, the lock on the door wouldn't be nearly as complicated.

What mattered was he'd succeeded! 

Admittedly, looking at the codex made his stomach churn, but this was an item capable of understanding him at least to some degree. Surely that was far beyond even the best magical lock Bvorn could get his hands on...

On a whim, he looked down at his hand and pulled on his magic. He forced it down the length of his arm and into his fingertips. A brilliant golden light strained against two other lights. One black and the other silver.

It seemed it wasn't just his imagination... part of it really was fighting him inside... 

He shook his head. Now wasn't the time to worry about his magic. Once they got Victor back, he could focus more on understanding what he was seeing.

Perhaps, it would lead to figuring out how to better use his magic.

He turned back to the potions. If only he had a magic lock to practice on beforehand... 

As it was, he'd just have to hope for the best.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

The Shadowcloaks

 

After successfully making the potions, he went upstairs for a bath while the others slept. He took care to be quiet, so he didn't wake them. 

He sat in the warm water and his thoughts drifted. How conscious was his codex? What other secrets did it contain? What were the different lights in his magic? 

He lay back in the tub and sighed. Puzzles for another day.

What he couldn't put out of his mind was Victor. It nagged at him during every waking minute. The last of his family gone... the man who'd taken him in and raised him all these years.

Every time he closed his eyes, his mind conjured images of the worst things he could imagine. 

He rubbed his tired eyes. He'd gone without sleep before, but alchemy drained him in an entirely different way.  

His bones ached, but it was easier to deal with what could be happening to his uncle when he was working on finding and saving him.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose and turned his racing mind onto what needed to be done. He went through plans, possibilities, and contingencies in his mind as he lay in the bathtub for hours.

It was as close to sleep as he could manage.

He left feeling refreshed, even if only temporarily. He donned his armor and buckled his rapier in place once again.

He went downstairs and pulled out his codex.

His magic sight had faded, and he could read it without the brilliant light of the magic it contained getting in the way.

He flipped through the pages looking for anything that might aid him in his search. Anything that could make him stronger, deadlier, or more capable.

Should he ask the codex for help again? Would it listen? It felt insane to talk to a book, but maybe it could help a second time?

Adelia came down the stairs, snapping him out of his reverie.

"Didn't sleep again?" she asked.

"No," Connor said, "don't worry so much, you'll get wrinkles. I'm fine."

"You should at least eat something," she said.

"Yes, mom," he said.

She opened a cupboard, then another... and another. She stomped her foot and huffed. "Do you have any food in this place?" she asked

"I keep it all in the pantry with preservation crystals to keep it from spoiling," he said, "I came back to rotten food once... never again."

She rummaged around in the pantry. "Your supplies are running low. It won't last the three of us long," she said.

"I never thought I'd be using this place like I am now. We can make a supply run at some point. I'll see what I can do after Vadik and I get back from The Shadowcloaks," he said.

Adelia made bacon and eggs with toast in large helpings.

Unfortunately, she burned everything.

It was only now as he wolfed down her atrocious food that he realized just how hungry he really was. 

The fact she was a terrible cook actually made him feel rather smug. Finally, he was better than her at something.

The two of them chatted a bit and snacked on some sandwiches that Connor made.

He didn't want to risk her somehow setting the cold meats on fire.

He felt like he had the world on his shoulders and that he would be crushed beneath it at any moment. But, having his friends with him somehow made it bearable.

Adelia pulled down part of her mask to eat, but she turned away, so he still couldn't see her face.

Would she keep her promise and show him her face when all this was over? He couldn't help but wonder.

He was used to her strange desire to keep hidden at all times, but he still wished that she would trust him as he trusted her.

She polished off the last sandwich and pulled her mask back up. "I'd better meet with Korvac," she said.

"Be careful out there," Connor said, "I still don't like the idea of any of us moving around in daylight... not even you."

"Don't worry, I can take care of myself. And, I promise you, if there's so much as a trace of The Syndicate, the slaves, or Victor out there... I'll find it. Nothing those bastards can send will stop me," she said.

She strode out into the morning light like death itself clad in leather.

A few minutes after she left, Vadik strolled down the stairs, already neatly groomed and clean-shaven. 

"About time you got down here," Connor said, "we have work to do."

"Did you find something to help us get into Bvorn's office?" Vadik asked. 

"I think so... hopefully, I'll pick the lock in a fraction of the time now. Won't know until I try though," Connor said.

"So... we'll only find out when we're in the middle of the guild hall, surrounded by Bvorn's men, with no explanation as to why we're standing with our picks in the Guild Master's office door?" Vadik asked.

"My picks. You keep your picks out of this," Connor said, "but yes." 

"Joyous," Vadik said.

"Are you sure you can get me into the guild hall and up to Bvorn's office?" Connor asked.

"It shouldn't be an issue. I haven't picked up anything to suggest they even know about Victor or you. Maybe Bvorn does, but if so he's keeping it to himself for now. I also haven't put Davison's contract out on you yet.

"So, with any luck, they won't jump us the second they see you. Probably best you keep your hood and mask up anyway. Just in case. With me there to vouch for you, it shouldn't be a problem.

"We can just walk in through the front door. If we time it right, Bvorn won't even be there. I can stand watch outside his door, so you don't walk out when someone is there to see, and then we can leave the way we came once you're done," Vadik said.

"That's it? It sounds too easy somehow," Connor said.

"That's under the assumption they don't know I'm not their double agent. If they do, they'll throw us in the dungeon and torture us for the rest of our miserable lives. Still sound too easy?" Vadik said.

"Not so much," Connor said, "when is the best time to get into Bvorn's office? When will he be gone and for how long?"

"He's getting a delivery of slaves from a new seller today. He'll want to check on them personally. He should be out all day," Vadik said.

Connor nodded. As much as he hated slavery, freeing Victor was the priority. Once that was done, they could see about the slaves.

"I don't like the idea of moving about in daylight hours," he said, "but if it's our best chance to get into Bvorn's office, we should take it."

"We'd better get moving then. The guild hall is a fair walk away, and the sooner we get there, the more time you'll have to search his office before he gets back," Vadik said. 

"Alright," Connor said. He fished around in his bottomless bag and handed Vadik a vial.

"What's this?" Vadik asked.

"It's a potion. It'll heighten all your senses. I figure we'll need every advantage we can get," Connor said, "take it before we go. It'll be a bit disorienting when it kicks in, but it fades fast. If it runs out, let me know, and I'll give you another one."

Vadik held up the potion. "What did you put in this exactly?" he asked.

Connor sighed. "Just drink it before we go," he said.

The streets were busy. People ran about on errands and merchants hawked their wares at the top of their voices. 

Connor pulled up his hood, his eyes scanning everyone around them.

"I wish I'd thought to bring a disguise," he grumbled.

"Just be glad it's cold enough to get away with having your hood up. If it wasn't, you'd stick out like a sore thumb out here," Vadik said. He started whistling a cheerful tune.

"How can you be so relaxed?" Connor asked.

"I have to be," Vadik said, "I've been constantly surrounded by people that'd kill me if they knew what I was up to. I can't afford to look tense. Besides, I'm not the one The Chamberlain wants to murder with a rusty fork."

"That's a fair point," Connor muttered. He took a deep breath and straightened his back.

"That's not bad," Vadik said.

"Thanks," Connor said.

"I'm still better though," Vadik said. 

Connor ignored him and focused his attention on their surroundings. Up ahead, an official was putting up wanted posters. 

Posters with Connor's face on them.

"Great," Connor said dryly.

Vadik tore one of the posters down. "I guess it isn't a surprise," he said, "he already tried to post a bounty with the city's underworld. He must want you badly."

"I just hadn't expected it so soon... do you think this changes anything?" Connor asked.

"I doubt it," Vadik said, "The Shadowcloaks don't like dealing with the city guard any more than bribing them to stay out of the way. If anything, you being a wanted man might make them less suspicious. We'll have to keep an eye out for guards and any upstanding citizens though."

Connor nodded, but his eyes stared at another wanted poster of someone he recognized.

Dael.

The man he'd helped escape the palace dungeon. He tore the poster down and read it as they walked.

Vadik read the list of crimes listed beneath Connor's name. "You've been busy," he said.

"Obviously I didn't do any of those things," Connor said.

"So you didn't assault a guard, or aid and abet the escape of another criminal? What about arson?" Vadik read aloud.

Connor thought back to his trial with the wizard and, and his escape from the dungeon.

"Well... maybe I did some of it," Connor said, "but it's taken out of context."

Vadik chuckled. "I think they have everything on here," he said, "murder, attempted murder, theft, highway robbery... and here I was thinking you didn't leave the city much. You never tell me anything. I thought I was your friend."

Connor rolled his eyes.

Vadik continued reading. "What's defenestration?" he asked.

"It means to throw someone out of a window," Connor said.

"You're kidding," Vadik said.

"I swear it's the truth," Connor said, "I think Davison just had them put down everything and anything. I haven't pushed anyone out of a window... at least not recently." 

"What were you doing in a brothel?" Vadik asked.

"What?" Connor said.

"Look right here," Vadik said. He pointed to one of the many crimes listed on Connor's wanted poster.

Connor frowned. "I don't think that's even physically possible," he said. 

I'll give these palace guys one thing, they're awfully imaginative..." Vadik said, "what's that one you're looking at?" 

"It's someone I was forced to help escape on my way out of the dungeon," Connor said.

"Oh? What'd he do?" Vadik asked.

Connor scrunched the paper in his hand. "He was a murderer, a rapist, and a demonologist that started a demon worshiping cult," Connor said. His voice like ice.

"Maybe they were just trumped-up charges too," Vadik said.

"Unlikely," Connor said.

He balled his hand into a fist, and the paper crumpled even further. He'd have to make this right...

The Shadowcloaks guild hall managed to look even worse in the daylight. The cracks and pitted walls stood out amid the crumbling paint. The whole building seemed infected.

The guards glared at them as they approached. Connor pulled his mask up a little higher.

"Gods, you look suspicious," Vadik muttered.

"You'd rather bet on them not knowing who I am?" Connor whispered.

The guard looked at Vadik and then at Connor. "Bringing a friend?" the guard said.

Vadik gave a brilliant smile. "What can I say? People love me," he said.

The guard grunted.

"Is Bvorn here?" Vadik asked.

The guard shook his head.

"Any idea when he'll be back?" Vadik asked.

The guard shrugged. "Dunno," he said.

"Right... good talking to you as always," Vadik said.

The guard grunted.

The two of them walked past the guard and into the guild hall.

Where the outside looked decrepit and worn, the inside was reasonably well maintained. Men and women drank, played cards, or talked all around them. It wasn't much different from The Stars of Night

On one level Connor knew that it should be similar. They were both thieves guilds after all, but he had still expected it to be... he wasn't sure what he expected, but something different. 

They climbed one set of stairs, and then another until they were on the second floor and standing in front of the door to Bvorn's office with nobody in sight.

"I still think it's weird he doesn't have anyone guarding his office," Connor said.

"What for?" Vadik asked, "only you are freaky enough to get through enchanted locks so easily."

Connor dug in his bottomless bag and pulled out a vial of Minor Potion of Magic Sight.

"Let's hope this works," he muttered, "bottoms up."

He drank the potion and waited for the effects to kick in.

A thief walked past, with a casual nod at Vadik. 

Once the man was out of sight, Connor knelt down at the lock and Vadik casually leaned against the wall beside him.

Connor focused on the lock, and it lit up in a brilliant array of color.

It was far less complex and intense than the magic in his codex, and he pulled down his own magic into his lockpicks.

He could see now how he shaped his magic, and as he brought his picks to the lock, he saw how the magic repelled them.

Being able to see the magic made it much easier to get his own magic to click into place with the magic in the lock.

Once that was done, the mechanical aspect of the lock proved no challenge at all.

In less than a minute, the lock opened with a satisfying click. 

"Good luck," Vadik whispered.

Connor slipped inside Bvorn's office and closed the door behind him. He left it unlocked so he could get out faster when he was done.

Bookcases covered the walls, each filled with books, files, and loose papers. A desk rested in the center of the room with more papers piled like towers on top. 

"What a mess," Connor muttered.

It would take forever to go through everything here, and he didn't even know what he was looking for!

There just wasn't time to be discrete about this...

He picked up stack after stack of papers and stuffed them into his bottomless bag, clearing out whole shelves at a time.

Once they got out of here, they could go over everything as much as they wanted. Bvorn would know he'd been burgled the second he saw the room, but what choice did Connor have?

At least this way, there was a hope of finding a clue that might lead them to Victor...

Connor moved swiftly, yet quietly and in minutes he'd taken everything off the shelves and the desk. Anything that might be even remotely useful.

A faint flicker of light on the wall caught his eye.

He looked closer. Something glowed softly beneath a painting mounted on the wall. He lifted the painting up and off, revealing a hidden safe.

He smirked. Simple, but effective.

He'd nearly missed it in his frantic search. Ironically, the enchantments meant to make it more secure had been the thing to give it away.

He focused more on the safe, and it lit up in a pattern of swirling lights more complex than the magic in the door. 

From what he could see, the magic in the safe was all woven together. It looked like getting through the lock would disable the other enchantments.

He couldn't tell what the enchantments were, but whatever they did, he didn't want to set them off.

He pulled his magic down into his picks once again and held them slightly away from the lock. He focused and molded his magic to fit the lock. 

Even with being more careful, it only took him a few minutes to have his magic synch with the lock.

His picks slid into place, and he picked the mechanical aspect of the lock in seconds.

It clicked, and he opened the safe door a millimeter at a time. He got it open a few centimeters and froze. A hair-thin wire connected the safe door to a device in the back that contained yet another trace of magic.

Likely a spell that would be released when the trap was triggered...

Whatever it was Bvorn had inside this safe, he really didn't want anyone to get it. 

There had to be an easy, secret way to disable the trap otherwise Bvorn would never be able to get it open himself.

Unfortunately, Connor didn't know what it was, and he didn't like the idea of fiddling around with the safe, and risking activating it to find out.

Better to disable the trap the way he knew how. The way Victor had taught him.

He took out his tools and got to work.

Thanks to his heightened senses, he could control his fingers better, and he got a feel for the trap with far more delicate motions.

He took his time studying it. There was no telling what the trap would do if he set it off. He'd be no good to anyone dead.

He quickly decided against tampering with the device at the back of the safe. It was harder to reach, and he had no idea what the spell inside would do if he started fiddling with the components near it.

The mechanism attached to the safe door seemed to be the best way to disarm it.

He slowly removed the top panel of the mechanism, lifting it up with steady hands. Something glimmered. He stopped moving. An interconnected web of wires attached to the top panel.

He held back a sigh. How many tripwires did this damned thing have? 

He disabled them one by one, still keeping the panel steady. The main problem was the time it took, but he couldn't do anything about that. 

He was already moving as fast as he dared.

With the tripwires connected to the top panel disabled, he removed the top panel entirely. The wire connecting the front panel to the device at the back of the safe linked into a complex arrangement of gears and more wires.

The mechanism on the front had two settings, one armed and the other disarmed. Currently, it was in the armed position. 

The trigger to change the modes was integrated into the handle and the safe door. It seemed that opening the safe a specific way would disarm the trap.

But, he still couldn't see how to do that exactly. The wrong motion could trigger it. It would still be faster and safer to simply dismantle it as he was doing.

He couldn't just move the wire into the disarmed position either as it was connected to more triggers and tripwires designed to prevent him from doing precisely that. It was like a spider's web with strands spun around the main wire and all the surrounding components. 

Some of the wires and triggers were actually extra tricky in that removing them would activate the trap, and the only way to disarm the trap was to leave them be.

The trick was figuring out which ones to remove, and which ones to leave alone...

Just looking at it gave him a headache. How much did Bvorn pay for this thing? The craftsmanship was incredible.

He traced each line one by one and got a feel for which ones to cut and which to leave. He slipped his tools into the web of wires and triggers with steady hands.

One twitch in the wrong direction and the trap would spring.

He disarmed the first trigger...

"Vadik?" said a voice outside, "what are you doing here?"

Connor disarmed the second trigger and an anti-tampering tripwire. A drop of sweat ran down his temple, but he didn't dare move any faster. What in the twelve hells was Bvorn doing back so soon?

"Waiting for you," Vadik said, "I have some interesting news."

"Very well," said Bvorn, "let's talk in my office."

Connor gritted his teeth. Stall him! Stall him! He mentally chanted the words. He couldn't move, or he'd set the thing off!

The key slid into the lock.

"Uh... wait," Vadik said, "I also have a very lucrative contract for a bounty."

"Excellent," Bvorn said. He fiddled with the key in the door. "That's odd..." he said, "I think it's already open..."

The door swung open with a creak. The hairs on the back of Connor's neck prickled.

"What the—? Thief!" Bvorn yelled.

Someone rushed Connor from behind. He leapt to the side with a roll. He hadn't finished disarming the trap yet, and it activated.

A gout of flame roared out of the safe and into the face of the man who'd rushed him. 

The man screamed and pawed helplessly at his burning face. The fire spread onto his hands and raced across his entire body until it engulfed him entirely. 

He ran toward Bvorn, flailing his arms. "Help me!" he screamed.

Bvorn whipped his shortsword through the man's neck, parting his head from his shoulders. The man collapsed, silent apart from the sound of sizzling flesh.

Connor rushed back to the safe, slammed it shut, and spun around to face the rest of the room as he drew his rapier in a fluid motion.

Two men flanked Bvorn, with the third dead at Bvorn's feet and Vadik standing just behind them.

Bvorn looked down at the charred corpse and shook his head. "You've cost me a good man," he said, "get him."	

The three men rushed Connor. He sidestepped, putting Bvorn's desk between them and him.

Bvorn's guards came around either side of the desk and swung at him with their shortswords.

Connor parried the one on the left and spun, twisting his body out of the way of the other without even looking. He continued the spin and lashed out, kicking the man on the left side in the stomach. 

Breath whooshed out of the man's lungs, and he tumbled backward. The other man slashed at Connor's head in the split second his back was turned.

The blade whistled in the air, singing where it would land to Connor's enhanced ears. 

He parried again before he'd even finished turning to face his attacker.

The clash of steel on steel rang out, and Connor grabbed the man's sword arm, keeping the blade away from him as he stabbed upward.

His rapier pierced the soft flesh under the man's jaw and continued upward... skewering his brain.

The other man rushed him and swung at his exposed back. 

Connor pulled his blade free, dropped to the floor and rolled backward behind the man. He stabbed his rapier into the man's kidneys in quick thrusts. The man collapsed, and blood pooled on the ground beneath him. 

Bvorn gritted his teeth and glared at Connor even as Vadik drew his scimitar.

"I want him alive," Connor said.

Bvorn frowned. "Who are you—?"

Vadik held the edge of his scimitar against Bvorn's throat.

Bvorn swallowed hard. "Traitorous bastard! I should've known better than to trust you," he said.

"I get that a lot," Vadik said, "drop your sword."

Bvorn dropped his sword. The blade clattered on the floor.

Footsteps clambered toward them from below. Moving fast.

Connor stuck his head out the doorway. Sure enough, a sea of thieves was heading straight for them.

The key was still in the door. Connor pulled it out, slammed the door and locked it. Half a breath later, a wave of thieves slammed into the door like a tidal wave. 

It shuddered violently but held. No doubt thanks to all the wards.

They couldn't pick the lock the way he had, but how much longer would it hold up against the beating it was taking, even with the enchantments?

The door rattled continuously, and Bvorn stood still with Vadik's blade at his throat.

"So... now what?" Vadik asked.

"I'm working on it," Connor said. He opened the safe, and a cloud of smoke poured out. He coughed and peered inside. 

Even with him smothering the flames as quickly as he had, most of the documents inside were little more than ash. 

He sighed and tenderly brushed what little remained into his bottomless bag. Ash and all. Maybe they'd find something useful. He doubted it.

The door shuddered.

With the contents of the safe ruined, their best and possibly only lead now was Bvorn himself.

"We're taking him with us," Connor said.

"We're what?" Vadik said, "in case you haven't noticed there's an army outside that door. I don't think they'll just let us stroll out of here. Hostage or not."

Connor pulled the runed rod out of his bag and struck Bvorn on the neck. He crumpled bonelessly, and Connor hit him again and again just to make sure he couldn't so much as twitch.

Vadik sighed. "Great now he can't even walk out of here. What next oh mighty leader?" he said with just a hint of sarcasm.

Connor looked at the window.

Vadik followed his gaze. "No! No way! I am not going out there! And while carrying someone? Are you insane?" he said. 

Connor hefted Bvorn over his back like a sack of potatoes and undid the latch on the window. The array of interlaced wards deactivated. He opened it, and a gust of wind washed over him. He peered over the edge at the ground two floors below.

There was no stairwell, or even a nearby rooftop to throw Bvorn and leap across to.

He gritted his teeth and swung one leg over the windowsill, then the other. He lowered himself down and got a foothold on a deep crack in the wall. Bvorn teetered, and Connor balanced him on his shoulder.

He wouldn't be much good with his brains splattered all over the street.

"Coming?" Connor asked.

Vadik shook his head. "What is it with you and bloody windows. I'm starting to think Davison was onto something," he muttered.

Connor eased down the side of the building. When he made it halfway, Vadik started his own descent.

The door stopped rattling. The hairs on Connor's neck stood on end. Why would they stop? Did they know the two of them were climbing down the building? How?

The door thumped heavily. Then again... and again. In steady beats.

"Great," Connor muttered, "they have a battering ram. Why in the twelve does a thieves guild have a battering ram?"

"You're asking me? I just worked here. Probably one of Bvorn's insane contingencies. Could you hurry up down there?" Vadik said. 

"I'm already moving as fast as I can," Connor hissed through clenched teeth.

"It's just... I'd like to get away from the hornet's nest you've kicked over," Vadik said.

Connor slowly lowered himself, aiming for another foothold. His handhold crumbled in his fist and broke free. He fell and slid down the wall.

He caught himself on another crack. Pain shot through his fingers, but he held on. He let out a relieved sigh.

"See? You can go faster," Vadik said.

"If we get out of this alive, I'm going to strangle you," Connor said.

A man with his hood pulled up strolled along the alleyway below them. Connor froze.

The plaster beneath his foot crumbled and a trickle of debris skittered down the wall.

The man below them stopped and looked at the base of the wall.

"Hmm?" he said.

Connor held his breath.

The man looked up. "They're coming down the side!" he yelled. He ran back around the corner. The steady thumping on the office door stopped, and the entire building exploded with noise and vicious shouts.

Connor reached the ground. Bvorn slid off his shoulder and smacked onto the cobblestones with a heavy thud.

Vadik climbed down the last few feet. "You take such great care of your guests," he said.

"He probably didn't even feel it," Connor said.

Connor hauled Bvorn's limp body up and slung him over his other shoulder. A flood of thieves came around the corner, their weapons already drawn.

Connor sprinted in the opposite direction. Vadik soon took the lead even with Connor running as fast as he could. 

"Come on, Connor!" Vadik yelled, "just leave him!"

"I can't," Connor said between panting breaths, "he could be our only lead."

The footsteps were drawing closer... damn it! They were gaining...

A crowd spilled out of the street on his left, packed together so densely it would be impossible to move without shoving somebody.

"This way!" Connor shouted. He ran straight into the crowd and pushed his way through. 

"Hey watch it!" 

"Jerk!" 

"Guards!"

He ignored everyone yelling at him and pushed his way through as fast as possible. 

The wave of thieves behind them slammed almost to a complete stop. People shouted profanity and cried out, but the crowd was simply too densely packed to allow so many to push their way through.

Connor smiled. Perfect.

Guards came rushing in toward the commotion, and the thieves turned on them. The first to respond were cut down. Blood filled the streets. The crowd screamed and panicked. More guards ran down, and everything devolved into utter chaos.

Connor grabbed Vadik by the arm and pulled him out onto a less crowded street.

The crowd had served its purpose. It was time to put as much distance between them and The Shadowcloaks as possible and lose the few that remained on their trail.

"That wasn't as bad as I thought it'd be," Vadik said.

A guard pointed at Connor. "Hey! You! Stop!" he yelled.

"You just had to say it didn't you?" Connor said.

The guards raced after them, along with The Shadowcloaks that'd kept up. Thankfully, many of the guards had spent far too long relaxing in the guardhouse with a tankard of ale, and they fell behind.

More guards joined the chase though, and The Shadowcloaks weren't nearly so easy to get rid of. A few split off in different directions. Connor gritted his teeth. What were the bastards up to?

Perhaps they were trying to take a shortcut... did it matter? The longer this chase went on, the more people they'd have after them. 

They needed to lose them... and fast.

If it weren't for Bvorn, they could've done so already, but he was their best shot at finding Victor... there had to be another way!

He couldn't outrun them. Not while carrying Bvorn. They had to get off the main streets.

He ducked into an alleyway, running as fast as his legs could carry him with Vadik right by his side.

The alleyway split off in different directions, connecting to other alleys and narrow paths. Buildings rose up all around them, blocking them from sight.

Hopefully, some of their pursuers would take the wrong turns... with any luck the guards would end up chasing The Shadowcloaks instead.

If it came to the worst, the narrow pathways would help keep them from being completely swarmed under. 

They ran at full speed a while longer and then slowed down a bit. Now it was time to play it safe. They'd lost sight of both the guards and The Shadowcloaks. The last thing they needed to do right now was to blindly run straight back into them.

Around them, the city was in an uproar. Shouting and the clash of steel on steel filled the streets. Bells rang, signaling more guards to come down and restore order. 

Vadik chuckled. "Have you ever considered that it might be better for everyone if you just stayed inside with a cup of tea?" he said.

"People need more excitement in their lives," Connor said, "now keep quiet. I'm trying to hear our new-found friends."

Vadik smiled and rolled his eyes, but said nothing more, and Connor focused on his enhanced senses while they ran.

A few fitter guards had kept up with them and stomped along in an adjacent alleyway. They were heading right for each other, but Connor ducked into another alleyway, and Vadik followed.

They stopped occasionally and hid in doorways or behind crates to avoid passing guards or Shadowcloaks before moving again.

Sweat dripped from Connor's brow, and he used these moments as a welcome breather to set Bvorn down on the ground.

He even pulled out the paralyzing rod to make sure Bvorn stayed unable to move or speak. If he suddenly regained his senses in the middle of this, it could spell disaster. 

They moved along like this for hours. Surrounded by people hunting them... even Vadik started to look slightly apprehensive.

His potion wore off, but he was able to refresh it with a new one, and they continued their slow progress.

They occasionally cut across busier streets into other sections of alleyways and gradually circled back into the direction Connor wanted to go.

"Where are you going?" Vadik whispered, "I thought we were heading back to your little hideout?"

"That was before I knew I'd be bringing Bvorn back with us," Connor said, "I think Korvac is better prepared to accommodate prisoners than I am." 

"Are you sure we can trust him?" Vadik whispered.

"As sure as I can be," Connor said.

"That makes me feel so much better," Vadik said.

They crept forward. Connor panted, and his skin glistened with sweat. He adjusted Bvorn over his other shoulder.

"I can take him off you," Vadik said.

Connor shook his head. His back ached from the awkward load, but what if Vadik dropped Bvorn at the first sign of danger after everything they'd done to get this far?

"I promise I won't just ditch him," Vadik said as if reading Connor's mind, "I know how important it is to you to get Victor back."

Connor passed Bvorn over to Vadik, who slung him over his shoulder. 

"Do you think we're still being followed? I haven't heard anything for a while now... what about you?" Vadik asked.

"I haven't heard anything for almost an hour. It would take a lot to follow us without either of us picking up on it, but I don't know... something in my gut just... " Connor said.

"Trust your instincts," Vadik said, "if you feel we're still being followed, even if everything says we aren't, then we probably are. The minute you don't trust your instincts in our business, you're dead." 

"Then we're still being followed," Connor said.

They crept forward even slower than before. He strained his heightened hearing all he could but found no sign of their pursuers. He sighed. This was more nerve-wracking than when they were nipping at his heels.

Had they guessed where he wanted to go? If so, they wouldn't need to follow closely or even at all... He'd gone in the wrong direction initially, but anyone with experience on the streets would know to expect that.

Had they guessed he was heading to The Stars of Night? Was he being too predictable? After all, who else would The Shadowcloaks suspect?

Maybe he should take them to his refuge instead, but he didn't exactly have a dungeon in the basement. No, he needed to stop being so paranoid. Whatever happened, they'd have to handle it. Korvac was best equipped to keep Bvorn, and once they got inside the guild, they should be relatively safe.

Alarm bells rang throughout the city, and guards rushed through the streets. The chaos they'd caused earlier was still going strong.

They stepped out of another alleyway onto a more open street.

A crossbow twanged. 

He tackled Vadik. They landed in an awkward heap, and a crossbow bolt whizzed through the air where Vadik had been standing a split second before.

They scrambled to their feet and dragged Bvorn back into the safety of the alleyway as two more bolts clattered against the cobblestones. 

"I knew it," Connor said, "I just knew it was way too easy."

"What do we do?" Vadik asked.

"If we wait here, they'll surround us. Maybe take positions on one of the rooftops and shoot us," Connor said, "we'll have to go around. We might be able to sneak by them, or at least flank them."

"It beats getting turned into a human pincushion," Vadik said.

They raced back down the alleyway, circled around and came out onto a different street. 

A group of ten men in leather armor, three of which carried crossbows were running along the same street. No doubt trying to get in position to ambush them again, but they'd been too slow and now stood unprepared in the middle of the road.

"I think we may have underestimated their numbers," Vadik said.

The crossbowmen aimed. Connor's superhuman senses told him exactly where they were sighting. The men fired. Bolts whistled through the air, and Connor twisted out of their path just in time. 

Vadik yelped. Connor checked on him out of the corner of his eye. A bolt had grazed his arm, but he was okay.

"Are you insane!" Vadik yelled, "you're going to kill your own Guild Master!"

The men said nothing and the crossbowmen reloaded their crossbows.

"I don't think they care," Connor said. He threw a throwing knife at one of the crossbowmen while he was reloading.

The knife sank into the man's throat. He fell to the ground, his crossbow forgotten as he choked to death on his own blood. 

Connor threw a second knife at another crossbowman just as he finished reloading for much the same result.

Connor drew his rapier and another knife at the same time. Four of the men, each carrying shortswords, rushed him before he could throw it.

He met them in a clash of steel on steel even as another three charged at Vadik. The single remaining crossbowman stood ten feet away with his sights on Connor, ready to fire when he got the chance.

Even after running through the city for hours, Connor moved with a grace and skill that far outstripped the others.

The crossbowman remained focused on him, but he moved around the four men like a dance of death, deflecting every attack, punishing every misstep, and never giving the crossbowman a target.

With his enhanced senses, he predicted their every move before they made it and slipped through the cracks in their defense.

Connor whirled around the men once again and caught a glance of Vadik. He'd positioned himself in the mouth of an alleyway and stood his ground with the three in front of him.

Connor ducked and a shortsword whipped over his head. He took half a step forward, and another blade stabbed through empty air where his chest had been only a split second ago.

He raised his dagger and parried a sword swing without looking. The man left an opening, but another attack was already coming from one of the others. Connor sidestepped and parried with his rapier.

Four men and a crossbowman were just too many... all he could do was defend. The second he slipped up... they'd hack him to pieces.

He gritted his teeth. There had to be a way out of this... but how?

He slashed, forcing one of the men back, and parried another strike. 

The crossbowman's jaw was tightly clenched, and his eyes glared at Connor. His trigger finger quivered, and his crossbow followed Connor everywhere he went.

Connor smirked. He parried another strike and sidestepped, presenting the clearest target to the crossbowman so far.

The crossbowman's eyes narrowed. His grip tightened... his finger started to squeeze the trigger...

Connor sidestepped and stabbed at one of the men.

The man leapt back. The crossbow fired with a hearty twang, and the bolt sailed straight into the man's head and out the other side. Blood and brains spattered everywhere and he collapsed.

The crossbowman's eyes went wide. His crossbow slipped from his fingers.

The man to Connor's right turned his head and looked at his fallen comrade. Connor took advantage of the split second's inattention and stabbed him in the neck.

Blood sprayed from the wound all over Connor's face and upper body. The blood, combined with his inhuman grace made him seem otherworldly. Like a demon that had clawed itself out of the hells in search of fresh souls.

He turned to the remaining three. Their eyes filled with shock and horror.

"Back down now, or you're next," he said. 

The horror in their eyes turned to hatred. The crossbowman kicked his crossbow away and drew his sword.

"Kill him. Then we'll get the other two. I'll be Guild Master yet," he growled. 

Connor spared another glance at Vadik. He was still holding his own and had badly wounded one of his attacker's, but he wasn't in any position to help.

Connor tightened his grip on his weapons. He panted heavily, and sweat stung his eyes. The men attacked, and once more their blades clashed.

Between the lack of sleep, running through the streets, and now this constant dodging, his legs felt like lead. 

Soon, his movements would grow too slow. They'd catch him... and it'd be over. He had to finish this fast.

One of the men slashed at him. Connor parried and lunged with his dagger. Blades whistled through the air, announcing their presence to his superb hearing. He sidestepped without looking and dodged them. 

He thrust his rapier at the man's chest, but the man parried. Connor struck, again and again, faster and faster while evading the others' strikes and parrying with his dagger. 

He feinted. The man fell for it, and Connor slashed. His rapier sliced through the man's throat.

Connor leapt aside, and another blade passed through empty air.

The three remaining men glared at him and gritted their teeth. "What are you?" one of them growled.

Connor threw his knife at that man. The blade sank into the man's eye with a sickening thud, and he too fell. 

Another swung at him, but he deftly swatted the strike aside and thrust his blade through the man's neck.

Connor yanked his rapier, but it was stuck.

The man crumpled, bringing Connor's rapier with him. The sudden tug pulled him off balance, and he landed hard on the ground.

The last one. The one who'd used the crossbow before charged at him. 

Connor pulled his blade furiously, but it wouldn't budge. 

He gave up and drew another throwing knife. The crossbowman kicked his hand, and the throwing knife spun away.

He stood on Connor's hand and drove his sword down. The cold steel pierced Connor's armor and sank into his stomach. He cried out.

The man above him smiled cruelly and started pulling his sword free. Connor grabbed the blade with his free hand and held on tightly.

Blood ran down his fingers and flowed out his stomach, but if he let go, he'd get stabbed over and over and die that much faster.

They struggled, and the blade moved, slicing Connor up inside. He gritted his teeth and strained all he could.

The man above him had greater leverage though, and he pulled the sword free. "You killed my friends. Now it's your turn to die in the street," he said.

The sword descended but stopped in mid-air. The man stiffened and fell over.

Connor coughed. Blood poured out of his stomach between his fingers. He blinked and turned his head. It felt like lifting a hundred ton weight. 

The crossbowman had a black dagger sticking out the back of his skull. It looked familiar... where had he seen that again? 

He frowned. It was so hard to think...

Footsteps... people were rushing toward him. There was a clash of steel, the tearing of flesh. Screams. 

Was Vadik okay?

Someone came closer and leaned over him, but all he saw was a dark figure against the bright sky. He blinked and tried to focus his eyes. Why was it so cold?

"Hells! He's bleeding badly!" said the figure.

Gods that voice was familiar... why couldn't he place it? His thoughts slipped through his fingers like eels.

"There may be more on the way. Secure the area. Take those two back to the guild hall. Have that one kept alive, and locked in the dungeon. He'll want to interrogate him personally," the voice commanded.

The dark figure loomed over him much closer now. Strong arms lifted him up with ease as if he were a newborn babe. 

Who was it? He knew he should be able to remember... why was his head so foggy...

Buildings rushed by impossibly fast.

Were they on a horse? Some part of his mind that still worked told him no human could ever run this fast.

Wait! Bvorn! He had to be brought to The Stars of Night!

He gripped the chest of the person carrying him. "Bvorn... you need to make sure he gets to..." he said

"Shh. Don't worry. I've already taken care of that," said the voice.

Connor relaxed. Whoever they were, they seemed friendly enough, and he was so very tired.

His eyes began to close.

"No!" shouted the familiar voice, "stay with me, Connor! Stay with me!"

Connor groaned. He just wanted to rest his eyes... did they have to shout? It was almost deafening.

They entered a building with a spotless, white roof and walls. All of which were covered in beautiful engravings. The air somehow smelled fresher and cleaner here.

A woman in a white robe approached them. 

"Take me to the high priestess," said the voice that had been shouting at him nonstop, preventing him from having even a moment of rest.

"Perhaps I could be of—" the woman in white began.

"The high priestess! Now!" snarled the familiar voice.

The woman in the white robe stiffened. Her eyes went wide, and she rushed away as fast as her legs could carry her, with the one carrying Connor close behind.

Connor faded in and out of consciousness as people talked around him.

"Since when does your goddess take to such deals?" growled the same voice that'd brought him to wherever he was.

"For his case, she feels she must," said a new voice in a calm tone, yet filled with empathy like a loving mother.

"Fine!" said the one who brought him here, "I accept! For myself and on his behalf!"

"You understand the consequences if either he or you were to renege?" said the calm voice.

"I understand! Just get your goddess to heal him!" shouted the familiar voice.

He frowned. Did they have to be so loud... At least he was lying on something comfortable.

A calming presence emanated throughout the room. It felt much like the feeling of the other woman, of a loving mother, but far more intense.

"You'd do all this for him?" said a new voice that radiated power, "perhaps you really are different from others of your kind. He is on death's door, and I am limited by The Binding. I will need your help to pull him back from it." 

The world went black.

 

When Connor came to, he saw the same white ceiling and walls as before. His thoughts were clearer now, but his memory after being stabbed was fuzzy at best.

He was surprised just to be alive. He tried to sit up, and a shock of pain shot through his stomach. He groaned and fell back against the soft mattress.

He pushed the blankets down. His armor and clothing had been removed, and he wore a white gown instead. He lifted the gown and ran a finger over his stomach. 

A scar had already formed. He probed it lightly with his fingers. It was sensitive, but not too bad. How long had he been out?

He slowly pushed himself up, making sure to use his arms as much as possible and reduce the strain on his stomach.

It hurt, but nothing unbearable.

He sat up and looked around the room. It was spartan, with few furnishings other than the soft, unadorned bed he lay on.

Adelia sat in a chair to his right, her head resting on the bed near his leg. He frowned and scrabbled through his foggy memory.

She'd carried him in her arms and raced through the streets. His concerns about Bvorn and Vadik melted away. She'd have taken care of that. But, what about the voices earlier? Something about an agreement? How much of that had been real, and how much had been a dream?

She breathed deeply and evenly. Who knew how long she'd waited by his bedside? He could ask her for details once she woke up. For now, he let her rest.

He used the time to piece together what little he remembered after being stabbed.

He formed a few vague plans too.

He'd have to find out how long it'd been and what else had happened before he could do anything serious. Mostly, it was just to get his head together and organize his thoughts into some semblance of order.

He slowly extricated himself from the bedding, doing his best not to wake Adelia. He swung his legs over the side and stood up.

A wave of dizziness washed over him. He reached out and braced himself against the wall. His legs were weak and shaky, and he felt tired... like all the vitality had been sucked out of him.

He took deep breaths and steadied himself. He searched the room for his things but found no sign of them.

Where was his bottomless bag? It had his codex! He couldn't do alchemy without it! His heart sank. He couldn't lose it...

"Hmm? Wha—?" Adelia said. She stretched in her chair like a lithe cat.

"Morning, sleepyhead," Connor said.

She yawned. "You should be in bed," she said.

"I got bored. Where are my clothes? My bag?" Connor said.

She glared at him with her beautiful violet eyes. "Don't even think of going anywhere," she said in a voice that was almost a growl.

"I have to," Connor said.

"You nearly died! I carried you here bleeding half to death, and the first thing you want to do when you wake up is go running off again?" Adelia said.

Guilt squeezed Connor's heart like a vice.

"I'm sorry, but we both know I can't rest in bed for a week, or a month, or however long it takes for me to recover fully. As soon as we get Victor back in the palace, we can get everything straightened out. Then I can take as much time as I need to recover, but until then there is just too much at stake," he said.

She looked away. 

"The high priestess had your clothes sent off to be cleaned, so you might as well rest up for now anyway," she said, still not meeting his eyes.

Connor sat back on the bed and sighed. Just standing was so exhausting...

"What's happened while I've been out and where are we?" he asked.

Adelia didn't respond for a long while. Finally, she turned and faced him.

"I brought you to Panacea's temple. You've only been out for a few hours," she said. 

"The healing goddess?" Connor asked.

"No," Adelia said with an edge in her voice, "I thought a goddess of pain and suffering would be a better choice since you're so insistent on getting yourself killed."

"I really am sorry," Connor said meekly. He ran a finger over the scar on his stomach. "The healing goddess... I guess that explains why I'm not dead. Thanks for that," he said."

"What are friends for," she said.

He reached out and gently held her chin. She flinched, and her arm twitched as if to swat him away, but she let him bring her face around and looked him straight in the eyes.

"Really. Thank you. If it weren't for you, I'd be dead or captured several times over by now. I owe you my life," he said.

They stared into each other's eyes and shared a long, intense silence.

"My... my... control yourself, lovebirds," said a woman standing in the doorway.

They turned away from each other. 

The woman was tall, with long golden hair that framed her perfect face. She was beautiful and radiated an inner glow of health and vitality.

She laughed, a rich, warm laughter as she approached. Her long, white gown swayed as she moved.

"It's good to see you're awake, Connor," said the woman, "I am Lyra Sacerdos, high priestess of the goddess Panacea, but you may call me Lyra."

"Hello, High Priestess," Connor said.

She fixed him with an icy look.

"...Lyra," he corrected.

"That's better," she said. Her cool expression faded into an alluring smile.

"High—... Lyra... where are my clothes?" Connor asked.

"I had them sent away to be cleaned," she said, "they should be back shortly, and you my dear, should be resting. By my goddess's power, you live, but it will be some time before you fully recover. The temporary accelerated healing she has blessed you with will drain your stamina at an astounding rate." 

Adelia looked at Connor, and though he couldn't see her face, he had a sneaking suspicion she was giving him an I told you so look.

"Thank you, Lyra, but I can't afford to wait around," Connor said.

"Oh, the impetuousness of youth," Lyra said.

It sounded a bit odd coming from her, given that she didn't look any older than he did.

"Fine. Go if you must. I'll not stop you, but don't say I didn't warn you," she said, "your clothes will be brought to you shortly, but I urge you to reconsider. A few days rest would do you good. I have other patients I must attend to, but I wish you well on your journey."

"See?" Adelia said once the priestess was gone, "I'm not the only one who thinks you should rest."

"I promise I will as soon as I can," Connor said, "you know as well I do that the sooner we get Victor back, the better. There's no telling what Chamberlain Davison, or The Syndicate might do in his absence. This isn't just about me wanting my uncle back. The city needs him back as well." 

A young man in a white robe brought Connor's clothes and armor as Lyra promised. They were utterly spotless, and the area where he'd been stabbed had been repaired so perfectly that there was no trace of it ever having been there.

Everything looked new. Even his rapier had been polished until it shone, but he ignored all of that as he rifled through the pile of neatly folded clothes.

"It's not here," he said.

"Looking for this?" Adelia asked. She held up his bottomless bag.

"How did—?" he began.

"Oh, please. I know how important this is to you. I held onto it when they took the rest of your things. I doubt Lyra's priests would steal it, but I thought it would be better safe than sorry."

"I'm not sure whether to strangle you for scaring me like that or to kiss you for holding onto it," Connor said as he took the bag from her, "but thank you. I don't know what I'd do without you."

She shrugged. "You'd probably be dead inside a week," she said.

 

Adelia turned away, and Connor got dressed.

"So, what happened?" Connor asked.

"How much do you remember?" she asked.

"I remember everything up until I got stabbed... then it gets a bit fuzzy. I remember you carrying he me here, but that's about it," Connor said, "how'd you find me anyway?"

"I was out with a group of Korvac's thieves pursuing any leads on the kidnapping victims and slavery—"

"Any luck with that?" Connor interrupted.

"No, I kept losing the trails of the kidnap victims, and the slavers weren't much help," she said, "The Syndicate is insanely paranoid. Most of the slavers made their deliveries to Bvorn and those that didn't don't even know who they're selling to.

"They meet in different places each time, so I couldn't even find something there. As I was saying though... I'd just reached another dead end when I heard the guards sound alarms all over the city.

"Knowing you, I thought you were probably the cause of the chaos, or at least heavily involved. So, I headed straight for the commotion.

"I saw some Shadowcloaks rushing down the street, and I questioned one of them. When he told me about what had happened, and who they were after I knew it must be you, so I followed your trail." 

"How did you follow my trail through all of that?" Connor asked.

Adelia scoffed. "I'd know your scent anywhere," she said. She froze as if realizing what she'd said.

"My scent?" Connor asked.

"That's not important," Adelia said.

Connor let it slide... for now.

"I lost your trail a few times, but it wasn't hard to figure out the direction you wanted to go, so I went that way. When I heard fighting, I rushed up and saw a Shadowcloak standing over you with a sword, so I threw my dagger," she said.

"Thanks for that by the way," Connor said.

"Anytime," she said.

Connor started strapping on his leather armor on over his shirt and winced. It was awkward enough without a fresh scar on his stomach. "Could you help me with this?" he asked. 

She helped strap him in and continued, "After you were stabbed, I ordered my men to take Vadik and Bvorn to Korvac and instructed them to keep Bvorn alive. I knew you'd want to interrogate him.

"Then, I carried you here as fast as I could and demanded The High Priestess heal you. I waited while they fussed over you, and when they were done, I watched over you until you caught me having a nap."

The gown had been comfortable, but it felt good to have the familiar safety of his leather armor once again. Not safe enough though, he thought bitterly.

Thank the gods she'd showed up when she did... though it might make things awkward if he kept thanking her. One thing still bothered him though.

"After I was stabbed... I could barely think, but I vaguely remember hearing you arguing with someone. It sounded like you were arguing with Lyra about some kind of bargain or agreement? I'm not sure if it was a dream, but I thought I'd ask," he said.

Adelia said nothing for a long moment. "We can talk about it later," she said.

"So, I wasn't just imagining things?" Connor asked.

"No. It happened. I'll tell you about it, but let's get Victor back first, okay?" she said.

Why didn't she want to tell him? Just what kind of bargain had she struck with the goddess?

"Alright. I'll wait until then, but as soon as we get this mess sorted out, I want to know what deal you made. I owe you at least that," he said.

Adelia nodded, though her eyes looked far away.

With his armor on, and his rapier and bottomless bag in place, the two of them left the temple.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Bvorn

 

The High Priestess sat in a plain, clean room facing a shimmering image of Connor and Adelia leaving the temple.

She sighed.

"Some people just don't listen," she said, "are you sure it was wise for us to intervene? Healing is our cause, and I embrace it with all my soul, but with your sister's prediction... healing this one seems like it may do more harm than good."

"Even my sister is unsure what the outcome will be. They may well destroy this world, but with the two of them indebted to me... perhaps we can steer them in a better direction," said a voice that hummed with power.

"I hope so, my goddess I hope so..." Lyra said.

 

Connor wrapped his cloak tighter around himself as he and Adelia walked down the steps of the temple.

He shivered. "When did it get so cold?" he muttered.

"It's because you lost so much blood," Adelia said, "you should rest for a few days. The healing magic she used is going to take a heavy toll on you. Panacea likes to help the body along rather than do all the healing through magic. The high priestess wasn't kidding when she told you this spell is going to drain your vitality until you are fully recovered." 

"I'll do my best to stay out of trouble," he assured her.

"Sure you will," Adelia said dryly.

The two walked down the long streets, lit only by torches and the soft glow of moonlight.

His legs trembled, and their pace was slow. Every time he tried to push himself to go faster, Adelia would threaten to carry him the rest of the way.

Even so, about halfway there, he felt like the life was being sucked out of him. His legs felt weaker and weaker, and he had to lean on her for support.

"Are you sure you don't want me to carry you?" Adelia asked.

"This is fine," Connor said, panting slightly even with Adelia's help.

His legs felt like lead, but he refused to be carried like a meek kitten. Even if he felt like one right now. 

When they finally reached The Stars of Night guild, she was basically holding him on his feet. She used her unnatural strength and grace to make it look like he was only leaning on her though.

Something for which his pride was grateful.

The guards let them through without comment, and they went straight to Korvac's office.

The same man they had encountered before stood guard.

This time, when he saw the two walk up, his eyes went wide, and he leapt to open the door and tell his master they'd arrived.

"It seems you made an impression," Connor said with a soft chuckle.

"I have a way with words," Adelia said.

"And knives..." Connor added. 

Vadik waited for them inside Korvac's office, along with Korvac himself.

"Ah, you live," Korvac said, "this is good. Your uncle would skin me alive if anything happened to you. You look pale though... should you be up on your feet so soon?

"From what I've heard, you're lucky to be breathing. You aren't going to drop dead on me are you, boy? I'm really quite attached to my skin, and I'd like to keep it that way." 

Connor collapsed into the chair opposite Korvac with a relieved sigh.

"I'll be fine," Connor said, "just a bit tired is all."

Korvac narrowed his eyes.

"So where do we stand with Bvorn?" Connor asked, "I went through a lot to get him back here. I hope you've kept him alive."

"Bvorn is alive and well. I must say... I'm impressed. I thought you were just going to look for documents, or any other clues that might lead us to Victor," Korvac said.

Connor shrugged. "He looked like a clue at the time," he said.

Vadik gave a fake cough. "Showoff," he said.

Everyone ignored him.

"Like I said, we have Bvorn in custody, but getting him to talk is another matter entirely. He's a tough man and getting any information out of him is going to be remarkably difficult," Korvac said. 

"Perhaps we should bring in a wizard?" Connor asked.

Korvac rubbed his temples. He had dark circles under his eyes and worry lines on his face. He seemed almost to have aged twenty years in just a few days.

"I've already sent for a wizard friend of mine who specializes in helping with some of my more important interrogations. She costs a fortune, but in this case, I think it's worth it. I don't know if you've ever worked with a wizard in this way before, but I feel I should warn you that it isn't a sure thing.

"Magic can be tricky, and though I'm no expert, I've heard from many a wizard that mind magic is even more difficult and unreliable. Even if it works, there are still ways that Bvorn can resist it, and if we try to just bull our way through...we could end up scrambling his brains or killing him," Korvac said.

"We have to take the chance. We know essentially nothing about The Syndicate, Victor's disappearance, or where Bvorn fits in. We need to get as much out of Bvorn as we can," Connor said, "when will your wizard friend get here?"

"Not sure. She doesn't like to be too exact with when she will be where, but I did stress the urgency of the situation. I don't think she'll keep us waiting for long."

"That's good," Connor said, "I'd like to be there for the interrogation."

"I expected as much," Korvac said.

 

Connor leaned back in his chair. His eyelids were heavy, his bones ached, and he was starving.

"Could we get something to eat while we wait?" he asked.

"A good idea," Korvac said, "we might as well not waste time twiddling our thumbs." Korvac stepped out and ordered one of his men to bring them food.

It didn't take long before huge platters piled high with food were delivered to them.

Connor devoured everything he could. He didn't worry much about being poisoned. Victor's paranoia seemed to have rubbed off on Korvac, and he seemed to be on their side.

More than that though... he felt like if he didn't eat soon, his body would start eating him alive from the inside out to fuel Panacea's magic.

He felt like he hadn't eaten in weeks. He stuffed his face, but even after several courses of food, he was still hungry.

When he finally looked up from his food, he found everyone staring at him.

A young woman entered the office and bowed. "The wizard has arrived, Guild Master," she said.

"Well then," Korvac said, "shall we see what our dear friend has to share with us?"

Connor grabbed a few sandwiches on his way out.

Korvac's eyes went wide. "Where do you put all that?" he asked.

"What can I say? I'm a growing lad," Connor said.

He didn't want to mention anything about the divine magic working on him. He'd never heard of Panacea making deals for healing someone in her temple before.

It wasn't like he'd ever been much of one for worshiping the gods and goddesses. Maybe it was more common? It still didn't sound like what little he'd heard of Panacea in the stories.

Until he knew more about the deal Adelia had made, he didn't want anyone else to know about it.

They walked down the stairs into the basement. Several men were packing illegal goods into the false bottoms of barrels, but what caught Connor's eye was the woman. The very same one who'd left Korvac's office when he and Adelia had met with him the other day.

She wore an elegant red dress and stood with her arms folded, impatiently tapping a blood-red fingernail against her flawless, pale skin. 

Her black hair was tied back into a bun with a hairpin to keep it in place, and not a strand of hair dared to defy her will.

Her facial features were exotic and distinctive, no doubt from one of the kingdoms far to the East. Her beauty made her look almost elven, but from her rounded ears, it was clear that she was indeed human. 

She looked regal and utterly out of place in the cellar of a thieves guild.

Yet, if she was nervous or uncomfortable, she didn't show it. 

"You've kept me waiting, Korvac," she said in a haughty voice with a slight accent.

"You only arrived a minute ago, Maya," Korvac said.

She held up her hand. "Time is money. I understand you have need of my services with an interrogation? I hope I needn't repeat my warnings about the dangers of mental magic... and the costs," she said.

"There's no need for that, and I'm prepared to pay your exorbitant fees," Korvac said.

"Very well," she said without arguing the point about her prices, "let us proceed."

Korvac pulled one of the sconces. A section of wall slid away, revealing a long passageway.

Anguished cries filled the basement, coming from the dungeon.

"After you, dear lady," Korvac said.

Maya stepped forward without hesitation.

If the screams bothered her, she hid it well. She walked as though she were at a royal ball. She held her nose high and radiated arrogance.

The rest of them followed in after her.

Maya slowed down and fell back beside Connor, who was still being supported by Adelia.

"You are Connor, yes?" she asked.

How did she know his name? He thought of the wanted posters all around the city... 

"Yes... why?" he said.

She smirked. "Then you are the one Elgar warned me about. I don't think I've ever seen the old coot so angry. Did you really burn down his research laboratory, along with his prized Terra-globe?" she said.

"Terra-globe? You mean that big orb of the world?" Connor asked.

"That sounds about right," she said, "I will take that as a yes then?"

"It was an accident," Connor grumbled.

Maya laughed. "I would've loved to have seen the old goat's face when you destroyed his prize possession. He worked on that globe for ten years. It was worth an absolute fortune, and it made him the envy of everyone. He must have been beyond furious," she said. 

"He was," Connor said, "are they really so valuable? I mean... it looked beautiful, but it's really just a fancy map isn't it?"

Maya looked at Connor like he was an idiot.

"Accurate maps are hard to come by and expensive, but a Terra-globe is magically connected to the world itself. If rocks fall and block a mountain pass, a good Terra-globe will show you. It can even show you the weather.

"It's more accurate than the best maps could ever hope to be, and Elgar's was revolutionary. I can't even imagine how much he could have sold it for. Not that he ever would. Like I said, it was his prized possession. No wonder he had you barred from any magical training," she said, "I'm surprised he didn't turn you into a toad."

"I think it crossed his mind," Connor said.

Maya laughed again, an almost girlish giggle. It sounded incredibly out of place amid the tormented screams.

They stopped before a solid iron door. Two guards stood at attention on either side. Each of them wore chain mail and carried nasty-looking axes.

Maya leaned closer to Connor. "My spell will help to loosen his tongue, use this time effectively," she said.

The guards saluted Korvac and opened the heavy, metal door.

The inside of the cell was mostly bare stone with torches spread around. Their flickering flames cast a grim light over the tables of gleaming knives, pliers, salves, and other interrogation tools. 

In the center of the room, strapped to a table was Bvorn. His body was covered in purple bruises where Connor had struck him with the runed rod, or where he'd landed hard on the cobblestone streets during the chase.

He glared at them with undisguised hatred as they entered and spat at Vadik. "I hope you burn in the twelve hells for eternity," he said.

"You first, old man," Vadik said.

Maya took position behind the table with her hands hovering on either side of Bvorn's head. She began to chant.

Her chanting had a hypnotic rhythm that tugged at Connor's mind even though he wasn't the target of the spell.

Her arrogant posture and haughty expression were gone. Replaced by determination, focus, and respect for the forces she was commanding.

Bvorn strained against his restraints. His muscles bulged, but he scarcely moved. He writhed and screamed profanity, but Maya didn't even seem to notice and continued her work.

Bvorn's struggles grew weaker until they became little more than feeble twitches. 

Connor stepped forward. His legs were still shaky, but he forced himself to stand without Adelia's help.

"Hello, Bvorn. Remember me?" Connor asked.

"I saw you get gutted like a fish. You should be dead," Bvorn snarled.

"What can I say? I'm hard to kill. Now, I'm going to ask you questions, and one way or another you're going to tell me everything I want to know. Trying to resist will only make you suffer needlessly. In the end, we both know it's only a matter of time," Connor said.

"Is this the part where you promise to let me go if I tell you everything I know? Save it. I've done my fair share of interrogating. Do you think you're the only one who's used mind magic?" Bvorn said.

"The thing is, Bvorn. I keep my promises. You tell me what I want to know, and you can walk out of here. The truth is, I don't care about you. Not really. You're a bastard, and the world would be better off without you, but we both know you're just a small fish in the end. I'm after much bigger game," Connor said.

Bvorn smiled. "Take my advice, kid. Run. The bigger game will eat you alive," he said.

"Then it'll choke on me," Connor said, "so tell me... did you know about the breach in the palace?"

Bvorn's smile died, and he struggled again. He clenched his jaw as though he were physically fighting against opening his mouth. "Yes," he growled.

"Were you involved in it?" Connor asked.

Bvorn strained more this time. "Not personally, no," he said.

"What does that mean?" Connor asked.

"I wasn't there, but I sent some of my men to help out with the mission," he said through clenched teeth. 

"Is Victor still alive?" Connor asked.

Bvorn trembled, his muscles bulged, and he turned his head away. Maya chanted louder, and he shuddered.

"Is Victor still alive?" Connor said.

"Yes," Bvorn hissed through gritted teeth.

Connor felt like a weight had been lifted. His uncle was alive. There was still hope.

"Why was he targeted?" Connor asked.

Bvorn smacked his head back against the table and writhed as though he had a hook through his guts.

"Hold him down," Connor said.

Adelia held Bvorn's head still while he thrashed his limbs what little he could.

"Tell me why he was targeted. The magic will only make it worse the longer you resist," Connor said.

"I don't know!" Bvorn cried, "they never told me! They paid for the services of my men, and that's what they got!"

He let out a sigh after the last words left his lips.

"See? Isn't it easier when you don't resist? Now tell me, have you been selling slaves to The Syndicate?" Connor asked.

Bvorn trembled, he closed his eyes and whimpered. Maya kept chanting.

"Yes," Bvorn croaked.

"Where are they keeping the slaves?" Connor asked.

Bvorn thrashed against his restraints and screamed.

"Something is wrong," Maya said, interrupting her chants, "ask something else!"

"Where is Victor being kept?" Connor asked.

Foam bubbled from Bvorn's lips, and Maya's chants grew louder and more desperate.

"Who are the Syndicate? Who is behind them? What are their goals?" Connor yelled, desperate to find a question that would stop Bvorn from seizing up completely.

He was so close to getting the answers he so desperately needed.

Bvorn locked eyes with Connor. They were still filled with a shrewd intelligence, and something in them made it look like he came to a decision though his body continued spasming violently.

"They... want... the world..." Bvorn said. Each word came out as a strangled, rasping whisper. 

"I don't understand! He's stopped fighting against the spell!" Maya yelled before chanting even louder than before. 

Blood dripped from Bvorn's lips.

"D... d... don't..." his words trailed off, and his body went still.

"Don't what?" Connor yelled, "what is it? Tell me!"

Maya screamed and collapsed.

Connor grabbed Bvorn and shook him. "Answer me!" he yelled.

Adelia put one hand on Connor's shoulder. "He's dead, Connor," she said calmly.

"He can't be dead!" Connor shouted, "I need to know! Korvac, get your healers in here!"

It didn't make sense. How could Bvorn be dead? Why would the magic do that? He'd been so close! 

Around him, Korvac yelled orders. Men and women rushed to take care of Maya. Others tended to Bvorn, and tried to resuscitate him with some of the many powerful herbs and salves, but nothing they did worked.

It was hopeless. 

Connor's legs crumpled beneath him, and he sank to the ground.

He'd kept himself awake and moving through sheer force of will, and he just didn't have anything left. Not now when his last lead to getting Victor back lay dead on the table beside him. 

He barely noticed the cold stone beneath him. People talked all around him, but it was like so much noise, and he didn't pick up any of it.

He fell into a waking dream... no... it was a nightmare.

A nightmare where all hope was lost and all that was left was his utter exhaustion. He was vaguely aware that he was moving somewhere... but he didn't care enough to exert the force of will required to pay enough attention. It didn't matter. 

Nothing did.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Documents

 

Connor woke up on a soft bed in the comfort of his own home. Everything that had happened seemed like just a bad dream.

He sat up without thinking, and a shock of pain pierced his stomach. Far less painful than before, but still there.

He rubbed his eyes and sighed. How could he be so weak? How could he let himself collapse in front of his friends and Korvac? Now someone had practically carried him back here... probably Adelia.

His mind was clearer now at least, and he felt so much more alive. He hadn't noticed how badly his exhaustion had affected him until now. Maybe Adelia was right, and he should've been sleeping more before... 

He'd only put additional strain on others because of his own foolishness.

He stood up and stretched. Somebody had changed him out of his clothes and armor. Again.

This was getting ridiculous.

He lifted up his shirt and inspected his scar. It was now just a thin line, and the pain was almost gone. What deal had Adelia made for the goddess to be so generous with her magic?

To go from near death to almost recovered already... he owed Adelia a lot.

Just moving felt easier than it had in what felt like months. Hunger gnawed at his insides, and his stomach growled. How long had he been out? He left his room and went down the stairs.

Papers rustled in the kitchen. Adelia and Vadik sat, hunched over a table piled high with documents. Connor checked his bottomless bag and found everything he'd taken from Bvorn's office was missing.

He stood in the doorway and just stared at them. What should he say?

Should he apologize for falling apart on them? For not listening to Adelia and The Priestess? For ignoring them when they told him to get some rest?

"Are you going to help us sort through this crap, or are you just going to stand there all day?" Vadik asked without looking up.

"I'm glad to see you're looking so much better," Adelia said, "we weren't sure when you would be up. We were just about to have a late lunch."

"What? Again?" Vadik said.

Adelia punched his shoulder.

"Ah, yes. We were just about to have lunch for the first time today. Definitely. Yup. Can't wait for the first lunch of the day. Raise your hand if you're hungry for lunch and didn't already eat," Vadik said.

Adelia shot him a glare and turned her gaze back to Connor. Her intense violet eyes were filled with concern.

Connor smiled.

He didn't need to say anything. He didn't need to apologize, or even talk about what had happened. They were his friends, and that was that. 

He was beyond lucky to have them both on his side. What would he ever do without them?

"I'll cook you something, Connor," Adelia said.

Vadik went pale. "Don't you think he's been through enough?" he said, "I can cook if he needs it...we just got him back, and I'd rather keep him alive."

"Your cooking isn't any better than mine," Adelia said.

"Hey, I'm not saying my cooking is great or anything, but the mortality rate is lower that's for sure," he said.

Adelia growled, and Connor laughed "Don't worry about it," he said, "I can cook for myself."

"Are you sure you can handle that?" Vadik asked.

Adelia punched him again. 

"Ow! What did I say? I was just asking if he felt up to it!" Vadik said.

"Oh," Adelia said, "well that can be for next time then."

"I'm fine," Connor said.

They both looked at him.

"I know I've been saying that a lot lately, but I really am. I feel a lot better and well rested. Just really hungry," he said.

He went into the pantry. The shelves were packed with more food than the three of them could eat in months. New preservation crystals lined the shelves, keeping the food fresh with their magic.

"Gods! How long was I out!" he shouted.

He heard loud laughter from the kitchen. "I told you! You went way overboard," Vadik said.

Connor came out with bacon, eggs, and some spices.

"Seriously? How long was I out?" he asked.

"Only about fourteen hours or so," Adelia said.

Vadik was still laughing.

"Where did all this food come from then?" Connor asked.

"I went shopping," Adelia said.

"You even bought preservation crystals? There are rare delicacies in there too! It must have cost a fortune, and how did you even get all of it back here?" Connor asked.

"I can afford it," Adelia said, "and I hired some discreet help." 

Vadik laughed so hard he struggled to breathe, and a tear rolled down his cheek. "She ordered Illyian to send his men on a supply mission. She had Victor's agents all over the city buying enough ham and cheese to feed a small army!" Vadik said.

"It isn't that much!" Adelia said.

"Then she had them do dead drops so nobody would know when I went to pick them up!" he said.

"It's good to be cautious. Imagine what would happen if The Syndicate found our safe house?" Adelia said.

"I had to walk around the city for hours after I picked up the packages because you didn't want me to be followed! My legs hurt!" Vadik complained.

"Just be glad you could use Connor's bottomless bag to carry it all, and with the preservation crystals the food will keep nicely anyway," she said.

"Well, thanks, Adelia," Connor said as the bacon sizzled and filled the house with a mouth-watering aroma.

"Oh sure, don't thank me," Vadik said, "I was only the one walking around the city all day."

"You complain too much," Adelia said, "it only took you six hours or so. It shouldn't even have taken you that long. You were dawdling." 

Vadik grumbled something under his breath.

"When you spoke with Illyian, did you get a chance to ask him if he'd found anything?" Connor asked.

"He said he spread the word like you asked, but that he hadn't found anything on The Syndicate, or where Victor's been taken."

"I was afraid of that," Connor said.

Soon, Connor was tucking into a delicious breakfast.

Vadik stared at the heaps of food on Connor's plate with envy plain on his face. "Damn that looks good. I should've waited for you to do the cooking," he said.

"Why?" Connor asked as he shoved another forkful of food into his mouth, "did she cook?"

"Humph, as if I would ever cook for him," Adelia said.

"You have no idea how glad I am to hear that," Vadik said, "no, she made me cook my own food. She was willing to cook for you though. Did you do something to piss her off?"

The three of them joked around and talked some more as Connor ate. For the first time in what felt like an age, he was relaxed and comfortable. 

"Any luck with this mess?" Connor asked, gesturing to the papers strewn everywhere.

"Are you kidding?" Vadik said, "its all encoded, and I mean all of it. Not to mention, you incinerated what was almost certainly all the most important stuff."

"You could've kept him at the door a little longer," Connor said, "I almost had it."

"What was I supposed to do? Strip down and dance naked for him?" Vadik asked.

Connor chuckled. "That would have been very distracting," he said.

"And repulsive," Adelia added, "I'm sure that would have sent them all running away screaming."

"See? If you'd just thought of this back when it would have been useful, we wouldn't have this problem now," Connor said.

"Ha-ha, you're hilarious," Vadik said flatly.

Connor finished off the last of his food and joined them in sorting through the documents.

Finding a needle in a haystack would've been easier.

They poured over the documents until their eyes hurt from staring at what looked like gibberish for too long.

They kept at it all day, and into the night until he struggled to keep his eyes open.

He still hadn't caught up on all the sleep he'd lost, and the healing magic continued to take a heavy toll on him.

This time though, he went to bed.

Letting himself get utterly exhausted until he collapsed again wasn't going to do Victor any good. He had to be at his best.

He dreamed of his parents being taken away from him, and Victor being torn apart in front of his eyes.

It wasn't a restful sleep, but it was something, and he would take it.

 

Connor awoke before the sun had even crept over the horizon. 

He tiptoed down the passageway as quietly as possible. The others had worked on decoding the documents even after he'd gone to bed, and he didn't want to disturb them.

He went down the stairs and into the pantry. He didn't want to wake them with his cooking, so he selected some cold meats, bread, and a bit of cheese and made himself one sandwich after another.

"I'm glad to see you're treating yourself better," Adelia said from behind him.

He nearly choked on his food. "I hate it when you do that," he said.

"I thought you had your fancy sense-heightening potion? You should've heard me coming a mile away," she said.

"It only works if you actually make noise. Besides, I hadn't taken one. I'm trying to conserve them to keep up my stockpile. The last time I made a potion, my codex helped me find a new one that was within my skill level.

"I want to see if there are any others I could make that might be useful, rather than just making only sense-heightening potions," he said. 

"Okay, so how are you feeling?" she asked.

"Hungry," he said. He took another bite out of his sandwich.

"You know what I meant," she said.

"I'm still worried about Victor, but I'm doing better," he said, "I don't know what deal you made with the goddess, but my scar is almost gone, and so is the pain."

"I'm glad to hear that," she said, "and I'll tell you all about it, but not right now. We have more important things to do. Like finding Victor and making these bastards pay." 

"Works for me," he said.

He polished off another sandwich, and the two of them went back to sorting through the documents and trying to break the code.

Korvac had his thieves out looking for any leads, but Connor doubted they'd find anything. With Bvorn dead, the documents from his office were their best hope of finding something that would lead them to where Victor was being held.

Vadik joined them later, and the three of them went through the documents again and again.

They picked out what little they could of the papers from the safe. Whatever they could find of the ones that weren't just ash. Adelia's eyesight was particularly helpful with this, so Connor took a sense-heightening potion and gave one to Vadik as well, so they could help her go through them better.

But, even with the potions... it was tough. The pages were covered in soot, and a strange white dust they could only see after they'd taken the potion.

Even the most intact pages had sections that had been burnt away.

And, when part of a word or page was missing, they couldn't even guess at what lay in the gap. At least, not until they finished breaking the code.

"You should have asked him about the code for these papers," Vadik grumbled.

"My time with him was cut short, remember?" Connor said.

"And how can you not already know the code? I thought you were working for Bvorn," Adelia said.

"I was working for Victor to infiltrate The Shadowcloaks," Vadik corrected, "do you have any idea how long it took me to work up to just be dealing directly with Bvorn?

"And these codes are all for his personal files! What was I supposed to do? Say "Oh hi, Bvorn, could you just tell me the code you use for your personal documents? Why? Oh no reason at all, just curious." I'd have been killed!" 

"Let's just relax, it is the way it is. We aren't going to get anything done arguing," Connor said.

Vadik and Adelia said nothing and went back to the documents, giving the other the occasional glare.

He'd rarely spent time with both of them together before, and he was amazed to see how badly they got along. He had no idea why, but it didn't matter.

Hopefully, they would have Victor back soon, and then things could go back to the way they were before.

The days flowed from one to the next, until they finally broke the code.

Once that was done, it didn't take long to create new, decoded papers so they could read them much easier. Their spirits were high... until they finished reading them.

Connor sighed. "This is useless. Most of this has nothing to do with what we want. The only bits that do were all in Bvorn's safe and all we know is how much he was getting paid for the slaves he was selling to them," he said.

He rubbed his tired eyes. They weren't any closer to the answers they needed than they'd been when they started.

"Maybe we should take a break," Vadik said, "if we still don't find anything after we come back to it then we can visit Korvac and see if he found anything."

Connor left the table and stared out the window at the street and the surrounding buildings. It felt good to let his eyes relax for a change.

He took a deep breath, and let his mind wander. Plumes of smoke rose high in the sky from the factories at the far end of the city. A pair of birds chirped and busied themselves with building a nest on a neighboring windowsill.

Wait... factories? He ran back to the table and dug out the burned up, ashen pages.

He looked at them again, this time not focusing on the words, but on what lay on top of the pages.

The fine, white dust that glistened in his heightened vision.

"Adelia," Connor said, "what is this?"

"I think it's crystal powder," she said.

"That's what I thought..." Connor said, "it's all over the documents from the safe, but it's nearly impossible to see with normal human vision. It's mostly used in creating magical items right?"

"Yes," she said, "why? What are you thinking?" 

"When you were tracking the slaves did you see any enchanters or anywhere that might use magical crystals in the area?" he asked.

"I'm not sure," she said, "I wasn't really focusing on that. The trails I followed for the longest were concentrated in the Northeastern part of the city, but I couldn't narrow it down any further. Do you think the crystal dust is a clue?"

"It might be," Connor said, "I have an idea at least, but I'll need to look at some city plans. I'm sure Korvac's got a few tucked away somewhere."

 

Thankfully, it was already late in the afternoon, so it wasn't a long wait for the sun to set.

They slunk through the dark streets once more, each of them alert and ready for an ambush. Connor had given Vadik one of his sense-heightening potions as well as taking one himself before they left.

As much as he wanted to conserve them, he figured it was best to have as many heightened senses active as possible.

There wasn't much point in giving Adelia one though.

The guild was packed with more people than ever before. So much so that they had to squeeze through the crowd to get through. Nobody inside seemed happy either.

Despite there being so many more people, the guild was somehow quieter than usual. Tension hung heavy in the air.

"Something's wrong," Adelia said, echoing Connor's thoughts.

The same man stood in front of Korvac's door, and he was solemn even before he saw them heading toward him.

He bowed deeply and opened the door for them. "T-the Guild Master's been expecting you," he stammered.

The neat, bordering on obsessive order of Korvac's office was now in utter chaos. Papers and books littered the floor and stood in awkward, unbalanced towers on Korvac's desk. Not just books, but ancient and expensive tomes.

Illyian and Korvac sat opposite each other, and even the usually cheerful elf looked rough around the edges.

"Love what you've done with the place," Vadik said. 

Neither Illyian nor Korvac smiled.

Korvac looked at Connor. "I was wondering when you'd be back. What happened to you? You collapsed and then she whisked you away without a word. You've been gone for days," he said.

"My injury took a heavier toll on me than I'd expected," Connor said, "I'm doing fine now. More importantly, what's happened while I've been away? When we came in... things felt... tense. Now I see your office looks like a hurricane blew through here. What's going on?"

Korvac sighed heavily. "We're fairly sure we know what killed Bvorn," he said.

"And?" Connor asked.

"A geas," Illyian said.

Adelia inhaled sharply.

"This may sound stupid, but what's a geas?" Connor asked.

"It's not stupid. A geas is a magical contract. An oath of sorts, and it can't be broken. It's an ancient and complex ritual. One that's been outlawed for centuries.

"Nobody has seen one in more than a hundred years. It was thought to be lost to time. Even now, we can't be sure that's what it is, but I've spoken with Maya, and we agree that it seems likely. I wish to the gods it wasn't, but everything points to that," Illyian said.

"What makes you so sure it's a geas?" Connor asked.

"I looked further into the runes on the rods you found, and the style is... ancient. From a time when geasa were still in use. I hit a dead end soon after that, but I'll keep working on it.

"What's more... it just fits with the way a geas is said to work. It's a magical contract, and if you try to break it, you die," Illyian said.

"So something in Bvorn's contract involved not saying something?" Connor asked.

"It seems likely," Illyian said, "it would also explain what happened to the man you questioned at the docks. What's more... from what I've read a geas has to be entered into willingly."

"So what you're saying is, The Syndicate can perform high level, banned rituals that nobody has seen in a century, making them more powerful than we first expected. And, they offered Bvorn something so exceptional he'd accept a geas despite the risks," Connor said.

Illyian nodded gravely.

"That's disturbing in itself, but why are the men downstairs so on edge? It feels like there's more you haven't told us yet," Connor said.

Korvac smiled softly though it was plain to see he was too exhausted to give it much effort. "You're more like Victor than you know. You're right. There's more.

"While Illyian has been puzzling out what happened to Bvorn, the guild has fallen under attack. Someone's been targeting my men, along with their friends and family.

"The attacks came out of nowhere soon after you left just a few days ago. We don't know how many are still alive, or where they've been taken, but it has everyone spooked.

"They won't leave the guild except in large teams now on my orders, and I've had them bring their friends and family to the guild hall where we can protect them. I've had to use part of my dungeon as living quarters. It's packed down there, but I don't know what else to do," he said.

"You've done the right thing. Clearly, The Syndicate won't be happy until we're out of their way entirely. Hopefully, we can take the fight to them soon, and get this city back under control.

"Speaking of which, I think we have a lead, but first I need to see your city plans," Connor said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Following the Trail

 

It took a few minutes for Korvac to find the city plans, buried under the mess that had overtaken his office.

"Mind if I use your desk?" Connor asked.

"Sure, just let me move a few thing—" Korvac began.

Connor swept one arm over the desk, sending expensive tomes and stacks of paper tumbling to the ground. He laid out the city plans across the newly empty desk.

Korvac sighed. "Or you could just do that," he said.

"Adelia told me that she kept losing the trails in the Northeastern part of the city, and we found crystal dust on the papers from Bvorn's safe," Connor said.

"Crystal dust?" Korvac asked.

"Yes," Connor said, "almost impossible to see too. I doubt Bvorn even knew it was there. My guess is that he came in contact with it at some point while dealing with The Syndicate."

"So, we should look at all the enchanters in the Northeastern section of the city?" Korvac asked.

"That might be a good idea, but most enchanters don't have the space to hold all these slaves. There are three factories in the northeast that produce magical goods, and have enough space to hide slaves," Connor said

"Should we assemble a team to hit them all?" Korvac asked.

"No," Connor said, "not yet anyway... let's find out if we're right first. I think Adelia, Vadik, and I can investigate each of the factories tonight.

"I know we could use your thieves, but we still don't know who we can trust, and the last thing we need is to tip them off. Once we've identified which, if any, of them is being used as a front we can move in with a larger force." 

"I don't know about this," Korvac said, "Victor wouldn't want me to allow you to step into harm's way. You've nearly died once as it is."

"Then he can complain about it after we finish rescuing him," Connor said, "like it or not, I'm going to do this."

Korvac sighed. "Is there no way I can convince you to let one of my thieves take your place?" Korvac asked.

"This is my uncle we're talking about. He's the last family I have left. I'm getting him back. In the meantime, I need you to assemble a list of all your most loyal and skilled men. Illyian, the same goes for you.

"If I'm right, and The Syndicate is, at the very least, tied to one of these factories then I want to hit them as soon as possible. I don't want to give them a chance to change anything," Connor said. 

"And if you're wrong, or you get caught?" Korvac asked.

"If I don't make it back, then you'll know to check out the factory I investigate, which will be..." Connor said as he looked at the three factories and picked one at random, "Zauberer. Adelia can take Magimax, and Vadik you can take Enchantoria if that's fine with everyone?"

They nodded.

"If any of us don't make it back, we'll know exactly where to look. Just remember, this is a scouting mission, and you're my friends so you damn well better make it back.

"If we can't break through the security without being detected then we'll head back here, and make another plan. Regardless of what we find, we'll still need those lists," Connor said. 

"You're just as stubborn as Victor," Korvac said with a tired sigh, "I'll get started on those names for you. But, you'd better make it back alive."

 

Everyone had their tasks, and the three left Korvac's office. The common room was even more packed than when they'd arrived, and makeshift beds littered the floor.

"To do this to an entire guild of thieves..." Adelia said, "who are these people?"

"Hopefully, we'll find out soon enough," Connor said.

They left the guild, and Connor took a deep breath. The cool night air was invigorating. Thanks to Lyra's divine magic, he was already healed, and now they had a lead to follow.

For so many years he'd felt forced down this path... but now as his blood thundered through his veins, and his supernaturally enhanced senses took in everything around them... he'd never felt more alive.

They'd find The Syndicate, get Victor back, and make them pay. Then, he could use his alchemy to grow in power and track down the ones who'd taken his parents from him. 

He would never be helpless again. This he vowed.

The three of them walked together to the northeastern part of the city. Once there, it was time to split up.

"We'll meet back in this alley when we're done. If any of us aren't back by sunrise, then we'll meet at The Stars of Night. Remember this is just a reconnaissance mission, so be careful," Connor said. 

Vadik chuckled. "He's like a mother hen isn't he?" he said, "see you lot later." With that, he walked off.

"Be careful, Connor," Adelia said, and she too slipped away into the long shadows of the night, leaving Connor alone in the damp alleyway. 

He pushed his worries for them aside. They could handle themselves, and he had his own task to see to. He made for Zauberer. 

He'd never been there before, and he made a few wrong turns, on top of the ones he always took to make sure he wasn't being followed.

Even so, he found it quickly.

The factory looked out of place amid the more modern buildings. It was a towering structure made from tightly packed, dark bricks with small windows at the top.

A high wall topped with an intimidating iron fence surrounded the entire factory, and a massive metal arch, covered with a thick layer of rust stood above the main entrance. It read simply: Zauberer.

The whole place was swarming with private guards.

It would be the perfect place to conduct discreet operations, but he was fully aware that this didn't mean anything yet.

Magical goods were prohibitively expensive, and a prime target for thieves. It only made sense for a factory like this one to have all the security they could get.

He took his time and circled the factory while making sure to stay out of sight. He took careful note of all the entrances and exits, all of which were heavily guarded.

Thanks to his enhanced senses, he saw almost as well as if it were daylight while the factory guards were slouched next to torches.

Fools.

The light from the torches would ruin their night-vision, and make them stand out clear for all to see.

It made them mostly useless as guards.

He scoffed at such sloppy work, even if it made his job easier.

He was slow and methodical. He had all night to get inside and scout the place. 

He circled the factory again. This time, he stopped outside each exit and entrance and looked through into the courtyard from the shadows, invisible to the guards.

He made a mental note of the guards, their numbers, and their patrol patterns.

The patrols carried torches, which only made it easier for him to spot them.

He worked out how long it took for them to complete each patrol, and how long he'd have to make it to the main factory building from the different points of entry.

A wagon pulled by a team of horses with a huge crate on the back rolled up to the factory. The guards spoke with the coachman briefly and let it pass. It turned a corner on the factory grounds and disappeared. 

A nighttime delivery seemed odd, but it still didn't mean much.

If this factory was being used as a front, then he'd have to get inside and look around to find out. If it wasn't, then he could only hope that either Vadik or Adelia would find something. 

He wondered how they were doing.

He identified the best place to enter from. A stretch of wall close to the main factory building. It had the fewest guards and the most cover along the way.

He stood at the base of the wall, closed his eyes, and listened.

He picked up the approaching patrol in the quiet night with ease.

He waited patiently for them to pass by on the other side of the wall and move further on.

Once he made it to the other side, he wouldn't have long to find cover before another patrol would come by. If he was too slow, or if they were early, they would see him.

He climbed up the wall, and over the iron fence. Once on the other side, he slid down the bars, leapt off the wall and landed with a roll on the hard, cobblestones below.

He suppressed a grunt from the impact and sprang to his feet. He sprinted across the courtyard toward the stack of crates he'd seen earlier.

He could already hear the guards getting closer. 

He made it halfway across the courtyard and crouched down beside the crates in the shadows they created, out of the moonlight. 

He wrapped his cloak around him to hide any glimmer from his weapons, and his lighter skin from showing up against the crate.

There were patrols on either side of him, but as long as he didn't move there was a good chance that they wouldn't see him.

The heavy footsteps of the two patrols drew closer.

His heart pounded in his chest like the beating of a drum. It felt like they would surely hear it and find him.

He kept his cloak over his face and remained absolutely still.

The guards passed by only a few feet away from him. All it would take was a stray glance with a set of sharp eyes.

The guards continued on, and he slowly let out the breath he'd been holding.

He crept out from behind the crate and ran across the final stretch of the courtyard. The soft leather of his shoes helped soften what little noise he made, and in moments he was at the wall of the factory.

He'd spotted an open window from his earlier scouting. The only problem was, it was several stories up. Thankfully, the bricks gave him plenty of places to get a good grip.

He grabbed the first handhold in the old brick and hefted himself up. 

The fluttering torchlight of another patrol was already on its way. 

He climbed up the side of the building, swiftly and silently. He reminded himself that the guards were nearly blind in the darkness compared to him. That they shouldn't be able to see him.

But, the thought was of little comfort. No matter how many times he repeated it.

The guards spoke among themselves, their voices loud and boisterous despite the late hour. 

They drew closer every second, and he pressed his body as tight against the factory wall as he could, trying not to silhouette himself against the night sky.

If Vadik saw him now, he'd no doubt have some witty remark about windows and climbing the sides of buildings. 

The guards walked beneath him, and he froze. Even weak human eyes were adept at detecting movement. He held his breath and tried to ignore the bricks digging into his skin through the gaps in his armor. 

"I still think it's crap that we get stuck on guard duty. Did you hear how much Gretchen's group made on that last delivery?" said one of the guards.

"Oh not this again," said another guard.

"No, I'm serious," said the first guard, "We spend all night walking around in circles, and for what? Do you know how much we could make if they gave us a real job like they give to some of the others?"

"I'm much happier guarding a place that never gets attacked. So what if the pay is lower? Can't spend coin if you're dead," said a third guard. 

They continued talking as they sauntered by. When they were far enough, Connor let out a breath and continued his climb. 

He paused under the open window and listened. 

The guards on the factory grounds had been easy to spot, but no matter how good his eyesight was, he couldn't see through stone. He had no idea what could be lying in wait inside.

It was best to be cautious.

He closed his eyes and focused his full awareness on hearing what awaited him. With his attention on it, his hearing expanded. He heard the patrols all around the courtyard, but nothing from inside the factory. 

Only the gentle groan of old metal and the whisper of a night breeze streaming through the open window. 

The next patrol was already on the way, and he didn't want to chance not being seen here a second time, so he climbed up and through the open window.

He dropped down from the window and landed with a soft clang on a catwalk above the factory floor.

Moonlight streamed in around him, and he instinctively crept away from it and into the darkness. 

Although he'd heard nothing to suggest there were any guards inside, he still took a moment to study the factory with his keen vision.

A layer of glistening white dust exactly like the powder on the documents from Bvorn's safe covered everything in the factory. Not even the rafters were spared.

It burned his sensitive nostrils with every breath, and he suppressed a sneeze.

Endless rows of workbenches covered the factory floor with items of all kinds in various stages of the enchantment process. Tools for engraving runes lay beside them, and the air practically vibrated with magic.

The factory floor was massive, and doors of all shapes and sizes led off in every direction.

He held back a sigh. It was going to be a long night. 

He combined the directions the doors led in with what he'd seen of the factory outside and noted possible escape routes. 

He still didn't see any guards, but that could change.

He slunk down the stairs and stepped onto the factory floor. A cloud of dust rose up, and he coughed.

His throat itched and his nose burned with every breath. He pulled his cloth mask up tighter over the bottom half of his face. 

No wonder that dust was on the documents Bvorn had. It got everywhere. How did the people who worked here deal with it all the time?

He couldn't imagine anyone getting used to this stuff.

He decided to try out the doors leading deeper into the factory first. If this was a front, then it made sense to have the entrance as far away from where people might stumble upon it as possible.

Of all the cities in Lestria, Vigil was perhaps the harshest on slavery. They'd be fools to run the risk of a stray city guard or an ignorant worker coming across it. 

Most of the doors he tried were locked, but that presented no challenge.

He searched through several rooms that led further into the factory but found nothing that stood out as abnormal.

He stood in the darkness after searching yet another room and finding nothing. If he had to scour every corner for hidden rooms and secret passageways, he'd spend days here.

Each time they returned, the odds of them being caught increased. The sooner they found what they were looking for, the better. 

If I had a bunch of slaves that I didn't want anyone to know about, where would I hide them? He wondered.

They'd need a way of getting them through to wherever they were keeping them. They couldn't just walk in through the front door.

It was simply too sloppy for a group that had concealed itself completely until they struck, and still left almost nothing for him to go on.

No, they had to have a better way of doing it.

His mind turned to the delivery he'd seen earlier. A nighttime delivery was unusual, but not suspicious enough for the city guards to investigate, or even take note of.

It would be the perfect way of sneaking in slaves.

After all, the container was massive and pulled by a whole team of horses. They could easily fit plenty of people inside.

Where could they drive a wagon inside the building and out of sight? 

The storeroom.

He hadn't found the storeroom yet, but after seeing the delivery earlier, he had a vague sense of where it might be and headed in that direction.

He soon came across a door that led in the direction he thought the storeroom should be. He crouched down and put his ear to the door.

There'd been no sign of guards inside the factory so far, but that didn't mean there weren't any at all. And guards weren't the only things that could deter would-be intruders...

He closed his eyes and focused only on hearing lay on the other side of the door. 

It was silent.

He waited several minutes longer but still heard nothing. Hopefully, that meant nobody was there... He reached into his bottomless bag and pulled out his lock picks.

The lock was simple, and it only took a few seconds before it unlocked with a satisfying click.

He eased open the door, revealing a dark storeroom.

He let out the breath he'd been holding. His heightened hearing hadn't failed him. There was nobody else here.

He stepped inside and closed the door behind him just in case a patrol came by.

Closing the door darkened the room significantly, even for his heightened vision. 

The only light streamed in from far on the other side, but only a trickle made it through the endless stacks of crates and shelves that reached up to the rafters.

The result was almost total darkness, but he could still see enough to get by. It was just as well. He dared not take out any kind of light in here. He suspected that what little light there was, came in through the delivery entrance which meant it was probably visible from outside.

If he started wandering around with a candle in hand, even human eyes might pick up on it.

Especially if he took too long. 

His pride at finding the storage room quickly faded as the sheer scale of the place dawned on him.

It could easily take him the entire night just to look it over, and there was no guarantee he'd find anything. If there was even anything to find.

He groaned internally. He might have to come back again anyway...

At least his nose didn't burn as much as before. The dust still covered the floor, but there wasn't nearly as much as in the previous rooms.

What little dust there was glistened softly in the low light. The main aisles had long swathes where groups had shuffled through, and only a few glistening footsteps showed the lower traffic areas.

He smiled.

The previous rooms had been so full of crystal dust that he hadn't noticed before, but here it was like looking back through time. The dust must've stuck to their shoes, and the end result was he could see where people walked, and where they didn't. 

They'd likely never noticed it themselves. The stuff was almost impossible to see with human vision when there was so little of it.

Regardless... it should make things much easier.

He stayed away from the higher traffic areas and followed the less traveled paths through the storeroom as that seemed like the best place to start. 

He walked around the storage room for an hour as he investigated several of the low traffic paths. Many of them went in circles, but finally, he found a glistening trail that lead straight up to a wall.

He smiled. This had to be it. 

Just to make sure, he put his ear to the wall and tapped softly. He moved along the wall, tapping and listening, and quickly found that one part was thinner than the rest, with a hollow space behind it.

Having made certain that there was something there, he looked for a way to open the wall. He felt along the wall for a hidden latch, pressed on the bricks individually and in combinations, and even checked the floor for switches, but found nothing.

He leaned closer and strained his eyes in the darkness. There was a faint outline on the wall, further reinforcing his thoughts that this was a secret door.

Surely nobody would go to so much trouble unless they had something to hide? 

Frustration gnawed at him. He was so close, but he couldn't see how to open it.

He took a deep breath. He didn't deserve to be frustrated. His alchemy had already made it much easier to find than it should've been.

He still had time. He needed to stop expecting everything to be so easy. 

Still, he was baffled. How in the twelve did they open it?

He began to wonder if it was just an old room they had walled up. Yet, every time he thought that he just looked down at the trail of glimmering dust that led right up to the wall.

Somebody had come this way. They'd come right up to this wall. Several in fact.

There had to be something here.

Footsteps snapped him out of his thoughts. They were already close, and coming his way.

He mentally cursed his inattention, slipped away and hid next to a crate, behind some shelves.

A bright light accompanied the footsteps, drawing closer.

"They're all hiding in their guild now, can you believe it? Supposed to be the big bad thieves in this city, and we've got them scared," said a male voice.

"Wouldn't you be? The Syndicate is ruthless," said another.

"All the more reason I'm glad to be on the winning side," said a female voice.

They drew closer, and he squinted at the bright light of their torch after so long in the darkness. Even through the blazing light, he made out four figures approaching. Three men, and a woman from what he could tell.

His heart pounded, and his hand rested on the hilt of his rapier.

The group approached the wall he'd been struggling with. He stayed absolutely still and peered at them from the shadows. 

"Well? Come on," said the woman.

One of the men grumbled and walked over to where Connor was hiding. He stopped just a foot away.

Connor held his breath and waited. 

Maybe he could kill them without them raising the alarm... but no matter how well he hid the bodies, somebody would notice an entire group going missing...

The man fumbled blindly with his hand on the shelf, just inches away from Connor's face. He grabbed hold of a small, cylindrical container and pushed it back. 

The wall slid back and then up, revealing a secret passageway. 

The man turned around and followed the rest of the group into the tunnel. The wall slid closed behind them.

Connor let out a relieved sigh and started breathing again.

If the one carrying the torch had walked up to him... he shook off the thought.

What might've been didn't matter.

He now knew how to open the secret door, and he'd remained undetected.

Should he turn back now, and meet with his friends? This had to be it right? But... maybe he could look a little further. The more they knew, the better.

Yes... just a little more.

He waited a few minutes to give the group time to head further down the tunnel. He certainly didn't want to bump into them.

When enough time had passed, he pushed the container back just as he'd seen the man do.

He gripped the hilt of his rapier, ready for anything as the wall slid back and up. But, it revealed only the same dark passageway as before. 

He stepped inside.

The door slid shut behind him, and darkness engulfed him. It was so total, he couldn't see his hand in front of his face despite his heightened vision.

He sighed. Walking around with a light source was just asking to be found, but what choice did he have? 

He reached into his bottomless bag, and his hand closed around a candle. He brought it out and pulled on his magic. 

It resisted him as always, but he dragged it down. He focused on the wick and willed it to life. The wick glowed and a small flame sprouted. 

The oppressive darkness gave way with just that small amount of light, and he continued forward down the tunnel.

He kept one hand on his rapier as he walked. There was no telling what lay in wait down here. 

He listened for signs of anyone or anything else, but the tunnel was eerily silent.

With his heightened senses, he should hear everything from much further down, but he heard nothing except his own movements and the soft flickering of his candle. 

The passage wound down and twisted on itself in a spiral like the coils of a snake, and the silence chafed his nerves with every step.

He couldn't see the end of the tunnel as the spiral prevented that, but as he continued down, he increasingly felt that something was wrong.

He should be able to hear something. Anything.

Just how long was this tunnel, and where could the group ahead possibly have gone that he couldn't hear them?

Finally, he saw a light up ahead. He stopped and retreated a bit.

He strained his ears, but again all he heard was the steady beat of his own heart.

There were no voices. No footsteps. Not even the soft flutter of torches.

Nothing.

It was as though he were in a void. He snuffed his candle flame and moved forward once more. He saw the light again. This time, instead of retreating, he crept forward.

The light turned out to be an exit from the tunnel. He inched closer while still remaining in the shadows as best he could.

Guards paced up and down long catwalks, overlooking what seemed to be another factory floor. 

Rows of men and women hammered red-hot metal into submission. Their eyes were glassy and vacant, and each had a metal collar around their neck.

Guards barked orders around them, but he heard none of it. 

Just the same eerie silence.

He took in everything he could see and turned back to leave the way he'd come. He didn't want to go when it was possible that Victor was right here. But he wouldn't be able to tell the others what he'd found if he got himself caught.

The facility was well lit, and filled with people. There was nowhere to hide. They'd swarm him in seconds.

His potions and skills wouldn't be much good against so many.

He repeated this to himself as he walked back up the tunnel, but it did little to ease the frustration and impatience in his heart.

He'd come so far. He didn't want to turn back now. It was the closest he'd gotten to The Syndicate. To Victor.

But, this was only a scouting mission. He'd done what he came for. He needed to head back to meet up with his friends so they could plan their next move.

Suddenly, he heard footsteps coming down the tunnel toward him. It was like they'd just appeared out of nowhere. At least twenty already, and more followed, each seeming to step out of thin air.

Even he didn't stand a chance against so many. 

He was trapped.

On one side, a group of enemies too many for him to fight approached, and on the other lay the eerily silent hidden factory filled with guards.

There was nowhere to hide in the tunnel, and they drew closer every second. He looked again at the facility and the different groups moving through it.

Some, like the guards, had a uniform or similar gear, but others had very different equipment. Some of it wasn't too different from his own.

Thinking fast, he pulled his cloth mask up higher, and his hood down further to conceal more of his face.

He took a deep breath and strode onto the catwalk with all the confidence he could muster.

A cacophony assaulted his ears from every angle the second he left the tunnel. The previously dead silence was filled with hammering and shouting. It felt like nails were being shoved into his ears. He stumbled forward, missing a step and almost falling to the floor.

The Potion of Heightened Senses had proven itself invaluable time and time again, but it also came with disadvantages.

One of which was making unpleasantly loud noises all but unbearable.

Endless numbers of hammers slammed against red-hot metal, and each time the sound rang in his head like a gong. He gritted his teeth and pressed on.

They must have enchantments that stopped sound from leaving the underground, and even the tunnels. Similar to the ones on Victor's office. No wonder he couldn't hear anything, and why the group behind him had seemed to appear out of thin air. He mused.

To afford such large-scale enchantments... The Syndicate had to have impressive funding.

Moments later, he was followed by the group that had forced him out of the tunnel.

He felt the urge to push them into one of the vats of molten iron for their terrible timing.

Heat radiated off the forges and vats of molten metal in waves, and he felt like every pair of eyes was watching him... waiting to raise the alarm.

His heart beat frantically, and beads of sweat ran down his spine.

It took all his willpower to force himself to walk as though he knew exactly where he was going and that he belonged here.

Even as he made sure to keep himself under control, his eyes flicked all over the facility soaking up everything they could.

He memorized every catwalk. Every pipe. Every doorway. The way the guards and overseers walked with their arrogant stride. It could be invaluable information for a later assault.

If he got out alive.

He kept his pace slightly slower than the group behind him so they would overtake him, and he could follow after them.

But, he had to make sure not to go too slow as to seem suspicious.

His mind worked at a feverish pace. Could he make a mad dash back up the tunnel? Perhaps just double back and stroll out? No. That'd be too suspicious... he'd just come from there...

Better to follow this group and find a way out later when he could.

He was surrounded by enemies, and his hearing that before had given him incredible situational awareness was now worse than useless.

There was simply too much noise to pick up on any specific detail, and his head throbbed. He felt more vulnerable than ever.

He glanced over the factory floor again. Row upon row of collared slaves with dead-eyed expressions stretched off into the distance, making everything from swords and shields to armor and arrows.

The underground facility dwarfed the massive factory above, and this wasn't even all of it.

Passages led into other parts of the facility.

How had anyone built something so huge and left so few traces behind?

More slaves arrived and carted off piles of weapons and armor.

He tore his eyes away again.

He wanted to see as much of their operation as he could, but he couldn't afford to be seen staring.

He had to pretend that this was nothing new for him. His hand itched to hold onto his rapier, and it took great restraint to keep himself from doing just that.

The sheer scale of the operation was daunting. The number of people that had gone missing within the city had been growing as of late, but nowhere near as many as there were here.

They must have brought them in from other cities, and even other parts of the world.

Just how long had they been at this?

Victor had mentioned cases of abductions in other cities, but who could've expected this? With so many slaves working at this rate... they could outfit an army.

He'd known the city needed Victor back. The kidnappings, and the spike in the slavery trade needed to be dealt with. Chamberlain Davison and his power play needed to be stopped, but this went beyond that.

He needed to get to the bottom of this and put a stop to it. This wasn't just about Victor anymore.

Nobody made this much equipment for no reason. They were planning something. Something big.

The slaves, the city above them, the country, and perhaps even the world depended on him to put a stop to this madness.

He silently prayed that they hadn't been running long and that this was their only facility. 

He couldn't help but fear the worst.

The group of almost thirty armed men that had forced him out into the open overtook him, and he followed them into yet another section of the factory, much like the first.

Except that here, the collared slaves weren't forging weapons and armor. Rather, they were using the same crystal powder as he'd seen in the factory above to further enhance what they made with enchantments.

"Gods..." he said before he could stop himself, and his heart almost stopped.

Thankfully, nobody paid him any heed. Either the noise had drowned out what he said, or they just didn't care. 

With this... he didn't know what army could ever stand against this... they weren't just forging enough to outfit an army... they were enchanting it too?

He continued to study everything around him while pretending not to be paying much attention.

Thankfully, the potion that heightened his senses also allowed him to process the sensory information faster. He could just flick his eyes over the area and take in details without seeming as though he was staring.

He was also able to get a slightly closer look at some of what they were working on. Other than the normal weapons and armor, they were also enchanting massive pieces of metal.

He could only assume it was plate armor, but each piece was bigger than a horse. 

If they outfitted even half of what they were making on actual soldiers and... gods know what else... they could crush kingdoms.

Some of the larger alliances might hold out, but even they would be hard pressed. Without warning, they would be ill-prepared to deal with something like this. 

If this wasn't the only facility... the world would be plunged into chaos and destruction.

They went through room after room, and he felt increasingly overwhelmed by the scale of what he witnessed. 

It was like walking through one factory after another. Each making weapons of war. 

The group he was following moved deeper and deeper into the facility, and he wondered if he should stop tailing them.

Was it normal or would they get suspicious? What if he took a turn somewhere restricted and someone challenged him?

After following them for a little longer, he decided to split away from them. He needed to leave, and as they'd just returned they probably wouldn't be heading out again any time soon.

He needed to find the exit himself.

He turned down another passageway and came out onto another factory floor much like the others. Except, this one made something that both horrified him and filled him with hope.

Rows of collared slaves churned out hundreds of glass vials at a time. Those same vials were then brought around to another group of slaves who extracted carefully measured liquid from a large cauldron and filled the vials one at a time.

He clenched his fists.

Potions. The bastards were using his uncle to make potions!

Victor had said how a single alchemist could radically shift the balance of power... was this their goal from the start?

After a moment, he got his anger under control, but he made a silent oath from the depths of his soul that he would see to it that whoever was behind this paid dearly.

Nobody could do this to his family and get away with it. Nobody.

He dared not linger long, but he kept his pace slow and watched everything around him like a hawk. Victor had to be somewhere nearby... but where?

Another dead-eyed slave came down from one of the passages, pushing a cart with a large cauldron on top.

He brought it to the slaves who busily measured out the potions, and deposited it there. He then took the racks of potions and carted them off elsewhere.

The sheer volume was staggering. Victor had been practicing alchemy for far longer than he had. His potions were more powerful and the amount he produced far greater... an entire army filled with those potions was unthinkable.

What could stop them?

He shook off those thoughts. He had to find Victor. The two of them could put a stop to this together.

He went down the passageway the cart had come from, but the passage soon split in different directions and he was forced to guess.

He took a wrong turn into a broom closet before he saw another slave pushing a cart with a cauldron of potion.

He went in the direction the slave had come from, and there he saw a large metal door at the end of a passageway lined with guards in gleaming metal armor. 

He swallowed hard.

They were heavily armored and carried spears. They would skewer him before he could find a gap in the defense of even one of them. 

"You there!" shouted one of the guards, "this area is off limits. What are you doing here?"

Connor ground his teeth under his cloth mask. 

These men were standing between him and his uncle, and there was nothing he could do. If only he had the power to reach the door on the other side. He was so incredibly close.

The guard approached him. "I asked you a question," he said.

He needed to come up with an answer, but all he could think of was how close he was to his uncle. He was likely right behind that door!

The guard drew closer, holding his spear at the ready. The other guards glared at Connor and tightened their grip on their spears.

"Uh... I guess I took a wrong turn," Connor said.

"Oh?" said the guard.

"Uh... yeah... you know how big this place is. I swear the number of times I end up just going in circles! Could you help me?" Connor said. 

All the guards stared at him in silence.

"Where were you trying to get to?" asked the guard.

"Well... I was supposed to go out with my group, but I had to run an errand first, and they got ahead of me. Now I have no idea where I am, and I'm running late. If you could just help me get out of this damnable maze, I can navigate topside and catch up with them faster. Everything looks the same down here. I don't know how you guys manage," Connor said.

That was the best he could think of? Damn it! 

The guards laughed.

He gave an embarrassed laugh. "Could you help me get back on track?" he said, "I think I've already kept them waiting long enough." 

This prompted another round of chuckles from the guards.

The metal door behind the guards opened wide, and another collared slave with a vacant expression pushed a cart with a cauldron filled with a green liquid down the passageway.

The guards and Connor stepped out of the man's way, and he passed by.

As Connor moved out of the way, he caught a glimpse through the open door at the other end of the passageway.

Alchemy equipment was set up on tables, and ingredients of all kinds lined the shelves. In the middle of it all was Victor with a slightly different version of the metal collars the slaves wore.

He'd found his uncle! He was alive, and he was here!

Connor took an unintentional step forward.

The guard stepped in front of Connor and blocked his view. "Nothing for you to see there," said the guard. 

Connor wanted to rip out his throat, but he restrained himself and backed off. "Sorry," he said.

"Well, I suppose I could help you find your way out," said the guard.

The guard gave him directions to one of the exits from the underground, and he took careful note of what he was told. Everything recorded in his memory as best he could.

"Thanks," Connor said. He turned away and walked back down the corridor. Each step pained him greatly, but he had no other choice.

"Just hang in there... I'll be back soon," he muttered as though Victor could hear him.

He followed the guard's directions and moved swiftly through the facility. He'd done more than he'd planned, but it was just as well. The Syndicate's operation was far grander than any of them could've expected.

At least Victor was alive. His deepest fears had been eased. It was time to get out of here. The others had to know.

Even with the directions, it still took him some time to make his way through the massive facility. As he passed from room to room, his desire to stop The Syndicate only grew. 

Eventually, he made it to the exit the guard had told him about.

He stepped into the long, dark tunnel, much like the one he'd used to get into the facility, and blessed silence washed over him. He let out a relieved sigh and rubbed his aching ears.

He walked forward into the darkness. Finally out of sight for the first time in hours...

The walk up took quite some time, and he kept his eyes and ears open for any sign of anyone else in the tunnel.

He emerged in an empty building and stepped outside. It was early morning and a light drizzle pattered onto the cobblestone streets.

Damn! He was late! 

He got his bearings and rushed through the city to the alleyway where they'd agreed to meet up.

"Where in the hells have you been?" Vadik asked the second Connor stepped into the damp alleyway, "we were supposed to meet hours ago. We were about to go back to the guild without you, but she insisted we wait just a little longer."

"I know," said Connor, "I got a bit carried away, but I found them! I found Victor!"

 

The three of them were too exposed in the early morning light, so they returned to his secret house. He told them all about what he'd found beneath Zauberer, the slaves, the weapons and armor they were making... everything.

"This is bad," Adelia said.

"I have to agree," Vadik said, "it sounds like they're gearing up for a war. How are we going to rescue Victor? We'd be swarmed under in seconds. Even with the thieves guild helping..." 

"Yes," Connor said, "we'll lose if we try to fight them head-on. Which is why we will be using the guild as a distraction more than anything else."

"Are you sure Korvac will go along with this?" Adelia asked.

"We won't know until we speak with him, but even if he says no... we have to do it. This isn't just about Victor anymore. They could plunge the whole world into a war, and I don't know if the human kingdoms could stand against whatever might use some of the armor they were forging.

"This is more dangerous and more important than I thought. I could use your help, but I understand if either of you want to back out now," Connor said.

"Back out?" Vadik said, "as if I'd leave just when things are getting interesting. Let's take the fight to The Syndicate and see what those bastards have in store for us!"

"The next time you even ask if I'm going to back out, I'm going to slap you. I have no loyalty to cities, kingdoms, or countries, but you're my friend, Connor. If you're going then so will I," Adelia said.

Connor smiled. He knew they wouldn't let him down, and make him do this by himself, but it still felt good to hear it.

Truthfully, he wasn't sure if attacking this group was the right thing to do. They were heavily outnumbered, and The Syndicate had shown they had more resources every time he turned around.

They had already faced wizards at the docks, and he doubted those were the only ones The Syndicate had. 

Part of him wanted to grab his friends and run as far as they possibly could.

But, they had his uncle, and he couldn't just let innocent people stay enslaved, or allow The Syndicate to bring chaos and ruin to the world.

He'd never really thought much about other people except for his friends and Victor, but that was when Victor had been around to take care of them.

Now, he felt like their lives rested on his shoulders, and he needed to do everything in his power to save them all.

"Thank you," he said to his friends.

"So, when are you going to tell us how you plan to break in and rescue Victor out from under their noses?" Vadik asked. 

"We'll figure things out when we meet with Korvac tonight. Before then, I have some things I want to try with my potions," Connor said. 

Adelia narrowed her eyes at him.

Connor held up his hands in a show of surrender.

"Yes, I know. I learned from my mistake," Connor said, "I'll see what I can do with my potions before I have a nap. The healing magic seems to have finished, but I don't want to collapse again." 

"You'd better not," Adelia said.

"In the meantime, why don't you two take a moment to rest and prepare? I want to get Victor out of there as soon as possible, and it's going to take a lot of work. There's no telling when we'll next get a chance to breathe," he said.

He went down to the basement where his hastily set-up workshop waited for him.

The focusing circle lay on the ground from before, ready to be used again without him having to draw it.

He pulled his codex out of his bottomless bag and ran his hands over the smooth, metallic surface and the runes, which pulsed with a blue light.

It'd helped him before... Could it do it again?

"Uh... Hello?" he asked, "Could you help me find a potion to make me stronger?"

Nothing happened.

"It was worth a shot," he muttered.

It opened in front of him and flipped through pages so fast that it blew a gust of wind into his face.

After a few seconds of turning through pages, it slowed down and stopped.

He read the entry.

Name: Potion Of Unbinding

Difficulty: Proficient.

The potion of unbinding works on magical bindings in and on the imbiber, devouring them until the user is free, or the potion has been used up.

It will work on existing bindings as well as new bindings placed on the user while the effects remain.

He sighed. How would this make him stronger? Besides, it was too advanced. But, it was responding to him... maybe he needed to ask differently?

"That's too difficult for me," he said, "I need something easier than that. Something that could help me in physical combat." He was also limited by ingredients, but he wasn't sure if telling his codex that would just confuse it or something.

There was another pause, and the codex hummed before it flipped through pages at a phenomenal speed once again.

It landed on a different entry, but one that looked all too familiar to Connor.

Minor Strength Potion. The same potion he'd tried and failed to make before.

He closed his eyes and sighed. First, it showed him a useless potion that was too difficult for him to make. Now, it was showing him another potion he'd failed at making before.

He wanted to slam the codex shut, but some small part in the back of his mind stopped him. 

He'd nearly succeeded the last time he tried to make the potion, and he'd advanced a bit in alchemy since then. 

If he failed, he wouldn't be much worse off than he was now as long as he didn't drink it. If he succeeded, the extra boost to his strength could mean the difference between life and death.

He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. I can do this. He thought.

Thankfully, he had all the ingredients the potion required. With everything ready in front of him, it was time for him to try again.

He ground up the troll's root and ginger into a fine powder with a pestle and mortar. Red lightning crackled from his fingertips and into the herbs as he worked.

He took his time, making sure not to rush it 

The more perfectly he completed each stage of the potion, the better his chance of success would be.

Once he'd refined it into the finest powder he possibly could, he poured it into the crucible.

He then added the ogre blood and some water to turn it into a solution as he turned up the heat.

The mixture started to bubble and boil, and an overpowering miasma filled the air.

He ignored the stench even as it wormed its way up his nostrils, and kept his hands on either side of the solution.

He pulled on his alchemy power, and red lightning arched from his fingertips and into the concoction.

He used only the minimal amount of power as he slowly and methodically refined the potion.

Before, he had treated it like a sprint. Now, he approached it like a marathon. A test of his endurance. He was already holding up far better than the last time.

Sweat trickled down his forehead and into his eyes, but he didn't even blink.

Motes of light streamed away from the solution as he stripped it of what he didn't need, further refining it as the amount of liquid gradually dropped.

It was almost depressing how much liquid was lost in the refining process, but it was better than drinking something that would kill him.

He worked for hours. Sweat soaked his clothes, and his hands shook. Even his legs felt weak beneath him, but he continued his methodical refinement and drew ever closer to his goal.

Finally, he stripped away the last remnants of useless essence and recombined everything together in a new form.

The potion was complete. 

He slumped down, breathing heavily.

The potion didn't have any of the murky coloration as it had last time. Instead, he was left with a clear, light-orange liquid.

It seemed like he'd succeeded, but he was too tired to test it out now. He took a moment to relax and steady his shaking hands before he poured the potion into vials he had prepared. He put them all away safely in his bottomless bag and went upstairs.

He had spent hours on it, but the sun was still high in the sky, and as he didn't want to repeat his previous mistakes, he ate and went straight to sleep.

This time, he slept like a rock.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Plans

 

Connor woke up in the evening, refreshed and ready to do what needed to be done.

He looked out the window at the setting sun. Soon it would be time to meet with Korvac again. Soon, Victor would be free.

Connor took the time to eat and wash up.

He was always surprised at how much alchemy took out of him, but he could also feel that he was getting better at it, and stronger too.

He had a long way to go before he could practice the high level of alchemy that he yearned for, but he was making progress.

He'd already experienced the power of novice level potions like the heightened senses and magic sight, and he couldn't help but wonder what powers lay ahead of him.

He went down the stairs after a refreshing bath, and looked at one of the vials of minor strength potion, while he waited for his friends.

He was fairly sure he'd succeeded this time, but he still needed to test it. He needed to know just how much stronger it made him, and if he'd made a mistake, it'd be better to find out now than when their lives were on the line.

Hopefully, it wouldn't kill him.

He pulled the cork out with a faint pop, releasing the potion's scent into the air. It smelled like peaches.

He brought the vial to his lips and drank.

He tried not to think about what went into it. It wasn't as bad as the ingredients used for the sense-enhancing potion, but he still didn't like to think about ogre blood.

Thankfully, it tasted nothing like that. It was a bit spicy, but not unpleasant.

He paced up and down, waiting for the effects to kick in. He remembered what happened last time all too well, and Victor wasn't around to save him this time.

A warm feeling spread through his muscles, and he felt lighter. Stronger. He'd felt much the same way before...

He waited longer. His heart pounded in his chest.

But, minutes passed, and nothing else happened. He let out a relieved sigh.

He went through a few sword motions. His already light rapier felt like a feather in his hand.

He whipped it through the air faster than ever before. He smiled.

Much like the other potions, there were more than just the obvious positives. Not only was he stronger, but that strength gave him more explosive speed and power as well.

There were probably even more benefits he hadn't uncovered just yet. He couldn't wait to get a chance to test it more thoroughly at some stage. It was nowhere near the level of strength that Victor's potion had granted him, but he was still happy with the results.

He'd take any advantage he could get in the coming battles.

 

The Stars of Night guild hall was even more crowded than the last time. They elbowed and squeezed their way through the throng to Korvac's office.

"Ah you've finally returned," Korvac said, "I was starting to think I'd have to send someone after you three. Any news?"

"Yes," Connor said, "we found Victor."

"Excellent work!" Korvac said, "where is he? I'll get a team together, and we'll grab him right now!" 

"I'm afraid it isn't so simple," Connor said, "you may as well sit down, we have a lot to discuss."

 

Korvac's face grew grim as Connor told him what he had discovered beneath Zauberer.

He didn't mention anything about Victor's potions though. 

He believed Korvac was on their side, but he still didn't want more people knowing about him and his uncle being alchemists.

"So you see... it's far worse than we could have ever imagined," Connor said.

"Gods..." Korvac said, "how did they slip all of this past me? Past Victor?"

"I don't know," Connor said, "the scale of the operation they're running is beyond anything I could've expected. What's worse is we don't even know if this is the only facility like this. This could be just one of many.

"Breaking Victor out is going to be incredibly difficult and dangerous. They have a sizable number of guards down there, and those were just the ones I saw. Not to mention, they could probably order the slaves to attack as well. If we go charging in, we'll be swarmed under in moments."

"We need Victor back as soon as possible," Korvac said, "we need his help now more than ever. What about the city guard? Can you get them to help us?"

"No. Davison has made sure of that. If I go to the city guard for help, they'll just arrest me instead. Once we get Victor back, we can get the palace back on our side... but until then, we're on our own.

"I wouldn't go to them anyway. Someone from inside the palace has been working with The Syndicate from the beginning. Someone had to lead them through the tunnels. Chamberlain Davison might be working with them, but there's no telling who else is as well. Even if I could get them to listen to me, we can't afford the risk of The Syndicate finding out we're onto them. 

"So, how are we going to get Victor out?" Korvac asked.

"A frontal assault would be suicide," Connor said, "even if we get everyone under your command to attack them it would be a massacre. Their numbers down there are staggering."

"So what do you propose we do?" Korvac asked.

"Our best choice is stealth and misdirection. Rather than bringing all of your men with us, I want to bring only the most loyal and skilled. There's no telling who in this very guild supports them, so we can't afford to bring anyone even remotely suspect. We can't win with quantity, so we need to make up for that with quality. Speaking of which, did you make a list of your best and most loyal men for us?" Connor asked.

Korvac nodded.

"Good, contact Illyian, and get his list too. The five of us will have to go through them all. We'll have to play this all close to the vest for our plan to have even the slightest chance of success. Surprise is key.

"We'll also need someone skilled with magic and magical devices to deal with the collars on the slaves and on Victor. Do you think we can trust Maya to help us with that?" Connor asked.

"I've worked with her many times before, and she has always been worthy of my trust. She wasn't happy about what happened with Bvorn's interrogation... but I don't think she blames us," Korvac said.

"Then, we'll need her, and any other trustworthy wizards you and Illyian know. The Syndicate has shown that they have necromancers and wizards. We need to make sure we have some magic on our side as well," Connor said. 

"I'll see what I can do," Korvac said.

"Once we've gathered everyone we can depend on, we'll split into two groups. One larger group to draw their attention away, and then a smaller group to sneak in and get Victor out while they're distracted.

"I'd like to rescue the slaves if we can, but that depends on what Maya can tell us about the collars. We may have to wait until Victor can get the city guard to help us," Connor said.

They discussed a few more details, and Connor was surprised at how quickly Korvac agreed to what he wanted. He'd expected far more resistance from the beginning.

"It's probably because you remind him so much of Victor," Adelia said as the two of them walked down to the quarters Korvac had assigned them. 

The guild was packed because of the attacks, so some of the thieves had to be moved elsewhere to free up space for the three of them to use. 

He didn't want anyone who knew what they planned to leave the guild until it was done unless they absolutely had to. That included him and his friends as well as Korvac and Illyian as much as possible. Illyian had little choice other than to leave the guild as his side of the network was far more spread out, but Connor still wanted to minimize that.

He trusted them, but he didn't want to take the risk that one of them might be captured and forced to talk. So, for now, they would stay put. Besides, going through who to bring was going to keep them busy in the guild anyway.

"I'm not anything like Victor," Connor said, "Victor would have sorted out this whole situation ages ago."

"Don't be so sure," Adelia said, "Victor isn't infallible, and you're more capable than you realize."

With that she disappeared into her room, leaving Connor alone with his thoughts.

Though he was closer to getting his uncle back than ever before, doubt and worry still plagued him. Was he doing the right thing?

He felt so out of his depth dealing with all of this. He'd done missions without Victor's help before, but never on a scale like this one, and never for such high stakes.

He couldn't afford to fail, and The Syndicate had been one step ahead from the very beginning. What if he missed something, and led them into disaster?

No, he couldn't let himself think that. He couldn't allow those thoughts take root and paralyze him.

He had work to do. People were counting on him.

 

Once they'd settled into their quarters, the three of them returned to Korvac's office where a stack of files awaited them.

Everything Korvac had on the men and women who worked for him.

After spending days going through Bvorn's documents, they weren't exactly thrilled to spend even more time combing through papers.

Thankfully, this time Korvac was there to give them the code to the documents, so reading them was significantly easier.

Even so, they had hundreds to go through. Illyian arrived not long after they started, and brought a small stack of files with him.

"Unfortunately, most of my men are either not suited for fighting, or are too damned far away to get here in time. So, most of the people will have to come from the guild I'm afraid," Illyian said.

They all busied themselves in going through each file carefully. Connor particularly wanted those with a grudge against The Syndicate, so anyone that had lost friends or family to the slavers was a prime target for the mission.

He wanted them motivated, and willing to make any sacrifice. He also felt he could trust them more if they had suffered because of The Syndicate. 

He needed skilled people, but loyalty came first.

They ruled out more than half of the people outright, and Connor wanted to interview those that remained.

Not that he was going to let them know he was planning anything, or that they were even being interviewed.

Everything was kept absolutely secret, between only the five of them. Although, they planned to talk with Maya once she arrived. 

"She wasn't in the best of moods after what happened before, but she'll be here," Korvac assured them.

They didn't waste time waiting for her though.

Adelia and Connor circled around and talked to each one under the guise of making sure they were settling in through this rough period with so many packed into the guild for safety.

Talking to Illyian's men without giving anything away proved more difficult, but they managed.

Connor used his sense-heightening potion to help him analyze and read the people he spoke with. Adelia helped him, and together, they didn't miss much.

They made sure to speak to people they had no intention of bringing along, just to make what they were doing seem more routine than it was. No doubt some would feel that something was going on, but even then nobody but them should know what.

While they were doing that Vadik, Korvac, and Illyian dug into the pasts of all those who might be joining them for the mission to see if there were any irregularities. 

They were thieves, bounty hunters, and assassins, so it wasn't as if everything they did was above board in the first place. Even so, they picked out a few that seemed... off.

They couldn't prove that they were involved with The Syndicate, but that didn't matter.

If there was any doubt whatsoever, it was better to exclude them.

They couldn't allow anyone or anything to jeopardize the operation. 

When Connor wasn't interviewing people without their knowledge, he was drawing up plans, maps, and diagrams of everything he'd seen of the facility from memory for the others to study.

He wanted them to be as prepared as possible when the day to rescue Victor finally came.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Maya

 

After another full day of work, Connor took a break and went down to the armory.

He liked his new rapier. It wasn't as good as the dwarven-forged blade he'd lost, but it was still of good quality. Now, however, he needed something to deal with what he'd seen beneath Zauberer

He loved the speed and precision of rapiers, but they wouldn't be much good against the armored, spear-wielding men that guarded the passage to Victor.

The question was... what should he choose?

Ideally, he wanted a weapon would fit well with the extra strength his new potion gave him, but he wasn't overly fond of maces or war hammers.

Vadik strolled into the armory like he owned the place, with a smirk on his lips. "Thought I'd find you here. Looking for a new toy?" he asked.

"I guess you could say that," Connor said, "you should probably think about something more suited to what we'll be facing down there too." 

Vadik stroked the smokey-gray metal hilt of the scimitar he carried. It looked new and very expensive, with a grip of fine leather. "Nah," he said, "I doubt I'll find anything better than what I already have."

"Yeah, I noticed that before... it looks exotic. Where did you get it?" Connor asked.

Vadik chuckled. "What? Are you after my blade now?" he said with a smirk. He drew the sword and handed it to Connor.

Connor examined it closely. The curved, dark-gray metal of the blade gleamed in the soft candlelight. It felt heavy in his hands. Far heavier than a steel blade, and it was clearly of exceptional make.

"What's it made of?" Connor asked.

"Dark iron," Vadik said.

Connor nearly dropped the blade. "Dark iron?" he asked, "how did you get a dark iron blade?" 

Vadik shrugged. "I know a guy. Maybe, I can get you one too. If you're nice to me," he said.

Connor turned the scimitar over in his hands, making sure not to touch the edge. You could handle most blades without being cut if you were careful, but he wasn't sure about dark iron.

He knew little about it except that it was far stronger than steel and more valuable than gold. The blade he held in his hands was likely worth more than every other weapon in the armory combined.

He handed it back to his friend.

"Want me to see if I can get you one?" Vadik asked with a smile as he sheathed his weapon once more.

"I'd definitely be interested. They can't be easy to come by though," Connor said.

Vadik laughed. "Don't worry. I'm sure we'll be able to work something out," he said.

"Thanks, but why were you looking for me? Is something wrong?" Connor asked.

"No, nothing's wrong... well... other than you know what. I just wanted my friend's company for a bit. But, I'd better get back to work. I'll catch up with you later," Vadik said.

Vadik left, and Connor returned his attention to the weapons around him. Although they were just cheap junk by comparison.

He picked out a longsword, a crossbow, and a quarrel of crossbow bolts to go with it.

He was skilled with a variety of weapons, and crossbows should be very effective against the armored guards that stood between him and Victor.

He caressed the crossbow and stared into the polished wood. Was he doing the right thing? Would it be enough? What if they failed...

More than ever, he wished he had Victor's advice.

A young man appeared in the doorway. "Korvac said to tell you that Maya is here," he said.

"Thank you," Connor said.

 

Maya and Korvac sat across from one another making small talk when Connor arrived. She looked just as she had before she was hurt by the bad reaction between her magic and the geas.

As for the where the rest of them were, no doubt they were hard at work elsewhere.

"You're looking well," Connor said.

"I could say the same," she said with a wry smirk, "Korvac tells me that you have need of my expertise?"

"I do. You're the expert on mind magic... have you ever heard of magical items capable of... controlling someone," Connor said.

"Of course," she said, "though I'd never make anything of the sort. I might not have many morals, but that is too far even for me if you're going to ask me to—"

"No," Connor said, "I need your help removing them. Do you think you could do it?"

"Does he always have such interesting jobs, or does he do it just for me?" Maya said. 

Korvac smiled. "As special as you are, Lady Maya, he gives everyone interesting things to do," he said. 

"So, can you remove such an item?" Connor asked.

"It depends on the item," she said, "something that can control a person is exceptionally rare, and the magic involved is always tricky, but I'm probably your best bet in the city.

"If I can't remove it... then you're dealing with something way out of your league. If you're asking if I can remove a geas, then the answer is no. No-one can remove a geas."

"Dealing with things out of my league is my specialty, and as far as I know, it isn't a geas, but rather a physical item. Like a mind-controlling collar," Connor said.

"A mind controlling collar? What's this all about anyway? After the last job you gave me, I wasn't sure if I was going to come this time," she said, "Being connected to his mind when the geas activated wasn't fun.

"I hoped that you might've found who put that awful geas on the target of my mind magic. I don't like it when people leave nasty surprises like that for me to run into. Whatever it is you want me to do, I'm not doing anything until I know more this time."

Should he trust her? She'd have to know sooner or later anyway... and really, did he have a choice?

He told her about Zauberer and the facility beneath it while avoiding any mention of alchemy. He took special care to describe everything he remembered of the collars. 

Anything that might help her remove them.

He studied her facial expressions as he spoke, but it was like trying to read a porcelain doll.

He wondered if she used magic to conceal her facial expressions, or if it was just her. 

"You realize that you sound insane? If there is a group operating on such a scale then this little guild will be crushed," Maya said.

"Like I said, the goal is to get in, get our man, and get out again. We're not planning to take them down all by our lonesome. Depending on what you find with the collars, perhaps we can set the slaves free as well. But that isn't the priority. 

"Once we get our man out of there, the city guard or even the army can come in and clean them up," Connor said. 

"If I were to go along with your insanity, then you realize the cost would be... extensive?" she said. 

"I'm willing to pay," Connor said.

Maya shook her head. "No," she said, "not just gold."

Connor and Korvac looked at each other. 

"What else do you want?" Connor asked.

"I want some of those collars to study," she said.

"Absolutely not," Connor said.

"And..." Maya continued, "I want you."

"Me? What for?" Connor asked.

"You have some magical talent if you created such destruction even under Elgar's gaze. I want to see if I can make something more impressive out of you. Besides, I could use an apprentice that can handle themselves," she said.

He couldn't believe his ears.

After years of trying to get his magic to obey him. Trying and failing to get apprenticed to Elgar, and now when becoming a wizard was the furthest thing from his mind, he was being strong-armed into it.

It wasn't even worth his time to struggle with his nearly-useless magic now that he had his alchemy.

"My magic doesn't work properly, but I'm sure we can find you a suitable apprentice. However, the collars are out of the question," he said.

"No. I don't want any other apprentice. I want you. As for the collars... why not? Scared I'll make some of my own?" she said.

"That's exactly what I'm afraid of. It's bad enough as it is. I won't risk them falling into the wrong hands," he said.

"From the sound of it, they're already in the wrong hands. Besides, I just want to study them. Learn from them," she said.

"To what end?" he said.

She shrugged and leaned back in her chair. "Become my apprentice, and you'll know all about it. Like it or not. Those are my terms, and I won't let you weasel out of any of them." she said.

He glared at her. "And what makes you think I'd accept?" he asked.

She smiled. "Clearly this is very important to you... you value the lives of the slaves and the people in this city, and you know that I'm your best bet at saving them. I also know you care a lot more for the person you wish to rescue than you let on," she said.

He gritted his teeth. "Are you using your magic on me?" he asked.

Her smile widened. "Become my apprentice, and I will teach you to recognize if someone is... and how to defend against it... at least to some degree," she said. She looked at Korvac and Connor in turn and stood up.

"I'll give you some time to consider what I've said, but in the end, we all know that I'm your best bet, and you stand to gain far more than you could lose. Don't underestimate the value of being my apprentice. No matter how unstable you think your magic is," she said.

Connor stepped between her and the door, his hand on the hilt of his sword. "I can't let you leave," he said.

Her eyes widened an almost imperceptible amount. The first chink in her armor. In a breath, she returned to normal as though nothing had changed.

"I know too much is that it? Very well, I can wait here until you're done. Whatever you decide. Consider it a show of good faith," she said.

Connor stepped out of Korvac's office. The usual guard, Raki, stood there. "Get me the girl that's always with me," Connor said.

"The scary one?" Raki asked.

Connor nodded. 

Raki swallowed hard. "I'll be right back then," he said. 

Connor waited in the doorway. Maya sat with perfect posture, no trace of concern on her face.

Should he accept the deal? It was bad enough The Syndicate had these collars. What did she really want them for anyway? Would he just be trading one problem for another? Did it matter as long as they had Victor back?

Raki returned with Adelia striding slightly ahead of him.

"You needed me?" Adelia asked. 

"Yeah... watch Maya for me, would you? She can't be allowed to leave. I need to talk things over with the others," Connor said.

"Okay, what's the problem?" she asked. 

"You can probably get her to fill you in on that... you're the only one I trust to keep an eye on her. You and I can talk about it later. Remember, she's a specialist with mind magic. Don't let your guard down," he said.

"Of course," Adelia said.

She stood by the doorway and watched Maya like a hawk.

"Korvac, you're with me," Connor said. 

The two of them left Korvac's office in search of the others. 

"Are you sure it's wise to leave her alone with Maya? I don't think Maya will try anything, but she's a wizard... I could get a dozen men to watch her instead if you're worried about her," Korvac asked.

"You're right. Maya could be dangerous. A dozen might not be enough," Connor said.

"Should I call some men up then?" Korvac asked.

"No need. We have a one-woman army watching her. Anyone else would just get in the way," Connor said.

They gathered the others together in another room, safe from the ears of others. Connor explained the situation to them.

"She wants to what?" Vadik said, "you're not seriously thinking of letting her study those things, are you? The Syndicate is bad enough!"

"My thoughts exactly," Connor said. He looked at the other two. "Do we know of anyone else who could do the job? Anyone we can trust?" he asked.

"I know of another specialist in mind magic, but he's a week's ride away from here, and I suspect he isn't as good as Maya. Her reputation precedes her," Illyian said.

"Maya really is the best at what she does," Korvac said.

"But can she be trusted?" Connor said, "why would she even want to study them if not to figure out how to make them?"

"She may not want to make them," Illyian said, "enchantments like this are rare. I can think of fifty wizards off the top of my head who'd kill for a chance to look at them. They'd be doubly tempting for a mind specialist like Maya. Who knows what insights she could gain from them?"

"All the more reason to keep her far away from those things," Vadik said.

"Let's not be hasty and rather consider this for a moment. We're asking her to risk her life against The Syndicate. What she asks for in return isn't unreasonable. Besides, if you agree to become her apprentice, you could keep a closer eye on her than anyone," Illyian said.

"Unless she uses one of those collars on me," Connor said.

"There is that," Illyian said.

"Is there nothing else we can give her?" Connor asked, "surely we must have something else she wants?"

"You heard her, she won't settle for any less. There isn't anything we could give her that wouldn't perhaps be even more dangerous," Korvac said.

They argued back and forth a while longer.

"So... basically, our choices are to give her what she wants, or wait a week or more just to get a message out to someone half as good," Connor said.

"It seems that way," Illyian said.

"I don't think we can afford the delay or the risk of using anyone other than the best. Every minute we waste is another minute that facility churns out weapons of war. We need Victor back, and we need him back now," Connor said.

Everyone nodded solemnly. 

Connor sighed. "Let's get this over with then..." he said.

Maya sat exactly where she had before. She looked a bit nervous at being on the wrong end of Adelia's unblinking gaze. 

Maya looked at them as they entered. "So? What's it going to be?" she asked.

"Let's make a few things very clear," Connor said, "if we agree then you get the collars off our man, and when possible, the rest. You can study them, but if you try to produce any. If you try to sell any. If you try to so much as sell a fraction of the plans for one... If you do anything other than just study them... we will kill you."

Maya smiled. "And you'll become my apprentice, yes?" she said.

Connor frowned. "I don't know why you want me so badly, but fine. After all the collars are removed, and everything is squared away, I'll be your apprentice. But only then. And only to a point. Is that clear?" Connor said.

"That's too vague. You'll be my apprentice for a year and a day. After that you'll be free to leave... if you want to," she said.

"Agreed," he said.

"Then it's settled," Maya said.

 

With everything ironed out with Maya, the rest quickly fell into place.

Connor, Maya, Adelia, Vadik, Illyian, and Korvac all sat around Korvac's table going over the few remaining details.

"After going through those in the guild and the handful from Illyian's side we have fifty-three people with the skills and loyalty we need, not counting the six of us. A few even have a direct motivation to see The Syndicate destroyed," Connor said,

"the core idea remains the same. We'll split into two groups. Korvac you'll lead the larger group, consisting of six wizards, Illyian, seventeen people skilled with bows or crossbows, and twenty-two others.

"Illyian, you know the most about magic, excluding Maya, so it'll be your job to direct the wizards. Korvac is going to have his hands full as it is. It's up to you to use the wizards as effectively as you can. Remember, The Syndicate will almost certainly bring out wizards of their own.

"Korvac's group will first secure Zauberer itself and then make their way in through the secret passage. We don't know how the slaves will react to your presence, so it's best to assume they'll be hostile. Incapacitate them if you can, kill them if you have to. In a perfect world, we'd save them all, but we may not have that luxury.

"You'll want to take up positions on the catwalks and choke points. Stir up as much commotion as you can and keep The Syndicate tied up and distracted for as long as possible. 

"While Korvac's group is busy with that, the rest of us led by myself will sneak in through a different entrance. It's the only other one I know of, and it should be far enough away from Korvac to serve our needs.

"From there, we'll make our way to where Victor is being held. Maya will remove his collar, and the slaves' if possible. If she can't remove his collar when we find him, we'll subdue him if needed, get out, and remove his collar when possible.

"We have no idea how these damn things work, or exactly what they have in terms of defenses, so it'll be up to all of us to adjust and react as best we can."

"Are you sure we can't we take more with us? I expect the ones you've chosen are too loyal to the guild to refuse the mission, but there's still a chance someone will, and it's fewer than I'd like as it is," Korvac said.

"I'd love to. Believe me, I would, but it just isn't worth it if we can't trust them. The Syndicate have us outnumbered. If something leaked to them... we wouldn't have a chance. I don't expect you to invade the facility. I just need you to draw them away and keep them distracted.

"Everyone we've picked is highly skilled, and the wizards should help you immensely. I know it seems too few, but as long as they don't know we're coming they'll be spread out, and it'll take them time just to respond to your attack.

"When they do, they'll be out of our way. No matter how many they send, I'm sure you can hold them back if you use the chokepoints. That's the important thing. You just have to hold their attention. As for getting them onboard... we don't want anyone who isn't all in here. If we don't get one or two, we'll just have to make do. I think I can get them motivated to join us though," Connor said.

Korvac nodded, but his eyes looked far away.

"I understand your worries, but with Chamberlain Davison's power play, I dare not bring in the guard, and we don't know who we can trust in this guild. We have to be careful. Even if we brought everyone, they'd crush us if they knew we were coming.

"With small groups, we can cause a commotion, slip in, grab Victor and get out. Once that's done we can get rid of The Chamberlain and bring in the army if that's what it takes. We'll wipe these bastards out, but for now, we're outnumbered, and our strength lies in surprise and misdirection. I need to know that I can count on you," Connor said.

Korvac looked at Connor with a grim expression and nodded. "You can," he said, "let's get it done."

"That's the spirit. Do you have somewhere we can gather and prepare the men while making sure nobody slips out? I don't want anyone going anywhere until this is done," Connor said.

"I do," Korvac said.

"Excellent," Connor said," show us where it is."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Preparations

 

They left the guild and Korvac led them through the dark streets and into a warehouse surrounded by others that looked exactly like it.

"I use this building as a base for special operations, or anything sensitive. What do you think?" Korvac asked.

Mattresses lay in rows on the cold, stone floor, and heavy iron doors marked the only exits. It was large, bare, and everything in it was visible from everywhere else at all times. The bathrooms were the only place with a hint of privacy, and they lacked windows or any other means of leaving the building.

Nobody was going anywhere without their knowledge.

"It's perfect," Connor said.

"I'm glad you approve. All that's left is to gather the rest," Korvac said.

"Adelia and I will do that. Illyian already called in everyone from his end to meet us at the tavern so it won't take us long to collect everybody. Best not to have your men running around fetching people. It'll be suspicious enough when we gather them up as it is.

"Besides, everyone in The Stars of Night is used to us walking around and chatting with people by now. The guild is packed. We'll tell them we found somewhere for temporary relocation. It'll fit in nicely after we've spent so long under the guise of checking on everyone," Connor said.

"Have it your way then," Korvac said.

"He usually does," Vadik said.

It didn't take long for the two of them to gather everyone, and soon Adelia and Connor ushered in the last group.

They shut the heavy iron door behind them, bolted and locked it. 

Nobody was going anywhere until this was done.

Korvac stood in front of everyone they'd assembled with Maya, Connor, Adelia, Illyian, and Vadik behind him.

"I'm glad you could all join us," Korvac said, "as you've no doubt gathered, you're not here for the reasons you were told. Truthfully, we have a very important task ahead of us. A task brought to us by this young man who will fill you in on all the details."

Connor hesitated, a fake smile on his lips. A fight to the death in an alleyway was always easier than public speaking. He was no leader... 

"Go ahead, Connor," Adelia whispered, "you're better than you think."

Her words gave him a sense of confidence that wasn't his own, and he stepped forward. 

"Good evening, ladies and gentle-thieves," he said. His audience chuckled, and he continued, "As Korvac said, you're not here to hide away from our enemies. You're here because we're going to strike back at them. They've dared to attack us, and now they shall pay the price... in blood!"

They'd been paying attention at the start, but his words sparked an entirely new level of interest from his audience, and their eyes gleamed with a bloodthirsty sheen.

He smiled. So far so good.

"You all know that The Stars of Night is under attack by bastards that think they can come to our city and take what's ours! They've gone so far as to target our friends! Our family! How many of you have lost someone you care about to these curs?" he said.

A few hands went up, and then a few more.

"Don't you want revenge?" he asked. 

"Yes!" shouted several in unison. Many others nodded as well.

"That's good," Connor said, "because that's exactly what I'm giving you. I found where they're hiding. I found where they're keeping those they took from us.

"I have seen where right this second they work as slaves! Now is your chance to join me in freeing them. To coat your blades with the blood of our enemies! For our friends! Our family! And our guild!"

They cheered and looked at him with expressions that bordered on fanaticism. Even those who hadn't lost as much, like those from Illyian's side of things, were caught up in it. They were all eager to spill the blood of their enemies, rescue their friends, and save their city.

Now to bring it over the edge.

"But, I am far too generous just to give you a chance at revenge. A chance to strike back at those who took your family! Your friends! A chance to make our glorious city a better place! To that end, the reward for the successful completion of this job... will be one hundred gold pieces."

They looked around at the wizards and one another and muttered. It was easy to see they assumed the wizards would get more, as was standard. But, even with that, the guild's cut, and the division between the rest of them it should still mean almost a gold piece each for just a single job. Maybe more, and maybe less in some cases. 

It wasn't bad. Not even for the wizards. Gold was worth a lot after all.

Connor smiled and added another word, "Each."

The room went dead silent.

"How do we know you can afford that?" asked one of the men. 

Korvac stepped forward before Connor could answer.

"I assure you, Ribald that this young man can afford it," Korvac said.

It sounded unbelievable, but with their Guild Master to vouch for him, nobody could argue. It was the opportunity of a lifetime. More gold in a single job than most had seen in their life. Even for the wizards, it was a mind-blowing sum.

"I've lost friends and family," said a female thief that Connor recognized from his earlier interviews as Eva, "I would gladly kill those that took them from me for free. What's the catch to this deal? No deal is this good without a catch."

"There is a catch," Connor said, "it's dangerous, and some of you may die. If you die on the mission, your share will be paid out to whoever you wish. Friends, family, or anyone you want however you want. So, you will each make a will of sorts in case that happens.

"I will also only be paying the full amount for a successful mission. If it still seems too good for you then remember that this is personal. They took someone from me just as they have from many of you.

"What would you do to get the ones you care about back? How far would you go? Because of the importance of this mission, no-one may leave this room until the mission is underway. If you refuse to go, you will have to remain here until it is done. I will not risk warning our enemy. I want them dead."

Many looked even more eager and bloodthirsty than before, and a few more were lost in thought.

No doubt, most of them would go without any money, but what he offered was beyond generous, and his terms were fair.

Connor stepped away and gave them time to talk among themselves and think about what he'd said.

"Not bad," Korvac whispered. 

"Let's just hope this works, and we get Victor back," Connor said. 

After Connor's speech, nobody turned down the mission. They were all too fired up by a lust for revenge, loyalty, or greed.

It was expensive, but that mattered little.

What he'd offered wouldn't even make a dent in Victor's gold storage. He could pay it just from what he had in his bag right now.

The power of an alchemist's transmutation was frightening.

He couldn't wait to return to his somewhat peaceful life and learn all about it from Victor.

Soon... soon he would have his uncle back.

 

Despite how badly he wanted to get Victor back as soon as possible, he wasn't going to rush in before he felt they were ready.

He went over the layout of the facility beneath Zauberer until everyone knew it well. Especially the leaders of the groups. They were fighting against superior numbers, and on the enemy's home ground.

The Syndicate knew the facility far better than even Connor did, and he was adamant that everyone know at least what little he did.

The better they understood the terrain, and what they'd be facing, the higher their chance of success. 

He went over what they should expect from the guards beneath Zauberer, and planned for every contingency he could think of in the shortest amount of time possible. 

He established a firm chain of command in case he, Korvac, or Illyian were killed or rendered unable to lead.

This could be their only chance to get Victor back, and he wanted everything to go smoothly.

It took two days before he felt they were as prepared as they could be given the circumstances, and they were set to head out the following night.

During the day everyone would rest, so they would be awake and alert for their night-time mission.

During this time, nobody had entered or left. The Syndicate should have no warning of what was coming.

He'd had taken every precaution to ensure that.

So, why did he feel so uneasy?

"What's on your mind?" Adelia asked.

"It's just... The Syndicate has been ahead of us every step of the way. They got into the palace and took Victor despite all his security.

"They even knew when you and I headed out to meet with the informant. They've known everything this whole time, and I can't help but feel like I'm missing something," he said.

"They caught us off guard. It happens," Adelia said, "you're better at this than you think. Victor has been trying to take down Bvorn and The Shadowcloaks for years and you kidnap him and throw his whole guild into disarray in a few days with just you and Vadik."

"And Bvorn died from a geas before we could learn much," Connor said.

"And then you found their secret base anyway. Something even Victor hadn't done," Adelia said.

"Only because I had you and Vadik," Connor said, "without you two I'd already be dead or captured several times over. Starting from the docks."

"That's what friends are for," she said, "have a little more faith in yourself. You can do this. We can do this."

Connor smiled.

What would he do without her and Vadik by his side? He hoped he'd never have to find out.

Maybe she was right, and he was just doubting himself...

 

Night fell. It was finally time to put their plan into action.

"Once you draw the guards to you, we'll move through the facility. Give me as much time as you can, then get out of there. Try to minimize your losses. If all goes according to plan, this won't be our last fight," Connor said once more to Korvac.

"You can count on me, Connor," Korvac said, "we'll keep them busy. You just worry about getting Victor out of there."

They looked at each other with mutual respect and nodded a final time.

They'd gone over the plan hundreds of times. There was nothing more to be said.

"All right people," Korvac said, "let's move out!" 

Korvac's group left first, and after a few minutes, Connor's followed.

They were starting the diversion before they ever arrived at the facility.

The Syndicate might have agents who would spot the large group of thieves moving through the streets toward Zauberer, and that would only draw more eyes away from the most important group of all. 

Connor led his group to the building that served as one of the secret entrances and exits to the underground facility. The same one he had left from before.

Together, they strode into the long, dark tunnel below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

What Lies Beneath

 

"That's just eerie," Vadik said as they waited in the dark tunnel observing the soundless work of the blank-faced slaves. 

"I did warn you about the enchantment," Connor said.

"I know," Vadik said, "but it's weirder in person. It's like I'm looking through a portal. It's creepy."

"On the plus side they can't hear you complain about it," Connor said, "at least... I don't think they can."

"You're hilarious," Vadik said. 

Even so, he fell silent.

"Shouldn't Korvac have started by now?" Maya whispered, "what's taking him so long?"

"He's probably just securing the factory above. Besides, we're quite far away from his position. It'll take time for them to realize they're under attack, and then respond to it. And, if I were Korvac, I'd start off by trying to kill as many as possible before they raise the alarm," Connor said.

"I thought he was just supposed to create a distraction?" Maya said.

"Yes, but they'll notice him eventually no matter what he does. The more he kills at the start, the longer it'll take for them to overwhelm him, which gives us more time," Connor said.

"And it's about time somebody made those bastards pay for what they've done," Adelia said darkly.

"That too," Connor said.

"You people are brutal you know that?" Maya said.

"Hey, I'm not the one who wants me as an apprentice," Connor said.

"Yes, well a bit of brutality can be useful from time to time," Maya said.

A man in leather armor ran out one of the passageways and onto the factory floor. He waved his arms wildly and pointed behind him as his mouth moved up and down soundlessly.

"I think they noticed Korvac," Connor said with a sadistic chuckle.

The man ran back down the way he'd come, and the guards followed him, leaving only the slaves on the factory floor.

"Okay, now we go," Connor said, "be careful with what you say and do around the slaves. They're being forced to work here, and we don't know what those collars will make them do. Let's not find out how hundreds of mind-controlled slaves react to intruders, okay people? Just act like you're meant to be here."

Everyone nodded, and they stepped through the threshold of the tunnel into the facility itself.

Noise washed over them, and Connor winced. He'd taken his sense-heightening potion, and it made the sound almost unbearable.

His hearing wouldn't be all that useful in the facility, but the improved sight could prove invaluable.

He'd taken a strength potion earlier, and each stride felt like walking on air. He carried a crossbow in one hand. A bolt already drawn and ready to fire.

It should go through the armor of the guards who stood between him and his uncle like butter.

Most of those in their group carried similar weapons after he'd told them what to expect.

Adelia stubbornly held onto her daggers. He didn't press the issue though, considering what she could do with them.

He still had the longsword he'd taken from the thieves guild armory in case the fighting got closer than planned. He almost hoped it did. He really wanted to try out his new strength potion in a fight.

 

They walked through the facility at a leisurely pace as though they belonged there with Connor leading the way, and Adelia at his side.

Adelia was deadlier than anyone else in their group, and with his elevated strength and senses, he should be their second strongest fighter.

They kept Maya in the middle of their little party. She was the only one who could remove Victor's collar, so protecting her was the priority.

They encountered no resistance and a lack of any guards in sight as they moved through the facility. Explosions rumbled in the distance.

Hopefully, Korvac could keep them distracted for long enough.

They quickly reached the place where Victor was being held, and Connor motioned for them to stop. The guards should be just around the corner.

They probably wouldn't leave their posts even with the facility under attack. Victor was too valuable.

"Can I do anything to help?" Maya whispered. 

"Cast some spells if you can without putting yourself or any of us in danger. Remember, if you go down then all of this is for nothing," Connor said.

He then counted down with his fingers showing 3...2...1...

He ducked around the corner with the first wave of crossbowmen. Sure enough, the guards were still there. Just as he'd expected, and they were already alert.

He sighted on the one who'd given him directions before. He suspected that was the captain.

The captain pointed at them. "Intru—," he started.

Connor squeezed the trigger.

The bolt skewered the guard captain through his breastplate, straight into his heart.

He collapsed to the ground with an unspoken order on his lips. He never had a chance.

The others fired with similar results.

Connor dived back around the corner and started reloading his crossbow while the second wave of them ducked around the corner and fired.

More guards fell. In just a few seconds their numbers had been halved, but it wasn't enough.

The guards rushed them.

Damn! There just wasn't enough time to reload his crossbow before the guards would reach them. He dropped his crossbow and drew his longsword.

He ran at the guards, and Adelia ran beside him.

The guards lowered their deadly spears, ready to skewer the pair of them.

He swatted a spear aside with his longsword and slipped through the opening like water through a sieve. Adelia did much the same, and in less than a breath, they closed the distance.

They slammed into the guards at full speed like a pair of battering rams. Despite the guards each outweighing them with their plate armor, they crashed to the ground as the two of them simply bowled them over.

This strength potion was amazing!

They were too close now for the guards to use their spears effectively, and the guards at their feet soon turned into human pincushions as the crossbowmen riddled them with bolts.

A guard thrust a spear at him. He sidestepped and stabbed his longsword through the gap in the guard's armor. He ducked and another spear thrust through the empty space where his head used to be. 

He grappled a third and spun him around.

A pair of bolts slammed into the guard's exposed back, and he let the man crumple to the floor even as he swung his longsword and deflected another spear thrust.

He picked up on their subtlest movements, and the rattle of their armor as they moved was easy to make out even with the explosions and factory work echoing through the halls.

He and Adelia flowed between the guards like water. Deflecting and dodging attacks with supernatural grace. They whirled between the guards, stabbing them through the gaps in their armor, grappling them, and creating openings for the crossbowmen to fill them with bolts.

The air around them rippled, and the guards slowed as though they were trying to move through syrup.

He couldn't spare a glance back to check, but he suspected that was Maya's doing. Her spell made everything significantly easier.

After what felt like an eternity, but in truth took less than a minute, the last guard slumped to the floor. His body riddled with bolts.

Connor panted and wiped the blood off his blade. His pulse thundered through his veins, and each breath carried with it the metallic scent of blood. He felt like a god!

They'd made it through the most dangerous part of the mission, and all he had to show for it were a few shallow cuts when he'd been just a bit too slow.

"Thanks for the spell," Connor said between breaths.

Maya's lips quirked up. "It was nothing," she said, "I've never seen anyone move like you two... how did you do that?"

He looked behind her at the stunned looks of the rest of their group.

How could he possibly explain what they'd just done?

"We'd best get a move on before we run out of time," Vadik said.

Connor gave him a barely perceptible nod of thanks. He'd just been saved from answering Maya's question, but for how long?

He needed to be more careful in future.

He sheathed his sword and moved down the corridor to the heavy iron door that stood between him and his uncle.

He knelt down at the lock. "Watch my back," he said.

Half of the men turned around and faced back down the corridor, their crossbows loaded and ready to fire.

Vadik leaned over him. "Can you get through this?" he asked.

"I should be able to," Connor said before adding in a whisper, "but the lock is magical. Can you block the others from seeing me for a second while I take a potion?"

"Sure thing," Vadik said. He shifted slightly, blocking Connor from view.

Connor quickly took out a Potion of Magic Sight from his bag and drank it.

He pretended to inspect the lock for a moment as he waited for the effects to kick in.

It wasn't long before the lock lit up with swirling patterns of color. He took out his picks and pulled on his magic.

As always it resisted him, but he kept at it... slowly dragging it down into his picks before bringing them to the lock.

It took a few adjustments, but he made his magic fit the lock, and picked the mechanical side soon after.

The door unlocked with a satisfying click, and he gestured for the crossbowmen to take position.

They took aim, ready to fire on his command. 

He drew his longsword and swung open the door. His heart sank.

It was empty.

He stepped into the room and looked around.

"Did they know we were coming?" he muttered.

He'd taken every precaution. How could they possibly have known?

There were other doors in the room. Maybe Victor was in an adjoining room? They were so close now! He couldn't just leave. This plan wouldn't work a second time.

"Let's check the other doors. They may be keeping him in different quarters," Connor said.

The rest of the group filed into the room with him. 

"Should we split up and check all the doors at once, or take them one by one?" Adelia asked.

"I don't know," Connor said, "we don't have much time though... Vadik what do you think? Vadik?"

He spun around. Vadik was still in the passageway they'd come from. 

"Vadik? What are you doing?" Connor asked.

Vadik looked him straight in the eyes and slammed the metal door.

A humming filled the air, growing louder and louder. Complex swirls of magical color blazed all around Connor. 

He tried to run for the door, but his body wouldn't respond. 

He collapsed, and a series of thuds told him the others shared a similar fate.

From the floor, he saw Adelia make it to the heavy iron door. She rattled the handle, but the door didn't budge. She slammed her fists into the iron with thunderous strikes that shook the floor and left dents in the metal.

"You bastard! Open the door! What have you done!" she screamed, but her attacks grew weaker.

She swayed, fell backward, and lay still like everyone else.

Connor couldn't move, but he could still see, hear, and think.

The only thought he had now was why? Why had his friend betrayed him?

Why?

 

The humming stopped, and the doors to the room opened. Men in shining plate armor stormed in.

For a second, he thought they'd been saved by the city guard.

Then the men started placing metal collars around the necks of everyone under Connor's command and dragged them away.

He couldn't move. All he could do was watch helplessly as his allies were taken, and any hope of rescuing Victor was shattered. 

Vadik came back into the room and bowed before a man wearing an elegant cloak.

The man had his hood up so Connor couldn't see his face. 

"Well done, Vadik," said the cloaked man, "the city and the thieves' guilds will be yours as we agreed."

Vadik nodded. 

"Is something wrong?" the man asked. 

"Not at all," Vadik said, "be careful with him and with the girl. Don't underestimate them."

"Not to worry, Vadik," the man said with mirth in his voice, "we've made special arrangements for their transport. It will be more than enough to hold them."

"Just don't come running to me if they escape," Vadik said, "I held up my end."

"Yes," the man said, "you did. Though I am curious... do you plan on giving The Chamberlain the city like you promised?"

"In a way," Vadik said, "he belongs to me. He can control the city. I control him."

The man laughed. "Very well. I'll take custody of these two. The Master will see to it that you get what you need to eliminate The Prince and take the city," he said.

Two armored men hoisted Connor off the floor and dragged him away.

He could still hear the cloaked man talking with Vadik behind him. 

Connor seethed with fury even as sadness choked him from within.

How long had Vadik been betraying him?

He felt so stupid. It all made sense. How they had known that Connor would be at the docks, but not that Adelia would be with him.

That they got inside the palace so easily despite the danger of the tunnels. Why Chamberlain Davison had chosen now to make his power play...

The guards dragged Connor to a large container much the same as the one they used for deliveries.

They threw him in and slammed the door.

A softer humming sound much like the one that had paralyzed him earlier filled the darkness.

He had failed to rescue Victor. His friend had betrayed him. The thieves guild was in ruins, and he and his allies were captured.

It was over. 
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