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It’s a funny thing, looking back.



All the signs were there, bright as blood on snow,

And I ignored them all.



That is what I did.



And I’m still not sure I regret any of it.








  
  I


Hooves drum a steady rhythm into the frozen earth, each beat swallowed by old snow and churned mud. Spring might have crossed the border elsewhere, but here winter still clings to the bones of the land. The wind bites through the seams of my cloak, and I tug it tighter around my shoulders, jaw clenched against the cold. 
Tystik rises ahead of us as we gallop closer. Two weeks on the road, and now that we’re finally here, I don’t feel the relief I was expecting. If anything, the questions only press harder.
Marlek gave us almost nothing to go on.

Find Norkin. He’ll be waiting in the Rusty Anchor in the Knot, the old part of Tystik.

No explanation. No reason. No hint of what kind of job we’re riding into. Smuggling? Theft? Maybe just information gathering. The vagueness unsettles me more than if he’d handed us bloodied weapons and told us to run.  
We slow our horses as we near the gates of the city. Even from here I can see the towers of what I can only assume is the king’s palace. An extravagant thing of dark stonework and large windows, lights flickering within.
“Ugh, why does there have to be a line?” Jol’s voice cuts through the wind, sharp and fraying at the edges. She drags a hand through her dark-blond hair, wind-tangled and damp against her neck. “We’ve been riding forever. I just want a bed.”
Ahead of us, three wagons creak along behind their oxen, the animals steaming in the cold. It does seem a bit much with the moons already rising.
“It’s the capital,” Darius replies, his voice lazy with his good-natured smugness. “Did you think they’d just wave us in with open arms and a parade?”
“Maybe it’s tied to the job,” I murmur.
“Could be.” He nudges his horse forward as the line shuffles ahead. “All the more reason to find Norkin quickly.” He glances at Jol with a smirk. “And get our pampered princess here a proper bed.”
Jol shoots him a glare sharp enough to draw blood and flips him off without a word.
Darius laughs and I can’t help but chuckle as well. He catches my eye and winks, like this is a pleasure ride and not Marlek’s little mystery.
The gate guard doesn’t bother lifting his head when we reach him. He’s older, red-rimmed eyes, shoulders carrying the particular slump of someone who’s been on his feet too long in the cold for too little coin.
“Purpose of your visit?”
Jol leans forward on her horse, her voice honey-sweet for a change. “Just looking to stay for a few days and book passage south to Ozblick.”
The guard studies us like he can’t quite muster the energy to care. After a beat, he waves us through. “On you go then. Follow the main road to the lower city and you’ll hit the Frostharbour.”
“Much obliged,” Darius says, tipping an imaginary hat as he urges his horse past.
“That was… easy,” I murmur.
“Poor guy is probably bored out of his mind,” Jol says. “And it was a decent lie.”  
We dismount near a stable just off the main road. The street smells of old hay, fish brine, and city rot. I stroke my horse’s muzzle once before handing him over, the stable boy’s fingers nearly blue with cold as he takes the reins.
“The Knot should be near the harbour, right?” Darius asks, already stretching like a cat who’s survived the cold just fine. “Old part of the city, so probably close to the water.”
“Probably,” I answer. “Let’s follow the road. Ask for directions if we need to.”
Jol groans. “It would’ve made more sense for Norkin to meet us here at the gate. Now we have to search for some pub in a city we don’t know.”
“Exactly why Marlek sent us,” Darius says, grinning. “Learn to adapt. Learn to explore. Embrace the unpredictable.”
“You’ve been kissing his ass too much lately.” Jol tosses her reins to the stable boy a touch harder than necessary. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”
“And yet here I am,” he says, spreading his hands like the city is a gift he’s presenting to us, “travelling with two stunning women in the grandest city in the country. I’d say it’s working out beautifully.”
Jol stalks off down the street without another word and a glare on her face.
“Really can’t take a complement that one,” Darius mutters, mock offended.
“Maybe it’s because you keep trying to flirt with someone who’d rather stab you than smile at you.”
He presses a hand to his heart, wounded. “Cruel, En. But fair.”
“Excuse me?”
We both turn. The stable boy is still standing there, holding Jol’s reins. He can’t be older than thirteen, cheeks raw from the cold, chin lifted like he’s working up to something.
“You said you’re looking for a pub?”
“That’s right,” Darius says. “The Rusty Anchor, in the Knot. Friend of ours is supposed to meet us there.”
The boy nods, chewing it over. “Bit tricky to find. Go down the main road till you hit Crissies tavern. Turn right. Keep going until you pass the blacksmith. There’s only one on that street. Left, second right, third left.”
Darius flicks him a silver. “Thanks, kid.”

It doesn’t take long to find the place. The pub slouches between a candlemaker and a tannery. Both of which seem determined to outstink the other. Sour leather, old ash, and waxy perfume all tangled together in the cold night air. Still, it’s not worse than the Underweb back home. You can survive Lysskald’s sewers, you can survive anything.
The building itself leans slightly, like it’s craning to hear what’s being said in the alley beside it. The wooden frame is dark with age, the iron sign overhead swinging in the wind with a low, rusted groan. Candlelight flickers behind yellowed, smudged windows. Almost cosy. If you don’t think too hard about the rot settling into the bones of it.
We climb the three stone steps. My boots slip a little on the icy stone, and the door creaks when I push it open, a long, reluctant whine.
The warmth from the hearth greets us first. The soft sound of a fiddle in the corner curls around the low murmur of voices and the occasional clink of glass. The hearth crackles at the centre of the room, throwing light across scarred floorboards and low beams. Cigar smoke and spiced whiskey hang in the air, thick enough to taste.
It’s small. Cramped, but not uncomfortable. There’s not a crowd. Just a handful of patrons, all of them the type who’ve made caution into an art form. Heads lift as we step in. Eyes flick over us, then drift back to their games and drinks as if we aren’t worth the trouble.
I scan each of their faces and I know Darius and Jol are doing the same. If this is some sort of test like Darius claims, Norkin won’t step out himself. No. He’ll wait till we find him or he gets bored of us failing to identify him.
He wouldn’t be sitting in a group. He is expecting three people. So he would be either sitting at the bar or by himself at a table for four.
I scan the tables first. Three people sitting by themselves. Two of them at a table for four.
One man nurses a drink alone, clothes shaggy, face worn thin with exhaustion. He’s hunched low clearly just looking to unwind. Not him.
Then another. Cigar balanced between two fingers, posture easy and legs stretched out. He’s got his feet up on the table like the place belongs to him. Whiskey untouched. Green eyes sharp and watchful despite how relaxed the rest of him looks.
Could be our guy.
The bar seats four. Three of them chatting with each other softly, one a lady. So I look at the remaining guy.
He’s facing the door, slowly turning his glass in his hand. Quiet. Alone. But alert. His eyes haven’t left us since we stepped inside.
That makes two suspects.
I study them both. A thief doesn’t wear gloves with fingers, it makes pickpocketing harder. And we prefer daggers over obvious swords.
The man at the bar has no gloves. One dagger on his hip. Worn leather, but clean.
The man at the table wears fingerless gloves, boots up, smoke curling around his face. One dagger on each hip.
Shit. That doesn’t help narrow it down at all.
Darius shifts beside me and leans in. “Hidden dagger in his right boot,” he murmurs, nodding towards the guy at the table.
My eyes flick down. There, just a sliver of metal tucked behind the leather.
“Then that’s our man,” Jol says, already moving.
The man at the table doesn’t look surprised as we approach. He swings his feet down, plants them on the floor, and leans back with a grin that prickles under my skin.
“Well, well. Took you long enough.”
We take the cue and sit, Darius sliding in across from him while Jol claims the seat nearest the wall. I stay closest to the door.
“Norkin, I assume,” I say.
He taps ash from his cigar and nods. “That’d be me.”
His green eyes catch the low light, sharp underneath the ease. His tawny hair is shaved close on one side, revealing the short, pointed tips of his ears. Elf-blooded.
“Now,” he says, “tell me what gave me away.”
“Dagger in your boot,” Darius answers without hesitation. “Though I’ll admit the guy at the bar had us guessing for a second.”
Norkin smirks. Not warmly. It’s the kind that promises trouble and maybe even enjoys it.
“Figured I’d make it interesting. Had a friend play decoy. Thought it’d be a waste to make it too easy.” He takes another drag from his cigar and waves a hand toward the barkeep.
The man behind the counter doesn’t speak. Just reaches for a bottle without being told which one. It’s the good stuff, too. Dusty label, thick glass. He brings it over and sets it down on our table with four glasses, then walks away.
Without another word, Norkin stands and takes the bottle with him.
“Follow me.”
He heads toward a narrow door near the back, the words personnel only carved above it in faded script.
A storage room. Dimly lit, smelling of fermenting hops and something damp in the walls. Crates are stacked neatly in the back-right corner, each one labelled in careful, looping script. Ale barrels run along the front-left. There’s another door in the rear-left wall—barely a seam in the wood unless you know to look for it.  
Norkin crosses the room like he built it himself. He raps his knuckles against the door: three short knocks, followed by two slow ones.
A soft click follows, then the door swings outward.
A dwarf looks at us, his bald head gleaming in the low light from the lanterns, black beard braided down to his chest. He steps aside without a word.
“Visitors first,” Norkin says, lifting the whiskey bottle like a toast.
Darius moves ahead, hand settling lightly on his dagger hilt. Not a threat, just instinct. I mirror him without thinking. Jol follows, silent.
The stairs creak under our weight. Old wood, but sturdy. Lanterns line the brick walls below, casting a low gold glow over everything. The basement is simple at first look; sconces burning, no windows, no sound but our boots and the faint smell of old parchment. Cabinets line every wall, packed tight with books and scrolls.
A desk rests in the centre of the room. No chairs. This isn’t a place for comfort.
Norkin comes down behind us, his boots making less noise than they should. “Open everything up, Krim. Let’s give our guests the full tour.”
“On it, boss,” the dwarf grunts.
Krim moves to a lever near the base of the stairs. The sound of gears grinding echoes through the stone and then the cabinets begin to part, folding back to reveal two open archways. East and north.  
To the east: a training room. Spiders sparring in pairs, their movements fast and fluid. To the north: racks of weapons, some familiar, some clearly foreign. Crossbows, curved knives, short-handled axes. A depot. An arsenal.
“Bet this beats the cistern you lot skulk around in back in Lysskald,” Norkin says “Even if that tannery upstairs does its best to ruin the ambience.” He smirks and gestures ahead. “Come on. I will take you guys to my office so we can discus your job in private.”

This is extraordinary. Several basements from neighbouring shops, knitted together into something that shouldn’t exist. The scale of it is nothing short of impressive.
“How do you keep all the shopkeeps from ratting you out?” I can’t help but ask.
“Quite simple really. Most don’t even know they have a basement,” Norkin says as he leads us through a small library. Not grand, but dense. Shelves run from floor to ceiling, sagging under the weight of paper and time. Someone’s burning sage in here, too. It barely masks the musk of age. “We sealed most of the original entrances decades ago. Bricked up the stairwells, blocked off doors. Now, only three shops still have access. And all three are Spider-owned.”
“Brilliant,” Darius says, a touch of admiration in his voice.
“I can’t take the credit. My predecessor Phillip put it all together. Brilliant bastard. Until the knights caught him.” Norkin pauses, pushing open a heavy wooden door. “He never said a word about us. Otherwise we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
The office is modest, a single lantern hanging from the ceiling beam, its light steady and warm. A solid oak desk at the centre, a cushioned chair behind it worn in all the right places. Shelves along the back wall hold ledgers and maps, and what I’m fairly certain is a jar of teeth.  
Norkin sets the whiskey bottle on the desk and pulls four glasses from a cabinet, pouring evenly. He sinks into his chair like a man settling onto a throne.
We remain standing.
“By now, I’m guessing you’re all wondering why Marlek sent you across half the damn country,” he says, swirling his drink before taking a long sip. “The answer is simple. I have a job, and none of my people are qualified to do it.”
Jol crosses her arms. “And why’s that?”
“Because their faces are known throughout the city,” Norkin says, as if that’s the whole story. “They may not be known as Spiders, but known none the less.”
“And why would you need three unknowns?” Darius asks.
“Because I need you to break into the king’s palace.”
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