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  III


The days blur together, one clean job bleeding into the next, the rhythm of guild work slipping into place like a well-worn glove. 
Alistair keeps his promise. Just finesse work: a ledger that needs “correcting,” a mark that needs tailing, the occasional trinket lifted from a velvet-lined box while its owner smiles at the wrong person.  
It’s steady pay. It almost feels normal again, but there’s an edge now, a sharpness I can’t quite name.
I’m pulled from my thoughts by Darius clearing his throat. He shifts beside me, leaning casually against the damp wooden wall, though his dark eyes are anything but idle. They flicker across the bustling market square ahead, sharp and calculating, missing nothing.
“You’ve got quite the view,” he murmurs, voice low with amusement.
Heat crawls up my neck. Damn it.
Before I can snap something back, he tucks a stray strand of jet-black hair behind his pointed ear, and adds without even glancing at me, “However flattering… maybe keep your eyes on the merchant prick we’re actually here for. Not my devastatingly handsome face.”
I huff a laugh through my nose and roll my eyes hard enough it almost hurts. “Relax, Darius. You’re safe,” I say. “I wouldn’t dream of getting between you and Marlek. You’ve been kissing his ass since the day he took over.”
He grins at me, eyes sparking with mischief. “Jealous?”
I barely contain the laugh bubbling in my throat. Sleep with a man once or twice when you’re both drunk and reckless, and suddenly he thinks he’s a permanent fixture in your thoughts.
But instead of telling him as if I return his smirk. “Only if you were jealous when I was dancing with that merchant prince during the Tystik heist two years ago. And Prince Soren.”
The mischief drains out of his expression like someone tipped it into the cistern. For a heartbeat, Darius looks… older. Harder.
“Perhaps I was,” he says quietly, eyes flicking to mine just long enough to make my stomach tighten. Then he looks away, back to the square. Back to the job. “But,” he adds, tone shifting back toward casual, “it’s not like Jol would’ve made a good distraction. She couldn’t flirt with a man if her life depended on it.”
I snort despite myself. He’s right. Jol’s idea of seduction is glaring until men apologise for breathing near her. I am more her type. And if I didn’t suspect she’d bite my head off afterward like a true black widow, I might’ve tried my luck.
Darius’s eyes track the merchant weaving through the square, nervous as a rabbit in a wolf den. “And as much as I enjoy reminiscing,” he says, voice low, “kissing Marlek’s arse keeps me alive. You should try it sometime.”
The smile drops from my face. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
He glances at me then, and his grin fades just enough to let something sharper show through. “Oh, come on,” he says, almost gentle in his bluntness. “It’s no secret you and Lyra were close. And Lyra disobeyed orders.” He shrugs like he’s talking about weather. “You don’t think people notice? Especially after you vanished for weeks afterward. You know how it looks.”
Of course I know.
I just didn’t care when I was drowning. When breathing felt like work. When the Underweb smelled like Lyra’s blood.
My throat tightens. Before I can force words around it, Darius snaps his fingers once in front of my face.
“Hey,” he says, eyes locked on mine. “You’re doing fine work. Better than most.” His voice drops, the humour gone now. “But you know Marlek. He doesn’t forgive and forget. He’ll want a sign. A real sign. Something big. Something that leaves no doubt you’re with him. You’d better be ready when he calls,” Darius finishes.
I don’t answer.
He takes my silence as permission to turn away again, eyes back on the merchant. After a moment, like he can’t help himself, he adds lightly, “It’s not complicated, En. Hesitation gets you killed. Lyra taught us that. Take one life to save your own. It’s a good trade-off.”  
Right. A good trade-off.
I study his profile from the corner of my eye. The clean line of his jaw, the calm in his posture. Darius has been taking those jobs lately. The ones we almost never touched under Aurora. Assassinations.
And he’s good at it. Too good.
To him, it’s just a job.
For me… it’s a line I haven’t crossed. I’ve defended myself, sure. I’ve fought guards and mercenaries and men who would’ve slit my throat for a handful of silver. But killing in cold blood, without immediate threat? That’s different. That’s deliberate.
It is hard to believe Lyra trained both of us.
And I still don’t understand why these jobs circle around the guild anyway.
We are thieves, not assassins.
“You’re quiet,” Darius says.
“I’m thinking,” I reply, keeping my voice flat.
“Good,” he says, nodding toward the merchant as the man turns down a side street. “Thinking’s smart. Come on. Let’s move.”
We follow, steps silent against cobbles, cloaks blending into the winter-dim. The job is simple: gather intel, report back. No bloodshed.
But Darius’s words curl in the back of my mind like smoke, and with every step I can’t help wondering:
How far will I go to survive?
***
The harbour district reeks of rot and brine. Weathered buildings sagging like drunks after a long night, their wood unpainted and scarred by salt air. The bright facades of the artisan quarter feel like a dream someone else had. Here, everything is practical and ugly. Because why bother painting when the gulls are going to shit on it anyway?
I’ve never liked this part of Lysskald. The chaos feels almost sentient: dockworkers shouting, ships creaking, ropes snapping taut, gulls screaming overhead like the sky itself is angry.
The merchant we’re tailing pushes deeper into it, weaving through alleys and docks with a twitchy energy that sets my instincts prickling. His eyes dart over his shoulder, one hand hovering near the bulge at his side. He knows he’s being watched. He just doesn’t know by whom.
Darius moves beside me like he’s made of shadow, gaze never leaving our mark. I can’t remember how many times we did this together when we were still training, the rhythm familiar. We hang back, duck behind stacked crates, slip past a knot of sailors laughing too loudly.
Alistair didn’t give me much to go on for this job, just that the merchant was worth following and Darius needed some backup, just in case. Now I’m wondering what exactly this merchant is mixed up in and why he’s so paranoid.
The streets narrow into a section of the harbour crowded with blind corners and tight courtyards.
Darius catches my eye, one eyebrow lifting in silent question.
I nod once.
We scale the nearest building without a word, hands finding weather-worn holds, boots hooking on warped beams. The rooftops give us air and distance, and the chaos below becomes background noise. We leap plank to plank above the alleys, silent as cats, until the merchant finally stops.
He slips into a small inner courtyard enclosed by high walls. A trap of a space. A place you go when you’re meeting someone you don’t want seen.
We settle on a flat stretch of roof above it, tucked into shadow.
“Interesting,” Darius whispers, a hint of amusement creeping into his voice.
Five figures step from the darkness below, rough men with salt-stained clothes and sea-weathered faces. Sailors.
“No wonder Marlek wanted this guy watched,” Darius murmurs.
My head snaps toward him. “What do you mean?”
His smirk widens. “Didn’t Alistair tell you? Marlek’s the client.”
My stomach drops. “No. He didn’t.”
“Figures.” Darius’s chuckle is soft. “He’s trying to nudge you into Marlek’s good graces without you bolting.” He tilts his chin toward the men. “Those are Sea Serpents.”
The Sea Serpents. Smugglers out of Rynmore, a port city across the Market Sea in the kingdom of Razoo.
“They know this is our turf,” Darius continues, his tone low and amused. “And they know they owe us a cut of anything they’re doing here. Looks like they’re trying to slip around that.”
I narrow my eyes, listening harder. The wind steals most words, but tension speaks its own language: stiff shoulders, hands hovering near knives, the merchant’s palms raised in placation.
Darius shifts beside me, his movements careful to avoid making a sound, tilting his head to focus.
I follow his lead, leaning just enough to catch the edges of their conversation.
“I told you,” the merchant says, voice tight, “the next shipment will come through clean. Routes are planned. No one will know—“
“That’s not what we agreed on,” growls the largest sailor. His voice is gravel and menace. “You promised five shipments of fifty slaves each. You’ve given us three—and fewer each time. Last one was half.”
My stomach twists so hard it feels like something inside me wrings out.
This isn’t a merchant cutting corners. This is a man making coin by chaining people in the dark. And he’s trying to do it on our turf, behind our backs, with Sea Serpents.
Another sailor snaps, “You’re lucky we’re talking instead of throwing you into the drink.”
The merchant stammers. “It’s not— I just needed—“
The leader barks a laugh. “Needed what? Sneak around the Spiders? The government?”
Darius shifts beside me, the faintest smirk tugging at his lips. He’s already moving before I can stop him, sliding over the edge of the roof and descending.
“What are you doing?” I hiss after him, but he doesn’t answer. He’s already halfway down.
I curse under my breath, hesitating for a split second before following him. This was supposed to be an espionage job damn it!
By the time I hit the ground, Darius is strolling toward the group as if he’s out for a midday walk.
“Gentlemen,” he drawls, voice cutting through the tension like a blade. Hands in pockets, posture loose, eyes bright with predatory intent. “Lovely place for a chat. Though I’m curious… Didn’t anyone tell you whose turf you’re standing on?” 
The merchant goes pale. The sailors bristle. The biggest one steps forward, and moonlight catches greenish skin and prominent tusks. Orc-blooded, broad enough to block the alley behind him.
He sneers. “The fuck do you want, fairy?”
Fairy. The slur for those with elven blood is as sharp as the tension now crackling in the air.
Darius laughs like it’s charming. “Well,” he says smoothly, “my friend and I”—he gestures lazily toward me, and I resist the urge to shove him—“overheard your lively conversation. And I couldn’t help thinking how unhappy Marlek would be if he found out.”  
The merchant flinches hard. The sailors’ bravado falters. Just a fraction, but it’s there. Even the tusked leader hesitates, jaw tightening.  
“Fitting,” Darius murmurs, voice dropping into something dangerous. “Because Marlek gave me a direct order.”
I see the slight shift in his stance, unnoticeable unless you know his tells by heart, the subtle way his fingers twitch close to the hilt of the dagger strapped to his thigh.
I curse under my breath, preparing for the fight Darius is about to start. Alistair assured me this was a clean job.
Damn Darius and his own fucking agendas.
The blade flashes.
One clean arc, and the tusked leader jerks back, hands clawing at his throat as blood spills in dark pulses.
His eyes meet mine for a fleeting moment, wide with disbelief, before his knees give way, and he collapses in a lifeless heap.
“To kill any Sea Serpents foolish enough to cross us,” Darius finishes, almost conversational.
The sailors roar and draw steel, but they’re sluggish, movements wild and desperate compared to ours. Darius moves like a lesson Lyra drilled into our bones, ducking under a swing, driving his blade under ribs, twisting away before blood can catch him.  
I don’t have time to think, drawing my own dagger.
My blade catches a man’s throat with a sick hiss, and warmth sprays across my cheek. He gurgles, collapses, twitches against cobblestone. My stomach lurches, but my body keeps moving. Training. Survival. The ugly rhythm of violence.
A sailor lunges for Darius’s back. Instinct takes me before thought can. Heat pools in my hands, magic sparking before bursting outward. A gust of wind slams into the man, sending him stumbling right into Darius’s waiting blade.
Darius doesn’t even flinch. He flicks his eyes to me, smirk faint as a scar, then turns to finish the last one.
Always cocky. Always in control.
Movement catches my eye. Our merchant scuttling toward an alley, clutching his coat like it’s salvation. He doesn’t glance back. Cowards never do.
Darius’s dagger leaves his hand in a blur and buries itself in the merchant’s leg.
The scream that follows curdles the air. The man crumples, blood seeping through fabric, and Darius strides to him like he’s bored.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he mutters, hauling him up by the collar.
“What are you doing?” I hiss, wiping blood from my cheek with the back of my glove. Darius doesn’t answer.
He drags the merchant away.
Through alleys. Around corners. The man’s cries echo off walls, pitiful and sharp. We reach a sewer entrance and Darius yanks the grate aside like he’s opening a door to his own home.
“Are you serious?” I mutter.
He shoves the merchant down into the dark.
I follow reluctantly, my boots slipping slightly on the wet stone as we make our way through the maze of tunnels. The merchant stumbles and cries out again, but Darius doesn’t slow down, following the symbols towards the Underweb.
When we emerge into the cistern, it’s unnaturally quiet. Deals and laughter have thinned into wary murmurs. Torchlight flickers against damp stone. Curious eyes track us as Darius marches straight across the central platform, dragging the merchant like a sack of grain.  
Darius tosses the merchant toward a waiting thief, a young boy, no older than fifteen, with wide eyes and a face too young for this kind of work. Then again, I was about the same age when I started. The boy catches the merchant, who collapses trembling at his feet.
“Take him to Marlek,” Darius orders. “He wants answers.”
The boy nods quickly and hauls the merchant away into shadowed corridors. The cries fade, and the cistern exhales like it’s been holding its breath.
I turn on Darius, voice cutting through the hush. “What the fuck was that? We were supposed to spy and report. Not butcher people and drag a man to Marlek like some offering.”
For a heartbeat I think I see something flicker behind Darius’s eyes. Regret. Shame. Something human.
Then it’s gone.
“Not just a man,” he says, voice softer but no less sharp. “A slaver. Marlek’s been watching him for weeks. This is proof. Leverage. One less bastard chaining people in the dark.” His gaze pins mine, cold and steady. “You want to argue morality? Start there.”
My mouth opens. Closes.
He’s right.
I may not like the method, but this merchant was making money by selling people. Taking him off the streets, disrupting his business, that is a good thing.
But I won’t admit it out loud. Instead, I cross my arms, staring him down with a cold fury.
“And Alistair?” I ask finally. “Did he know?”
“Clearly not.” Darius’s mouth twists. “He likes you. Doesn’t want your hands dirty.” His eyes flick toward the corridors the boy vanished into. “But Marlek doesn’t play Aurora’s game. This is how it works now.”
I stare at him, fingers digging into my arms. The job was never clean, and Darius knew that all along.
Darius doesn’t miss much, and the fury in my eyes is no exception. He drags me over to Roan’s bar before he gestures towards the dwarf.
“Two whiskeys,” he says, calm as stone. Like we didn’t just paint an alley in blood.  
Roan grunts in acknowledgement, reaching for a dusty bottle. His movements are quick and he slides two glasses across the bar with minimal fuss.
Darius hands one to me. I hesitate, then take it.
The cold glass bites my palm. I down it in one go, and the burn is sharp enough to scrape the taste of blood off my tongue. Darius raises an eyebrow at my enthusiasm, but says nothing, only signals for another round.
When the second set comes, Darius steers me away from the central platforms of the Underweb. The curious gazes of the other Spiders follow us as we move to a quieter corner, away from the hum of voices and the flickering torchlight. He finds a rickety table tucked against the wall and slides one of the glasses across to me before settling into a chair.
I sit slowly, wrapping my fingers around the glass and staring at the amber liquid, sipping it this time, letting heat bloom in my chest.
Darius swirls his whiskey, expression unreadable. Silence stretches until he breaks it, voice quieter than I expect.
“I thought you knew,” he says. “Thought Alistair knew. This job could end bloody. Would likely end bloody.”
“I didn’t,” I reply, and my voice is steady only because I’ve learned how to sound steady when I’m not. “I thought we were supposed to watch. Report. Not… this. And you know I hate this kind of work. You really think I would’ve taken it if I knew it would turn into slaughter?”  
His eyes flicker, and something like regret ghosts across his face. “Not every job ends clean, En,” he says, almost apologetic. “You’ve been around long enough to know that.”
“I’ve defended myself,” I say, fingers tightening around the glass. “Against guards. Against people trying to kill me. That’s different. This was… execution.”
Darius exhales, rubbing a hand over his face. “We both know it wasn’t like this under Aurora. Killing was the last resort. But now...”
He doesn’t finish. He doesn’t have to.
“This job should put you in Marlek’s good graces,” he says. “Don’t fuck it up, En.”  
His dark eyes hold mine, as if he’s willing me to understand what he’s not saying.
“Is that what this was?” I ask, quieter. “Getting me back on his good side?”
Darius shrugs, a smirk tugging at his mouth that doesn’t reach his eyes. “That’s my guess. Alistair probably didn’t tell you Marlek was the client because he figured you’d refuse. Can’t say I blame him.” He pauses, takes a sip. “And Marlek clearly didn’t give Alistair all the details either. He wouldn’t have given you the job if he had known.”  
His gaze holds mine. “I’m sorry,” he says, and it sounds like the truth. “I should’ve known you wouldn’t have signed up if you knew.”
He sets his glass down with a clink and leans forward, fingers interlacing like he’s weighing something heavier than words. “The guild’s changed,” he says quietly. “It’s not about skill or loyalty anymore. It’s about playing the game better than the next fool.”
I take another sip of my own whiskey, the heat blooming in my chest doing little to ease the cold knot in my stomach. “And what if I don’t want to play?”
He holds my gaze, his voice dropping, slowing, like he needs me to understand every syllable. “Then you’d better get good at running,” he says. “Really fucking good.”  
For a moment, I let myself imagine leaving. Slipping out of Lysskald, out of the web, out of Marlek’s shadow. Running until the air doesn’t taste like damp stone and fear. Until my hands stop remembering what a blade feels like in flesh.
But that’s not how this works.
Marlek doesn’t let loose ends walk away.
I look down at my drink, watching the lantern light ripple in it, and the echo of Lyra’s laughter flickers in the back of my mind.
I can’t become like them.
I won’t.
Darius watches me for a long moment, then leans back, his expression unreadable again.
“We did good today, En,” he says, draining the last of his whiskey. “Even if you don’t want to admit it yet.”
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