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    To my wife, Katie, for being my best friend.
  


  
        But lo, a stir is in the air!


        The wave- there is a movement there!


        As if the towers had thrust aside,


        In slightly sinking, the dull tide-


        As if their tops had feebly given


        A void within the filmy Heaven.


        The waves have now a redder glow-


        The hours are breathing faint and low-


        And when, amid no earthly moans,


        Down, down that town shall settle hence,


        Hell, rising from a thousand thrones,


        Shall do it reverence.
  


  
    The City in the Sea by Edgar Allan Poe
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    Chapter One
  


  
    Darkness settled over the compound. Silence came with it, thick like sea fog, and even the distant surf grew quiet.
  


  
    Torches along the walls punctuated the night here and there. Valder patrolled the yard alone, keeping a desultory watch. Another guard on the wall nodded in sleep, propped against a merlon.
  


  
    The night was quiet, and there was nothing to fear. Who would bother with a half-deserted way station in the back end of nowhere? Raiders were rare. Most preferred the richer pickings around Scylline’s Cross at the northern tip of Aeth. 
  


  
    Valder was more interested in thoughts of his new woman, Elna, than in his duties as a guard. He grinned as he thought of her long, red hair and longer legs. She was one of the few bright spots in his otherwise dull life. 
  


  
    Lost in his musings, Valder missed the muffled thump as the sleeping guard slumped into a deeper stillness. He reached the front gate and turned, stopping to scratch vigorously at an itch in a rather uncomfortable place. 
  


  
    In that second of inattention, a shadow slipped over the wall, moving toward a deeper pool of darkness at the courtyard’s edge. Another shadow followed, and then a third and a fourth. While Valder soothed the irritation to his derrière, the invaders slipped along the edge of the light, moving toward the metal-studded door that gave entrance to the station proper.
  


  
    As the shadows raced toward the portal, Valder started, alerted by some small sound or a flicker of movement in the wrong place. His baldric creaked as he gripped his sword hilt. 
  


  
    “Who’s there?” Valder called out. The night pressed in closer, the silence suddenly oppressive. His thoughts of Elna were gone, replaced by uncertainty. 
  


  
    “Malachi? Is all well?” he called again, but the other guard was completely oblivious to the goings-on, his cheek pressed to the cold stone of the wall walk.
  


  
    One of the shadow shapes detached itself from the courtyard wall, closing the distance with the hapless Valder in seconds. There was a flash of movement, and Valder dropped like a sack of laundry. Now unopposed, the figures raced for the door and access to the interior. 
  


  
    As they arrived, the door swung open silently, dim light from within revealing a young woman clad in dark lamellar armor, curly hair tied back. She sketched a caricature of a bow and waved the others forward. 
  


  
    “Your way station awaits.” She grinned, holstering a single-handed crossbow.
  


  
    “It’s not ours yet, Wynne,” one of the raiders cautioned. He glanced back into the courtyard, double-checking that no unwanted eyes marked their progress. “And truth be told, we don’t need a gods-cursed way station, just what’s in it. What we came for,” he continued, dim light picking out short, dark hair and a lean, angular face.
  


  
    “Aw, Mac, I was only kidding,” Wynne protested. 
  


  
    Mac did not reply. Instead, he rounded on one of the others, a massive figure holding a quarterstaff. 
  


  
    “You didn’t have to kill him, Gorm.”
  


  
    The giant shook his head. “Guard’s not dead,” he replied, light glinting from his shaved pate. “He’ll have a splitting headache when he wakes, though.”
  


  
    “Thank Mali for small blessings,” Mac sighed, invoking the goddess of luck and the sea. He snapped his fingers at the rest of the group. “What are we waiting for, the rest of the guards to come up for their shifts? Let’s be about this!”
  


  
    The figures slipped through the open door, whisper-quiet in the dark, all but two. Gorm caught Wynne’s arm gently.
  


  
    “Don’t worry, Mac’s proud of you. You did a good job getting into the place. He’s just on edge. You know how much tonight means to him.”
  


  
    Wynne nodded, sniffing, and Gorm patted her on the shoulder. “Good, let’s catch up. Wouldn’t want them to have all the fun.”
  


  
    The way station’s door opened a short hallway that ended in a small antechamber, with a corridor opening to the north, and another to the west. Here, the interlopers gathered.
  


  
    “We split up,” Mac said. “Hax, you and Pax take the left corridor. Gorm, you’re with me. Wynne, let us know if you spot any unfriendly folks.” He looked them all in the eye in turn. “And remember what Molly said. The treasure’s underfoot, so we’re likely looking for a loose flagstone or some other hidey-hole.”
  


  
    “Hack and Slash on their own?” Wynne wondered aloud but nodded and tucked herself in the shadows to stand watch. Hax and Pax moved toward the west-facing corridor. 
  


  
    “And Pax,” Mac called to their departing backs. “No killing unless you’ve got no other option. This is a simple job with a clear target. Let’s find what we came for and get out. No need for unnecessary casualties.”
  


  
    An unmistakable hand gesture from Pax as they disappeared into the gloom told him exactly what she thought about that idea.
  


  
    “You really think the twins will stay their blades if there’s a chance for a little bloodshed?” Gorm asked, following Mac into the north corridor. 
  


  
    “If they know what’s good for them, they’ll follow orders and keep their heads down. This is simple.” He glared after the departed pair. “Easy money,” he muttered.
  


  
    The distant crash of shattering crockery echoed down the corridor, and Mac groaned. “We’d best hurry,” he said. “If the rest of the place isn’t yet awake, those two will make sure they are soon.” Gorm chuckled but followed Mac into the hall.
  


  
    The corridor led deeper into the way station, past storerooms and dusty alcoves. The place was deserted, at least at this time of the year. Fewer traders made their way north with winter closing in. The season was winding down, with perhaps one more big shipment to build up essential stores due to arrive. Dust blanketed almost everything, a sheet of uniform gray grime that lay almost everywhere, except for a trail of footprints that ran the center of the hall, deeper into the place. 
  


  
    They passed through what might have been a lounge. A broad flagstone fireplace dominated one wall, and rat-gnawed, dusty chairs and tables filled the rest of the room. Finally, they emerged into the kitchens; the acrid bite of cookfire ash vied with the stale aroma of cooked food. 
  


  
    Mac saw no sign of anyone, nor any indication of recent activity beyond footprints in the dust. Even those were muddled now, with other prints joining the trail they had followed, creating a welter of confusion. 
  


  
    “Where are we going?” Gorm asked. He slid a trencher across the top of a table, kicking up a cloud of dust that made him cough.
  


  
    “There must be something here. Look for anything out of the ordinary.” 
  


  
    “Such as?”
  


  
    “I don’t know. Likely something not covered in cobwebs and dust!” Mac kicked at a table leg and grunted when he stubbed his toes. Then something caught his eye.
  


  
    “Over here, Gorm. Help me with this!” 
  


  
    Together, the two men shifted one of the heavy tables out of the way, revealing a piece of gray canvas that almost perfectly matched the color of the flagstones. Someone had laid it on the floor and then moved the table over the top. Mac raised an eyebrow at Gorm, who grasped the edge of the canvas and snatched it away, revealing a wooden trapdoor with an iron rung set at one end.
  


  
    “Mali might smile on us yet!” Mac laughed, reaching for the handle to raise the door.
  


  
    “That’s sort of what I’m worried about,” Gorm muttered, but Mac either did not hear his misgivings or chose to ignore his reference to the goddess’s sometimes perverse sense of humor. 
  


  
    Mac heaved the door open with the soft groan of aging hinges. A set of stairs ran roughly twelve feet down from the room’s floor, ending in a path of crushed stone. Dim, flickering light came from somewhere out of sight.
  


  
    Gorm gripped his quarterstaff and took the stairs two at a time. Mac was close behind, sword unsheathed and ready. At the bottom, the two followed the path forward. The passage was perhaps six feet wide and rough, with tool marks still visible on the walls. Crushed gravel crunched softly underfoot as they walked, heading toward a curve in the corridor and what they assumed to be the source of the diffused light.
  


  
    Rounding the corner, they found themselves facing a room carved from the living rock. It was perhaps twenty feet wide and twice that long, with a low ceiling. A handful of torches sputtered fitfully on the walls, with two on either side of a closed door. A massive table dominated one wall, loaded with packs and gear. What caught their attention was the presence of three people. One, small and lithe, hooded and bound, was chained to the wall. The other two were burly men in the same armor and uniform as the guards in the courtyard, both well-armed. Neither appeared amused by the presence of visitors.
  


  
    Gorm roared into action before their opponents fully registered his presence. They scrambled to meet his attack, losing precious seconds trying to draw their weapons. Whirling his staff, Gorm brought it crashing down, catching one of the men in the shoulder. The force of the blow spun him like a top, sending him crashing backward into a wall before toppling to the floor. At the clash of weapons, the figure chained to the wall screamed, the shrill tone sending chills up Mac’s spine. 
  


  
    Mac made good use of the confusion. While his opponent watched Gorm’s attack wide-eyed, Mac stepped forward, bringing his sword up from low guard. It would have been a clean blow, but the man recovered just in time. Metal grated as the two blades met midair. Still, Mac had the advantage, and he pushed through, blade weaving down, then up, then down again. 
  


  
    His opponent struggled to defend, beating back Mac’s attack once, then twice. He was not so lucky the third time. Mac’s blade slipped between two bronze plates in the guard’s chest piece, piercing his heart.
  


  
    His fight done, Mac turned to see how Gorm fared. He needn’t have. The other man lay unmoving where he’d fallen, a trickle of blood oozing out from beneath a tangle of dark hair. His chest still rose and fell, though, which was a good thing. One dead man was too many. Mac had hoped to get in and out without any casualties. He wiped blood from his blade on the dead man’s trouser leg. Seemed like that wasn’t to be, he thought, giving a silent prayer that the job was not going entirely sour. With Mali’s blessing, they could still get in and get out, and Mac would personally make an offering for the dead guard’s soul at the first shrine they passed.
  


  
    “The goods?” Gorm asked, indicating the laden table. Mac glanced at it, taking inventory and dismissing each sack, pouch, and crate with practiced efficiency.
  


  
    He shook his head. “Not here. Let’s hope Hax and Pax have better luck.” His gaze moved to the figure chained to the wall. 
  


  
    “Let’s see what we have,” Mac said, indicating the hooded, struggling figure. Gorm nodded, then bent and searched the unconscious man at his feet, grunting when he found what he sought. 
  


  
    Gravel crunched underfoot as Mac approached, and the screaming redoubled. “It’s all right, calm down. We’re not going to hurt you,” he said. All that gained him was violent thrashing added to the mix. 
  


  
    “Now, look here. You need to be quiet. Else-wise, we’re going to be up to our ears in guards, and that’s no good for you nor me.”
  


  
    The small figure kicked and heaved, jerking like a marionette with a drunken puppet master. There was no more screaming, though, a fact for which Mac was profoundly grateful. 
  


  
    Gorm approached with a jingle of metal. The kicking and punching stopped. Gorm tried a couple of keys before landing on one that slid easily into the manacles. A twist and they released, clinking as they struck the floor. Mac caught the prisoner as the body, deprived of the chains that had supported it for untold hours, toppled forward.
  


  
    “It’s all right,” he muttered again, lowering the prisoner down. The lightness surprised him; the captive was little more than skin and bones. A whimper escaped from beneath the hood as he eased the captive to the floor. 
  


  
    At a glance, Mac took in the prisoner’s condition. The hands were small, blue-tinged from lack of circulation, and chapped. The clothes were soiled and ripped, little better than rags. In fact, the only piece of fabric in better condition was the rough canvas hood. Mac reached out and tugged the edge up to reveal a spill of red-brown hair. Another tug and the hood moved farther, then it slipped free, showing them the face of the fearsome prisoner the guards had chained to the wall.
  


  
    It was a young girl.
  


  
    She squinted, then opened her eyes wider as realization dawned, showing startling green against olive skin. With her release came sudden fear, and her mouth opened wide to scream once more.
  


  
    “Oh, I’ve had just about enough of that, by damn!” Mac clamped a hand over her mouth, stifling her screams in her throat. He leaned over to look her in the eye. “Now, you listen to me. We’re not going to hurt you. Azair’s hells, we don’t know you, don’t have any feelings about you one way or the other. No reason we can’t all get along. So, I’m going to take…”
  


  
    Footsteps pounding down the stairs and then up the short corridor cut him off. Hax and Pax entered at a run, the twins so dissimilar in appearance but alike in appetites. Hax’s blade was out, edged with blood. Pax’s twin hatchets remained sheathed, and she carried a leather satchel in her hands. It was heavy, with a double-reinforced bottom and straps; the type couriers and diplomats were fond of using. Behind the twins came Wynne, darting glances behind her as she hurried.
  


  
    “Looks like we weren’t the only ones that had some fun,” Hax said, noting the two guards and the spreading pool of blood. “What’s with her?” he asked, gesturing with his sword at the girl.
  


  
    “Don’t really know yet. Haven’t had a chance to do more than introduce ourselves,” Mac replied, careful to keep his hand in place. “Kill many?”
  


  
    Hax shrugged, glancing at Pax. “Only two,” she replied, voice thick with disgust. “Hax thought we should get this back to you rather than hunt down the rest of them.” She tossed the satchel toward Mac. It landed with a crunch next to the prisoner’s head. The girl flinched as dust and bits of rock peppered her face. “Found that tucked under a loose flagstone in the chapel,” Pax explained.
  


  
    “We’re going to have company in a few minutes, Mac,” Wynne warned. “I shut the trap door behind us, but it won’t take them long to figure out where we’ve gone, and there’s no way to bar it from down here. There must be eight or nine of them, and they’re out for blood.”
  


  
    “Wonderful.” Mac sighed, then looked back at the girl on the ground before him. “Look, I’m going to take my hand off your mouth. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t scream, since it’ll only bring the guards that much faster. Agreed?”
  


  
    She glared but nodded. Mac slowly pulled his hand away, half convinced she’d start screaming anyway. She didn’t. Thank the gods for small favors. 
  


  
    “What’s your name?” Mac asked, moving away so she could sit up.
  


  
    “Kye,” came the reply. She hunched forward, rubbing life back into her hands while casting suspicious glances at the five newcomers.
  


  
    “I’m Mac,” he replied, then introduced the others. Her eyes widened when he got to Gorm, and the massive warrior rose and bowed at the waist. Well, he usually had that effect on people. 
  


  
    “Why did they have you chained to the wall? How long were you there?”
  


  
    She glanced at the manacles and shuddered. “Caught me stealing from the stores and strung me up four days ago. I think they were going to kill me.”
  


  
    “That’s a pretty safe bet. You’re on your own, then?”
  


  
    She did not reply. There was no need. She was obviously alone, without any friends, maybe without family. 
  


  
    Mac grunted, then turned to Gorm. “We need to find a way out of here and to somehow slow any pursuit. You check that door. With any luck, it’s a way out. Hax, Pax, you two guard the stairs. Kill anything that comes down.” 
  


  
    Pax’s bloodthirsty grin chilled his blood as it always did. At least she was on their side. For the time being. 
  


  
    “What about me?” Kye asked. 
  


  
    “I think you should go with us, at least until we’re safely away from here. Assuming we get away, of course. Maybe we can drop you off somewhere a little more civilized.”
  


  
    Kye said nothing as she mulled it over. Mac figured she was weighing whether it was safer to go with them or hand them over to the guards in hopes of some leniency. She might even get a couple of hot meals out of that particular deal. Or a sword blade through her stomach. 
  


  
    Kye nodded, her mind made up. She would throw in with them. Now they just had to find a way to save their own asses.
  


  
    “What’s with that door, Gorm?” Mac called.
  


  
    Gorm grunted, then, “Locked and neither of these has a key.”
  


  
    “Great. Well, see what you can do. Let me know if you need Wynne’s help. You still got your kit?” This last was directed at the lithe crossbow wielder, who crouched nearby. She nodded. 
  


  
    “Good.”
  


  
    Thumping and scraping came from above them, and Mac warned Wynne and Kye to silence. The guards were scouring the kitchen but had not yet noticed the trap door. It was only a matter of time, though. 
  


  
    Mac glanced toward the other side of the room, where Gorm knelt in front of the door, quietly working a probe in the lock. A glance back the other direction showed Hax and Pax, weapons drawn and ready, tucked into the shadows behind the stairs. The footsteps grew louder, hobnailed boots scraping on the wooden floorboards. It was a matter of seconds now. Sweat beaded on Mac’s brow, and he loosened his sword in the scabbard. He muttered a fervent prayer that luck would be on their side this once. 
  


  
    A shout from above told him the guards had found the trap door. Damn, he thought. It didn’t seem like the Lady of Shadows was listening. Or, if she was, she was laughing at them. Probably the latter, he figured.
  


  
    “Got it!” Gorm said quietly. The door at the back of the room clicked open, letting in a gust of fresh night air, heavy with the scent of autumn.
  


  
    “Out! Everyone out!” Mac hissed as he helped Kye to her feet. The girl wobbled, stumbled, and would have fallen, but he caught her. Wynne darted past, crossbow in hand. She posted herself at the door, weapon pointing back the way she’d come to cover their escape. Hax and Pax abandoned their posts and dashed for the door. Gorm was the next through. Mac glanced at the girl, then back toward the stairs, and then again at the open door at the rear of the room. 
  


  
    “Dammit.” There was nothing else for it. “Hold on,” he told Kye, as he first scooped up the leather satchel and then put his arms around her. He heard her gasp in surprise as he lifted her. She was as light as he remembered, but draping her over his shoulder wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. He took a deep breath and ran for the portal, turning his torso to avoid bashing her skull in on the doorframe as they ran through. 
  


  
    Gorm slammed the door shut as Mac, Kye, and Wynne cleared it. 
  


  
    Mac paused, getting a feel for where they were before setting the girl down. It smelled of stale hay and horse. The stables? As long as it was a step ahead of their pursuers, they would take it. Mac deposited Kye in a pile of only slightly mildewed straw. Gorm kept his bulk pressed against the door. Their pursuers would be there any second. 
  


  
    A thud and grunt from Gorm announced that the guards had discovered their escape and wanted to have words about it.
  


  
    “Help me find something to barricade that shut,” he called. While Gorm held the door, the others dragged barrels, tack, saddles, and other oddments in front, wedging it firmly closed. The pounding from the other side slowly subsided when the guards realized it was not going to open. Silence dropped then, thick enough that Mac could hear his pulse hammering in his ears. 
  


  
    “We get the goods?” Hax asked, nodding at the satchel Mac had slung over his shoulder. “Awful lot of trouble to go through not to see any gain if not.”
  


  
    Mac unslung the satchel and unbuckled the flap. Inside, dim shapes sparkled with reflected light. There was no time to verify now, but it looked right. “It’s there,” he replied.
  


  
    “Good!” Pax interjected. “Nice coming out on the winning side for once.”
  


  
    Shouts came from the night around them, a sure sign that the guards had decided to venture around the way station to catch them outside.
  


  
    “Time to go, Mac!” Wynne called from her lookout point at the stable entrance. He had to agree. It was definitely time to go.
  


  
    “All right. Talon Company, it’s time to call it a night.” He helped Kye to her feet and steadied her as they escaped into the darkness.
  


  
    Chapter Two
  


  
    The fire crackled.
  


  
    “I was a thief,” Kye said around a mouthful of food. “Worked with the Faceless.” 
  


  
    Mac choked on his ale, sticky liquid running down his neck and soaking into his shirt. He cursed and mopped at the mess. That was a name to muddy waters and make a man think twice before doing a damn thing, he thought.
  


  
    “Right bunch of prickly bastards,” Hax chimed in from the other side of the fire, echoing Mac’s thoughts. “Ran into them a few years back working a job down in Rakka.” He looked at his sister. “Remember that one guy, Pax? Fat bugger, big beard, running weapons to the rebels over in Süt?” 
  


  
    Pax nodded, laughing. “He wept like a baby when you cut him!”
  


  
    “Right, but he worked with that other guy. What was his name? Namath?” 
  


  
    “Manas,” Pax supplied.
  


  
    Hax brightened. “Right, him. He was part of the Faceless! Ended up stabbing some merchant in the neck over a game of cards, I heard. Like that bastard never cheated before!”
  


  
    “What would the Faceless need with someone your age, Kye?” Mac broke in, eager to head off the twins and their walk down memory lane. He did not yet entirely trust the girl, and he wasn’t all that fond of the siblings’ stories. They usually ended in blood rather than laughter. Or blood and laughter, which was worse. “I didn’t realize they recruited so young.” 
  


  
    Kye nodded, mouth stuffed with three-day-old stale bread. “Mmrbph, urgmlf,” she mumbled. 
  


  
    “The Faceless?” Wynne asked from her spot between Kye and Gorm. Her curly hair was undone, hanging like a shadow in the firelight. She sat close to the big warrior, closer than pure companionship would dictate, but did not touch him. 
  


  
    Gorm kept his mouth shut and his eyes open. He listened intently to the discussion around the campfire, but his eyes watched the darkness. They were camped in the middle of no man’s land, but it paid to be wary, even before bedding down for the night. They had taken the land route northwest across Aeth rather than going by water since any pursuers would likely go to the harbor first and scout for ships, giving the Talon a head start. Still, it was better to be cautious. They would be much more comfortable once they were a couple of days away from the way station.
  


  
    “A thieves’ guild,” Mac answered Wynne’s question. “Well, I guess it would be the thieves’ guild since they don’t let anyone else operate in Rakka or anywhere else within reach. Way I hear it, they have their hand in most everything in the Rings, from smuggling to pickpocketing to second-story work.”
  


  
    “Oh!” Wynne murmured appreciatively. “Sounds like quite the organization.” A thought struck her. “Say, why don’t we ever take contracts with them? Bet they’d pay well.” She shot Mac a glance and muttered, “Or at all.” 
  


  
    “Talon Company will have no truck with the Faceless if I can help it,” Mac replied. “Hax has the right of it. Too prickly for my tastes. They don’t work with anyone outside of their guild if it can be avoided, and they have a habit of strong-arming smaller operations into joining up. We’ve no need of that sort of drama.” 
  


  
    He would be damned to Azair’s hells before he threw in with that lot, he thought to himself. Better to keep outside the Rings and steer clear of the Faceless. He looked the girl over again. Was he taking too much risk in feeding her? Would this come back to bite them later?
  


  
    “They take all kinds, even children,” Kye explained after finally swallowing the monstrous mouthful. “If you’re old enough to hold a blade and slit a purse or a pocket, you’re old enough to work the streets.”
  


  
    The girl’s tale of enforced captivity seemed to be true, Mac thought. She had eaten enough food to put a man of Gorm’s size into a coma, much less a normal person. She had definitely been deprived. With food, water, and freedom, the girl’s health would improve, and she would grow stronger quickly.
  


  
    “You know, I’ve been thinking,” Wynne began.
  


  
    “Oh no, we don’t!” Pax interrupted. “Last time you got to thinking, it cost us a bag of gold and landed us in the lockup. We had to break out.” Her face darkened. “And I lost my favorite hatchet.”
  


  
    “That was an accident. How was I supposed to know the mayor’s mistress and wife were sisters and on good terms?” That elicited a laugh. “Like I said, I was thinking. Why is it Talon Company, anyway? It doesn’t really strike fear into the hearts of our enemies, does it?”
  


  
    “Well…” Mac began, but Hax cut him off.
  


  
    “Yeah, why is that? I say we need us a proper name. Something that’ll make folks afraid to cross us.” His grin was more than a little manic. “What about the Red Claws?”
  


  
    “What? Not on your life!” Wynne laughed, feeding twigs into the fire and sending a shower of sparks into the star-smeared sky above. “What about Tenpenny Pinchers?”
  


  
    “Girl, that’s no name for a band like ours,” Pax chided. “I think we should be the Bloody Blades!”
  


  
    “The Iron Fists!” Hax shouted.
  


  
    “The Bloated Corpses!” Pax yelled.
  


  
    “Enough!” Mac growled, cutting them all off. “It’s not the Tenpenny Pinchers. We’re not thieves. Well, not exclusive like. It’s not the Red Claws. It’s not the Bloody Blades, and it damn sure isn’t the Bloated Corpses.” He shot Pax a look of mingled concern and revulsion at the last one. “We’re Talon Company. I run the company. I choose the name.”
  


  
    “Life has no name. It is the wind down the mountainside,” Gorm intoned. The others exchanged glances and shrugs. Kye looked at Mac, but he waved her away. What was there to say? Gorm was, well, Gorm. The big warrior would argue he was the simplest of men, but that did not bear out in Mac’s experience. 
  


  
    Silence settled over the group then, each lost in his or her thoughts. Overhead amongst the stars, the Swan stepped her endless dance with the Hunter, never quite touching, but never reaching freedom, either. 
  


  
    Mac swore.
  


  
    “What? What is it?” Wynne asked. Hax and Pax were on their feet, weapons half-drawn. Gorm’s staff was in his hands, although no one recalled seeing him stand or grab the weapon. 
  


  
    “Wait, wait, it’s nothing,” Mac said, waving them back to their seats. He reached back and pulled the leather satchel they had stolen from the way station into his lap. “Just realized we never really got a good look at the take from this little job.” He unlatched the buckle, lifted the flap, and reached inside. He pulled out a clenched fist and opened it, releasing a rain of small objects that struck the grass at his feet, where they sparkled with reflected firelight.
  


  
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you our take, courtesy of Lord Gregory Thynne,” Mac said with a flourish. Appreciative whistles sounded from around the fire.
  


  
    “Pretties!” Wynne’s voice caught in her throat at the sight. Hax and Pax let out appreciative sighs. It was a truly impressive haul. The gems could be fenced for more gold than the company had seen at any one time before. 
  


  
    “As Molly promised,” Gorm said.
  


  
    Mac nodded. “It’s an uncanny ability she’s got, but I’m not going to argue.”
  


  
    “Given the sounds coming from your room the last time you two were together, I’d think you’d avoid arguing for more reasons than the occasional job,” Hax rejoined, an eyebrow raised. Mac said nothing but had the good grace to blush. 
  


  
    “That’s enough to set us up for a bit!” Pax said, her grin feral.
  


  
    “Maybe enough to take some time off. Skip all the usual job hunting and relax?” Wynne looked from Gorm to Mac.
  


  
    “Perhaps,” Mac allowed. “First, we need to trek across this island to Scylline’s Cross. Padraig will be waiting with Sparrowhawk there.” He looked to Kye. “That’s the only real civilized spot on this rock, and the most likely place for you to find your own way.”
  


  
    Kye looked uncertain but nodded. Then, in a small voice, she asked, “Who’s Molly?”
  


  
    “Mac’s woman,” Wynne replied, teasing laughter in her voice.
  


  
    “Oh!” Kye breathed. “What’s she like?”
  


  
    Wynne leaned closer to the other girl, voice dropping conspiratorially. “She works as an ambassador or something in Rakka, right in the heart of the Empire! And she’s beautiful, of course. Skin like polished copper and eyes like amber.”
  


  
    Kye’s own eyes were drowsy and far away for a moment as she remembered her own life in the city. “Is she a thief, too?”
  


  
    “No, silly,” Wynne laughed. “She’s the only honest one among us brigands.” Her smile was bright even in the firelight. “Molly’s our inside man. Sends word about potential jobs and the like. But she’s a real lady. Above this sort of thing. Why would someone like her need to steal and smuggle? Bet she’s got all she needs and then some.”
  


  
    Neither caught the look that momentarily crossed Mac’s face before he coughed, breaking into the conversation. “That’s enough of that. Molly’s reasons are her own, and none of us gets to pry into them.” Silence descended over the Talon for a moment.
  


  
    “What’s this, then?” Pax’s tone was quiet, even thoughtful. That was enough out of character for Mac to perk up. 
  


  
    “What’s what?” he asked.
  


  
    Pax held the discarded satchel in one hand, a small packet of documents in the other. Even in the flickering light of the fire, Mac could make out the wax seal that secured the packet, and the shape embossed into the red wax — a sailfish over a flaming mountain, the emblem of House Thynne.
  


  
    Mac held out his hand, and Pax passed the packet over, a look of disappointment flitting across her face. Mac drew his dagger and sliced through the wax, letting the packet fall open. He studied the contents for a moment, brows rising as he did so. Finally, he passed the documents to Gorm.
  


  
    “What do you make of this?” he asked the big man.
  


  
    Gorm perused the document quickly. “Mother Ocean,” he muttered. 
  


  
    “Truth.”
  


  
    “Mac, these show…”
  


  
    “The disposition of all the troops House Thynne has committed to defeating the rebels in Süt, plus all the supplies they’re sending?”
  


  
    “Yeah.”
  


  
    “I did notice that.” 
  


  
    Wynne whistled low. Gorm folded the parchments again before handing them back to Mac.
  


  
    “What do you plan to do with those?”
  


  
    An evil light glinted in Mac’s eyes. “Oh, I think I can find a use or two for that information. Could be I know some folks who would be mighty happy to be privy to that sort of thing.” 
  


  
    “For the right amount of gold, of course,” Hax piped in, naked greed on his face.
  


  
    Mac nodded. “Selling them will be our first option, of course, but failing that, I’d be willing to part with this particular information free of charge to the right parties.” 
  


  
    “Where’s the godsdamned profit in that? And you call yourself a mercenary,” Hax muttered, sulking, but no one paid him any attention. All eyes were fixed on Mac, who shoved the purloined documents into his pack. 
  


  
    “If there’s nothing else, I suggest everyone get some shuteye. It’s a long trip from here to Scylline’s Cross, and we leave at first light.” He stretched out, elbowing rocks and debris out of the way to make himself more comfortable before adding, “Kye, when we get there, we’ll help you start your new life.”
  


  
    The girl made no reply, and Mac saw that she was already fast asleep, curled up near the fire with half a loaf of stale bread clutched tight to her chest. It was a long time before Mac found sleep himself.
  


  
    Chapter Three
  


  
    Pale sunlight washed over the island.
  


  
    “A fat priest of the One God was traveling the road to Farrent. It was getting on, though, and he was worried that the sun would set, and they’d lock the city gate before he could get through,” Hax said, a small smile playing across his lips. “He asked another traveler passing by, 'My good fellow, do you think I’ll be able to enter the gate?’ The other man looked him up and down and said…”
  


  
    “I don’t see why not. If a hay cart can fit through, I don’t see why you can’t!” Pax interrupted, laughing.
  


  
    Hax looked crestfallen. “Now wait a damn minute! I don’t go around spoiling your jokes.”
  


  
    Pax shrugged. “Sorry, it’s just too easy. I’ll try to avoid the low-hanging fruit.”
  


  
    Kye laughed. They made an odd pair, she thought. Hax, tall, broad, and muscular, looked the perfect picture of the authoritative man. Pax, on the other hand, was slight and willowy; likely to blow away in a stiff wind, although a closer look showed corded muscle wrapping her slight frame. She held the power in the twins’ peculiar relationship, and the notion amused Kye. She glanced over the rest of her new companions, her gaze landing almost immediately on the hulking giant in their midst.
  


  
    Gorm was another oddity. He carried only a single weapon — the heavy quarterstaff currently tied to his saddle — but he moved with the grace of a hunting cat. He was a trained warrior and carried the scars of experience, yet he spoke kindly to her. He stepped gently around Wynne, too, as if he were afraid she might break if he moved too forcibly. And, Kye had to admit, she liked the curly-haired scout, with her quick grin and honest manner. 
  


  
    Then there was Mac. His true name, she had learned, was Macland Toth, and even a young thief from the streets of Rakka had heard of House Toth’s dramatic fall from grace. Mac bore scars from that, she was sure, but he treated her fairly and seemed to do the same for the rest of the companions.
  


  
    It was her second day traveling with Mac and the members of Talon Company, and it was something beyond her experience. Back in Rakka, the Faceless had been all she had. The rules were simple. Do what you were told. Keep your head down. Bring in some gain. Get nicked, and you were left to dance in the gallows’ wind. Talon Company was different in some indefinable way. Not being able to put her finger on what it was galled her.
  


  
    They were violent folk she knew, certainly. Not one of them had said boo to the battle at the way station. They sought gain, sure. Mac’s purloined satchel held a kingdom’s value in loose jewels, and they were looking to sell those for their goldweight. There was something, though, under the violent, dirt-smeared surface. Something different to the Faceless, from the empty streets that came before, and the angry fists and whiskey-laden breath that haunted her earliest memories. It was a conundrum.
  


  
    They were two days south of Scylline’s Cross and a much longer journey from Rakka. Currently, they rode through a shallow river valley, moving upstream along the path of some minor tributary of the River Cel. There were only enough horses for Talon Company, but Kye was slight enough to ride the pack pony without overloading the poor creature.
  


  
    Ahead of the group, Kye could make out several wagons pulled off on the side of the road nearest the river. A flurry of activity surrounded the wagon at the rear of the line. 
  


  
    “Looks like they might have a touch of trouble,” Gorm rumbled, seeing her glance. “Merchants. Most likely a busted wheel or axle.”
  


  
    “That’ll put a damper on your plans, sure enough,” Hax said, sniffling, then wiping his nose with the back of an arm.
  


  
    “Plans are naught but expectations dressed up for the morrow, and expectations are the source of our suffering. Best not to entertain either,” Gorm replied, not looking at the other warrior. Which was likely for the best, judging by Hax’s confused expression. Gorm shaded his eyes, trying to get a better view of the group they approached.
  


  
    “Mac, you notice anything particular about the folk up ahead?” Gorm asked, voice low.
  


  
    Mac slowed his horse to a walk beside Gorm’s. “You mean like this being one of the most beautiful places for an ambush I’ve seen?”
  


  
    Gorm nodded.
  


  
    “Or that it’s late in the season for a caravan of traders to be on this particular road, in numbers less than a score?”
  


  
    Gorm nodded again.
  


  
    Kye and Wynne looked from one to the other, and back again to the trader’s caravan. Pax ran one finger over a hatchet head, while Hax kept his hand firmly on his sword hilt. 
  


  
    “Want me waterside or opposite?” Gorm asked. The road they traveled angled toward the river, where the merchants squabbled over their damaged wheel. On the right, the ground dropped down to a rocky bank, swept by the river’s swift current. The valley itself narrowed at this point, steep sides closing in on the edge of the road, creating an almost perfect bottleneck between rock and water. 
  


  
    Mac thought it over for a moment. Both options had their merits, but if things went south, he wanted as much insurance as he could get. That meant one thing. “Take the high ground. I’ll go low. We’ll put Hax and Pax up front.” Mac said the last loud enough for the twins to hear, and they moved into position without a question. “Wynne, I want you and Kye at the rear, in case our friends up there feel tetchy.” 
  


  
    Not privy to Gorm’s observations, Wynne shot the merchants a puzzled glance but did not argue. She drew her crossbow, holding it out of sight, and dropped back, tugging the pack pony’s lead so that she and Kye fell back a few paces. 
  


  
    Ahead of the company, the merchants continued arguing. Most stood around the damaged wagon, the front wheel of which tilted inward at an alarming angle. As they watched, one of the men threw up his hands in frustration, making a rude gesture before stomping away toward another wagon. Sounds of disagreement drifted to them over the air. It seemed some of the traders were in favor of abandoning the wagon and loading the goods into others. The wagon’s owner was understandably unhappy with this arrangement.
  


  
    As they closed the distance and began to make out individual features of the traders ahead of them, Mac announced their presence. “Ho, the wagon train!” he called out. The traders, most of whom had been so embroiled in either arguing with one another or trying to repair the wagon that they did not notice Mac’s group approach, turned to regard the newcomers. 
  


  
    “Looks like you’ve hit a mite bit of trouble. Anything we can do to help?”
  


  
    Anxious expressions and suspicious glances answered his question. The traders glanced at one another, apparently unsure who would speak for them, or whether to accept Mac’s offer of help or not. Finally, a gray-haired trader in faded travel leathers stepped forward. 
  


  
    “Let me apologize for the less-than-cordial welcome.” He glared at his companions. “Name’s Declan, and we’d be obliged for any aid you could render.”
  


  
    Mac shot a glance at Gorm and both dismounted. The twins stayed mounted, both somehow managing to look casual while keeping their hands close to their weapons. Kye and Wynne remained a safe distance from the traders. It seemed an honest enough situation, but caution paid for itself in the end. 
  


  
    “What’s the problem, Declan?” Mac asked, shaking the trader’s hand. Gorm lumbered up, and the other traders all backed up a few steps. That made Mac smile, but he understood the reaction. He’d had a similar one at their first meeting. Declan led the two toward the wagon.
  


  
    “It’s my wagon, actually,” he admitted as they neared it. “Axle broke, but I think we can hammer the wheel over the stub and make some headway. I’ll be damned if we leave it behind.” 
  


  
    Mac and Gorm could clearly see the break. The axle had cracked right behind the wheel, splitting the stout oak, dropping the wagon’s body toward the ground, and causing the wheel to tip inward. Declan would have to leave it and either eat the loss or try to recover it later. The goods could be loaded onto other wagons, and the trader could still realize some profit. 
  


  
    Mac shook his head. “Busted axle like that, you’re best off loading your goods in these other wagons. I don’t see much you can do about repairing that here unless you’ve got a wainwright hidden in your packs.”
  


  
    “I’ll not leave my wagon! We’ve lost too much this season as it is,” Declan argued. “Surely we can fix it. Maybe if we shim the wheel against the axletree to hold it in place…”
  


  
    Mac shrugged. “I don’t see you’ve got much choice.” He turned toward Gorm. “Any advice or words of wisdom? Seems our new friend refuses to bow to common sense.”
  


  
    Gorm opened his mouth to reply, but never got the chance. A glint of sunlight off metal was the only warning before chaos erupted as several merchants moved simultaneously to attack. 
  


  
    Hax and Pax drew their weapons and leaped from their saddles in unison before squaring off against a couple of merchants rushing their position. Declan, the merchant’s face blank with shock, tripped over his own feet and went down in the mud. With a sigh, Gorm pulled his staff from its bindings and prepared to defend. Mac likewise drew his sword but spared a glance for Wynne and Kye before leaping into the fray. Wynne had her crossbow leveled at the group ahead of her and had backed both her mount and Kye’s pack pony farther to the rear, putting some much-needed distance between them and their attackers.
  


  
    It was a battle unlike anything Mac had experienced before. The traders attacked in complete silence; no battle cries, no threats, nothing. Mac watched as Gorm’s staff shattered one merchant’s leg. The man went down without a sound, only to be trampled into the mud by his compatriots. Hax took a glancing blow across his chest, dealt by a female trader whose grin threatened to split her face in half, yet could not be bothered to so much as grunt in exertion. The warrior’s return left her bleeding from a good-sized hole in her abdomen. Her grin never faltered as she fell to the blood-smeared roadway. Pax was almost a force of nature, tearing through the attackers, twin hatchets smeared with gore, and a snarl on her lips. She dealt death with deft hands, but her assailants refused to make a sound.
  


  
    Mac found himself facing off against a blonde-haired trader he recognized as the man who had stomped away from the damaged wagon as the company arrived. Gone was the false image of a disgruntled merchant. In its place was a grinning madman with eyes the color of the sea.
  


  
    Mac danced backward as his opponent slashed, leaving only empty air for the trader’s blade. He parried the next attack, knocking his blade high, but the merchant recovered before Mac could take advantage of the opening. His blade struck at Mac’s face, then at his shoulders, lightning fast. Mac parried each attack but was hard-pressed to do more than hold his own. The trader’s pale lips pulled back even farther, and he redoubled his efforts. A feint followed by a low attack forced Mac to leap out of the way. The sticky mud tried to trap his feet, and his jump turned into something closer to a stumble.
  


  
    “Why resist? We’ll bury you and take our prize anyway.” 
  


  
    Surprised to hear the man speak, Mac fell back, breath coming in gasps as he fought to keep his attacker’s blade from biting flesh. He had no doubt what prize the man meant. They carried only one thing that would be worth their deaths. Mac only wondered how this crew could have known they were behind the break-in at the way station.
  


  
    “Resistance is kind of our thing,” he answered. “’Sides, if we lay down our arms, what’re the chances we walk away all friendly-like?”
  


  
    The blond merchant spat, then pressed his advantage, launching a blistering series of cuts and feints that left Mac dizzied, and blood dripping from a shallow gash along his left forearm. Mac’s lungs burned with the effort to fuel his body with oxygen, but he did not give in. He probed the merchant’s defenses once, twice, and a third time. That was all he needed.
  


  
    His opponent was good; beyond good, truth be told. But there was a pattern to his attacks. It was subtle but present. One of Mac’s teachers, Alistair McKee, had once chided him for falling into a predictable cycle of moves. “Following a pattern is all well and good, Macland, but don’t let yerself think it’s all ye’ll need. Once a pattern’s been noticed, it takes naught to break the weave.” He had then proven his point by stepping through Mac’s bladework and bloodying his nose.
  


  
    Mac followed his instructor’s example. He found the point in his attacker’s pattern where the repetition started and then watched for it again. Like clockwork, his opponent came back around to it. Mac was familiar with the motions now and took his opening. Taking a deep breath, he parried and then stepped into the gap he knew was coming, whispering a silent prayer to Mali that luck would be with him.
  


  
    Whether the goddess was listening or not, Mac’s ploy paid off. He found himself inside his opponent’s guard. The blond man’s eyes widened as he realized what Mac was about to do, but he was powerless to prevent what came next. Mac shoved three feet of sharpened steel through the man’s gut, then wrenched it sideways and pulled it back out. His attacker tried to hold his insides where they belonged, but it was all for nothing. He slipped to his knees, entrails spilling down over his thighs, sea-colored eyes wide in surprise.
  


  
    “I think we’ll be keeping your prize after all,” Mac told his opponent.
  


  
    The other man grimaced and went rigid, fingers stiffening into claws. Mac watched in mounting horror as his attacker’s features softened, then seemed to melt. His eyes rolled back, then disappeared into his skull. The nose sagged, becoming little more than a lump of flesh, before being subsumed into the rest of the face. His mouth gaped wider and wider, teeth falling bloody from their sockets and — clack, clack, clack — hitting the back of the man’s throat. The devolution continued, the blonde hair falling out, the flesh on the skull sloughing off, the head folding down into the suddenly cavernous chest cavity.
  


  
    “Gods above and below!” Mac swore, stumbling backward in horror. Then a flash of blinding light forced him to shield his eyes. When his vision cleared again, a seagull stood where his opponent had been. As he watched, the bird launched itself skyward, a tendril of blood-smeared seaweed clamped in its beak. The yellow-haired assailant was gone. 
  


  
    “Well, I’ll be damned. That’s not something you see every day,” Mac muttered. His breath still came in ragged gasps, but there were other attackers to handle. No time to rest right now. He turned about, looking for another foe to engage, but found none. Everywhere his eye fell, the traders lay dead, silent now forever. He glanced to where Declan had fallen, but the merchant was dead, too, with a bloody hole in his back. 
  


  
    “Who killed him?” Mac asked of no one. Reviewing the fight in his mind, Mac could come to only one conclusion. One of the other merchants must have slain Declan. Why, though? 
  


  
    “Hax! Pax! You two all right?” Mac called.
  


  
    Hax nodded while Pax fought to extricate her hatchet from the skull of a fallen trader. She was up and mobile, and Mac saw no obvious wounds. 
  


  
    “Gorm, did you see that madness?” he asked. The giant warrior waved from where he knelt, studying one of the fallen traders. 
  


  
    “I saw, and I think we need to talk.”
  


  
    “In a moment.” Mac turned, searching for Kye and Wynne, and found them easily enough. The pair remained where they had been before the fighting erupted, both still in the saddle. Three dead traders lay on the ground before them. Wynne’s face was pale, but she holstered her crossbow and slid from the saddle, intent on helping Gorm and the others with the grisly task of searching the bodies. Kye was paler even than Wynne, but she put on a brave face, sliding down beside the other woman to do what was needed. 
  


  
    Assured that everyone was safe and accounted for, at least for the moment, Mac picked his way to Gorm’s side.
  


  
    “Ever seen a man do that? I swear, my heart’s still like to jump out of my damn chest.”
  


  
    “No, there’s some mighty strange things afoot today,” the big man answered. Mac heard an odd note in Gorm’s voice. It wasn’t fear, but it was close. That was something new. 
  


  
    “Agreed. Anything in particular bothering you? I mean beyond the obvious.” He gestured vaguely to where his opponent had so recently stood.
  


  
    “Beyond your horror show, but it bears directly on it.” Gorm took a moment to compose himself, then said, “If I weren’t completely sure of my sanity, I’d swear I was seeing ghosts.”
  


  
    “How so?”
  


  
    Gorm stood and brushed mud from his knees. “The blonde trader, the one you took down. He was the spitting image of Jarl Helmsworth, a trader out of Rom I knew a time ago. Used to ply the waters from Celize to Rakka and back. Family was close to House Coët at one time. Not nobles, but pretty well-to-do.”
  


  
    “Doesn’t seem so odd, other than him melting into goo before turning into a bird and flying away, instead of dying like decent folk would.”
  


  
    Gorm gave him a thin grin. “Gets odder. Seems like Jarl got himself knifed to death a few years back in a dispute with a few gambling acquaintances. Apparently, Jarl’s dice were weighted, and his friends took offense. Left him poked full of holes.”
  


  
    Mac stood still for a moment. “Well, that does put a new light on things, doesn’t it?”
  


  
    Gorm agreed. “It does. What business does a dead trader have walking the road between nowhere and Scylline’s Cross? Why does that trader turn into a bird and fly away, rather than lying down and dying when someone shoves a sword through his belly? Why did they attack us in the first place?”
  


  
    Mac said, “I think I can answer the last one. He wasn’t particularly talkative before he turned into a puddle, but he did say that they were going to kill us and take their prize.”
  


  
    “The documents? How’d they even know about them or that we were coming this way?”
  


  
    “Questions to make a man ponder, but I think I know where to find some answers.”
  


  
    “What’s it mean?” Wynne asked, coming to stand beside Gorm.
  


  
    “It means we need to head north and west.”
  


  
    Pax unleashed a stream of expletives that made Kye’s cheeks burn. 
  


  
    Gorm wiped the last traces of blood from his staff. “Rom. You think there might be answers there?”
  


  
    Mac shrugged. “Maybe. We’re between jobs at the moment, and I tend to take attacks on my crew personally. I think it might be a good idea to poke around.”
  


  
    The warrior shot Mac a look. “You think this was premeditated?”
  


  
    “Seemed like they were waiting for someone, and that someone was us,” Mac indicated the fallen bodies. “I can’t think of any other reason for this. They certainly didn’t show any hesitation about attacking us when we offered to help, and we know that Thynne most likely suspects our involvement in lightening his treasury and the theft of those documents. It fits. 'Sides, I can offload Thynne’s papers there as well as anywhere else.” 
  


  
    Gorm looked thoughtful, then shrugged. “I’ve got nothing better.”
  


  
    Pax groaned. “Rom? Mac, you know I hate the cold. And Hax takes sick if we get farther north than Scylline’s Cross, the miserable git.” She shot her brother a venomous look.
  


  
    “Argue all you want, but that’s our heading. Look at it as an incentive to help me think of a way out of this. And, we still need to get our new friend situated,” Mac nodded toward Kye and then remounted, heels urging his horse onward.
  


  
    Chapter Four
  


  
    Smoke rose from hundreds of chimneys, turning the autumn air hazy.
  


  
    Mac and his companions rested their mounts atop a small hill, staring down at their destination. A mid-sized town sprawled at the bottom of a shallow, bowl-shaped valley, sandwiched between the River Cel on the eastern side and the mountains to the west.
  


  
    Scylline’s Cross was something of an anomaly. Many towns and cities in the empire grew up naturally around a fortified position — a fort, garrison outpost, fortified tower, or keep. No such fortification existed here. Rather, the town’s center housed a massive market that operated throughout the year. It sat at a critical junction between trade routes, where the Great Northern Current swept around the tip of the island to meet the Westward Rush. 
  


  
    Kye raised an eyebrow in question, and Gorm laughed. “It’s not much compared to the spires and walls of Rakka proper, but I promise the town’s got plenty to offer. Dates back to the early days of northward expansion, when the empire first began to encounter the Estari and Sanean. Before there was open enmity between our peoples, there was trade.” He indicated the town below with spread palms. “Legend has it that Scylline’s Cross was founded not on fear of invasion or spilled blood, but on honest exchange. On a coming together of people to meet their needs. It’s one of the largest markets in the empire, bigger even than Monk’s Walk or Hadala Square in great Rakka herself.”
  


  
    Kye looked unimpressed, but then her expression changed. “A market town’s a market town, right? Merchants and shoppers and goods all around.” 
  


  
    Mac shook his head. “I know what you’re thinking, and it won’t happen. Not here. Not this time, at least. You were going to end that statement with something like 'and plenty of purses waiting to be cut’, but we have neither the time to worry about it nor the manpower to bust you out once they catch you and clap your skinny little wrists in irons.”
  


  
    Kye’s face fell at that, causing both Gorm and Mac to laugh. 
  


  
    “Don’t worry,” Gorm tousled the girl’s hair. “There’s a lot to be said for a lack of excitement at times. A warm fire, a hot meal, and a real bed would do all of us some good.”
  


  
    “And I wouldn’t say no to some half-decent ale!” suggested Pax.
  


  
    “I dunno,” Hax mused. “I’m with the girl. Why not slit some purses while we’re here? We’re flush with the take from Thynne’s compound, but I could always use a little more gold.” He patted an anemic-looking pouch hanging from his belt. 
  


  
    Mac shook his head. “Absolutely not. We need to get into town, find somewhere to hole up, and get the news. Then, we need to find a safe place for our young thief here.” He nodded toward Kye. “This is most likely the best spot for you. Ships set out all the time for all corners of the empire, even back to Rakka if you fancy.” 
  


  
    The girl’s eyes darkened at that idea, so Mac added, “You could take a caravan overland, too. The western side of the island is populated by farms and ranches, always needing help. Plenty of ways out of this place for a bright girl with the skills you have. Of course, you might find some upright employment here in town that would keep your feet on the straight and narrow.” 
  


  
    Kye said nothing but nodded thoughtfully at his suggestions. Whatever the girl decided, Mac knew she would be safer staying here than continuing with the Talon. It was a long voyage to Rom, through rough waters, and while the emperor’s ships patrolled the shallows near shore, policing the wider ocean was largely impossible, a fact exploited by more than one band of pirates between here and their destination. 
  


  
    The little band was not even assured of a warm welcome once they reached the northern island. If Thynne were involved in the attack as Mac suspected, their voyage was unlikely to reach a pleasant conclusion. There was a distinct chance they would all spend the rest of their lives manacled in a dungeon. No, she would be best served to stay here, he knew. 
  


  
    Hax piped up. “You know, I might be able to offer some help. I know someone who could probably get her
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