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    Ronan Renzo, assassin, thief, trained man of the Night Guild, sat cloaked in the deep shadow of a tall building on the outskirts of Trentum city. The sun shone brightly, but Ronan remained cloaked in shadow as he stood next to a tall chimney stack that cast a veil of inky blackness around him. From the top of his head to the tips of his tools, darkness concealed him. 
 
    Hair as black as shadow, dark curls, olive skin, and dark eyes all showed Ronan to be a native of the Twelve Isles, that prosperous and beautiful southern island principality whose master guilds were the wonder of the neighboring nations and the known world beyond.  
 
    Trentum City, a sprawling, packed metropolis, spread out all around Ronan in an opulent flow of white stone and red tile, gleaming polished marble and high-quality glass. The Twelve Isles archipelago, each island divided up with narrow canals of sea water crossed by wooden bridges, was almost entirely covered in the densely populated but picturesque urban sprawl of the city.  
 
    Now, late in the evening, the low summer sun sinking over the azure sea in the west turned the city into a mysterious landscape of black shadows and brightly-lit stone. 
 
    To the north of the Twelve Isles, across a narrow stretch of sheltered sea, the continent of Lithia stretched for hundreds of miles north, east, and west. The guilds of the Twelve Isles were known throughout the civilized kingdoms of Lithia as the center of mastery in any art or trade one could name. 
 
    The philosophy and the economy of the island principality was based around this mastery of every craft and skill. While other countries exported goods—gold, silver, coffee, glass, spices—the Twelve Isles exported mastery. From all the lands of Lithia, wealthy families of the many principalities would send favored heirs, servants, or beneficiaries to train at the guilds and then return to benefit their home kingdoms with their knowledge and expertise. The training the Twelve Isles provided was beyond compare. Nobody did it as well as the guilds of Trentum City.  
 
    This unique and excellent situation had been developing organically in the Twelve Isles for several hundred years, until the island principality had become defined, ruled, and built entirely on the activity and reputation of the hundreds of guilds and sub-guilds that populated its busy streets. 
 
    In the Twelve Isles, a guild existed for everything. The only other aspect of life as ubiquitous as the guilds was the adherence and dedication to their vast pantheon of gods. There were gods for everything, too, from the gods of the largest guilds, like those of the merchants or financiers, down to the gods of the smallest aspects of day-to-day life, or even of individual places. For a tavern to have a specific god who oversaw a particular corner of the bar, or for a baker to have his own unique gods of salt, flour, and yeast, was not unusual. 
 
    The people of the Isles had a saying: “As many guilds as there are gods,” but that was not strictly true. Though no one had ever undertaken the thankless task of counting every guild and god in the city, it was commonly assumed that if a count was taken, it would be the gods who would win out.  
 
    In continental Lithia, they worshiped gods as well, of course. However, as common as worship was in many places, belief in the deities in most places was  little more than tradition, and the gods themselves were treated more like good luck charms, or as superstitions, rather than anything effective or worthy of actual respect or reverence. 
 
    Not so in the Twelve Isles. Here, from the bustling heart of inner Trentum’s financial district, to the humblest inn on the outskirts of the smallest residential island, the gods were real, revered, and effective. A man who prayed to a god could expect to have his prayer answered, assuming his request was within the god’s power to bestow. The relationship of the people with their gods was one of the biggest factors in the success of the island and its many entrepreneurial ventures. 
 
    In many ways, Ronan Renzo and his two closest companions, Eric and Diana, were no different from any other member of the Twelve Isles population. In other ways, however, they were very different. Not all guilds in the Twelve Isles were respectable or widely known. The same was true for the gods that went with those guilds. There were many secret guilds, small organizations of people who, for whatever reason, did not wish their business to be known. There were guilds of criminals, guilds of smugglers, guilds of the kind of low thugs who could be hired to undertake dirty work for a good price and keep their mouths shut afterwards.  
 
    But Ronan’s guild was unusual in that it straddled the fine line between secrecy and fame, between darkness and respectability. Those who belonged to the Night Guild were adherents to the Night God, and their power was in the shadows.  
 
    As the shadow from the chimney stack shifted with the changing light of the sun, Ronan subtly moved his position to stay in the shadow. His clothing consisted of soft boots of black leather, a tunic, leggings as tight as a second skin, and a cloak that fell as supple water from his shoulders and down to the backs of his knees. The boots were soft enough to allow him a perfect grip while climbing and a silent step when tracking a target. His gloves were made of a similar black leather, so that he would leave no mark on a window pushed silently open, nor leave a trace of blood from a cut on a wall he had climbed.  
 
    Around his belt was a toolbelt made of soft black fabric, in which was contained in a multitude of pockets the many tools and tricks of his assassin’s trade.  
 
    While Ronan’s boots and gloves were made from a well-dyed, supple leather, his cloak, tunic, and leggings were of an extraordinary fabric darker than dark that absorbed all light and reflected nothing. An assassin wearing this clothing with his hood raised would appear as a void, an absence of light and color, rather than as a person—a living shadow.  
 
    The clothing had the remarkable ability to keep its wearer warm in cold weather, cool in hot weather, and dry in wet weather. Ronan had never figured out the exact make up of the fabric, and he had never asked. He had never seen a fabric like it before, and its strangeness stoked his curiosity; however, part of the philosophy of the Night Guild was that a member should not ask too many questions unless absolutely necessary. So, for now, Ronan just accepted the marvelous power of his ultra-black garments and the fact that the secrets of their creation were a mystery. 
 
    The garments being magical did not surprise him. Magic was part of his trade. Before he had begun his training at the guild, he would not have used the word magic to describe the abilities he had learned. In the Twelve Isles, those powers and strange effects which could be conjured through the intercession of gods were not commonly referred to as magic. However, in the other countries, where the relationship with gods was different, the powers that the Night Guild members used would have been referred to as magic, sorcery, or with even darker and less kind words.  
 
    Ronan had become used to using the word.  
 
    The magic of the gods of the Twelve Isles did not usually manifest itself in as dramatic ways as the magic of the Night Guild assassins. The Night God granted allowed incredible powers to his disciples; an accomplished assassin could manifest the power to regrow a severed limb, or even, if the Night God favored such an extreme effect, to return from death. 
 
    But it was not for any such dramatic reason that Ronan was now sitting quietly and still in the shadow of the tall chimney stack on top of a tower that housed a small sub-guild of medicine mixers. He was waiting here for Diana, his companion and close colleague in the Night Guild.  
 
    Her presence nestled in his mind.  
 
    During their training over the last two years, they had slowly managed to become proficient at the art of transferring their thoughts to one another and being continually aware of the other’s presence through this telepathic connection.  
 
    For assassins, the ability to communicate silently was a very powerful tool, though as with all things it was not infallible. Stress, excitement, a sudden fright, all these things could disrupt the magical effect of the assassin’s abilities, sometimes with the potential for disastrous effects. This not only applied to the ability to communicate telepathically, but also to the ability to hold powerful disguise spells in place. Only with constant meditation and practice could the assassins get better at maintaining these skills, and they used them every day.  
 
    Ronan had been watching a house for two days, moving with the shadow of the chimney stack to keep himself hidden, and waiting for any sign of movement from within. So far, he had seen nothing. Diana, for her part, had been elsewhere in the city, investigating a lead they had picked up on the presence of a cell of rival assassins within their city.  
 
    Now, Ronan was waiting for Diana. She had sent him a message to let him know that she had discovered something. She wanted to speak to him face to face.  
 
    As he waited, he kept a lookout over the rooftops around him. As he felt Diana’s presence in his mind grow stronger, he knew she was approaching. Like him, her stealth abilities were so advanced that even without her using any magical power, she would be hard for him to spot. Eventually, three rooftops away, her shifting shadowy figure caught his eye. He glanced over and saw a small flicker of movement. She leapt from roof to roof, approaching him, and then disappeared from view again. A moment later Diana appeared on the edge of his rooftop, jumping up onto the tiles and moving as lithe and as silently as a cat across the red clay tiles that were ubiquitous on the roofs of the buildings in Trentum city. 
 
    Diana was not a native of the Twelve Isles. Unlike Ronan’s classic dark islander coloring, her hair was light brown, and her eyes were a light blue-gray. Though her face and hands were tanned from her years in the sunny southern climate of the Twelve Isles, this was not the natural tone of her skin. When she had first arrived, Ronan had noted the pale bands of skin at her wrists, where the sleeves of her robe had shaded the skin underneath from the hot sun. She had a thick crop of freckles around her nose and cheeks, and that was also unusual for this part of the world. They were still just visible under the deep brown of her Twelve Isles tan. 
 
    Diana came from the small Kingdom of Ghennet, a landlocked country in the north-western portion of the continent of Lithia, hundreds of miles north of the Twelve Isles. When Ronan had first met her and heard about her origins, he had not known how close a part the Kingdom of Ghennet was destined to play in his own story. 
 
    All unknown to him, the fates had conspired to drag both him and Diana, and their companion Eric, into a tangled conspiracy which revolved around a secret organization from Ghennet. This was the Silent Brotherhood. They were ruthless, a fanatical sect of worshippers of the northern god Mala.  They were not unknown in the Twelve Isles, and Ronan had heard of them before, but they had seemed but a distant and irrelevant curiosity in the past.  
 
    That was before they killed his father. 
 
    Ronan and his companions had come up against the assassins of the Silent Brotherhood, a strange, gray-clad group, and discovered that they were hunting a cadre of dragon eggs that had been stored in a bank vault in Trentum city. The inexplicable thing was, however, that as far as Ronan and his friends could tell it was the Silent Brotherhood themselves who had stored the eggs in the vault, and then sent their own assassins to steal them back.  
 
    Whatever the answer to that riddle might be, Ronan and his companions were on the track of the gray Silent Brotherhood assassins, with the goal of hunting down any who remained in the city and finding out, if possible, what their story was and how they had come to be tunneling into the vault to steal dragon eggs that their own organization had placed there. 
 
    “Wait till you hear what I’ve found out,” Diana said with a grin as she joined him in the shadow of the chimney stack. 
 
    “What have you discovered?” Ronan said. “Have you found out why the Silent Brotherhood would send a group of assassins to rob their own bank vault?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Diana replied, “but only two of the gray assassins were involved in the tunneling. We were told by one of the diggers that there were ten assassins in total, but I’m hesitant to take his word. We know for a fact that there were at least two more, besides the tunnelers, plus that strange old woman who had the brain-fogging magic. I may have found out where they went.” 
 
    Ronan raised his eyebrows and gestured for her to tell him more. 
 
    “When the Silent Brotherhood assassins were tunneling into the vault,” she said, “they started their task from that disused building a couple of blocks away from the bank,” she said, gesturing over the street. 
 
    “The building I’ve been fruitlessly watching for the last two days,” Ronan said gloomily.  
 
     “Exactly,” Diana said with a grin. “Well, while you were watching the building, I scouted the surrounding area. I came across a street vendor who passed up and down that road at least six times a day. I approached the vendor in disguise and got her talking. The Silent Brotherhood thought they were being secretive; they did not account for the observant nature of some of the more humble Twelve Isles residents. This woman had noticed the gray-clad strangers coming and going from the building. She thought their garb was unusual and mentioned it to her husband. The husband is a member of a pie maker guild, and he works selling his wares in another part of the city. The pie maker guild has a guildhouse near to the Outlander Dock, in the north of Trentum. It was the husband who spotted more of these unusually dressed strangers, going in and out of a small house near the place where he works. He mentioned it to his wife, who mentioned it to me. She wasn’t able to give me the exact address, but I know which street it’s on.”  
 
    “Excellent work!” Ronan said. “That must be their other base. Have you gone to have a look at it yet?” 
 
    Diana shook her head. “I thought it would be best to get in touch with you first and see if you wanted to come along with me. It was a while back that the street seller’s husband saw the gray-clad figures going in and out of the house, at least a week. To be honest, I don’t think that there is much chance of finding them still in place, but I think we should go and have a look as soon as possible nonetheless.” 
 
    “I think we should get in touch with Eric,” Ronan said after a moment’s thought. “Just in case there are any of the gray assassins still there, it would be well for us to be at our full strength if there is any fighting to be done.”  
 
    “I agree,” Diana said. “Eric is back at the Night Guild working on his research into the dragon eggs. I will send him a message.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, and her face became abstracted and thoughtful. Ronan half heard, half felt the hum of her thought transference magic as she aimed a powerful stream of communication across the city to where Eric sat in the library of the Night Guild, several miles away.  
 
    Ronan smiled to himself to see Diana’s progress in this magic. Of the three of them, it had been Diana who had encountered the most difficulty when they had begun to learn the thought transference technique. Now, she was as proficient in it as any of them, and more focused and powerful in it than Ronan, though Eric was perhaps more instinctively controlled when using the magic. 
 
    When they had begun doing the thought transference magic, Diana would not have been able to effectively transfer her thoughts to Eric without Ronan being able to pick up on them too. Now, she sent a focused communication, and Ronan could tell that keeping that focus was an easy thing for her to do.  
 
    After a moment, Diana opened her eyes again and looked back at Ronan. “Eric is on his way,” she said. “He will meet us here.” 
 
    “In that case,” Ronan said, “we still have a little time. It will take him an hour at least to get here. I think that our time would be well spent by having another look inside that building where they began the tunnel,” he said, pointing to the building opposite that he had been watching without result. 
 
    “You think there is something else we might find in there?” Diana asked. “I thought we had given it a thorough going over already.” 
 
    Ronan frowned. “I thought so too,” he said, “but there is something about that building that I cannot quite define. The whole time I’ve been here watching it, I’ve been getting this feeling that there is something we are missing. I feel like there was something I saw when we were in there before that I did not pay enough attention to. Come on, it won’t do any harm to have another look.” 
 
    Diana shrugged. “I suppose not.” 
 
    They made their way down the outside of the building, climbing with highly trained agility down the pathway of ledges, windowsills, and rocky hand and foot holds that, to a Night Guild assassin, was as effective and accessible a pathway as any road. An observer on the street below who had happened to glance up might have seen two shadows moving swiftly downward, but he would likely have dismissed them as the shadows of birds passing overhead, or something equally mundane. No normal person could have scaled that wall. 
 
    But the assassins had been drilled in climbing techniques until they were as comfortable leaping from rooftop to rooftop and scaling the sides of buildings as they were walking the streets at ground level. After only a few minutes of descent, Ronan and Diana dropped to the cobbled street, dusted off their black-gloved hands and scanned the surrounding area in an instinctive check for threats, or for anything unusual in their environment. 
 
    There was nothing, and they slipped across the street and down a lane that ran behind the building they were watching. 
 
    From this building, two of the gray-clad assassins, apparently trained and deployed by the Silent Brotherhood, had dug an elaborate tunnel under the streets which had come up inside a vault deep under the Bank of Gold, the most secure and famous financial institution in all of the Twelve Isles. In this vault, the Silent Brotherhood themselves had stashed three dragon eggs, and it was an eerie twist of fate that Eric, Diana, and Ronan’s individual paths to the Night Guild were all connected with the dragon eggs in some way. 
 
    One of the eggs, a black and silver globe from a Norskand ice dragon, had been taken from Eric’s village in a raid by soldiers from the Silent Brotherhood many years before. Another egg had been taken by treachery from Diana’s father, also by the Silent Brotherhood. Both Eric and Diana’s families had been slaughtered by the Brotherhood and their agents in the course of the Brotherhood getting the dragon eggs. It was the death of their families at the hands of the Brotherhood that had caused both of them to seek out the Night Guild and undertake its training in the deadly arts of the assassin. For both Eric and Diana, though they had come from different places and at different times, the goal had been gaining the skills to enact revenge against the Brotherhood.  
 
    The third egg was red and gold, and Ronan had retrieved it by trickery from one of the Silent Brotherhood’s messengers. That egg now sat in the office of Tarquin, high guildmaster of the Night Guild. Ronan and his friends did not know the backstory of this third egg, but they could only assume that it too had a similarly bloody history. 
 
    In the vault, the Night Guild trio had also found a paper packet containing documents. This packet had been stolen by an assassin from Ronan’s father, who had lost his life in the course of the theft. The death of his father was what had prompted Ronan to join the Guild.  
 
    In the intervening years, all three assassins had given up their desire for private revenge, and yet the fates seemed determined to bring them back onto a collision course with the agents of the Brotherhood. Perhaps they would end up having their revenge after all, whether they chose that path or not.  
 
    Guildmaster Tarquin, head of the Night Guild, had reacted to this unusual situation in his wise and thoughtful way. Instead of attempting to resist the tides of fate, he had gone with them, setting Ronan, Diana, and Eric to seek out the agents of the Silent Brotherhood who may still be hiding in Trentum city. In an unusual course for Night Guild assassins of their age and skill level, Tarquin had decreed that they should have autonomy in making their own decisions as they pursued this action. 
 
    “Here’s the window,” Ronan said, gesturing to a grubby pane of glass near the ground that served as the only inlet for daylight into the building’s basement. It was not large, but it was large enough for the two assassins to slip through. Ronan knelt and used a pick from his toolbelt to slip the catch and swing the window inward. Then he dropped to the ground and swung himself feet first into the basement, Diana following close behind.  
 
    Diana dropped to the floor and looked around the dusty, damp-smelling basement with distaste. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” she said after a cursory glance around.  
 
    “I thought the same at first,” Ronan said, “but there was something...”  
 
    The basement was a low-ceilinged, grimy space, with flagstones for the floor and bare bricks for the wall, the bricks oozing with moisture. In the center of the basement was the entrance to the tunnel leading to the bank vault. It had been roughly covered with slabs, but it was not this that Ronan was looking for. He took a deep breath and examined the basement area until, with a satisfied exclamation, he saw what it was he was looking for. 
 
    “There,” he said, putting his hand on Diana’s arm and pointing to a corner. “That’s it. I knew it. I noticed it when we were here before but we were in too much of a hurry and I didn’t notice its significance.” 
 
    She looked where he was pointing, squinted, frowned, then shook her head. “I’m not seeing it,” she said in a mystified voice.  
 
    Ronan grinned and walked over to the corner. He knelt and pointed to the thick mat of spider webs that ran around the edge of the basement room.  
 
    “See here?” he said, pointing, “and here? The spiders have made their webs all along the edges of the basement, and they have obviously done so undisturbed for a very long time. But here there are fewer webs for the span of three flagstones. The spiders have been at work here, but there’s not the same thickness of webbing. It looks like they’ve been building here for a couple of years, perhaps, whereas the rest of the basement edge is festooned with decades of web.”  
 
    Diana’s eyes went wide, and her mouth was a round O of surprise. “That is clever!” she said. “Well spotted! You are saying that because the spider web has been disturbed in that corner, you think that the flagstones there have been lifted?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Ronan said. “A few years ago, to be sure, but I think it has been done. I guess that our tunneling friends might have been doing some other digging as well, and perhaps they have been using this building as a base for a long time. When I was here before, I did not think much of this, since we were busy with the Silent Brotherhood assassins, but I must have subconsciously noticed it. There was something about this basement that troubled me, something that made me think I had missed something. This was it.” 
 
    He and Diana knelt together next to the flagstones that had the paler, newer-looking spider webs. They both took small steel jemmies from their equipment belts and together, without too much difficulty, levered up the first of the three stones. 
 
    Below, they found a grim reminder that they were dealing with a ruthless band of antagonists. Underneath the raised flagstone, a thin layer of damp dirt covered the grim shape of an adult human skeleton. Discolored rags of damp cloth were all that remained of the clothing. From the skeleton’s height and breadth, Ronan concluded that it was the remains of a man.  
 
    “A victim of the Silent Brotherhood assassins?” Diana said. 
 
    Ronan knelt as he spoke, working to remove the other two flagstones to reveal the rest of the body. “I would want to find out how long they had been using this house, if possible, before being certain,” he said, “but yes, it seems likely to me that this is the body of someone who fell afoul of them.”  
 
    “Give me a hand with this,” he said to Diana as he struggled to lift the last flagstone. She had been kneeling, staring down at the exposed bones, but now she gave herself a shake and helped him lift the flagstone. 
 
    “You okay?” Ronan asked as he began to systematically remove the dirt from around the bones.  
 
    “Yes,” she said shortly. The sight of the skeleton clearly disturbed Diana, but she closed herself off from her emotions and helped him to examine the remains. It did not take Ronan long to discover something that made him sit back with a shock. He looked closely at the bones of the skeleton’s right hand and found the unmistakable marks of a knife gouged into the small bones of the wrist. With a strange feeling, he lifted the shoulder blade from the skeleton’s left side and found there what he had suddenly found he had been expecting—another knife mark. 
 
    “What is it?” Diana asked, seeing the strange expression on his face. 
 
    “Just this,” Ronan said softly. “I think this is the skeleton of the man who killed my father.” 
 
    Back on that fateful day, nearly three years ago now, the assassin had emerged from his father’s room with a bloody knife in hand and a pack of papers tucked beneath his arm. Ronan, hiding in the stairwell, had attacked him and stabbed his knife into the man twice, once in the back on the left side, hitting the shoulder blade, and then a second time through the right wrist, disabling the assassin’s hand. Both times he had felt his knife strike the bone.  
 
    The wounds on this skeleton were the same as the wounds that Ronan had inflicted on the assassin the night his father died. 
 
    Quietly, he explained his reasoning to Diana as he dug about in the earth around the skeleton. In the dirt, he drew out a few scraps of the black fabric that was all that remained of the clothing the man had been buried in. Faded and tattered as they were now from being buried, they were still recognizable for what they had been: the rotted remains of a black assassin’s cloak. Then, digging in the dirt around the skull, he found something else.  
 
    “A Night Guild talisman!” Diana said as Ronan drew a silvery medallion on a fine chain out of the dirt. 
 
    But Ronan shook his head. “No,” he said. “Look closer.”  
 
    He laid the talisman on the floor, then reached inside his own robes and pulled out his Night Guild pendant, laying it on the floor beside the one he had just pulled from the dirt. 
 
    “Notice the difference?” he asked, glancing at Diana. 
 
    She nodded slowly. “Of course,” she said. “The talisman you pulled from the dirt is reversed. It’s the opposite of the Night Guild symbol.”   
 
    “That’s right,” Ronan said. “The Night Guild symbol is a waning crescent moon with the horns of the moon pointing to the left and the bulge to the right. It symbolizes the moon getting smaller, the bright light fading to darkness. This other talisman is the opposite way round. It’s the image of the moon moving from the shadow toward the light.” 
 
    “What on earth does it mean?” Diana asked.  
 
    “Well, at least we can say that it means my father was not killed by a member of the Night Guild, but by some other assassin from another organization. This pendant suggests to me that whoever they are, they have set themselves up in opposition to the Night Guild.”  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”  
 
    “Perhaps not,” Ronan said, “but I have. This is not the first time I have seen this symbol.”  
 
    He said nothing more, and Diana did not ask any more questions. She could tell that he would explain more in time, and for now it made the most sense for them to concentrate on the job at hand. They needed to meet with Eric, and then follow up their clue as to where the Silent Brotherhood assassins might be. Once they had done so, there would be time enough to discover more about this mysterious symbol, and what it might mean. 
 
    They worked together to put the flagstones back in place. They both considered that it was best to leave the skeleton where it was for now, though perhaps in time they would return and move the bones to somewhere more fitting. For all that the man had killed Ronan’s father, the two assassins had no desire to leave his bones in the dirt in this ignominious basement.  
 
    “The man has already been served the vengeance that I would have liked to give him myself,” Ronan said. “I would like most to know how he met his end, and at whose hand.”  
 
    “It seems most likely to me,” Diana said thoughtfully, “that he was killed by the gray assassins from the Silent Brotherhood. The pendant and the black robe are enough to show that he was not one of them. Perhaps he was supposed to hand the packet over to them, and did not do so? Or perhaps he died of the wounds he’d taken during the fight, and they buried him here to get rid of the body?” 
 
     “We may never know the exact circumstances,” Ronan said. “Whoever he was, I agree that he was not working for the Silent Brotherhood directly. I think this shows us again that there is another organization who are also after the dragon eggs. I think it most likely that this man was sent by that other organization and was intercepted by the Silent Brotherhood assassins.”  
 
    “All this does not give us any further clue as to why the Silent Brotherhood would break into their own bank vault,” Diana mused, returning to the subject at hand.  
 
    “I suspect that the group who did the tunneling have betrayed their organization and gone rogue. Perhaps they were here for a long time, working in Trentum city to move the dragon eggs into the vault. This has been going on for at least four years, since the eggs from your homeland and Eric’s homeland were both stolen that long ago. Perhaps the Silent Brotherhood assassins realized what they were moving, and decided that they would be better served by taking the eggs for themselves?” 
 
    “That certainly would fit the facts. It would not only explain why the Silent Brotherhood assassins decided to tunnel into the vault, but it would also explain how they knew the exact location of the vault and were able to get their tunnel to come up in the right place.”  
 
    “It might also explain something else,” Ronan said. “Perhaps the traitors were only a part of the cell of assassins in Trentum. Perhaps the others went back to Ghennet. That would explain why there were only two when we fought them in the vault, despite the fact that we have seen at least five different gray-robed assassins, plus the old woman with the mind-fogging magic.”  
 
    Diana suddenly looked up, as if she had heard a distant sound. “Eric is approaching.” 
 
    “Let’s go meet him then,” Ronan said. “Then we can go to this other house where gray-clad strangers have been seen. Perhaps there we will find some clue as to what has happened to the others. It could bring us one step closer to unraveling the mystery of the Silent Brotherhood assassins.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The snap of the breeze off the water brought the strong smell of the salt sea to their noses as Ronan and Diana made their way toward the Outlander Dock. This was where they had first met, only a few years ago, though it felt like longer.  
 
    Most of the traffic from the outside world came through the Outlander Dock, hence the name. Other harbors existed on the Twelve Isles, busy ones as well, but they catered toward the use of specific tradespeople—fishermen, trade ships, boat builders, and those who were involved in the bulk import and export of goods. 
 
    For visitors to the city and those who were leaving the Twelve Isles, the Outlander Dock was the place to get a boat.  
 
    People from all the countries of Lithia arrived here at the Outlander Dock, as well as people from even further afield. Indeed, travelers could be seen here from as far away as the imperial lands of Tang in the distant east and the continent of Afrik in the south. Here, traders and merchants mixed with dock workers, inn keepers, food sellers, tour guides, moneylenders, and many others on the busy, well-tended dock.  
 
    Diana looked around, smiling, as they expertly weaved their way through the crowd. “I suppose this dock must be the first sight that many people get of Trentum and the Twelve Isles,” she said. “It certainly was so for me.” 
 
    Both assassins had their stealth fields activated. The stealth field was a strong and useful magic. It wrapped the user in a magical aura that caused anyone who looked at them to think that they were wearing normal robes, not the shockingly-black robes of the Night Guild. The viewer would see whatever robe he expected to see and forget them almost immediately, if he even noticed them in the first place. The magic did not take much energy to maintain, and both assassins could keep the illusion up indefinitely—a foundational piece of magic for all Night Guild assassins.  
 
    At a higher level of advancement, Night Guild assassins could do a similar magic with their faces, making it so that people who looked at them did not see the assassin’s real face, but rather saw the face that they expected to see. Known as the Power of Infinite Faces, it was far above their level of advancement, though they had both learned the first step toward using the power.  
 
    Ronan nudged Diana. “There’s Eric,” he said. He nodded toward where he saw the tall, fair youth who was the third member of their assassin squad. The three of them had been put together into a squad for training and missions because of their proficiency at drawing magical power from the shadows. Other assassins drew power from other sources—some from plants, some from stone, some even from sunlight or moonlight—but for the trio, the shadows held the most potential power. Even now, Ronan was drawing the energy that he used to power his stealth field from the shadows around him. The process had now become almost entirely instinctive. Next to him, he felt Diana doing the same. 
 
    Shadows were everywhere in Trentum city, with the bright sunlight causing sharp and inky shadows to follow all the people around, and to collect at the bases of all the buildings, in the alleyways, in the may deep doorways of the buildings. Most people did not notice the shadows that followed them constantly, but for Ronan and his companions, the shadows were the very fuel that they used to power their magic. At night, they were even more powerful, being able to draw on the energy of the darkness around them.  
 
    As they were still relatively new to the study of assassin’s magic, they were aware that the shadows held power for more spells than they yet knew. But Ronan felt sure that before this mission to root out the Silent Brotherhood was over, all three of them would be using new magic that they had not even thought of before.  
 
    Eric glanced up from his examination of the crowd, and his pale blue eyes flicked across Ronan and Diana. He nodded a brief acknowledgement and strode toward them.  
 
    He was a strange looking youth. To those who were used to the dark coloring of the native Twelve Islers, or even to the less extreme dark coloring of those from central and southern Lithia, Eric stood out, pale as a sheet of paper and with hair as gold as a polished coin. Eric came from the far northern land of Norskand where such pale coloring was more common. 
 
    His piercing ice-blue eyes scanned the area as he approached 
 
    Ronan found the effect of Eric’s active stealth field on the people around him interesting. As Eric moved through the crowd toward him, Ronan was able to observe how the people who Eric passed barely saw him. One or two of them, presumably the more observant ones, did see him, but the stealth field deceived their eyes so that they saw the robes of a guildsman that they expected to see. These few people nodded politely to Eric, and Eric smiled and nodded back at them. Moments later, however, the people who had seen him would wander away with a strange, vacant expression on their faces. Clearly the stealth field did more than just baffle the eyes so the observers did not see the dark assassin robes; it also caused people to forget the meeting ever happened.  
 
    “Diana has explained to me the clue that you have discovered,” Eric said in his clipped, emotionless manner as soon as he came up to them.  
 
    “Good day to you, too,” Ronan replied with a gentle laugh.  
 
    Eric gave Ronan a blank stare, then his eyes widened slightly. “Oh, right,” he said. “You mean that it is impolite of me to begin speaking without a greeting? Sorry. Um, good afternoon.”  
 
    Ronan rolled his eyes at Eric’s social ineptitude. A skilled assassin he may be, but he was not the best at relating to others. Ronan understood why. Eric had seen things; terrible things. The kind of things that would drive most people mad. If Eric’s emotions seemed a bit stunted, Ronan was not going to hold it against him.  
 
    He gave Eric’s unresponsive shoulder a slap. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We don’t take offense. Do we, Diana?”  
 
    “Certainly not,” Diana said with a small smile. “The house is this way.” 
 
    Eric had seen his entire village massacred by the soldiers of the Silent Brotherhood, an order of merciless fighters known as the Crimson Knights, a fanatical fighting force affiliated with the Silent Brotherhood. 
 
     He had been stabbed and left for dead, but the Night God himself had intervened, causing Eric to be healed of his deadly wound, and giving him the mission of heading south to find the Night Guild. When Ronan had first met Eric, he had thought the pale man strange and aloof. Now that he knew Eric’s story, Ronan understood better.  
 
    Eric had seen terrible things, and he bore the scars of it on his mind as well as on his body. If he acted abruptly and unlike other people, Ronan knew that it was because of the horrors that he had seen and survived, not because of any deliberate rudeness. Underneath the strangeness of his manner, Ronan knew that Eric was a thoroughly good person, as well as a more than competent assassin and a loyal member of the guild.  
 
     Diana led them through the crowded dock and toward a backstreet that ran behind a row of dockside inns. Here on the dock’s frontage, the buildings were more of wood than of stone, the older timbers bleached with the salt wind and the hot sun, and the newer buildings still smelling of raw, sweet, fresh cut wood. For a quarter of a mile away from the water line, most of the buildings were warehouses for short-term storage or inns and boarding houses for travelers. Scattered throughout this majority commercial district, there were a few residential streets, mostly populated with people who worked in the docklands but did not sleep on the premises where they worked. These were the houses of the shipping agents, customs men, and administrative officials—the kind of genteel employment opportunities that did not require many tools beyond a pen, ink, paper, and a sharp mind. 
 
    In some of these streets, one could find comfortable apartments that could be let for the short term, for those who were staying in the Twelve Isles for business but did not want to be far from the docks. Diana led them to one of these apartments, having found it on the information of the street seller’s husband, as she had told Ronan earlier that day. The rental looked to be a respectable, unassuming building of dressed gray stone. The building stood three stories tall, with a shop on the ground floor and apartments on the two upper floors. The three assassins stood in the street and looked up at the top floor apartment, its windows shuttered against the bright light of day. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know who owns the apartment?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Diana said. “I agree that it would be useful and interesting to find out, and I’m sure it could be done, but I feel like it would be better to get a look inside sooner rather than later.”  
 
    “I agree with Diana,” Eric said, his steady gaze fixed on the shuttered windows. Glimpsed between the dark wood of the shutters, thick panes of good glass reflected the light of the evening sun. 
 
    “Very well,” Ronan said. “Is there an alleyway behind these buildings where we could find a way to climb up?” 
 
    Diana gave Ronan an amused look. “There is,” she said. “But there is also the open stairwell door. There is no need to climb the building, unless you really want to, of course.”  
 
    Ronan laughed. “I suppose I have gotten so much into the habit of climbing walls and accessing buildings through windows that it feels a little unnatural to get in any other way.” 
 
    “And you make out that I’m the one with poor manners,” Eric said with a dry laugh. Ronan glanced at him and grinned. He felt pleased to see the usually emotionless Eric having a go at making a joke.  
 
    “Come on,” Diana said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They found the door to the stairwell next to the entrance of the shop that occupied the ground floor. As they passed the shop’s open door, the comforting scent of beeswax and herbs drifted out, along with the cheerful chatter of the customers inside. This chandlery supplied good quality tapers to the inns on the docks, but only to those of higher class. Ronan pushed the door open and found that it swung back easily. “No locks on the stairwell doors here?” he wondered out loud. 
 
    “This is a safe area,” Diana said. “Nobody expects trouble here.” 
 
    “Makes sense as a place to set up as respectable merchant folk if you don’t want to be noticed,” Eric commented.  
 
    “Except that only works if you don’t behave creepily and set the local guildsfolk to wondering. Those gray-clothed assassins gave off an eerie feeling that alerted my street seller’s husband to their presence.”  
 
    “It’s a funny thing,” Ronan said thoughtfully as they walked up the stairs, “but I did not get any bad feeling from the two we fought in the bank vault. When I encountered the gray-clad assassins in the entrance square to the Night Guild, when they attacked me, I certainly got that feeling from them. Also, when we were attacked in the street as we were planning our robbery of the bank, I had the same impression that there was some kind of evil magic going on. But those two in the vault did not give me that feeling. They felt just like normal men to me.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Diana said. “It was the same for me.” 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Eric asked.  
 
    “I’d guess,” Ronan said slowly, “that it is another piece of evidence to suggest the theory we came up with earlier is correct: the two who robbed the vault were renegades who had broken their ties with the others. If we assume that the Silent Brotherhood assassins have some kind of evil magic that gives them power, then it makes sense that we—and even an observant guildsman in the city like the husband of the street seller—would feel that impression from them. If the two we fought in the vault had, as seems likely, broken from their fellows, then perhaps the magic that drives their power left them when they betrayed their masters?” 
 
    “That is sound reasoning,” Eric said approvingly. “I came to a similar conclusion myself. It’s the only way that I can explain why adherents of the Silent Brotherhood would rob their own vault in this elaborate way.” 
 
    They reached the front door of the top floor apartment. All seemed quiet, and the sounds of the busy street became faint in the cool, dim space of the stone stairwell. Ronan leaned toward the heavy, brown apartment door and listened for a moment, but he heard no sound from inside. 
 
    Diana leaned over and pointed at the edge of the door where a small gap existed between the edge of the door and the door frame.  
 
    “Look at that,” she said. “The spiders have a message for us here again.” 
 
    Ronan squinted at where she pointed, not understanding what she meant. Then it became clear to him. A blanket of fine spider webbing crossed the small gap between door and door frame. Not only that, but there were a few dead flies trussed up neatly at the base of the web and a fat, black spider waited patiently in one corner for more.  
 
    “I see what you mean, Diana,” he replied. “This door has not been opened for a while. From the state of this spider and her web, it looks like the tenants have not been here for at least a few days, if not longer.”  
 
    “That, or they’ve been using some other way in and out,” Eric said.  
 
    “Good point,” Diana said. “They could still be in there.” She grinned. “Perhaps, like Ronan, they prefer to climb in and out of the windows.” 
 
    Ronan gave a low chuckle. “I think we’ll chance it,” he said. “I’d use a lock pick, but I have this new spell that Guildsman Janus taught to me. This is a good opportunity to give it a try.” 
 
    The others watched with interest as Ronan lowered himself to one knee and then cupped his hands over the keyhole of the door. He had been practicing this small trick in his spare time back at the guild, before the adventure with the Silent Brotherhood assassins had begun to take up all of his time. Now, he cupped his hands over the lock and allowed his mind to drop into the light trance-like state best for doing magic. 
 
    Since joining the Night Guild, Ronan had found that the way he slept had changed completely. A Night Guild assassin did not lose consciousness in the same way as a normal person. Instead, his mind rested in a strange state between sleep and waking. The body rested, but the mind went out seeking around the body, aware of its surroundings in a way that Ronan found both pleasant and interesting. It felt, in a way, rather like dreaming, but it resembled those rare dreams when a person understands that they are asleep and finds that they can choose their actions, but that the normal laws of the physical world do not apply to them. 
 
    In this strange assassin’s sleep state, Ronan could allow his awareness to roam through his surroundings, keeping an eye on what was going on nearby him, and bringing his body back to full awareness immediately, if it were needed.  
 
    This trance state that he dropped into now was like that. He retained his awareness of his companions, of the cool stone stairwell, and even of the faint sounds of bustle from the shop below. He smelled the herbs and wax from the chandlery, the smell of cooking wafting in from a restaurant nearby, and even the hint of salt on the sea air drifting up through the stairwell. He sensed Eric’s deep, almost unnatural stillness, Diana’s restless interest, and even the little sparks of life that were the mice and rats living in the spaces behind the stairwell walls. He knew birds perched on the roof of the building, crows nested in an open space between the tiles, a greedy gull sat on a chimney pot, watching the ground below for dropped food.  
 
    Ronan expanded his consciousness outward and felt them all, then narrowed it to a fine point. 
 
    His awareness flowed into the lock, and he felt his way through it; springs, shearline, tumbler pins, the very specific arrangement of drops and rises required for the pins to slip into place and release the mechanism.  
 
    All assassins of the Night Guild were, of course, taught how to pick locks. Ronan had a perfectly adequate set of lock-picking tools in his equipment belt, and he knew how to use them. Though this door locked with a complex mechanism of the most modern design, any of the three assassins would probably have made short work of it had the need arisen. But to be able to do a thing like this with magic felt exciting and attractive. Even more so, it was seen as a tribute to the Night God.  
 
    The God of the Night was the protector deity of the Night Guild assassins, and it was from him that they had their power. Even this small piece of magic, done in the Night God’s honor, felt to Ronan like a more desirable thing to do than the mundane slipping of the pins using his standard issue lock-picking kit.  
 
    He smiled, drawing magic from the nearby shadows, and pushing a thin tendril of raw power into the lock. It hung there for a moment as he relished the feeling of applying his magical skill set to the task. Then, with a sigh of satisfaction, he felt the lock snap open with just as much ease as if Ronan had slipped the key in through the keyhole and turned it like it was his own house. 
 
    “Impressive!” Diana said, and Eric gave a low whistle. 
 
    “That was very fast,” Eric said. “I’m good at lock picking, but still I think that it would have taken me longer than that to open a lock of this design. Guildsman Janus showed me the lock picking spell, too, but I think I will need to put more time into practicing it before I can get as good as you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ronan said. “It’s quieter than using the actual key as well, and it has the added advantage of not disturbing this spider. Anyone looking at the lock will think as we did that it had not been used for a long time. Come on, let’s go in and see what we can see.” 
 
    He turned the handle and gently pushed the door open. A low creak came from the hinges. Immediately as the door opened, a musty odor reached their nostrils. The apartment was dark and gloomy with all the shutters closed, and a thick, close smell like decay was in the place. The apartment felt still and cold from disuse.  
 
    Diana wrinkled her nose. “It certainly smells like it’s been abandoned for a while,” she said. 
 
    “It’s dark, too,” Eric said. “And colder than I would have expected.”  
 
    “Let’s be on our guard,” Ronan said quietly. 
 
    He loosened his knife in his belt, and the others did the same. Like his companions, Ronan had a small arsenal of weaponry on his belt. He had his knife and a short blowpipe with poisoned darts of various kinds. He also had a collection of glass vials containing poisons and irritant powders which could cause a number of unpleasant effects, ranging from instant death to a deep sleep, to an upset stomach or temporary blindness.  
 
    On the other side of his belt a row of little fist-sized globes of delicate pottery contained powders which would explode into smoke or into a bright, blinding flash when smashed on the ground.   
 
    Fixed to the back of his belt he kept a set of three tiny throwing knives, small enough that they could be concealed in a fist, but weighted in such a way that they would travel a surprising distance if thrown properly by a skilled hand. For now, Ronan just kept his dagger loose in his belt with his hand near it and his cloak pushed back out of the way to the left, so that he could quickly reach a smoke bomb or a flash bomb if he needed one at short notice. 
 
    The apartment was simply but comfortably decorated, with thick carpets and good rugs in the long hallway. A low, dark wood table dominated the room; an ornamental vase made of finely-painted pottery had been placed in its center. Some cut flowers had been placed in the vase, but they were now dead, and a stagnant odor came from the water in it. 
 
    The hallway opened out into three large, well-appointed rooms. Two were bedrooms, each with a large, double bed near the shuttered window. The other contained a generously-sized sitting room with a comfortable sofa, a table, several chairs, and a fireplace. On the table in the sitting room, another ornamental vase stood, also with stagnant water and dead flowers, keeping a melancholy vigil by the shuttered window.  
 
    If not for the foul smell and the general air of dereliction and neglect, it might have been a comfortable and pleasant apartment. However, the whole place was permeated with a rank, earthy odor like the inside of an old tomb, and the atmosphere felt heavy and depressing.  
 
    The three assassins moved with great care and in absolute silence through the apartment. They glanced into each room and established that there was nobody in any of them. Then, they split and began to examine the rooms in more detail.  
 
    They took a room each, but it was only moments before Ronan, who had taken the smaller of the two bedrooms, heard a hiss of surprise from Eric, who had taken the other bedroom.  
 
    “Come through here,” Eric said quietly.  
 
    Ronan did not like the tone of Eric’s voice. He left the deserted bedroom and entered the other one. He found Eric standing and looking down into the corner of the room that was hidden from view by the bed.  
 
    Diana came up behind Ronan, and the two of them stood looking at Eric, who stared into the corner.  
 
    “What is it, Eric?” Ronan whispered.  
 
    “Come here and see for yourself,” Eric replied in a whisper. His voice was flat, but the distaste in his tone was evident. 
 
    Ronan moved forward, a strange but unmistakable feeling of trepidation rising in his chest. He rounded the bed and stood beside Eric. Looking down, Ronan then saw what had discomforted Eric. He drew in a sharp breath. In the corner, next to the bed and pushed up at an angle against the wall, there was a plain, wooden coffin.  
 
    The lid had been pushed to one side and lay half under the bed. They could see the coffin was vacant. The unpleasant, musty smell which permeated the whole apartment was stronger here. Suppressing his distaste, Ronan squatted down next to the coffin and began to examine it. 
 
    “The inside is wet,” he said, running his gloved fingers along the floor of the coffin and then holding them up for the others to see. His fingertips gleamed in the dim light coming in through the shutter; as he looked closer, he saw viscous strings of thick, clear stuff like mucus stretching between his fingers. He sniffed the thick goop and then pulled his head away, suppressing a gag reflex as he wiped his fingers on the plush of the carpet. 
 
    “Ugh,” he said, “I don’t think I’ve ever smelled anything so disgusting. The bottom of the coffin is covered in it, and there seems to be some of it on the floor, too, leading toward the door.” 
 
    “It’s dried into the carpet,” Diana said, following the trail toward the bedroom door, “but it stops before it reaches the door.”  
 
    “There’s something else here,” Eric said in a flat voice. Of the three of them, he seemed least affected by the atmosphere of horror which emanated from the macabre discovery, and yet the corners of his mouth were drawn down and the his disgust at the scene was clear.  
 
    “What have you found, Eric?” Diana asked.  
 
    “Look,” Eric said. He scraped something up from the carpet next to the coffin. He looked at it closely and then held it up for the others to see.  
 
    “Earth!” Diana exclaimed. “How horrible! It’s almost as if this coffin had been buried before being brought here.” 
 
    “There are signs of rot on the outside of the coffin’s surface, too,” Ronan said, “consistent with it having been buried in damp earth for some time.” He examined the outside of the coffin with care, pointing out to his colleagues the unmistakable traces of where burrowing insects and the pressure of wet earth had made their mark on the outside of the wood. “But it’s a flimsy construction. It can’t have been buried long, or it would be in a much worse state than it is,” he added.  
 
    “But where on earth can it have come from?” Diana wondered. “Nobody buries their dead in the Twelve Isles.” 
 
     What Diana said was true. Space was at a premium in the Twelve Isles, and by and large the ground was too stony, and the water table too high for any large-scale burial of the dead to be practical. Standard practice was for the dead to be cremated on big funeral pyres at a dedicated site near the sea. Though some eccentric and wealthy people did choose to have their bodies buried in their gardens, if they had a large enough estate; it was a very unusual practice and considered by most of the denizens of the Twelve Isles to be rather vulgar and more than a little disgusting.  
 
    “Burial of the dead is not standard practice anywhere in the south of Lithia,” Ronan mused.  
 
    “Nor in the far north,” Eric added. “Though we do bury our dead sometimes, we do not use coffins like this.” 
 
    “I have seen a coffin like this before,” Diana said quietly. “In my homeland of Ghennet there is more space and so burial in a wood coffin is the standard way of doing things. The adherents of the god Mala, who are the main religion there, believe that it is the only decent way for burial, and they hold that disposing of the dead in any other way means that the soul of the dead person will not advance into the next realm.” 
 
    “Well, at least it fits with these Silent Brotherhood assassins being from Ghennet,” Ronan said. “We know the Silent Brotherhood are fanatics for Mala, so it makes at least some sense. Though why in the world they should have brought this foul thing into a house with them beats me. Burying the dead is one thing, but this feels more like they have been exhuming the dead.” 
 
    “I don’t understand it,” Diana agreed. “But whatever it is they were up to, I don’t like it one bit.” 
 
    “I think we can all agree on that,” Ronan said, standing and dusting off his black-gloved hands. “What’s our next step?” 
 
    “Let’s search the rest of the house,” Eric said. “I suspect that there is nothing else here for us to find, but we need to be sure.”  
 
    Diana nodded. “Then, if we don’t find anything, perhaps we can try to find the person who owns the apartment and see if they have any information about the people who rented it from them?” she suggested. 
 
    They all agreed that this was the best course of action, and immediately set about a detailed and thorough survey of the rest of the house. They found nothing. Apart from the eerie relic in the bedroom, nothing in the apartment gave any clue as to the identity, actions, or motives of the tenants. 
 
    All three were glad to leave the house. They closed the door, and Ronan passed a hand over the lock, using a twist of shadow magic to slip the pins back into place and lock the door again.  
 
    Inquiries at the chandlery downstairs gave them the name of the rental agent for the building. Ronan donned a nondescript Innkeeper’s Guild robe to conceal his identity and went in to talk to the agent, but the officious little guildsman was unable to give them any new information.  
 
    “The rent has been paid up for three months,” the little man said. “The entire arrangement was handled by mail. For a client to remain anonymous is no unusual thing. I saw nothing to question.” He turned from them with a harumph as he greeted a new customer with a falsely joyous smile.  
 
    Ronan considered the matter. The rental had been arranged ten weeks ago, which meant that there were two weeks left on the lease.  
 
    I don’t like to think what this poor chap will say when he finds out the state his anonymous tenants have left the place in, he thought, sending the thought to Diana and Eric, who waited outside.  
 
    His two companions replied without words, but he felt their grim acknowledgement. Even as he thought it, Ronan wondered if it might not be better to return to the apartment and dispose of the coffin. A find like that would cause all kinds of gossip in the town, and the less questioning there was in the city, the better.  
 
    “At least it gives us a time frame in which these Silent Brotherhood assassins were definitely at work in the city,” Ronan said, once he was back outside with his friends. “But it does not really tell us much. They rented this apartment ten weeks ago, but for all we know they could have been in the city for years before that, and just have been staying somewhere else.” 
 
    “I think,” Diana said, “that we had best return to the guild. I have a feeling that a conversation with Guildsman Janus might be useful for us at this point. I think he will want to know our progress so far, and I suspect that we will not learn anything more here.”  
 
    They all agreed that to be the best course of action, but it so happened that there was one more clue to be found. They were coming around a corner, all of them with their stealth fields in place, when a large, homely-looking woman in a Greengrocer’s Guild robe called out from the doorway of an inn. She hurried across the street toward Diana. Ronan and Eric exchanged shocked expressions, but they both quickly realized the woman didn’t seem to register that they were there.  
 
    The stealth fields are in place Eric sent the thought to his companions. How can she see you, Diana? 
 
    This is the woman I told you of, Diana responded. I think she has an exception to my stealth field, because I wanted her to be able to find me if she needed. We can discuss it afterward. You two step back and let me speak with her.  
 
    Ronan’s hand relaxed away from his knife blade. This was the street seller who had given Diana the information that led them to the street and the rental apartment. She was no threat, and Ronan stepped back to wait and hear what she had to say.  
 
    “Oh, mistress,” the woman called out again, waving to Diana. Ronan and Eric immediately took two steps back, and the woman did not seem to see them.  
 
    Diana turned to the woman who was accosting her and smiled. “Hello again,” she said. “Fancy meeting you out here.”  
 
    “Well,” the woman said with a grin, “I came out to meet my husband, who works near here. But, when I saw you, I remembered that you were asking about those strangers my husband saw nearby here, and you seemed very interested in them.”  
 
    “I am interested,” Diana said, “though I’m keen for my interest to remain a secret, if you understand me.”  
 
    The woman raised one finger and tapped the side of her nose, giving Diana a conspiratorial wink. “You won’t catch me gossiping about your inquiries,” she said, “but your asking about it made me think that there was more to those strange-looking foreigners than met the eye. They fairly put the wind up my husband, and I’ve never known him to be a fanciful man, so it stuck in my mind, so to speak.” 
 
    “I would certainly be interested to hear anything more that you know about them,” Diana said kindly.  
 
    The woman leaned in close and spoke in a low voice to Diana. Eric and Ronan, their stealth fields still in place, moved closer, straining to hear.  
 
    “My husband heard it this afternoon from Sera Bains who keeps the chandlery on the ground floor,” she said in a low voice. “Sera was in the chandlery late a few nights ago, finishing up a short-notice order for one of the Pearl Trader Guilds, when she heard a commotion and saw some folks coming out of the stairwell next to her shop. Tall, they were, three tall men all done up in gray and with their faces covered, as if they didn’t want to be recognised. No guild marks on their robes, and all of them unnaturally tall, tall like nobody in Trentum City is.”  
 
    “Did she hear them say anything?” Diana asked eagerly. 
 
    “Oh yes,” the woman said with a smile, pleased at the reaction her story was getting. “They were talking urgently about getting to a boat, and then getting the boat to Oretum. They were talking about the High Vizier or some such title, Sera didn’t know what exactly. She said they were talking about getting to Oretum and getting help from the Vizier.”  
 
    “That is very helpful!” Diana said.  
 
    “Oh, but you’ve not heard the best part yet,” the informant said with relish. “What do you think they were carrying over their shoulders?”  
 
    “I cannot guess,” Diana said expectantly.  
 
    The woman paused for dramatic effect, and then lowered her voice even further. “On their shoulders, wrapped in a white sheet but clear as day to see in the moonlight…it was the corpse of an ancient woman!”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All three of the assassins exchanged glances as they immediately thought of the old woman with the mind-fogging magic. They had been scoping out the Bank of Gold in preparation for their incursion to find out what was hidden in the vault when they had first encountered the crone.  
 
    She had disguised herself as a beautiful young woman, and the glamor had taken Ronan in completely. She had engaged him in conversation and fogged his awareness of his surroundings so completely that several of the Silent Brotherhood assassins had almost managed to sneak up on him. Only quick action from Eric and Diana had saved Ronan from being attacked in the street, and he had escaped the assault by the skin of his teeth.  
 
    Her magic had been powerful enough to fool the trained eyes of a Night Guild assassin. And what of the macabre empty coffin upstairs in the apartment? What was the connection between them? Had the coffin housed the old crone? What was she, really?  
 
    It seemed clear that she was more than just a woman with magic. There was some dark power here that none of them had encountered before.  
 
    Diana thanked the informant and slipped a coin into her hand before turning away and walking briskly down the street.  
 
    “I’m surprised your stealth field didn’t baffle your informant’s eye,” Ronan said. “She was still able to see you despite your field being in place?”  
 
    “It’s a limitation of the stealth field—or perhaps more of an advantage than a limitation, really. She saw me and recognized me because she had good intentions and something of use to share with me, I suppose. The magic is there to hide us, but not to hide us at a disadvantage.”  
 
    “But how could the spell possibly tell the difference?” Ronan asked in amazement.  
 
    “It’s the Night God that knows, not the spell,” Eric put in. “The Night God is the one source of our power, and we must not forget that.”  
 
    Eric nodded reverently, and Ronan smiled at him. “I guess you’re right,” he said.  
 
    As all the Night Guild assassins did, Ronan was aware of the Night God in a quiet way all the time. The deity’s presence remained constant in his mind, a steady and comforting awareness from the moment he woke and all through the day, as present and as regular as his own breath. He began each morning—unless he was out and about on business for the guild—with a short period of meditation and prayer to the Night God.  
 
    This helped him to fix his purpose and intention from day to day, and increased his awareness of the Night God’s purposes. One had to be careful when working with the Night God, however. Early on, they had been warned not to just ask the god when they wanted or needed something. The difference between the Night God and other deities of the Twelve Isles was that the Night God would certainly grant any requests. Though this sounded attractive on the surface, it brought his assassins into great risk.  
 
    The Night God might know what was the best decision, but a mere human—even a highly-trained guild member—might not know what was best. If an assassin asked for whatever he required from the Night God, he could end up creating unintended and possibly undesirable consequences.  
 
    Diana’s relationship with the Night God was steady and present like Ronan’s, but not an intrusive or overly-dominant part of her life. They did not talk about it in detail, but Ronan could tell from the way she discussed the deity, and the similarity of her prayer routine to his, that she kept the God at a slight distance. Like him, she accepted and was grateful for the power the Night God granted, but she was also aware of the danger that was in that relationship and the necessity to keep her own counsel and rely on her own judgment when it came to making decisions.  
 
    Eric’s relationship with the deity was different, however. His devotion to the Night God bordered on the extreme. He woke every morning two hours before everyone else and rose to sit in formal meditation in front of his personal shrine to the deity. He kept the Night God always at the forefront of his mind. The constant and powerful relationship with the God that he maintained rang through Ronan’s mind whenever he was near Eric.  
 
    The blond man had put on weight and bulk since he had been at the guild. Where Ronan and Diana were lithe and toned, Eric had become a big man as he’d grown, his chest and arms filling out like the stout frame of a brawler. Never a small person, the bulk had added to his height until he towered over most of the other people at the guild.  
 
    Twelve Islers, like most of the people from southern parts of Lithia, tended to be short and stocky, but Eric stood over six feet tall, and he carried himself like a warrior.  
 
    For all his intensity and strength, however, he was a gentle soul. Ronan saw the way Eric ducked his head to hear Diana’s words as she spoke to him, and the dry chuckle that whatever she was saying brought out in him. Ronan walked a little way behind the two of them as they made their way through the crowded streets around the docklands, and he could not help wondering whether Eric’s almost obsessive devotion to the Night God might get him into trouble some day.  
 
    The Night Guild was situated on Calvaria, which was the second largest of the Twelve Isles after Uon, which was the biggest. The trio crossed the wooden footbridge from Uon over to Calvaria, and then made their way through the narrow, winding residential streets of this quieter island. Uon Island was the center of Trentum City’s commercial bustle, but the Island of Calvaria was mostly given over to residential streets of the poorer sort, where many of the humbler working people of the Twelve Isles dwelt peacefully.  
 
    There were very poor districts in the Twelve Isles, but Calvaria was not one of them. Most of the worst-off of the population actually lived on Uon, in the warren of streets and lanes that honeycombed the spaces behind the extravagant financial district buildings in the center of the island. Most people were unaware even of their existence, despite the fact that the poorest people lived in such close proximity to the richest. But Ronan had walked there and seen the people who were members of the Guild of the Destitute, the Guild of the Mad, and the Guild of Broken Promises.  
 
    In the Twelve Isles, everyone had a guild. That extended even to those whose lives were in a mess due to their circumstances. Little was known about the guilds that protected the poor, the mad, and the broken of the Twelve Isles, but Ronan had walked there and had seen them. It was not a pleasant sight and he was not surprised that few people chose to enter the hidden lanes of Uon Island.  
 
    Calvaria, by contrast, was populated by people with enough wealth to live with dignity and some comfort, but not enough that they could be called the richest people of Trentum. The houses of the wealthier denizens were concentrated on Drem Island—where Ronan grew up in his father’s villa—and Soa Island, where the very richest guild members dwelt.  
 
    Calvaria’s streets were clean and quiet, with only a few tradespeople and servants moving about on their business. Near the bridge, there was a brewery called The Bridge to Uon, and in a wall behind it there was a hidden entrance to the Night Guild. But the assassins judged the area too busy to use that day, and so they walked deeper into the island’s interior until they came to a quiet, nondescript courtyard surrounded by single-story dwellings of pale stone with shuttered windows and red roofs.  
 
    Here, a square tower overlooked the square, and a blank wall of red brick ran across the side of the square opposite the single road that led into it. Here, for those that knew how the magic worked, there was an entrance to the guild.  
 
    Ronan approached the wall and glanced around. The square remained empty. Black shadows lay on the cobbled surface of the courtyard, cast by the nearby wall. Ronan reached into one of these shadows and drew up darkness from it, gathering it in his hand until it dripped from his fingers like thick, black paint from a brush. Then, he reached out and used the gathered shadow to draw a tall Night Guild crescent moon on the wall. The shadow stuck to the wall like paint and formed a thick black line. Ronan stepped back, and as he did so, the line he’d drawn shimmered with pale luminescence, like moonlight.  
 
    The lines he had drawn evened out and formed themselves into the shape of a neater crescent moon, as tall as a man and as broad as a door. Eric stepped forward and pushed at the side of the crescent. The crescent swung back, revealing a narrow, shadowy alleyway between two low outbuildings. The others stepped through, and Ronan pushed the door shut behind them. It vanished, the bricks knitting back together as if there had never been a doorway there at all.  
 
    They had entered the Night Guild.  
 
    The guild campus was a large and sprawling affair arranged in a checkerboard shape of square courtyards and square blocks of three-storied buildings. Most of the ground floors of the buildings were open, so that the guildsmen could wander freely through the ground level of the campus. Most of the guildsmen met for communal meals in a large dining hall, and there were several towers like the one at the entrance. In the one they had just passed, the Guildmaster and his council had their quarters, and they ran the affairs of the Night Guild from there. Another tower contained the Guild Library, an opulent space filled with more than ten thousand books collected over many centuries.  
 
    A guild member who walked through the Night Guild campus and out toward the northeast would come to the temple of the Night God, an enormous construction made of huge cubes of black stone with a tall, gold dome roof that gleamed in the light of the sun. Around the Night God’s temple, another guild campus sprawled. It had taken Ronan a long time to work out its purpose. Many low, wooden buildings were laid out around the temple plaza, and strange, ragged, expressionless people milled around aimlessly. Tall, dark-robed figures moved amongst them, marking off names on long lists and collecting the expressionless people into groups.  
 
    This was the Guild of the Dead, and the ragged people were the ghosts of those who had died, and were being guided through the intermediate process between life and death by the tall, dark figures.  
 
    In the middle of this area, an extensive walled garden sprawled out over many acres of trimmed hedges and neatly kept flowerbeds. This was the Garden of Ragged Ghosts, and it was tended exclusively by the ghosts of those who died at the hands of the Night Guild. Since the Guild only took on assassination jobs that were morally justifiable by the actions of the victim, the ghosts who tended the garden were the spirits of people who, in life, had been evil and caused harm to others. As such, they could not travel on to the next life easily.  
 
    At the same time, the ghosts were just remnants of people, not the people themselves. They had no memory of their names or deeds in life, and so the Night Guild did not desire to punish them. The ghosts found their way to the garden and began work there, and it was a peaceful resting place for otherwise restless spirits. It also acted as a reminder to the Night Guild members of the permanence and importance of death, to never take their role as the bringers of death lightly.  
 
    A peaceful, pleasant place, all three assassins enjoyed spending time in the garden. They made their way through the Night Guild campus and into the Guild of the Dead, through the milling crowds of ghosts and through the back lanes to the garden entrance.  
 
    As they entered, Diana said, “I’ll send a message to guildsman Janus to meet us here.” She frowned for a moment as Ronan felt her send the telepathic message to their mentor, then her face cleared. “He says he’ll be with us in a moment,” she informed them.  
 
    The three of them walked to the nearest bench and sat down in the evening sun. The garden was cool and fragrant, and the ghosts were all working in other parts of the garden, so the area around where they sat was empty. A few folk of the Night Guild wandered aimlessly around the pleasant garden, enjoying the coolness of the space and the neatly cared-for and thoughtfully laid-out beds of herbs and flowering shrubs.  
 
    “So, you’re back!” Janus said as he strode toward them from the direction of the entrance. His red hair gleamed like a flame in the light of the setting sun, and his eyes glinted with pleasure at seeing his proteges returned to the guild. They began to stand to greet him, but he waved them back to their seats and sat down himself on the grass next to the bench. “I’m glad to see you. I don’t have much news to tell you, I’m afraid, but I hope you have more to tell me?”  
 
    “We certainly do,” Ronan said, and immediately plunged into a detailed retelling of their adventures in the city, supported now and again by various nods and exclamations from Diana and Eric  
 
    When Ronan came to the part about the coffin in the rental apartment, Janus shook his head and his expression darkened, but he waited until the end of the story before commenting.  
 
    “It seems to me,” Ronan finished, “that the Silent Brotherhood assassins have left the city, likely bound for Oretum. The worship of Mala is popular there, and if I remember correctly, there is a large temple there and a powerful and wealthy group of priests who worship that god.”  
 
    “Yes,” Janus said slowly. “The Malachites, and their leader the Grand Vizier. The Malachites keep their cards close to their chest, and there is no clarity on what they are doing when it comes to creating alliances. But it’s at least possible that they would be willing to help out members of the Silent Brotherhood who found themselves in a fix. I do not actually know all that much about the politics of southern Lithia. Oretum has many groups who are always jockeying for power, but there is certainly a chance that this is where they are headed. I suggest you should leave for Oretum in pursuit of them, definitely.”  
 
    “We thought you would suggest that,” Ronan said, “but we wanted to tell you the whole story first.”  
 
    “Very good,” Janus said, nodding. “You did the right thing.”  
 
    “But you look troubled, Guildsman Janus,” Diana said. “What’s the matter?”  
 
    In answer, Janus turned his attention back to Ronan and said, “Show me the pendant you took from the skeleton in the basement.”  
 
    Ronan drew the silver waxing moon talisman from his robe and handed it to the Guildsman. Janus shivered as he took it, but he held it in the palm of his hand and looked at it for a long time.  
 
    “Do you know the significance of this?” he asked after a while.  
 
    Ronan shook his head. “I’ve seen it before…” he said thoughtfully. “I told you about it once.”  
 
    “The dream you had, the night your father died?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ronan agreed. “The day I first met Diana on the docks, I thought I saw a man with gray eyes and a robe and face that shifted and changed constantly, as if he were using a stealth field and the Power of Infinite Faces to disguise his identity. That was before I knew about the Night Guild and before my father’s death. I thought I saw him again recently, the day we were attacked in the street by the Silent Brotherhood assassins, that day that I was tricked by the old crone and her mind-fogging magic. The gray-eyed man was there, I thought, standing in an alleyway at the side of the road, watching the whole thing.”  
 
    “But on the night your father was killed…?” Janus prompted. 
 
    Ronan sighed. “Yes,” he said. “I remember it like it was yesterday. I was in my bed asleep when a dream came to me. I saw this gray-eyed man with a shifting face and robe. In the dream he stood at the base of the trees below my window and held out an amulet.” Ronan lifted the talisman into the light. “It was a talisman like this—a Night Guild symbol, but reversed from a waning to a waxing crescent. He held it out on his palm, as if he were offering it to me. As if he was offering something…something worth having.”  
 
    “Did you ever seen the symbol before then?” Eric asked with interest. 
 
    “No,” Ronan answered. “Never. At that time, there was a man of the Night Guild guarding our house. I had seen the waning crescent symbol on his robe, and I’d seen his Night Guild pendant—he used it to enact a prayer spell. But I’d never seen it reversed.”  
 
    “You don’t think it’s a coincidence? That your mind just came up with the symbol in a disturbed dream?” Diana asked.  
 
    “It seems a little too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?” Ronan asked. “No, I think there was a message in the dream. I think the gray-eyed man, whoever he is, was trying to communicate with me through the dream. I think he wanted to offer me something, though I can’t imagine what.”  
 
    Diana frowned. 
 
    “What does the symbol mean, Janus?” Ronan asked. He already knew a little, they’d discussed it before, but he hadn’t gotten much out of the man. 
 
    Janus sighed, as if a heavy weight was settling on his shoulders. “In a way, it represents the Night Guild’s greatest failure…but I’ll let you judge.” He paused, as if about to speak, then stood abruptly. “Come with me,” he said. “This garden feels too open for this conversation. I want to talk somewhere more private.”  
 
    They followed Janus through the Guild of the Dead and back to the Night Guild campus. Janus took them up to his own chambers, a comfortable suite of three rooms at the top of one of the three-storey buildings nearest to the entrance through which the companions had entered earlier.  
 
    “Please, take a seat,” Janus offered, and they did so. The room was comfortable, though not ostentatious. A small table stood next to the couch where they sat. Janus laid out tea in small, colored cups on the table. Ronan smiled, noting that in other places in the Twelve Isles, the custom would have been to set out wine or spirits for guests. In the Night Guild, the drinking of alcohol, while not actively discouraged, was not common. A trained assassin had to keep his wits about him, and drinking did not help that. For situations in which an assassin had no choice but to take alcohol—for example, when impersonating a diplomat at an event—the Night Guild members were issued vials of a powerful potion whose effect would nullify the influence of alcohol on their bodies and minds.  
 
    Ronan sipped his tea, tasting mint, ginger, and honey. 
 
    “That symbol,” Janus said as he sat down in an armchair near the window and cradled his own cup of tea in his hands, “was the symbol taken by a rival group of assassins who set themselves up in opposition to the Night Guild. They called themselves the Red Dawn, and they were started by a man who graduated from the Night Guild but did not believe in the viability of our moral code. He called us hypocrites, saying that there was no way an assassin could truly have a moral standing, since we kill and steal for our living. He claimed that we should accept that no morality could make what we do right, and that we should embrace our position as a group of amoral killers.” 
 
    “That cannot have gone down too well with guildmaster Tarquin,” Diana said, and Ronan remembered just how strong Tarquin’s adherence to the guild’s moral code was.  
 
    “Indeed,” Janus said with a wry smile, “nor did it go down well with any of the other members of the Night Guild council. But what we were more concerned about was how it would go down with the Night God. As you know, since our power derives from the Night God, we need to retain his approval for the actions we take, and the continued reputation and power of the guild in the Twelve Isles relies entirely on our maintenance of the good opinion of the god. I am sad to say that this was not the first time one of our alumni decided he did not want to follow our moral code. In our long experience, based on these previous incidents, a person who abandons the guild’s moral creed does not survive long. The Night God quickly removes his powers, and soon afterward the renegade almost always dies of a strange accident.”  
 
    “But it was not so in this case?” Ronan prompted, when Janus paused for a moment, gazing thoughtfully into the depths of his cup.  
 
    “Indeed,” Janus replied. “For reasons which we have never been able to understand, this guildsman retained the approval of the Night God. Not only that, but he took his squad of four other assassins with him. They were specialists in the magic of daylight, particularly the daylight that comes with the dawn. That was where they took their name. They called themselves the Red Dawn, and they sought to gather power to themselves, openly. Their goal was that eventually they would be able to take on a powerful role in the management and ruling of the Twelve Isles.”  
 
    “But surely,” Eric said, “if they had rejected the moral philosophy of the Night Guild, they would not be allowed to start a new guild of their own, especially if they openly declared themselves desiring to take over the ruling council?”  
 
    “Exactly. There was something of a feud over the issue, as you can imagine, but eventually the high council banished the Red Dawn from the Twelve Isles. The Red Dawn operated openly here for a while, but when it became clear that the entire High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles was against them, their leader recognized that remaining in the islands went as far as risking civil war. To give him credit, he did not desire that, and he said that if the guilds would not accept him, he would leave the Twelve Isles and seek his fortune and the success of his group elsewhere.”  
 
    “And did he?” Diana asked.  
 
    “Oh yes. He took his acolytes and sailed for Oretum. We kept tabs on them for a while, of course, but eventually the surveillance slackened and he and his group vanished out of our knowledge.”  
 
    “Tell me,” Ronan began. “Why did they take a waxing moon as their symbol?” 
 
    “Because the waxing moon is moving towards the light. Like the waxing moon, he wanted the Red Dawn to move away from the shadows and become a light that would be bright enough to shine down on the world and cast shadows of its own. He wanted a guild of assassins that would be seen. He called it a guild of justice, a guild of rule, of law and order.”  
 
    “But I thought you said that he wanted to take on assassination jobs that were not morally justifiable? How does that square with his group being a guild of law and order?” 
 
    Janus smiled. “The rule of law is not always the rule of morality. Laws can be created that end up subjecting people to immoral punishments. The law of a ruler, or even of an elected ruling council, often has to choose between morality and upholding their law. Diana, you have seen examples of this in your homeland. The killing of your father and brother by the Silent Brotherhood was legal, technically, was it not?”  
 
    “Only because the influence of the Brotherhood upon the king’s court has become deep and far reaching. The laws have been changed, rewritten, or re-interpreted to fit in with the desires of the Brotherhood.”  
 
    “Exactly so,” Janus replied. “Such was the desire of the Red Dawn. To rule, to make the laws, and so to define what did and did not count as justice.”  
 
    “I simply cannot understand how they managed to keep the favor of the Night God since they had such policies,” Ronan mused. 
 
    “Nor have we ever been able to understand this either,” Janus said. “But it’s so—or at least it was so at the time. Who knows? Perhaps they have some part to play in the Night God’s plan. Anyway, the fact that you found their symbol on the skeletal remains of the body in the basement tells me that the man who killed your father was a member of the Red Dawn. How or why they are involved in this story, I do not know, but this is the first indication we have had that the Red Dawn even still existed. It’s been thirteen years since they left the Twelve Isles, and ten since our surveillance lost them in Oretum. Guildmaster Tarquin will want to know of this, and I’ll tell him myself tonight, if he is available.”  
 
    “Do you have any news on the dragon eggs?” Ronan asked.                
 
    Janus shook his head. “There has been no change. The black and silver egg is definitely active, and it gives off a faint heat. Every now and then it glows brightly, and when that happens the distinctive shape of the lizard can be seen inside. The lizard moves when the egg glows. I have seen it myself, and it is the most remarkable thing. Guildmaster Tarquin continues to attempt to unravel the content of the dragon lore documents which you found in the vault, but he has made no progress so far. The other two eggs show no sign of activity.”  
 
    Ronan nodded thoughtfully, remembering the dragon eggs, hidden by the Silent Brotherhood in a vault underneath the Bank of Gold. He and his two companions had been tasked with finding out what was contained in the bank vault, and they had used an ingenious combination of disguise and magic to discover the truth. When they had penetrated the vault, they found two dragon eggs—Ronan having already intercepted one on its way to the bank during a mission. 
 
    The eggs appeared like beautiful sculptures of polished crystal, shaped like eggs but as large as a human head and slightly flattened on the bottom so that they could be placed upright with ease. Each egg was, in the majority, a single color, but they also all had veins of colored crystal running through their surfaces and gathering at the top so that the narrow peak of the egg was a single second color.  
 
    One of the eggs was black and silver, dark black crystal with silver veining like the finest polished marble. The second was green with blue veining, and the third was red with gold veining. None of them had seen the red egg before its retrieval, but the green egg and the black egg were well known to Eric and Diana. The black egg had resided for decades in Eric’s home village in the far northern land of Norskand, until it had been stolen in a raid by the brutal Crimson Knights, the soldiers of the Silent Brotherhood.  
 
    The green and blue egg had been on display in Diana’s house for many years when she was a little girl, growing up in her father’s manor within sight of the temple of the Silent Brothers in the land of Ghennet. The Brotherhood had stolen their lands, tortured and killed her father and brother, and left Diana as an orphan with nothing left but a dream of vengeance.  
 
    Also in the vault, they found the packet of papers stolen from Ronan’s father on the night of his assassination. In this way, they realized the connection of the fates that bound them together. All three had lost their families to the machinations of the Silent Brotherhood, and the results of those machinations were all in the vault.  
 
    In the packet, they had found a stack of papers that included a map of a large, rambling building. However, both the map and papers were written in a strange and ancient script none of them could read. 
 
    One paper in the pack appeared to be the beginnings of a translation, and from these notes they gleaned that the dragon eggs could be activated by being put through a series of stages. The first of these stages was what the assassins had accidentally enacted. In the vault, they had fought two of the gray-clad Silent Brotherhood assassins, who had unaccountably tunneled into the vault, which—as far Ronan and his friends could tell—was already owned by the Silent Brotherhood.  
 
    Whatever the explanation for their strange method of entering their own vault, in the ensuing fight, both of the Silent Brotherhood men had been killed. The blood of one had spilled over the black and silver egg and had been absorbed into the surface of the egg. According to the translation notes, this was the first step in activating a dragon egg—the egg must be bathed in blood spilled in the heat of battle.  
 
    What they also learned from the notes, however, was that this was not the only stage in the process. There were at least two other stages required before the egg would hatch. What these other stages were, they did not know. 
 
    “I suppose that’s probably a good thing,” Diana said thoughtfully.  
 
    “How so?” Ronan asked. 
 
    Diana shrugged. “We don’t know what the dragons are or what they would be like if they hatched. The Silent Brotherhood seems to have gone to great lengths to stop it happening, and for that reason alone I feel inclined to think that it probably would be a good thing for the dragons to hatch. But for all that, dragons have been gone for so long from the world that we really have no idea what it would be like if three dragons—or even one dragon—were to hatch!”  
 
    “I guess that’s true,” Ronan said. “But I can’t help thinking about the Book of the Fates, Guildmaster Tarquin’s oracle book. It told him over and over again that you, me, and Eric, are all caught up with the fate of the dragon eggs. I also feel, as you do, that it would be a good thing for the dragons to hatch. That’s just my instinct. But I suppose it is true that we know so little about them. We really have no idea what consequences would be unleashed on the world if that happened.”  
 
    Janus had been sitting quietly for some time, just listening to their conversation, but now he sat forward and put his teacup down on the table with a sharp clink.  
 
    “You are all getting ahead of yourselves,” he said. “We have no idea how to go about hatching the dragon eggs, so even if we did know whether it was desirable for it to happen, we would not be able to bring it about. For now, concentrate yourselves on the mission in hand—the mission to learn more about the influence of the Silent Brotherhood here in the Twelve Isles.”  
 
    “We should follow our plan, then?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “You should,” Janus said. “You should go to Oretum and find out what the Silent Brotherhood assassins have done and where they have gone. If they have gone to the Grand Vizier of the Malachites, we want to know about it. The Oretum Malachites are a powerful and incredibly wealthy religious order. If they are taking a hand in affairs that influence Trentum city and the Twelve Isles, we need to know.”  
 
    The three assassins stood and looked at each other. “No time like the present,” Ronan said. “Janus, if you will pass on our news to Guildmaster Tarquin and he does not want to see us before we go, then we will go straight to the docks and hire passage on the next ship to Oretum. Whatever these Silent Brotherhood assassins are up to, we’ll find it out. You can rely on us.”  
 
    “I’m sure I can,” Janus said with a smile. “I’m sure I can.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the assassins did not manage to get to Oretum straight away. Guildmaster Tarquin did want to see them. He sent for them to come to him the very next morning. When they arrived at his office, they found him sitting behind his large desk, surrounded by books and piles of papers, and with the three dragon eggs sitting on a side table within easy reach of his chair.  
 
    They told him their entire story from the beginning, and at the end Tarquin sat back in his chair and regarded them carefully.  
 
    “I agree with Janus,” he said after a long pause. “You should all go immediately to Oretum, and there you should discover what you can about the movements of the remainder of the Silent Brotherhood cell that was operating here in the Twelve Isles. I agree that the most believable explanation for this strange series of events is that the two members of the Brotherhood, who you discovered tunneling into the vault, have betrayed the other members of the cell of assassins in some way. This would explain why they had to enter in this strange way, and it would also explain why they did not appear to have access to any of the magical powers that the Silent Brotherhood assassins have seemed in the past to be able to deploy. But there is something that I want you to do first. This is a job that I am giving you myself. Well, two jobs in fact. I want you to go back to the basement and retrieve the bones of the Red Dawn assassin. Bring them here to me directly. Once you have done that, return to the rental apartment in the Docklands. Bring the coffin and bring it intact. I want to see it, and I also do not want the gossip and trouble that it will doubtless cause if found by the rental agent when he goes to the apartment and finds it abandoned at the end of the rental period.”  
 
    The three assassins all looked at each other. They had half expected to be sent to retrieve the coffin—after all, it was a strange and eerie artifact, and as Tarquin said, it would no doubt cause unwelcome rumors in the city if found. Those rumors could get back to the Silent Brotherhood group, warning them that the Night Guild was close on their heels. 
 
    But the guildmaster’s request to retrieve the bones of the Red Dawn assassin had come as a surprise to them. They wondered what use the Guildmaster would have for a set of old bones, but for now they did not ask questions. They would carry out their orders and if Tarquin believed there was something they should know, they were all confident that he would tell them. Until then, they would concentrate on carrying out their orders.  
 
    They discussed the prospect of splitting up to do the two jobs, but on reflection they agreed that it would be better to be together for both jobs. “After all,” Ronan said as they walked together through the courtyards of the Night Guild campus, “there is still a chance that we might meet some resistance, and if so, we want to be at our full strength.”  
 
    Late in the night, they went to the empty house near the Bank of Gold first. The streets around the financial district were deserted. The three assassins moved as silent as the shadows, leaping from rooftop to rooftop as they made their way swiftly toward their target.  
 
    They entered the cellar without issue, climbing in through the ground floor window, as Ronan had done before. They saw no sign that anybody had been there. Working quickly, they levered up the flagstones and collected the bones without ceremony, dumping them into a heavy, canvas sack.  
 
    As they finished, Ronan caught a glimpse of something half-buried in the earth, near where the skeleton’s hand had been.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, then dug around in the dirt for a moment. He lifted a handful of earth and brushed it away from a small, shiny object.  
 
    “A ring!” Diana exclaimed.  
 
    Eric, who held the torch, came forward; the bright flame shone onto the glimmering gold ring.  
 
    “It’s a signet ring,” Ronan said. “Look here, see how the design on the ring is big enough and flat enough that it can be used to stamp the symbol into the wax seal on a letter or document? Rings like this are generally given to people who have access to particular organizations and are used by them as passkeys, identifying them as members or affiliates of the organization. They can show the ring to gain entry to the organization whose symbol it is, or they can authenticate a letter or a scroll by stamping the seal into the wax.”  
 
    “What is the symbol?” Eric asked, leaning forward to see.  
 
    Ronan held it up. “It’s a triangle within a circle. The symbol of the Silent Brotherhood.”  
 
    As he held the ring up, something on the inside of the band caught his eye. “Look here,” he said, turning the ring over, and pointing out to his friends the dark scratches in the gold that had caught his eye.  
 
    “Three letters!” Diana exclaimed. “What does it say?” She peered at the tiny letters, then sat back with a puzzled look on her face. “NIM,” she said. “What does that remind me of? Something you told me, Ronan? Do you know what they are?”  
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen those three letters before,” Ronan said. “They were carved into the Silent Brotherhood items that I took from the assassins who tried to kill me back on the day when I graduated from the second level of training.”  
 
    “I’d almost forgotten about that,” Diana said.  
 
    Ronan gave her a wry look. “I have not forgotten it.”  
 
    She chuckled. “I suppose you would not,” she said. “Having people trying to kill you is generally a memorable experience, or so I have found.”  
 
    “What was it you took from those assassins?” Eric asked.  
 
    “A dagger and a pendant,” Ronan said. “Both were marked with this symbol of the triangle within the circle, and both were marked with the letters N-I-M.”  
 
    “I wonder what the letters mean?” Diana said quietly.  
 
    “I wonder that also,” Ronan said, “but for now it is enough to know that they are associated with our enemies, the Silent Brotherhood.”  
 
    “And yet this man who was carrying their symbol was a Red Dawn assassin, not an assassin of the Silent Brotherhood,” Eric mused. “The evidence we have seen so far suggests that the Red Dawn are working in opposition to the Silent Brotherhood, not with them. Otherwise, why would this man have been killed and buried here in the base of the Silent Brotherhood assassins?”   
 
    “Perhaps the two organizations were, in fact, working together, and this man died of the injuries that Ronan gave him in the course of the assassination of Ronan’s father,” Diana suggested.  
 
    “Or perhaps,” Ronan said, “this man was a double agent. Perhaps the Red Dawn and the Silent Brotherhood are working against each other, but this man was a double agent, working for both Red Dawn and the Brotherhood. Perhaps he betrayed one or the other of them and was killed for it? I don’t think that the wounds I dealt him would have been enough to kill him. Or perhaps in the course of burying their victim, one of the Silent Brotherhood men just lost his ring by accident?”  
 
    “That last theory seems the least likely,” Eric said. “After all, a signet ring like this would have been valuable to any member of the brotherhood; he’s not likely to have lost it and not missed it.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ronan said thoughtfully, “that does seem the least likely explanation. He stood and brushed the excess dirt off his hands. “Anyway,” he went on in a more decisive tone, “there is no point speculating about it now.” 
 
    “You are right,” Diana agreed. “We have a full night ahead of us. Let’s get onto the next stage of our task.”  
 
     The next stage of their task was not as easy as the first. The coffin was large and unwieldy, and the docklands was a busy area that never completely slept. Even with their stealth fields in place, the three assassins did not feel comfortable hurrying through the streets with a coffin. Diana came up with the solution.  
 
    “We’ll borrow a hand barrow,” she said. “It’s not unusual to see people moving around the docklands at night with cargo on a barrow. We can use a barrow to get the coffin as far as the bridge over to Calvaria, then we can go through the guild entrance hidden in the wall at the Bridge to Uon brewery.”  
 
    They all agreed that despite it being a slightly awkward plan, it was the best they had available to them on short notice. It did not take long to find a warehouse with barrows and larger wagons of various sizes nearby to the house where the coffin waited.  
 
    Because the streets and buildings of Trentum city were so busy and narrow, and because there was so little spare space on the Twelve Isles for pasture, horses were rarely used in the city. Instead, large wagons designed to be pulled by teams of men were used to deliver larger consignments of goods, and smaller consignments were generally moved around in hand barrows. There were some draft horses, of course—not everything could be moved around by hand—but they were very valuable and generally kept under guard. While a group of people moving a barrow through the city at night would not attract attention, a team of people driving a horse and cart from Uon to Calvaria certainly would.  
 
    Attracting attention was the last thing the assassins wanted to do.  
 
    They worked quickly, aware of the passing time. They took a hand barrow, a large one, and pushed it down the narrow lane next to the block that housed the rental apartment. Even at night, and with everything closed up, Ronan could smell the pleasant aroma of the beeswax and herbs of the chandlery drifting into the still, warm night air.  
 
    “Let’s go,” he urged the others, and together the three of them jogged up the stairwell to the top floor apartment doorway. Ronan used his lockpicking spell again, and within moments they were inside the apartment again. The musty smell seemed even worse now, and all three were keen to get this unpleasant job over and done with.  
 
    They worked quickly, collecting the coffin and the lid and moving them out into the hall. Ronan scraped up as much of the dirt from the carpet around the coffin as he could, collecting it into a small, leather bag he slipped into a pouch on his belt.  
 
    “Tarquin may be able to make something of this,” he explained to the others. “Any opportunity to get more information about this story seems like a good thing to me.”  
 
    The others agreed. They made a quick sweep of the apartment, checking to see if they had missed anything, or any sign that anything had been moved or was missing. Everything seemed the same. The apartment was as derelict and as empty as it had been before, and they found no evidence that anyone had been back since their previous visit.  
 
    “The Silent Brotherhood assassins have cleared out completely, I think,” Diana said, and the others both agreed.  
 
    Out in the street, they hurried the coffin around to where they had stashed the hand barrow. Ronan had also lifted a long length of stout rope and a packing blanket from the warehouse. Using the rope, he lashed the coffin securely to the barrow, concealing it from view with the blanket.  
 
    “It just looks like any common load,” Diana said, sounding pleased. “Let’s get it back to the Night Guild.”  
 
    Eric carried the sack full of bones over his shoulder, while Ronan pushed the barrow and Diana scouted ahead to watch for any passersby who might spot them. As they approached the bridge, Eric cursed. “What about the watchtower?” he said. “The guard in the bridge tower will see us and might come down to ask questions. He might even want to look in our barrow. We didn’t think of that.”  
 
    “I thought of it,” Ronan said, “But we’ll have to chance it. If the guard comes down and starts asking uncomfortable questions, I’ll say that it’s an early delivery of salt fish to one of the restaurants. That’s believable enough. If we have our stealth fields active, we should hopefully be able to fool him into thinking we’re someone he expects to see.”  
 
    “And if not, we can offer him a bribe,” Diana said. “The tower guards are notorious for taking bribes. After all, there’s three of us. I’m sure we can lean on him to take a bribe and not ask too many questions if necessary.” 
 
    As it happened, there was no need. The guard leaned out of the watchtower to take a look at them as they passed, but he did not challenge them. They made it to the concealed entrance to the guild without incident, and Diana stepped forward, drawing on the shadows around them to open the door. When the door was open, Ronan took the bag of bones from Eric. He and Diana lifted the coffin from the barrow between them and stepped through.  
 
    “I’ll take the barrow back to the warehouse and join you shortly,” Eric said.  
 
    Despite the lateness of the hour, Ronan and Diana planned to go straight to Guildmaster Tarquin in his chambers. But before they had gone thirty yards, the guildmaster himself stepped out of the shadows and hailed them in a quiet voice.  
 
    “Diana, Ronan,” he said. “Over here.”  
 
    A tall, shadowed figure dressed in black and with a dark hood cast over his head, stood a little behind the guildmaster. His face hidden by deep shadow, the stranger was very tall, almost seven feet and even wearing heavy robes, he gave the impression of being an unnaturally thin man. The sleeves of his black robe fell down low over his hands, and despite his extreme height, he walked with a strange, stooping gait that gave an undefinable impression of deformity.  
 
    As Tarquin approached Ronan and Diana, the tall figure followed. When the stranger got close to them, Ronan shivered. He felt a chill in the air that had not been there before, and a strange, sweet smell accompanied it. It took him a moment to recognise the odor.  
 
    It’s the smell of death, he realized. A strange, disquieting sound came from the tall figure. It might have been a low laugh, but it sounded cold and mirthless.  
 
    “My friends,” Tarquin said, “this is Guildsman Seth. He is one of our esteemed neighbors and fellow adherents of the Night God. He is a member of the Guild of the Dead, and he has kindly agreed to help us with certain…experiments, which it’s expedient for us to attempt.”  
 
    The two assassins bowed to the guildsman from the Guild of the Dead, and he inclined his body slightly toward them. When he spoke, his voice creaked like the timbers of a ship in the wind. Muffled, his voice sounded as if it came from a great distance. It had a strange metallic edge, as if the speaker addressed them from within a metal chamber that caused his voice to echo. 
 
    “I am glad to meet you,” he said, perfectly cordial, despite his disturbing appearance. “I hope you are not too discomforted by my presence. I understand that being in the presence of members of my Guild can be…difficult for some people to deal with. But to business. I feel that you have brought a restless spirit with you, and though I am here to help my friend Tarquin with his experiments, my first duty is to this ghost.”  
 
    Diana and Ronan were still holding the coffin, covered by the blanket and with the bag of bones sitting on top of it; however, despite their burden, they both looked around and back toward the entrance. With a start, Ronan saw the figure of a young man standing there. He might have been handsome, but his face looked gray and washed out, his hair brittle, and his eyes confused and sad. He wore ragged clothing, and his black hair hung lank across his shoulders. Long, yellowing fingernails protruded from the ends of his fingers, and the skin on his hands was caked with dirt.  
 
    “Come here, spirit,” Seth commanded, addressing the ragged figure. As if pulled on a string, the figure moved toward them, but he did not walk. His feet and legs did not move. He floated, like a boat moving across still water in a gentle breeze.  
 
    As he approached, he looked only at Seth, ignoring the others completely. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but no words came out. Then he looked at the bag of bones on the coffin and raised one hand, pointing at the sack with a look of distress. 
 
    “Yes,” Seth said in a soothing tone. “We have something of yours here. You have been very patient, but do not fear. Your patience has been rewarded. Stick by me, and soon you will find a restful place.”  
 
    The spirit nodded, one eye still on the sack. 
 
    “Come with me,” Seth said. “I have reserved one of our guild buildings for this work.”  
 
    They followed the guildsman to a low wooden hut, a ramshackle structure of black wood with a single, unglazed window that yawned like an open mouth. Seth pushed the door open, and Ronan, Diana, and Tarquin followed him inside.  
 
    “Lay the coffin on the floor,” Seth instructed them, “and place the bag of bones on this table.” 
 
    Except for a trestle table made of rough wood, and a small wooden box in one corner, the space was empty. The table, Ronan thought uncomfortably, looked as if it had been designed to hold a corpse for examination. It was just the right length, and too tall to sit at, even if there had been any chairs.  
 
    The room was lit by a single torch which flickered in a sconce by the door. Seth, seeming perfectly comfortable in this eerie chamber, moved to the wooden box. He flipped it open and took out a branch of candles, which he lit from the torch by the door. Placing these on the table, he lifted the sack full of bones and opened it, tipping the contents gently out onto the table. 
 
    After shaking the bag and carefully turning it inside out to make sure he hadn’t missed any, he dropped the sack to the floor and looked at Ronan. “Did you get them all?” he asked.  
 
    Ronan swallowed. “Yes, I think so. I had a careful look in the earth around the skeleton, so I think I would have noticed if I had missed any.”  
 
    “Good enough,” Seth said. “I will attempt the magic.”  
 
    The lost spirit had remained by the door, but now it drifted forward and hung by Seth’s side, looking down at the pile of disarticulated bones. Its mouth moved silently.  
 
    “Yes,” Seth said, as if replying to words that only he could hear, “these are yours. Do not be afraid. Soon, we will put them back in order for you.”  
 
    Ronan looked at the spirit and tried to reconcile the appearance of this poor, confused ghost with the hard eyes and merciless face of the assassin who had killed his father. Perhaps, he thought, if you stripped away all the experience of the man and brought him back just to the essence of himself, perhaps then he would look like that. Perhaps the appearance of the ghost resembles how he saw himself, rather than how he appeared to the rest of the world? 
 
    “Your thoughts are not your own here, Ronan,” Seth said quietly. “I can hear you if you are not very careful to shield. You are right, however. This man’s face and body appear as he saw himself, not as others saw him. In death, it’s remarkable how little the things we thought mattered actually do matter, and how much our own honest view of ourselves truly comes to the fore. You must bear this spirit no ill will, Ronan. The spirit is not to blame for the actions of his body in life.”  
 
    “I do not blame him,” Ronan said quietly. “I can see now that what you say is true. It’s a valuable lesson for a living man to know.” 
 
    “And yet also a dangerous one,” Seth countered, “for it can make a man believe that what he does in life does not matter. They do—the consequences of a person’s actions matter a great deal in the large scheme of things. Death is a release from the consequences and priorities of life, but that does not mean that what you do in your life does not matter. Remember that.”  
 
    Ronan nodded. 
 
    “But enough talk,” Seth muttered. “I have work to do, both for my friend Tarquin, and for this poor spirit.”  
 
    He held out his hands and the sleeves of his robe fell back to show his hands to the others. Ronan heard Diana gasp, and he himself took a step backward. The first impression was that Seth had hands made from metal, but a moment later the light glinted on them, and Ronan realized that the guildsman wore gloves made of a bright metal. They gleamed as bright as silver and looked like the armored gloves that the heavy, steel clad knights and professional soldiers of the north and central Lithian states were said to wear. Nobody went so far in the Twelve Isles, not least because it was too hot to be wearing such gear. Besides, warfare of any serious kind had not been seen in the Twelve Isles or in Oretum for five hundred years. Though there were brawls in the streets, and sometimes conflicts between hired fighter guilds would escalate into larger scale street battles, nobody in Trentum City ever wore any armor more than a leather jerkin and some chainmail.  
 
    But Guildsman Seth had articulated steel gauntlets covering his hands and wrists. They were of a beautifully sophisticated design, with lobstered finger plates that gave his hands and fingers complete freedom of movement. They were also light, so that he moved his hands and fingers back and forth across the table with as much ease as if his gloves had been made of leather rather than solid steel. 
 
    Seth held his hands out over the pile of bones on the table and began muttering words, too quiet for Ronan to hear properly, but the strange sound of the words gave Ronan a chill that ran up and down his spine like tickling fingers.  
 
    A cold and blue, unworldly light flowed from Seth’s hands. Letters shone out on his gloves, done in tiny etchings that were so small and neat that they had not been visible to Ronan until now. He leaned forward, fascinated despite the eeriness of the scene. He glanced up at Diana and Tarquin and saw them both standing perfectly still, their gazes fixed on the table, and their faces strangely illuminated by the eerie, otherworldly blue light.  
 
    And then the bones began to move.  
 
    They heard a hideous scraping sound as the skull was dragged, as if by an invisible hand, across the wooden surface and up to the head of the table. Next, vertebrae and shoulder blades dragged themselves upward, followed by the many parts of the rib cage forming up around the vertebra. Long arm bones slipped into place, and then the hips and legs formed at the same time as the twenty-seven bones of the hand slipped into place on the left hand and then on the right.  
 
    In less than a minute after Seth had begun speaking his magical commands, a fully articulated skeleton had formed from the disordered pile of bones that had been tipped out from the bag onto the table in front of them. 
 
     The ragged ghost was the only one present who seemed unaffected by the light. He seemed to be lit by his own personal illumination; a cold, white light shone on every part of him equally, regardless of what went on in his environment. The spirit stared at the skeleton, his mouth moving slowly, his fingers clenching and unclenching at his sides.  
 
    When the skeleton was complete, Seth raised his shadowed face and—though his face still remained concealed in the shade of his hood—seemed to fix Tarquin with his gaze. “You would have me interrogate this spirit still?” he asked in his strange, metallic, and distant voice.  
 
    “I would,” Tarquin replied quietly.  
 
    “And what would you know?”  
 
    “Who killed his body. Who gave the order to kill Serverus Renzo, Ronan’s father.”  
 
    Seth shook his hooded head. “I cannot promise you will get answers to your questions,” he said. “This man has been dead for more than two years?”  
 
    “We believe so—probably close to three, in fact.”  
 
    “As you know, a spirit may remember how his body died, but the circumstances and details fade quickly. But you have asked, so I will try.”  
 
    He leaned over the skeleton and placed one glowing, steel-gloved hand in the skeleton’s grinning mouth. There was a bright flash, and everyone blinked.  
 
    When Seth stepped back, he turned to the spirit. The ghost had undergone a change. His mouth no longer moved silently, and his face was no longer lit by the eerie, otherworldly light that coated the rest of his body. Instead, he was illuminated by the same light as the others—flickering candlelight from the branch on the table, and torchlight from the sconce by the door.  
 
    “Who were you working for when you killed Serverus Renzo?” Tarquin asked.  
 
    The ghost looked at him. “Working… for…” he said in a voice that creaked like a rusty hinge. “I cannot quite remember….”  
 
    Tarquin frowned. He was disappointed, but he did not seem surprised. “Who were you with before you died?” he asked, trying a different angle.  
 
    “With…the Silent Brotherhood assassins. I did my work for them, against the Red Dawn. Yes, the Red Dawn! That was it! That was who I was working for! They were my people, but I betrayed them…I fooled them…they did not know I turned on them.” He laughed, a horrible, bubbling sound. “I found out the Red Dawn’s plan. I knew what they wanted to do!”  
 
    “What did they want to do?” Tarquin asked eagerly.  
 
    “To birth dragons,” the ghost croaked. “The Red Dawn wanted to bring dragons into the world, because they wanted the dragons’ power. They wanted what the dragons could do…”  
 
    “What power did the dragons have that the Red Dawn wanted to use?” Tarquin asked.  
 
    “I do not know,” the ghost replied sadly. “I have no memory of that.”  
 
    “Why did you kill Serverus Renzo? Why did you kill the man with the paper packet?” Tarquin tried again, but the ghost just shook his head.  
 
    “Those were my orders. That was my mission,” the ghost replied.  
 
    “Describe your mission,” Tarquin said.   
 
    The ghost shook his head and shrugged. “Take the papers, kill the man. I don’t know why.”  
 
    “Did the Red Dawn give the order to kill the man?”  
 
    “No, no,” the ghost said. “The man I killed worked for the Red Dawn.” 
 
    Ronan felt a wave of dizziness hit him hard and fast, and he swayed on his feet, but Tarquin steadied him with a hand.  
 
    “I killed him…yes!” the spirit continued, oblivious to his plight. “I remember now! I killed him so that he would not be able to tell the Red Dawn I’d betrayed them.” 
 
    Something foul and acidic bubbled at the back of Ronan’s throat, and he swallowed against the urge to vomit. 
 
    “The Brotherhood gave the order, yes, yes! Take the papers, kill the man to cover my tracks, deliver the papers to the Brotherhood. The Red Dawn had to be stopped.” 
 
    No way, Ronan thought, and from the way everyone looked at him, he knew all of the people present heard him. 
 
    Still, the spirit went on, “They had to be stopped from hatching the dragons. I would have been well rewarded, but then I was killed.”  
 
    Tarquin sighed. He looked at the ghost. “Who killed you?”  
 
    The ghost looked straight at Ronan and nodded affably in his direction. “He did,” he said. “A knife to my wrist, and to my back. It was the one to the back that did it. Became infected. It took three days to die. Not pleasant.”  
 
    Ronan couldn’t find it in himself to feel regret for having killed the man—not because he hated the spirit, but because of the truth that the spirit spoke. 
 
    The Red Dawn, he thought, it can’t be! 
 
    “Master Tarquin,” Seth broke in, “the magic will not last much longer. Do you have any more questions to ask?”  
 
    “Just one,” Tarquin said. “Spirit, what was your name?” 
 
    The spirit looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged. “I have no idea.”  
 
    Tarquin sighed and nodded once to Seth.   
 
    Ronan’s mouth opened, but no words spilled out and his mind went blank. He had no idea how to process the news—no amount of assassin training could have prepared him for such a devastating blow. 
 
    “Very well,” Seth said. He held up one blue-gleaming steel-gauntleted fist and spoke a word in a strange tongue. Blue light ran across the skeleton and shimmered up the body of the assassin’s ghost.  
 
    A look of complete peace came over the face of the spirit, and he sighed. There was a rustle like fabric being pulled aside, and then both spirit and skeleton vanished into the gloom. For a moment, a cloud of gray dust drifted where the spirit had been, then it disappeared.  
 
    The spirit of the man who had killed Ronan’s father was now gone from the world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They had less to discover with the mysterious coffin. Guildsman Seth took a look at it, at Tarquin’s request, but he saw nothing.  
 
    “I cannot tell what this is,” he said, touching some of the foul-smelling thick, clear liquid that still coated the base of the coffin.  
 
    Ronan tried hard to focus on what Seth was saying, though he was still rattled by the revelation. 
 
    “But I can tell that there is some foul magic at work,” Seth began. “I will not ask where this coffin comes from, nor what other parts there may be to this story, for that is not my business. All that I can tell you is that there has been some kind of necromancy employed here. Oh, you may think that I have no place calling anybody else a necromancer, after what you have seen here tonight. But the work of the Guild of the Dead is necessary work, done in the interests of the many spirits of humanity. And if we sometimes employ our magic in ways that are not strictly necessary, as I have done tonight, you will see that we do it only to help out our friends. My suggestion to you, friends of the Night Guild, is to burn this foul relic, now, tonight, before the break of dawn. That is all I will say.”  
 
    “We thank you for your counsel, Guildsman Seth,” Tarquin said, inclining his head gravely toward the tall, eerie figure. The others all bowed low to him, and to their surprise he then bowed to them as well.  
 
    “May the Night God smile upon you, and make your deaths easy when they come,” he intoned gravely. It sounded like a traditional farewell from members of the Guild of the Dead. Before the Night Guild assassins could say anything in reply, Guildsman Seth had turned and, head bowed, strode swiftly away into the shadows.   
 
    “He has given us great help,” Tarquin said. “Now, at least, we have an answer to the riddle of who the man was who killed your father, Ronan, and why.” 
 
    “It’s hard for me to believe that my father was working for the Red Dawn,” Ronan said. His stomach still churned, though he tried to pull himself back together.  
 
    “Many people can be caused to work for an organization without being fully aware of exactly for whom they're working. Look at the fisherman, Ruben, or the other mirrors who were used to pass the dragon eggs from hand to hand. Do you think any of them knew that they were working for the Silent Brotherhood? I doubt it very much. Though it is always possible that your father was, indeed, a full-fledged Red Dawn agent, I think it far more likely that he did not know and chose not to ask exactly who it was who had given him the papers.”  
 
    “But Guildmaster,” Diana said, “that does not make sense. The ghost of the man who stole the packet made out that he had to kill Serverus, Ronan’s father, so that Serverus would not be able to identify him. That means Serverus must have known his assassin, at least his face, and have known enough about what was going on to compromise the agent to his superiors.”  
 
    “What you say is very true, Diana,” the guildmaster mused. “We must look into this further. I believe I will put a guild member of my choosing onto this aspect of the mystery and continue looking into the events surrounding Ronan’s family here in Trentum myself. For now, however, you three should proceed with your plan as intended. We will burn this coffin tonight, and tomorrow you must travel to Oretum by the first boat you can find.” 
 
    The assassins all agreed to this. Guildmaster Tarquin led them to an open courtyard behind the great bulk of the Night God temple, where they had room to work but were shielded from view from both the Night Guild and the Guild of the Dead. Here, he brought out a little vial of white powder from a fold in his robe and mixed it with the contents of a vial of thick, viscous black oil.  
 
    “This,” he said, “is a useful formulation that it might be good for you three to know how to make.”  
 
    As the powder mixed with the oil, a strong, tarry scent floated through the air. The vial of oil foamed over suddenly, and Tarquin tossed it into the middle of the coffin. It smashed, and a thick froth of oily foam quickly multiplied and spread out until it coated the whole surface of the wood. 
 
    Tarquin stepped forward and took a flint and steel from his belt, then he knelt and struck a spark into the foam. Immediately, bright yellow flames leapt up from the thick foam and the three assassins stepped back from the sudden whoosh and the lapping of the powerful heat against their faces. 
 
    They watched in silence as the bright fire swiftly consumed the half-rotten wood of the coffin. Ronan did his best to sort out his feelings as he watched the dancing flames, but it was no easy task. 
 
    As the last of the flames died away, Tarquin smiled at them, though he looked slightly sad and troubled. “Visit me tomorrow in my office before you leave,” he told them. “There will not be time to teach you the trick of making the fire starter potion, but I can at least give you each several doses of it for yourselves. Make sure you stock up on everything you need. High tide tomorrow is around noon. There will be ships sailing to Oretum, and you will be on one of them.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day was bright and windy, and the rising winds were the only sign of the changing of the seasons. Here in the Twelve Isles, the days were sunny most of the time and almost unbearably hot sometimes in the summer months. But, as the summer bled away toward the fall, the wind took on an unfamiliar crisp edge. The seabirds changed, too, as some of the smaller species of avians began to move south toward the warmer climates of the continent of Afrik to the south, and others arrived from central and northern Lithia to spend the winter in the relatively warmer climate of the Twelve Isles.  
 
    Tales began to spread in the docks about the snows and storms that might happen in the north this time of year and of the barbarians in the mysterious isle of Grandon to the north-west, who were migrating south now, like the birds, both birds and men moving into north-western Lithia to seek refuge from the harsh winters and from the Norskand raiders who were known to attack the Grandonic coastline this time of year.  
 
    On the deck of the merchant vessel Ged’s Good Fortune, the three assassins knelt together in prayer near the bow as Ged, the ship’s captain, directed the crew in their work of setting sail.  
 
    The salty sea spray stung their faces as the wind ruffled their deep-purple robes, the signature color worn by those who belonged to the temple of the Merchant Trader God, Anaxis—the biggest temples of the Twelve Isles. The robes were a convenient disguise and made it difficult for anyone to trace them; there were so many priests of Anaxis in Trentum and in Oretum that three more would go unnoticed.  
 
    They prayed together, silently, and everyone assumed that they prayed to Anaxis. They were not. Communicating silently through their mind link, Ronan and his companions prayed in unison to the Night God, asking for his blessing for their mission and for the strength, cunning, and courage to face whatever challenges they might meet.  
 
    The ship heaved through the swelling breakers as it moved away from the docks and out into the open sea. The bright sun cast roaming shadows across the decks, bobbing crazily at first, then calming down as the ship moved out into deeper water. The sails snapped and caught the wind, and the long, narrow bow knifed through azure waves to cut a frothing trail as the boat followed her course.  
 
    “We’ll do well today, priests,” Captain Ged said amiably as the three disguised assassins rose from their prayers and went to stand by the rail to look out over the water. “The wind is behind us, and we should land in Port Fero by early evening, unless it changes. Will you be needing accommodation tonight? I know a man in the port who can sort you out. Good rooms, clean beds, and a hearty meal—I know how much you priests like your comforts! No offense meant, of course…”  
 
    “None taken, Captain,” Ronan said, “and thank you, but we already have accommodations. When we land, we will be on our way.”  
 
    “Ah, very well,” the captain said, looking a little disappointed—no doubt he earned a commission from the man in the port for any of his passengers that stayed at the recommended inn. “Well, I’ll leave you to it for now. Come and find me if you need anything.”  
 
    He strode off, and shortly afterward they heard him extolling the virtues of the Port Fero inn to a group of linen merchants who leaned on the rail not far from where the assassins stood.  
 
    Ged’s Good Fortune, a small, well-built craft, was made for speed rather than to carry a lot of cargo. She made the hundred-mile round trip from the Twelve Isles to Port Fero once a day, mainly carrying passengers to and from Viam, the largest city on the Oretum peninsula.  
 
    The Oretum peninsula stuck out into the warm waters of the enclosed Middle Sea, reaching out from the south coast of continental Lithia. The Twelve Isles archipelago was situated a little more than halfway down the peninsula’s western coast. An important trading route for all of the surrounding countries, the Middle Sea was almost entirely enclosed by the great continental landmass. Lithia lay to the north and west, Afrik to the south, and Arban to the east. A wide channel between Afrik and Lithia in the west provided the only access for shipping out into the Atlan Sea, an enormous ocean. Supposedly, if one were to continue north, until the sea met land, they would find Nova Mundi, the new world, an enormous land barely explored.  
 
    Oretum, enclosed on all sides to the south, west, and east by the waters of the middle sea, and to the north by the enormous mountain range known as the Albus, the White Mountains. By virtue of this geography, Oretum had grown into a country with its own unique character and history and less connected to the shared history and influences of the rest of the kingdoms of Lithia. Like the Twelve Isles, Oretum was ruled by a council elected by a popular ballot from the wealthier citizens of the country’s three biggest cities.  
 
    The largest of these cities was the merchant city of Viam, which held the great majority of Oretum’s population. Goods flowed in from all around and then left again from the great ports at Fero and Avetum on the west coast, and Marula on the east. The assassins’ point of destination was Port Fero, the nearest port to Viam City.  
 
    “Where will we go when we get in?” Diana asked quietly now that the officious ship’s captain had moved out of earshot.  
 
    “Perhaps we should have taken Captain Ged up on his offer,” Eric said with a dry laugh.  
 
    Ronan smiled at him. The blond man seemed to be easing up a little. Ever since they had discovered the three dragons eggs and were sent on this mission to discover what the Silent Brotherhood was up to, Eric seemed to have mellowed. Though most of the time he maintained his cold, emotionless exterior, now he sometimes joked and even laughed. Ronan felt glad to see the change, however small.  
 
    However, Eric’s fanaticism for the Night God remained undimmed. He had protested when Ronan proposed they dress in the robes of the priests of a different god, saying that it would be disrespectful to the Night God. Only after he had gone away by himself and prayed did Eric seem to become comfortable with the idea. He informed them that he had asked the Night God for guidance and that so long as he did not wear the talisman of another god, there would be no offense taken.  
 
    “I think,” Ronan said, “that when we get into Port Fero our first action should be to seek out the temple of the Malachites. The High Vizier of the Malachites is almost certainly the destination of the Silent Brotherhood assassins. We may find a clue to their whereabouts in their temple.”  
 
    They were on the sea for most of the day. The weather and the wind held, and as the sun began setting, a glowing ball of fire on the western horizon, the busy harbor of Port Fero came into view.  
 
     A city all of its own, Port Fero was a bustling trade hub with unique character and its own independent administration. Here, the rules were set by the city council, elected from the ranks of the wealthiest and most successful traders. Hugging a wide, sheltered anchorage, buildings in the city were made of wood and red brick; they climbed up the steep slopes of the surrounding hills and looked down on the busy waters below.  
 
    Hundreds of ships of all shapes and sizes homed in the harbor. Ronan pointed out the largest to Diana and Eric as they passed.  
 
    “Those are the big merchant traders that venture out into the Atlan Sea up the western coast of Lithia, to the ports of Francum, and even as far as the isle of Grandon,” he said. “And look over there, a warship!”  
 
    They all observed the sleek, red-painted hull of the fighting vessel. Ballistae and armored soldiers crowded her deck, and the crew looked to be fierce men who could easily handle a fight. The ship slowly began pulling out of the dock as Ged’s Good Fortune drew closer. Passing so near to the warship, they could see that the timbers—and the men on board—were heavily scarred from their many years of being at sea.  
 
    “I wonder who they are going to fight?” Diana mused. “There is no war in the Middle Sea these days.”  
 
    “There are pirates in the east and south,” Ronan said. “I’ve heard that the north coast of Afrik is plagued by pirates, as well as the islands south and east of the Twelve Isles. Perhaps that ship has been hired to deal with pirates.”  
 
    Ged’s Good Fortune slipped through the crowded waters easily, her crew handling the sails, while the captain took the wheel as they steered into their berth. They thanked Captain Ged, and Diana handed him a small bag of gold ducats to show their gratitude. His eyes widened as he peeked inside the bag, and he bowed deeply.  
 
    “Thank you, good masters, thank you,” he said. “If you ever need any help with accommodations on shore, give the dockmaster my name!”  
 
    The three assassins were first to leave the ship when the gangplank was lowered. There were twenty-two other passengers onboard, by Ronan’s count. He had observed them all carefully, just on the off chance that any of them were of interest to their mission, but the passenger boats from Twelve Isles to Oretum were a regular feature of life, so none of them had reason to be suspicious of fellow travelers.  
 
    Ronan and the others hurried through the streets of the crowded port area. While Port Fero was independent of Viam City, it was also the nearest port and nearly all traffic from Port Fero flowed directly up the three miles of wide road that led to Viam proper. The assassins walked along the harbor until they saw a likely inn—a cheap, unpretentious-looking place with a sign above the door emblazoned with the words The Merry Sailor. 
 
    They entered and took a seat, ordering plates of stew, fresh bread, fruit, and the local pulped apple drink that was the non-alcoholic specialty of Oretum. A large number of different kinds of folk filled The Merry Sailor—locals taking a drink and a meal after a day’s work, foreign travelers in exotic clothes, and merchants, priests, and tradespeople from many different guilds, as well as the other folk who crowd a busy trading port. Everyone jostled together companionably in the dim, smoky common room, and the young folk who served the food and drink rushed from table to table to see to the needs of their patrons. 
 
    The atmosphere was pleasant and the talk loud enough that it would hide any conversation between the three assassins. Despite the fact that they were skilled at the thought transference way of communicating, Ronan, Eric, and Diana had agreed that they would keep that way of talking to a minimum. They did not know what powers the Silent Brotherhood assassins had, and the old crone’s mind fogging trick had made them wary. There was always the possibility that the crone had other powers and could pick up stray pieces of their conversations without them realizing it. With enough pieces, she might be able to outmaneuver them.  
 
    “From what my informant in the Twelve Isles said,” Diana mused as they sat back after finishing their meals. “It sounded as if the old crone is dead, as if the Silent Brotherhood assassins carried her out of the apartment as a corpse. Perhaps she died while they were in Trentum and that’s why they fled.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Ronan said, “but think of that coffin and of what Guildsman Seth said. He said there was some kind of necromancy going on, and I agree with him. Just because the crone appeared dead doesn’t mean that is the reality. What if she is some kind of spirit that’s only activated at certain times of day, or maybe something else is possible, something equally strange. We can’t rely on any theories we might come up with at this point. Let’s keep our minds open.”  
 
    “That makes sense,” Diana said, nodding. “Whatever was going on with that coffin, it was not anything normal. We should restrain ourselves from theorizing and focus on the job at hand.”   
 
    “I think one of us should stay here on the docks,” Eric said. “Three will be too many for trying to infiltrate the Malachites’ temple, and there may be some information we can find by keeping eyes and ears open here on the docks, near to the main traffic of people coming and going.”  
 
    “Okay, that sounds like a good idea. Will you do that?” Ronan said.  
 
    Eric nodded. “I think I would be the best fit for it. My hair and pale skin make me stand out as a foreigner, and those from other places will be less likely to raise eyebrows or attract unwanted interest here on the docks than in the city itself.”  
 
    “That’s decided, then,” Ronan said. “Eric, you will stay here on the docklands and look for information, while Diana and I will infiltrate the temple. I propose that we start at once.”  
 
    They set out immediately. Eric left first, explaining that he planned to use his disguise as a priest to wander around the docks and talk to people.  
 
    “Folks expect to see a wandering priest in a place like this,” he had said. “Nobody will look twice at me for being here, and priests are such notorious gossips. People may be willing to open up and get to talking about any strange characters they might have seen. I hope to have some information by the morning. How long do you think you will be in your part of the mission?” 
 
    “It's hard to say,” Ronan said thoughtfully, “but I think if we agree to meet back here in the morning, that will be enough.” 
 
    “Very well,” Eric said. “In case you do end up back here before morning, I’ll keep an eye on this inn, if I can, so if you need to meet me, come back here. Until we meet again, we should only use our telepathic communication power in an absolute emergency.”  
 
    “Very good,” Ronan said.  
 
    “Good luck, Eric,” Diana said. Eric stood and nodded farewell to them, and then headed out of the inn.  
 
    Ronan and Diana waited twenty minutes for Eric to get on his way before standing, paying the bill, and making their way outside.  
 
    “As far as I understand things,” Ronan said as they went out on their way, “the temple of the Malachites is not a single building, rather it's like a city within a city. It’s huge and has its own guards and security personnel. There’s at least one high wall guarding it from intrusion by outsiders, and possibly two walls. There’s a moat, and I’ve even heard there’s some kind of magical creature that guards the inside of the building—a giant dog or something of the kind, I don’t exactly know for sure.”  
 
    “It certainly sounds like a challenge for us,” Diana said. “We will have to use all of our ingenuity and tactics to get inside.” 
 
    “And we are not even sure of exactly what we are looking for,” Ronan said with a grim chuckle. “Evidence that the assassins of the Silent Brotherhood have been there, I suppose, but it seems unlikely that we will find such evidence easily.”  
 
    As he finished speaking, they had a stroke of luck. Diana gripped his arm and pointed ahead. “Look there,” she hissed in an urgent whisper. “Don’t you recognize him? Or at least his robe?”  
 
    “Surely not,” Ronan replied in amazement, but it was true, there was no doubt about it. Up ahead, striding up the busy thoroughfare toward Viam, they saw a tall man who wore the very distinctive, gray robe with the hood thrown up.  
 
    “Is it one of them?” Diana asked.  
 
    “I don’t know for sure,” Ronan said, “but let's keep an eye on him. He's going the same direction as us, anyway, and he’s moving fast. Do you think he’s alone?”  
 
    “I don't see anybody else with him,” Diana said, and Ronan had to agree. The tall, gray-clad figure walked alone. 
 
    “Let’s keep him in sight but not get too close,” Ronan said. “I don’t think I would recognize him anyway; they were all wearing masks every time I got close to them.”  
 
    Ronan and Diana kept a discreet distance from the man the whole way up the road, watching him but not getting too close. They did not want to run the risk of him seeing them at this stage in their mission, if at all.  
 
    “I wish we could contact Eric and let him know,” Diana said. 
 
    “Not worth the risk,” Ronan said, shaking his head. “He will be okay. If this is one of our Silent Brotherhood assassins, then the others will almost certainly be in the city, and I suspect they will be sticking close to the docks. If Eric does find them—and I’m sure he will, if they are there to be found—then I am confident he can look after himself.”  
 
    The road from Port Fero to Viam wound up through the tightly packed buildings that clustered on the slope up from the sea and then crested the hill and plunged downward again. Viam occupied a wide river valley surrounded by low hills, and as they came out over the Crest of the Ridge, they saw the whole city spread out before them, largely made of white stone with red-tiled roofs much like the Twelve Isles.  
 
    However, unlike the Twelve Isles, most of the buildings in Viam were large indeed—a minimum of four stories. In Trentum most buildings were only two or three stories at the most. Here, tall stone towers and impressive domed roofs were scattered throughout the city, and as evening fell the whole city came aglow with thousands of lights.  
 
    The road stayed busy even at this hour. People on foot or riding horses; some were pushing or pulling wagons and handcarts, or were driving oxen, cattle, or sheep. Some rode in large and opulently covered carriages, which were pulled by gleaming matched horses, hitched in pairs and driven by extravagantly attired footmen. Apparently, all classes of wealth were on show in Viam City. 
 
    They had no easy task in keeping track of the gray-cloaked stranger in the midst of this press, but they managed it. The crowd allowed them to get a bit closer without worrying as much about being spotted, since there were so many folk all going in the same direction.  
 
    After half an hour, it became clear that their target was headed to the temple of the Malachites. The temple reared up out of the cluster of stately, brightly-lit buildings. Its enormous square towers, grand pillars, and massive central dome could be seen from miles away. As they got closer, it became clear that the Malachite temple was indeed a city within a city.  
 
    The surrounding buildings gave way to tended gardens, all lit by bright lamps on poles spaced along wide paths. The mechanism by which these lamps worked was not clear. Mysteriously, the light was white, rather than the ruddy, warm light of a flame.  
 
    The park was full of people taking their ease. The citizens of Viam city, and the many visitors who pass through the city, all made the gardens of the Malachite temple an essential item on their itinerary. Though busy, the park was less crowded than the road to the city had been. Ronan and Diana fell back a little way as they activated their stealth fields and kept an eye on their quarry while staying aware of their surroundings.  
 
    One single, wide-paved road ran straight through the gardens. As they followed the Silent Brotherhood assassin along this road, they saw the outer walls of the Malachite temple rearing up to an enormous height at the end of the road. The white wall glowed with a strange radiance in the gloom of the night. Beyond it, the enormous dome of the central temple could be seen, along with many smaller towers and domes.  
 
    “It really is huge,” Diana said in wonder as they approached the gate made of gold; it gleamed in the lamplight as its four guards stood alert at their posts. Ronan and Diana slowed their pace as the Brotherhood assassin strode confidently up to the gate, spoke to the captain of the guard, and was immediately admitted through the opulent gate.  
 
    “We’ll need to get in, and quickly,” Ronan said. “But there is going to be security all over the place. Come on.”  
 
    He led Diana to the right, along a path and then off through a stand of trees toward the wall. Here, under the cover of the wall, they took off their priest robes and stashed them under a bush. In their black assassin garb, they blended seamlessly into the shadows but were still able to keep their stealth fields active. The magic did not take much attention to power it, and they did not know the lay of the land here. They needed every advantage to keep themselves inconspicuous.  
 
    “We’ve got a good view of the wall from here,” Ronan said, “and it’s as I thought. There are guards everywhere.”  
 
    “They are patrolling the base of the wall,” Diana added. “And there are quite a few of them, too. There doesn’t seem to be much chance of getting past them. Our stealth fields are useful, but they don’t turn us completely invisible.”  
 
    “More’s the pity,” Ronan said. He breathed deep, keeping a hold of his impatience to get inside and keeping his mind clear, so that he could observe the situation and, hopefully, come up with a plan.  
 
    After a few minutes of watching, it became clear that though there were plenty of guards, this show of force was just that—a show. The guards were unwary, chatting with each other, walking aimlessly up and down, and sometimes some even stopped to lean against the wall where they would doze.  
 
    “They are not very alert,” Diana said thoughtfully. “I guess that it’s rare for them to actually have any threat to deal with.”  
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Ronan said. “And it gives me an idea. Guards like that will be bored—they never see any action, right? What if we cause a distraction—something dramatic that will grab their attention?”  
 
    “I think if we did that, the guards might actually leave their posts. What do you have in mind?”  
 
    “Let me see,” Ronan muttered, rummaging in his belt. “It should be something flashy, something that will make a noise and scare the civilians as well. That way, the guards will get engaged in interacting with the civilians as well as checking out the excitement for themselves.”  
 
    “A flash bomb,” Diana said with certainty. “That will do the trick, I think. I’ve got some of the small tactical ones here, but I’ve also got this…”  
 
    She pulled from her equipment belt a large ceramic ball that was painted with streaks of blue, green, and silver. She held it up and could not keep the mischievous grin from her face.  
 
    “What is that?” Ronan asked, raising his eyebrows.  
 
    “Something I’ve been working on—an adaption of the tactical flash bomb that makes a bit more of an…impact, while still not actually being dangerous unless you’re right next to it. These lines on the side are a mixture of certain special ingredients that—” 
 
    “Let’s save the technical discussion for later on, okay?” Ronan said, interrupting her. “We’ve not got much time.”  
 
    “Of course,” Diana said, becoming serious again. “I’ll go over there, near to the gate, and detonate this. That should give you the opportunity to get over the wall.”  
 
    Ronan frowned. “I don’t like splitting up like this, but I don’t suppose it can be helped.”  
 
    “Not unless you can think of some other way to create a distraction.”  
 
    He shook his head. “Not any that we can do in enough time. All right, let’s do it. You go over there and start the disruption, and I’ll get in and over the wall. I’ll meet you by that statue of the soldier down by the entrance to the park when I’m done. Do you remember it?”  
 
    “I do.” She reached out and slapped him on the back. “Good luck.”  
 
    Ronan nodded once, and she slipped away, her powerful stealth field and her black cloak making her almost invisible even to Ronan’s eye. He focused his attention on the section of wall where he aimed. The section appeared smooth and had no hand or foot holds even for a climber of his level of training and agility. Working quickly, he removed his grappling hook and attached rope from his belt, then unraveled the rope, the black metal hook held lightly in the fingers of his right hand. 
 
    The hook was light enough that he never felt it around his waist when carried but heavy enough that it could be thrown well and would grip an edge securely and reliably. He looked up the wall, estimating.  
 
    Thirty feet, I guess, he thought. My rope is fifty feet long. Assuming there’s nothing on the top of the wall to stop a grappling hook, I’ll be able to make it. 
 
    At that moment, he heard the loud bang of Diana’s flash bomb, and he shielded his eyes from the brilliant flash to his right. The guards by the wall immediately took the bait, shouting excitedly to one another as they sprinted off in the direction of the noise.  
 
    Ronan took his chance, sprinting out from the trees at top speed toward the wall of the Malachite temple.  
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    As he ran toward the wall, Ronan glanced to his right. The flash bomb that Diana had designed was certainly spectacular. It reminded Ronan of some of the eastern fireworks he had sometimes seen displayed at special events during his youth in the Twelve Isles. These were rare displays, but sometimes a wealthy guild would use them to mark a special festival or other occasions.  
 
    Not far from the gate, a bright, crackling fire sent showers of red, green, and white sparks out into the sky, each flash accompanied by a loud bang, followed by a crackling noise, and a popping sound, like a grumbling, gigantic pot rattling its lid on the boil. Ronan grinned as he reached the edge of the deserted wall. Diana would be rightly pleased with her invention after this.  
 
    Moving swiftly, Ronan spun his grappling hook round three times in the air and let it fly. He had practiced this maneuver a thousand times, and watched with slight anticipation as the hook sailed up through the air, carrying the strong and thin, black rope behind it. He caught the end of the rope, pulled back, and was rewarded with the satisfying tension that told him the hook had found a grip at the top of the wall.  
 
    He leapt up the wall and began to skitter up the rope, using his feet to push himself up the wall as his hands on the rope took his weight. In moments, he reached the top.  
 
    He quickly gathered up the rope while looking over the wall to see what came next. Just as he had read during his research, a deep moat filled with black water waited on the other side, and then another wall of equal height.  
 
    No problem, he thought, gathering up the rope and hook for another throw. He glanced back, establishing that the guards were still involved in investigating the loud bangs and flashes near the gate, before flinging the hook across the gap between himself and the other wall.  
 
    The hook caught.  
 
    He gathered the rope up until it was tight in his hands, then he swung from the first wall to the second, clearing the moat and landing lightly with his feet against the second wall. Again, he skittered up the wall until he gained the top. He crouched low and gathered up his grappling hook and rope once more, before folding up the grappling hook and attaching it to his equipment belt.  
 
    No sign of any guards on the inside, he thought as he scanned the area below him, an open space at the foot of the wall with a broad, paved area that gave way to a cluster of small buildings that looked like dormitories. He saw no one in sight.  
 
    The inside surface of the wall was not as smooth as the outside surface. A rough stone façade gave Ronan ample handholds and footholds to climb down the wall, and he swung over the edge and made his way quickly to the ground. 
 
    Keeping low to the ground, he darted across the paved area and slipped into the shadows between the buildings, then kept moving, making his way deeper into the Malachite temple complex.  
 
    As he moved, he reached out into the shadows around him and began drawing their energy toward himself to gather it. He then projected that collected energy into his stealth field to increase its power. His footsteps were silent as he approached a larger building that looked more official than the others. In many of the windows, the lights were still on. He decided to let instinct guide him as he leapt up and caught a window-ledge before skittering up the side of the building.  
 
    If this Silent Brotherhood assassin is here to meet with someone, I’m going to bet on it being someone important. The High Vizier himself, even. If I can find the most opulent quarters, that will be a good place to start, Ronan thought as he climbed higher. He paused at each lit window he passed and peered inside. His theory proved correct—the higher he climbed, the more extravagant the rooms became, until he found himself looking into a grand room that looked like a large chamber with a suite of opulent apartments. He chose an empty room with a slightly open window. A single candle dimly lit the room.  
 
    Moving smoothly and silently, Ronan slipped his fingers under the window frame and raised the window just enough to slip through. He landed softly on the thick, emerald green carpet below. He glanced around at the red wall hangings and saw a gold plate and goblet sitting ready for someone on the side table. Dark wood paneling glowed warmly in the light of the many pillar candles that gave off the heady scent of sandalwood. In one corner there was a bed, surrounded by dark red velvet curtains; a bright fire burned in the grate, despite the warmth of the evening outside. In another corner, a generous wardrobe sat half-open, packed with richly-colored garments in beautiful fabrics.  
 
    There were two doors. Ronan found that one led into a small ante-room, probably for the use of a personal servant, and as he approached the door of the other room, he heard a murmur of voices coming from within the room behind the door .  
 
    Ronan moved closer, pressing himself against the wall to better hear the conversation. One man’s voice sounded low and conciliatory, and judging by the man’s tone, he was most probably a servant. The other man had a rich, strident voice that sharply interjected over the servant in hurt tones. 
 
    “Oh, why do they come at such late hours, Gelden, I ask you?” the strident voice complained. 
 
    “It really is most vexatious, my lord,” the voice of the servant, Gelden, answered. “But he emphasized the absolute urgency of an audience with you. He really was most insistent.” 
 
    “But you said he did not give his name?”  
 
    “No, my lord, but he told me some strange words that he said would be useful to you.”  
 
    “Strange words?” the strident voice said, his tone becoming a little more wary and interested. “What words?”  
 
    “Lord High Vizier, he said that I should say these words to you: Nitimur in Vetitum.”  
 
    After the servant spoke those words, the silence stretched so long that Ronan wondered if the two men had left the room, but that would have been impossible. He had heard no movements, and they could not have exited the room without making a sound.  
 
    Just as he was considering taking a look around the doorframe, the voice of the man that the servant had addressed as Lord High Vizier spoke again.  
 
    “And do you know, Gelden, what those words signify?” His tone had changed completely. The half-amused, half self-pitying tone had been replaced with one of introspection. 
 
    “My Lord,” Gelden replied cautiously, “I’m sure I have no idea.”  
 
    “Well, that’s as it should be,” the High Vizier said, and he sounded like he was smiling. “It’s the best for you, I suppose, but I’ll tell you what I think they mean anyway. They mean trouble, Gelden. Trouble for us all.”  
 
    After another discreet pause, the servant spoke again. “Would you like me to send the visitor in, my Lord, or shall I prepare the meeting chamber?”  
 
    “No, no, I’ll see him here. Curse the man…though I don’t suppose any curses from me will make a difference to him now. Run along now, Gelden, and tell my esteemed visitor to come in. Bring wine, if you would. These people do not take it, I don’t think, but I believe I shall need it before this night is through.”  
 
    Ronan heard a rustle of movement and inched forward to get a wider view of the room. He caught a glimpse of the servant leaving. Gelden was a tall, thin man dressed in a dark jacket with silver brocade on the sleeves and dark trousers. The servant’s bald head gleamed in the candlelight.  
 
    Leaning out, just a little further, Ronan saw the back of the High Vizier of the Malachite temple. An enormously corpulent man in the extreme, he had many chins and his mighty belly was swathed all round in robes of brightest scarlet and trimmed with golden thread. The High Vizier sat at the side table, the plate and a goblet in front of him, and sighed, shaking his head.  
 
    “Nitimur in Vetitum,” he muttered. “Yes, it’s been a long time since I’ve heard those words. They will bring trouble to us all.”  
 
    Ronan pulled his head back round the corner as he heard the click of the handle being turned and the outer door began to open.  
 
    “The visitor, my Lord,” Gelden announced. Ronan strained to hear the soft steps approaching and risked one more glance round the doorframe to confirm that the man meeting with the High Vizier was indeed the Silent Brotherhood assassin. Ronan caught a glimpse of the tall, gray-robed man with a thin face. As the assassin entered, his dark eyes were fixed upon the High Vizier. He was followed by the servant Gelden, who carried a gold tray bearing a dark, gleaming bottle. Without doubt, this man was the member of the Silent Brotherhood assassins that they had been tracking.  
 
    Ronan withdrew into the empty bedroom and set himself to listening. He heard a clink of glass on gold and a slosh of liquid as the servant replenished his master’s cup.  
 
    “Thank you, Gelden,” the Vizier said. “That will be all. I’ll ring the bell if I need you.”  
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” the servant said; a moment later the door clicked shut behind him.  
 
    “Well, my good fellow,” the High Vizier said. “Will you sit? I understand that your brethren do not normally take wine, but you are welcome to the second goblet here, if you would like to stretch a point. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”  
 
    The assassin gave a low laugh and then spoke in a thin, reedy, nasal voice. “My Lord, I would be glad to,” he said. “I have had a long day and a difficult few weeks. I think the prohibition on drink is not as strong with me as it might be for some others of my brethren.”  
 
    The High Vizier chuckled, and the clink and slosh of wine told Ronan that he served the man with his own hand.  
 
    That must be quite an honor, he thought. I wonder if the assassin recognizes the fact. I wonder if he’s wary of the Vizier. The Vizier did not seem particularly pleased to hear of his visit. Then there were those strange words…what does that remind me of? 
 
    He dismissed his musings as the Brotherhood assassin sipped, swallowed, sighed with pleasure, and then began to speak.  
 
    “My Lord High Vizier,” he said, “I will be as direct as I can be. I have come to you seeking aid. My name is Mordon, and I am an agent of your allies in the faith, the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet.”  
 
    “You sent me the words of the Brotherhood as your passphrase, Mordon, so I know who you are. I will be honest with you, too, Mordon, and confess that Nitimur in Vetitum is a phrase that I had hoped never to hear again. The Silent Brotherhood worship Mala, and I am the head of Mala’s temple, so it is true that they are my allies in faith, as you call them.  I admit I feel some responsibility to them because we are devoted to the same God, but there is little more than that shared between us.”  
 
    “I understand,” Mordon said. “We of the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet are Malachites, but we have our own mission, and we respect the desire on the part of the high temple to remain apart from that. I have come to you only as a last resort, and I’ve kept my identity a secret from your guards and servants as a token of respect for your desire not to be associated with us.”  
 
    “I appreciate that,” the High Vizier said. “What do you need from me?”  
 
    The Silent Brotherhood assassin sighed. “Money, my Lord. Money to help us get on our way back to Ghennet. Our mission has fallen to treachery, and I have no option left but to return to Ghennet and report to the Brotherhood at the Temple of the Silent. We have brought with us a—”  
 
    “My good Mordon,” the High Vizier broke in hastily. “Please, do not trouble yourself to tell me of whatever you have brought with you. The less I know of your mission, the better for us both. You say you need money—I can provide you with that and will do so, happily. Write down how much you need on this piece of parchment, and I will provide it for you.”  
 
    There was a pause, and Ronan heard the scratching of a pen on paper.  
 
    A moment later, the Vizier spoke again. “And you want this in gold ducats?”  
 
    “That would be perfect.”  
 
    “Very good. I shall have my man Gelden see to it. It will take a little while to get this amount together, but I will send my servant to you tomorrow morning with the gold. He will meet you…where?”  
 
    “The dock at Port Fero is where we are based for the moment,” Mordon said. “There is an inn there called The Broken Pearl. If your man can go there just after sunrise, I will be there. With this money, we’ll be able to charter a boat and get ourselves back to Twin Mountain City on the coast. From there, we travel inland to Ghennet. We should be there in about three weeks. When I get back, I will go straight to the head of the Brotherhood and inform him of your generosity, and we will pay the money back with interest.”  
 
    “There is no need for that,” the High Vizier said quickly. “I have no desire to be offensive, Mordon, but you will make me happiest of all if I never hear of this incident again.”  
 
    “My Lord,” the Silent Brotherhood assassin said solemnly, “you have my sincerest thanks. You have asked me not to tell you more about my mission, so I will not, but I will just tell you that in helping me you have helped a great work. I am forever grateful to you.”  
 
    There was a rustling noise as the assassin stood, and Ronan decided now was his time to leave.  
 
     The temptation to stay around for a while and see if the High Vizier had anything to say to his servant was strong. The Vizier had a good relationship with his servant, and he might confide some useful information that Ronan could use. But if he slipped out now, Ronan had a good chance of following Mordon back to his base on the docks, which should lead him to the other Silent Brotherhood assassins.  
 
    That was more valuable than anything else he might learn here. With that thought, he moved silently across the room and slipped back out of the open window.  
 
    Moving back to the outer wall was not difficult. He crossed the moat and then crouched on the top of the wall, looking down at the scene below him. The guard had been doubled. Soldiers stood on the watch below him, and to the left and right others moved back and forth, all looking much more awake than before.  
 
    Diana’s distraction has put them back on the alert, he thought. How am I going to get out unseen? 
 
    Ronan lay flat on the wall, the better to remain unnoticed. Silently cursing the delay, he watched the movements of the guards from above. More soldiers had been added to the guard, and these seemed to be more professional and better equipped than the ones he had seen previously. They stood looking out at the park, their eyes scanning the crowds and the trees, weapons in hands.  
 
    A little ways off, two men stood talking in low voices. Ronan slipped along the wall, staying as flat as possible until he was above them and could hear their conversation.  
 
    “It’s those rebels,” one was saying to the other. “That’s why we redoubled the guard. One of them detonated some kind of smoke bomb near the gates but ran away before we could catch him.”  
 
    The other man cursed in a low voice. “They think they’ve got all the answers to the city’s problems,” he said, “but they don’t know how to make their case properly. So, instead, they resort to stunts like this, threatening Mala’s acolytes and scaring the civilians like the cowards they are.”  
 
    “Aye,” the first guard said. “But we’ll not let them get away with it again. If anyone tries anything funny, we’ll catch him this time.”  
 
    Evidently, more was going on in Viam City than Ronan knew. Some folk were dissatisfied with the way things were being done in the city, and the blame for Diana’s distraction had been placed at their feet. The guards finding someone else to blame for the incident should divert any suspicion of the true cause, but the doubling of the guard was more than a little inconvenient.  
 
    Ronan frowned, wondering if he could use this difficulty as an opportunity to try some new magic. He looked around. Shadows waited everywhere, cast by the bright lamps that lined the park and by the flickering torches that the guards carried. Perhaps he could make something of that.  
 
    He concentrated, relaxed his muscles, and carefully allowed his mind to flow into the half-trance that he had found to be the best place for tuning into the magical currents of the world around him. Shadows were his strongest connection with magic, and the top of this wall, he realized suddenly, was a very good place from which to do magic.  
 
    He had learned early on in his training that liminal places—those places where one thing ended, and another began—were the places where magic was strongest. As he slipped into the trance and suddenly felt the steady awareness of the Night God. Ronan smiled. His deity was watching him, and Ronan could feel his approval.  
 
    In your name, he said silently to the Night God, I seek out this new magic. 
 
    He reached for the shadows that the guards’ torches cast on the white wall behind them. His palms tingled, and power flowed into him, making him feel suddenly strong and vital. He felt that he could leap out over the guards and outrun them if he wanted to, and he considered it. The magic felt strong, and even if he fell badly he would be able to use the healing magic of the Night God to fix himself.  
 
    Sternly, he pulled his excitement under control. The flow of power felt intoxicating, but an assassin had to be able to manage that feeling and remain clear-headed within it. He controlled his breathing, all the while drawing more and more power into himself from the shadows.  
 
    Below, the guards were laughing now, making up elaborate punishments that they’d like to inflict on the insolent rebels. Ronan began to draw the shadows up against the wall behind the men, bringing them together and compressing them with his will, as if he were bundling up paper with his hands. The shadows condensed, and as they did so he drew more shadow from the base of the wall, from the trees, from the darkness of the moat behind him, from every dark nook and cranny.  
 
    Feeling his heart begin to race, and his blood thundering in his head as the intoxicating power of the magic flowed through him stronger than ever, Ronan pushed the shadows together and formed them into a shape—the shape of a man.  
 
    He had formed the shadows into the shape of a short and stocky man, very unlike Ronan himself. With a flash of inspiration, Ronan drew on his stealth field and sent that stealth field magic out and into the shadow figure.  
 
    It worked. Both the guards cried out and gave chase as the shadow figure fled in the direction of the crowd of civilians at the gate. 
 
    “The rebels!” one of the guards shouted. “It’s one of the rebels! He was trying to get into the temple complex!”  
 
    Moving quickly, Ronan fixed his grappling hook on the edge of the wall. With his thumb, he slipped the auto-release mechanism that would allow him to pull the grapple off the wall when he had climbed down. Then, he unspooled the rope and slid down it to the ground, his black leather gloves heating up with the friction as he descended. 
 
    The ingeniously-designed folding grappling hook was made in such a way that when the auto-release mechanism was engaged a sharp jerk on the rope would cause the hinged prongs to unlock, allowing the grapple to fall from where it had been fixed. Obviously, one had to use this function with care because a sharp jerk on the rope at the wrong time could cause the grappling hook to come undone prematurely. 
 
    Though well-practiced at this maneuver, Ronan chose to slide down to the ground in safety before jerking the strong, thin line and feeling the satisfying click of the grappling hook coming loose. A moment later, the hook landed in his hand, the auto-release disengaged and ready for the grapple’s next use. Ronan quickly wrapped the rope around one hand as he moved off toward the trees. 
 
    His stealth field felt immensely powerful as he jogged across the grass. The power of the shadows moved through it with speed and intensity, whirling inside him like a spinning pool of magic. He glanced to the left and to the right to make sure that nobody else was following him, but he did not have to worry. All of the guards had put their focus into chasing the phantom he had created. 
 
    Fierce satisfaction lit up his heart as he thought about what he had just done. His application of the magic from the stealth field to the shadow man he had created worked. The guards, expecting to see rebels, had seen the shadow man as what they had expected. Has anyone ever done this before? What is this entirely new kind of Magic that he had discovered? 
 
    The idea that the different magics of the Night Guild could be combined in this way was incredibly exciting. Despite the high-pressure mission that he was on, Ronan still was aware that he was a relatively low level assassin, and that the Night Guild powers he had were only a part of what was possible.  
 
    He could heal himself, but could he perhaps combine that with the shadow power in some way to project healing across a distance? He could increase the power of his stealth field by drawing on the power of shadows; could he perhaps increase the power of somebody else’s magic in a similar way? And what about the power of faces? 
 
    This last was the most exciting of all. Early on in his career, Ronan had become aware that the very high level members of the guild had access to magic that was known as the Power of Infinite Faces. Ronan and his friends had the power to steal one face at a time, mimicking the appearance of another person for as long as they could maintain the delicate spell. Did this ability to combine the different magic powers of the Night Guild hold the key to unlocking the Power of Infinite Faces? 
 
    Ronan reached the trees where he stashed his rope, grappling hook, and belt as he pressed himself against a tree. The light of the lamps that lit the whole park did not reach him here, and he reached out with his magic and drew the shadows closer around himself, concealing himself in a cloak of impenetrable darkness. 
 
    From this vantage point, he gazed out into the park. He still had a connection to the shadow figure he had created, but his control of it wavered now that it moved some distance from him. The guards had surrounded it, and they were closing in, spears lowered to attack. 
 
    Ronan worked on instinct, his goal to disperse the shadow figure, if he could. He had no way of knowing if it would work. Using the magical connection, he pushed into the creature, explored its makeup. 
 
    At that moment, he suddenly understood what was going on. He had thought of the shadow man as a single entity, even some kind of actual being with thoughts, feelings, and cohesion. But that had been a mistake for it was none of those things. Rather, the shadow figure was simply a collection of shadows Ronan had pulled together and compressed into one space and then moved around like a puppet with his will. 
 
    All of the appearance of sentience that the figure held came only from the stealth field. Ronan experienced a strange twist in his perception as he realized that the power of his stealth field had deceived even his own eyes. He had expected to see a shadow man, a distinct entity that he had created, and so he did.  
 
    The key to the dissolution of the illusion he had created existed in his hand. He dispersed the shadows that he had used to create the illusion, and the shadow man vanished like smoke in the wind. 
 
    The guards cried out in surprise and alarm. “Beware the magic of the rebel traitors!” they shouted. “The rebels have discovered some foul spell to use against us! The rebel fighter has vanished!”  
 
    That’s probably my cue to get out of here, Ronan thought, and immediately moved away from the trees and from the chaos at the front gate. He dispersed the shadows that he had collected around his body and, instead, relied on his stealth field to hide his appearance from any observers.  
 
    An immense amount of power still moved through the stealth field, more than he would normally use. He could tell that it was increasing the power of the magic to a much higher level than normal. The people he passed did not see him at all. Usually, the stealth field made people see the person who they expected to see when they looked at him. It did not turn the user truly invisible. 
 
    This time, however, it felt as if he were actually invisible. After one civilian nearly bumped right into him, Ronan knew he needed to reduce the impact of his magic a little. His instinct told him that using that much power for too long was not a good idea, though at that moment he could not have specifically defined why that was the case. 
 
    Having never used that level of power before, Ronan found reducing the level was somewhat difficult, but after a moment, he found that he could tap into the maelstrom of magic that he had created within his stealth field in much the same way as he tapped into the power of the shadows themselves. 
 
    Still striding along the lamp lit park road, and keeping an eye on his surroundings, he felt his way into the magical maelstrom overpowering his stealth field. He then understood why it was not a good idea, and also how to reduce the level of power being used. 
 
    The magic was like a fire that was feeling itself. He had set up a magical whirlpool that fed off its own power, and in so doing sent out more power into the stealth field. But this made the stealth field itself grow under the pressure of the magical energy being pushed into it. The stealth field channeled a great deal of magical power, but not an unlimited amount, or for an unlimited length of time.  
 
    He reached for the magical whirlpool and plunged into it. For a moment, the sensation was overwhelming, but then he got control of it. Like a man instinctively taming a frightened or overexcited animal, Ronan used the power of his own presence to ease the rushing flow of magic. Then, as the flow became less wild and frantic, he drew it out of the stealth field and into his own body. 
 
    From there, he was on solid ground again. One of the first things Ronan had learned at the Night Guild was that he could push the tingling shadow power that gathered in his palms out to his fingertips. Now, as he felt the immense power that he had stored in the stealth field rushing into his own body, he let it flow down through his arms, passed his wrists, and out from his fingertips. 
 
    Like smoke being flowing from the cracks in a stove, the collected shadow power left his fingertips and dispersed into the world around him.  
 
    As his fingers bled the last of the shadow energy, Ronan broke into a jog, heading toward the statue of the soldier to meet Diana. He kept his eyes open, looking for Mordon in the crowd while also staying aware of any guards who might take more of an interest in him then he would like. 
 
    But he saw neither guards nor his target, and as he jogged on toward the statue, he began to wonder if he was too late.  
 
    At least if I have lost him, we have a plan B, he thought. Eric is on the docks and will almost certainly have found something of value there.  
 
    Still, he would have preferred to track down the quarry himself. As he approached the statue, he saw Diana standing a little way away from it. She scanned the crowd, looking agitated. 
 
    “Hey,” he said to her as he got close. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “The Silent Brotherhood assassin we were following,” she said, pointing down the road and away from the park. “He just passed. I can see him.”  
 
    Ronan looked to where she pointed. Sure enough, over the heads of the crowd, he could see the distinctive gray hood of the Silent Brotherhood assassin.  
 
    He and Diana looked at each other, nodded once, and set off in pursuit. 
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    Now that he had achieved his mission, it seemed that Mordon felt more able to relax. He did not hurry, but wandered through the edges of the park, where the grass and trees gave way to a respectable area of upmarket residential buildings.  
 
    Ronan and Diana followed him at a distance, and as they did so Ronan filled Diana in about the adventure he’d had. She chuckled and shook her head when he told her about arriving almost entirely by chance at the suite of rooms owned by the High Visier himself.  
 
    “Luck,” she said.  
 
    “It was not!” Ronan replied, pretending to be offended. “It was a perfectly reasonable deduction—the Silent Brotherhood man wanted to keep his visit discreet, so he would go straight to the head honcho himself, the High Vizier, and he would of course be housed in the best rooms in the place.”  
 
    “But to come upon him just as he was about to receive the visitor, that was good luck.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” Ronan said, suddenly becoming serious. “Or perhaps it was not luck…perhaps it was the hand of the Night God?”  
 
    “You think that likely?” she asked with interest.  
 
    Mordon walked slowly through the crowd, apparently just looking up at the buildings and enjoying the spectacle of the impressive architecture; they had no trouble keeping their watch on him from a distance.  
 
    “I felt him, Diana,” Ronan said. “I felt his presence and his approval when I was leaving. I…did something, at the end, a new kind of magic I’ve never done before.”  
 
    She looked at him, her eyebrows raised. “What new magic?” she asked eagerly.  
 
    As they kept their eyes on Mordon, who continued to move slowly through the wide, busy streets, Ronan attempted to explain just what had happened as he’d been escaping from the great temple complex. 
 
    “It was amazing, like a whole new way of doing magic,” he said. “I was able to combine the spells I knew in original and exciting ways. It felt like the natural progression from what we’ve been taught—in fact, it felt so natural and obvious that I couldn’t believe I’d never thought of it before…”  
 
    A sudden uncomfortable thought gripped him. “You don’t think,” he said slowly, “that perhaps I shouldn’t tell you about it?”  
 
    “Why on earth not?” she asked, seeming a little offended.  
 
    “Just because so much of our teaching has been based on not being told things, but rather on working them out for ourselves.”  
 
    Diana shook her head, looking certain of her answer even before she spoke.  
 
    Mordon turned a corner into a tree where there were several late-opening restaurants, their well-dressed patrons sipping drinks and nibbling delicacies at elegant tables beneath covered awnings outside the warmly-lit windows. It was clear that Viam was, like central Trentum, a city where there was plenty on offer at night for merry-makers.  
 
    “I think,” Diana said as they walked through the busy restaurant quarter while continuing to follow Mordon, “that the philosophy of not asking questions and working things out for ourselves is all well and good when we’re within the safety of the Guildhouse, but out here in the field it’s a different story. At least that’s how I see it. Out here we’re a team, and we’re on a mission. Anything we can help each other with, if we want to share it, well…I just think it feels right to do so.”  
 
    Ronan nodded. “I’m glad you think so. I guess you’re right. We’re not in training any more, we’re learning on the job, and we need to look out for each other and share our knowledge and information if we’re going to get ahead!”  
 
    “Exactly, and in that case…wait, what’s he doing? Look!”  
 
    Diana grabbed Ronan’s arm. He stopped suddenly to look where she pointed. Mordon had stopped outside a house and was talking with a very large, dark-skinned guard in a leather jerkin with steel rings on the chest and a short sword on his belt. The big man was looking down on Mordon, his expression serious. Though the Silent Brotherhood man stood taller than any native Twelve Islander, the big guard dwarfed him both in height and girth. But then the guard nodded with a smile and winked at Mordon as the gray-clad man slipped a coin from his pocket and passed it discreetly to the guard.  
 
    The big guard allowed him inside, and he vanished into a brightly-lit doorway.  
 
    “What the…?” Diana said, stunned. “We have to get in there, we have to follow him!”  
 
    She was about to rush forward but Ronan caught her arm. “Look up there, at the sign above the guard’s head.”  
 
    She looked. The sign was as discreet as the doorway, the front of the three-storied stone building, or the guard himself, but when one looked closer one saw the recognizable symbol, lit in the illumination of the nearby streetlamp. The sign bore a picture of a shapely hand holding a torch with a crimson flame.  
 
    “Ah,” Diana said, crossing her arms on her chest. “A courtesan guild.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Ronan said. “The courtesans of Viam are said to be nearly as skilled in the arts of pleasure as those of the Twelve Isles. After all, most of them are trained in the Twelve Isles, and they bring their expertise back with them when they finish their apprenticeships.”  
 
    “But this man is one of the Silent Brotherhood—I’ve read that they are sworn to chastity, and that they take their oath very seriously.”  
 
    Ronan shrugged. “Don’t forget that this man took a drink at the High Vizier’s rooms—they swear off that as well, or at least they are supposed to. And the Brotherhood are also forbidden to kill, or to take great wealth, and they all do that as well, too, don’t they?”  
 
    “They do,” Diana said, “but they always hide it under a veil of secrecy. They pass the judgment, but get others to do the killing, and they always present their wealth as being for the good of their God, Mala, and for his projects. But I suppose it is a fairly open secret that plenty of the brothers are happy enough to indulge their baser appetites when they think no one is looking.”  
 
    “And don’t forget, we don’t know if Mordon is a full member of the Brotherhood. He seems to be closely affiliated with them, but I suspect that the rules that govern his behavior are different from the brothers back at the Silent Temple. Also, he’s away from his fellows and as far as he knows, no one is watching him. He can get away with indulging himself a bit tonight, and his companions will be none the wiser.”  
 
    “I guess that is a lot more likely than him going into a courtesan guild for some darker reason,” Diana conceded. “I suddenly feel less inclined than I did to follow him inside and see what he’s getting up to.”  
 
    “Yes, we could do without that, I think,” Ronan agreed.  
 
    “What shall we do? Do you want to wait for him to come back out?” Ronan thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. “No,” he said, “I don’t think we should wait. I think we should go back to the docks and find Eric. We agreed to meet up at The Merry Sailor inn at sunrise, but Eric said he’d try to keep an eye on the inn throughout the night. I propose we leave Mordon to his carousing and go back to The Merry Sailor. Eric may have found something out, and perhaps we can penetrate whatever lair the other assassins are hiding out in before their leader gets back.”  
 
    “All right,” Diana agreed. “It makes sense. Let’s do it.”  
 
    Ronan glanced back at the illuminated windows of the Courtesan Guild that Mordon had entered, and his instinct, as well as his logic, told him clearly that this was the right choice. Mordon would be in there for a while, he thought; perhaps even the whole night. They knew when and where he planned to meet Gelden in the morning. Even if Eric came up empty-handed, they would still be able to catch up to Mordon in the morning and follow him back to the assassins’ lair.  
 
    “I wish we could use our thought transference to speak with Eric,” Diana mused as they walked away from Viam and back along the road that led to Port Fero on the coast, “but that old woman with the mind control magic might have some power to listen in to our thoughts, so we cannot.”  
 
    “It would be better if we could,” Ronan agreed, “but we can’t—at least not until we know more about the powers of our enemies. I think that what Guildsman Janus said was probably true. The two we fought had cut off their connection to Mala when they betrayed their fellows. But that won’t be true of these others, and until we know what magic they have from their God, it would be foolish to risk anything that might chance discovery.”  
 
    “I wonder,” Diana said thoughtfully, “if this new way of combining spells could be used to conceal our thought transference from unfriendly listeners? You said that you combined your stealth field with the shadow man you created, disguising him in the eyes of the guards. Perhaps you could apply that kind of magic to a thought transference as well, so that any listener would think that what they were hearing was some innocuous thought they were not interested in?”  
 
    “It’s an interesting idea,” Ronan said, considering it. “Then there’s the sheer raw power of the shadows that I experienced tonight as well. It feels like there’s huge potential in that as well.”  
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “Well, I feel like it could be developed into an attack all of its own,” Ronan said. “That power could be sent along a transferred thought to attack the mind of an enemy, perhaps. Or maybe it could be combined with a thought transferred to a friend, to provide a boost of power or strength.”  
 
    “Even healing,” Diana said, her eyes widening at the huge possibilities opened up by the potential of combining their magic in new and original ways. 
 
    “And then there’s the magic of faces,” Ronan added. “Could a stolen appearance be sent from one of us to another? Could the stolen face itself be combined with some other kind of magic?” 
 
    Diana made the logical leap that Ronan had made earlier. He saw her do it, her eyes widening as her hand rose to cover her mouth. “Perhaps it could be combined in some way to create the Magic of Infinite Faces?”  
 
    He smiled. “I had the same thought earlier,” he admitted. “When I’ve seen the Power of Infinite Faces in action, it’s always seemed to do for faces the same thing that our stealth fields do for our robes—it makes the person I’m looking at have a changing, shifting face, the way our robes change and shift to fit the viewer’s eye when we have the stealth field active.”  
 
    “You mean…we could combine a face with the stealth field magic to access the Power of Infinite Faces?”  
 
    “That’s how I read it,” Ronan said. “If nothing else, I feel that it’s worth a try.”  
 
    “I agree!” Diana said, grinning with excitement at the prospect. “We certainly are learning on the job.”  
 
    They had crested the ridge and were looking down on Port Fero. When they had first landed, they had initially thought Port Fero a large, busy town; but after seeing Viam City, Port Fero looked more like the small settlement that it was. For all that, Port Fero established its own culture, traditions, and local pride long ago.  
 
    From this vantage point, they could see how the city curled round the wide anchorage like a protective hand, the lower buildings squatting on the upper slopes of the high ridge on which Diana and Ronan now stood, while the larger ones occupied the flatter ground nearer the water’s edge.  
 
    One long, broad and well-made street, lit with the same mysterious lamps that Ronan had seen in the park at Viam, made up the backbone of the town; the street ran in a smooth, parallel curve to the line of the ocean and the docks. Beyond this, in the water, a forest of masts clustered in the anchorage or against the docks themselves. Larger ships were anchored a little way out, and even at this late hour, small boats plied their way back and forth over the water between these ships and the shore.  
 
    Up here, on top of the ridge, the houses were mostly dark and quiet; however, down on the main road, the two assassins could see bright lights and moving figures. The buzz of conversation and merrymaking flowed up through the cool, still, sea-scented air to them.  
 
    “Port Fero doesn’t sleep,” Diana observed.  
 
    “Not entirely,” Ronan agreed. “And somewhere out there is our friend Eric, and our enemies, the Silent Brotherhood assassins. Let’s get down there. My gut tells me we’re not far off the end of this part of our quest.”  
 
    They walked down the wide street that wound its way down through the silent residential buildings to the main road of Port Fero, down by the sea. Here, the sound of creaking timbers filled the air as boats resting in the anchorage slowly rocked side-to-side, gently pushed by the ever-present, mellow sea breeze.  
 
    “Let’s begin by checking the inn where we said we would meet Eric,” Ronan said. “The chances of meeting him straight away are slim, but we should still have a look there first.” 
 
    Diana agreed, and so they made their way along the street towards The Merry Sailor inn. When they reached it, they found that it was certainly well named. When they had been here earlier, the inn had been very quiet. Now, people filled nearly every seat. Their voices and the clatter of cutlery, along with the smell of spilled beer and roasting meat, flowed out into the dim street.  
 
    Despite the rowdy atmosphere, all seemed peaceful and good-natured with no sign of troublemakers or trouble. Ronan guessed that the presence of several well-armed and vigilant guards nearby probably contributed to this peaceful state of affairs. 
 
    “There is no sign of Eric here,” Ronan said, looking around the crowd. “I doubt very much that he is inside.”  
 
    Diana looked intently at the ground near her feet. “No sign of Eric?” she said, smiling and pointing to the ground. “Then what is that?”  
 
    Ronan looked to where she pointed and chuckled with satisfaction. “Well spotted!” he said. “That should teach me not to put too much stock in my first impressions.”  
 
    “It’s no blame on you,” she said. “You were looking for signs of him in the crowd, while I decided to look elsewhere. What do you think it means?” 
 
    “Well, it is the letter E with an arrow pointing left along the docks and then the number three. I’d say that the E stands for Eric, while the arrow pointing left indicates the direction, and the number three indicates the number of piers from here that we should go.” 
 
    Diana looked at the stone piers that stuck out into the water. They were distinct, each with plenty of room for many small ships, and each with space for a larger vessel or two at the furthest end from the main quayside. Together, the two assassins turned to the left and began to walk slowly along the docks, passing the first two stone piers and moving to the third. Here, sure enough, they saw Eric standing by the door of a small tavern, a glass of ale in hand and still dressed in his pale priest of Anaxis robes. He gazed idly out over the water, giving the perfect impression of a man completely unconcerned with everything going on around him.  
 
    Diana and Ronan walked past without looking at Eric, but they moved slowly enough that he would be certain to spot them. Without looking back, they continued walking along the docks and then slipped, unnoticed, into a dark alleyway where the shadows cloaked them. A moment later, Eric joined them. 
 
    “I’ve found the Silent Brotherhood assassins,” Eric said without preamble. “They are on a ship, a small one, docked up just a little way off from here. I’ve seen one of them, and I’ve heard rumors that there is something dark and frightening on the boat with them. I suspect that the old crone is still there and still has her power because many of these sailors have reported feeling frightened when they were near the ship. Some of them say that they have found blood on the decks of the vessels, where no blood should be. That is a very bad omen for sailing folk.”  
 
    “How did you track them down?” Diana asked. 
 
    “I just followed the rumors. Come on, I’ll show you where they are.” 
 
    Eric pulled off his priest robes. Now, all three assassins were dressed in their black shadow clothing, and Eric’s appearance began to shift and deceive the eye as he joined the others in activating his stealth field.  
 
    All three assassins stepped out of the alleyway and onto the street. Eric led them along the cobbled road, back in the direction they had come. They arrived at a pier that was quieter than the others, as it happened to be facing a large, wooden warehouse rather than a busy inn or tavern, as was the case with most of the others.  
 
    They kept themselves in the shadow of the warehouse, moving as stealthily and as quietly as possible as they looked out onto the pier. Seven ships were anchored there, five small ones and two larger ones. All three seemed quiet, and only the furthest away of the large ships showed any light. 
 
    “It’s that one there,” Eric said, leaning in toward Ronan and pointing at one of the smaller ships. 
 
    “You see it? The one with the strange figure head of the sea monster?” 
 
    “I see it,” Ronan said. The vessel was an unremarkable-looking little boat, with one mainmast and two smaller masts, a small roundhouse toward the back of the deck, and a crudely carved figurehead that seemed to represent some kind of octopus creature with a human face. As with the other ships nearby, no light shone from within it. 
 
    “The vessel,” Eric explained, “is called the Kraken’s Revenge.” He smiled. “It’s a bit of a misnomer because the captain’s first vessel was taken down by a sea monster. This is his second ship, and nobody who knows the captain and his story can understand why he called it what he did. Surely the last thing the captain is going to want it’s for a Kraken to get its revenge on him. But, that’s beside the point. The ship is in this dock for repairs. She has a split up her foremast and her captain must wait for a new mast to be delivered from inland. Apparently, he was very upset about the prospect of having to stay in port for weeks while the repairs get done, and so he was more than happy to offer a group of strangers cheap berthing aboard his vessel with no questions asked.” 
 
    “Who told you all this?” Diana asked, her eyes gleaming in excitement and anticipation. 
 
    “The captain of the ship that has docked next door to the Kraken’s Revenge,” Eric replied. “You see the ship with the figurehead of a woman? That’s his.” 
 
    Quickly, Ronan explained what had happened with him at the Temple of the Malachites. He explained that they had followed Mordon out of the temple and left him visiting a Courtesan Guild in Viam City.  
 
    “One less for us to deal with here, then,” Eric said, grimly. “Are you ready to go in?”  
 
    “Are we going to kill them?” Diana asked. 
 
    “I think we need to be prepared to do so, yes,” Ronan said. “This is bigger than us. This is about the dragons, now. We need to stop these Silent Brotherhood assassins from returning to the Temple of the Silent in Ghennet and delivering the message that their mission in the Twelve Isles has gone wrong.”  
 
    “I think that’s right,” Diana said. “And I think that it’s within our responsibility to make that call. Very well. We will do it.”  
 
    “Come on,” Eric said. 
 
    They moved stealthily toward the Kraken’s Revenge. No one stirred aboard the silent ship. However, as they drew closer, a feeling of dread and anticipation rose in them. They could feel something waiting ahead, something more than just an enemy, more even than just a group of magically empowered assassins. Something evil lay in wait aboard that ship.  
 
    As they came closer still, they started—to their extreme distaste—to be able to smell it. Diana wrinkled her nose and looked at the others. Ronan nodded to her to let her know that he smelled it, too. They all recognized the same foul and musty odor they had detected in the abandoned rental apartment back in the Twelve Isles—the thick, dusty odor of death. 
 
    As they closed in on the ship, they were all thinking of the coffin and of the words of Guildsman Seth, the eerie, mysterious member of the Guild of the Dead. “There is some necromancy here,” he had said. “Some devilry that even I dread to think of.” 
 
    They had no need to consult before going in. This kind of exercise—breaching a small, cramped space as a group—was something they had rehearsed countless times back in the Guildhouse.  
 
    Diana would take the lead, ready to throw a smoke bomb and create a powerful cloud of blinding smoke to confuse and befuddle their enemies. Ronan would come behind, his blade in his hand, ready to deal with the first enemy who recovered from the shock of the exploding smoke bomb. Eric would stay at the back of the trio, his blowpipe in his hand, ready to fire and reload at a moment's notice.  
 
    Beyond this, they could make no plan, because they did not know the layout of the ship, or where their enemies might be hiding. So, they were all glad that they had rehearsed this approach already. It made it unnecessary for them to communicate using their thought transfer technique, and all of them felt sure that the old crone with the mind-fogging magic was on the ship. They would not risk exposing their thoughts to her, and giving their quarry any warning of their approach. 
 
    The ship’s gangplank was drawn up, so the assassins gained access by climbing one of the ropes that had been used to secure the ship to a bollard on the dock. Diana went first, her dark form almost invisible against the black water as she dangled from the rope, gripping it with hands and feet as she made her way across. She landed feet first on the deck and rolled into a crouch. Ronan followed, and then Eric. Each drew their weapon of choice. 
 
    Once they were all on the ship, they scanned the surroundings, looking for any guards, or any other immediate threat. There was nothing. The deck of the ship was empty, save for the common bits and pieces of gear that every ship’s deck had; coiled ropes, a hammer and saw, wooden chests, a water barrel.  
 
    Nearby to the cracked forward mast, some tools were laid out, as if a carpenter had left his equipment there to be ready for the next day's work. Two heavy metal bands had been bolted around the body of the mast, holding it together, and ensuring that the very visible crack running up it did not get any worse. 
 
    The ship had no sails on the masts, and Ronan guessed that they must have been bundled up and put in storage while the vessel waited in port for the repairs. 
 
    There was a small roundhouse toward the back of the ship, at the opposite end from where the assassins now stood. Diana raised her left hand, one finger extended, and then pointed at the roundhouse. Eric and Ronan understood, and they made their way silently toward the building. 
 
    They came round the side of the roundhouse, every sense on the alert, but didn’t hear anything. Diana eased the door open slowly, took a quick glance inside, then looked at the others, shaking her head. 
 
    Ronan nodded. He understood. There was nothing of interest to them in the ship’s roundhouse. He looked around the rest of the deck, until his eyes landed upon a wooden hatchway in the surface of the deck, not far off from where they now stood. 
 
    He pointed. Diana’s eyes widened, and Eric nodded. Diana tapped Ronan on the shoulder, pointed to his chest, and then pointed to the hatchway. He understood. She wanted him to take the lead. 
 
    He met her eyes for a moment and then stepped forward to take the lead position. He reached to his belt and pulled a small ceramic smoke bomb from its place and held it in his hand, ready to throw. Then he approached the hatchway, reached down with his left hand to the handle, and very carefully raised the wooden hatch. 
 
    He was grateful that, despite the ship being in dock for repairs, the crew had remained attentive enough to keep the hinges on the hatchway oiled. The wooden hatch lifted with near silence.  
 
    Ronan laid the hatch upon the deck with the faintest thud. He saw Diana grimace, and wished himself that he had been able to do it without a sound. He listened with bated breath for a moment, but heard no sound from within. Below the hatchway, all remained dark.  
 
    Deathly silence came up from the black space below, and with it the familiar fetid moldy smell of death. It almost made Ronan gag, but he kept a hold on himself, and made sure that his companions had a moment to gather themselves before they had to enter the horrible, dark, enclosed space. 
 
    Fear gripped him in the belly suddenly and made the skin of his arms stand up in gooseflesh. He experienced a moment of pure terror where all of his training and everything he had ever learned in the Night Guild went out of his mind. Total blackness took him for an instant, but then it passed, and he was able to get himself back under control. 
 
    He looked at the others. What had happened? Something had overtaken them all for a moment, but it had passed. Diana trembled, and Eric looked as if he’d seen an unspeakable horror. 
 
    “Get ahold of yourselves,” Ronan hissed at his companions. “It’s the magic of the old crone. Can’t you tell? She wants us to feel this fear. It does not come from within you, but from within the heart of your enemy.” 
 
    His words had the desired effect. 
 
    Diana gave herself a shake, and then her face became firm and determined. Ronan had been aware that she had been harboring a little doubt about killing the Silent Brotherhood assassins in cold blood, but now he saw she understood, as he already had done, that they had no option.  
 
    The old crone, and the Silent Brotherhood assassins who kept her, were a menace to the world. They had some kind of evil purpose in mind. The Silent Brotherhood assassins kept, looked after, and had possibly even created the old crone. Ronan thought it very possible that she was just a creature that did their bidding. For that reason alone, he thought it would be a very good deed to eliminate them from the world. He could tell by Diana’s face that she now fully agreed with him.  
 
    Eric’s face was like granite. He bared his teeth for a moment as he stared down the hatch, and then he reached to his belt and pulled out the black mask that the assassins sometimes wore to cover up their faces and hide better in the dark. 
 
    Ronan saw the utility of this idea and reached for his own mask. Diana did the same. 
 
    The masks were made of the same amazing shadow fabric as the rest of their clothes. Very soft to the touch, it kept their faces warm in cold weather and cool in the heat. The masks were also completely waterproof and dirt proof.  
 
    Despite their amazing powers, Ronan doubted they were going to be much use against the horrible smell coming from below deck; he was pleasantly surprised. The foul smell was by no means eliminated, but it was certainly greatly reduced. Ronan felt relieved that he could lean into the darkness and get a look through the hatch without his eyes watering and his belly begging to empty itself. 
 
    Now that the waves of terrible fear had passed, and the terrible smell was at least reduced, Ronan decided that it was time to enter the dark space below the decks. He stuck his head down through the gap and looked around. 
 
    Below, as his eyes became used to the darkness, he saw a small room, musty and close, and with a feeling of damp heat, as if the hatchway had not been opened for a long time. A ladder ran down from the hatch and into the room, which turned out to be sleeping quarters with bunk beds lining the walls. Ronan could hear soft breathing coming from the beds, but he could not immediately tell from which beds the breathing originated. 
 
    And then he saw something that chilled him to the bone. In the far corner, on the floor next to one of the bunk beds, sat a long, narrow, coffin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ronan tapped at Diana’s arm and pointed. She leaned in and stared in horror at what she saw there. The coffin was much like the one that they had seen back in the rental apartment in the Twelve Isles, and the smell was much the same as well. The evil old crone must be here. Either that or there was some new horror here that none of them had considered. That, thankfully, seemed unlikely to all of them. 
 
    Ronan could see in his companions’ eyes that they both desired to descend the ladder and kill the Silent Brotherhood assassins and their terrifying monster. 
 
    He was just as ready as they were to go ahead and enact their plan. Moving swiftly, he got himself onto the ladder and made his way down the ten steps to the floor of the sleeping chamber below. He glanced around, aware of his companions descending after him. There was still no movement from the beds. Now that he was down here in the belowdecks area, Ronan could tell the location of the heavy breathing of the sleepers. 
 
    He crouched, and pointed toward two bunks near the coffin. The two bunks were occupied, and a third bunk, next to them, looked as if it had been occupied but currently was not.  
 
    The coffin was closed with a lid that looked to be nailed on, but the smell and the sense of present evil in the room left Ronan in no doubt that the coffin, too, was occupied.  
 
    That empty bunk must belong to Mordon, Ronan thought. He felt glad that the leader of the Silent Brotherhood assassins was not here. There were plenty of enemies to deal with here already. Ronan would be glad to have the opportunity to tackle Mordon alone, later. 
 
    With his knife in his hand, Ronan advanced toward the hideous coffin, the rancid smell in the room catching in the back of his throat and making his eyes water, despite the magical power of his fabulous assassin’s mask. 
 
    His companions advanced behind him, one on either side, Diana on his right, and Eric on his left. He felt comfort in their presence. Raising one hand, he directed his companions to the targets he had chosen for them. He tapped Diana on the shoulder and pointed her toward the top bunk. Eric, he tapped on the arm and pointed toward the bottom bunk. They nodded their understanding.  
 
    Certain they understood, Ronan tapped himself on the chest and pointed toward the coffin, letting his friends know that he would tackle that particular threat. 
 
    The assassins moved forward, getting into position. Eric held his blow pipe in his left hand, pointed down; in his right hand, a bright-steel blade glimmered in the faint moonlight filtering down from the hatchway above. 
 
    They were in position and ready to strike when a sudden rumbling and shuddering shook the entire boat. Red light flashed through the enclosed space, lighting up every detail in the small below-decks area with a vivid glow like the blaze of a bonfire. 
 
    What can this mean? Ronan thought, looking around for the source of the threat and seeing nothing. The whole boat shook and rumbled as if the sea were rising up in wrath.  
 
    At that moment, the boat lurched, and the two sleeping figures in the beds sat up suddenly, their eyes adjusting to the light as they searched for, and found, the assassins. 
 
    Ronan and his companions were thrown backward. Trying to keep their balance, they staggered away from their targets, unable to strike. Eric dropped his blow pipe; it rolled away from him and across the deck to disappear under a bunk on the opposite wall. 
 
    A terrible voice, deep, loud, and full of outrage, boomed through the now-brightly lit chamber. Who comes hither to threaten my acolytes? the voice shouted. Who comes here with hatred and fear in their hearts, fear of those who are dedicated to me, Mala, the one true God? Smite them down, my noble followers! Smite them with fire and sword!  
 
    The two Silent Brotherhood assassins were more than ready to answer the call. They leapt from their beds, dressed only in their nightshirts and under trousers, their feet bare. They grabbed short swords from beneath their pillows. 
 
    One of the men was tall, and the other was short. The tall one had a long, gray beard, and the short one was clean shaven but had an ugly scar deforming the left side of his face. Ronan did not recognize them because they had always worn gray masks in his previous encounters with them, but he did not need to recognize their faces to know that they were the acolytes of Mala, and also the remaining assassins of a Silent Brotherhood cell that had infiltrated his home city and conspired to collect and hide the eggs of the dragons. 
 
    He and Diana both hurled their smoke bombs to the ground at the same time. Instantly, thick clouds of dark smoke curled up from the shattered devices, filling the small chamber with dense, blinding clouds. 
 
    The Silent Brotherhood assassins shouted in anger. They moved through the thick clouds, looking for their enemies. Ronan darted forward, thrusting his blade at the taller of the two men as Eric scrabbled under the far bunk, trying to retrieve his blow pipe. 
 
    Diana moved forward, too, attacking the shorter man with the scar. But the two Silent Brotherhood assassins were both quick and well-trained fighters.  The smaller of the two beat back Diana’s attack with several swift, well-timed strokes of his blade. 
 
    Ronan darted in underneath the guard of the taller man, taking advantage of the fact that in this small space below the deck of the ship, the man did not have that much room to use the advantage of greater reach that his sword gave him. 
 
    Ronan tried to bring his blade up and stab the man in the chest, but the man head-butted him in the side of the face, and then punched him in the throat. 
 
    Ronan stumbled backward, his head ringing from the headbutt. The blow to his throat made him choke, and as the ship gave another sudden lurch, he staggered backward again, giving his opponent even more room to move in and strike at him with his short sword. 
 
    For a moment, Ronan thought all was lost as he fought to regain his balance and bring his knife up to counter the coming blow. Then, Eric rushed in from the left, slamming into the tall, gray-bearded assassin and hurling him back so that he crashed painfully into the end of the wooden bunks.  
 
    Somehow, Eric seemed to have lost his knife, but he kicked out hard at the gray-bearded assassin’s right hand, striking him neatly in the wrist with the toe of his boot. The assassin’s sword flew from his grip, arcing across the room and landing with a clang by the door.  
 
    The bright-red light, which Ronan believed now was a deliberate ploy from the god Mala to help his acolytes, still blazed through the room. The thick smoke from the assassins’ smoke bombs partially obscured the view of what was going on in the space, but Ronan could see Diana and the smaller man in sword combat as she circled him, trying to find an opening. 
 
    Eric and the bearded assassin wrestled on the floor, smacking each other with their fists as they had both been disarmed. Ronan felt chagrin at what had happened. This was no way for assassins to be fighting. They had been reduced from their stealthy attack to open brawling in this small, cramped cabin. 
 
    Eric had pushed his opponent back against the wall and reached for a hidden blade he had tucked in his equipment belt. Diana was being forced back toward the exit ladder by a flurry of blows from the small, scarred assassin. She wielded her knife swiftly, and with skill, but the other man had more raw strength than she did.  
 
    Ronan went to raise his blade… but it was gone!  
 
    Where’s my knife? I must’ve lost it when the boat lurched and the other man struck me, he thought.  
 
    He reached down to his boot and tapped the hidden spot where he usually kept a backup knife and nothing happened. 
 
    What in the world…? He thought, but he had no time to wonder. Somehow, he had lost his weapons, but Diana needed his help. He charged forward, weaponless, and grabbed the small man around the throat, yanking him back with a sharp, sudden jerk. The small man gave a choking cry and dropped his short sword. Diana reacted immediately, stepping forward and driving her blade without hesitation up and through the man’s ribs, straight into his heart.  
 
    As she pulled her blade out, the man’s lifeblood fountained out into the room. Diana dodged to one side to avoid the stream of gore as Ronan shoved the man forward. He dropped in a bloody heap to the ground.  
 
    “My knife!” Diana said in alarm. Ronan looked down at her hand, where she held her knife. His eyes widened as he saw the steel blade vanish into thin air!  
 
    The dead assassin’s sword had also vanished, and a glance at Eric showed that he had also lost all of his bladed weapons. The red light in the room intensified.  
 
    “Mala!” Ronan shouted as he ran toward Eric to help him. “It’s their cursed God, helping them with magic!”  
 
    He aimed a kick at the gray-bearded assassin, catching him in the chest and lifting him up off Eric. The assassin staggered back but then righted himself. As Eric surged to his feet, his opponent raised both hands and bright-red light shone in his palms.  
 
    “In the name of Mala!” the man screeched. “Bring to me the power of fire!”  
 
    “Look out!” Diana screamed, as a sudden burst of flame poured from the man’s hands. Ronan had never seen anything like it, and luckily for him, he was not alone. If it had not been for Diana flinging herself into his back, which sent him flying onto the floor out of the way of the flames, he would have been broiled alive.   
 
    Eric leapt to his feet and charged the man again, before he could recharge the spell. He slammed into the gray-bearded assassin, shoving him backward before leaping away to regain his balance.  
 
    The gray-bearded assassin staggered two steps back, wheeled his arms, and then tripped right over the edge of the coffin.  
 
    He fell backward, landing flat on his back on the thin, flimsy, cheap wooden lid of the coffin. While the coffin was made of cheap timber, much like the one in the apartment, it seemed significantly less degraded than the other one had been. That did not matter, however, since the man crashed through it, sending shards of wood flying everywhere.  
 
    Ronan, Diana, and Eric stood transfixed as something moved within the coffin. Two gnarled hands reached up, then two thin arms wrapped around the neck of the Silent Brotherhood assassin and began to squeeze.  
 
    The man gave a single, choking cry, and then the arms tightened in a vice-like grip. They heard the sickening crack of the man’s neck breaking, and his eyes went blank.  
 
    Ronan and his friends took a step back, glancing at each other and then at the coffin. The rocking of the boat had eased, but the red light still glowed through the room. The gray-bearded assassin’s corpse was suddenly flung from the coffin, and the crone began to rise slowly up from the wooden box.  
 
    At that moment, Ronan understood that this was not a human being but some kind of monster dressed in a sick mockery of human form. It had a sallow face, its skin stretching like paper across the skull, like the face of a desiccated corpse.  
 
    “It’s a caryx!” Diana shouted.  
 
    “A what?” Ronan said.  
 
    “A caryx. I read about them in a book back at the Guild. A caryx is a lost spirit magically trapped in the corpse of a human and forced to do the bidding of its masters.”  
 
    “Didn’t look like it was doing its master’s bidding just now,” Ronan observed, moving back from the slowly-rising creature.  
 
    “You can’t get close to it,” she said. “The spirits will avenge themselves on their masters given the chance, so the people who create the caryx have to stay out of their way.”  
 
    “Someone should have told him that,” Ronan said, looking at the broken corpse of the Silent Brotherhood assassin.  
 
    Ronan felt pleased to hear Eric give a dry chuckle. He glanced to his left to look at the pale man. He looked shaken, and a bit bruised and scratched from his brawl with the assassin, but otherwise, he seemed none the worse.  
 
    “Are you alright, Eric?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Eric replied brusquely. “Look at the caryx. She’s almost risen.”  
 
    The three Night Guild assassins were backing away toward the door, but the gray-bearded Silent Brotherhood assassin’s fire spell had scorched the wooden floor of the cabin and had set some of the bedding on the unoccupied bunks alight.  
 
    The smoke from Ronan and Diana’s smoke bombs was clearing, but the smoke from the burning bedding was taking its place. The mattresses, stuffed with straw, had caught fire quickly. Thick, black smoke poured from the mattresses, and the flames were already beginning to lick up the wooden posts and wooden walls of the cabin. 
 
    “I don’t suppose your reading told you how we go about killing one of these creatures?” Ronan asked.  
 
    Diana shook her head. “You can’t kill it,” she said. “You can destroy the body, but that almost makes it more dangerous. They become a vengeful spirit if the body is destroyed, and though they are less physically powerful in that form, they can pursue you unseen and inhabit a new body to attack you.”  
 
    While they were speaking, the caryx had been rising slowly from her coffin, propelled upward as if she was being drawn up by a string. Her legs were straight, her knees locked, her terrible arms crossed across her chest. Her skeletal face remained expressionless, but deep within her eyes twin sparks of terrible awareness gleamed. 
 
    “We can’t just leave this creature here,” Ronan said firmly. “If she escapes the fire, she will wreak havoc in the port town. If her body is destroyed here, then her spirit will be left free to chase us and attack us later on. We cannot afford to have that hanging over our heads.” 
 
    “We need to trap her spirit somehow,” Diana said. “If we can destroy the body she inhabits, but trap her spirit, then perhaps somebody from the Guild of the Dead can help us work out what to do with her once we get back to the Night Guild.” 
 
    “But how do we trap the spirit?” 
 
    “We use this,” Diana said, pulling something that gleamed and sparkled from her equipment belt. Ronan caught a glimpse of a large, pink crystal, some kind of polished quartz, carved into a roughly octagonal shape. As Diana held the crystal up, the caryx suddenly lunged forward with terrifying speed.  
 
    The monster had moved so slowly as it rose from the coffin that this sudden, lightning quick attack had come unexpectedly. The caryx ran straight for Diana, and only Ronan’s quick action saved her from its foul grip. 
 
    He sprang forward, knocking the creature’s legs out from under it with a swinging kick, and then darting away from her flailing arms as she crashed to the ground, landing on a burning part of the floor. She screeched in pain and alarm as hot embers burned her skin.  
 
    Ronan felt a sudden assault upon his senses. In place of the monstrous woman on the floor, he saw a small child, screaming in pain and the smoldering wood burned her. 
 
    “No!” he yelled in horror as Diana rushed forward, a look of sympathy and determination on her face. “It’s a trick! The creature is mind fogging you,” he warned.  
 
    Ronan pulled power from the magic in the shadows around him. He had no time to think about what he did. The shadows in the room danced and swayed like living creatures and then rushed to his palms like black iron filings to a magnet. He did not absorb the power; instead, he directed it outward in a jet of pure shadow toward the burning caryx.  
 
    The magic hit the monster, and in that instant, he understood how the creature worked. For a spirit to occupy and animate a desiccated corpse was no small thing. It used its own magic to do so, a special kind of magic which Ronan had never seen before, but which looked familiar to him, nonetheless. It seemed much like the magic that allowed him and his colleagues to steal faces. 
 
    “The creature is using some kind of glamor magic to power itself and fog our minds,” he said to the others. Eric had moved round to Diana’s side, and they had both stepped back from the writhing monster, who was now struggling to rise. It seemed that the creature’s damaged body could not get up all that easily, but none of them wanted to get too close to those terrifyingly strong arms.  
 
    As Ronan’s shadow magic bathed the monster, the creature’s glamor was dispersed, and the pitiable image that the monster had tried to create for itself vanished. But Ronan’s revelation about the mechanics of the creature’s magic gave him an advantage which he had not had before. 
 
    “Diana,” he said urgently, “Give me the crystal.” 
 
    Without hesitation, she tossed it to him across the small space. His hands were still bathed in shadows as he caught the bright crystal neatly and turned to face the monster. Maintaining his connection to the creature with his stream of shadow magic, Ronan transferred the crystal from his right hand to his left and then deployed a kind of magic that he had never used in a combat situation before, just in practice. 
 
    This was the shadow blade. Before they had left the Night Guild, Guildmaster Tarquin had taught them all this technique, a way that an assassin could create a weapon from pure, condensed shadow. Whatever magic spell the caryx had used earlier to get rid of all of the weapons in the room did not affect Ronan’s ability to conjure a shadow blade.  
 
    Darkness rushed from all the corners of the room, running like ink from beneath the bunks and behind the coffin where the creature had slept. It gathered in his right palm, and as it did so, Ronan intoned the prayer to the Night God that would create the shadow blade.  
 
    A moment later, out of the darkness that enveloped his hand, a long, thin, shimmering black stiletto blade appeared. He clenched his right hand around the cool handle of the knife which appeared in his fist as he held up Diana’s crystal in his left hand.  
 
    He set up a maelstrom of shadow magic inside himself, and from this he derived a constant stream of shadow power that kept the knife in his right hand solid, while also keeping a steady stream of shadows flowing from him out to the monster on the floor. This interior shadow maelstrom was the same technique as he had used as he lay upon the outer wall of the Malachite temple, and it provided a self-sustaining source of power to drive his spells. 
 
    He took a step forward. With a sudden convulsive effort, the caryx hauled herself up from the floor and charged him, screeching wordlessly from her toothless maw. 
 
    The monster’s hands were both outstretched, and as she came on, she underwent a terrible transformation. She seemed to have drawn inspiration from the fire which had now begun consuming the cabin at a more rapid pace; instead of trying to fight the flames, she had chosen to embrace them. 
 
    Ronan found himself facing a creature made entirely of flame. Fire blazed from her eyes and mouth, and fire and smoke trailed from her outstretched hands. A cloak of living flame poured over her emaciated body, consuming it even as it granted her more and more extreme power.  
 
    A part of Ronan wondered if it were only an illusion that the creature was creating, but another part of him felt sure it was not. He could feel the heat of the flames on his face. 
 
    He had but a moment to respond. His black assassin’s shadow garments had never been put to such a challenging test, but now he charged forward, relying on the cooling power of his gear to defeat the magical flames of the monster.  
 
    It worked. He heard Diana scream as the caryx’s flames engulfed him, but he poured shadow power from the maelstrom inside himself into his clothing, increasing its ability to fend off the extreme heat. His instinct told him that this would not last for very long, but he only needed a moment. He drove the stiletto blade straight through the right eye of the hideous monster, and at exactly the same time he slammed the carved crystal onto the creature’s brow, in the space right between the eyes.  
 
    Flames exploded from the monster, and in that moment, Ronan was left in no doubt as to the reality of the heat that the creature was able to give off. He felt his face scorching and smelled burning hair, but at the same moment, he pulled an immense amount of power out from the shadow maelstrom that he had set up to drive his own magic. He forced the power up around his face and head and felt it working to knit the scorched flesh back together, even as the monster’s fire burned him and the searing pain threatened to make him lose focus on his magic.  
 
    They held there for a terrible moment, the assassin and the undead monster, locked in a death grip that only the end of one or the other of them could break. Flame and shadow wreathed around them, two warring manifestations of pure magic. 
 
    Then, just as the caryx’s flames flickered and died out, the whole smoke and flame filled cabin gave a sickening lurch upward, and water began pouring in through the entrance.  
 
    The crystal, which Ronan still held pressed to the brow of the caryx, glowed with an immensely bright white  light, and he felt the spirit that had animated the terrible creature flowing into the carved gemstone. The corpse which the spirit had animated toppled backward from his arms, and lifelessly splashed into the black sea water rapidly filling the small space.  
 
    “The ship is sinking!” Eric yelled. “The fire must have breached the hull!”  
 
    “Did you get the spirit?” Diana said. “Is it still in this room with us?” She was looking around wildly, as if expecting the spirit that had been trapped in the body of the old woman to move into one of the bodies of the Silent Brotherhood assassins that had been killed and use the body rise to fight them again. 
 
    “I got it,” Ronan said, holding up the crystal that she had given him. It was not glowing so brightly anymore, but it still gave off a powerful illumination, and he could feel the spirit thrashing around inside the crystal.  
 
    The red light that the god Mala had provided for his acolytes to fight by had vanished—it seemed that the deity had done all he was prepared to do to help the Silent Brotherhood assassins in their fight and had now left the situation in disgust.  
 
    Not so with the Night God. Ronan could feel his presence, his concern, and in that moment, he was more tempted than he ever had been before to break the Night Guild’s prohibition against simply asking the deity for what was needed. The Night Guild had spell prayers which could be employed to petition the Night God for specific things, but these were very carefully worked out forms of words that were very clear and could not be misinterpreted. The Night God was in many ways a dangerous deity, because, unlike others, he would likely grant anything that one of his adherents wanted.  
 
    This lure of having the power of a God at one’s beck and call was one of the most challenging aspects of being a member of the Night Guild, since it was the Guild’s most important prohibition that they should never do so. It was taken as self-evident that the Night God knew what he was doing, and that if he felt the need to intervene, he would do so without the intercession of one of his acolytes. If an assassin were to make choices to invoke the power of the god at will, but with only his frail human understanding of the world and the tides of fate to gauge his choices, the consequences would quickly spiral out of control.   
 
    Ronan hardened his will against the temptation. Pain pulsed through his face and head with every beat of his heart. The skin that had not been protected by his shadow clothing was badly burned, and he knew that if it had not been for the magic that he had directed at the unprotected area, the burns and the pain would be even worse.  
 
    The injuries might even have killed him.  
 
    He held up the glowing crystal, and by its light he saw the seriousness of their predicament. The ship was sinking fast, and water was pouring into the cabin from a breach in the floor, from another in the far wall, and through the hatchway through which they had entered. In a moment, the whole cabin would be completely flooded.  
 
    “We have to get out,” he said through the pain. “Diana, Eric, we will swim through the hatch that we came in through. It’s essential that we are not seen as we leave the ship. Stay underwater for as long as you can and get as far away from the wreck as possible before you surface.” 
 
    The others looked at him and nodded. From the looks on both of their faces, he realized that he looked as bad as he felt. Both Eric and Diana’s eyes were wide with horror as they looked at him and nodded their agreement.  
 
    A sudden, loud crack reverberated through the cabin. “The ship is breaking up,” Ronan yelled. “Now is the time. Let’s keep a hold of each other and go through the hatch in order, Eric, then Diana, then me. That way we will not get in each other’s way and block up the escape route. Try to look out for each other as we swim away. Good luck, and may the Night God see fit to bring us all through safely.”  
 
    With that, Ronan stuck the crystal with the trapped spirit into an empty pouch of his equipment belt, hiding the illumination and freeing his hand to grip Diana’s. The cabin was utterly dark, even to his highly trained eyes. Eric had taken Diana’s other hand and fixed his eyes on the hatch before the light went out, and now Ronan felt Diana’s hand pulling him down into the water, toward the hatch.  
 
    He took as deep a breath as he possibly could, and the saltwater closed over his head as he dove for the hatchway and escaped. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ronan kept tight control over himself as the freezing water closed over his head. The cold made him want to gasp, and the intense stinging of the salt water on his fresh burns made him want to pass out. He did neither. Instead, he focused his attention on his heartbeat, and on the steady presence of the Night God in his mind.  
 
    Diana’s grip was firm on his left hand, and he used his right hand to feel out around himself, brushing his fingers against the wooden wall. He felt her pulling him forward and his right hand found the edge of the doorframe. He ducked his head, then suddenly they were out of the ship.  
 
    Ronan looked around, his staring eyes open under the black water. Light flowed down from above, red, fierce light, the light of raging flames. He turned over, looked up, and through the wavering distortion caused by the water he saw the bulk of the ship that they had been trapped inside.  
 
    It was on fire, and he saw now that only half of it had sunk. The water in this dock was not actually all that deep, and the front half of the ship had dropped to the bottom leaving a big chunk of the boat sticking up out of the water. Flames were raging out of the part of the boat that remained above the water, and the red light filtered down from the burning ship to illuminate the wavering underwater scene.  
 
    If they surfaced now, they would be spotted. They would have to get well away from the burning wreck if they were going to escape unseen.  
 
    Ronan broke his grip on Diana’s hand. She turned to look back at him, bubbles flowing from her mouth and nose, her brown hair waving about her face. He pointed away from the flames, and she nodded once, showing she understood.  
 
    They were all strong swimmers. Swimming was part of their training back at the guild, and they regularly did exercises in the water, so swimming with their breath held was not too big a feat for any of them. But they were not used to swimming wounded, and it would take a little more time still to get away.  
 
    Ronan saw Eric striking out for the surface, then leveling off just before he broke the surface, relying on his stealth field to keep himself hidden from anybody on the pier above. Diana followed Eric, and Ronan swam alongside the two of them, looking up through the gloom and trying to figure out whether there were any people on the docks looking down.  
 
    He could not see if there were—it was impossible to tell through the dark water.  
 
    Air was becoming critical; he could feel his lungs straining, his body screaming out for air and his limbs beginning to tingle with the pressure of swimming in cold sea water without oxygen. He was far enough away from the burning that he guessed he had a good chance of raising his head above the water without being seen.  
 
    He had no choice left but to chance it.  
 
    He kicked for the surface and resisted the instinct to heave in a noisy gasp of breath as his head broke through into the blessed night air. His heart thundering, he forced control on his starved lungs and drew long, slow breaths, treading water as quietly as he could while he looked around.  
 
    As he had expected, the main crowd was gathered on the pier at the other side of the dock where the ship was burning. People were shouting and running to and fro, and somewhere an alarm bell was ringing. It looked as if the fire had spread to one of the neighboring boats, and in the town windows were lighting up and people were sticking their heads out, calling to those in the street to find out what was going on.  
 
    Ronan saw Diana’s head appear out of the water nearby him, then Eric’s.  
 
    “We’re safe enough,” Ronan said in a low whisper. “Let’s swim round out of this dock and get up on dry land again, away from all the commotion.”  
 
    The others followed as Ronan swam at a steady pace around the dock and in between the ships that were tied up on the next pier. He found a ladder cut into the stone of the pier wall and climbed up, looking over the edge to make sure nobody was there before hauling himself up and lying flat on the ground, just breathing.  
 
    The adrenaline of the escape had helped him to deal with the pain of his burned face, but now that he was safe the searing pain was redoubled.  
 
    “By the gods,” Diana muttered as she clambered up beside him. “Eric, look at his face! We have to do something about this.”  
 
    “Healing,” Ronan choked, “Healing magic. I need to get to a crowded place. My healing magic is powered by being stealthy. I need to get somewhere I can use the power of stealth to heal myself.”  
 
    Eric and Diana glanced at each other.  
 
    “Right,” Diana said. “Let’s get you up, then, and into the crowd.”  
 
    During his early training at the Night Guild, learning to heal himself from injuries was one of the foundations of training that the assassins had been taught. Ronan had learned that healing happened when the stealth magic that underpinned the rest of his magic was strongest, and so to heal a wound it was essential that he be in a place where many people were about him.  
 
    In a crowded place, he could overpower his stealth magic and through doing so engineer the healing of his body that came from the Night God.  
 
    He staggered once then righted himself.  
 
    “Here,” Eric said, pressing something smooth and cool into his hand, “drink this.”  
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “Stimulant potion,” the pale man said brusquely. “My own invention. Go on, pop the cap off and drink it down. It’ll help.”  
 
    Ronan did as Eric suggested. Swallowing was painful, and the potion tasted foul, but it gave him the rush of energy that was needed.  
 
    They hurried around the pier together, getting a few odd looks from the passersby despite their active stealth fields. Apparently, even their Night Guid magic was not enough to conceal their bedraggled appearance from all of the crowd.  
 
    “This won’t do,” Eric said when yet another local passed them, slowed, and nudged his companion. “We’re drawing too much attention.”  
 
    “Let me go on alone,” Ronan urged. “I will attract less attention that way.”  
 
    “But…” Diana began to protest, but Eric stopped her.  
 
    “Let him go,” Eric said. “He’s right. He will do it better on his own.”  
 
    “Meet me back here,” Ronan said. Then he turned, flung his hood up over his head, and concentrated on his stealth field.  
 
    Shadows were everywhere on the docks of Port Fero, and he drew on their power as he walked steadily toward the crowd, pulling their energy into himself and setting up the whirling maelstrom of shadow energy that could add depth and strength to his stealth field.  
 
    As he got closer to the burning ship, the crowd of onlookers became thinner and he felt the pressure on his stealth field grow greater.  
 
    Rather than making it difficult to stay hidden, however, the increased pressure on the stealth field added power to it. The more people he had to deceive with it, the more he felt that it was working. He let the shadow maelstrom power the field with greater and greater energy, and was pleased that the people around him started to display the tell-tale signs of not being aware of his presence.  
 
    They didn’t quite bump right into him, but their eyes skated past him as if he was something insignificant, something they didn’t want to bump into but that did not matter beyond that.  
 
    As inconsequential as a lamppost, he thought with grim satisfaction. Raising the power of the shadows again, he walked deeper into the crowd, approaching the burning boat. The ship had sunk bow first, and the back of the boat stuck up at a crazy angle from the water, flames pouring from the gaps in its hull. The fire had spread to the ship that was berthed next to it, and the main attention of the locals was focused on stopping this fire while the vessel was still seaworthy.  
 
    Ronan was impressed with the community spirit of this little town. They had mounted a rapid response, and despite the late hour a small army of folk had mobilized to stop the flames from spreading any further.  
 
    Small boats full of men were on the water, throwing grappling ropes onto the sunken ship and attempting to pull it away from the others. Other men ran about on the deck of the other ship, putting out the fires and kicking sparks and bits of flaming timber overboard. The captains of both ships were standing on the docks, shouting orders to anyone who would listen, but it seemed that most of the orders were coming from an official in a yellow robe with an image of a ship sewed onto his sleeve. 
 
    He must be an official of the docks, Ronan thought. He seems to know what he is doing. I hope they manage to get the fire put out soon. I would not like to think of our adventure causing more damage than was necessary to the good people of the port town. 
 
    As he stood there watching the conflagration and the panic on the docks, he let his stealth magic run through him, feeling the healing effect coming into play. His injuries were enough that they would have stopped any normal man in his tracks, but Ronan’s training had made him resistant against such things.  
 
    Training or not, he was pleased with how well he’d been able to handle the pain of the burns. It was worth it, he thought, as he stood silent and near-invisible at the center of the whirling mass of people, his hood up, his Night God’s magic knitting the burned flesh of his face back together.  
 
    The thought of the caryx’s terrible dead face and burning eyes at the last moment was clear in his mind. He was not sure if he’d ever get the thought out of his head, but it had been worth it. He had destroyed the terrible creature and captured the spirit that drove it, and that was all to the good.  
 
    His hand drifted to his equipment belt, and his thumb brushed the solid spot where the crystal was nestled. He thought he felt a bit of warm heat coming off the crystal. Could that be right? Was the spirit trapped in the crystal so active that it could give off heat? 
 
    He did not know. He did not know anything about the magic that drove the spirit which had animated the caryx. Guildsman Seth had said it was some kind of necromancy, and from the little that Diana had been able to tell him in the cabin, that sounded accurate. 
 
    Necromancy. A corpse driven by a mad, trapped spirit. The desperate attempt to conceal the existence of dragon eggs from the world. All these things came together in the actions of the Silent Brotherhood assassins. Their behavior was clearly so reprehensible that even the head of the Malachite Temple wanted nothing to do with them. He had done everything he possibly could to maintain his distance from them. 
 
    The healing magic flowed over Ronan’s face like cool water. The release from the pain of his burns came with a feeling of immense relief. The crowd around him could not see him, despite the fact that he stood in the midst. 
 
    The magical maelstrom that he had set up within himself powered his stealth magic, and that stealth magic, by turns, spread out into the rest of him, healing his terrible injuries. 
 
    In front of him, the small army of citizens that had mobilized to put out the fires was winning. The ship that had been berthed next door to the Kraken’s Revenge was not too badly damaged.  
 
    As Ronan watched, the men in the boats managed to get a grappling hook secure around a solid piece of rail at the back of the burning ship. The hook was fixed to a huge  rope, and though the flames licked it, the rope seemed secure—at least for a while.  
 
    Working as a team, six little boats all quickly attached other smaller ropes to this massive central line, and then began to pull away from the burning wreck, the men rowing hard and calling out in unison to keep time. For a few moments, all the boats were straining away, and it looked as if the rope might catch fire and break despite its size. But then the huge, unwieldy hunk of burning wreckage began to tip over into the water. 
 
    Like a tree being felled, it creaked and groaned and then crashed down into the water of the dock, away from the other ships. The firelight was extinguished in a great hiss of steam as the burning wood plunged under the surface. The impact of the wreck caused a wave that rolled away across the harbor, rocking the little ships, and a great cheer went up from the crowd on the docks. The danger had been eliminated. 
 
    Ronan lifted his hand to his face. The flesh there felt smooth and sound, and the pain was gone. Carefully, he let the magical maelstrom that had been powering his magic ease in intensity, withdrawing the shadow power from it as he moved away from the crowd. 
 
    There was no need to run his stealth field anymore. In the crowd of people on the docks, one more figure in a black cloak did not raise any eyebrows. Ronan looked around, wondering if Mordon might have found his way into the crowd, but there was no sign of the gray-clad Silent Brotherhood assassin. 
 
    The man must still be enjoying the pleasures that were on offer up in the central area of Viam City.  
 
    Let him enjoy them for now, Ronan thought, grimly. My guess is that tonight will be his last. 
 
    He strode back to the place where he had arranged to meet with Eric and Diana. 
 
    They were waiting for him, looking anxious, but obviously working hard to respect his need to be alone for his healing. When they saw him, they both smiled, and Eric raised one hand in greeting. Ronan strode over to meet them. 
 
    “All is well?” he asked, briskly, looking from one of them to the other. 
 
    Eric grinned broadly, a most unusual expression for him. “Yes, all is well with us,” he said. “But what about you?” 
 
    “I am healed,” Ronan said, gesturing to his face. “The Night God has allowed me to use my stealth magic to heal my wounds.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Diana breathed. “I have seen the power of healing magic before, of course, but to heal such terrible burns…” 
 
    “Were they really so bad?” Ronan asked. “They were very painful, of course, but it did not feel like it was impossible to bear. Using my stealth magic and my shadow maelstrom, I was able to heal them quite quickly.”  
 
    Eric and Diana looked at each other, then back at Ronan. “It looked very bad indeed,” Eric said quietly. “I confess that I was not sure if you would be able to heal those injuries yourself. That was a very brave act, getting in close to kill the caryx like that.”  
 
    “I had no other choice,” Ronan said, feeling a little uncomfortable under the intensity of his companions’ admiration. “It was the only way I could get close enough to use the crystal which Diana had given me to trap the spirit.”  
 
    Ronan gave his companions a wry smile. “I am not sure what we will do with the spirit,” he said, “but hopefully Guildsmen Seth from the Guild of the Dead will be able to give us some guidance on that once we get back to the Night Guild. For now, our priority must be to catch Mordon, the last of the Silent Brotherhood assassins.” 
 
    Eric had still not heard in detail what had happened to Ronan during his adventure in the Malachite temple. Now that they had dealt with the caryx, they had an hour or so before dawn, the time that Mordon had agreed to meet the High Vizier’s servant Gelden down at the Broken Pearl inn.  
 
    They made their way back up into the city and found a taller building that stood out in the midst of a street of warehouses. Where most of the buildings in Port Fero were one or two storeys tall at most, this building seemed older than the rest and stretched up four storeys, rising above all the others. Ronan and his friends found that the rough stone exterior of the building gave them plenty of opportunities for climbing. Feeling more comfortable up high, they all agreed to wait out the hour up on the roof of this tall building. 
 
    Working quickly, they clambered up the side of the building, avoiding any windows from which lights glowed. When they got to the top, they found that the roof was nearly completely flat, and was tiled with red clay tiles much like the ones that were common in the Twelve Isles. These had retained most of the day’s heat, and it was a comfortable space to wait. 
 
    The three assassins sat together and shared out some rations from their equipment belts. It had been a while since they had eaten, and the companionable sharing of food was pleasant for them all. Up here, Ronan gave Eric and Diana the details of his adventure in the Malachite temple. 
 
    “That phrase,” Eric said, once Ronan had finished his story, “the phrase that the Silent Brotherhood assassin used to identify himself to the High Vizier of the temple. It makes me think of something.”  
 
    “Yes,” Ronan said. “I remember. Nitimur in Vetitum. Do you recognize it? Do you know what it means?”  
 
    “I don’t know what it means,” Eric said, “but it reminds me of something. Do you remember the dagger and amulet which you took from the assassins when they attacked you after your test?”  
 
    “I remember,” Ronan said. “What are you getting at?”  
 
    “Both the dagger and the amulet had the letters NIV scratched onto them. The High Vizier of the Malachite temple obviously recognized the phrase as being unique to the Silent Brotherhood. I suspect that NIV stands for Nitimur in Vetitum. Doesn’t that make sense?”  
 
    “It does,” Ronan said, nodding slowly. “But it doesn’t tell us anything more about what the phrase actually means.”  
 
     “I think I could tell you that,” Diana said quietly.  
 
    Eric and Ronan both looked at her. “What do you mean?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “I recognize the language,” she said. “It’s an old tongue that has fallen out of use in most places in the world, but the Silent Brothers still use it for their worship. When I was small, the Silent Brotherhood exerted a powerful dominance over the area where I lived. We were forced to learn this old Lithian language, and to read prayers to the God Mala out loud in it.”  
 
    “So, do you know what it means?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “Nitimur in Vetitum,” she said, considering. “Roughly translated, I think it means pursue that which is forbidden.” 
 
    “Pursue that which is forbidden,” Ronan mused. “That is interesting. It may point to the reason why the Malachite High Vizier was unwilling to be associated with the Silent Brotherhood. If the brotherhood’s watchword is the pursuit of that which is forbidden, it would make sense that they would be unpalatable to the more respectable worshippers of the God Mala.”  
 
    “It makes sense to me,” Eric said. “When the knights of the temple massacred my village, they certainly appeared to be engaged in the pursuit of that which was forbidden.”  
 
    “But what I don’t understand,” Diana said, “is how all this ties in with the dragon eggs. Why is the Silent Brotherhood going to so much effort to gather and conceal the eggs of the dragons? Why does it matter so much to them that new dragons don’t appear in the world?” 
 
    “I think we will need a lot more knowledge about their activities, and about the dragons themselves, before we can answer that question,” Ronan said. “In fact, I suspect that we will need to visit the Silent Brotherhood at their home temple before we are able to answer that question.”  
 
    “Visit the Silent Brotherhood temple?” Diana said, her face going pale. “I had never considered that we might have to do that. For me, that would mean going back to the place of my birth. I would have to look upon my father’s estate in the hands of the Silent Brotherhood. That would be a hard thing for me to do.”  
 
    “And yet,” Eric said quietly, “it is the logical conclusion of our work here. Like Ronan, and myself, you travelled to the Night Guild seeking the skills that would equip you to revenge yourself against the Silent Brotherhood for the murder of your family.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Diana said. 
 
    “But over time,” Eric continued, “you have given up your desire for revenge, as both Ronan and myself have also done.”  
 
    “Yes, I came to understand that private revenge is not what the Night God gives us his power for,” Diana agreed.  
 
    “As have I,” Ronan added quietly. 
 
    “But it seems to me,” Eric said, “that, as even Guildmaster Tarquin suggested might happen, we have been put on a path that will bring us to the place of revenge anyway. For my part, when my village was massacred I was saved personally by the intervention of the Night God. In that moment, he sent me on the mission to find the Night Guild and gain the powers that would grant me the ability to wreak revenge upon the murderers of my clan. I take the mission of revenge to have been given to me by the Night God himself, and as private revenge taken from my own satisfaction.”  
 
    “But Diana and I have not been given such a mission from the Night God,” Ronan said. “I do not believe that my personal revenge is granted to me by the Night God.” 
 
    “Not yet, at least,” Eric replied. “But we do not know what will happen yet. I feel in my heart that our mission will lead us to a place where we can take revenge, not necessarily on our own behalf, but perhaps on the behalf of the Night God. Have faith, my friends, the Night God knows what he is about. We will find ourselves in the place that we need to be in time.” 
 
    “In my heart, I believe that you are right,” Ronan said, nodding. “But for now we need to focus on the mission at hand. I believe that we are in the right if we eliminate the last of the Silent Brotherhood assassins. Dawn will be coming soon, and it is our job to go and find Mordon at the place where he agreed to meet the servant Gelden of the Malachite temple.”  
 
    “You said that he planned to take a bag of gold from the Malachite temple servant first,” Diana said. “Do you think we should wait until they have finished doing the handover?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Ronan said. “If the servant from the Malachite Temple does not meet him, the servant will bring that message back to the High Vizier and it will alert the Vizier to the fact that something is amiss. If we let the handover of the gold take place as planned, then the Vizier will be happy to wash his hands of the whole affair. My only worry is that Mordon will have found out somehow that his ship has been burned, and he might not attend the meeting. But there is nothing we can do right now to avoid that.” 
 
    He stood, looking out over the rooftops at the brightening sky. “Let us go and observe the meeting between Mordon and the Malachite temple servant. Once the handover of the gold has taken place, we will eliminate the last of the Silent Brotherhood assassins who infiltrated our home city. Then we can return to the Night Guild and make a report to Guildmaster Tarquin.” 
 
    They all agreed on this. After making a quick prayer to the Night God, asking that he watch over their actions and keep them on his path, they clambered down the side of the tall stone building, with the first light of dawn beginning to brighten the eastern sky. 
 
    All three assassins activated their stealth fields as they walked through the dark port city streets. The light of dawn was in the sky, but down in the streets it was still dark, and all was quiet. 
 
    The drama of the fire had caused the city to wake up during the night, but now things had calmed down again. They passed by the pier where the ship had burned, and saw that there was a team of guardsmen standing guard next to the entrance of the pier, prepared to repel idlers or looters from getting too close. Bits of the hulk of the burnt ship still floated, black and wet on the dark water. It would take the city some time to get rid of that mess. 
 
    They walked along until they found the entrance to the inn called the Broken Pearl. 
 
    “I’ll take the front,” Ronan said, “and you two take positions on the left and on the right to make sure that he does not escape if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “Very well,” Diana and Eric both agreed. They took up their positions, one on either side of the building, blending into the shadows at the corners of the building so quickly and neatly that even Ronan could not tell that they were there unless he looked closely for them. 
 
     They were no longer in fear of the mind-fogging powers of the caryx, and so if they needed to they could use their thought transferring technique for communication. Ronan took up a position opposite the inn. The street was dark, and he expected his quarry to be wary, and so he did not rely on his stealth field alone to hide him. Instead, he found a pile of empty wooden crates that were stacked up on the dock, ready to be loaded the next day. 
 
    These crates cast a heavy blanket of shadow on the flagstones of the ground, and Ronan crouched in this shadow, using his magic to reach out and gather the shadows all around him, piling them up around himself like stones of a barricade around a fortress. 
 
    His magic felt powerful as he built the power up around himself, and his stealth field deepened, becoming more of an invisibility cloak than the usual distraction type of magic that it normally was. 
 
    He waited there in silence, keeping an eye on his companions and watching for any movement of his quarry approaching.  
 
    Eric and Diana were both tangible presences within Ronan’s mind, and he knew that all he needed to do was to reach along the connection toward either of them if he wanted to send them a thought, but he kept completely silent, and the others did not attempt to send him thoughts either. There was no need to communicate.  
 
    They all knew exactly what they were doing. 
 
    Gelden, servant of the Malachite temple, arrived first. His tall, stately form emerged stealthily onto the scene from the left. He moved as if he felt some distaste for his task, as if being down here on the docks, away from his usual place in the opulent Malachite Temple, was difficult for him to accept. 
 
    He had the air of a man who desired to get through an unpleasant task quickly. 
 
    He appeared to be setting himself up in the entrance of the inn, which was closed to customers for the moment. Gelden was dressed in a long robe of very dark blue, and he put his hood up and pulled the cloak around himself as if he did not want to be known. Then he retreated back into the darkened doorway and began to wait. 
 
    The light got brighter, and Ronan had to gather more shadows from a nearby building to maintain his complete invisibility from Gelden’s view. Just as Ronan was beginning to wonder if Mordon had gotten wind of the disaster that had befallen the ship and his companions and had chosen not to come, he appeared. 
 
    The gray-clad man came hurrying in from the right, glancing from side to side like a man who feared pursuit. He got to the door of the Broken Pearl tavern and looked around, not seeing Gelden at first. Then, the tall Malachite Temple servant made a quiet hissing noise between his teeth. 
 
    Mordon jumped, then looked around and saw the servant. 
 
    “Oh, thank Mala you have come,” he said. “I was not sure if you would.” 
 
    “You doubt the word of the High Vizier of the Temple?” Gelden asked sharply. “Surely even you heathens of the Silent Brotherhood know that the word of the High Vizier is sacred. He will not break it even to the likes of you.” 
 
    “The likes of me?” Mordon said, sounding offended. “What do you mean by that, servant?” 
 
    “I think you know exactly what I mean,” Gilden said, coldly. “Here, take this bag of money. I have been given the job of bringing it to you, and I will do it, but I have no more desire to be seen with you than my master did. Take this, the High Vizier’s promised help, and then get on your way and trouble us no more.”  
 
    Mordon glared at Gelden and for a moment it seemed that he might be about to strike him, but then he thought the better of it and reached out his hand. Gelden passed over a heavy leather bag, and as he did so, there was a promising clink of metal coins. 
 
    “Your master is indeed generous,” Mordon said quietly, feeling the weight of the bag. “Perhaps he is right to wish to distance himself from the Silent Brotherhood. For my part I will never cease to be grateful to him for his help on this day.” 
 
    “As I think my master said to you already, he will be best pleased if he never has to hear of you or your order again. If you wish to thank him, make sure that happens.” 
 
    “Very well,” Mordon said. “It will be as your master desires.”  
 
    Gelden said not another word, but turned sharply on his heel and strode away, his soft footfalls leading away into the darkness.  
 
    “Now,” Mordon said under his breath, “I have the chance to return to the Silent Brotherhood, a rich man, and to avenge my fallen companions. The Brotherhood shall know of the treachery we have endured, and they shall know that the dragon eggs have fallen into the hands of our enemies. I may die for my failure, but if I do it will be a well-deserved fate, for I have failed in my mission. If I’m spared, this gold will help me to establish my own dynasty within the Brotherhood. By the God Mala, I accept my destiny.”  
 
    It’s a good thing that you accept your destiny, Mordon, Ronan thought. It’s going to come upon you quicker than you expected. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With one single, fluid movement, Ronan pulled his blow pipe from his equipment belt. He slipped a quick acting poison dart down the tip, pressed it to his lips, and blew with the short, sharp, puff of air that he had been trained to use. 
 
    The dart made a faint whining noise as it cut through the air, and the Silent Brotherhood assassin turned his head quickly when he heard the sound. But it was too late for him. The dart slammed into the side of his cheek, delivering its deadly poison load  almost instantaneously. 
 
    Mordon tumbled forward two steps and then crashed silently to the ground. He twitched, twice, and then lay completely still. 
 
    Diana and Eric leapt from their hiding places and ran up to the felled assassin, shadow knives in their hands, but there was no need for them to act. He was dead, killed instantly by the swift and terrible poison that the Night Guild assassins used in the blowpipe darts.  
 
    Eric reached a finger out to touch the man’s neck, to feel for a pulse. He held it there for a moment and then shook his head, looking up at his companions. 
 
    There was no need for words. 
 
    At that moment, two things happened. First, Ronan felt a sudden heat at his waist, as if he were standing too close to a flame. He dropped his hand to his equipment belt and felt to his surprise that the heat was coming from the pouch where he had stashed the spirit trapped in the crystal. 
 
    Heat was pouring from the pouch, and a bright pale yellow glow shone out from the equipment belt. 
 
    “What in the name of the Night God is that?” Diana asked. 
 
    Moving quickly, Ronan flipped the pouch open and pulled the crystal out. It lay in the palm of his hand, glowing brightly. The heat had eased a little, but it was still unnaturally warm.  
 
    “Put it away,” Eric urged. “We do not need a bright light drawing attention to us right now.” 
 
    Ronan saw the sense in that, but at the same time he felt roiling power coming from inside the crystal. It was as if the spirit that was trapped in there was thrashing around, beating itself against the external confines of its prison. 
 
    Then, as the three assassins were looking at the glowing crystal, the spirit of Mordon himself rose up out of his fallen corpse. 
 
    None of the assassins were expecting this. They all knew that the spirit would come out of the body, but none of them expected to be able to see it.  
 
    Mordon’s spirit did not look like the man he had been in life. In spirit, he looked like a much younger man, and he looked much more innocent and much less threatening than he had done while he had been alive. He looked rather confused, and gazed around at the three assassins, his mouth moving as if he was trying to speak, but he could make no noise. 
 
    Ronan held a hand out to the spirit and spoke. “This is just what has happened to you,” he said. “You must follow us now, and we will bring you to a place where you can find peace.” 
 
    It was long known that the spirits of those who died at the hands of the Night Guild followed their assassins back to the guild itself. Back there the spirits could be helped by the members of the Guild of the Dead, and eventually they would find their way to the Garden of Ragged Ghosts, where they could spend as long as they needed, gardening in the beautiful grounds. This was a peaceful way for the spirits to spend the time in between death and leaving the world to move onto the next realm. 
 
    Eric and Diana both looked at Ronan. “I did not expect to be able to see him,” Diana said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “There is no time for any of this,” Eric said, sounding frustrated. “We need to hide this body and get out of here before we attract unwanted attention.” 
 
    Ronan nodded once. His investigation of the trapped caryx spirit would have to wait.  
 
    He stuck the glowing crystal back into his belt pouch, feeling the heat emanating from it, but also aware that it was essential for him to ignore it until they got rid of the Silent Brotherhood assassin's body. 
 
    Together, the three of them dragged Mordon’s corpse into the darkness of the alleyway nearby. Ronan stopped and removed the dart from the Silent Brotherhood assassin’s cheek. He held it up close to his face, examining it for damage. It was not damaged and so he slipped it back into the pouch on his equipment belt where he kept the darts for his blowpipe. The darts were valuable commodity and if they were not damaged in an assassination, it was the duty of the members of the Night Guild to retrieve them and reuse them at a later date.  
 
    They pushed some empty crates over the body to hide it from immediate view, and then Eric made sure to pick up the bag of gold that Gelden had given to Mordon.  
 
    The spirit of Mordon watched all of this taking place with an interested but impassive expression. 
 
    “What is happening with the crystal where the caryx spirit is trapped?” Diana asked as the three assassins walked quickly away from the scene of the murder. 
 
    “The crystal is very hot,” Ronan said, “and I can feel the spirit moving around inside. I do not know what is happening, but I want to try to communicate with the spirit.”  
 
    “Is that possible?” Eric asked, sounding interested now that the immediate threat of discovery had been dealt with. “I did not think you would be able to communicate with the spirit through the walls of the crystal.” 
 
    “I do not know if I am going to be able to or not,” Ronan said, “but I feel that the spirit is both angry and distressed, and so it makes sense to me to try.” 
 
    They had got a good way from the scene of Mordon’s killing, and so Ronan pulled out the glowing crystal and looked at it. 
 
    Inside, he could see without doubt that something was moving. It reminded him of when he had seen the dragon egg glowing with an internal light, and the shape of the creature outlined inside. 
 
    “I want to get to somewhere I can concentrate,” Ronan said. “Let’s go up that alleyway, there may be somewhere private that I can sit down quietly for a minute while you two keep watch.” 
 
    “Very well,” Eric said, “but afterward we must find ourselves a ship to get back to the Twelve Isles. We must report to the Night Guild and plan our next course of action.” 
 
    Diana laid a hand on Eric’s arm, and gave him a small smile. Clearly, she agreed with Ronan’s course of action, but did not want Eric to feel that his opinion was being overlooked. “You should take a quick look, Ronan,” she said. “But then we simply must be getting on to finding a ship and getting back. I agree with Eric; my heart tells me that it is essential for us to return to the Twelve Isles as soon as possible.” 
 
    They hurried up an alleyway, each one of them with their stealth fields working hard, but the city was waking up, and there were now too many people about now for them to sit down and undertake a careful examination of the spirit trapped in a crystal. 
 
    Ronan looked around, and then spied a tall warehouse building nearby. It had a shallow, overhanging roof, and the walls of the building were made of rough wood planks that would be easy to climb. 
 
    “That one,” he said. “I will climb up onto the roof and spend a moment up there in private.” 
 
    “Go on, then,” Eric said. “But please, do not be too long. We should get out of here quickly.” 
 
    Eager as he was to go with what his friends thought—his own heart, indeed, was also telling him that he should be getting back to the guild as quickly as possible—he knew that he could not go further without attempting some dialogue with the crystal-trapped spirit.  
 
    He clambered up the outside of the warehouse, moving swiftly and silently, until he reached the overhanging roof. 
 
    Here, he gripped the edge of the roof and swung himself up, feeling the flimsy wood of the side of the roof buckling a little under his weight. Using the momentum of the swing, he leapt up and ran a few steps along the roof, before lying flat on top of it. 
 
    He quickly looked around to make sure that nobody had seen him climb, and that his hiding place was not too clearly visible from any of the surrounding buildings. Satisfied of the temporary privacy of his hiding place, he took the crystal from its pocket and sat cross-legged on the rooftop, gazing down at the glowing crystal in his hand. 
 
    Now that he had leisure to look at it closely, he was left in no doubt that he could see the spirit inside moving around angrily. The spirit’s movement seemed to be generating the heat that emanated from the crystal, and the light and heat was getting stronger again now that he was staring at it. 
 
    Ronan put his face close to the crystal and spoke. “Spirit, can you hear me?” he said. 
 
    He felt somewhat ridiculous even as he tried, because it seemed obvious to him that the words spoken with his mouth would not get through the crystal. After all, this was a spirit from who knew what era and place. Would it even speak his language? 
 
    He looked up and found the ghost of Mordon regarding him quietly from the corner of the roof. That was certainly an unsettling sight, but he would have to get used to it. He dismissed the spirit’s presence for now, and re-focused his attention on the crystal. 
 
    His mind went back to the revelation that had come to him while he was escaping from the Malachite Temple. He wondered if there was anything that he could do in the same vein to combine spells, or use his magic in some new and creative way to get through to the crystal. He ran through the different abilities that he had access to, and after a moment he felt a rush of excitement as a new idea struck him. 
 
    When he and Diana and Eric wanted to communicate with each other silently, across distance, they were able to transfer their thoughts to one another, communicating in ideas and concepts rather than in simple words. Perhaps he could try something similar with this crystal spirit? 
 
    If anything was going to work, that would be it. 
 
    He emptied his mind, pushing aside all his other concerns, and focused all of his attention on the crystal. 
 
    Trapped spirit, he said in his mind, focusing the thought on the crystal and sending it in the same way that he would if he was trying to send the thought to Diana or Eric, can you hear me? 
 
    The effect was instantaneous. The light emanating from the crystal dimmed. 
 
    The heat cooled, and the frantic movement from inside of the crystal eased. This seemed to be working. 
 
    Trapped spirit, he tried again. I mean you no harm. I have freed you from the caryx and from the control of those who would have used you as their slave. I wish to help you, but I do not know how to do it yet. I will take you to somebody who may be able to help you better. Will you agree to lie quietly so that I can take you to him? 
 
    There was a long silence, but Ronan could tell that the spirit in the crystal had heard him, and was digesting his thoughts. Then, coming from inside the crystal, there came a distinct sending. 
 
    The thought that came from the trapped spirit was faint, and it was not easy to understand. It made Ronan think of somebody who had not spoken for a long time, remembering their language, and remembering how to communicate their ideas with the voice. 
 
    Trapped, I have been trapped for so long I have almost forgotten what it was not to be their slave, the voice said. It sounded like the voice of a woman. They are all gone? 
 
    I personally have killed them, I and my friends, Ronan confirmed, and he put all of the strength of certainty and reassurance that he could into that thought.  
 
    Then you have my thanks, the spirit replied. I will certainly go with you quietly, and wait. But there is something that I know that you don’t. 
 
    Ronan detected almost a sense of mischief coming from the spirit.  
 
    What is it? What is it that you know that I don’t?  he asked. 
 
    I cannot tell you, the spirit replied immediately. It would not work if I told you. I understand things now, however. Take me with you, and when the time comes you will discover what it is that you can do. 
 
    Ronan withdrew his thought connection from the spirit, and sat back, gazing at the crystal, which was now quiet and still. He looked up at Mordon’s ghost, and wondered for a moment if he would be able to communicate with that spirit using the same technique. He had spoken to the spirit immediately after it had risen out of the body, and it had seemed to understand him well enough, but his instinct told him that trying to communicate with it in a more deep way would be the wrong thing to do. He dismissed the idea.  
 
    After all, he thought to himself, I am no member of the Guild of the Dead, to try to communicate with the spirits. Those are mysteries that are rightly hidden from me. 
 
    If nothing else, now was not the time for experimentation. Diana and Eric were right. The priority now was to get themselves back to the Twelve Isles, and for that they would need a ship. 
 
    He pocketed the crystal and shimmied down the side of the building. Mordon’s ghost flowed down next to him, keeping an eye on him, but also staying a respectable distance away. 
 
    “Did you have any success?” Eric asked as soon as Ronan reached his companions. 
 
    “Yes,” Ronan said. “I managed to communicate with the spirit. I used the thought transference magic that we use to communicate across distances. It was able to understand me that way. I convinced it to lie quietly until we can get it back to the Twelve Isles and ask Guildsman Seth for his assistance.” 
 
    Eric looked impressed.  
 
    “The spirit seemed to think that things were not so simple,” Ronan continued, “and that there was some other purpose I would find for it. Whatever that may be, I do not know, but for now, let us get ourselves back home. Our business in Port Fero and Viam City is complete.” 
 
    In the end, it proved very easy to get themselves back on a ship to the Twelve Isles. Boats ran back and forth between the Twelve Isles and Port Fero most days, unless there was a serious amount of bad weather to stop them. Eric handled the transaction, finding a different captain and a different ship from the one that they had used to travel here. This time, they wore different robes. The had traveled out in the guise of priests of Anaxis, a god who was well known and commonly worshiped to both in Viam City and in the Twelve Isles, but this time they disguised themselves as traders, wearing the green robes of one of the Twelve Isles merchant guilds.  
 
    Eric paid for their passage, and no one paid them any attention as they boarded. They were listening to the gossip on the docks while they waited to leave when they heard of the discovery of Mordon’s body. Of course, there was no chance that it could have remained hidden for long, and the gossip was that it was very unusual for a body to be found in the street like this. 
 
    Ronan was reassured, however, to hear that the general conclusion that had been reached was that the gray-clad assassin had died of natural causes. The small dart that Ronan had fired from his blowpipe left no kind of a wound for anybody to see. Even if somebody picked up on the small puncture in the man’s cheek, nobody would associate that with his death. 
 
    Some people were saying that it was a bad omen, to have the ship Kraken’s Revenge burn up and sink in the repair dock, and also to have a body found in the street all on the same night, but most of the residents of Port Fero seemed to be fairly practical and unsuperstitious people. Unlike the people of the Twelve Isles, the residents of this port city did not seem inclined to take these two events—even happening so soon after each other—as too much of a bad omen. 
 
    “And that is a good thing,” Ronan said quietly to his companions. “If there is one thing that I do not want to do, it is to have unintended consequences flow from our actions here. We have managed to succeed in our mission without having too much of an impact, but the burning of the boat is a big event in a place like this. There is no doubt that it will have consequences, and we may perhaps live to rue the day that our assassination of the caryx and the Silent Brotherhood assassins in the cabin of the Kraken’s Revenge did not go more smoothly.”  
 
    “I suspect,” Eric said with a wry grin, “that Guildsman Janus, and maybe even Guildmaster Tarquin, might have something to say about that particular assassination attempt. It certainly did not go exactly to plan.”  
 
    “But,” Diana added, “we did succeed in our goal. That has to count for something. If it had not been for the fire magic that the Brotherhood assassin deployed at the end, we would have been able to do the whole thing without anybody being aware of our actions. It was Mala’s intervention that stopped us from doing it more smoothly, and even Night Guild assassins cannot be expected to be able to defeat the magic of a god.”  
 
    “Well, perhaps you can tell that to the guildmaster when he asks us about it!” Ronan said with a chuckle, and they all smiled. In many ways, their visit to Viam City had raised more questions than it had answered. They were still no closer to an answer as to why the Silent Brotherhood cared so much about the dragon eggs, and why they had infiltrated Trentum city in the Twelve Isles with a cell of assassins, and that was the ultimate question they had to answer. 
 
    However, at least they could be certain that no news of the fate of the cell of assassins would reach the Silent Brotherhood's base back in Ghennet. Somehow, the Silent Brotherhood had known about Ronan, and they had made several attempts on his life. That threat had been neutralized, and that—along with the knowledge that the Silent Brotherhood were involved in some very dark magic—was worth a great deal. 
 
    The coastline and distinctive outline of the Twelve Isles was a welcome sight for the three friends as they leaned over the rail of the ship and approached their home as evening fell that day. The sea was calm and the crossing had gone smoothly. All three friends said nothing, but looked out over the water toward the Outlander’s Dock, the wind blowing their hair back from their faces as they returned toward their home.  
 
    The skyline of Trentum City was jagged and broken against the setting sun. The city rose slowly from the coast up toward the distinctive hump of Dorum Hill at the extreme western end of Uon, the biggest of the Twelve Isles.  
 
    Beyond Uon, they could see the shapes of all the other islands spread out in the water all around.  
 
    “It will be good to be back,” Ronan said. “But I confess I am not sure exactly how long we will stay.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Eric asked.  
 
    Ronan shrugged. “I’m not sure. I just have a feeling that it’s not our destiny to remain back at home for very long this time.”  
 
    Eric looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, then turned his attention back to the approaching docks.  
 
    They landed, and they were walking down the gangplank of the ship onto the docks when they got their first impression that something might not be right. They stepped onto the docks, and Ronan looked up to see a familiar face.  
 
    “Look,” Diana said in surprise. “It’s Guildsman Janus!”  
 
    Their mentor was standing not far from the entrance to a small tavern, looking out keenly at the boats as they landed. He was wearing a dark blue robe of some non-descript guild that Ronan did not recognize. His distinctive red hair was covered by a black kerchief, and he wore gold rings on his fingers, very unlike his normal habit.   
 
    “He is wearing a disguise,” Diana said. “But there is no doubt that he has come here to meet us.”  
 
    At the same moment, the guildsman caught sight of them. His expression did not change, but he nodded his head in the direction of the tavern. Then he turned, and without a backward glance he pushed open the tavern door and disappeared inside. 
 
    Ronan, Eric, and Diana glanced at each other, and then immediately followed Guildsman Janus inside.  
 
    Ronan looked around. The tavern was crowded but relatively quiet despite that, and he saw Guildsman Janus standing at the bar, talking to the tavern keeper. Janus handed over some coins, and the tavern keeper gestured toward a door at the back of the common room.  
 
    Janus turned and gestured to Ronan, Eric, and Diana, then walked toward the door. 
 
    “These priests are my friends,” they heard him say to the tavern keeper. “We will be using the room for a little while. I will let you know when we are finished with it.”  
 
    “Very good, sir,” the tavern keeper said cheerily. “I will bring you your meal shortly.”  
 
    The three friends followed Janus into the private room. There was a comfortable table and chairs set around a small hearth. The summer was definitely driving toward a close, and the air was colder now than it had been. There was a small fire in the grate, and as they took their seats, the tavern keeper bustled in with food for them.  
 
    There was fresh bread, roasted meat, and stewed vegetables. Plane, simple fare, but better than they had eaten for some time.  
 
    “Eat, my friends,” Janus said. “And I will join you. I’ve been on the watch for you all day, on the orders of the guildmaster.”  
 
    “What is wrong, Guildsman Janus?” Diana asked. “I can tell you are concerned about something.”  
 
    “Eat first,” Janus said. “Then we can talk.”  
 
    They were happy enough to follow his instructions, and they set to with pleasure, but once they had finished, and the tavern keeper had cleared away the plates and brought them a brew of strong tea at Guildsman Janus’s request, Janus sat back and looked at them all with concern in his face.  
 
    “It’s not good, my friends. The Night Guild thrives on secrecy, and if we cannot keep our business and our agents secret then we lose all hope of maintaining our reputation in the islands.”  
 
    “Why don’t you tell us what has happened from the beginning?” Ronan suggested.  
 
    Janus nodded. “It’s the dragon eggs that have caused the trouble. The Bank of Gold discovered the tunnel that the Silent Brotherhood assassins dug into their vault. Merchant Dreghorn, it seems, tried to make a withdrawal, but when he entered the vault he found the eggs gone and the entrance to the tunnel yawning wide in the floor. There was blood on the flagstones and Dreghorn immediately began to raise a mighty fuss with the Banking Guild. You can imagine the stir it has caused in the city. Such a thing has not been heard of in the history of the Banking Guilds, and it nearly caused a run on the contents of the vaults. The Banking Guild had to go all out on giving reassurances of security to the depositors, but Merchant Dreghorn—foolishly, as it seems now—made it clear that his deposits were held on behalf of somebody else. He would not say who, of course, and the very next day it turned out that he had disappeared.”  
 
    “Disappeared?” Ronan said, feeling shocked. “But the man had a family. Children. Who would do such a thing?”  
 
    “I do not say that he has been killed, indeed, I do not think that it is so. A strange, bird-like creature was seen the night he vanished, and it reminded me of your story, Ronan, when you traced the first dragon egg.”  
 
    Ronan nodded, remembering. “The egg was dropped off by a hooded and cloaked figure, riding a creature that seemed part bird, part something else. It gave me a strange feeling to look at.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Guildsman Janus said. “Those who saw the creature said that it gave them a strange feeling just to look at it. Such things are very unusual, and it immediately reminded me of what you had said.”  
 
    “So,” Ronan said, “you think that was the Silent Brotherhood coming to collect the Merchant Dreghorn?”  
 
    “It seems likely to me,” Janus said. “I don’t like to think what his fate may have been, but it adds another dimension to this whole story.” 
 
    “But, Guildsman,” Diana said, “I don’t see how this affects us in the Night Guild? You said that things had become difficult for the guild?” 
 
    Janus nodded. “The thing is,” he said, “somehow the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles got wind of the fact that we have the dragon eggs in our possession. We have no idea how this happened, and that alone is annoying Guildmaster Tarquin to a great extent. But what is more worrying for us is that the attention of the High Guild Council means that we are now under pressure to reveal our connection with the robbery at the Bank of Gold. As you know, the Night Guild has long been able to keep a level of secrecy within the society of the Twelve Isles. People know that we exist but like many of the other secretive guilds in the city, nobody asks too many questions and we are allowed to get on with our role quietly because it benefits everybody for us to be able to do so.” 
 
    “And that has now changed?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “It is changing, at least,” Janus said, taking a deep swig of his tea. “I hear rumors on the street that the Night Guild is now spoken of in less kindly terms than it used to be. People are asking why we need to be so secretive. People want to know what we do, and they ask if our work is going to bring trouble to the rest of the citizens of the Twelve Isles.”  
 
    “What do we do, then?” Eric asked, sounding morose. 
 
    “We do not have to do anything just yet,” Janus said. “As is often the case, Guildmaster Tarquin has decided that we should await developments. He has not told anyone that we have the dragon eggs in our possession, but we think that the people on the High Guild Council suspect that we have them, and further, we suspect that there is some pressure from the Silent Brotherhood themselves being brought to bear on the High Guild Council.”  
 
    “You think the brotherhood has infiltrated the High Guild Council?” Ronan asked. “But that’s terrible!”  
 
    “We have no confirmation yet” Janus said, holding up a warning hand. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. But we have ways of finding out more about what is going on at the High Guild Council level. Leave that to Guildmaster Tarquin. He knows what he is doing.”  
 
    “Guildsman,” Diana asked after a moment, “why did you meet us here? Could you not tell us this in the Guildhouse?”  
 
    “I wanted you to be aware of the potential threats, and the change to the situation before you returned to the Night Guild. We believe that the guild itself is still secure, but we cannot rely on that completely. It made sense to me to meet you and tell you the situation beforehand.”  
 
    Janus leaned back and gave them all a twinkling smile. “But that is not all,” he said. “You three have done well and I think it is time for you to have the next secret of the guild revealed to you.”  
 
    The three assassins looked at each other and then at the guildsman, expectantly.  
 
    “It’s not that big a deal,” Janus said, “but come with me and I’ll show you.”  
 
    The meal was finished, so they all stood and followed Janus out of the tavern. “Come round here,” he said, leading them round to a cobbled yard that lay behind the tavern.  
 
    Here, a low brick wall lay along the rear edge of the courtyard. On the other side of the wall a row of little houses could clearly be seen. Janus gestured at the wall and grinned.  
 
    “What are we looking at?” Diana said, sounding a little confused. But Ronan suddenly grinned, realizing what it was.  
 
    “Ronan understands,” Guildsman Janus said. 
 
    “Ronan?” Diana said. “What is it?”  
 
    For answer, Ronan stepped forward, gathering shadows in his hand as he did so. There being nobody else in the courtyard, he quickly crouched and drew a crude crescent moon symbol upon the bricks of the wall, using the gathered shadow as a paintbrush.  
 
    Guildsman Janus chuckled in satisfaction. “Exactly,” he said, and Diana gave a laugh of amazement. 
 
    “There is an entrance to the Night Guild here?” she said. “But how can that be?”  
 
    “It is a very old kind of magic,” Janus said. “It was set up in the first few years of the Night Guild’s existence. There are several entrances set up all over Trentum city. They are places where a person who has the right magic can create a doorway in a seemingly innocuous wall. You now know three of them.”  
 
    While he had been speaking, the shadow lines that Ronan had drawn on the surface of the brick had straightened themselves out and become a small doorway. Now, Ronan crouched low and pushed the small door open. 
 
    Because the wall was smaller than the others where entrances were hidden, the door was much lower, and he had to crawl through. He did so, finding himself in a Night Guild courtyard near the library. He laughed, looking around himself in amazement, and in pleasure at being back in the familiar surroundings of the Night Guild campus. 
 
    “That magic really is impressive,” he said as his friends came through the small door and stood up, dusting themselves off. 
 
    “It’s more than three miles in a straight line from here to the Night Guild, on another island, no less, and yet we are able to step right through.”  
 
    Janus pulled the door closed behind them. “It certainly is useful,” he said, “as you advance through the ranks of the guild, you will be introduced to more of the entrances. For now, though, I think we should go and see the guildmaster. If I’m not mistaken, he will want to hear your story straight away, and I think he will have something exciting to tell you as well.”  
 
    “Not all the news is bad, then?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “By no means,” Janus replied. “While you were away, Tarquin made a new discovery. A discovery about activating the dragon eggs!” 
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    Despite it being late in the evening, Janus recommended that the three assassins report to the guildmaster immediately. “If he is not ready to see you,” Janus said,  “he will tell you. Give him the opportunity to hear your story straight away. I suspect that he will want to talk to you, despite the lateness of the hour.”  
 
    The three assassins followed Janus’s advice. The Night Guild campus was quiet at the moment, and they hurried through empty and shadowed courtyards on the way to the Guildmaster’s Tower.  
 
    When they arrived at the door, Ronan entered, and he found the entrance hall beyond the door brightly lit by candles and torches in sconces on the walls. This was different from the way that it had been before. Ronan wondered what it meant. 
 
    He looked at his friends, and he could see the same question on their faces.  
 
    From above, he could hear a murmur of voices. He climbed the stairs, followed by his friends, and glanced toward the door on the first floor. It was closed. When they had been here before, Ronan had looked into that room and seen a long table surrounded by chairs. At the time, he had guessed that this room was the meeting place for the Council of the Night Guild. This body, made up of the most experienced members of the guild, worked with the guildmaster to make decisions on behalf of the Night Guild.  
 
    It seemed very late for the Night Guild Council to be meeting, and the sound of the agitated voices from behind the door gave Ronan an uneasy feeling. He wondered how this night would develop. He had expected to report to Tarquin and then get a good night's rest. Now, he was beginning to wonder if that might be too much to hope for.  
 
    They climbed the second flight of stairs and reached Guildmaster Tarquin’s office at the top landing. Ronan raised his hand to knock, but before his knuckles could strike the wood, the door swung open and the guildmaster himself stood in the doorway, gesturing them in urgently, with a tired, worried look upon his face.  
 
    “Guildmaster Tarquin,” Eric said, concern in his voice, “are you quite well?” 
 
    “I cannot say that I am, I’m afraid,” he said with a strained smile. “Guildsman Janus will have told you of developments while you have been gone? The Night Guild Council has asked me to leave the meeting for the moment, while they discuss the matter of the dragon eggs.”  
 
    “But surely they cannot be considering asking you to give them back to the Silent Brotherhood?”  
 
    “We shall see,” Tarquin said. “I did not give you the mission of hunting down the Silent Brotherhood assassins lightly. I understood fully what I was doing, and the responsibility that I was taking on. If the council says that I have acted wrongly, then I will take the consequences of my actions. I do not believe that I did anything wrong, whatever the council concludes.”  
 
    He moved quickly to his desk. 
 
    As they had been when Ronan had last seen them, the two unactivated dragon eggs were sitting side-by-side on his table, while the activated black and silver one sat a little way to the side.  
 
    Tarquin sat heavily in his chair behind the desk, and then gestured for them to do the same. “We have a little time while they discuss,” he said. “I fear that I do not have time to listen in full to the story of your adventures in Viam City, and I must immediately inform you of the discovery that I have made. I wish I could do so under better circumstances, but such are the tides of fate.”  
 
    “What have you discovered, guildmaster?” Diana asked quietly. 
 
    “I have discovered the secret of the three stages of activating the dragon eggs,” Tarquin replied without preamble. He gestured to the eggs, and then to the stacks of papers on his table. 
 
    “After banging my head against the text in the documents that you retrieved from the Bank of Gold vault,” he said, “I decided to try a new tactic. I wondered if the documents were in a cipher code, rather than simply in a language that we did not know. I made a few attempts and quickly discovered that I was correct. Once I had the key, I was able to decode the first two documents quickly. The other documents I was not able to make so much progress with, but they seem less relevant to our purposes. The first two documents are the most important ones, because they lay out very clearly the three things that are needed to activate the eggs.”  
 
    “What are the three stages?” Eric asked, his voice breathless with excitement. The three assassins sat forward, equally interested to hear the answer. 
 
    “One of the three stages, you have already discovered yourselves, by accident.” Tarquin replied. “That is the requirement for the egg to be bathed in blood that has been spilled in the heat of battle. The other stages are less easy to achieve. Each egg has an elemental affinity; that may be air, ice, fresh water, salt water, fire, rock, metal, earth, and, I believe, a myriad of other possibilities as well. Each egg must be exposed to the correct element for its affinity.”  
 
    “Do we know what affinity these eggs have?” Diana asked. 
 
    “I do not know for sure,” Tarquin said, “but I believe that the black and silver egg has the ice affinity, and that would make sense considering that it came from the icebound northern land of Norskand. As for the others, it is hard to tell.” 
 
    “And what about the third aspect of the activation process? What is that?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “Well, that is the hardest part of all,” Tarquin replied, shaking his head sadly. “It is the application of the essence of a spirit that has been taken from a dead person before it has lost all of its identity. It is possible to trap a spirit straight at the moment of death, holding it in a crystal, but the spirit itself must be willing to go into the dragon egg and use its essence up in the activation of the dragon egg. As you can imagine, spirits trapped in crystal are not the easiest commodity to come by. Where we would get one, I have no idea.”  
 
    Despite the tension of the moment, the three companions had to laugh. They exchanged a knowing look, and the guildmaster frowned, looking between them. 
 
    “What are you all so amused about?” he said. “This seems like the biggest hindrance to our activating the dragon eggs since we started.” 
 
    For answer, Ronan reached into his belt pouch and drew out the crystal in which the spirit that had animated the caryx was contained. He laid it carefully down upon the table.  
 
    Tarquin’s eyes widened as he gazed down at the crystal. “I can see,” he said, “that strange adventures have befallen you since you were last in the Night Guild. I wish I had the time to discuss more deeply with you all that has happened, but for the moment I must confine myself to asking the question: is there truly a conscious spirit trapped in this crystal? Can you communicate with it?” 
 
    “It is, and I can,” Ronan said. “In fact, I do not think that there will be much difficulty in convincing the spirit that is contained in this crystal to give itself to the activation of a dragon egg, particularly if the activating of the dragon egg will help us to have revenge on the Silent Brotherhood.”  
 
    “Excellent!” Tarquin exclaimed. “This is marvelous, better luck than I could have hoped for.”  
 
    “What about getting an opportunity for the eggs to be soaked in blood that has been spilled in battle?” Diana said, frowning. “The Twelve Isles and the surrounding regions have been at peace for a long time, and it is not an easy thing to find a battle.”  
 
    “Ah,” Tarquin said, sitting forward in his chair and pulling a map from his pile of papers, “I have been giving some thought to that. It so happens that there are pirates plaguing the southern coast near to the city of Twin Mountain, on the southern coast of Lithia, not far from the land of Ghennet. We have actually received a request from the citizens of a small island near Twin Mountain to assassinate the most dangerous of the pirates, one Captain Rylic, however I judge that the assassination of this one man will not stop the problem. There are other pirate captains. Rylic is the worst of them, but his death by assassination would not solve the problem. What is needed is for the locals to make a strong stand, and show that they will not stand for piracy.”  
 
    “And how do we go about that?” Eric asked. “That seems like quite a big ask, even for us!” 
 
    “Let me finish,” Tarquin said, smiling a little at Eric’s self-deprecating comment. “The Islanders have put together a militia, and even hired a few experienced soldiers from a Grandonic mercenary company. They are ill equipped, however, and they require better leadership than they have. Do you see where I am going with this?” 
 
    Ronan nodded. “You are suggesting that rather than quietly assassinating the pirate leader, we go to these islands and help the militia and the mercenaries to take the pirates on themselves.”  
 
    “There are significant advantages that you could impart to the mercenaries,” Tarquin said, nodding. “Not only can you provide better leadership than they have available, but you can also give them potions that will boost their strength and ferocity in battle. You can lend your own combat expertise to the fight, and doing it this way will give the islanders the confidence and unity that they need to organize in such a way that the pirate threat will not just re-emerge in a year or so.”  
 
    “And it gives us a face up battle where we can get the eggs activated,” Diana said quietly. 
 
    “Exactly. The pirate menace is eliminated, the islanders are helped, we get our eggs activated, and because the islands are near Twin Mountain city, you three will end your mission well on your way to Ghennet.”  
 
    “So you believe that we should go to the base of the Silent Brotherhood and confront them there?” Diana asked. 
 
    “I certainly do,” Tarquin said. “I know that this will be a difficult thing for you to do, Diana, but I think it is essential. My Book of Fates continues to tell me that the fate of you three is bound up with the fate of the dragon eggs, and with the fate of the Silent Brotherhood. My book also tells me that the Silent Brotherhood is doing something terrible. I cannot find out what the details are, but I want you to stop it.” 
 
    “We came to that conclusion ourselves,” Ronan replied. “The brotherhood is engaged in necromancy work of the worst kind. Their motto is pursue that which is forbidden. That opens up a pretty broad range of pursuit, and none of them are good.”  
 
    “I agree,” Tarquin said. “Unfortunately, I believe now that the biggest threat to the successful undertaking of your mission comes from within, rather than from without. Guildsman Janus will have told you about the pressure that has been put upon the Night Guild in recent days, coming straight from the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles. The Night Guild governing council is currently meeting to discuss the pressure that has been put on them. I suspect that they will cave to that pressure and ask me to return the dragon eggs to the Silent Brotherhood. Until they do so, however, I am still at liberty to take my own course of action, and that course of action is to give you the quest and send you away with the dragon eggs to activate them and confront the Silent Brotherhood.”  
 
    He stood, and produced three stout leather backpacks from underneath his table. “Take these,” he said, “and put an egg each in the bags. You must each carry one, and then even if the worst happens and one of you is killed and the egg stolen the others will still be able to proceed with the mission.”  
 
    The three assassins stood and followed Tarquin’s instructions. 
 
    The leather bags were well made, and they were stained a deep black, not quite as black as the assassins robes, but still dark enough that they would blend in quickly if the assassins needed to hide. Inside the packs there were clever arrangements of straps that would hold the dragon eggs upright, and keep them padded from any shocks. 
 
    “I am convinced,” Tarquin said, “that the eggs are very robust and would not be damaged even by heavy impact. However, I have taken every precaution in having these custom backpacks created for your mission. They will be comfortable and will not get in your way even when you are doing things like fighting or climbing. Now, you will need gold…” 
 
    The Guildmaster opened a drawer in his desk, but at that very moment there was a loud knock on the door and before Tarquin could call out to the person who was knocking to enter, the door was pushed open and an angry looking man stuck his head into the room. 
 
    Tarquin closed the drawer again and stood, smiling pleasantly. “Ah, Guildsman Sena,” he said. “Can I take it that the council has finished their meeting?” 
 
    The man called Guildsman Sena glared at Tarquin. Ronan saw that his eyes were greedily sweeping the room, looking at the empty spot on the table where the dragon eggs had stood not a moment before. Sena looked at the three companions and frowned. He clearly wanted to ask the guildmaster what he was doing with these three young assassins in his office, but the policy of secrecy within the guild would not allow him to be so forward. 
 
    “The council have not finished their meeting,” Sena snapped, “but they have sent me to bring you to appear before them. They wish me to communicate their decision to you that you must give up your mad mission to activate the dragon eggs and that you must also cease your troublesome actions against the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet. That is the ruling of the Night Guild Council.”  
 
    Guildmaster Tarquin looked shocked and crestfallen, but he retained his dignity and followed Guildsman Sena from the room. Just as he was about to leave, he turned and looked at the three assassins. “Do not feel the need to wait for me,” he said pleasantly. “I think we have discussed all that we need to discuss this evening.”  
 
    He smiled, bowed, and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.  
 
    Ronan, Eric, and Diana all looked at each other. “What do we do?” Eric asked. “I want to follow the guildmaster’s orders and proceed with the mission. Indeed, I believe that it is the right thing to do. But the decision of the Night Guild Council overrides the decision of the guildmaster. That is the whole point of having the council there in the first place, so that one man does not have ultimate power in the guild. The council is happy to delegate the day-to-day running of the guild to the guildmaster most of the time, but they can convene to overrule his decisions if necessary. We have heard the decision of the council, and it overrides the instructions we’ve heard from the guildmaster.”  
 
    “But we have also heard from Guildsman Janus that he believes the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles has been infiltrated by the Silent Brotherhood, and that it is through this infiltration that this pressure is being brought to bear upon the Night Guild,” Diana said. “Are we to abide by the letter of the law when that law has been corrupted by the influence of our enemies?”  
 
    “I do not know how we can read this riddle,” Eric said glumly. 
 
    “I know of only one authority that can override any council or guildmaster in these islands,” Ronan said firmly. “For the moment, I am prepared to bend the rules enough to leave this room with my dragon egg immediately. I will seek guidance from the highest authority that I know before I make any further decision. I will seek direct guidance from the Night God himself.”  
 
    “You are right,” Diana said. “We must consult the Night God before we decide what to do. I am with you, Ronan. Let’s leave this place.”  
 
    “And I,” Eric said. “Like you, I believe that the decision of the Night Guild Council has been adversely affected by the influence of our enemies. I will speak with the Night God and ask for guidance, and I will follow his instruction.”  
 
    Ronan stepped to the door and pulled it open. From below, he could hear raised voices—one of them definitely Tarquin’s—coming from the council meeting chamber. The door was still closed, however, and there was nobody guarding it, so he gestured to his friends to follow him. Together, the three of them hurried silently past the door and down the stairs. Ronan pushed the outer door open, and the three assassins slipped out into the courtyard. 
 
    “Stage one complete,” Ronan said quietly. “Let’s go to the nearest shrine to the Night God and ask for guidance.”  
 
    The nearest shrine was not far off, in the courtyard with the water pump that happened to be the first place Ronan had gone when he had arrived in the guild as a naive youth all those years ago. The shrine itself was a fairly humble affair, a crescent moon made of beaten copper and set on a circular plinth in one corner of the courtyard. 
 
    They jogged quickly over to the shrine and immediately knelt in a row in front of it. They linked their minds together using their thought transference technique, aiming to pray in unison for the guidance that they were seeking. Before they could speak a word of prayer to the Night God, however, the voice of the deity boomed in their minds, and the shrine glowed brightly.  
 
    “You have done well to come to me for guidance,” the Night God’s voice boomed. “Snakes and vipers have infiltrated the ruling council of the Night Guild and the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles. Your mission is essential. The Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet are engaged in a terrible mission that must be stopped at all costs. The dragon eggs must be activated! The enemy must be tracked to their lair and rooted out one by one! Diana, Ronan, Eric, this quest is given to you, not by any council, guildmaster, or any other human agency—this quest is given to you by me, the Night God, whose authority surpasses all human institutions. Go now, and fulfill your purpose!”  
 
    The Night God cut off his contact with them suddenly. All three assassins were shocked by the force of the Night God’s communication. None of them had ever had quite so powerful or forceful an instruction from the deity, and it left them reeling, but it also left them in no doubt as to what their course of action must be.  
 
    They stood and looked at one another. “Well, that certainly leaves no room for question as to what we must do,” Eric said. “I am glad that we sought the guidance of the Night God. Let’s make a move.”  
 
    At that moment, a dark figure came running toward them from the direction of the guildmaster’s tower. They tensed, fearing some attack, but it was a Guildsman Janus.  
 
    “There is no time,” he said in a hurried voice. “You must leave, and leave now. They are coming for you. They have discovered the absence of the eggs, and they are coming, now!” 
 
    Behind him, from the direction of the tower, they saw a sudden bright light, and a group of figures spilled out into the courtyard, shouting angrily.  
 
    “Are you committed to this course of action?” Guildsman Janus asked them.  
 
    “We have received the quest from the Night God himself,” Ronan declared.  
 
    “Very well,” Guildsman Janus replied with a grim smile. “Then follow me.”  
 
    He took them to the left side of the courtyard where a number of small, innocuous-looking outbuildings stood. “They will guard all the main entrances and exits,” Janus said as he led them through a wooden door and into a darkened outbuilding, “but there are some ways of getting out of the guild that even the Governing Council do not know about. Magical exits and entrances are all very well, but sometimes traditional ways are still best.”  
 
    He closed the wooden door behind them and latched it. Then, he crossed the narrow outbuilding and pushed open a wooden shutter that covered a small window. He clambered through, and the three assassins followed.  
 
    “Down here,” Janus said, gesturing along a narrow passage between two more buildings. At the end of the passage the outer wall of the Night Guild loomed. It was smooth brick and some fifteen feet high, with a rounded top that overhung slightly on the outside.  
 
    “You don’t mean that we should climb the outer wall, surely?” Ronan asked, incredulously. “I always thought that this wall was protected from people climbing over it by a magical barrier!”  
 
    “Oh, it is protected by a magical barrier,” Guildsman Janus said with a twinkle in his eye, “but only from the outside. It was never seen as necessary to stop people inside from climbing out over the wall, and I have no doubt that it will work. As I say, sometimes the more traditional ways of getting out are still the best. There is a boat that you can take. It is in Fishers Dock, a small, single-masted boat called the Blue Sky. You will find it tied up to the small pier at the north end of the Fishers Dock. Did Tarquin give you money?”  
 
    “He did not have a chance,” Ronan said. “Guildsman Sena of the council entered just as he was about to give us some gold.”  
 
    “That is bad,” Guildsman Janus said, “but there is nothing I can do about it now. You will just have to improvise. I am sure you will come up with something.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” Eric said suddenly, slapping his equipment belt. “You forget that I took the gold given to the leader of the Silent Brotherhood assassins by Gelden of the Malachite Temple. There is more than enough gold there to fund our passage north. Indeed, it seems appropriate that it should do so, given that Gelden gave it to Mordon with the express purpose of getting him and his companions back to the Silent Brotherhood. The money will fund a passage North after all, but with quite a different set of companions ending up at the Silent Brotherhood temple in Ghennet.”  
 
    “Excellent!” Guildsman Janus said, slapping Eric on the back. “We could not have asked for anything better.” He glanced over his shoulder, hearing raised voices from the main courtyard. “You had all better leave, straight away. I do not know how far the Silent Brotherhood have gotten into the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles, but it may be that you will be pursued once you get out into the city. There might even be Fighters Guild members looking for you. Do all you can to avoid detection. Important as this mission is, you must avoid killing members of other guilds in the city. That could lead to civil war, and must be avoided at all costs.”  
 
    “I understand,” Ronan said, reaching out to grip his mentor by the hand. “Thank you for everything, Guildsman Janus. We will not let you down.” 
 
    Janus nodded, and with that, the three assassins sprang up and caught the curved upper edge of the outer wall, swinging themselves over and landing silently in the quiet street beyond. 
 
    “To the Fishers Docks,” Ronan said, “and we must move swiftly. There is no telling how quickly the pursuit will follow us.”  
 
    They set off at a steady trot, running toward the bridge that would take them from  Calvaria Island to Uon Island, where the Fisher Dock was located. They would have to run the gauntlet of the bridge between Calvaria and Uon, but then once they were in the central city proper, they would be able to make their way quickly to the Fisher Docks.  
 
    Nothing untoward happened between the wall of the Night Guild and the bridge. It was late, and all was quiet, but as they approached the bridge, they saw what they had feared—a group of armed men, standing around the entrance to the bridge. 
 
    There were five of them, and they looked like members of one of the high-end Fighter Guilds. They were well-equipped, well-armed, and stood alert at their posts, scanning the area around them for any movement.  
 
    “How are we going to deal with this?” Eric asked. “Time is of the essence.”  
 
    “I have an idea,” Diana replied. “I’ll cause a distraction, then you can get across the bridge. I’ll follow.”  
 
    She quickly outlined her plan, and the others agreed. “No flashing smoke bombs this time,” Ronan said with a smile, remembering Diana’s escapades that had helped him to enter the Malachite temple unseen.  
 
    “Not this time,” she said. “Just a simple appeal to the need of those guards to rescue a damsel in distress.”  
 
    Shortly afterward, Eric and Ronan were concealed in the shadows of a building near to the entrance of the bridge. They watched as Diana, her stealth field in place and being powered up by shadows she was drawing from the environment, suddenly rushed out of a lane between two buildings and ran toward the guards. Her stealth field was being used to convince the guards that they were seeing what they expected to see—in this case, a disheveled, frightened, beautiful young woman who they needed to help.  
 
    “There’s ten of them!” Diana screamed. “They stole my purse and then tried to pull me down into a building! They got my friend, and took her into the building. I only just managed to get away! You have to help me!”  
 
    The men glanced at each other, plainly wondering if this was something worth leaving their post for, when Diana added, “They were a member of Bayron’s Fighting Guild—they had the insignia on their robes!”  
 
    This was a clever move, and Ronan grinned when he saw the reaction. Diana had put some effort into studying the Fighting Guilds of the Twelve Isles. These men were from Carral’s Fighting Guild, and it was well known that the men of Bayron’s guild were their sworn enemies. The chance of catching men of their hated rival guild in the act of robbery and possibly worse, perpetrated against two beautiful young women, was too much to resist.  
 
    “You stay there,” the captain of the guards ordered one of the men. “Look after her.”  
 
    Diana made a show of collapsing into the arms of the man who had been ordered to look after her. A moment later, the other four guards vanished down the lane. Diana lifted her hand to the guard’s shoulder as if to pull herself up, but then her fingers found a spot on the man’s neck, just where his neck met his shoulder.  
 
    Her fingers pinched down hard and the man collapsed suddenly into a boneless heap.  
 
    “Hey!” the man in the watchtower shouted. He had been watching the whole thing. “Hey! What have you done to him?”  
 
    The watchman’s shout would alert the others—the assassins had only a moment to cross the bridge, and they took that opportunity. Eric and Ronan darted out of the shadows and Diana joined them as all three sprinted across the bridge and vanished into the maze of streets beyond.  
 
    They took a route through the network of grim alleyways and back streets that honeycombed the spaces between the more respectable buildings of the financial guilds, the tradesmen’s guilds, and the architect guilds that made up the presentable face of Trentum City and Uon Island.  
 
    Behind these buildings lay the darker side of the city, the place where people who could not work for one reason or another ended up. Here, there were the guilds of those who were mad, those who were addicted to alcohol or other intoxicants, or those who, through debt, gambling, or other financial impropriety, had ended up unable to continue living in the respectable world of the rest of the city. The houses were made of wood and brick, roofed with whatever material could be scavenged, and starved of sunlight by the high buildings that dominated the skyline on either side.  
 
    For the regular citizens of Trentum City, these back streets were a no go area—if the citizens even knew that the backstreets existed. But for the members of the Night Guild, the back lanes represented a refuge, a warren of complex, shadow-filled streets that nobody else knew so well.  
 
    It was to this warren that the three friends now turned, knowing that the members of the Fighter Guild would be unable to follow them effectively here. They leaped from roof to roof, and darted through narrow lanes, clambered over walls and tore through the deep shadow that filled the alleyways. They made good time, and after less than half an hour’s running they found themselves on the top of a three-storey residential building next to a fish market, looking down on the fisher docks. 
 
    “All seems quiet,” Ronan said. “There’s nobody on the docks that I can see.”  
 
    “And there’s the boat,” Eric added, pointing toward a small craft that was berthed in the spot where Janus had said it would be.  
 
    “We will need to be wary still,” Diana said, “there may be guards about who we have not seen, but we’ll need to chance it.”  
 
    They all agreed to this. Time was pressing, and so they slipped down and made their way toward the boat.  
 
    All was quiet as they slipped forward, warily watching on every side for any sign of pursuit. There was none.  
 
    Stealthily, they approached the boat. The Blue Sky was a neat little craft with one sail and enough room for the three of them—just. It was not a boat that was really designed to journey as far as Oretum. It was more like a small fishing boat for working the narrow waters around the Twelve Isles. But Eric was a competent sailor, and he was confident that, barring some disaster, he would be able to pilot them the day or so in the coastal waters as far as Port Fero, where they could get a larger boat to take them further north.  
 
    One by one, they slipped into the boat. Ronan and Diana grabbed an oar each, and Eric untied the ropes and began to unfold the sail.  
 
    Silently, they pulled out of the docks. They had escaped from the Twelve Isles with the dragon eggs in tow, but their real mission was just beginning.  
 
    They were on their way to their final showdown with the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was deep night when they got out onto the open water. The lights of Trentum city receded fast as Eric got the sail up and caught the swift breeze that was blowing from the west. There was a scattering of stars in the sky, and when Ronan looked up, he could see the long, thin line of faraway stars that represented Rema, the lady of the sky who was said to lean across the night, gazing down on the world below. 
 
    There was no moon, but the stars were bright, and they had the advantage of their magically augmented assassin vision, so they had no difficulty seeing their way. 
 
    “We will make good time with this breeze behind us,” Eric said. “It feels very good to be on the water again. I used to sail a lot as a child, but I have not had much opportunity to do so at all since coming to the Twelve Isles.”  
 
    “I am glad that we have you with us,” Ronan said with a smile. “One thing that I do not have much of is sailing experience. I went out a few times with my father when I was younger, of course, but it was never considered a particularly important skill for me to learn, because as the youngest son, I was unlikely to inherit my father’s business.”  
 
    Mention of his father gave Ronan pause, but he shook it off. 
 
    “I never sailed at all as a young person,” Diana put in. “The land where I grew up is completely landlocked, and except for a few lakes and rivers, there are a few opportunities for sailing. Horse riding was the thing that I enjoyed most when I was young.”  
 
    “That is something that I have never done,” Ronan said. “Horses are scarce in the Twelve Isles, and it’s not considered a noble pursuit the way it is in other Lithian countries.” 
 
    “I’ve never ridden a horse either,” Eric added. “There was never much opportunity for the riding of horses in my land. Too much snow and ice.”  
 
    “How do the people get about in Norskand?” Ronan asked. 
 
    “When we had no option but to travel distances over the snow and ice, we would use a sled pulled by dogs. For shorter journeys, we would use skis and poles. But we did not travel much. The climate was not conducive to it. Anyway, nearly all of the settlements in my home country are on the fjords, the long, deep inlets that turn in from the sea. If a settlement wants to trade with another settlement, they will generally go by boat from fjord to fjord if they can.”  
 
    Eric sighed, his nostalgia for his homeland clear in his voice.  
 
    The conversation lapsed, and they all thought of the journey that lay ahead of them. They did not know where their path would finally lead, but they all felt that the Silent Brotherhood Temple in the land of Ghennet was almost certainly not going to be the final destination. Images of the snow and ice bound land of Norskand floated through Ronan’s mind. 
 
    They took turns at the tiller, Eric showing them the basics of how to operate the small boat, and how to adjust the sail as the wind moved so as to catch the best of the breeze. They talked a little, discussing the road ahead, or examining the map that Tarquin had given them before they left. 
 
    The map was good, a detailed representation of the southern coastline from Oretum and the Twelve Isles to Twin Mountain.  
 
    “I estimate that it will take around ten days to get from Port Fero to Twin Mountain city,” Eric said, running his finger along the ragged line of the southern Lithian coast. “We will need to brush up on our Ghennetian language before we arrive!”  
 
    “Oh,” Diana said, “many of the people of Ghennet speak our tongue, at least well enough to be understood. There should not be much difficulty in that. There are many tradespeople who trained at the Guilds of the Twelve Isles, and the language of the Isles has spread far and wide with them.”  
 
    “Still,” Ronan said, thoughtfully, “it would be much better if we could understand what people are saying. I remember quite a lot from our language study in the first year at the guild, but it will be a good use of our time to brush up on our Ghennetian while we are on the boat from Port Fero.”  
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    They landed at Port Fero as dawn was filling the sky with a spectacular show of oranges, reds, and yellows. Diana and Eric went looking for a likely boat that might take them to Twin Mountain city, while Ronan went up into Viam to buy supplies. They needed to get gear that would work for their mission to get rid of the pirates. They needed to pose as warriors, and for that they would need armor and weapons. Their goal was to motivate the local militias to fight the pirates themselves, but to do that the locals would need to feel that they were being led by people who had combat experience. 
 
    It was a new kind of disguise for them. Though all of the assassins in the Twelve Isles were taught the use of swords and shields for face-to-face combat, it was the philosophy of the guild never to enter a fight that they could not win by stealthier means.  
 
    This was a different situation.  
 
    Ronan bought gear from an armorer in the city, getting padded jerkins and leggings, swords and small shields, light leather helmets, daggers, and a short bow and a quiver of arrows for Eric, who was particularly good with ranged weapons.  
 
    He also bought a set of small daggers to replace the ones that had been disappeared by the caryx in their fight on the Kraken’s Revenge. Though they could all use the summoned shadow blades, it would not do to rely on that only. Sometimes, there was no better alternative to cold steel.  
 
    Ronan got second-hand gear when he could and made sure it didn’t match. He wanted to give the impression that they were battle-hardened fighters, and so it would not do to show up in brand new matching equipment.  
 
    Eventually, he had everything he wanted. He hired a small handcart from the merchant on the promise that he would drop it off at a certain inn on the docks and set off back along the road to Port Fero in the bright morning sun. 
 
    When he returned to the port, he found that Diana and Eric had also made good progress. They had found a boat that was leaving for Twin Mountain that very morning, and the captain, upon hearing Diana’s fluent Ghennetian speech, had agreed to give them passage at a very fair price. 
 
    Diana had given the captain their agreed cover story; that they were three cousins who had been training at one of the merchant guilds in the Twelve Isles and were going to visit family in Ghennet. The captain accepted this without question and gave them a small cabin for the three of them to share. 
 
    Ronan dropped off the cart as agreed and packed his newly purchased gear into a heavy sack, which he flung over his shoulder. After a hurried breakfast in one of the few inns that was open at this early hour, they made their way aboard the ship.  
 
    It was a generously sized vessel, and they found that there was no problem with moving around comfortably on board. Their cabin, though simple, was perfectly comfortable and met all of their needs. They ate in the mess with the other passengers—mostly merchants and traders from Viam headed for Twin Mountain—and slept in their cabin. During the days, they rested and practiced their Ghennetian with Diana, and spent time in prayer to the Night God in the morning and the evening.  
 
    They prayed so regularly that the other passengers began to joke and call them ‘the pious cousins,’ and comment on the powerful faith of those from the Twelve Isles. By the end of the journey, the other passengers had been inspired by the assassins’ practice. Rather to the discomfiture of the assassins, several of the other passengers began joining them for prayer, kneeling silently and giving thanks to whatever God was their chosen favorite.  
 
    Thus, it happened that Ronan and his friends found themselves praying to the Night God in company with an old merchant giving prayers to Mala, a young woman praying to Anaxis, and a strange priest who called his deity ‘the nameless one’ and muttered under his breath as he knelt with them at the back of the ship in the salt spray.  
 
    Really, the hardest part of the whole job was maintaining their incognito for the duration of the trip. A ship is not a large space to share with other passengers, and there is not very much to do except talk to each other. The three assassins could not completely avoid talking to the other passengers, and they ended up having to improvise an extensive backstory for their fictional Ghennetian family and their training in the Twelve Isles. They stuck together at all times, listening to each other’s embellishments on the story, and eventually they agreed that the improvisation and memorization of each other’s additions to the tale had been a valuable exercise.  
 
    “After all,” Ronan said, “an assassin should be able to lie, and lie well, whenever needed. It’s good practice.”  
 
    They could not help worrying about their friends back at the Night Guild. Tarquin would no doubt get in trouble from the High Guild Council of the Twelve Isles, as well as from the Night Guild Council, once it had been discovered the dragon eggs were gone. He might be removed from his office as guildmaster for letting them go with the dragon eggs, or even worse, he might be punished for disobeying the council. But he had been willing to risk that. The three friends were in no doubt that Tarquin fully understood all the risks—probably better than they did themselves. They would fulfil their mission. That would be the best way they could honor him for the risk he’d taken in the name of this mission.  
 
    Their mission. Ronan spent a lot of time on the voyage thinking about their mission. They were aiming to reactivate three dragon eggs, with the goal of hatching them and bringing dragons back into the world. Ronan did not know what consequences this action would bring. Dragons; he knew nearly nothing about them. The legend was that long years ago, dragons were common in the world, and they had a large part to play in the day-to-day life of humanity.  
 
    Dragons required management. They were huge beasts, with equally huge appetites, and they were intelligent, as intelligent as humans, if not more so. They did not take kindly to having rules forced upon them by others, and a human town that had a locally resident dragon would do well to prepare a regular tribute of cattle or sheep for the great lizard.  
 
    But there was more to the dragons than just being large carnivores with large appetites. The legends said that the dragons had strange powers, not limited to the classic story that they could create clouds of elements from their breath. Ice dragons could summon up a storm of snow and ice particles. Fire dragons could create an inferno with single breath. The dragons who had an affinity with rocks and metal could create terrifying blasts of stone or whirling clouds of sharp metal shards. 
 
    But it was said that they had other, stranger and more mysterious powers even than this, but of those powers, no clue remained in legend. 
 
    Because of their impressive powers, it grew to be the case in the old world that dragons were coveted allies. Kings and other rulers of Lithian principalities sought out the dragons and tried to make alliance with them. Having a dragon on one side could make the difference between defeat and victory. Many were the old stories in which the changing alliances of dragons made or broke the fates of kingdoms, or even of mighty empires.  
 
    When he thought on this, Ronan had his moments of doubt. Could it be that the Silent Brotherhood were right in their desire to keep dragons as a myth and not a reality? But then he thought of Guildmaster Tarquin and his Book of the Fates, the upright moral code of the Night Guild, and the terrible magic that the Silent Brotherhood were engaged in. No, he thought, we are doing the right thing. We are right to oppose the Silent Brotherhood, and their desire to keep dragons from the world is a good enough reason alone to bring the dragons back.  
 
    The weather was kind to them as they traveled north and then west along the coast of Lithia. The seas were busy, and many small fishing vessels plied the coastal waters, accompanied by larger ships that moved goods north and south through the sheltered coastal waters of the Middle Sea. 
 
    After ten days of uneventful journeying, they got their first sight of Twin Mountain. They went to the ship’s rail with the other passengers, looking out at the two tall mountains that gave the city its name. The mountains rose abruptly out of a flat, green country, so tall that they still had the remains of snow on the top, and so similar in shape and size that they looked like mirror images of each other. At the mountains’ feet lay the city that was their destination.  
 
    Twin Mountain was very different from the cities of the southern land of Oretum, or of the Twelve Isles. The buildings here were almost exclusively built of wood, and these wooden constructions were of much greater complexity than anything that was made of wood in the Twelve Isles. 
 
    In his home city of Trentum in the Twelve Isles, Ronan was used to seeing only the smallest and simplest buildings being made of wood. This, of course, was because of the availability of the resource. The wood that was used for construction was commonly scavenged from wood that had been left over from other uses.  
 
    The sandstone and marble quarries of Oretum were famed across the world, as were their clay brickworks, but wood was in much less abundant supply. Here, on the Lithian continent, the forests were enormous, but stone was less accessible. There were still stone quarries around Twin Mountain, of course, but wood was in much more abundant supply, and so stone was generally used for only very special buildings. 
 
    In the middle of Twin Mountain, there rose one of these very special buildings, an enormous temple to Mala made of dark gray stone. It was long and narrow, and had tall, ornate windows running in rows along the sides. A tall archway held wooden double doors at the front, and these stood open. Around this central temple, magnificent buildings of wood were laid out, for the most part in a neat grid pattern. Outside of this central area, the residential buildings were built seemingly at random, creating a honeycomb network of packed earth streets where most of the common people lived. 
 
    Within this residential area, there were also the shops of traders and crafters, the warehouses and storehouses, and the many inns and taverns. It was a homely place, clean and tidy—though rather rustic to Ronan’s eyes—and bustling with life. The city ran straight down to the sea, changing from networks of mixed residential and commercial buildings to a long, straight line of taverns and warehouses set along the wooden docks that faced the sea. 
 
    Many ships were berthed here, everything from large trading galleys to small fishing vessels, and many in between. The harbor was crowded, and Ronan watched with pleasure as the captain of their ship guided his vessel skillfully into an empty space. 
 
    They thanked the captain and disembarked with the other passengers, but quickly made their way out of sight of anybody who knew them. 
 
    Then they walked through the warren of residential streets, hearing the unfamiliar sounds of the local dialect, and enjoying the smells of food and cooking, the tang of unfamiliar spices, and that undefinable difference in the air that came with being in a new place. 
 
    “Let’s find somewhere we can settle for a little while,” Ronan suggested, and the others agreed. 
 
    They found an inn easily enough and paid for two rooms, one for Eric and Ronan, and a separate one for Diana. Here in Twin Mountain, the culture dictated that adult men and women who were not married slept apart. Such a thing would not have been necessary in Oretum or the Twelve Isles, but it would have raised eyebrows in Twin Mountain, and the three assassins wanted to attract as little attention to themselves as possible. 
 
    The rooms were comfortable, and the common room was quiet. They ordered a decent meal, and once they had eaten, they took out the map and began to pore over it.  
 
    “The islands that are suffering the pirate problem are here,” Ronan said, pointing at a spot on the map, “They are called the Scattered Isles, because they are a small group of islands scattered along the coast just to the southwest of Twin Mountain.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Eric said, “we must take on our new characters as seasoned warriors for hire. There are plenty of people in Twin Mountain who wear swords openly and go about dressed in their armor. If we get changed into our new equipment and make out to be blades for hire on a mission, nobody will look askance at us, for there are plenty of people in the city who fit that description already.” 
 
    “You are right,” Ronan said. “I confess that it goes against my gut to be undertaking the mission in this way, in such plain sight of everybody. But we will just have to rely on our discretion and keep our true identities and our true mission completely hidden. We will rest tonight, and tomorrow morning I will pay our bill. Then we will change our appearance by dressing in our new equipment and leave the inn by a back way. After that, we can find a ship to take us to the Scattered Isles.” 
 
    The next day dawned wet and cold. A fine, muzzy rain filled the air, and the three assassins, used as they were to the significantly warmer climate of the Twelve Isles, shivered and were glad of their thick wool-padded jerkins and boiled leather armor.  
 
    They looked very different from the usual selves. Though they still wore their magical black assassin garb underneath the armor, on the outside they looked exactly as they had intended. The well-used armor gave them the aspect of experienced warriors on the move. The fact that the three of them were clearly from very different parts of Lithia was also an advantage. Traveling warriors who were all from the same part of the world had a tendency to be less open to taking on a variety of jobs and tended to be viewed with more suspicion by locals than mercenary groups of mixed ethnicities. 
 
    Ronan, Diana, and Eric walked confidently and openly through Twin Mountain, acknowledging the respectful nods of other warrior groups who were staying in the town as they headed toward the sea. By the time they reached the docks, they had already received an offer of work from a merchant who wanted guards for a trip north. They had to turn him down, saying that they had already agreed to another mission. Clearly, the demand for competent warriors in Twin Mountain was high, and if they really had been who they said they were, they would have been in the right place to make a competent living.  
 
    The harbor at Twin Mountain was a broad, sheltered anchorage set in between two long spurs of land that struck out into the sea like groping fingers. In the rain, the sea was as gray as the sky and the cold wind pushed white-crested waves out to break against the wooden piers.  
 
    “A bad day for your crossing to the Scattered Isles,” one man said to another as the three assassins passed along the docks.  
 
    Ronan slowed and looked around for the speaker. A young man and an old man stood nearby, dressed in furs and leather, and gazing out over the uncompromising sea.  
 
    “Not so bad,” the young man said. “I’ve made the crossing in worse weather.” 
 
    “I don’t mean the weather, lad,” the older man replied with a snort. “I mean the pirates! In weather like this, you won’t see them until they’re nearly on top of you.” He had a neatly trimmed gray beard and a head of grizzled gray hair, and a face weathered by a life spent in the elements.  
 
    The young man, by contrast, was clean shaven and fair-skinned, and he had a mop of dark blond hair the color of ripe corn. His dark eyes sparkled as he looked at the sea, and his whole attitude showed his supreme self-confidence.  
 
    “My ship is the fastest cutter in all of Twin Mountain harbor,” he declared. “With a wind like we have today the pirates would have to fly to catch me.”  
 
    Ronan stepped forward and addressed the young man. “You’re going to the Scattered Isles?” he asked in Ghennetian, which was the most commonly spoken language in Twin Mountain. “My friends and I are seeking swift passage.”  
 
    “Aye,” the young man said, looking Ronan up and down with a speculative and none-too-friendly eye. “I sail for Cold Harbor on Stern Isle by the afternoon tide. But I go with cargo, not passengers. What do you seek in the Scattered Isles?” 
 
    “We are going to join the militia there,” Ronan replied smoothly. “They have put out a call for experienced fighters.” 
 
    “Oh, you wish to fight pirates, do you?” the blond man said.  
 
    “We’re on a quest to help the militia of the Scattered Isles in their quest, that’s all.” 
 
    “Hmm, well, I’ll take you then. Have you no gear? No luggage?”  
 
    “We go just as you see us,” Ronan replied.  
 
    The young man raised his eyebrows, then he shrugged and pointed to a small, two-masted vessel that sat at anchor nearby. “That’s my ship,” he said. “The Sea Swift. She’s named for her fleetness, and I’ll guarantee you fast passage, if nothing else. Payment is two gold ducats each, payable on arrival. Meet me onboard in an hour and you’ll be on Stern Island by midafternoon.” 
 
    Stern was the name of the largest and most populated of the Scattered Isles. It was a long, thin strip of land, rocky and uncompromising, and populated by fiercely independent people. In theory, they gave allegiance to the governor of Twin Mountain, but in reality, they kept their own counsel in most things, and were governed by a group of elders from within the island community. This, as Ronan and his friends learned once they were aboard the young captain’s ship, was one of the reasons why the islanders had been so poorly equipped to respond to the pirate raids.  
 
    Having rejected the help from the mainland for so many years, the council of elders had decided that the Islanders themselves would respond to the pirate attacks in their own way. The pirates, however, were well equipped and feared, and the Islanders were unable to resist the success of raids on shipping which had now become common. Internal bickering in Highland Council had stopped any decisive action from being taken. 
 
    A group of local merchants and traders had, therefore, put together the militia, and it was centered around a group of mercenaries who had been hired for the purpose. However, without proper leadership to coalesce around, the militia band had not been able to have much effect on the pirates. 
 
    The young captain, whose name was Thomas, explained all of this in detail to the three assassins during the crossing. He shook his head over the stubbornness of the council of elders in refusing help from the mainland and made dire predictions about the continued trade with the scattered isles unless some decisive action was taken against the pirates. 
 
    They had caught sight of the long, low, forbidding outline of Stern Island through the clouds and drifting rain when a man at the back of the ship gave a shrill cry. 
 
    “Pirates!” the man yelled. “Pirates to windward!” 
 
    Captain Thomas swung around and glared over the rail into the rain. Ronan and his friends saw a long, sleek, dark-hulled ship cutting its path through the waves toward them. The rail of the approaching ship was crowded with folk, and one among them stood taller than the rest, an evil-looking man with a twisted scar running down one side of his face as he leant over his rail, gazing avariciously at Captain Thomas’s Sea Swift. 
 
    “That’s Captain Rylic the Scarred,” Thomas said. “I’ve a cargo of furs and salted beef, on board, and that would be a valuable prize for him. His ship is known to be one of the speediest of all the pirate ships, but we’ll outrun them still.”  
 
    He hurried off to oversee the crew as they put on sail and gathered as much speed from the wind as they possibly could. The anchorage at Stern Island came quickly into view, and after only a few minutes’ chase the pirate ship gave up and steered away, slowing down as its captain watched the Sea Swift making its way into the anchorage.  
 
    “Captain Rylic is the worst of the pirates,” Captain Thomas said to Ronan and his friends as they pulled into the small harbor. “He’s the most feared of the pirates in this area, so it’s said, and he has a reputation for treating the crews of the captured ships without mercy. We’re lucky that he only saw us when we were approaching the anchorage. Though I’m confident we could probably have outrun him, you can’t always rely on it. A sudden change in the wind, or a torn sail, an injured crewman, and quickly the advantage of speed can be lost.”  
 
    “Well,” Captain Thomas said after a moment, giving Ronan a wry smile, “he didn’t get us this time. Here is the Cold Harbor, and the landing party, too. They must’ve seen Captain Rylic’s ship.” 
 
    Ronan and his friends stood by the captain’s side and looked out over the water at the approaching harbor. The harbor was small, and the town huddled around it, a cluster of low buildings gathered around a stone pier that stuck out into the grey waters of the bay. The evidence of the islanders’ preparations against pirate raids on land could be seen on the shore. Ballistae and small catapults where are lined up a little way from the water, ready to fire their deadly payloads on any enemy ships that tried to attack the harbor. Further back, a long ditch had been recently dug between the village and the harbor, and the stones and earth from the digging had been piled up as a rampart along the inner edge of the ditch. This simple yet formidable line of defense protected the village from attack by anyone who managed to land fighters on the shore.  
 
    About fifty people stood around, waiting for the Sea Swift to make landfall. Ronan estimated that perhaps thirty of them were armed fighters, mostly men, but with some hard-eyed women among the ranks as well. They were armed and armored, but they did not look like professional soldiers. Ronan looked for the mercenaries that he’d been told were making up the main body of the defensive force, but he could not see any sign of them, only the armed villagers.  
 
    The rest of the people who watched the approach of the Sea Swift were men and women who were too old or too young to fight hand to hand. Several of these people, however, were armed with bows and slings. If their companions had to fight hand to hand, these slingers and bowyers were all set to fire volleys of missiles upon anybody who tried to take their small harbor by force. 
 
    “Not much of an army,” Diana said in a low voice to Ronan. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Ronan replied, “but it has at least been enough to stop the Pirates from making any land based raids yet.” 
 
    The ship pulled up to the pier and Captain Thomas gave the orders to his crew to begin unloading the cargo. Now that it was clear there was no immediate danger from the pirate ship, more people appeared from behind the ditch and came to lend a hand in the unloading of the ship.  
 
    Among the crowd there were several older men of respectable appearance. Most of them had long hair and long beards, and wore extravagant furs. Some had jeweled rings and gold chains around their necks. They behaved rather strangely to Ronan’s eyes; they moved among the armed folk with an air of studied disdain, as if they were trying to pretend that the armed defensive group did not exist. These older people, he guessed, must be the members of the Council of Elders that Captain Thomas had spoken about. For whatever reason, these elders disapproved of the efforts of the villagers to arm themselves against the pirate threat, and they made their opinions clear with their behavior. 
 
    As Ronan, flanked by his to companions, walked down the gangway and out onto the dock, the tension in the small community was palpable.  
 
    “What do you want here?” a tall, well-built woman with dark curly hair demanded, approaching Ronan and his friends immediately as they disembarked. She was dressed much the same as the assassins were, in simple but serviceable battle gear and with a sword at her belt and a small shield on her back. She looked grim as she surveyed Ronan and his friends. 
 
    Ronan looked her in the eye. “We have come to help the militia. We were aware that there was a call for capable fighters to help in your defense against the Pirates.”  
 
    “Our defense,” the woman muttered, obviously not liking the choice of word. “Yes,” she side, “I guess there was a call for capable fighters to help with our defense.”  
 
    She looked again for a long moment at Ronan, and her look had changed from unfriendly to merely considering. She looked like a Twelve Islander, Ronan thought, with the classic combination of dark, curly hair, dark brown eyes, and olive skin. Much like himself, in fact. She spoke to them in Ghennetian with a strange accent that was hard to place, as if she’d moved around a lot in her life.  
 
    After a moment she turned her head to look at two of the younger armed men who stood near her.  
 
    “Jem, Rance,” she called to them, “nothing is going to happen just now. Get everyone back to their posts. I want the watchpoints manned constantly during this fog, do you understand? There’s nobody on watch just now because everyone came down to see the Sea Swift land. Who will warn us if the pirates come again? See to it personally.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the two younger men both said reverentially, and hurried off to their tasks. 
 
    The woman smiled ruefully at Ronan, her expression softening as if she had decided to trust him, at least for now.  
 
    “You see what I have to work with?” she said. “Good folk, and capable enough on their own ground, but not really warriors. No discipline, and very little training. They leave their posts, or fall asleep, or go to their watches without their gear. If the pirates ever did try to mount a landing party, I’m not sure how I like our chances, at least now that the mercenaries are gone. But you three look like something different, that’s for sure. Come with me, and tell me more about yourselves and why what you have come. I have a feeling that you three might be just the secret ingredient I’ve been looking for.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woman’s name was Tanya, and she was nominally in command of the defenses, simply because she had more training and experience than anyone else on the island.  
 
    Once the three assassins were sitting down with her in the small, one-roomed stone house near the shore that she had taken as her command post, they heard her story.  
 
    She had been born in Eila, a village on the edge of the mountainous region that lay on the south border of Ghennet. Her parents were from the Twelve Isles, but they had traveled and settled in Eila. Tanya, who had always shown a knack for brawling and for blades, left the village of Eila to train with one of the fighter guilds in the Twelve Isles, where she had learned fighting techniques and how to command soldiers. 
 
    “I finished my training a few years back and spent some time traveling around, earning my keep by hiring out my skills. I used to go north and visit Eila often, but after my parents died, I went there less often. When I heard about the pirate threat, I came here with a group of mercenaries who had been hired by the villagers, but the mercenaries left when the money ran out a few weeks ago.”  
 
    So that’s why there are only villagers to defend the place now, Ronan thought.  
 
    “But you stayed?” he asked.  
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose I felt a sense of duty toward them. So long as I stayed, I had a chance to make a difference with my skills. If I left them, the defense would fall apart, and the island would be ripe for Captain Rylic and his crew to raid them. But while we sit here, Rylic raids the seas with impunity. We need to strike a blow against him, but without the mercenaries we do not have the numbers to do it, so I can’t justify leading the villagers out against the captain.”  
 
    “Do you know how many fighters Captain Rylic has?” Ronan asked.  
 
    Tanya shook her head. “Perhaps forty,” she said, “but I would not like to rely on that number. It could be more, but I do not think that it is much less. In numbers, we could almost match Rylic’s pirates, but they are battle-hardened fighters, and my folk are just villagers with only the training I’ve been able to give them.”  
 
    She thought for a moment, then continued, “I confess, I had sent out a call to the Night Guild of the Twelve Isles. Have you heard of the Night Guild? They’re assassins, the best in the world, so it is said. I learnt about them when I was training in the Twelve Isles. I am sure that if Captain Rylic himself was killed, the rest of the pirate crew would not be prepared to fight on, and the threat would be neutralized. But the Night Guild has not sent a reply to my message, and to be honest I am not expecting one. After all, I am in no position to pay the Night Guild for their services, and so why would they be interested in the troubles of this small island far away?” 
 
    Ronan felt Diana stir in her seat next to him. He reached to her through the telepathic mental link between them, leaning just a little pressure on her to make her notice his presence. 
 
    She glanced up at him, and he felt her telepathic acknowledgement. She would not say anything. Difficult as it was for all of them to hear the Night Guild spoken of in such derisory terms, it made most sense for them to maintain the fiction that they were who they said they were—nothing more than mercenary fighters out with a grudge to fight the pirates. They would not reveal that they were, in fact, the Night Guild’s answer to Tanya’s call. 
 
    “But enough about the guild,” Tanya said, giving herself a shake. “There is nothing I can do about it, so I may as well work with what I have. Tell me about yourselves. You must be aware that I cannot pay you anywhere near the rate that mercenaries would normally expect? Why have you come?” 
 
    Diana leaned forward and delivered the explanation that they had agreed on. “We are here to kill the pirates because we have a personal grudge against them and their way of operating. All of our families were killed by pirates.” It was close enough to the truth of their mission that they could say it convincingly, and it was shocking and personal enough that it would not encourage further questioning.  
 
    Tanya’s eyes went wide, but she seemed to understand.  
 
    “Also,” Eric added, “there is often a good bounty to be had for pirates. As far as we are aware, Captain Rylic has made himself a nuisance to others as well as to the people of the Scattered Isles. I believe there’s a price on Rylic’s head in Twin Mountain, and I’ve heard that a merchant’s council from Viam in Oretum has offered a reward for his death as well.”  
 
    Tanya smiled. “Well,” she said, “I am glad to have you. Any professional help that we can get is welcome. Without the mercenaries, our fighting strength is greatly reduced, and as I said, though we may match the pirates in numbers, we cannot match them for ferocity or experience.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could let me and my two companions talk things over alone for an hour. I think we may be able to do something about your people’s ability to fight the pirates. I agree that we must take the fight to the pirates as soon as possible. I think that with our help, you may be able to do that after all.”  
 
    Tanya readily agreed to this. She left them in possession of the little house and went to do her rounds, checking on the watch stations and the defenses. It was clear to the three assassins that it was only a matter of time before the pirates took matters a step further and raided the village on land. Once that happened, there would be little hope of the villagers being able to defend their homes. That would likely end with the pirates making Stern Island their base and expanding their operations up and down the coast even further, not to speak of the potential death of many villagers. 
 
    “The pirates might not last long raiding up and down the coast in force,” Diana said. “The coastal principalities would almost certainly unite to deal with them if the threat got out of hand. But this little village would be slaughtered before that happened, and I am not prepared to let that happen.”  
 
    “Neither am I,” Ronan said, “but we also need to keep our central mission in sight. We are here, above all other things, to get battle-blood on the dragon eggs. I suspect it would be relatively easy to get out and assassinate Captain Rylic on his own and perhaps weaken or even disperse his pirate crew, but that is not enough. We need to create a stand-up battle, but we need to do something that will give the islanders enough of an advantage that they simply cannot lose.” 
 
    Ronan reached into his equipment belt and took out two stoppered glass vials. One was red, and the other was blue. He laid them both on the table. “We could always use these,” he said. “I got them from Guildsman Janus a while ago, before we left for Viam. I had no call to use them on that mission, but I hung onto them just in case, because they have an interesting effect.” 
 
    “What are they?” Eric said, looking with interest at the vials of liquid. “I have not seen either of them before.” 
 
    Ronan smiled. “They are two parts of the same portion. Mixed together, they create a powerful draught that will give the user courage and strength for a short amount of time. Crucially, it’s very strong. It will be enough to power your villagers..”  
 
    “This is excellent,” Diana said. “If we can get the villagers to drink the potion before the battle, it will give them the boost that they need to have an impact on the pirates. They only need to shed a bit of blood in battle for us to be able to activate the dragon eggs. As soon as we engage, we can use our assassin training to turn the tide of the fight.” 
 
    Ronan thought for a bit, then he nodded. “It sounds like it could work. I am not prepared to let the fight go on for long. Courage potion or not, these villagers will not hold up for long against the pirates. We will need to be able to turn the tide of battle almost as soon as we engage, but I think we should be able to do that. And now, I need to have a word with Captain Thomas.”  
 
    It took a little persuasion to get the young captain to agree to act as bait for the pirates, but Ronan appealed to the young man’s adventurous nature and his overall desire to be rid of the pirates. Eventually, Captain Thomas agreed to pack his ship with the Scattered Isles fighters and draw the pirates out for an attack against his supposedly vulnerable ship. 
 
    “It’s risky,” he said, “but I agree that if you show the pirates that the islanders are prepared to fight back - even to the point of killing Captain Rylic himself - the rest of the pirates will crumble. Kill him, and sink his ship, and the pirate menace will not return to these islands for a long time. That’s worth taking a risk for. I am willing to help you.” 
 
    The village elders were a different proposition. Ronan could not get his head around why they were so reluctant to face the pirate threat, but eventually it became clear that Tanya would lead her villagers out, with Ronan’s help, no matter what the elders might say, and so the council threw their hands up in the air and gave the action their reluctant blessing.  
 
    The armed people of the village were in favor of taking action. All they had needed was somebody with a bold plan to lead them. Ronan gave them that. With his promise to deliver them a potion that would give them strength and ferocity to face the pirates, the villagers were willing to follow Tanya and put an end to the pirate menace once and for all. 
 
    The very next day, they put their plan into action. The three smallest, fastest boats in the anchorage were loaded up with the smaller of the catapults that had been on the bank for defense in case any of the pirate ships tried to land. These were crewed by villagers who were unable to fight hand-to-hand, and they sailed out and hid next to a small rocky island not far from the anchorage. 
 
    The rest of the fighting folk, thirty-five in total, all packed themselves into the Sea Swift, hiding below decks so that it looked as if the ship was empty but for her small crew. 
 
    “Captain Rylic will know that even though he cannot get my cargo now, I will have been paid for it. He will expect to take the ship itself, and the gold for the payment.” 
 
    “Let’s hope he takes the bait,” Ronan said. He and his two companions made up the numbers of the fighting force to thirty-eight, and the crew of the Sea Swift had a few men who knew how to handle a sword and were willing to fight.  
 
    With these crewmen added, and Captain Thomas himself, who was determined to be involved in the fighting if possible, their little group added up to forty-four fighters, of whom ten had previous fighting experience. Despite this encouraging head count, it still felt like they were taking a risk. They would have to go in hard and fast and take out Rylic as soon as they possibly could.  
 
    The potion would be the key to making the villagers’ assault as devastating as possible. It would increase their strength, speed, and fighting ability way beyond the level that the pirates would expect from such fighters. Tanya and the villagers were all keen to use it, and a barrel of ale had been brought on board, with the blue and red potions ready to be mixed into the ale for the villagers to drink at the critical moment.  
 
    At last, all was ready. The rain and fog had cleared overnight, but now the hot sun was lifting a heavy haze off of the sea, and that made it almost as hard to see out over the water as the fog had done the day before. Ronan had pre-arranged a signal with the small boats armed with catapults, and he hoped that when the pirates engaged the Sea Swift, the little boats would be able to bring their catapult ships within range quickly and unleash their payload to damage and perhaps even sink the pirate ship.  
 
    Ronan checked through his equipment belt as the Sea Swift set out into the haze. There was plenty in there, and he was happy to feel that he had plenty of tricks up his sleeve should he need them. He ran a finger over the smooth edge of a hard, ceramic globe in one of the pouches, hoping he would not need to use it.  
 
    “Here,” Captain Thomas said, recalling Ronan’s attention. “This is the spot where we’ll stop.”  
 
    He held up his hand, and his first mate gave him a nod and called out an order to the crewman near him. 
 
    The crew ran up the rigging and began to gather in the sails, while other men dropped the anchor as quietly as possible to keep them in place. Then, Captain Thomas began to move up and down the deck, loudly shouting out curses and orders at his crew, giving the impression that they had stopped because something had gone wrong on board.  
 
    If the pirates were watching from inside the thick sea haze, they would think that the Sea Swift was helpless and unable to move.  
 
    The ship bobbed quietly on the water and for a moment Ronan, who stood on the bow of the ship with his two companions, wondered if the pirates would take the bait.  
 
    Then he saw it. Out of the sea haze, the sleek bow of Captain Rylic’s ship appeared. It knifed silently through the water, the captain himself leaning forward over the rail with an avaricious look in his eye. He pointed and called out to his crew, and they replied with a chorus of wicked laughter. 
 
    “Diana,” Ronan said quickly. “Go below decks and tell the villagers that it’s time to drink the potion. Do the mixing and distributing yourself to be sure everyone has some, and then bring the fighters on deck at my signal.” 
 
    Diana hurried off, while Captain Thomas began to shout and yell at his crew. 
 
    The crew made a fine show of running about the deck in a panic, as if desperately trying to fix whatever problem was keeping them still. Laughter erupted from the decks of the pirate vessel at this display.  
 
    So far everything was going just as planned. 
 
    At a shout from Captain Rylic, the pirate ship turned quickly and skillfully around, bringing it into position to approach the Sea Swift side on. The pirates were a rough-looking band of men dressed in leather and chainmail with curved swords. Ronan ran his eyes over them. They outnumbered his fighters, but not by much.  
 
    As they came parallel with the Sea Swift, they pulled out grappling hooks and began to fling them from the pirate ship to catch onto the Sea Swift’s rail.  
 
    The crew of the Sea Swift retreated back toward the hatch that led down below decks. They looked panicked and genuinely afraid, and Ronan hoped that their courage would not let them down at the crucial moment.  
 
    The pirates hauled on the grappling lines, dragging their ship up close to the Sea Swift. The sea churned between them, and then the two ships crashed into each other with a juddering screech of wood on wood, and the pirates let out a bloodthirsty roar as they began to leap from the deck of their ship onto the Sea Swift. Ronan waited until fully half of the pirates were on the Sea Swift’s deck, then he gave a great shout. 
 
    “Now!” he roared. Captain Thomas blew a horn to summon the catapult boats, and suddenly the heavily armed villagers leapt up from below decks, brandishing their swords. Ronan threw a glance at them and smiled. Their eyes were blazing, and they displayed no fear whatsoever. To his eyes, they glowed with a faint purple radiance, and there seemed a faint flicker of flame upon their swords. The potion was doing its work.  
 
    Diana and Tanya were side-by-side at the front of the press of villagers, and they charged without hesitation into the right of the advancing pirates. Eric charged into them from the left, and more villagers flooded up from below decks and ran along the length of the ship to back him up. The villagers were fierce, quick, and deadly, and the pirates were stopped in their tracks by the charge.  
 
    The battle was well and truly joined, with the clash of swords mingling with the yells of fighting men and the screaming of the gulls that circled above. Pirates fell, their fresh blood splattering across the decks. 
 
    The pirate crew had not expected this savage defense, and for a moment they were stopped in their advance. Having not expected resistance, they had not bothered to get into any kind of formation, but the villagers had formed two units and arranged themselves into ragged ranks, surrounding the pirates on both sides and driving them back toward the rail of the ship. Tanya had taught them well. They fought in pairs, the fighter on the right protecting the fighter to the left. As they pressed forward and began to lose formation, the pirates leaped to the attack again. Swords flew, and two villagers stumbled back, clutching wounds.  
 
    Tanya shouted curt commands and the villagers drew back momentarily and reformed, dragging their wounded back and then charging with renewed ferocity.   
 
    Ronan looked around. Blood spattered the decks, and the bright sun beat down upon the fighting, gleaming on the blood and metal and casting dancing shadows over the deck. Where was Captain Rylic? He was the target, and Ronan did not want to lose sight of that. The villagers were doing well, but Ronan did not want to rely on the strength of their initial charge to carry them through a protracted melee. Several of the pirates were dying on the deck, but the rest were reforming, and the numbers were still roughly even.   
 
    At that moment, Captain Rylic himself appeared. He leaped over the rail, his hideously scarred face writhing in a paroxysm of hatred and anger. He wore an enormous red greatcoat, and this huge garment flapped out behind him like the wings of some monstrous bat as he hurled himself into the midst of his fighters.  
 
    “Tricked!” he hollered. “We’ve been tricked! They’ll pay for this! Reform, reform, and kill them all!” 
 
    He was armed with a huge cutlass in one hand and a cruel dagger with a red blade in the other. The pirates gave a great roar of encouragement as their captain strode into their midst, and they reformed and charged toward the villagers again. Now it was the villagers’ turn to give ground and glance at each other with sudden uncertainty blooming in their expressions, but they met Rylic’s charge head on. 
 
     Suddenly, everything hung in the balance. Buoyed by the captain’s presence, the pirates had recovered from their initial shock and were settling in to destroy the villagers.   
 
    Ronan was fighting on the pirates’ left, side by side with Eric, but from where he stood, he did not have an easy path through the pirates to get at Captain Rylic. The captain was in the midst of his warriors, shouting encouragement and lending aid where it was needed, but not actually engaging at the front. 
 
    Diana and Tanya were off on the other side of the scrum, also unable to reach the pirate captain. 
 
    Captain Thomas, his own straight sword in his hand, was in the middle of the villagers. He was the closest, and he began advancing on Captain Rylic, his blazing eyes fixed on the scarred captain. Ronan could see that the pirate captain outmatched the younger man by a long way, both in size and fighting prowess.  
 
    Captain Rylic was an older man, mid-forties at least, and he moved with the practiced ease of a swordsman with decades of experience. Captain Thomas, on the other hand, was young, and for all the fire in his eyes, he could not match Rylic’s strength and fighting ability. But he was letting his emotions drive him on, desiring to kill the pirate no matter what the cost.  
 
    Something needed to be done fast. Ronan stepped away from the front of the fight and glanced around. 
 
    The bright sun was casting thick shadows across the deck, and he immediately reached out to the shadows, drawing power from them into himself and then pouring it back out into them. The shadows immediately responded to his call. They leapt to aid him, turning on the pirates and grappling at their feet and legs, slowing them down and even knocking some of them over. Unable to understand what was happening, the pirates’ advance slowed slightly.  
 
    Leaving the shadows to interfere with the pirates without his assistance, Ronan grabbed the power that was in the shadows and drew it into himself, setting up the powerful magical maelstrom that could power his own spells.  
 
    He cast the stealth field over himself, so that nobody would be able to see him clearly, and then he rushed into the midst of the pirates. He laid about himself with his sword, knocking down pirates and pushing them out of the way with a barge of his shield as he closed in on Captain Rylic. As he slipped up behind the Captain, sending power into the shadows to help them confuse those around him, he raised to sword for killing blow. But at that moment, a pirate to the captain’s side saw him, despite all his efforts.  
 
    “Beware, Captain! Behind you!” the pirate yelled. 
 
    Captain Rylic whirled, his sword raised, looking for the threat. Ronan lifted his sword to catch the descending blow from Captain Rylic’s massive cutlass. Rylic’s blow rang against Ronan’s blade, but then he bore down on Ronan, using his superior size and weight to push Ronan back into the press of the pirates. 
 
    This was not the kind of fight Ronan was trained for.  
 
    Captain Rylic raised his sword for another blow, and Ronan knew that his life hung in the balance. In a flash, all became clear to him. If this was not a fight he was trained for, then the answer was to change the rules of the fight. Instead of using his sword to meet Rylic’s blow, he dropped the tip of his blade and switched it into his left hand as he stepped nimbly to one side. The captain’s sword hit the deck and sank inches into the wood, and in that instant Ronan reached out a hand to grab Captain Rylic’s throat. 
 
    This was a move Ronan had practiced a thousand times, but nothing prepared the pirate captain for it. Rylic’s eyes went wide as Ronan’s fingers found his windpipe and dug in. It was a terrible way to kill, and it was far from the method of choice for an assassin, but it was grimly effective for all that.  
 
    Ronan bared his teeth as he felt the captain’s windpipe being crushed in his clenched fist, and he saw the captain’s eyes bulge as blood suddenly gushed from the man’s mouth and ears. Ronan let go of the captain’s throat and as Captain Rylic stumbled backward, Ronan stepped in and slammed his own sword through the captain’s throat. 
 
    The captain stumbled backward and fell, his life blood gushing over his clothing and the deck around him. As he fell, a great wail of distress went up from the pirates. 
 
    “Captain!” they yelled. “The captain has fallen! All is lost!” 
 
    Ronan looked around for Diana, Eric, and Tanya.  
 
    They were still standing, and Tanya and Diana together had rallied and reformed the villagers, leading them for a counterattack against the pirates, but now the fighting stopped as everyone took in the twitching corpse of the captain.  
 
    A small, dark man who looked like a native Twelve Islander was rallying the pirates.  
 
    “Back to the ship!” he shouted. “Back to the ship, you lot! The captain would want us to fight another day! Bring his body!” 
 
    The pirates needed no more encouragement than that, and they showed themselves as nimble at escaping as they had been at attacking. They grabbed their captain’s body and the other fallen pirates and flung themselves back onto their ship, leaving the villagers in possession of the field of battle.  
 
    A cheer of victory went up, but Ronan looked around, realizing suddenly that it was not enough to kill the captain. They had to finish this once and for all. There was no point in letting the ship and most of the crew get away, even if they had killed Captain Rylic. They had to put an end to this. Already, the dark little man had taken command. Most of the pirates were still alive, and they were quickly unhooking their grappling hooks as others unfurled the sails.  
 
    Ronan looked over the water and saw that the catapult ships had finally entered the fight. As they came on, two of them released stones from the catapults that were set on the decks. Stones flew up over the sea, one of them hitting the deck of the pirate ship and knocking over a fighter, and the other splashing ineffectually into the water. The crews began to reload.  
 
    This will never do, Ronan thought. I need to take action here, otherwise these pirates are going to get away. 
 
    Only a handful of the pirate crew had actually died, not including the captain. They were clearly not prepared to fight on without Captain Rylic, but undoubtedly some other man would rise to take his place, and the Scattered Isles would not be safe for long. 
 
    Ronan considered his options for a moment, and then realized what he had to do. 
 
    Without hesitation, he dropped his sword and stripped off his armor. Under the armor, he was still wearing his assassin’s blacks, and as soon as the last of his chainmail and leather lay on the deck he leapt up over the side of the ship, hitting the water with a smooth, perfectly executed dive. 
 
    He knifed through the water’s surface like a missile, plunging into the green silence of the sea. He opened his eyes and looked around. The underside of the pirate ship was right next to him. Swimming with powerful, confident strokes, he pulled himself through the water toward the back of the pirate ship. As he did so, another stone from the catapult ships crashed into the water not far away from him. He heard the impact through the water, and glanced up to see the stone, around the side of his own head, plunging downward into the depths below in a shower of bubbles. 
 
    It would not do to be hit by one of those stones, he thought.  
 
    Changing direction, he swam downward, underneath the keel of the pirate ship, and then came up on the other side until he floated a few feet below the surface, his hand on the barnacled underside of the pirate ship.  
 
    At least from this angle, he thought, I will be protected by the body of the pirate ship from any more friendly fire from our catapults. Even as he had the thought, another stone plunged into the water on the other side of the ship, not far from where he had just been.  
 
    The pressure to take a breath was increasing, but he still had a few seconds to work with. He flipped open the pouch on his equipment belt that he had noted before setting out and pulled out a small ceramic globe. He smiled. Something told me I may find a use for this today.  
 
    It was like the flash bombs that he used to stun enemies in internal spaces, but with a twist. It was, in fact, one of the devices that Diana had based her firework smoke bomb on, the one she had used so effectively as a distraction back at the Malachite temple.  
 
    This one, however, was not designed simply to make a display. It was a powerful explosive, and it was designed to work just as effectively underwater as above the surface. 
 
    Working quickly, Ronan pulled off the small piece of cork that covered the spike in the side of the small ceramic globe. Then, he pressed the spike against the wood of the ship’s hull and pushed in, hard. 
 
    The sharp spike sank easily into the wood, and Ronan placed his hands over the bomb. With only a few moments’ worth of breath left, he closed his eyes and spoke in his mind the spell prayer that activated the explosive. “By the Night God, use this device to bring fire and death to my enemy.” 
 
    It was a simple form of words, but immediately, Ronan felt the will and magic of the Night God flowing through him into the small device. He turned, flipped himself over and pulled hard for the surface. A moment later he broke through into the air, wrenching in a deep breath and striking out in the direction of the Sea Swift. 
 
    Even as he did so, the pirate ship caught the wind and gave a great lurch, the water around its bows churning as the ship pulled away from the Sea Swift. 
 
    A great cry of victory went up from the decks of the Sea Swift as the pirate ship began to flee. Ronan turned over in the water and looked back at the ship that was now making rapid headway away from the scene of the battle. The villagers had won indeed. They did not know yet just how complete their victory was, but in a moment they would.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a muffled boom, and water fired up in a great blast from the area near the stern of the fleeing pirate ship. The pirate ship lurched forward, then back, and then with terrible speed began to sink. 
 
    “Lower the small boats!” Ronan heard Captain Thomas shout as he began to swim back toward the Sea Swift. “They are sinking! We must take as many prisoners as possible!” 
 
    Ronan reached the side of the Sea Swift and looked up. He reached out with his thought transference technique, found Eric’s mind, and leaned on it. I’m in the sea at the back of the ship, he sent the thought to Eric. Drop a rope and get me up. 
 
    A moment later, Eric’s face appeared over the edge of the Sea Swift’s rail. Then he vanished and reappeared, accompanied by a rope which he dropped into the water beside Ronan. 
 
    Ronan grabbed the rope and quickly climbed hand over hand up the side of the ship. 
 
    Ronan leaped over the side of the boat and landed on the ground. His hair and head were wet from the sea water, but the rest of his body was dry, the magical shadow garments resisting the effect of the water entirely. Captain Thomas was giving curt orders to put out the Sea Swift’s two little boats and pick up as many of the pirates as possible, but Tanya stood gazing at Ronan and his two friends with a small smile.  
 
    “So,” she said quietly, as Eric and Diana helped Ronan on with his armor again, “perhaps my request for aid from the Night Guild did not go as unheeded as I thought.”  
 
    Her eyes ran up and down Ronan’s black-clad form and lingered for a moment at the silver half-moon pendant that hung around his neck. She had been trained in the Twelve Isles, and she knew well what she was looking at.  
 
    “I would have preferred,” Ronan said quietly, “to have remained in my armor for this whole fight, but it seemed necessary to make a final end of the pirate ship.”  
 
    “Oh, I agree,” she said. “And if you just put your armor on again and cover up that very flattering black outfit, I’m sure there’s no one else here who will make the connection. I won’t spread the story about; you may be sure of that. Some mercenaries with a grudge against pirates helped us, that’s all there is to it.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Ronan replied, shrugging into his leather jerkin and doing up the belt. “That would be best for everyone.”  
 
    Tanya’s eyes lingered for a long moment on Ronan’s face, then she shook her head, smiled, and turned away. “I’ll help with the prisoners,” she said.  
 
    It took a long time to get all the prisoners on board and secured. They were tied with ropes at one side of the ship, where they would not get in the way of the crew. Thirty-five had survived the battle and the sinking, and none of them seemed particularly inclined to fight on. The small man who had taken command, it seemed, had drowned, and Captain Rylic’s body had gone to the bottom with his ship.  
 
    The villagers emptied the pockets of the pirates and made a good haul, but they did not otherwise mistreat them.  
 
    The villagers had lost two of their own number in the fight, and three were wounded, one badly. He probably would not survive.  
 
    That was the reality of battle, however. The two who had died had known what they were letting themselves in for, and Tanya said that they would have been happy to know that their sacrifice had succeeded in putting an end to Captain Rylic and the pirate threat. 
 
    Ronan was less than happy that villagers had died in the attack, despite what Tanya said. However, it was very hard to imagine a situation where nobody would have died, and after all, if the assassins had not been there to steer the course of events, the story of the pirates and the Scattered Isles might have ended with more villagers dying and a continued career for the pirates.  
 
    Still, it was a melancholy moment for Ronan and his companions when they took the two unactivated dragon eggs from the bags and moved to the spot on the deck where the blood of Captain Rylic, his crew, and that of the villagers was mixed together on the deck.  
 
    It was impossible to be discreet about it, but as it happened no one paid them any attention. Probably, none of them had ever seen a dragon egg before. They took the two eggs that had not yet been activated and knelt together on the bloody deck.  
 
    Eric laid his egg in a pool of congealing blood on the deck, and Diana did the same. Immediately the blood around the eggs lit up with bright, pale blue light, the light flickering like fire across the dark surface of the thick liquid. 
 
    The eggs themselves began to glow, lit from inside like paper lanterns. Though the afternoon was still sunny and bright, the eggs shone with a sudden, awesome luminescence. The veins on their surfaces shimmered and glowed even brighter, and the blood on the decks began to be pulled toward them. 
 
    “Ronan,” Eric said suddenly, “the other egg, the black and silver one. Bring it out and place it in the blood.”  
 
    “But it has already been activated,” Ronan said in surprise, though he grabbed the egg out of the bag as Eric suggested. 
 
    “It only took a little blood during its initial activation,” Eric said, his voice sounding thick as if he was half in a trance. “It can take more. If it takes more battle blood, the dragon will be stronger when it hatches.”  
 
    “Dragon?” Tanya said, coming up just at that moment.  
 
    “No time to explain,” Ronan said, feeling a little chagrined that Eric had been overheard. He placed the black and silver egg in the blood, as Eric had suggested. 
 
    Immediately, it began to draw in the blood from around itself just as the other two were doing. Bright light shone from inside it, and the silver lines glowed like fire.  
 
    “They are…dragon eggs!” Tanya said. “You have dragon eggs, and you are activating them in the battle blood, just like the old legends!” 
 
    Ronan glanced up at her, too surprised for the moment to be concerned that she knew what they were doing. “You have heard of this technique before?”  
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “My mother told me stories about the activation of dragon eggs. They were plunged in the element that they had an affinity with, bathed in blood that was spilled in battle, and animated by the spirit of a willing ghost. The stories were always very heroic, especially the finding of a willing spirit. I always thought it was nonsense, and that dragon eggs couldn’t actually be activated. I thought they were just fossils, relics of an older era…” she trailed off as the bright light from the dragon eggs flickered across her face.  
 
    “It would be best if you went on thinking that,” Eric said quietly, “for the moment at least. As you have already guessed, we have a mission that is bigger than saving the Scattered Islands from pirates.”  
 
    “Yes,” Tanya said, nodding her head slowly, “I see that now. But I don’t think you fully understand yet. I said I thought my mother’s tales were just tales, but that was when I was only a child. I have been around the world a bit since then, and I have learnt that legends often have a grain of truth to them, and sometimes more than a grain.” 
 
    She looked at them for a long moment and seemed to be making her mind up about something. Then she nodded and took a breath.  
 
    “I know something that can help you,” she said. “You’ve helped me, and I want to give you something in return.”   
 
    “What do you mean?” Ronan asked sharply, looking up at her as his egg absorbed the last of the blood on the deck. There was something fateful in her voice.  
 
    “Just this,” she said. “I know where there is another dragon egg.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At that moment, Captain Thomas came over. “I see you have an interesting device for cleaning blood from a deck there,” he said, glancing distractedly at the eggs that the three assassins were now packing away. 
 
    “Thank you for doing that,” he continued. “It’s a nasty job, and there is nothing like a bloody deck to make a ship’s crew nervous.”  
 
    He glanced again at the dragon eggs, then glanced away. Ronan was pleased that aside from Tanya, none of the crew or the prisoners showed any interest in the eggs. Captain Thomas had made his judgment of them as nothing more than a clever device for cleaning up blood, and he dismissed them. Ronan was perfectly happy to allow him to continue in this mistaken judgment of the situation. One new person suddenly being aware of their secret mission was quite enough.  
 
    “I would ask your advice,” Captain Thomas said. “My ship is not equipped for a long voyage, nor is it well equipped for the storage of prisoners. We can go back to Twin Mountain, but no further, and I confess I am at a loss as to what to do with these prisoners after that.” 
 
    “We should deliver them to the Council in Twin Mountain,” Tanya said. “They will have the means there to look after the prisoners safely, and the Scattered Isles are technically within the jurisdiction. It is within the power of the Council at Twin Mountain to decide on the fate of the pirates.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Captain Thomas said. “That will do well. Very good. Will you and your villagers come with me to Twin Mountain City and help me to deliver the prisoners there?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tanya said. “It is the least that I can do to thank you for your help in this dangerous adventure.” 
 
    Shortly afterward, the Sea Swift got underway. It did not take long for them to get back to Twin Mountain, and when they arrived, they found that the news of the battle had already reached the city. 
 
    A fishing vessel that had been nearby had seen the whole thing, and the fisherman had returned to the city and told everyone the news. There was a party of well-armed guards sent by the council who had come down to the port and were waiting for the Sea Swift to come with her prisoners.  
 
    They were met at the dock by the council marshal, the man who was in charge of the city guard, and he quickly and competently took over the command of the pirates. They were led off the ship in a line and loaded onto carts that had been brought for the purpose.  
 
    “I am very glad to hear of Captain Rylic’s death,” the marshal told them. “There has been a bounty on his head for some time now. If you want to come up to the council meeting house, we can get the payment of that bounty arranged.”  
 
    Tanya gestured to Ronan. “It should go to my friends here, who led the attack. It was this man who killed Captain Rylic. I saw it happen.”  
 
    Ronan shook his head. “The bounty will go to the people of the Scattered Islands, to help make up for the loss of trading income that they have suffered from all the pirate raids.” 
 
    The marshal raised his eyebrows at this show of generosity, but then he smiled. “That is a most noble gesture,” he said. “I will be certain to make sure that the bounty goes to the people of the islands as you have stated.” 
 
    Ronan caught something strange in the marshal’s eye and wondered whether the man could be trusted. He looked intently at the marshal, memorizing his face, his height, the small scar down on the bottom of his jaw.  
 
    “That is good,” he said carefully. “I’m glad to hear you promise that. I will be coming back this way, and I will visit the Scattered Isles again to make sure that the money was paid.” 
 
    “Excellent, excellent,” the marshal said hurriedly. “It will be as you desire. And now I had better get my prisoners away!”  
 
    Tanya grinned at Ronan as the marshal went off to deal with the prisoners. “That was well done,” she said. “The council are generally honest, but I think if you had not said that it might have taken quite a long time for the bounty to be paid. As it stands, I have no doubt that the money will reach the Scattered Isles soon.” 
 
    “Surely you and your villagers will be able to make sure that it comes back to the islands on the next sailing?” 
 
    “My villagers may be able to,” Tanya said, “but I will not.”  
 
    Ronan gave her a questioning look.  
 
    She smiled. “I propose to come with you,” she said. “I am a well-trained fighter and trained by one of the fighter guilds of the Twelve Isles, so I should be able to help you. I know where the fourth dragon egg is, and I know my way around this country well. Now that the pirate threat has been eliminated, I feel like journeying again.”  
 
    Diana and Eric looked at Ronan. Quickly, he transferred a thought to each of them. What do you think? Should we take her with us? he asked them.  
 
    I think she would come with us whether we want her to or not, Diana replied, an amused tone in her thought. And I doubt if she’ll tell us where the fourth dragon egg is unless we take her along.  
 
    I think we should allow it, Eric added. She is a trained and capable fighter and trained to fight in ways we are not. She could add a great deal of strength to our group. So long as we do not have to tell her our entire mission all at once, I’m in favor of having her along.  
 
    “Very well,” Ronan said out loud. “I’m happy with this arrangement.”  
 
    The others nodded their approval as well, and then they all shook hands on it.  
 
    “Excellent,” Tanya said. “I will not ask you to divulge more of your mission than you are comfortable doing, but can I ask where you are headed now? I assume that you want to get the fourth dragon egg, but what about after that? You did not come all this way just to help us on the Scattered Isles, that much is clear.” 
 
    “You are right,” Ronan said. “We would like to get this dragon egg that you speak of, but we have another mission as well. You will understand that I would rather not share more details of that mission just yet, but I will tell you that we are headed north, bound for Ghennet. Is that enough for you?”  
 
    Tanya nodded. “Yes, that is enough. I fully understand,” she said. “I will travel north with you, at least as far as the village where the fourth dragon egg is...or at least was last time I was there. The village is Eila, the place I told you about before, where I was born. It’s on the way, about halfway between Twin Mountain and the border of Ghennet, on the banks of the Round River that flows south from Ghennet to the sea.”  
 
    “You’ve been there recently?”  
 
    “Not so recently,” Tanya said. “My parents both died three years ago, you see. I went back there a year after that, but I’ve not been there since.”  
 
    “You said your parents were from the Twelve Isles,” Diana said. “How did they end up there?”  
 
    She shrugged, smiling wistfully. “My father was a blacksmith and my mother a potter. They used to like to travel, but they fell in love with the country up there, and just settled in Eila. It’s a prosperous little village, and on a hill near the outskirts there is a temple to Mala. In that temple they always had an egg, just like the ones you used to soak up the blood on the ship. ”  
 
    “What color was it?” Eric asked.  
 
    “Yellow,” Tanya answered. “Bright yellow with red veins through the surface.”  
 
    Ronan looked at Tanya, who obviously felt great affection for this little town on the banks of the river where she was born. He thought of the raid on Eric’s village, the sheer ruthlessness of the Silent Brotherhood and their agents, the atrocious lengths they were prepared to go to in gathering all the dragon eggs to themselves.  
 
    A cold feeling moved through his belly, but if the Silent Brotherhood had raided the village, there was nothing he could do about it now.  
 
    “And it was certainly there when you last visited?” he asked quietly.  
 
    “Yes, I visited it specially, because it reminded me of my mothers stories,” she replied.  
 
    “And have you had any news from the village since then? Do you have any friends or family there who you’re still in touch with?”  
 
    “I haven't kept in touch with anyone there, no,” she said. “Why do you ask?” she added with a frown, catching the note of concern in his voice.  
 
    “There are some other people looking for the eggs,” Ronan explained. “People who will stop at nothing to get them. If they are aware that your village has a dragon egg, they might go to great lengths to get it.”  
 
    Tanya’s expression darkened as she understood what Ronan was saying. “You think the village might be in danger?”  
 
    “I think it's very likely. In fact, I think there is no time to lose. We must set off at once, if we can.”  
 
    It proved easier than they could have hoped to begin their northward journey. Tanya had no roots to pull up, and she was ready to go with them at once. As they had found earlier on, there was a solid demand for protection on the roads north, and Ronan and his friends fit that bill perfectly. They decided they would find a suitable merchant, and offer their services for protection. That would be a good cover for a journey north. 
 
    At the market square, they found the very merchant who had offered them work the day before. He was bringing a caravan of southern goods north toward Ghennet, and he was willing to pay them well for their company on the road.  
 
    Fletcher was the merchant’s name. He had a cart loaded with goods pulled by two donkeys, and he would travel at walking pace on the roads. The companions would walk by the cart’s side, and in the event that the cart was raided by bandits, the companions would fight to defend Fletcher and his cargo.  
 
    For show, they haggled a bit over the price, but eventually they agreed on an arrangement. To Ronan’s delight, it turned out that Fletcher was running behind schedule and was willing to set off immediately. Not only that, but he was willing to stop off at the small town of Eila so that the four assassins could undertake some ‘business’ there.  
 
    So it came about that by late afternoon, Ronan, Diana, Eric, and Tanya were walking alongside Fletcher’s cart on the wide, packed dirt road that led out of Twin Mountain.  
 
    The roads were busy at first. People with carts, folk on horses, and other traders with carts and hard-eyed guards for hire made up a lot of the traffic. The wooden houses became humbler and more widely spaced the further they went from the city, and the surrounding land moved from urban sprawl to neatly farmed fields, then to wilder country interspersed with belts of untamed woodland. After about an hour, the road met the great Round River and Tanya told them quietly that the road followed close by the river for the rest of the way.  
 
    The river was broad and slow, dark green with steep banks overhung with trees and a lush growth of ferns, grasses, and creeping plants. Fletcher seemed disinclined to idle chatter, and that suited the four companions just fine.  
 
    Their days quickly took on a comfortable routine. They rose at dawn, ate, then set off on the road. They stopped twice a day to eat, water the donkeys, and rest their legs, and usually walked until dark. The weather was fine, clear and bright but not too hot, with intervals of gentle rain.  
 
    It would take about ten days to reach Ghennet at walking pace. The land in this southern part of Lithia was divided up into many small principalities, most of which were satellites of Ghennet in that they gave allegiance to the Ghennetian throne and paid a nominal tax but retained their own customs and ruled themselves in most matters.  
 
    Francium, the southernmost of these principalities and the largest in the region after Ghennet itself, was centered around Twin Mountain, but it extended north right up to the Ghennetian border.  
 
    The merchant Fletcher had—for the first few days at least—no need for the fighting skills of the four companions. The roads were quiet, but there seemed no threat as far as Ronan could see. However, the merchant seemed happier with them along, and Ronan wondered if perhaps there was a threat from bandits or highwaymen on the roadside that even his trained assassin’s eyes could not detect.  
 
    He raised the issue quietly with Tanya, who had traveled in these lands before, as they rested by a small fire one night.  
 
    “It’s after we pass the town of Eila that the road becomes that bit more dangerous,” she said. “There’s a hilly, sparsely populated stretch between Eila and the border towns of Ghennet. If Fletcher needs our swords, that’s where it will be.”  
 
    They were six days out from Twin Mountain when they came to the start of the hilly country and found the tiny town of Eila nestled in the river valley, surrounding a wide, slow bend in the Round river.  
 
    The landscape was breathtakingly beautiful. Having spent most of his time in the Twelve Isles, Ronan was not used to the immensity of the continental mountains. Their huge gray bulk swept up from green foothills surrounding the picturesque wooden buildings of the town. Cloud shadows moved leisurely across their sheer faces, and deep shadows filled the small glens and valleys that pockmarked their higher slopes. Sparkling waterfalls gleamed in the bright late afternoon sun, and a brisk northern wind blew down from the high slopes and pinched their cheeks and noses with its chill.  
 
    “You have some business here in Eila, you said?” Fletcher asked. “How long will you need?”  
 
    “Not more than a day at most,” Ronan answered. “We appreciate your willingness to accommodate our needs in this.”  
 
    “Oh, that is no trouble to me,” Fletcher replied. “You see, I may well find a buyer for my goods here in Eila if I’m lucky. I’ll go on to the border towns if I can’t sell here. I might get a slightly better price there, but it’s an extra six days of travel at least.”  
 
    He looked up at the sky, his weather-worn face wrinkling up as he squinted at the sun. “It’s getting late. I suggest that we spend the night here. You four can do whatever business it is you have to do, and I’ll seek a buyer for my goods at the morning market tomorrow. If I cannot find a buyer, then we’ll travel on together to the border towns, and we’ll all go better after a night in the inn. If I do sell my goods, then I’ll stay at Eila for a day or two and then make my way back to Twin Mountain, and you four may do as you please, either come with me, or travel on if that’s your intention.”  
 
    “You don’t require protection on the way back south?” Ronan asked. If Fletcher decided that he wanted them to accompany him back to Twin Mountain they would obviously have to refuse, because that would disrupt all their plans. At the same time, Ronan felt compelled to ask. He had grown to respect the taciturn merchant, and would not have liked to think of him making his way back, alone and at risk of being robbed. 
 
    Fletcher grinned. “No, lad,” he said to Ronan, “there’s little danger of that on the road between here and Twin Mountain. It’s north of Eila that the danger comes, as you may find out if we end up continuing on the road north together.”  
 
    Having all agreed on their plan, they made their way down the winding road into the verdant river valley that housed the town of Eila. All was peaceful. Sun shone on the shingle-roofed wooden houses, and wood smoke rose from the chimneys. On a small hill that rose up next to the road on the northern edge of the town, there stood the temple to Mala which, according to Tanya’s account, held a fourth dragon egg.  
 
    Tanya walked ahead with Fletcher, discussing the prospects for a quick sale of his goods, and asking about his trade and his connections to Eila. The merchant, though generally a quiet man who did not initiate conversation, was happy enough to engage when someone else started the talk. Soon, he and Tanya were chatting merrily as they walked along beside the donkeys and the cart, swapping stories and discussing the merits of the town of Elia’s only inn, and of its marketplace. 
 
    Ronan, Eric, and Diana took the opportunity provided for them by Tanya to fall back a little and have a hurried conference out of earshot of Fletcher. 
 
    “I confess,” Ronan said, “that I feared to find this little town in ruins. I’m very relieved to find it not only still standing, but apparently peaceful and undisturbed.”  
 
    “Perhaps it means that the Silent Brotherhood have overlooked this dragon egg?” Diana wondered. “Perhaps we will find it still in place?”  
 
    “I hope that will be the case,” Ronan said, “but my gut tells me it will not be so. I have a feeling that this egg may have been overlooked by the brotherhood up till now, but I will be very surprised if we find it in the temple.”  
 
    Eric was gazing sadly into the middle distance as if he were remembering his own village’s fate. “At least,” he said, “if they have taken the egg they have not seen fit to set the Crimson Knights to the task. If the egg has been stolen, then it’s been done in some subtle way. I’m glad about that.”  
 
    “The brotherhood might feel like they can use barbaric violence and destruction in the far north,” Diana said gently, “but here in the interior of the continent I suspect that even they would have trouble getting away with such things.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Eric said. “In Norskand, the clans are generally so independent that there is little hope of getting a large force together to take revenge, so an organized group like the brotherhood can do what they like without fear of consequence. Down here, it would be an act of war that would no doubt cause them more trouble than it was worth.”  
 
    “We have still to discover what their ultimate motivation is,” Diana mused. “There’s no reason I can see for their brutality in getting the eggs, nor for their desire to keep them from being activated.”  
 
    “We will seek the answer to these questions,” Ronan declared. “Even if we have to hunt them down to the heart of their citadel.”  
 
    Eric and Diana both looked at him and nodded. Whatever the answer turned out to be, they would find it. And they would start with their next step—the temple of Mala in the town of Eila.  
 
    Fletcher was perfectly happy to make his own way to the inn, and so the four   adventurers made their way through the town toward the temple. As they went, they looked for any sign of disturbance or violence, but saw none.  
 
    They still had not revealed much about themselves to Tanya. They knew that she suspected they were from the Night Guild; she had recognized Ronan’s robes back on the Sea Swift, and had used the name, but Ronan had never actually confirmed or denied it. He could tell that his identity as a Night Guild assassin was obvious to Tanya, however, and he would not insult her intelligence by pretending he was not.  
 
    As he walked along the narrow, quiet streets toward the temple, he wondered how long it would be until they had to be more open with her. She had not pressed the question, but Ronan liked and respected her, and he was glad to have her along. Sooner or later, they would have to reveal their destination to her. If nothing else, their feud with the Silent Brotherhood would almost certainly lead Tanya into danger if she continued to be with them.  
 
    It would be unfair, and unnecessarily dangerous, to keep that from her.  
 
    He would have to discuss it with Eric and Diana, of course, but he felt sure they would agree with him. If Tanya was going to be with them for much longer, it would not be right to keep her in the dark about their true purpose, or the danger it might ultimately put her in.  
 
    For a moment, Ronan considered reaching out to Eric and Diana with their shared thought transference, to take their views on the question, but his morality rebelled against the idea. It seemed dishonest and disrespectful to use such a technique to discuss Tanya behind her back like that while she walked with them.  
 
    No, he thought to himself, I will discuss it with them when we are alone if I need to.  
 
    Then another idea presented itself. Perhaps, in the course of their investigation into the temple on the hill, more of their secrets would come out. He had a strange prescience, momentarily, that before this mission was over Tanya would know all there was to know about the three assassins and their mission.  
 
    Tanya’s voice recalled Ronan from his reverie.  
 
    “Here’s the temple,” she said quietly.  
 
    They stood looking up at it. Unlike the other temples to Mala that they had seen so far, this one was not made of stone—or rather, it was not made only of stone. As they walked up the low hill slowly, the evening light fading on the grassy sward on either side of the path, Ronan saw that the main body of the temple was made from timbers, but the base was made from worked stones which the wooden structure had been added to later. There were lumps under the grass around the stone, low mounds that made Ronan think of piles of rubble around a ruined building.  
 
    There was an older building here, he thought. That’s where the stone base comes from. It was destroyed, or fell into ruin, and this building here has been built on top of the remains. I wonder what the previous building was, and who destroyed it?  
 
    The building itself was circular. Small windows penetrated the walls the whole way around, and a tall double door stood open before the four companions as they approached.  
 
    Ronan cast his eye over the timbers. Worn, but not ancient. Perhaps twenty or thirty years old? Not less than that, certainly. The stones that formed the first few feet of the circular wall were blackened in places, as if they had been burned.  
 
    A sudden, unexpected vision flashed into his mind. It was not only unexpected, it was shockingly vivid, as if he had been transported in an instant to another time…but not another place.  
 
    It was the same hill, but different. The trees to the left, which a moment ago had been tall and in full leaf, were not much more than twigs, and they were bare. A light dusting of snow was on the ground, and a gleam of frost touched the grass behind where he stood. But in front of him there was no snow or frost—the grass was blackened and curled, and any snow had melted in the heat of the intense flames. A group of frightened villagers stood around in a huddle, their faces lit by the yellow light of the burning temple in front of them.  
 
    The vision was silent. Ronan could hear nothing, he could only see. A tall man in a long white robe was berating the villagers, one hand held in the air as he shouted. Other men, wearing robes of white or blue over steel armor, were moving about in the light of the burning temple. Some of them had heavy hammers, and they were smashing up what seemed to be a set of stone statues. Others were digging in the earth around the temple, as if searching for something.  
 
    The temple itself had changed completely. It was, as Ronan had thought, built entirely of worked stone, and when he saw this he realized fully what he was seeing: a vision from the past. That was why the trees were smaller. He was seeing a vision of the destruction of the building that had been here before.  
 
    The stone statues that were being broken up were the old gods that had been worshiped in the village in the past. The temple was being burned and these men in white…Yes, there could be no doubt about the symbols that adorned their robes, sewn on the left breast, just above the heart, in the style of the Guilds of the Twelve Isles. It was a triangle within a circle; the unmistakable symbol of the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet.  
 
    “Ronan? Ronan!”  
 
    Diana’s voice broke in on his vision and snapped him back to reality. The evening sun and the fresh scents of the hillside meadow flooded his senses, as did the returning sounds of the scene. Birds sang in the trees to his left, the wind sighed through the grass, crickets chirruped further down the hill, and Diana’s voice, full of concern, echoed in his ears.  
 
    “What’s going on with you?” she asked as he blinked at her, his mind feeling thick and slow as if he were waking up from a deep sleep back in the old days, before he knew how to sleep the alert sleep of the assassin. Out of the corners of his eyes, he saw the shadows dancing around him, moving toward him in the eerie, uncontrolled way that he had not seen since the very early days of his assassin’s training. Their voices whispered urgently to him, unintelligible as if they were voices trying to communicate with him through a thick wooden door.  
 
    The whispering shadows put him uncomfortably in mind of the night his father had died. The shadows had spoken to him then, too, in his dream, as the gray-eyed man with  the ever-changing robes had held out the symbol of the Red Dawn to him, the waxing crescent moon both a threat and an enticing, forbidden offering.  
 
    With an effort, he pulled himself together, banishing his memories of that fateful night and pulling his awareness and magic away from the dancing shadows. He blinked and rubbed a hand over his eyes. When he looked up, the shadows had retreated back into their accustomed positions. They lay still and were silent.  
 
    There was a new figure on the scene, a small, bald man in a sky-blue robe, standing in front of the doors of the wooden temple building. Tanya and Eric had approached him and were speaking cordially with him, but Ronan was still standing a little way off down the hill, and Diana had come back to him.  
 
    She frowned and opened her mouth to speak again.  
 
    “I’m okay,” he said in a low voice. Her hand was on his arm. He looked down at it, and she removed it.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “Something happened. I was taken over by a kind of vision. It was intense; I’ve not felt anything like it for a long time, maybe not ever. It took me unawares and I…I forgot where I was for a moment. I’m all right again now.”  
 
    Diana looked at him with concern, but then she nodded and took a step back.  
 
    “Come on, then,” she said. “Let’s go and hear what this priest has to say.”  
 
    Ronan nodded and they walked slowly together up the hill. His heart was still thumping from the unexpected intensity of the vision, but he breathed slowly and forced himself to calm as he approached the spot where Tanya and Eric were speaking to the man in the blue robe.  
 
    “Good evening,” the man said cordially, stepping forward and dropping a little half bow in Ronan’s direction. “My name is Brother Cadfael, and I am the Keeper of this temple to Mala. Do you live in the town of Eila?”  
 
    A Silent Brother! Ronan thought as he smiled and bowed to the man, noting the symbol sewn into the man’s robe above the heart.  And that’s a strange question, to ask whether we live in the town. He is the priest of the only temple; surely he should know all the people of the town. It’s not such a large place.  
 
    Ronan made a show of blinking stupidly. Then he said, in deliberately halting Ghennetian, “No, good Keeper, I’m from Oretum.”  
 
    He sent a quick thought out to the others. Let him believe we are dull people, just brutish fighters without much knowledge of the world. That will be the best way to let him see us as unthreatening.  
 
    He received a quick sense of acknowledgement from the others. Though Tanya was not in on their telepathic communication, she seemed to pick up on the ruse as well. She threw a disdainful look at the three assassins.  
 
    “You three may say your prayers out here if you wish,” she said haughtily in perfect Ghennetian, then she spoke to the priest, the Keeper, to give him his proper title in this part of the world. She affected an apologetic tone, leaning in confidentially as if discussing with an equal and closing out her low-brow companions.  
 
    “These are just some bodyguards I hired in Twin Mountain,” she confided to him. “Don’t pay them any heed. I am from Eila myself. I was born here, but my parents have been dead these past two years, and I have been traveling the world.”  
 
    “May Mala bless and guide their souls to the afterworld,” the Keeper intoned solemnly, and Tanya bowed her head in reverence. “Your servants may enter afterward, if you permit it, but let us first enter alone and say a prayer to Mala.”  
 
    “I would be very grateful, Brother Cadfael,” Tanya said.  
 
    She turned away, ignoring the others completely. At the temple door, the Keeper said something to her, and she nodded, then unhitched her sword belt and laid it on the grass by the door.  
 
    “No weapons allowed inside the temple,” Eric muttered. “I think I’d rather say my prayers out here and keep my sword. I’m becoming rather attached to my blade.”  
 
    “Now’s not the time for praying,” Ronan said. “Tanya’s bought us a little time out of sight of this priest of Mala. Let’s have a quick look around.”  
 
    They immediately split up, maintaining awareness of each other in their minds as they moved away around the hill. Ronan scanned the ground, the woods, the building and the road down to the town, moving quickly and silently in a circle around the temple.  
 
    Something tugged at his attention. It was Diana, leaning into his mind to catch his attention much as a friend might catch your eye across a noisy room. Ronan looked up and saw her standing by the treeline a little way down the hill.  
 
    On that side of the hill, behind the temple and on the opposite side from the road, the slope was steeper and rougher, and broken up by boulders, piles of stones, and some fallen trees. The woods were thicker on the rough slope, and tall pines were interspersed with the oaks and ashes that crowded amongst the jutting bedrock.  
 
    Diana was standing just within the treeline, looking down at something.  
 
    Ronan walked over, and as he did so he saw Eric approaching as well. He and Eric reached her at the same time, and they stood looking down at what it was that had drawn her attention.  
 
    It would have been easy to miss if one wasn’t looking. Branches had been piled up over the freshly turned earth, and in the damp and sunny climate of this sheltered river valley in the mountains, the grass and forest plants were already beginning to grow up out of the dark earth.  
 
    But none of the assassins were in any doubt as to what they were looking at.  
 
    It was a fresh grave.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As they stood there, looking down at the grim sight, they heard voices from the direction of the temple. Tanya laughed loudly and the priest said something in reply.  
 
    As one, the three assassins ghosted silently up the hill and knelt in a line at the side of the building, then made a show of rising hurriedly as Tanya came round.  
 
    “Here you all are!” she said brusquely, cinching her sword belt back around her waist again. “Have you said your prayers to Mala? Good. I was going to allow you to enter the temple and pray inside, but I have decided I want to go down to the inn now. Perhaps you will get a chance to visit the temple yourselves tomorrow if I don’t need you.”  
 
    The assassins made an attempt to look like downtrodden servants denied a pleasure, but in truth they were all too happy to skip the inside of the temple. They wanted to get away from the Silent Brother who ran the temple. They wanted to tell Tanya what they had discovered, and hear from her if she had found anything of value in the temple.   
 
    As they made their way down the road to the town again, they saw something that they had paid little attention to before. On their left as they walked away from the temple, there was a walled graveyard.  
 
    Such things were new to Ronan—growing up in the Twelve Isles, he was used to seeing the traditional cremation that was standard practice for the dead in the land of his home—but here in the principalities around Francium and Ghennet burial of the dead was standard.  
 
    It was Ronan’s first sight of a graveyard, but to him it was more than that. To him, it was proof positive of foul play. The grave in the woods was not some legitimate burial. Here, behind the low wall, marked with mossy stones with names carved into them, was the real graveyard.  
 
    He glanced at Diana and her eyes met his. She had seen it too, and reached the same conclusion.  
 
    “The egg is not in the temple anymore,” Tanya said, at the same time as Diana burst out, “there’s a fresh grave in the woods!”  
 
    Tanya’s eyes went wide, and she gestured to Diana to continue. As they walked on slowly down the road, Diana explained what they had found.  
 
    “This stinks of murder,” Tanya muttered, shaking her head.  
 
    “What about the egg?” Ronan asked. “You say it’s definitely not there?”  
 
    “It’s gone,” Tanya confirmed, “but I think it’s gone quite recently.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Ronan asked, interested.  
 
    “Well,” Tanya said slowly, “The setting in which it used to sit is still there. It was kept in quite a subtle place, not up on the altar or anything like that. Instead, it was in a little alcove at the back of the temple, part of the old stone work of the former building.”  
 
    “So there was an older temple there?” Ronan said with satisfaction, pleased to find that his deductions had been confirmed.  
 
    “Oh, yes,” Tanya said. “It was before my time, but not that long before. Perhaps ten years before I was born, the Silent Brothers of Ghennet sent soldiers to the town. They burned the old temple and destroyed the old gods, saying that Mala was the one true god and that all people must worship him now. There were some protests, of course, but the fact of the matter was that the old gods had always been a bit of a myth. No one really believed in them anymore. But prayer to Mala worked! It was a miraculous thing, but people found that their prayers were granted. Not always, and not always in the ways they might have chosen, but there was no denying it. Mala was real, and he intervened in the affairs of people who prayed, sometimes in dramatic and impressive ways.”  
 
    Ronan thought of the bright red light and the loud voice that had filled the cabin of the Kraken’s Revenge while they had been fighting the Silent Brotherhood assassins back in Port Fero in Oretum. Mala had certainly intervened there, though even with his intervention his acolytes had still come off the worse in that encounter.  
 
    A glance at Diana and Eric’s faces made him feel certain that they were thinking the same thing as him.  
 
    “But you never went over to the worship of Mala?” Eric asked quietly.  
 
    Tanya glanced away. “I could never get along with the idea of asking a god to do things for you,” she said quietly. “It felt like…I don’t know…like cheating, I suppose. If you can’t do it yourself, then why enlist a deity to do it for you? Oh, I don’t hold it against anyone who chooses to worship and pray, but it’s not for me.”  
 
    “There’s something else,” Ronan said, following his gut as he listened to her speak. “Something you’re not saying.”  
 
    She raised her eyes to look at him and glared. “Well, there is something else, but it’s personal. I don’t see why I should share it with you. There’s obviously a lot more to whatever you lot are doing than you’re letting on, but I don’t see any of you lining up to share the big secret with me!”  
 
    Ronan raised his hands and took a step away from her. This outburst was unexpected, and he’d obviously touched something of a raw nerve.  
 
    She suddenly stopped speaking and hung her head. “Sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go off the handle like that. It’s just…well, you did touch a rather sore spot for me.” She took a deep breath and sighed it out again. “They killed my grandparents, you see. The Silent Brotherhood’s soldiers, when they came to destroy the temple. My grandparents—my father’s parents—were the priests of the old gods here in Eila, and the Brotherhood’s soldiers killed them when they burned the temple and destroyed the old gods. I never got to meet them, and that was the fault of the Brotherhood.”  
 
    “So,” she said, sighing again. “You can see why I don’t really go in for the worship of gods.”  
 
    They had stopped in the road, about halfway between the temple hill and the edge of town. The evening was swiftly dropping toward night. They heard the sound of whistling and footsteps from further up the hill, and glanced back to see the figure of the blue-robed Silent Brother locking up the temple door and beginning to head down the hill toward town.  
 
    “Come on,” Ronan said, taking charge of the situation. “This is not the place to discuss things further. Let’s get back into the town and check into the inn.”  
 
    “But don’t you want to investigate the temple further?” Diana protested.  
 
    “I do,” Ronan said, “but first I want to provide cover for us, so that if that fellow asks about in town he can hear a convincing story about who we are and where we’ve gone. I also want to get the chance to tell Tanya a few things, but again, this is not the time or the place for it”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Tanya said. 
 
    “I agree,” Eric said. “We need to provide ourselves with a legitimate cover, but then I think we need to return here as quickly as we can. There are things here for us to look into, and it’s also a good, private spot to fill Tanya in.”  
 
    “Let’s go then,” Diana said, and they all quickly set off down the road. Ronan glanced back. The Silent Brother was coming along slowly behind them, whistling a tune and apparently unaware of their presence. That suited Ronan fine.  
 
    At the inn, they found Fletcher sitting in the common room, well on his way down his third mug of the strong local ale. He hailed them with an uncharacteristically cheerful wave, and invited them to have a drink with him, but they politely declined, with Tanya taking the lead and explaining that they wanted to be at their best for tomorrow in case they did end up accompanying Fletcher on the more dangerous northern roads.  
 
    “Ver’ right!” Fletcher slurred, trying and failing to muffle a belch with the back of his hand. “Ver’ right indeed! True professionals, this lot! Hey you,” he shouted to a man in a blacksmith’s apron, sitting at the bar. “You hear me over there? See this lot? Professionals!”  
 
    Fletcher was already getting dirty looks from some of the locals, and Ronan wondered if the man might end up getting kicked out of the tidy little inn for drunkenness and disturbing the peace. They took their leave of him quickly, as it seemed best not to be seen to be too close with him.  
 
    Tanya spoke to the landlady of the inn. She was a stout, buxom woman of middle years, with ruddy cheeks and a bright twinkle in her eye. She frowned at Fletcher, and rolled her eyes when she heard they were his bodyguards. “He needs protection from himself, that one,” she said.  
 
    “You know him, then?” Tanya asked.  
 
    “Oh, he’s in here a few times a year,” she replied. “Can’t handle his drink, and doesn’t know it. He takes a few, gets riled up, then falls asleep on the bar. That’s all there is to it, really. He’s harmless enough. The local lads are already taking bets if he’ll fall asleep after this drink or whether he’ll last halfway down another.”  
 
    “So long as he’s not going to cause any serious trouble,” Tanya said.  
 
    “Don’t you worry about that, dear,” the landlady said kindly. “I can look after him, but I’m afraid that we don’t have enough room for you and the others here. We’re not that big a place at the best of times, and as it is there’s a group just put up here today, heading west with carts and horses, and they’ve taken all the rooms except one, and I gave that one to your employer over there.”  
 
    “Do you have space in the stable?” Ronan suggested.  
 
    “Well, yes, if you’re sure,” the landlady said, clearly a little unsure. “There’s a bit of room in the hayloft—the lady could sleep up there, and you two young gentlemen could sleep in one of the empty stalls?”  
 
    “That would be fine,” Ronan said. In fact, it would be much better. It’s significantly easier to slip out of a barn at night than to slip out of an inn bedroom, and it’s even easier to get back in without being noticed.  
 
    They shook on it, and the landlady refused to take their gold, saying that Fletcher had already paid her more than the going rate for himself.  
 
    “He pays well,” she said, “and that’s the only reason I keep putting up with him!”  
 
    Just as they were finalizing the deal, the door opened and a familiar figure stepped in; Brother Cadfael, Keeper of the temple on the hill. Ronan and his friends slipped quietly out the other door, feeling pretty certain that the Silent Brother had not seen them.  
 
    “Come on,” Ronan said. “Let’s not wait. We don’t know if that man sleeps in the temple or in town. If he does sleep at the temple, then we’ve got a good opportunity now while he drinks his fill at the inn.”  
 
    “All right,” Tanya said. “Let’s go. But once we get on the way, I want some answers from you lot. I’m beginning to wonder whether I did the right thing in linking up with you. I figured you were into something big, but I’m starting to think that it might be a bit too big for me.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Ronan said. “From what you’ve told us, I think that you’re probably in exactly the right place at exactly the right time. The fates are with us. I was beginning to wonder whether we had gone off track, but your appearance has changed my view.”  
 
    They walked swiftly, avoiding the main road until they came to the edge of town. From here, there was a clear ten minutes of dark road between them and the temple.   
 
    Ronan was thinking about his vision, the clarity of it, the depth and power of his immersion in it. There was no telling where that magic had come from. What was the vision? What was that magic?  
 
    He had no doubt that what he had seen was the incident in which Tanya’s grandparents had died. How he had come to see it he didn’t know, but there it was. He had seen it, or been shown it, and minutes later the significance of it had been revealed. She was, like them, a person who’s life had been shaped by the loss of family at the hands of the brotherhood.  
 
    “Your grandparents were murdered by the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet,” Ronan said.  
 
    “What of it?”  
 
    “I lost my father to them. Diana lost her father and brother. Eric lost his entire village, indeed, his entire clan. That’s why we’re here, Tanya. We’re on our way to Ghennet, to the Silent Brothers, to find out what they have to do with the dragon eggs, and to stop them in the terrible magic they are doing. We are going to hunt them down, Tanya, and take them out.”  
 
    “You really are all from the Night Guild, then?” she said, her eyes wide, the whites gleaming in the dimness of the night.  
 
    Ronan looked from Eric to Diana, and there was no doubt in either of their eyes. “We are,” he confirmed solemnly. “And we are on a mission from the Night God himself to root out the plague that the Silent Brotherhood has become.”  
 
    “Then I am with you,” she said with feeling. “My grandmother and grandfather made the town of Eila, and the worship of the old gods was a simple and kind thing, bringing people together and making no trouble for anyone. The Silent Brotherhood destroyed all that, and for what?”  
 
    “I believe that even then they were looking for the dragon egg that is in this region. There’s no time to go into it in too much detail just now, but the brotherhood have been hunting the dragon eggs and gathering them to themselves. The deaths of our loved ones were all connected with the brotherhood’s desire for dragon eggs.”  
 
    “They want to have dragons for themselves?”  
 
    “Quite the opposite. We believe that they are trying to do everything they can to stop the dragons from becoming active again. For some reason that we do not fully understand, they are prepared to go to extreme lengths to stop the existence of dragons in the world. We’re going to make sure that whatever their plan is, it does not come to fruition.”  
 
    “I wonder,” Eric said quietly after there had been a long pause in the conversation, “how the egg managed to survive in this temple undetected for so long.”  
 
    “My guess is that when they failed to find it in the raid that killed Tanya’s grandparents, they gave up the search,” Ronan said.  
 
    “And then,” Tanya added, “once time had passed, they brought it out and put it on display again, probably not even realizing that the brotherhood was interested. Maybe not even realizing fully what it was they had.”  
 
    “Here’s the temple,” Ronan said, looking up at where the black shadow of the building loomed up against the sky. “There’s a lot more for us to discuss on this, but for now let’s take the opportunity to investigate the temple without that priest hanging about.”  
 
    They approached the building, intending to enter when they suddenly saw a pale figure standing near the trees off behind the temple. It was the figure of a man, but it glowed with a pale, eerie light, as if he had moonlight trapped within himself that glowed out from him. He reminded Ronan of the way the shrines to the night god sometimes glowed from within during prayer.  
 
    All four of them had stopped and were looking at the strange glowing figure.  
 
    “What is it?” Tanya whispered in obvious fear.  
 
    “It’s a spirit,” Ronan said, “but a spirit such as I’ve never seen before.”  
 
    “There’s something different about it, that’s for sure,” Eric agreed.  
 
    Diana took a step toward it. “I sense a powerful will behind it,” she whispered. “A powerful presence such as I’ve never felt from a spirit before.” 
 
    “Speak to it, Ronan,” Eric urged. “You have the most experience speaking with spirits.”  
 
    Tanya was watching their dialogue with increasing amazement and deepening unease. “You talk to ghosts?” she hissed.  
 
    “We do,” Ronan said, “but let’s leave any more questions until later, all right?”  
 
    “Right…” she said, trailing off as Ronan stepped forward. But before he could speak to the ghostly shining figure it moved forward and addressed him.  
 
    “You will not find the dragon egg in the temple,” the ghost said. “They came. They came and took it. They…killed me, and they took it. And they replaced me with that person, that Silent Brother.” The ghost almost spat the words, and Ronan could hear vehement hatred in the spirit’s voice.  
 
    Now that he was closer to the ghost, he could see it in more detail. It was the figure of a man in his late twenties, dressed in a long, well-made robe with a leather belt at the waist. The whole spirit—robe, gown, hair, and all—glowed with the strange internal light, making the entire figure appear to glow like a sheet of paper held up to the moon.  
 
    The figure retained no color at all except in his eyes, which were a rich hazelnut brown, the color made visible in the moonless night by his own internal light.  
 
    “They killed you?” Ronan said. “The Silent Brotherhood?”  
 
    “Cadfael,” the ghost spat. “He killed me. Knifed me in the back and buried me in the woods below the temple. Then told the town I’d been replaced, by order of the Malachite High Vizier back in Viam, but that was a lie. He killed me silently, in the night, with no one looking.”  
 
    “And then someone else took the egg?” Ronan pressed.  
 
    “They came the next day, two other brothers from the Temple of the Silent in Ghennet. They came and told the village that they had orders I was to be replaced. And they told the village that I’d snuck off because I was ashamed. And then they took the egg, the dragon egg, that I’d been so careful to hide for all these years.”  
 
    “You?” Diana broke in. “You kept it hidden from them?”  
 
    For the first time, the ghost smiled. “Aye, I kept it from them. All these years, any time one of the brotherhood remembered the old story or heard a rumor and came to visit, I slipped it into the hiding place under the floor and told them no, no, no eggs here. That’s what I told them, and it worked, it worked for years.” He looked suddenly crestfallen. “Then it didn’t, because they came without warning and killed me before I could hide it.” 
 
    The ghost’s narrative came out in jerky bursts, like someone who talks while distracted with another task, but the meaning was clear enough.  
 
    “Why did you hide it?” Ronan asked. “Were you not one of them?”  
 
    “Never!” the ghost spat. “I was a priest of Mala, a good priest, wishing to do good for the town and give the folk something to unite around, as a good priest of Mala should. I was sent by the High Vizier at the request of the brotherhood, after they burned the old temple and discovered nothing that they wanted within it. They lost interest then, but they needed to pretend they’d done it to spread Mala’s worship, not just to get the dragon egg, so they sent out for me and I came along and did the best I could.”  
 
    “But you hid the egg from them,” Ronan urged again. “Why?”  
 
    “Because I know the evil use they want them for. That egg was partly activated. It had been bathed in sacred fire—the fire of a temple. That is one of the three stages that an egg must go through if it is to birth a real dragon. It must be bathed in its element, it must be bathed in blood spilt in battle, and it must be occupied by a willing spirit.”  
 
    “But what do they do with the dragons?” Ronan pressed.  
 
    The ghost leaned toward him and lowered his voice. “They use them for their wicked magic,” the ghost hissed. “They corrupt them, debase them, make them into mad, evil creatures that exist only to do the bidding of the brotherhood.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Ronan said. “Let me get this right…you’re saying the brotherhood are actually hatching dragon eggs for their own uses?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, did you not know? Dragons are immensely powerful magical beings. They hold the key to many things. They are the only creatures on earth that can travel out of this realm into…into the other realm.”  
 
    “The other realm?” Ronan asked. “What other realm?”  
 
    But the ghost shook his head suddenly. “No more questions,” he hissed. “They killed me, and they took it, but…but…I don’t know when they took it. It was not long ago, I think, but I’m trying so hard to keep my memories and my purpose together, and it’s so hard!”  
 
    Even as they watched, the ghost suddenly began to tatter away, like rotten paper in a stream. He grimaced, baring his teeth, and made a noise like a man grunting with painful effort. A moment later he took shape again.  
 
    “You must help,” he said with sudden emphasis. “They took the egg, but I cannot tell time anymore. All seems one, and the threads of the universe are constantly trying to pull away all the bits of my identity that I have left!”  
 
    “What about this?” Diana said. She had stepped forward and was holding out something pale and long on her palm. Ronan looked closer and saw in the ghost’s light that it was a piece of cut crystal.  
 
    “It feels…attractive…” the ghost said. He began to flow toward it, then suddenly pulled back with a convulsive wrench. “No!” The spirit cried. “What is it? I can’t go into it! It’s trying to draw me in, like the next realm is trying to draw me away! Are you trying to trick me?”  
 
    “No, no,” Diana said. “I promise you, I’m not trying to trick you. I think it will help. I think ghosts can go into these crystals and keep the parts of themselves that make them who they are, the parts of themselves that you have been trying so hard to keep together. These crystals can store ghosts, give them a secure place to be where the next realm can’t draw them anymore.”  
 
    The ghost looked at Ronan. “Is this true?” he said.   
 
    “I’ve seen it happen,” Ronan said. He reached into his pouch and drew out the crystal that held the spirit that he had freed from the caryx. He held it out toward the ghost.  
 
    All three of them heard the rapid stream of communication running between the spirit in the crystal and the tormented ghost that stood before them. Then, to Ronan’s immense relief, a smile spread across the ghost priest’s face.  
 
    “She says you are to be trusted,” he sighed. “She says you saved her from torment at the hands of the Silent Brotherhood! Very well. I will go into your crystal on one condition.”  
 
    “What is that?” Diana asked, holding out the empty crystal as Ronan put the full one back in his pouch.  
 
    “The condition is this,” the ghost replied. “When you retrieve the fire dragon egg that I hid for so long, you allow me to be the spirit that animates it.”  
 
    Ronan nodded, and the others all smiled. The ghost let out a great sigh and, like sand flowing through an hourglass, he flowed into the crystal that lay on Diana’s outstretched palm.  
 
      A sound of sighing filled the air, as if a hundred people had all taken a much needed drink of cool water all at once. The crystal shone out brightly, and Ronan heard the voice of the ghost priest, quiet as if it was far away. “Do not fail me!” it cried, and then vanished into the crystal.  
 
    Deep silence filled the space around the temple, and the light of the crystal faded. Without that, or the light that the pale ghost had emitted, the hilltop was suddenly dark.  
 
    Ronan looked at the crystal in Diana’s hand. He remembered how he had been able to speak to the caryx spirit in her crystal and wondered if he could do the same for the ghost priest. Before he’d gone into the crystal the ghost had hinted at some very interesting ideas—the strange powers that dragons might have, the depth of the evil that the Silent Brothers were perpetuating, and even the reasons for the Silent Brotherhood’s actions.  
 
    But interrogating the ghost further seemed like the wrong thing to do right now. The ghost had suffered since the death of its physical body, and it needed some time to rest now that its identity was safe within the crystal. They needed to give the ghost a little time before asking it any more questions.  
 
    Besides, the only question that he needed the answer to urgently was how long ago the egg had been taken, and as far as he could see that was the question the ghost could not answer. The ghost’s sense of time had been warped by death. They would need to find some other way of discovering how long the egg had been on the road in the hands of the Brotherhood. 
 
    A faint moan, followed by a soft thud, broke the train of Ronan’s thoughts and made him look round. Tanya had sat down heavily on the grass, and was staring at Ronan and at Diana, one hand on the ground as if to steady herself, the other raised to her brow. Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung partly open, a picture of amazement and disbelief.  
 
    “I never thought to see something like that in my whole life,” she said faintly.  
 
    Eric crouched beside her, decanting a few drops of golden liquid into a water flask and handing it to her. “Here,” he said kindly. “Drink this.”  
 
    She did so, and then smiled as some of the color came back to her cheeks. “What is that?” she asked, nodding to the vial of golden liquid that Eric was putting away.  
 
    “Just a mild restorative,” he replied. “It should bring you back to yourself after a shock, without any dramatic side effects.” Then he glanced up from where he crouched beside Tanya. “Ronan,” he said, “it seems to be that we need to discover how long ago the priest died.”  
 
    Diana grimaced. “Do we need to exhume his body?”  
 
    Ronan did not relish the thought. “No,” he said, “I think there’s another way we could try.”  
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “Let us ask the shadows.”  
 
    A few minutes later, Ronan stood by the rough grave of recently-turned earth. Tanya was feeling better, and stood with Diana a little way up the slope. Eric stood nearer, his left hand on Ronan’s right shoulder.  
 
    Ronan held his hands out flat over the earth, arms straight, palms downward. This was a technique that he had heard about, but had never tried. Eric had likewise read about the technique in the library. The technique was called the Shadow’s Question, and together Eric and Ronan were about to attempt it. 
 
    Shadows were everywhere in the darkness of the woods at night. The rustling of night animals and the steady chirring of insects was the only sound that Ronan could hear. The shadows felt full of potential, ready to leap forward and deliver power to those who were able to draw power from the shadows.  
 
    Ronan glanced briefly at Eric and then looked back at the recently-turned earth. He reached across the mental link between Eric and himself and felt Eric respond. Like two folk reaching across a narrow chasm to grasp hands, they gripped onto each other’s minds and held on.  
 
    As soon as they’d established the link, the power of the shadows flowed through them more powerfully than it ever had when Ronan was on his own. He felt charged up, as if the shadow power was water held behind a dam, and he and Eric’s connection was the sluice gate. The power rushed in through their link, traveled through them both, and then ran out to Ronan’s hands where it hovered, ready to be used.  
 
    Steady, Eric said to Ronan inside Ronan’s mind. Don’t lose your purpose. 
 
    That was why this technique required a partner. The sheer power required to enact the Shadow’s Question was dangerous to the user. For a fleeting instant, images had skipped through Ronan’s mind of all the things that he could have done with the immense power that now hovered at his fingertips. Visions of grandeur completely out of keeping with his usual motivations and desires had threatened to fill him and obscure any thought of mission.  
 
    Eric’s calm, detached voice in his mind recalled him with a snap to the task at hand.  
 
    Carefully, he looked at the grave, and then allowed the power to trickle down from his palms toward the earth. “By the shadows, by the God of the Night,” he said in a whisper, “hear my question. Who buried this body, and when? Who stole the treasure from the temple, and when? Show me their faces, show me their hands, and show me when they did this deed.”  
 
    The power of the shadows rolled through him like thunder, and the answer was in his hands.  
 
    With a suddenness that was jarring though not unexpected, Ronan was looking down on the scene. Brother Cadfael, the Keeper of the Temple who they had spoken to before, was wiping dirt from his hands by the graveside; he was in the temple, scrubbing blood from his fingers with a stiff brush and looking furtively over his shoulder.  
 
    Outside the temple, two men waited, conversing in low voices. They had something heavy in a bag, something that shone through the weave of the bag at intervals with a warm yellow glow. 
 
    The dragon egg.  
 
    The two men were not monks. They were dressed in white robes over steel plate and ringmail, with leggings and gauntlets of heavy boiled leather. Their faces were hard and merciless, and they had the symbol of the Silent Brotherhood on their robes.  
 
    Crimson Knights; the vicious soldiers of the Silent Brotherhood who were responsible for the destruction of Eric’s home village and the murder of Tanya’s grandparents, as well as countless other crimes of which Ronan and his friends knew nothing.  
 
    As he watched, the two knights spoke curt words to Brother Cadfael. One shouldered the dragon egg while the other handed Cadfael a bag of coins, then they turned, left Cadfael, and strode down the road in the direction of the town.  
 
    At the bottom of the road, they turned away from the town and headed north.  
 
    When are these events happening? Ronan thought. I need to know how long ago the egg was stolen, and how much of a start these Crimson Knights have on us.  
 
    He squinted at the vision, like a man trying to read words through thick whorled glass. The information was there, but he could not quite read it. He drew more power from the shadows and pushed it into his connection with the vision. The power flowed through himself and through Eric, then to the vision, and the information suddenly revealed itself. He knew when the scene he was looking at had taken place.  
 
    Only two nights ago.  
 
    He had his answer. The good priest’s murder was that recent, and the Crimson Knights had been on the road with the dragon egg for two days and three nights.  
 
    The vision ended. The two Crimson Knights did not look as if they were mounted in the vision. They were on foot, heavily armed and armored, and without any reason to suspect pursuit. They were heading north to the Temple of the Silent Brothers, but they would not be going fast.  
 
    Could Ronan and his friends catch up with them and intercept them before they reached Ghennet?  
 
    Ronan swore at that moment that if he could catch them, he would see that both men died. He would take the dragon egg so that the Brotherhood could not use it for their foul ends, and he would avenge the murder of the poor priest of Mala who had done his best for the town of Eila for so long.  
 
    Ronan took a breath and looked around at his companions. They were all looking at him expectantly.  
 
    “My friends,” he said. “The clock is ticking.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Ronan had explained what he had seen in the vision revealed by the Shadow’s Question, the four friends debated their options. 
 
    They would have liked to get off at once, but after a short consultation they agreed that it would be most practical to wait until morning. They did not want to cause a stir by vanishing from the town. Brother Cadfael, the Silent Brother in charge of the Temple, had shown some interest in them the night before. If he were to discover that they had vanished he might well smell a rat, and if he had some means of communicating with the Crimson Knights, that could be disastrous.  
 
    Also, Fletcher was expecting them. Though he was a simple man, he might become a liability if they just walked out on him without a word. Mercenaries who abandoned their patrons without payment were not common; doing so would, again, raise more of a stir than Ronan and his friends could risk. Yes, getting the dragon eggs was their priority, but they had to maintain their incognito, and they could not risk any unusual talk or rumors growing around their journey. And, if nothing else, Fletcher had paid them for their services. None of them felt comfortable abandoning him in a small town on the borders of the bandit country without help, and with all his goods still in tow.  
 
    “After all,” Diana said, “the Crimson Knights who have taken the dragon egg are almost certainly headed straight to the Temple of the Silent Brothers in Ghennet. We’re headed there anyway, so even if we cannot catch them on the road we will have the opportunity to get the egg once we arrive at the temple.”  
 
    “Something about that doesn’t feel right,” Ronan said, shaking his head thoughtfully. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I want to catch them on the road if at all possible. But I agree that we can’t just abandon Fletcher, so if he needs our company through the bandit country to the border towns of Ghennet, then we’ll just have to accept the delay and accompany him.  
 
    There was one other factor that they needed to take into account, and that was Tanya. Unlike the three Night Guild assassins, Tanya could not rest her mind in the strange half-sleep that was the privilege of those of the Night Guild. Ronan and his companions could sleep while remaining alert and on watch. They could even sleep while walking, giving them a potential advantage over the Crimson Knights, who would have to stop completely at least once each day to rest and sleep.  
 
    But Tanya was not able to sleep in that way—it was the preserve of the people of the Night Guild. Tanya was yawning and swaying a little as they walked down the hill back toward the town, and the hayloft above the barn that they had agreed with the landlady of the inn would be their bedroom for the night.  
 
    While Tanya slept deeply, the other three lay still, their eyes closed but their minds alert and aware of all that went on around them. Sleepers muttered and turned over in their rest, a cat prowled after mice in the inn yard, and families of birds slept under the rafters of the barn above Ronan’s head. The thoughts of the three assassins moved together through the night, chanting quiet prayers to the Night God, and at times enjoying shared memories or meditating on their plans.  
 
    In the morning, Ronan got up early, leaving the others to rest further. He climbed down from the hayloft and visited the inn’s back house before slipping through a door and into the common room. 
 
    To his surprise, he found Fletcher sitting at the table, tucking into an enormous platter of eggs, ham, and bread, washed down with ale. The merchant glanced up at Ronan, grimaced at him, then waved a hand invitingly at the food.  
 
    Ronan shrugged, took a plate from a stack on a nearby counter, and sat down beside Fletcher.  
 
    “All well with you, Fletcher?” he asked, but the merchant winced as if Ronan had prodded him with something sharp.  
 
    “A little more quietly, please,” he whispered. “I have a bit of a headache this morning—I think I may have caught the sun, you see…”  
 
    Ronan suppressed a smile and gave Fletcher a nod of sage agreement, then settled himself to eat his breakfast in silence. Fletcher’s headache was more a result of his drinking the night before than of anything else, but Ronan would allow Fletcher his self-deception if it made him feel better.  
 
    As he ate his breakfast, he observed the man discreetly. After not very long, he understood that the thing most likely to make Fletcher feel better about himself was the weak ale he was drinking.  
 
    Once Fletcher had put away most of his breakfast and was halfway down his third mug, he became much more communicative. He sat back with a self-satisfied sigh and looked at Ronan quizzically.  
 
    “You all right, young fellow?” he said. “You’re awfully quiet.”  
 
    “Your headache,” Ronan explained, smiling. “I didn’t want to make it worse.”  
 
    “Oh, that seems to have cleared up now,” Fletcher smiled. “The truth is, Ronan, that I've got a little bit of bad news.”  
 
    “Oh?” Ronan said. “Nothing bad has happened, I hope?”  
 
    “Well, no,” Fletcher said, looking uncomfortable, “but the fact is that I’m not going to need your services anymore. I’ll pay your fee, of course,” he added hastily, “but I found a buyer for my goods here in Eila, and so I’ll not be carrying on to Ghennet. I’ll be heading back south straight away, back to Twin Mountain. As you know, I’m sure, the dangerous part of the journey from Twin Mountain to Ghennet is after Eila, and I’ll be perfectly safe on my own on the road back.”  
 
    Ronan attempted to look crestfallen, but in truth it was the best news he could have received. Without the hindrance of Fletcher being with them, he and his friends could make quicker progress through the mountains, and be more flexible to deal with unexpected situations.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you got your goods sold, I suppose,” he said. “I guess my friends and I will be able to find some more work up in Ghennet if we go that far.”  
 
    “You might not have to go so far as that for work,” Fletcher said, leaning conspiratorially across the table. The man’s breath smelled of ale, and at this distance, Ronan could see that he had not shaved recently. He discreetly leaned out of line of Fletcher’s breath, while keeping a careful look of polite interest on his face.  
 
    “You see,” Fletcher continued, as if he was imparting a great secret, “there may be work for you in this town. I got into a bit of a talk with someone last night while I was having a glass of ale in the common room, and he was asking a lot of questions about you and your companions.”  
 
    “Really?” Ronan said, feigning interest. “Who was he?”  
 
    “Oh, a most respectable fellow,” Fletcher said, pleased at Ronan’s interest. “The Keeper of the Temple up on the hill, and a good devotee of the god Mala. He’s new to the town, you know, and the old priest ran out of the place in disgrace. The people aren’t very happy with him in the town, and I think that he was asking about you and your friends because he might want some protection. Not very civilized folks in these little towns, you know.”  
 
    A couple of locals who were also sitting in the common room nearby threw Fletcher a dirty look at that, then looked away. Ronan kept his smile fixed on his face.  
 
    “The only thing about it is that I can’t remember the fellow’s name,” Fletcher said. “Quiet looking chap in a blue robe. What was his name again…Cavell? Fatbell? Lafwell? Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter. You’ll find him at the temple on the hill just outside of town.”  
 
    Ronan stood and shook Fletcher by the hand. “Thanks for the tip,” he said. “I’ll certainly look into that opportunity if I get the chance. Good luck on your onward journey, Fletcher.”  
 
    He turned and walked out of the common room, working hard to keep his posture loose and not to hurry.  
 
    Cadfael. The Silent Brother in charge of the hilltop temple had been asking about them. In his mind, Ronan ran through all his interactions with the merchant Fletcher between now and having met him in Twin Mountain. What could he have told the Silent Brother? Was there anything in their interactions that would tip Cadfael off as to their true identity? 
 
    He thought not. After all, Fletcher was a bit of an oaf, and seemed a fairly unobservant man. Ronan guessed Cadfael would not have gotten much out of the merchant through fishing for information from him.  
 
    The others were awake when Ronan climbed up into the loft. Quickly, he unwrapped the food he’d picked up from the common room of the inn. There was some bread and cheese, some dried fruits, some cured meat, and a boiled egg each.  
 
    “Eat up quickly, my friends,” Ronan said. “Brother Cadfael has been asking after us, fishing for information from Fletcher. I do not think the drunkard will have told him anything useful to him, but it tells me that Cadfael may have some reason to suspect that we are more than we seem.”  
 
    “He may have some strange magic that allows him to find things out about us,” Diana mused. “The Silent Brothers have created strange powers for themselves, and we cannot know what their abilities may be.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Eric said. “The possibility that the Silent Brothers have hidden powers that we do not know about is the biggest risk in this whole venture, in my opinion.”  
 
    “I’d say it’s a certainty, not a possibility,” Ronan said grimly, “but this is what we have so long trained for. We are adaptable, and we have our own powers which the Silent Brothers likely do not know about. We can communicate our thoughts to one another, and we all have the power to heal ourselves if we’re wounded. With our assassin’s training, we will be more than a match for the Silent Brothers and the Crimson Knights. We’ll get the last dragon egg, and avenge the victims of the brotherhood at the same time.”  
 
    “You can read each other’s thoughts?” Tanya broke in quietly.  
 
    Ronan looked at her. “We’re trusting you as one of our party to tell you so, but yes, we can. By the grace of the Night God, we have several powers that may seem strange to other folk.”  
 
    “I won’t betray your secret,” Tanya said with a smile. “But I wish I had such a power. When I was young, I dreamed of having friends who I could communicate with silently.”  
 
    They got on the road that very morning. After a short debate, they agreed to keep their characters as mercenary soldiers for hire, on the way to Ghennet to find work. They would be less likely that way to be waylaid by bandits, and it was a convenient and believable disguise.  
 
    Carrying their dragon eggs, Ronan, Diana, and Eric, with Tanya at their side, set a swift pace out of Eila and hit the north road that led to Ghennet.  
 
    The surrounding landscape changed quickly once they got out of the village. For most of their journey they had been walking through rolling fields and past low, wooded hills, but now the road climbed steeply and the mountains on either side rose up in mighty vistas of craggy cliffs and high, inaccessible peaks.  
 
    The road continued to follow the line of the Round River, which cut a deep valley through this high, mountainous country. At first, they were on the same level as the water, but as the day wore on the road climbed up and away, leaving the river flowing fast and deep at the base of two huge cliffs.  
 
    Their road clung to the top of the right-hand cliff. The water was on their left, churning along at the base of a cliff two hundred feet below. On their right, to the east, an expanse of broken rock and tufted grass climbed steeply upward, the foothills of the huge mountains.  
 
    “This is the great border range,” Tanya said, gesturing around at the mountains on every side of them. “The Round River runs alongside the road the whole way. Nobody has ever settled here, because the terrain is so unforgiving, but bandits have long made their bases here. They come from Ghennet in the north, or from the lands around Twin Mountain in the south, or even from further afield than that. They are fierce, and prey on vulnerable travelers, and yet the demand for goods between north and south is such that merchants still risk the roads on a regular basis. Mostly, they bring guards with them, and these days the bandits mostly leave the merchants alone if they have a strong company of guards with them.”  
 
    “What do the bandits do, then, if the merchants are all protected?” Diana asked.  
 
    Tanya shrugged. “They undertake raids, sometimes against each other, sometimes against the small towns on the edges of the mountains, or sometimes they go into the border towns in Ghennet to raid storehouses or hold up trading caravans where people expect less danger. But the mountains are a refuge for them. The mountain range is huge, and there are countless caves and secret places to hide in. An outlaw who makes it to these mountains cannot be tracked or traced—it’s not worth the while for the authorities to do so.”  
 
    “You think we’ll see any sign of bandits on the road?” Eric asked, sounding hopeful. Ronan suspected that Eric would relish a fight, but for his own part Ronan would be just as glad to pass quickly though the mountains without trouble or delay.  
 
    “I think it unlikely,” Tanya said, “though I don’t doubt that they’ll be aware of us. Since we have no goods with us, no carts or anything like that, then we will probably be safe from attack. They might suspect we are soldiers who have been commissioned to move some small, valuable item through the mountains, and attack us because of that, but it’s more likely they will think us not worth their while and leave us alone.”  
 
    “If only they knew,” Ronan said wryly, patting the pack on his back that contained the dragon egg. 
 
    They walked without incident that first day, covering a good stretch of distance despite the steadily climbing terrain. On the second day, the road became narrower, and it passed through a number of small, tight spaces between high spurs of rock. They kept their hands on the hilts of their swords through these, since they were excellent places for an ambush, but they were not attacked. Toward evening of the second day, the road widened again and found its way back to the cliff overhanging the river. The water was now far below, and they could barely hear it as it splashed and gurgled in its stony bed at the bottom of the cliff.  
 
    On the third day, they found traces of their quarry. 
 
    “What’s this?” Diana said as she crouched by the roadside, her hand held out over the remains of a fire that had been concealed behind a jutting rock.  
 
    The others hurried over.  
 
    “Two men have camped here,” Diana said, looking at the footprints in the soft earth by the fire. She pointed. “See, that flattened patch is where they took turns sleeping, while the man on watch would have sat here, with his back to the fire so as not to blind his eyes to the dark.”  
 
    “We can’t be sure it was our two men,” Tanya commented, shaking her head.  
 
    Ronan crouched beside the fire. With the tip of his dagger, he carefully scraped away the top layer of ashes. He held his palm out over the layer below, feeling the warmth from it rising up to his palm.  
 
    “This has been doused within the last six hours, judging from the remaining heat,” he said, then glanced up at the sun. “It’s about six hours since daybreak. Whoever made this fire, they broke camp and left this place at dawn. We’ve passed no one on the road so far, so whoever it was must have gone north rather than south.”  
 
    “Not bandits?” Eric asked.  
 
    Tanya shook her head. “The bandits don’t travel in pairs like that, and they rarely use the road. They have their own secret ways through the mountains, and they generally travel in groups of at least four or five. I think it very unlikely that bandits would have left these traces.”  
 
    “Look here,” Ronan said. He’d moved a little away from the fire and was carefully examining the ground by the rock where the man on watch would have sat.  
 
    “What is it?” Eric asked.  
 
    Ronan pointed at the ground. “There’s a faint line of metal shavings and stone dust in the mud here,” he said. “I think whoever was watching sharpened his blade here. And it’s a long sword,” he added. “See how long the line is? That must be the length of his stroke to run his stone right along the length of the blade. Crimson Knights in my vision had swords like that, very long, broad, and straight.”  
 
    Eric shivered, and he looked afar, up at the high peaks of the mountains that glowed in the early afternoon sun. “I well remember those swords,” he said quietly.  
 
    Ronan straightened. “Come on then, my friend” he said, clapping Eric on the shoulder and recalling his mind to the present. “Let’s get on their track. They’re less than half a day’s march ahead of us, and in their heavy armor they’ll be going slower than us. At this rate, we may even catch them tonight.”  
 
    Late that afternoon, they reached the spot that Tanya said marked the highest elevation of the mountain road. There was a tall, blueish standing stone there, and travelers could leave a small offering at the stone for luck.  
 
    There were an assortment of coins, dried flowers, and little pieces of food laid out around the stone. Ronan and his companions all laid something at the stone—a bronze coin from Ronan, a white pebble she’d picked up on the waterfront at Stern Island from Diana, a little wreath of dried grass that he had made at their last camp from Eric. Tanya placed a scrap of bread from her supplies.  
 
    As she rose, Ronan looked closer at the charms that lay about the stone. He saw something that caught his eye, and leaned closer.  
 
    “Here’s a clue,” he said, reaching down to pick up a gleaming object that lay on top of some old dried flowers.  
 
    “Don’t pick it up!” Tanya said urgently, reaching out to take his arm and stop him. He looked at her in surprise.  
 
    “It’s very bad luck to mess with the tokens that other travelers have left, no matter who they were.”  
 
    Ronan nodded slowly and withdrew his hand, contenting himself with leaning down to peer at the little silver disk. The others came over to look as well.  
 
    “It’s a silver Ghen, a Ghennetian coin of pretty low value,” Diana said. “But look at the symbol that’s been scratched into it.”  
 
    Ronan nodded. “It’s the circle in the triangle, the symbol of the Silent Brotherhood,” he said.  
 
    “Our enemies have been here,” Eric said, “and they’ve laid this token here very recently. Look how fresh the scratches in the silver are. It’s not been here a day.”  
 
    “We’re close on their heels,” Ronan said.  
 
    They walked until nightfall, pacing themselves so they did not get tired out, but still keeping a brisk march in the hope of gaining on their enemy. When the sun went down and the dusk took the mountains, they stopped for a quick bite to eat and a consultation as to what best to do next.  
 
    Tanya was showing herself a hardy and strong walker. Ronan had silently wondered if she would be able to keep up with himself and the other two assassins, since she did not have the advantage of enhanced strength and stamina that came from the shadow clothing the assassins wore under their armor. But she marched all day without complaint, and without any sign of fatigue or pain that Ronan could see.  
 
    The only difference was that when they sat down for a break in the dusk, she gave a satisfied groan as she stretched out her legs. The others sat down smoothly and silently, crossing their legs, their backs straight. Tanya gave them a look and grinned. “You folks don’t tire easily, do you?” she said, shaking her head. “What I wouldn’t give for some of what keeps you going.”  
 
    Diana laughed. “We’ve trained hard to earn the powers that we have,” she said. “But you have trained hard in different skills. If it comes to a head to head sword fight, we’ll need your skills more than you need ours.”  
 
    Tanya smiled and bowed her head in acknowledgement at the compliment.  
 
    They ate some bread and cheese, drank some water, and discussed what to do next.  
 
    “They will stop for a rest again tonight,” Ronan said. “If we keep going, we will increase our lead on them much faster than we have during the day.” He glanced up. “It’s going to be a clear night and the moon is nearly full. This could be our chance to catch up with them.”  
 
    “I’m game to try,” Tanya said immediately. “I may not quite have the stamina and endurance of the Night Guild, but I’m no slouch.”  
 
    The others agreed that they should press on, so after resting for an hour they got up and moved off, following the road in the growing gloom of the mountain night.  
 
    As Ronan had predicted, the moon cast plenty of light to see by once it got up over the edge of the mountains, and they made good progress along the road. Their way was wide and straight, and since the blue stone that marked the highest point, the road had sloped gently downward most of the way.  
 
    All was quiet. The assassins walked silently, and even Tanya’s footfalls could barely be heard.  
 
    After about five hours of steady walking, the moon had sailed across the heavens and was coming down toward the horizon, but the first light of dawn had not yet begun to lighten the sky. It was Eric who spotted the light first, and he held a hand up silently to warn the others to stop.  
 
    Everyone froze, and then they all saw what Eric had seen—a pale, flickering light on rock, shining out of a crevice in the cliff on the right hand side of the road.  
 
    They had caught up with their quarry.  
 
    The three assassins drew together quickly and Tanya huddled with them. In hushed whispers, they discussed what they should do.  
 
    “If we sneak up on them and surround the crevice of the rock that they’re sheltering in, then we can take them unawares,” Ronan said. “We want to hit them as hard and as fast we can. We stun them or kill them, take the dragon egg, then leave.”  
 
    “It’s not the way I would do it,” Tanya said. “The fighter’s guild trained me in head to head fighting, not sneak attacks, but if you three lead the sneaky work I’ll hang back, ready to step in and use my sword skills if it becomes needed.”  
 
    “Good,” Ronan agreed. “We want to avoid a prolonged fight if we can. We don’t want to attract the attention of bandits.”  
 
    As it happened, their plan fell apart almost as soon as they’d made it.  
 
    They were sneaking down the road toward the light, their blades in their hands and flash bombs at the ready, when a sudden blood-curdling battle cry split the air and a crowd of shadowy figures appeared from the rocks around the light that showed where the Crimon Knights were camped.  
 
    Ronan and his friends froze, watching this unexpected development in surprise and horror. There were many shadowed figures who appeared, some mounted but most on foot. It was hard to tell exactly how many there were, but Ronan would have guessed at least thirty.  
 
    The shadowy figures made an appalling amount of noise, screeching and howling like a pack of wild animals. The mounted ones were riding small, sturdy mountain ponies, and they came up behind, pushing at the back of the crowd. The footsoldiers charged into the narrow place where the Crimson Knights were camped, and a moment later Ronan and his friends could hear the screeching and clattering of metal on metal as the newcomers fought blade to blade with the knights.  
 
    The fire was kicked up and sparks flew up in the air, showering the night sky with their lurid glare. The light flashed up and reflected off the rock face, and the shadows of fighting men could be seen moving against the cliff. The shadows wavered, cast by the blazing fire.  
 
    The bandits’ battlecries echoed off the rocks, and the scream of a wounded man sounded out from among the tumult. A sudden blast of red light glowed out from the crack, different from the light of the fire, and Ronan knew that it was the light of Mala’s magic, the terrible assistance given by the deity to his followers in their time of need.  
 
    But the bandits had gods and magic too. Blue lightning crackled out and Ronan saw a wizened figure outlined against the darkness, small and twisted as a goblin, but radiating elemental power.  
 
    “They have an elemental shaman,” Tanya whispered, “and the Crimson Knights seem to have some magic of their own. What do we do?”  
 
    “We have to wait and see what happens here,” Ronan said with a shake of the head. “There are too many of these bandits for us to take on.” He backed up the road silently, the others following. They went off the center of the road and concealed themselves in the shadows by the rocks at the side of the road.   
 
    “That’s far enough,” Ronan said. “We will stop here and wait. I don’t want to get involved with this fight directly, but I want to see what’s happening, and I want to see where they go. We need to keep our focus on gaining the dragon egg.”  
 
    From the chaos of moving figures and flashing lights on the road below there came suddenly the roar of a voice. The cry was full of pain and frustration, and it was met with jeering cries of victory from the bandits. The companions glanced at each other, but remained silent.  
 
    Suddenly, from the tumult, there came a single shrill voice raised in command.  
 
    “Take the prisoner back to the base!” it shrieked, “and despoil the body of the one we have killed. We will wear his armor and wield his sword, eat his supplies and spend his gold!”  
 
    The bandits cheered again, and in the light of the still-burning fire that shone out from the crack in the rocks where the Crimson Knights had camped, the companions saw a single tall figure, his back straight and his head held high, being hustled out onto the road by a crowd of smaller people.  
 
    “They’ve killed one of the knights,” Diana said in a whisper, “and taken the other one prisoner. They’re taking him away. They must have gotten the dragon egg!”  
 
    Even as the three assassins watched, the tall figure of the knight was forced to climb onto the back of one of the mountain ponies that the bandits used. Then there was a loud whoosh and a cloud of steam, and an acrid smell. The fire had been doused. The clop of hooves filled the air as the whole crowd set off at a gallop down the road, away from where Ronan and his friends stood.  
 
    “Come,” Ronan said. “We must follow at once, but be wary. They may have left scouts or guards here on watch. Keep your hands by your blades and be ready to fight.”  
 
    They ran silently down the stretch of road between them and the scene of the battle. By the light of the moon, they saw a scene of slaughter. 
 
    The bandits had taken the Crimson Knights at unawares, and yet the two knights had put up a hard fight and four bandits lay dead on the ground around the entrance of the little space where they had camped.  
 
    One of the knights, a tall, strong man with a tattoo of the Silent Brotherhood symbol on his chest, lay dead on the ground, pierced with arrows. The bandits had looted his armor and his sword, and he lay on the ground in nothing but his white undershirt and breeches, now all stained with blood.  
 
    The bandits were small, narrow-faced, greasy-haired, with crooked noses and teeth. “These look more like goblins out of the old tales than men,” Eric commented.  
 
    “True goblins have not been seen in the world for many years,” Diana said, “but I agree that these men look like their descendants.”  
 
    There was nothing much to read in the little campsite. There was no sign of the dragon egg, and the bandits had left nothing valuable on either the dead knight or their fallen comrades.  
 
    Ronan shook his head and Eric slapped a fist into his palm in frustration. “We have to follow them, and fast,” he said.  
 
    “But hunting bandits through the mountains will be no easy feat,” Tanya added.  
 
    “Even so,” Ronan declared, “we will do it, and we will succeed. We must retrieve the dragon egg from the bandits, whatever it takes.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Tanya said, nudging Ronan’s arm and pointing upward. Ronan and the others all looked.  
 
    “Ghosts,” Ronan said. “It’s interesting that you can see them now. It must be the influence of our presence that means you can see them.”  
 
    Floating weightlessly by the cliff face above where Ronan and his companions stood were five figures that wavered like images in the heat of a candle flame against the moonlit rock.  
 
    Ronan took a deep, calming breath in through his nose and reached toward them with his mind, giving them the opportunity to communicate with him.  
 
    From the bandits, he heard only a chaotic stream of jabbering thoughts, unclear and unreadable. These were ghosts of a kind who would not last long, the ghosts of people who had little to no understanding of the world around them. They fought, they killed, they ate, they slept, and now they had died. Soon, they would disperse into the other realm.  
 
    But the fifth ghost was another matter. It hovered a little way away, aloof from the others, and it gazed down at Ronan with a strange, considering expression. 
 
    “The ghost of the Crimson Knight!” Diana whispered.  
 
    Crimson Knight, Ronan thought, can you hear me? 
 
    I know you, the Crimson Knight’s ghost replied scornfully. I know your purpose. You would foil our plans and take the dragon egg for yourselves.  
 
    He floated down toward them until he hung just above them, his ghostly boots hanging about four feet from the ground.  
 
    I will seek my brother and help him to fulfill his mission. You will get no help from me, you assassins of the Night Guild. You worship at the altar of a false god. By Mala, I will have my vengeance upon you, and I will see that the Silent Brotherhood succeeds! 
 
    Suddenly, there was a red flash of light in the little space. The three assassins recognized it immediately—it was the same light that had flooded the ship’s cabin when they had been fighting with the Silent Brotherhood assassins back in the harbor at Port Fero.  
 
    It was the red light of Mala.  
 
    The ghost was illuminated with the red light. In a moment, it turned him from a whitish, semi-translucent figure into a terrifying, glowing red apparition. He threw back his head and laughed, and the terrible noise reached beyond the psychic realm, echoing off the walls of the cliff around them as the ghost grew in size and solidity. 
 
    “Mala gives me the power to oppose you, foul Night Guild servants of the Night God!” the ghost cried in a voice that could be heard with the ears and not just the mind.  
 
    He glowed brighter and brighter, and as he did so, he became more solid. He ceased to float, sinking to the ground and taking on a battle stance. Red armor shimmered over his ghostly body, appearing over the white Silent Brotherhood robes that had been all he had been wearing.  
 
    In his hand, a long blade suddenly blossomed into life like a flame running greedily along dry tinder. It burned like fire, saturated with the evil red light of Mala.  
 
    “What is happening?” Tanya asked in a frightened voice. “How can this ghost take solid form again?” 
 
    “We are up against a god now,” Ronan said, backing away. “The Crimson Knights follow Mala, and he has given his power to this ghost to take solid form again to fight us.”  
 
    “How can we kill a ghost?” Diana groaned, backing away toward the gap in the rock that led back to the road.  
 
    “This is no good,” Eric said. He was shaking his head from side to side, and his hands were raised in denial of what he was seeing. Tanya was beside him, her hand on his arm, and the three of them were moving slowly but steadily away from the red ghost.  
 
    For a moment, Ronan did not understand what was going on. Then, as he stood there he felt what his friends were feeling. A sudden blind terror crept up his spine and made his skin crawl and the hair on the back of his neck stand on end.  
 
    A moment before, he had been ready to stand and fight. Now, all he wanted to do was run.  
 
    He fought with himself for a moment, finding that his feet had given ground, following his friends back toward the exit. The terrible red ghost brandished the flaming sword of Mala and laughed maniacally as the assassins backed off.  
 
    For a moment, Ronan was swamped with terror.  
 
    Then the Night God took a hand.  
 
    “I have not forgotten you,” a voice suddenly boomed in the little rocky space. The voice was full of outrage and anger. It was as deep as the night, and it boomed like thunder in the tiny space.  
 
    “I have not forgotten you, so do not forget me!”  it urged. For a moment, Ronan thought he saw a black figure, dark as the shadows, looming up over the cliff to his right.  
 
    “What are we doing?” he cried to his friends. “We are not cowards, to be cowed by the trickery of some traitor god! Stand! Stand and fight! By the Night God, we have the power to defeat this specter of Mala!” 
 
    Suddenly, the whole small space was filled with moving shadows. Ronan felt as if a crowd of shadow figures were with them, reaching out to urge them forward, or crying out encouragement in their strange, distant voices.  
 
    A surge of power filled Ronan’s chest, and all of his training came back to him in a rush.  
 
    “By the Night God!” he cried, leaping forward. He reached for his dagger, but suddenly he felt tingling in his hands, and instead of going for his knife, he found himself pushing shadow out through his palms. The shadow blade, the weapon of the Night God, was suddenly in his hand, and it was not a dagger, but a long sword. 
 
    “Behold the power and strength of the shadow,” the voice of the Night God boomed. “Let it guide you and grant you victory through this fight! Forget not your adherence, forget not your oaths, forget not that you are the magic the Night God weaves upon the world.” 
 
    Then the sense of immense power passed, and Ronan found himself no longer afraid. The power of the shadows boiled through his body and his mind like water surging from a broken dam.  
 
    “Down with the corruption of Mala’s power!” he roared. “Purify the corrupt with the power of shadows!”  
 
    He leaped forward and brought his blade down in a crushing blow against the red fire of the ghost’s sword. A flash of sparks and flame blazed out from where the blades touched, and the ghost gave back a few steps, cursing Ronan in a language that he did not know.  
 
    Ronan stepped in again, driving the ghost back with a flurry of blows from his blade.  
 
    In a quiet space in the back of his mind, something  about this all seemed strange to him. He did not know how to fight like this. Yes, the Night Guild members were taught how to use a sword, and in a pinch they could fight their way out of a stand up blade-to-blade encounter, but their focus was always supposed to be on extracting themselves from the situation as quickly as possible.  
 
    Ronan found himself fighting like a man who had been trained for years in a Fighter Guild. He thrust and parried, raining down blows upon the ghost of the Crimson Knight, driving him back into the corner of the cliff. 
 
    Then, something caught his eye. A figure darted in from his right, a small figure, moving so stealthily that Ronan could barely see it. Who was it? Not Eric or Diana, he was sure of that. 
 
    Tanya?  
 
    The figure was small and lean, her hair tied tight up against the back of her head. She was cloaked in shadow, and a powerful stealth field wreathed about her.  
 
    There was something in her hand—not a dagger, no, something shiny that glowed bright orange as she ducked in under his guard and slammed it into the center of the ghost’s chest.  
 
    The stealth field around the figure suddenly shimmered and dissipated. It was Tanya! Shadows trailed from her fingertips and gathered around her head and shoulders like smoke. As she held the glowing orange object against the Crimson Knight ghost’s chest with her right hand, she grabbed the ghost’s sword wrist with her left hand and kicked out the ghost’s legs from under him with one expert sweep of her foot.  
 
    It was a move worthy of the most supple and well-trained Night Guild assassin, a sneaky and well-executed attack that immobilized the ghost with minimum physical effort.  
 
    As the ghost crashed to the ground, the orange object that Tanya was holding to its chest glowed blindingly bright, and the ghost himself began to disappear. It was as if he was being sucked into Tanya’s hand, and in that instant Ronan understood what the object was that Tanya was holding.  
 
    “A crystal!” he exclaimed. “One of the crystals that we can trap ghosts in! How did you get it?”  
 
    There was a hiss and a sharp click, like the turning of a key in a lock, and the ghost was gone. The red light that had filled the small space around them was suddenly gone, and Ronan felt the chaos of shadows that had swirled around him dissipate as well.  
 
    Eric and Diana moved up to stand behind him, and Tanya stood in front of him, holding up the crystal in her hand with a bewildered expression on her face.  
 
    “I don’t know quite what just happened,” she said in a quiet voice. “The Night God, he spoke to me directly. He gave me his power, and joined me to you three in a way that I don’t fully understand. I felt my power flow to you, Ronan, and the power of all three of you flow to me. I was joined with you suddenly, and in that moment I had all the training and instincts of a trained Night Guild assassin.”  
 
    In that moment, Ronan understood. “And I,” he said, “was filled with the power and skill of a trained Fighter Guild member. I have never fought like that before with a long sword, and I was never trained in how to do so. I was trained to end the fight and get out, not to attack. Even as I fought the ghost, I was aware that what I was doing was out of character and did not come from my training.”  
 
    “The Night God joined us and gave all of us the benefit of each other’s training,” Diana said in wonder. “I have never heard of such a thing happening.”  
 
    “The power of the Night God is immense, and its limits, if indeed there are any, are not known by us,” Eric said reverentially. 
 
    “I felt him,” Tanya said, in an awestruck voice. “I felt his presence and his power in a way that I had never felt the power of the god of Daeron’s Fighter’s Guild. He spoke to me. He…he gave me this.”  
 
    She held up in her hand the glowing orange crystal that she had used to trap the ghost and end the fight. The crystal pulsed regularly with light, the bright orange of the stone fighting with a deep angry red like a condensed version of the red light of Mala. Anger and the desire for revenge emanated from the stone in a terrible cacophony of psychic energy, but the spirit within was trapped and there was nothing it could do.  
 
    “Keep that stone, Tanya,” Ronan said. “I have never heard of anything like this happening before, and yet there is no doubt that the Night God has taken a liking to you and has granted you his power.”  
 
    “And it would seem to me,” Tanya added with a smile, “that he has granted my training to you also, though how that is possible, I do not know.”  
 
    “Perhaps some alliance between Valandrus, the God of Daeron’s Fighter’s Guild, and the Night God?” Diana suggested. “It does not seem too far-fetched to me that two gods of the Twelve Isles should unite to help us against the adherents of Mala, a foreign god.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Tanya said quietly. “I did not feel any trace of the presence of Valandrus, or anyone else besides the Night God.”  
 
    “Whatever the cause, we should be grateful for the result and use the opportunity that has been presented to us without delay,” Eric said. “Let’s quickly offer a prayer of thanks to both Valandrus and to the Night God, and then plan our next step.”  
 
    They all agreed to this, and the three assassins took out their Night God talismans and held them in their hands as they knelt in a line facing the entrance to the little grotto in which they had fought. Tanya, copying them, knelt beside them, and she laid her sword on the ground before her.  
 
    Without thinking about what they were going to do, the three assassins immediately slipped into the habit of praying silently, their minds merging in that telepathic thought transfer space that they shared. Eric began the chanted prayer of thanks to the Night God.  
 
    Suddenly, and with rising excitement, Ronan became aware that Tanya was with them in their thought transfer joining. He felt Eric and Diana becoming aware of the fact at the same time as he did. Tanya’s thoughts, both unfamiliar and recognizable at the same time, joined them in the chanted prayer of thanks. Then, when the prayer to the Night God ended, Tanya’s voice became the leader, beginning a similarly chanted prayer of thanks to Valandrus.  
 
    To their surprise and increasing wonder, Ronan and his friends found that they knew the words to the chanted prayer just as well as Tanya did, despite the fact that they had never said the words before. As they prayed together, they felt the power of both gods flowing between them. The stealth powers and shadow magic of the Night God flowed from the three assassins to Tanya, shared between them as easily as they were now sharing their thoughts.  
 
    Likewise, the training that she had undertaken was flowing to the Night Guild assassins. As they knelt together on the rocky ground, Ronan felt a deep understanding of the art of the long sword, the shield, and the battle ax flowing from Tanya to himself. The tricks of footwork, the blocks and parries, the art of using the shield to its full effect, even the techniques of breathing that a fighter used to conserve energy and keep himself from getting lost in the red mist of battle; it overflowed into his consciousness, into his soul, into his body and ready for use. 
 
    When, a few minutes later, the four of them stood and looked at each other in amazement, it was as if they had been reborn as people who they had not been before. No guild member, once trained, could ever go and train at a different guild. The dedication to the mastery of one craft and the powers and secrets given by the gods of one guild was unquestionable within the Twelve Isles. One might pursue other interests in a light way, and even receive some guidance or simple training from an advanced member of another guild, but one never joined another guild or truly learned to master its secrets.  
 
    So now, the four companions looked at each other and saw something they had never even imagined before—they saw a group of people who had a level of mastery in the skills of two completely different guilds.  
 
    For a moment, Ronan felt again the presence of the Night God, and then he felt something else. A similar presence, less powerful and fearful, less present, but still there, still tangible. This figure was smaller, brighter, and more mischievous than the Night God. It looked at them all with complete satisfaction radiating outward from every facet of its being.  
 
    “Valandrus,” Tanya whispered. They all felt the flow of acknowledgement. Valandrus, the guiding and protecting deity of Daeron’s Fighter Guild, where Tanya had been trained, was with them, and approved of their transformation.  
 
    “We have stepped into new territory, my friends,” Ronan said, smiling. “Four Twelve Isles guild members trained in the arts of two separate guilds, and under the protection of both their gods. This must surely be a good omen for our mission.”  
 
    The others agreed. “But now,” Ronan continued, “we have to use this opportunity that has been given to us. Let’s make a plan. The dragon egg is not here in the grotto where the knight camped, so we must assume that the bandits have taken the egg after the battle. Either the knight that they captured still has it on him or—as seems more likely—the bandits have taken it as plunder when they took his armor and the rest of his gear.”  
 
    “We must track the bandits down and regain the egg,” Diana said. “But how?”  
 
    “Tanya,” Eric said, “your Fighter Guild training has passed to me, but your knowledge of the mountains has not. You know about these bandits. How can we track them to their lair?”  
 
    “It’s a hard thing to do,” Tanya said, shaking her head. “This is the whole reason they hide out in the mountains, because it’s near impossible to hunt them down. The whole place is riddled with caves and hidden passes, and bandits who flee to these mountains are basically safe from anyone who comes after them.”  
 
    “Be that as it may, we have to try,” Ronan said. “I’m not willing to leave the dragon egg in the hands of the bandits if we can help it.”  
 
    In the end, they decided that their only option was to follow the bandits down the road in the direction that they had fled, and look for some place they could have left the path.  
 
    “After all,” Eric reasoned, “with those mountain ponies and so many men, they must have left some trail to follow.”  
 
    They left the grotto, moving quickly but silently and carefully down the track in the direction that the bandits had gone. There were indeed a significant number of signs of their passage—the mountain ponies had left dung on the ground and hoof prints in the bits of soft mud that gathered at the edges of the path, and the bandits had left traces of their own. At one point, Ronan found a broken shoe that had been cast aside, the leather sole split down the middle, its owner obviously considering it unfixable.  
 
    A little further on, there was a burst waterskin, and a little after that Diana picked up the rock-hard crust of some travel bread that had been flung aside and had caught in an overhanging fern. They followed the trail for some miles, the road descending steadily and the mountains growing higher on either side.  
 
    The river was still on their left, and the chasm in which it lay grew shallower and the water grew closer as they descended.  
 
    They had been on the trail for nearly three hours when Eric stopped. “Here,” he said, “look at this. I don’t understand it.”  
 
    They all hurried forward and looked. The path had broadened here, and a dripping of water had created a soft patch of muddy earth about a yard across that covered the entire path.  
 
    “The road on either side of this mud is as hard as iron and would take no trace,” Eric said, “but this bit of mud here is pristine. There’s no sign of anybody having passed it, still less a great company of mounted warriors.”  
 
    “But the cliff wall has been a sheer climb on the right and a sheer drop on the left to the river ever since we started tracking them,” Diana protested. “It’s impossible that they have left the road without us noticing.”  
 
    “Where is the last place we definitely saw their tracks?” Ronan asked.  
 
    “Not far back,” Tanya said thoughtfully. She turned and pointed back up the road. “Just there, around that bend.”  
 
    “Let’s go back there and look again,” Ronan suggested.  
 
    Eric and Diana stayed on guard, while Ronan and Tanya walked back along the trail to the corner where they had last seen the bandit tracks.  
 
    “Here,” Tanya said, crouching and pointing to a spot where mud covered part of a wider spot in the road. “This mud is thick with tracks of the mountain ponies. They have come off the trail somewhere between here and where our friends are keeping watch.”  
 
    “But it doesn’t make any sense,” Ronan said, perplexed. “There is nowhere to be seen that they could’ve left the path.”  
 
    “Then it stands to reason,” Tanya said with a smile, “that they have left the path in some unseen way.”  
 
    Ronan grinned at her. “Spoken like a true graduate of the Night Guild,” he said. “Come on. Let’s check it out.”  
 
    They walked slowly back down the path together, looking carefully at the walls of the cliff that rose, sheer and featureless, to an unguessable height on their right side. On the left, the cliff was overhung and crumbling, with the river still a hundred and fifty feet below them, churning and frothing around rapids of jagged rocks.  
 
    The bandits could not have gone that way.  
 
    Down the path, they saw Eric and Diana working their way along the road toward them, also examining the cliff wall in great detail. They must have had the same idea as Ronan and Tanya—if the bandits had not left the path by some obvious way, then there must be some kind of hidden entrance in the cliff wall.  
 
    It was Ronan who saw it first. About midway between himself and Eric, there was just the slightest flaw in the blank rock face. He called out to Tanya and jogged forward until he was facing the rock.  
 
    When he was looking straight at it, there was nothing to be seen, but if he moved to put the bit of cliff face on his left, he could see a faint discoloration in the shape of a broad, low rectangle. He tapped it with his knuckle, and was rewarded with a hollow sound.  
 
    “This has to be it,” Diana said excitedly. “How do we get through?”  
 
    “It seems thin,” Ronan said, “just a skin of rock, really. There must be some kind of mechanical system that opens it, but I cannot for the life of me tell how it might work.”  
 
    “Now that we are looking at it,” Eric said thoughtfully, “I remember the shaman that the bandit had. Could it not be that there is some kind of magical way of opening this door? Some magical password or spell that they use, much like we open our entrances to the Night Guild?”  
 
    “That makes the most sense,” Ronan said gloomily. “But if that is the case, then how on earth can we open it?”  
 
    “There’s only one way I can think of,” Diana said, rummaging in her equipment belt. “It’s crude, but it’s effective.”  
 
    She pulled from her pouch two of the small explosive devices, like the one that Ronan had used to sink the pirate ship. “I have only these two left, but I think they will be powerful enough to blast a hole in this wall.”  
 
    “I have two as well,” Eric said. 
 
    “And I have one,” Ronan added.  
 
    Diana shook her head. “Save yours,” she said. “We may need such things later. My two will be enough.”  
 
    They all agreed that this was the best plan they could think of at short notice. It was crude, and it would not be stealthy, but it would get them through the wall and on the path of the dragon egg, and that was what mattered.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” Ronan said. 
 
    Eric and Tanya stepped back as Ronan and Diana pushed the spikes of the explosive devices into the tiny crack that marked the edge of the thin stone doorway. They looked at each other, nodded, then placed their hands over the devices. Silently, they muttered the prayer to the Night God that would activate the explosives, then stepped hurriedly back.  
 
    Tanya’s sword was in her hand as she crouched next to Ronan, a few yards up the path away from the blast radius. Ten slow seconds passed, and then with a thunderous boom that rent the early morning mountain silence asunder, the two devices exploded at almost exactly the same time.  
 
    Two flashes of white flame accompanied by clouds of black smoke erupted from the stone doorway, and shards of rock went flying in every direction. The four companions covered their ears instinctively, but as soon as the blasts were over they leapt and ran forward to see the results of the work.  
 
    They had been right. There had only been a thin skin of stone covering the dark entrance to a wide, tall tunnel. There was an acrid smell in the air from the explosives, and black smoke filled the tunnel entrance. The light of early morning flowed in, showing them a darkened tunnel that dropped steeply downward into the heart of the mountain. The floor was damp and muddy, and the fresh tracks of mountain ponies and of men could clearly be seen. 
 
    “This is our road,” Ronan said. “This is where we must go.”  
 
    They waited for a few minutes to see if the noise of the explosion had attracted any attention, but no one came.  
 
    With a glance at each other and a terse nod, the four companions took their weapons in their hands and plunged down into the darkness of the bandits’ lair.  
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkness inside the bandit lair would have been total if it had not been for the daylight streaming in through the blasted entrance portal. Even then, the daylight faded quickly once the four companions got a little ways down the corridor. The three assassins used their enhanced night vision to see with, and Tanya was amazed to find that she also now had this power.  
 
    The Night God had certainly been generous to her. 
 
    The other three felt similarly blessed. The alliance between Valandrus of the Fighter Guild and the Night God had given them a strength and stamina quite different from anything they had been trained into in the Night Guild. As assassins, they had been trained to climb, to run fast, to be limber and swift. But they had not been trained for brute strength that could be used to beat down an opponent's guard during a sword fight. 
 
    Now, they found that they had this strength, but that it did not take away from any of the swiftness and suppleness that they already had. Ronan had not put on any bulk, but he felt that he was as strong as a man twice his size. 
 
    Another major change that he noticed was his relationship to the shadow blade spell. The shadow blade spell allowed him to create a dagger out of condensed shadow, but since the merging with Tanya’s power, the shadow blade spell defaulted to a long sword rather than a dagger.  
 
    As he jogged down the steeply sloping corridor with his friends beside him, Ronan reached out to the shadows that filled the space. The shadows lay thickly in every crack and crevice of the corridor, and to him they were a resource that he could use to power his own magic. He drew upon them, feeling the power flow into him, and feeling that no matter what he was destined to face in the course of this encounter, he was ready to meet it head on. 
 
    “What are you doing there?” Tanya asked quietly. “I can feel you doing something with the shadows, but I can’t quite work out what it is.”  
 
    Quickly, he explained to her, and he was impressed by just how speedily she picked up the new skill. Almost immediately, she had reached out to the shadows and was drawing them in around herself like a cloak. It was not quite a stealth field, more like a cloak of shadow that allowed her to camouflage her form in the darkness.  
 
    “What’s it like for you?” Ronan asked. “You have the powers of the Night Guild, but you do not seem to be completely aware of how to use all the different parts of that power.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tanya replied. “I feel enormous potential at my fingertips, but I do not fully understand what it is capable of. When you explained to me just now, I found that I was able to do it. It was as if I had just forgotten and needed a reminder. But I can tell that there is a huge amount of knowledge and understanding that I need to be ‘reminded’ of in that way before I will be able to use the full wealth of that knowledge.”  
 
    Ronan nodded. He understood. For him, the awareness of Tanya’s training also hovered on the edge of his understanding. He knew that he had strength and skill in battle that he had not possessed before, but there was more—much more—hovering at the edge of his consciousness. He felt out into it and was aware of a deep knowledge of healing potions and strength concoctions. Also, an understanding of the maintenance and repair of weapons and armor was there, but he could not quite access it. 
 
    “I have the feeling,” he said, “that if I were to be put in a situation where I needed to use any of this knowledge, it would be at my fingertips. Now, however, since I am not in that position, the knowledge is not quite activated yet.” 
 
    “I guess this is uncharted territory for all of us,” Tanya said. “And it is a pity that right now there is no time to go deeper into the different branches of knowledge that the gods have seen fit to merge in us.”  
 
    Eric had been listening to the conversation. “Let us hope that when the time comes, we will find the knowledge that we need to use our new powers.”  
 
    It was not long before they were given the opportunity to test this hypothesis. The corridor, which had been straight and broad, suddenly turned a sharp corner and became much narrower. 
 
    This looks like a perfect spot for an ambush, Ronan said, sending the words as a thought to his three companions. We had better be ready. 
 
    The three assassins summoned their shadow blades, and all three manifested as full-sized broadswords rather than the usual assassin's daggers. Ronan felt that there must be a way to choose which manifestation of the shadow blade the user required at any given time, but for now, he was content with the broadsword. After all, the probability was that they were going into a melee, and would have little opportunity to use stealthy assassination techniques. 
 
    Tanya was the only one who did not summon a shadow blade. Ronan did not doubt that she would’ve been able to summon one if she had wanted to, but she already had a longsword of her own. The keen steel of her blade seemed to gleam even in the darkness of the corridor as she held it forward and led the advance.  
 
    They only got a few yards down the corridor when the trap was sprung. 
 
    From all sides, there came a sudden yelling and yammering and a host of small, goblin-like men leapt out from hidden crevices in the rock up ahead. At the same time, there was a grinding of stone on stone, and behind them a hatchway in the ceiling opened, revealing more of the evil faces of the bandits.  
 
    Of the three Night Guild assassins, Eric was the one most accustomed to the idea of battle. His people came from the warlike frozen north. Here, in the land of Norskand, the clans often fought each other for resources, debts of honor, or to resolve ancient blood feuds. They raided each other’s coasts in longships, or fought on the frozen glacial plains that separated one fjord from the other.  
 
    So it was that Eric took most naturally to fighting face-to-face with a broadsword in his hand. For all that, Ronan and Diana quickly found their feet in the situation as well. The Fighter Guild training that had been shared with them through the joining with Tanya kicked in fast, and Ronan found himself wading into the fray with confidence and a thirst for battle that was entirely new to him. 
 
    He swung his blade left and right, the first blow knocking the head off one bandit, and the second expertly parrying the blade of another. Before the bandit could get his sword back up, Ronan barged into him with his shoulder, head-butted him in the nose, and then felled the bandit with a swing of his sword that nearly cut him in two.  
 
    He stepped forward, over the falling bandit, and passed his sword through the throat of a third who was menacing Diana with a long, jagged, curved blade. For her part, Diana had already taken out two bandits, and was now trading blows with a large bandit champion who was dressed in heavy iron armor.  
 
    Eric was roaring out battle challenges in his native language as he stormed through the ranks of the bandits, pressing ahead down the corridor away from Ronan and the others. A battle frenzy had taken control of him, and he was unstoppable. As he swung his blade from left to right, dropping a bandit with every blow, a bright blue light shone out from around him, forming trails of brightness in the path of his bloody sword. 
 
    The bandits from the ceiling hatches had dropped down to the floor and pressed on them from behind, surrounding them. Ronan and his friends, however, followed Eric down the corridor, unwilling to let him get too far away from them. The bandits who had appeared from behind pressed their flanks, blocking their escape if they had chosen to flee back up the corridor.  
 
    They did not. Instead they pressed on, Ronan and Diana fighting back to back as Tanya pushed forward through the press, hacking at the bandits as she tried to get to Eric. 
 
    “What’s happening to him?” she shouted. “He needs to stick together with us. Sticking together as a unit is the most basic premise of Fighter Guild training!”  
 
    “Seems like that bit of training didn’t quite stick for Eric,” Ronan called back with a grim chuckle. “This calls for some Night Guild maneuvers.”  
 
    Gathering shadows around himself to power the magic, he summoned an immensely powerful stealth field. He was rewarded with the sight of the bandits steering around in amazement and horror. To their eyes, he had vanished. 
 
    He directed through the crowd toward Eric, then gathered more shadow and pumped the power out into the shadows in the corridor behind the bandits that were flanking him and his friends.  
 
    Using a similar technique as he had done when he was on the wall of the Temple of Mala in Viam, he infused the shadows with life, giving them the instruction to attack the bandits, then letting the shadows do so in whatever way seemed best to them.  
 
    This time, the shadows did not form into the shapes of people. Instead, they gathered together like a great wave, as if a black wall of water was suddenly filling the corridor in the direction that Ronan and his friends had come from.  
 
    The bandits screeched like goblins as the rolling wave of shadow broke over them. It knocked them flying, sticking to their bodies and forcing them to the ground, then burying them in solid blackness. Their screams were muffled, then went silent. 
 
    This display had distracted the bandits who were fighting Eric, and Tanya and Diana had taken the opportunity to smash their way through the remaining foes and reach Eric’s side.  
 
    “Stick together!” Tanya chided Eric. “You need to stick with us. You’re a member of the team, not a berserker!”  
 
    Eric, who was a good head and shoulders taller than Tanya, looked down at her in surprise and blinked. “Of course,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” she replied with a smile. “But keep your head. Now, let’s see off the rest of these bandits.”  
 
    It did not take much more doing. Ronan, inspired by his success with the wave of shadow, now took a more active hand in the controlling of the shadows. Still powering his stealth field up to the maximum he could possibly achieve, he caused the shadow wave to rise and become a forest of snaking tentacles that rushed down the corridor and attacked the bandits.  
 
    This was the last straw for the remaining bandits. The tentacles grabbed at their legs and arms, pulling them over and knocking the weapons from their hands, then smothering them in blankets of solid shadow. Other tentacles grabbed at their heads and necks, pushing them down and throttling them.  
 
    Eric, who had regained his composure after Tanya’s words, led a coordinated charge against the remaining bandits.  
 
    There were perhaps fifteen left of the initial group of around sixty that had attacked Ronan and his friends, but these fifteen broke and ran in the face of Eric’s charge. Eric shouted in triumph at his victory, while Diana and Tanya clapped each other on the back, grinning at their success.  
 
    Ronan dropped the power that he had been pushing into the shadow tentacles and into his own stealth field, and stepped up to join his friends.  
 
    And then it happened.  
 
    From the darkness behind them, beyond the battlefield that was scattered with the broken bodies of the bandits, a harsh cry of command was heard.  
 
    Ronan and his friends whirled round as they heard the twang of bowstrings and the soft, deadly hiss of arrows cutting through the air. They leapt to the side of the corridor, but as she moved, Tanya tripped over the fallen body of a bandit. She stumbled two steps and then cried out in pain. There was a sickening wet thud and she toppled to the ground.  
 
    A black feathered arrow stuck out of her back. 
 
    “No!” Diana roared, leaping from her own shelter to crouch at Tanya's side. Blood was pouring from Tanya's wound, and a glance showed Ronan that the arrow was no flesh wound. 
 
    Lung shot, he thought, dully. Have to deal with the bandits first.  
 
    “Tanya!” he yelled. “Use the stealth field, like you did back in the grotto against the Crimson Knight. Remember how you did that and use it! Power it with the shadows!”  
 
    It was her only hope. The Night Guild assassins had the ability to heal themselves, even from mortal wounds if the Night God willed it, but the technique was based on the overpowering of stealth magic. A Night Guild assassin who was able to use a stealth field powerfully would find that in doing so, all wounds were healed.  
 
    The assassins had taken years of training to get to that level, however, and Ronan could only hope that Tanya would be able to access that level of experience through the merging that they had been granted.  
 
    “Leave her, Diana!” Ronan called. “It’s her only hope!”  
 
    “Power up your stealth field,” Diana pleaded, then leapt to her feet to join Ronan.  
 
    Another volley of arrows came flying down the corridor toward them. Now, Ronan could see how they had been tricked. The archers had hidden in shadowed alcoves in the wall behind them, waiting for a chance to unleash flying death from behind once Ronan and his friends were far enough away that they could not immediately counter the attack.  
 
    Working on pure instinct, Ronan grabbed shadow from around the corridor and threw up a solid wall of blackness in front of him. The arrows from the volley punctured through the wall of shadow, but it was as if they had punched into a thick wall of woolen fabric. They came through, but they had lost all the velocity and dropped to the ground, harmless. 
 
    “Forward!” Ronan yelled.  
 
    Their newly discovered Fighter Guild instincts took over, and they moved forward as a unit, shielded from the flying arrows by the shadow field that Ronan pushed up ahead of them. The archers cried out in alarm, loosed another volley, and then turned to flee.  
 
    Ronan was not prepared to let that happen.  
 
    He was about to push the shadow field after them, transforming it into tentacles or humanoid attackers, when a sudden wave of dizziness washed over him. 
 
    “Too much,” he gasped. “I’ve used too much shadow too intensely.”  
 
    His control over the shadow wavered and then left him, and he stumbled a few steps as the shadow field dissipated. Eric’s and Diana’s control of the shadow, they all knew, was not as advanced as Ronan’s. Much as they would have liked to, the creation of shadow figures and shadow tentacles was beyond them.  
 
    The archers would get away.  
 
    With a supreme effort, Ronan pulled himself together and reached back to a small compartment on his equipment belt at the back. There, he felt what he had been looking for. Almost forgotten, he felt the soft leather-wrapped handles of a set of five throwing knives.  
 
    Diana and Eric were similarly equipped. Instead of continuing the pursuit, all three assassins dropped into a ready position, kneeling on one knee with their hands behind them.  
 
    “Now!” Ronan said.  
 
    His focus recovering quickly, he reached out to his two friends and joined them in a mind link. This way, they could each pick different targets and there would be no need for them to communicate with words. There were ten archers, and between them the three assassins  had fifteen throwing knives.  
 
    In a move that had been practiced so many times it had become instinct, Ronan whipped one knife from his belt and flung it over hand, then reached back and grabbed a second one. His two companions did the same. Three archers fell, and before they had hit the ground, the next three knives were in the air. 
 
    The remaining four archers were running up the corridor, but they were still within range. The three assassins pulled a third throwing knife each from their belts, and flung them. 
 
    Ronan pulled out a fourth knife from his belt, ready to take out the last archer with it, when a voice from behind him and a hand on his arm stopped him.  
 
    “This one’s mine,” the voice said. Ronan turned round. It was Tanya. 
 
    She looked pale and drawn as he handed her the throwing dagger. As she lined up her aim and raised the knife in her hand, Ronan saw how the material of her studded jerkin around the left upper side of her chest was torn and blooded, but saw also how the skin that was visible through the tear in the material was smooth and unbroken.  
 
    The magic had worked. Tanya had accessed the healing power of the Night God’s magic and had saved herself from a mortal wound.  
 
    She threw the knife, and the blade spun smoothly through the air to land with a thud in the back of the last fleeing archer. The bandit fell to the ground, and all was quiet.  
 
    “You did it!” Diana said, throwing her arms around Tanya. “You healed yourself!”  
 
    Tanya returned the embrace, but she shook her head. “The Night God healed me,” she said. “I did not know how to do it. The pain and the fear were too great, and I couldn’t focus on the stealth field. But then I felt the god take a hand, and suddenly I understood what was required.”  
 
    She smiled. “Then I knew what to do. The stealth field became clear to me, the pain vanished, time seemed to slow, and I felt the presence of the Night God all around me. Something changed inside me, and I drew power from the shadows and used it to power up my own stealth field. That was when I understood why you three had left me. For a moment I’d felt betrayed, but then I understood—the healing only works when no one is looking at you, when no one can see you. I powered the stealth field up with as much strength as I could draw from the shadows around me, and I felt the Night God’s approval, and I felt Valandrus watching too.”  
 
    She raised a hand to her chest, where the arrow had pierced her. “The arrow hit me in the lung, and my breath was running out. I could feel my lungs filling with blood, and I knew that I had only minutes left to live. But when the Night God took a hand and showed me how to access and power the stealth field at will, everything changed. I felt the blood flow back out of my lungs, and I felt the skin around the wound heal. The arrow was snapped in two by the strength of the regrowing tissue, and the two halves fell to the ground. The blood flowed back out of my lungs and I could even feel the broken veins in my chest healing up. It was the most incredible feeling.”  
 
    Ronan smiled at her. “I’m so glad that you were able to access that power,” he said. “We were taught how to do it back at the guild, but in truth I was not sure if you would be able to access it. It took us years to build up to it.”  
 
    “Well, I thank the Night God for the healing. Come on. Let’s see this through to the end.”  
 
    They set off down the corridor again, pausing only to retrieve and clean the throwing knives that they had used to take out the unit of archers. The corridor wound away down into the mountain, narrowing at points and broadening at others, but they were never again subjected to an ambush.  
 
    After several hours of steady going, Ronan called a halt. “This seems to be going on forever, down into the mountain,” he said. “We’ve seen no trace of bandits except for the ambush, but the corridor seems well-used. Do we carry on?”  
 
    Eric frowned. “The bandits who took the Crimson Knight captive were mounted, and they must have ridden far and fast before we got here, but the corridor has not diverged from its course at all since we entered it. There have been no entrances or exits on either side that I’ve seen, and I can’t imagine that they have much use for hidden doors down here, since nobody but them ever comes here. I vote to carry on. If we keep going then eventually we’re bound to come upon their lair.”  
 
    “I agree with Eric,” Diana said. “Getting this dragon egg is not a small thing that we can abandon lightly. We promised the ghost of the priest back at the temple that we would do it, after all, and besides that I feel in my gut that we’re doing the right thing.”  
 
    Tanya nodded. “As Eric says, we’re bound to come upon their base in this mountain eventually. I think we should keep going.”  
 
    Ronan had his doubts about this course of action. For him, the words of the Night God resonated in his ears from when they had set out on the mission, and he was uncomfortably aware that every minute they spent here, chasing the bandits, was time not spent in the pursuit of their ultimate goal—the destruction of the Silent Brotherhood at its source in the Temple of the Silent in Ghennet.  
 
    But with his three friends all convinced that they should go on, Ronan decided to keep his doubts to himself. They ate a hurried meal of dried meat, dried fruit, and some hard traveler’s bread, then got on their way again.  
 
    There was no way of telling the passage of time down here, but Ronan reckoned they must have been going for most of the day and it must be getting into the late afternoon outside when they first heard the sound of water.  
 
    They stopped, looking at each other.  
 
    “That sounds like an underground river,” Eric said. “You get them in the glacier caves of my homeland, but I never expected to come across one here.”  
 
    “These mountains are full of them,” Tanya said. “It’s one of the reasons the bandits are able to thrive here. They make their bases on the shores of the underground rivers, and it gives them somewhere to get fresh water for cooking, drinking, and cleaning, as well as sometimes offering them an escape route in case of emergencies.”  
 
    “An escape route?” Eric asked.  
 
    “The rivers often lead out into the open,” Tanya explained. “The bandits keep small boats by the riverside, and if their base is breached by another bandit clan and they have to escape they can jump on the boats and quickly find themselves outside of the mountain tunnels.”  
 
    “So,” Ronan asked, “the chances are that we’re approaching the end of our mission?”  
 
    “If there’s an opening on an underground river up ahead, I’d say it’s very likely,” Tanya answered. “We should go carefully, but it’s possible that we still have quite a way to go. Sound travels strangely underground, and we may be hearing an echo of water which is still quite far away.”  
 
    Ronan nodded. “Let’s go carefully. These bandits are numerous and fierce, and they are likely to defend their home base vigorously.”  
 
    They slowed their pace, walking four abreast down the broadening tunnel. After another hour, the sound of the water became so loud that they struggled to hear anything else.  
 
    They stopped for a moment, taking the time to establish a clear mind link between the four of them before going on.  
 
    Eric, Diana, keep watch to the right and left, Ronan told his companions through the mind link. Tanya, watch our backs. I’ll go ahead and look out for what we’re walking into. Stealth fields up, everyone. This is a job for assassins. 
 
    They all put their stealth fields up, and Ronan was impressed with how strong Tanya’s field was. Even with his assassin’s eyes, he could not immediately see her. As he had directed, she brought up the rear, keeping her eyes peeled for threats coming from behind. Eric was on the left, and Diana on the right, and they were both looking out for threats coming up the corridor in their direction. 
 
    Ronan put on a bit of speed, jogging ahead of his friends. There was light coming from up ahead, a strange light, which he could not quite place. He blinked, trying to understand what this light—which seemed both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time—could be.  
 
    Then he came round the corner and he realized what it was. It was a mixture of firelight coming from flaming torches fixed in sconces on the walls around a wide cave, and daylight which poured into the cave down a long shaft in the ceiling.  
 
    The cave was high ceilinged and broad, with a sandy floor and walls of damp, mossy rock. Ronan was peering out into it from a wide entrance about halfway up the wall. From the entrance through which Ronan was looking, a walkway of rough steps hewed from the very rock of the cave wall descended to the floor. On his left, as Tanya had predicted, a wooden landing stage had been built out into a wide bend of a swift flowing river. Here, many little boats had been tied up securely to the wooden landing.  
 
    But it was not the river, nor the boats or the flaming torches that caught Ronan’s attention. Instead, his gaze was riveted by the carnage that was spread out across the cave floor. An enormous fight had taken place, and the bodies of dead bandits were scattered all over the sandy cave floor. Blood stained the sand and splattered the walls, and there could be no doubt that a terrible confrontation had taken place, and that the bandits had come off worse.  
 
    For now, there was no sign of movement, but on the side of the cave opposite the river, Ronan saw three tall doorways looming black into the brightly lit cave. There was a feeling of present threat in the space, and Ronan felt sure that it was only a matter of time before fresh enemies spilled from the doorways.  
 
    Come forward, he said to his friends through their mind link. There has been a battle here, but there are no enemies present now.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see his friends hurrying forward. When they reached him, all four companions descended the narrow stairs to the cave floor.  
 
    Here, away from the strange distorting effect of the long passage, the sound of the river was less loud, and they found that they could converse with their normal voices, not having to rely on the telepathic mind link. 
 
    “Let’s explore quickly,” Ronan said. “There’s no sign of any enemies just now, but I don’t like the look of those doorways. Let’s find out what happened here so that we can plan our next step.”  
 
    The story of what had happened in the cave was easy to read. Against one of the side walls, they found the broken remains of some thick, crudely made cord. It had been looped about as if it had been used to tie the hands and feet of a seated figure, and indeed, the impression of where a body had lain in the dust was clear to see.  
 
    “Look at the length of the figure who has been sitting here,” Eric said. “It was a tall man, taller than any of these bandits.”  
 
    “And he was bound,” Ronan said, pointing to the broken pieces of rope, “but somehow he burned through the ropes and got free.”  
 
    “Remember the burning sword of Mala that the ghost of the other Crimson Knight had back at the grotto?” Diana said. “I’ll bet that these knights have some power from Mala that acts in a similar way to our power of the shadow blade. This knight had waited until all attention was off him, then he summoned his red blade and cut his bonds.”  
 
    “Then he went through these bandits like a hot knife through butter,” Eric added, with a trace of admiration for the fighting skill of the knight. “Look how clearly the trail is laid out between here and the landing stage.”  
 
    He was right. From the place where he had lain to the wooden landing stage at the river, the knight had cut a bloody swathe through the gathered bandits. There was a clear path through the middle, with the bodies of the bandits piled sometimes as many as three deep on either side of the path the knight had walked. Crumpled against the wall, still clutching the remains of his magic staff, lay the body of the shaman.  
 
    “He’s gone on some kind of berserker rampage,” Ronan said. “He even killed the mage. I wonder if he had some kind of potion to give him a short burst of incredible fighting skill.”  
 
    “And look here,” Diana said, crouching to examine one of the bodies. “I was right about him using some kind of fire blade. The wounds on these bandits have been cauterized even as they were made. The blade must have been incredibly hot to do that.”  
 
    They followed the trail to the landing stage, and here they clearly saw the tracks of the Crimson Knight in the soft mud that was created in the sand by the spray from the river.  
 
    “He’s been here,” Ronan said, crouching to look at the footprints. 
 
    “And here’s where he cut the rope of one of the boats and escaped down river,” Tanya said, holding up a burnt piece of rope that hung limp in the water from a wooden bollard.  
 
    They looked at each other, and the same thought was in all of their minds. There was no way that the Crimson Knight would have left here without the dragon egg. He must have taken it away downriver when he escaped.  
 
    “I think our way is clear now,” Tanya said. “The knight went this way, and he took out the dragon egg that we were hunting with him.”  
 
    “There’s only one route for us to take,” Ronan declared. “We go downriver. We’ll hunt this knight on the water, and follow him the whole way down to the Temple of the Silent if we have to. That’s one dragon egg that the Silent Brotherhood won’t get to have their way with. Let’s get on the water.”  
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    They moved to the biggest of the boats that was tied up to the landing stage and climbed in. As Eric was casting off the line that tied the boat to the landing stage, however, he heard a loud, muffled roaring noise from the direction of the threatening doorways.  
 
    “Some kind of monsters are coming!” Diana warned as she began to draw shadow together in her hands.  
 
    Ronan crouched in the boat, gathering shadow to himself and looking for the enemy. As Eric finished untying the knots that held the boat in place, three enormous figures burst out of the dark doorways, surrounded by a host of smaller figures.  
 
    The biggest ones were easily twice the height of a normal person, and they were dressed from head to foot in iron plate, so that their bodies could not be seen. Huge hands were wrapped in thick gauntlets of leather. The creatures, whatever they were, were each armed with stone clubs as big as small trees. 
 
    “What in the name of all the gods are they?” Diana cried out. “I’ve never seen anything like them before!”  
 
    “Let’s not stay to find out!” Ronan replied as a hail of arrows filled the air from the small bandit soldiers clustered around the huge, iron-clad monstrosities.  
 
    Eric and Tanya pushed the boat away from the landing stage and it immediately caught the current. Ronan and Diana joined their minds and their shadow mastery, using their combined strength to throw up a thick shadow shield that blocked the flying arrows. 
 
    The assassins were in a new realm now, hybridizing their own Night Guild powers with the instincts of trained battle warriors.  
 
    The boat had a set of small oars, and as Ronan and Diana staved off the arrows, Eric and Tanya grabbed the oars and steered the little boat away from the landing stage.  
 
    The bandits moved horribly fast, surging around the behemoths and reaching the landing stage. Several of them flung themselves from the wooden landing toward the boat, while several others leapt into other boats and began to unhitch the boats from the landing.  
 
    The ones that had jumped did not make it. The current was strong and swift, and carried the boat away quickly. The bandits splashed into the fast moving water and immediately began to try to swim back to shore. The other boats that had launched suddenly found themselves occupied in rescuing their drowning comrades rather than giving chase. Ronan and his friends picked their heads as their boat rushed toward the low ceilinged stone tunnel through which the river flowed away from the cave.  
 
    The sound of the river echoing in the tunnel was deafening, and the four friends were plunged into darkness. Their night vision was good, and so they could see the outlines of the tunnel’s roof and walls as the roaring river carried them through. The tunnel twisted and turned, and Eric and Tanya were hard put to it to keep the little craft from smashing into the walls as the river wound crazily through the stone passage.  
 
    Suddenly, the friends rounded a corner and saw bright daylight at the end of the tunnel. A moment later, they shot out of a hole in the cliff face, blinking their eyes as the sunlight blinded them. They caught air for a moment, then crashed into a wide, slow-moving section of the Round River.  
 
    Looking back, they saw that the tunnel they’d come through exited the mountain through a narrow gap some five feet above the main flow of the river. Behind and beyond the outlet, the Round River flowed slowly and serenely between high cliffs on either side. The water was a deep, muddy brown with the silt carried down from the mountains.  
 
    “We want to get off the water as soon as we can,” Ronan said once they’d all had a chance to catch their breath. “The river will carry us away from Ghennet and back south if we let it.”  
 
    “Whatever happens,” Tanya said, looking upward. “We’ll need to wait until we get somewhere where the river is close to the bank, and that might not happen for a while. I fear that we might lose some days before we can get back off the river. We can’t get up those cliffs.”  
 
    Ronan grinned. “Can’t we?” he said. “I think we might have a trick or two up our sleeves that you don’t know about yet.”  
 
    “What, can you fly?” Tanya said, looking doubtfully at the cliff on their right. “That’s seventy feet up at least.”  
 
    In answer, Ronan reached to his belt and pulled out his grappling hook and the long line. “It’s a long throw,” he said, “but I think I can do it. Eric, Diana, what do you think?”  
 
    “I think we should do it now,” Eric said. “These cliffs are only going to get higher the further south we go.”  
 
    The three assassins stood and, in tandem, began to whirl their grappling hooks around their heads. When Ronan gave the order, they all flung their hooks up toward the top of the cliff.  
 
    It was a practiced move, and they all had the strength and technique required for a long throw, but Ronan was impressed at how much easier it was to throw the hook than he’d expected. Another effect of the Fighter Guild strength that he had been granted through the merging of their powers.  
 
    The three hooks caught fast at the top of the cliff, and they used the ropes to drag themselves toward the cliff-face. When the boat bumped up against the rocks, Eric turned to Tanya. “Put your arms around my neck,” he said. “I have the strength to carry us both up the rope.”  
 
    Tanya did so, wrapping her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. Then, with a surge upward, Eric leapt from the boat and began to swarm up the cliff, with Ronan and Diana following.  
 
    The bandit boat caught the river current again and slowly began to roll away downstream on the brown water.  
 
    Ronan caught a glimpse of Tanya’s wide eyes as Eric swarmed up the wall with her on his back. She might have been granted the powers of the Night Guild in the course of the joining, but the experience of climbing fast up a sheer cliff above deep water was new to her, and tolerance for such an experience was not something that could be taught all at once.  
 
    For his own part, Ronan clambered up swiftly, keeping an eye out for any sign of pursuit, or of any observer watching them from above. There was none.  
 
    They reached the top of the cliff and clambered over into a thick covering of fern and brush. Working swiftly, they gathered up their grappling hooks and ropes and lay still in the brush, watching.  
 
    A few moments later, they saw what they had been looking for. With screeches of anger and excitement, three bandit boats packed with the thin-faced, goblin-like people fired like darts from a blowpipe out of the exit tunnel. The boats landed on the water, and the bandits stood up and looked about them, jabbering in their strange language to one another.  
 
    It took them only a few moments to establish that Ronan and his friends were not on the water anymore. With howls of anger, they set off in pursuit downriver, paddling their boats with ferocious energy downstream and waving their curved scimitars in the air as they did so.  
 
    A few minutes later, they had rounded the bend and were out of sight.  
 
    “It won’t take them long to discover our boat going at that pace,” Tanya said. Her voice was a little hoarse, but it seemed that she had recovered from the fright of the climb quickly for all that.  
 
    “Let’s make a move then,” Ronan said. “We still need to figure out where we are.”  
 
    “I’ve a feeling that we’ve come a good distance,” Diana said as they stood and made their way stealthily out of the little gully in which they had been lying. She pointed up at the sun. “We’re on the correct side of the river for our mission at least,” she said. “We’re heading north now. Let’s go.”  
 
    The river behind them flowed round in a great curve, and so they headed north away from it. They were in a broken, overgrown country with large boulders sticking out of the grass at regular intervals. The ground was thick and tussocky, but they made good progress all the same. After an hour or so, the late afternoon sun dipped behind the mountains and it became gloomy.  
 
    Ronan was just considering suggesting a stop and a rest when they crested a rise. They had been climbing steadily since they’d left the river, but now they stepped up over the ridge and suddenly the whole country was laid out before them.  
 
    They had indeed come a long way in the tunnels. Below them, lying in a wide, flat, open space ringed around by mountains, was the land of Ghennet.  
 
    Diana made a sound in her throat and reached out to steady herself on Ronan’s arm.  
 
    “It’s home,” she said in a choking voice. “Even after everything that’s happened, it’s still home.”  
 
    The Round River ran right through the middle of the land, gleaming in the evening like a ribbon of liquid silver among the green fields and woods of the land. They were still high above the land, and they could see the whole country laid out before them like a model on a table. There was the river, and along it at various points were cities and towns, hazy with the smoke of wildfires in the evening light.  
 
    Around the cities, a patchwork of farm fields stretched out in every direction, giving way to woods and low hills toward the outer edges of the country. Off in the distance, the last of the sun gleamed on blue mountains far to the north.  
 
    And in the middle of the vast plain, so far away that it was still only a speck of white gleaming out of the gathering shadow, lay their objective. Diana pointed to it.  
 
    “You see that speck of white over there?” She asked quietly. “That’s it. That’s the Temple of the Silent Brotherhood, and the land around it is where I grew up.”  
 
    Eric shaded his eyes. “It looks to be many days’ walk from here,” he said doubtfully. 
 
    “Not so far as you might think,” Diana said. “On foot, at a steady pace, it might take three days to walk from the border to the temple. But we can get passage on one of the many barges that carry goods upriver from the border towns.”  
 
    She pointed down to a gathered cluster of little settlements that were huddled near the foot of the mountains nearest where the companions stood. “Those are the border towns,” she said, “and the first suggestion of civilization after the long hard road through the mountains.”  
 
    “And those, I think, should be our first stop,” Ronan said.  
 
    They all agreed. It did not take long to find a rough track leading down to the nearest town, and following it quickly led them to a broad, paved road. As full darkness covered the land, they found themselves walking up the cobbled main road of a quiet, well-kept town. All was peaceful, but the inhabitants were wary of the mountain bandits, as could be seen in the tall wooden palisade that stood around the edge of the town, and the hard-eyed guards who watched the only entrance.  
 
    They passed through unchallenged, however, but not long afterward they heard a horn blown and the gates were closed for the night. No more strangers would enter the little border town until sunup the next day.  
 
    “Let’s find an inn,” Tanya said. “After a day like today, I could do with a glass of ale.”  
 
    They found that the town had three inns, and they chose the smallest, most humble-looking one. None of them had any desire for more than simple accommodation that night.  
 
    The border towns were used to strangers, and the four travelers raised no more than a few quiet greetings from the patrons of the inn. There were a few other travelers staying, mostly merchants and traders with mercenary guards on their way back south along the mountain roads.  
 
    No one paid much interest to Ronan and his friends.  
 
    The assassins asked around a little, fishing for any rumors of strange events that might point to the passing of the Crimson Knight, but they hadn’t hoped for much and they learned nothing. Since strangers were not unusual in these lands, the knight would not have raised any eyebrows even if he had passed through.  
 
    “And it’s unlikely he would have,” Ronan said as the four friends huddled around a table in a corner near the fire. “We have made good progress to get to the border so soon, but the knight has probably been carried away downriver and will have to backtrack to get back north.”  
 
    “We can keep ahead of him, then,” Eric said, “and we don’t need to worry about him getting ahead of us if we’re having a night’s rest here either. He’s far enough behind us on the road that we can relax for one night at least. Are there any other roads he might take to get to the temple, other than the main road that runs alongside the Round River?”  
 
    Tanya and Diana, both of whom knew the land of Ghennet well, shook their heads. “There’s no quicker way,” Diana said, “Unless he can fly.”  
 
    They spent the night at the inn, the two women sharing one room and Eric and Ronan sharing the other. Ronan found that he slept strangely. Since he had begun his assassin’s training at the Night Guild, he had become used to the assassins’ sleep. This was a strange state where he slept, resting his mind and his body without losing awareness of his surroundings.  
 
    His mind would be able to move around the area in which he slept, and even to carry his awareness away from his body in the strange state of the assassins’ sleep, but he never fully lost consciousness or slipped into the illogical, vivid dreams that had always been the hallmark of sleep before he’d become a man of the Night Guild.  
 
    Tonight, all that changed. He had not rested for some time, but when he laid his head down he felt a tiredness such as he had not felt for years washing over him. The clean covers and the soft pillows welcomed him like the arms of a lover, and he sank gratefully into deep, normal sleep.  
 
    Dreams assailed him, brightly-coloured and sharp-edged, vivid and loud and shifting. He saw Guildmaster Tarquin pacing back and forth in a bare, stone-lined room, muttering to himself. A single candle burned on a wooden table, and next to it was the Book of Fates, Tarquin’s much-prized oracle book, in which he placed so much faith.  
 
    Then he saw the Crimson Knight, standing in a grove of trees near the river. A bandit boat was pulled up on the bank. The knight crouched next to a little fire, blowing on it as he added little bits of fuel. His clothes were wet. Next to him on the ground lay a heavy leather satchel. The dragon egg had been removed from the satchel and lay on top of the leather, and it glowed faintly in the gloom. 
 
    He saw in quick succession his brother, who he had not seen since he left for the guild, and then a group of images of people he did not recognize. There was a group of older people in guild robes sitting round a long table, discussing weighty matters in terse voices. A snake lay on the table before them, but none of them saw it. A river of ice flowed through a frozen landscape, and a volcano muttered and grumbled in the midst of a vast, wide-open plain.  
 
    Strange, leather-winged birds with evil faces circled in the clear air high above a long, white building. A man in black gazed into a pool of dark water, his hands raised, claw-like above the surface.  
 
    Ronan turned over in his sleep, and the dreams faded into darkness.  
 
    He woke to the sunlight streaming in through the gap in the wooden shutters. Eric was still fast asleep in the other bed, and all was quiet. He rose, wondering what had happened. Why had he not immediately slipped into the assassins’ sleep?  
 
    He rubbed his eyes, then went to the basin of water in the corner to wash the sleep from his eyes.  
 
    Moving back to the middle of the room, he knelt in his meditative posture and slowed his breathing, reaching out to the Night God.  
 
    “All has changed,” the god’s voice whispered to him as soon as he opened to it. “You have changed, and Tanya has been brought into the fold of the Night God without training. The merging of powers is an ancient gift, and its happening shows us that the fates are on the move in ways that even the gods may not fully understand.”  
 
    “Can such things happen?” Ronan asked in wonder. “I thought the gods knew all?”  
 
    “The gods know much, young one, but not all. By no means all. No being in the universe can know all there is to know, and the realm of the gods is subject to the vagaries of fate as much as the realm of humans is. I have allied with Valandrus, God of the Fighter Guild, but we feel powers moving beyond our knowledge. I am the God of the Night, and I am the God of Death, and yet there are places where even I am blind. Go carefully, young one, for I do not know what you are walking into. The Silent Brotherhood have brought about the awakening of a power that is older and more powerful than anything we have known before…”  
 
    The voice drifted away, and the deep sense of peace and serenity that always came over Ronan after he’d spoken directly with the Night God descended on him. Not that the words the deity had spoken had been at all comforting. The idea that the brotherhood had awakened some new and deadly force of evil that even a god might struggle to counter was far from a comfortable thought.  
 
    He sat in silence as the sunlight filled the room, his breathing steady and his heart slow. Whatever came, he would meet it squarely. It was his destiny; it was his mission.  
 
    The day went smoothly after that. Following a simple breakfast in the common room, the four companions left and walked to the river. Here, they quickly found a barge going north, as Diana had predicted they would.  
 
    Warm weather burned the morning mists off the river as the four companions sat at the back of a cargo-laden barge headed upriver toward the center of Ghennet. Ronan gazed around, admiring the country that they passed by, and wondering at the strangeness of it all. How could such a peaceful, well-ordered country be the home to an organization who were dabbling in the darkest magic that had been seen in the world for hundreds of years?  
 
    They spent the night on one of the riverside docks, sleeping under the stars. Again, Ronan slept the sleep not of an assassin, but of a normal man. It was disconcerting to him, and more disconcerting still to find that Eric and Diana both had found the same. Ever since the joining of powers, their sleep had reverted to that of a regular person. In this aspect, unlike all the others, they seemed to have actually lost a part of their power.  
 
    Tanya’s sleep remained unchanged, but she frowned when the assassins explained to her what had happened. “I don’t like the sound of that at all,” she said.  
 
    They agreed to take turns at keeping watch that night, despite the fact that they were in a safe place. The last thing they wanted was for an assassin to be able to sneak up on them during the night. They kept watches, much to the amusement of the men who crewed the barge, but nothing happened during the night to disturb any of them. 
 
    “I tell you,” the captain of the barge said to them in his thick accent, “you mercenaries have no need to keep watches here. This is the town lands of Ghennet, and there is no safer place in all Lithia, even for people like you!”  
 
    They kept the watches all the same.  
 
    On the second day up the river, they were sitting in quiet meditation at the back of the boat when something happened that gave them all a sudden shock. Connected as they were by their thought sharing mind link, all four of them rocked as if they had been hit when a powerful surge of energy passed around them.  
 
    They had been conversing through their mind link about the secrets of the Night Guild, helping Tanya to understand some of the things they considered that she should know to be able to make the most of her new powers. Suddenly, their peaceful awareness of the energy field in the world around them was shattered.  
 
    Like a scream, a powerful burst of energy tore through the surrounding atmosphere, knocking the physical breath out of all four companions, as well as knocking their mental equilibrium out of balance completely. It was all they could do not to cry out and fall off their seats.  
 
    The wave rushed past them and away, screaming north upriver and leaving them gasping with shock but unable to express it without scaring the barge crew.  
 
    “What in the name of all the gods was that?” Diana said in a hoarse voice after a little time had passed. “There were words in that…that…whatever it was. Some kind of communication, though I couldn’t make out what was said.”  
 
    “I felt it too,” Ronan said. “And what’s more, I think I recognized it. I think that communication had the tinge of the red magic of Mala to it. I think it came from the Crimson Knight, and was directed at the Silent Brotherhood. I think it was a call for help.”  
 
    The strange incident weighed on their minds for the rest of the day, but as evening was falling and the bargemen were looking for a place to rest, something else happened that was just as disturbing, if not even more so.  
 
    “Look up!” one of the bargemen shouted. “The Silent Ones are taking to the air once again!”  
 
    They all looked, and in the air high above they saw the outlines of three bird-like shapes. They were like eagles, only bigger—much bigger. Despite their distance, Ronan thought that their bodies must be the size of horses. Their wingspan was enormous, and perched on top of them he could see figures dressed in gleaming white.  
 
    “What are they?” he asked the bargeman who had spoken. “I’ve never seen such creatures before.”  
 
    That was not true. Back on his first mission, when he’d first stumbled on the Silent Brotherhood’s plot to collect and conceal the dragon eggs, he’d seen a figure like this. A Silent Brother, dressed in white, riding an enormous but foul-looking bird-like creature.  
 
    “They are the Silent Brotherhood,” the bargeman replied. “They ride these beasts of the air—where the creatures come from we know not, but we fear them. But the Brothers themselves are the loyal followers of Mala, and our staunch protectors. We do not question them, they are a blessing to us.”  
 
    “True!” the others cried. “Bless the Silent Brothers!” But there was a trace of fear in their voices as they said it.  
 
    The huge bird-like creatures flew overhead and vanished south. Ronan and his friends looked at each other. They were all thinking of that cry they had heard earlier, and none of them were in any doubt that the three Silent Brothers in the sky above were flying south in response to that cry for help.  
 
    The brotherhood were going to pick up the Crimson Knight and the dragon egg, and to bring him in.   
 
    On the morning of the third day, they reached the lands around the Silent Brotherhood temple.  
 
    It was difficult for Diana. These were the lands where she had grown up, the lands where her father had raised her, the lands that she had been forced to leave at the brutal hands of the Silent Brotherhood. The Brotherhood had manufactured false accusations of heresy against Diana’s father and brother, and caused them to be executed. Diana, just a girl at the time, had seen them beheaded. The Brotherhood had claimed her father’s estate for themselves, and Diana had fled south, seeking the training that the Night Guild could offer her, and the possibility of revenge.  
 
    Her father’s estates had been large and extensive, and they had lain all around the Silent Brotherhood Temple. Now, the brotherhood had allowed the estates to go to wreck and ruin, letting the fertile lands be overtaken by weeds and the well-managed acres of woodland coppice to become flooded, overgrown scrub woods, choked with bramble and fern and bearing no resemblance to the beautiful and carefully tended lands of Diana’s idyllic childhood.  
 
    “How are you doing?” Ronan asked Diana quietly when they had paid the barge crew and were heading through the little town nearest the borders of Diana’s family’s old estate.  
 
    She glanced up and met his eyes, her steady gaze filled with the look of sadness and loss. “It seems like yesterday I was forced to flee,” she confided quietly. “I could find my way around with my eyes closed.”  
 
    “The estate seems very large,” Ronan said. “It’s going to be hard for you, I can tell, but I think we need to use the brotherhood’s actions against them. They’ve let the estate run wild and the house go to ruins, and yet their temple is right at the heart of the estate. That gives us the perfect opportunity to approach the temple unnoticed. I think we should slip into the grounds of your father’s estate as soon as possible.”  
 
    “My estate, now,” Diana said, “if the laws of succession were properly adhered to, I would have inherited it. But the brotherhood owns it now.”  
 
    “It will be their downfall,” Ronan said with determination. 
 
    It was agreed that they’d slip out of the town as quickly as possible and enter the estate unseen. There was a high stone wall that ran around the perimeter, but this, like everything else, had begun to collapse with the neglect of several years. The four companions had no difficulty in slipping out of the town, and they walked up the road between farm fields outside the town with the air of people who had no particular place to go, but who were just enjoying the day.  
 
    No one paid them any particular attention, until they came to the wall of the old estate that had belonged to Diana’s family for generations. The wall was overgrown with ferns and here and there tree limbs had fallen and knocked holes in parts of the wall. It was only a little way from the road, separated from the road by a few yards of tussocky grass.  
 
    They walked in silence along the line of the wall, following the road. After half an hour, they found themselves standing in front of a tall wrought-iron gate. The gate was all gone to rust, and a thick chain was wrapped over and around the bars of the gate. Beyond the bars was the remains of what must have once been a fine, handsome roadway running up into the estate. The road was now overgrown and gloomy. Trees had fallen over the road, and the shrubs that had once lined the sides of the road were now crowding in on  it from either side.  
 
    They stood, gazing up at the ruined gates and the gloomy scene for a time.  
 
    As they stood there, they heard the creak of wooden wheels and turned to see an old man with a donkey cart coming along the road toward them. He was sunburned and wrinkled, and it was clear that he was a simple farmer who had spent most of his life outdoors. He hailed them with a polite greeting as he approached, and slowed his cart to a stop.  
 
    “Ah,” he said, seeing where they looked. “The old Rexone estates. A sad story, that, but it goes to show what happens when a noble old family falls into the ways of heresy.”  
 
    “I heard that it’s now owned by the Silent Brotherhood,” Ronan said.  
 
    “Aye,” the old man replied, “that’s right. They have let it become derelict and overgrown, you see, because that’s the only way that heretic ghosts can be cleansed from a place like this.”  
 
    “Heretic ghosts?” Diana said. She could not restrain herself, and her eyes blazed for a moment, but then she covered over her anger and the old man luckily did not notice. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” he said, clearly enjoying the opportunity to tell a creepy story to these visitors to his country. “The ghosts of the old Rexone family still haunt the place, you know. The whole estate was put to the sword by the brotherhood, in the name of the great god Mala. The father and brother were formally executed, but the small folk who lived on the estate rebelled after the daughter of the family disappeared and it was thought that the brotherhood had assassinated her. They tried to destroy the Temple of the Silent, can you believe it, and the Crimson Knights were called in and killed them all.”  
 
    He grinned malevolently. “Good riddance to the heretics, I say,” he spat, “but mind you don’t go in there. If you want to view the Temple of the Silent, which you should if you’re visiting the region, you should go round the other way, through the town. The ghosts of the small folk walk the forest around the old estate, and the ghosts of the old owners too. They don’t suffer intruders, and even with your swords and armor you won’t get far against them! Heretic ghosts, I say, heretic ghosts!”  
 
    Cackling, he whipped up his donkey and ambled off down the road.  
 
    The four companions looked at each other. The ghosts of Diana’s family still occupied the estate, and of the small folk who had called her father their lord. Others might fear the spirits of the dead, but not those of the Night Guild. There were no more likely allies for Ronan and his friends than the ghosts of those who had been wronged by the Silent Brotherhood.  
 
    They looked around, made sure that there was no one around who could see them, and then slipped over the wall into the old estate.  
 
    At last, they had reached their destination. The Temple of the Silent Brothers was in the midst of the old estate, and the four companions were on their way to enact their revenge.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tanya had mastered the art of the stealth field in recent days, partly through the communication that the four companions had been able to have through their mind link on the barge. Now, she activated her field along with the others, and the four of them stole silently down the overgrown edge of the road.  
 
    As soon as they entered the estate they felt the weight of the terrible things that had happened here pressing down upon them. It was as if the air was filled with the echoes of the screams of the dying, as if the suffering of the innocents put to the sword by the Silent Brotherhood had tainted the very atmosphere of the estate.  
 
    Unlike other overgrown and wild places where Ronan had been, there was no sense of the joyous riot of nature left to run its course. The atmosphere was overwhelmingly gloomy, and he almost felt the air catch in his throat as he trod the overgrown path with his companions at his side.  
 
    The others felt the oppression just as much as he did, that was clear. Eric’s face was set in a grim expression as he swung his head from side to side, looking for threats. Tanya was gripping her sword tightly and walking half bowed, as if she had a great weight upon her shoulders. Diana’s face was white, but she looked hopeful despite her grim expression. Clearly, she thought the prospect of seeing the ghosts of her old estate less depressing than the other residents of the surrounding area. She was less affected by the gloom of the place, and yet more affected by the personal associations with her childhood home.  
 
    It was clear that Ronan would have to keep a tight grip upon his own emotions. This was not the crucial moment of the request, and it was no time to be overcome by intense feelings.  
 
    They saw no sign of ghosts, but after a time they came out of the trees and found themselves on the edge of a wide-open area. It looked as if it had once been fertile tilled fields, but now it was an overgrown meadow of pale wildflowers and tall grasses. At the far end of this overgrown meadow stood the ruins of what once must have been a comfortable and beautiful manor house.  
 
    And beyond it, looming up incongruously white and well-kept amongst the ruins of Diana’s childhood estate, lay the Temple of the Silent Brothers itself.  
 
    The building was long and low, a two-storied temple of gleaming white bricks, punctuated on the side that faced them with small, square windows that gazed out like black and empty eyes on the ruins of the surrounding estate.  
 
    A single white tower, round and topped with a pointed roof like a jester’s cap, rose at one end of the building, and at the other end there was a cluster of outbuildings and a larger stone structure that looked like stables.  
 
    In all, it was a remarkably humble-looking building considering the huge consequences that flowed from the actions of its occupants.  
 
    A small river divided the Rexone estate lands from thetemple’s lands, and the contrast between the two was stark. On the side where Ronan and his friends stood, nature had been allowed to take its course. On the other side, all was neatness and care.  
 
    A perfect lawn extended from the foot of the white wall of the temple around it, leading up to a wooden fence enclosing some sheep in a bit of pasture. There were hedges dividing up some of the ground into fields. Orchards of fruit trees lay in some of these, and vegetables could be seen growing in others.  
 
    All in all, it looked like the least likely place in the world for a terrible fate to be brewing for the world, and yet the four companions could feel in the air that wicked magic was at play.  
 
    Ronan felt it like a discordant sound at the edge of his hearing, and when he whispered to his companions, they all confirmed that they felt it too.  
 
    “Something is happening inside that building,” Eric said with certainty. “Something terrible. This place feels like the focal point of some monstrous spell, and the outside appearance is nothing more than a disguise put together by the Silent Brothers to convince outsiders of their innocence.”  
 
    “Let’s get to the ruins of the house,” Ronan said. “We need to get closer to the temple, but we can’t hope to enter it in daylight. We’ll hide out in the ruins of the manor house, and when the night comes we’ll cross the river and enter the Temple of the Silent Brothers.”  
 
    They slipped through the overgrown meadow, approaching the shadowy ruins of the great estate house where Diana had grown up. The sun shone down on the fields, and butterflies and small birds flitted about in the long grasses as they moved forward.  
 
    Then, as they were approaching the house, a sudden tingling on the back of Ronan’s neck made him look up. 
 
    “Drop to the ground and lie still!” he hissed urgently. The others all did so, and Ronan looked up into the blue sky to see the group of bird-like monsters that they had seen from the barge. The monsters, with their riders in place, were returning to the temple.  
 
    They flew low, and the creatures let out horrible, choked cries as they came forward. On their backs were the white figures of Silent Brothers—but with one difference. One of the creatures had two riders on his back.  
 
    The newcomer was also dressed in white, but his robes were stained and torn. And he had something on his back. It was a leather bag, such as Ronan had glimpsed in his vision of the Crimson Knight during his dream back at the inn. There could be no doubt about it. The brotherhood had brought back their Crimson Knight, and the knight had managed to bring back the dragon egg.  
 
    The flying creatures passed over and disappeared on the other side of the white temple, and Ronan and his friends continued toward the ruin of the manor house. When they reached the ruined wall, they slipped through a gap and into the body of the ruined mansion itself.  
 
    Diana, pale-faced but composed, led them through the corridors until they reached the middle of the house. Here, there was a wide hallway and in the middle there lay a stone plinth, all overgrown with moss. A hole in the roof let the sunlight in, and over the years the rain had turned the wooden floor to a warped, damp mess. Mushrooms grew from the darker corners, and moss and ferns and little flowering plants grew from the cracks between the warped boards.  
 
    “This,” Diana said quietly, pointing at the plinth, “is where the dragon egg that I now carry on my back sat for all those years. This was why the Silent Brotherhood destroyed my family and my family home. They pretended it was because my father and brother are heretics against Mala, but in fact it was all an elaborate deception to get the dragon egg and do so without anyone knowing that was the true target.”  
 
    “Once we’re done with the brotherhood,” Ronan said, “we will hatch the dragons. That will be our ultimate revenge against them. We will have foiled their plan to keep dragons from existing in the world, and that will be a deeper defeat even than killing them would represent. Now, where in this house can we wait so that we can see the temple without being seen ourselves?”  
 
    Diana led them to a squat, square tower that stood at one end of the house. The stairs were rickety, but they were still usable, being of stone rather than wood. The four companions climbed and found themselves in the remains of the watch tower. From here, they could lie hidden from the outside world by a wall, shielded from the hot sun by the remains of the roof, and able to keep an eye on the temple through the holes in the walls of the tower.  
 
    It was an ideal spot, and they waited out the day there. The only thing that Ronan had been surprised by was the total lack of any ghosts. The old man at the gate had seemed certain that the place was haunted by all manner of spirits, and yet there was no sign of any such thing so far as they had seen.  
 
    As evening turned to night, however, all that changed. On the fields around the house, gray figures flitted to and fro in the corner of their vision. Downstairs, the sound of footsteps could be heard. A voice was lifted in a wailing, mournful cry for a moment, then went silent.  
 
    Ronan shivered.  
 
    “The ghosts of the victims of the brotherhood are here now,” he said. “But it seems they only come out at night.”  
 
    “Is it worth trying to communicate with them?” Tanya asked. “Like you did with the ghost of the priest back at the village of Eila?”  
 
    Ronan tapped the spot on his belt where a pouch held the crystal that contained the spirit of the priest of Mala. He thought about it for a moment and then shook his head. 
 
    “That spirit kept himself together only by a supreme effort,” he said. “These spirits, it’s most likely, have lost all sense of their personal identities, and it would be difficult to communicate with them directly. Even if we could do so, it would take more concentration and focus, and more time, than we have. I think that we might be able to rouse them to aid us if they see what our mission is, but I think that we’ll first have to rely just on our own efforts.”  
 
    “Right,” Tanya said, looking a bit disappointed but accepting Ronan’s words. “Let’s do it then. I’m done with waiting. I want to put an end to the Silent Brotherhood temple and get the dragon egg of Eila village back.”  
 
    They made their plan quickly. Not knowing much about the layout of the inside of the temple, they could not expect to do much more than improvise once they got inside. They would stick together and rely on their ingenuity and their mind link to communicate silently if they needed to once they were inside.  
 
    “That window there,” Ronan said, pointing to a larger window below the tower, “will be our first point of entry. I suspect that since it’s directly below the tower, it will let us into a wider access area than any of the others. We’re less likely to run into a large crowd of them if we go in that way.”  
 
    “What’s our goal once we’re inside?” Diana asked. “Surely we can’t just start killing Silent Brothers once we get in there?”  
 
    “I think we need to make the dragon egg our first goal,” Ronan said. “But if we get the opportunity, I want to take out the leaders of the brotherhood. If we can find out where they sleep, then we can assassinate them. If not, I’m willing to poison any internal well from which they draw their water.”  
 
    “Let’s get inside,” Eric said. “Once we’re in there, I’m willing to let the Night God guide my hand as to what I should do.”  
 
    Ronan looked at Eric for a long moment, then smiled slowly. Of course, this was how they should approach it. The Night God had brought them here, he had given them the mission in the first place, he had put them in this moment, without any knowledge of what was about to happen.  
 
    He laughed, suddenly, struck by the beauty and incomprehensibility of the countless webs and threads of fate that had brought them here, to this point, together.  
 
    “All right,” he said, and couldn’t help but laugh as he gave the last of his control of the situation up to the Night God and the tides of fate. “Let’s do it.”  
 
    As soon as he accepted putting his fate entirely in the hands of the Night God, Ronan felt an unexpected lifting of his spirits. He had not realized how closely he’d been holding onto control of himself and his choices. As the four companions slipped out of the ruin into the starlit night, he wondered how long it had been since he’d truly given up his choices and his destiny to the Night God.  
 
    Was it always in the god’s control, and he was only deceiving himself that he was in charge? Or was there a fine balance to be found between keeping control of himself and his choices, and letting the Night God take a hand in things?  
 
    He shook his head to clear it of these speculations. Now was not the moment for the pondering of bigger questions. Now was the time for action.  
 
    The four companions ghosted silently through the meadow toward the flowing water of the stream that divided the ruins of Diana’s childhood estate from the grounds of the Temple of the Silent. The stars were bright, and a waning crescent moon—the symbol of their order—shone down on them like a blessing. Ronan felt the presence of the Night God close around him, and he also felt the presence of Valandrus, the god of the Fighter Guild, moving close to him.  
 
    His friends were like shadows in the grass near him, and around him he was also aware of the gathering of the ghosts of the estate. Gray as river mist, their shapes wavering and hard to make out, they nevertheless crowded in behind the companions as they approached the water.  
 
    “The Night God is with us,” Eric muttered as they reached the edge of the stream. “He’s given us the means to cross.”  
 
    Indeed, it was true. The stream was broad and deep, and it would have been difficult to cross without making a noise and getting their armor wet, but it just so happened that they had come out at a point where a bridge of stepping stones would allow them to cross silently.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” Ronan said. “I feel like I don’t need this mercenary armor anymore. My Night Guild clothing will be better suited to the task at hand, and I don’t expect I’ll need to convince anyone that I’m a mercenary during this fight.”  
 
    The others agreed, and so before they crossed the bridge they shed the armor that they had bought back in Port Fero in Oretum. They stashed it in the hollowed out stump of a tree nearby, since they might want it later.  
 
    Tanya, who had not seen them without the armor yet, looked in amazement at their skin-tight assassin clothing, so dark that they seemed like shadows in the night. She looked down at her own armor with a wry face. “I feel like I could do with some of that gear,” she said.  
 
    “Perhaps if we even make it back to the Night Guild, you will be given a set,” Eric smiled. “As far as I can tell, you’re definitely an honorary member of the Night Guild. But for now, take my cloak. It will help conceal you in the dark, and you have the power to use it.”  
 
    The three assassins went first, slipping silently across the stepping stones, and Tanya brought up the rear, Eric’s shadow cloak wrapped tightly around her to conceal her from view in the darkness.  
 
    Like shadows, the four companions slipped forward, sticking to the line of a low hedge, until they reached the window under the tower that was their target. Ronan stuck his head through the window and glanced from side to side. It was, as he had guessed, a window into a broad hallway with corridors leading off it in every direction.  
 
    “There’s no sign of life,” he whispered. “Let’s go.”  
 
    He pulled himself up and through the window, landing silently on the flagstones of the floor. The air was cool inside the temple, and it smelled strange—a warm, sweetish smell, like spices and cooking filled the air, and there was a note underneath it of charred meat and woodsmoke.  
 
    “Are they all asleep?” Eric asked as he came through after Ronan.  
 
    “Something tells me not,” Diana said. “I don’t know what it is, but there’s something going on in here.”  
 
    Ronan had not noticed it immediately, but as Diana spoke he became aware of what she had noticed—a deep sense that there was magic happening here. It was as if the whole building was vibrating at a frequency so deep that it was out of the range of human hearing.  
 
    He crouched and put his hands to the floor, and though the fabric of the stone he felt it—pure magic, building slowly but inexorably to some gigantic climax.  
 
    “What is it?” Tanya said.  
 
    “Don’t you feel it?” Ronan replied.  
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    “There’s magic happening in this place,” Ronan said. “Some spell that’s being woven even as we speak. We need to find the source of it.”  
 
    Even as he spoke, he thought of the dragon egg. What was the terrible magic that the brotherhood was engaged in? He felt certain that it had something to do with the dragons, something to do with what the brotherhood were doing to the eggs. They had created some terrible spell with the eggs, and were using the eggs to create and build up power for themselves.  
 
    “Come on,” Diana said. “We have to explore this place from top to bottom.”  
 
    She jogged to the right, heading away from the tower hallway and along a wide corridor. The others followed her, looking out on every side for threats. They passed rooms on both sides of the corridor, most of which were simple bedrooms with pallets for sleeping on and tables by the windows for working at. All were unoccupied.  
 
    The corridor opened into a wide chamber, with many long tables laid out end to end. These, too, were unoccupied, and there was no sign that anyone had been here for a long time.  
 
    The companions carried on, hunting through store rooms and meeting rooms, work rooms and prayer rooms, and not a sign of any human soul did they find in any of them. 
 
    “I don’t like this at all,” Tanya muttered. “Where are they all?”  
 
    They reached the eastern end of the temple building, where another wide hall opened  up, centered around a square altar to Mala. As soon as they entered the hall, they felt the sudden presence of Mala himself entering the hall.  
 
    The altar was about chest-high, flat on top and covered in a red cloth. On the cloth, there lay a golden sculpture of the brotherhood’s symbol, the circle in the triangle.  
 
    “The symbol is glowing!” Diana hissed urgently. “Can you feel him in the room?”  
 
    Bright light suddenly shone out from the altar, illuminating the room with a golden glow. Then, a figure appeared over the altar, a tall, wraith-like figure of red mist, with yellow eyes glowing in the middle of the place where the head should be.  
 
    “It’s Mala himself!” Ronan said.  
 
    All four companions readied themselves, though they were not sure if even their united strength would be enough to fight a god. But what choice did they have? 
 
    At that moment, something else came into the room. Black shadows billowed around it as it appeared, flying at the red wraith like an arrow from a bow. Shadow strung out behind it like a black cloak, and its face was like the night.  
 
    “The Night God!” Ronan cried. “He’s come to fight on our behalf!”  
 
    The two manifestations, one of red light and one of black shadow, clashed in the center of the hall, and the whole place shook with the impact.  
 
    Suddenly, the Night God’s voice boomed out in the room. “Get away!” it cried. “Find the Silent Brothers! Stop them in their ritual! You have only this chance to do it!”  
 
    “There they are!” a voice cried from behind them. “Get them!”  
 
    Shadow and flame clashed in the hall, and the four companions whirled and found themselves face-to-face with four Crimson Knights. The men were tall and clad from head to foot in steel plate armor, and they carried long swords.  
 
    Tanya leapt forward with a cry of hatred to tackle the foremost of the steel-clad warriors. He raised his sword but she was lightly-armored and driven by righteous anger. He was equipped for fighting on a battlefield, not in a narrow corridor. As he raised his sword to strike, his companions were forced to move back to avoid being struck by the blade. The tip of his sword knocked against the stone wall, striking sparks that lit up in the darkness and sending his blow awry.  
 
    With ferocious speed, Tanya rained blows on him, knocking off the leather straps that held his steel breastplate in place. The plate fell, and she drove her sword through the chainmail below it into his shoulder.  
 
    The others crowded in behind her. Ronan saw Eric dive low to take out the legs of one of the fighters, while Diana hurled a throwing dagger with incredible accuracy to punch through the eye socket of the faceless helmet of another.  
 
    For his part, Ronan summoned a shadow blade while also pushing a tentacle of shadow out to tip his opponent over at the legs. The man crashed to the ground and Ronan jumped on him, knocking his helmet up and driving his shadow sword into the man’s neck.  
 
    The only one still alive was the one that Tanya had tackled first, but he tripped backward over the fallen bodies of his companions, landing with a crash on the ground that sounded like a whole case full of plates falling to the ground.  
 
    Tanya finished him with a thrust of her sword, and the four companions jumped up, looking around for further threats. Behind them, in the altar room, the shadow figure of the Night God still grappled with the red wraith of Mala. Crackling energy blasted through the room as shadows and stabbing blasts of red light fought for supremacy.  
 
    “We have to find where the brotherhood is hiding,” Ronan said. “The Night God commands it. We must use the time he has bought us!”  
 
    They charged away down the hall, leaving the fallen knights and the grappling gods as they ran back the way they had come. They reached the hall where they had entered and looked around.  
 
    It was then they saw the doorway leading downward.  
 
    In one corner of the hall, a flight of steps ran up to the tower, but another ran straight down. From the flight of steps leading down, a red light was glowing.  
 
    “There,” Ronan said. “That must be where they are hiding. Come on! Let’s finish this once and for all.”  
 
    Ronan, Eric, and Diana still had a dragon egg each on their backs, but they did not feel them as burdens. Rather, they felt a strange urging forward from the eggs. The eggs were not fully activated, and yet the magic that was in them even with only partial activation seemed to be waking up as they moved swiftly down the spiral staircase.  
 
    The stairs were rough stone, and they were nothing like the beautiful and well-made appearance of the temple upstairs. The walls were rough as well, and filthy black marks stained the walls where the torch sconces sat, their orange flames lighting the stairwell with an unhealthy flickering glow.  
 
    “The brotherhood are showing their true colors down here,” Diana muttered.  
 
    The stairs ended abruptly in a long corridor. The friends followed this, and as they did so they could hear the sound of voices chanting, getting louder and louder as they got closer.  
 
    “Be ready,” Ronan warned his friends. “We’re nearly upon them.”  
 
    They came to the end of the corridor, where a short flight of stairs led down into a wide room with a vaulted ceiling. The four friends came up carefully and peered around the corner of the doorway into the room. The sight they saw was horrifying.  
 
    The room was packed with people, all dressed in red and black robes with the symbol of the brotherhood on their backs in gold. They stood in a circle, hands raised, around a long, low stone table. On the table lay a man, dressed in white, with his eyes closed.  
 
    They had no difficulty recognizing the Crimson Knight that they had been pursuing. He still wore his tattered white robes, and his face was filthy and stained from long travel. His eyes were closed, and on his chest, glowing with power, was the yellow and red dragon egg from the town of Eila.  
 
    The Silent Brothers were concentrating on their ritual, and they did not pay any attention to the four companions at the doorway. They seemed intent on the egg and the prorate figure of the knight, and Ronan could see that he and his friends had arrived at a critical moment. In fact, from the pulsing of energy running around the egg, and the speed and intensity of the chanting, it seemed that the ritual was about to reach its culmination.  
 
    There’s only one thing for it, he said, speaking to his companions through the mind link. We have to disturb their ritual before it reaches its climax.  
 
    I think they’re going to kill the knight, Diana said. They will want his spirit to flow into the egg. According to the priest at Eila, it’s already been bathed in fire during the burning of the old temple at Eila. All it will need will be battle blood, and then it will hatch! 
 
    We don’t want that to happen, Ronan said firmly. Not right now. We don’t know what a hatching dragon will look like, but we’re here to fight, and we don’t need the extra work of looking after a dragon hatchling.  
 
    The others agreed. The mind link communication had the advantage of being incredibly quick. Really, it took almost no time at all. Even as they communicated, however, they saw a menacing figure step out from the crown of chanting Silent Brothers. The figure was robed all in red, without any mark or device on him.  
 
    In his raised hand, he held an ornate golden knife, and he was advancing on the figure of the knight.  
 
    “Now!” Ronan roared, not using the mind link anymore. He conjured a shadow longsword and charged into the midst of the circle.  
 
    His friends followed him, roaring battlecries and making as much noise as possible to disrupt the ritual and upset the spell.  
 
    Ronan could almost see Guildsman Janus shaking his head in disapproval at their noisy entrance onto the scene, but even Janus would surely admit that sometimes making a spectacle is the only way to achieve your goals.  
 
    It worked. The chanting faltered, the evil light in the room wavered, and the Silent Brothers stepped back, breaking the circle. Ronan cut one of them down with his sword, then another, and then yet another. These were unarmed men, caught unawares, and yet he felt not a twinge of conscience as he slew them. His father had been unarmed, asleep in his bed, when he had died at the orders of the Brotherhood. Diana’s parents, Eric’s village, even Tanya’s grandparents, priests of the old gods in Eila.  
 
    It was of these innocents that Ronan thought of as he tore through the Silent Brotherhood like a wind through the grasses, and he knew that his friends felt the same.  
 
    The four companions stuck together as their Fighter Guild instincts taught them, but they fought with a deadly combination of Fighter Guild and Night Guild skills. They picked and dived, stealth fields crackling and diverting the eyes of their foes, shadows raining from their swords to create distractions even as they attacked the brothers in their own right.  
 
    Within moments of their furious attack, chaos reigned in the hall. The Silent Brothers drew blades and tried to form up for a defense, but they were not ready for it. Many of them seemed to be under the influence of some intoxicant, and they stared bleary-eyed at the newcomers as if they had no idea what was going on.  
 
    Then, a harsh shout from somewhere in the hall seemed to bring them to their senses, and they closed ranks around the table in the middle of the chamber. The red figure with the knife advanced more quickly toward the unconscious knight who held the dragon egg.  
 
    Ronan had to stop the man with the knife from killing the knight. If he did so, the knight’s spirit would flow into the egg, and when the dragon hatched it would be a tool of the brotherhood, and possibly corrupted or deformed in some way. He was at the heart of the brotherhood’s conspiracy now, and tantalizingly close to the answers to all his questions.  
 
    What was the brotherhood’s goal? What twisted monster would emerge from the dragon egg if the brotherhood had its way and was able to complete its ritual? What terrible use would they put the dragon to if they had managed to hatch it for themselves?  
 
    All these questions flew through Ronan’s mind as he saw the red-clad figure raise the gold knife above the chest of the knight.  
 
    He leapt up into the air, pushing all the power of the shadows around him into the spring. Raw power ran through him, lifting him up in the air in a mighty jump that was worthy of a cat more than of a man. Six feet in the air from standing, he flew up over the heads of the startled Silent Brothers even as he heard the shouts of his friends encouraging him from behind.  
 
    In the air, he straightened out and reached his arms out, dropping his shadow blade as he dived toward the egg.  
 
    At the very moment the gold knife slammed into the chest of the knight, Ronan connected with the dragon egg, grabbing it and catching it up into his arms as he flew over the knight and crashed onto the ground on the other side.  
 
    A roar of anger came up from the brothers around him, led by the red-cloaked executioner, but before they could turn their blades on him Eric, Diana, and Tanya were among them, their swords swinging in every direction as they drove the brothers back. Eric himself took the head off the red-cloaked executioner.  
 
    But as they fought, Ronan saw something that caught his attention entirely. The ghost of the knight, slain on the table, had risen from the corpse and was now looking around, eyes blazing. It caught sight of the egg and began to dive toward Ronan, arms outstretched for the egg.  
 
    There was only one thing Ronan could do. He had to keep the ghost of the Crimson Knight from occupying the egg, or all their efforts would be lost. He scrabbled at his belt pouch and pulled out the crystal that contained the ghost of the priest from Eila. The crystal glowed bright, and it was hot enough to burn Ronan’s hand.  
 
    Without hesitation, he slammed it onto the surface of the egg and felt the spirit flow from the crystal into the dragon egg.  
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    “No!” the knight’s ghost screamed in a voice loud enough that Ronan could hear it over the shouting of the brothers and the clashing of weapons. The ghost, and all the nearby Silent Brothers, charged at Ronan, but a moment after he slammed the crystal to the surface of the dragon egg a shockwave blasted out from it, thundering outward in an expanding circle from where Ronan lay.  
 
    The wave sent Silent Brothers flying, knocking them over and sending them crashing to the ground as the one in the red robes with the golden knife screamed at them to get up and fight.  
 
    As the knight’s ghost reached him, Ronan felt cold hands grabbing at his throat, but the ghost was struggling to manifest itself in a material form. Ronan hugged the egg to himself with his left hand and punched out with his right, catching the ghost in the face but feeling only a cold, slight resistance, as if he’d punched a spider web.  
 
    The ghost, who had not been pushed back by the shockwave, roared out a prayer to Mala, but it was not answered. Ronan grinned fiercely. He reckoned that Mala was still somewhat occupied fighting the Night God upstairs to be answering prayers.  
 
    For his own part, he felt that the Night God’s presence had left him entirely. He was on his own.  
 
    He reached out and dragged shadow to himself. It was everywhere, clustered in the corners of the hall and creeping along the floor below the fallen brothers. Using the shadow, he powered a blast of force from his right hand, firing it mercilessly at the center of the ghost’s chest.  
 
    The spirit was knocked backward by the shadow, and Ronan saw the shadow transforming into a crowd of eerie hands that grappled the ghost and dragged him downward. Clearly, shadows were able to cross the boundary between the physical world and the world of the spirits.  
 
    Ronan took his chance. He looked around for his friends and found that they had righted themselves and were fighting through the crowd to get toward him.  
 
    He tucked the egg more firmly under his arm, summoned a shadow sword, and charged toward them. “Let’s go!” he shouted. “Let’s go! We’ve got the egg!”  
 
    But his plan was not to be fulfilled so easily. From behind him, he heard a malevolent screech, and he saw from the corner of his eye a flash of red. He half turned, too late to stop the blow that hit him in the side of the head and sent him sprawling.  
 
    The egg left his grip, curving through the air. Time seemed to slow. The red-cloaked Silent Brother was advancing toward him, and he had thrown back his hood to reveal a terrible face that was not a face at all…it was a skull, but a skull coated in gold.  
 
    Two wild, lidless eyes stared out from the sockets of the skull, but that was the only suggestion of normality that was left in the terrible face. From within the skull’s malevolently grinning mouth, a horrible voice came, screaming curses and imprecations at the assassins. In the creature’s hand there was a gold scepter in the shape of the circle and triangle of Mala, and it was this that the red-cloaked brother had struck Ronan with, causing him to fall and drop the egg.  
 
    Now, he flipped over on his back and sprang out of the way of another Silent Brother who had darted toward him with a knife in hand. He took out that second attacker’s legs with a sweeping kick and leaped over him, away from the screaming skull-faced brother’s second swing with the scepter.  
 
    He glanced around for the egg, and then he saw it. As his eyes fell on it, he suddenly became aware that everyone else in the hall had seen it too. The Silent Brothers had stopped attacking, and were all drawing slowly back from the sight.  
 
    “What have you done, you fools?” the golden skull brother whispered, as even he backed away from the scene.  
 
    The egg lay near the entrance to the basement chamber now, but it lay in a pool of blood. The blood of the Silent Brothers, spilled in furious battle by Tanya, Ronan, Eric, and Diana, lay thick on the floor of the chamber.  
 
    It was being absorbed.  
 
    “The egg has been bathed in its element of sacred fire,” the ghost at Eila village’s temple had said. It had been bathed in its element, and activated with a willing spirit, and now it was being soaked in blood shed in battle. This was a dragon egg that had fulfilled the three necessary stages for full activation.  
 
    As Ronan watched, the blood from the floor around the egg was drawn up into it like water into a sponge. The egg moved as if it were being lifted by an unseen hand, rolling from side to side and then standing upright on its slightly flattened base.  
 
    Bright light shone out from the egg suddenly. For a moment, Ronan could see the shape of the creature inside, and then the light became too bright to see by. He glanced around. The Silent Brothers had all lost any interest in fighting them, and they had all backed away toward the edges of the hall. Some were looking hopefully toward the exit.  
 
    Diana glanced at Ronan, then jerked her head toward the door. He moved, running toward the dragon egg as he headed for the door, his friends joining him. Once they stood with their backs to the exit, they shielded their eyes as they gazed toward the dragon egg.  
 
    Light shone out unbearably bright from it for a moment longer, and then it faded. There was a loud crack, like thick ice breaking, and a howl of rage and fear sounded from the golden skull brother.  
 
    “You have birthed a dragon!” he screeched. “You have birthed a dragon without any control! Who knows what it will be? You have birthed a dragon!” he screamed again.  
 
    And so they had.  
 
    The egg had shattered like ceramic, large pieces lying scattered around the floor in every direction from the center. In the middle, in a pool of thick, clear liquid that glittered as if it was shot through with powdered gold, a baby dragon blinked and stared around at them with wide, innocent eyes.  
 
    The creature was not exactly what Ronan had expected. He’d thought of the dragons as being more terrifying, scalier, more like lizards or snakes. This creature reminded him most of a puppy, though it was scaly and its long tail looked as if it would grow to be as powerful as a battering ram in time.  
 
    Diana took two steps toward it, and it swung its head toward her with a look of alarm.  
 
    Its skin was a gleaming yellow, the color of fresh egg yolk, and running along its body was a fine tracery or red lines, like the red lines that had run along the outside of the egg. Its eyes gleamed blue and silver as it regarded the four friends on one side and the Silent Brothers crowded against their wall on the other side.  
 
    “Hey,” Diana said quietly, crouching and holding out a hand to the creature.  
 
    The dragon had been sitting on its rump, but now it dropped forward onto its four paws, and Ronan caught a glimpse of the gleaming black claws that were retracted within the big feet like those of a cat. The whole creature from nose to rump could not have been more than two feet in length, though the tail was as long again. Heavy wings were folded tightly across its back.  
 
    It regarded Diana with wary eyes and blinked. Then it looked at the golden skull brother, who stood a little way off, his scepter in his hand, and his followers all clustered behind him as if behind a shield.  
 
    “It must die,” the gold skull hissed. “It must be killed. There is no telling what it will become.”  
 
    “But you were going to hatch it yourself,” Ronan shot back. “What’s the difference?”  
 
    “You have no idea what you’re dealing with, you idiot,” the gold skull replied haughtily. “We of the brotherhood know how to deal with these creatures. We hatch them with great care, letting them grow only in our own decided way, along the lines of our own plan. With the spirit of a good Crimson Knight animating the creature, it can be turned to our will and our use, and we can use it for…”  
 
    “Enough, Kashog,” another brother said, sternly. “Would you reveal all our secrets?” This man looked more normal than the gold skull. He was a tall, swarthy man with a black beard and dark eyes, his skin tanned by much time spent outdoors. He looked at Ronan and his friends.  
 
    “Please, my companion is right, you do not know what you have unleashed on the world. I do not know what your warren with us is, or even who you are, but you must kill this creature, and you must do it now.”  
 
    The little dragon hissed fiercely at the speaking Silent Brother and took a few steps away from him, toward Diana.  
 
    “Now is the only chance,” the Silent Brother said. “If you leave it any longer, there will be no hope of killing it.”  
 
    At that moment, there came an enormous crash from above, and everyone looked up. From the direction of the stairs, a sound like roaring wind and crashing thunder could be heard. Then, all of a sudden, something came racing down the stairs.  
 
    Ronan and his friends had to duck to get out of the way as a rushing of red and black mists hurtled down the stairs and out into the chaotic chamber. The dragon squeaked in fright, glanced from Diana to the gold skull and back again, and chose Diana.  
 
    The dragon leaped toward her and jumped up into her arms, and she caught it neatly. It wrapped its tail and hind paws around her waist and gripped her shoulders with its forepaws, placing its head on her shoulder.  
 
    The red and black mists, tangling and fighting still, blasted into the center of the room. Ronan looked around, feeling out for the presence of the Night God, but did not feel him.  
 
    Where can he have gone? he thought. The wraiths that were the Night God and Mala are still fighting, and yet there’s no feeling of their presence in the room anymore.  
 
    He dismissed the topic. There was no time to think on it further. For now, the red and black mists were fighting fiercely in the middle of the room, and the Silent Brothers—those that remained, at least—were moving out of the way, pushing to get toward the door. 
 
    “Time to leave,” Ronan said. Eric led the way up the stairs, with Diana following, the dragon still clutched to her chest. Tanya and Ronan brought up the rear, looking for any enemies, but the Silent Brothers seemed in such disarray that no one followed them…yet.  
 
    They mounted the stairs and got to the top, quickly running out into the hall and looking for their next move.  
 
    “Out the window,” Ronan suggested, but a moment later he saw the flaw in that plan. He looked out the window through which they had entered, and saw outside a solid mass of Crimson Knights.  
 
    “Where in the name of the gods did they spring from?” he said with a curse as he ducked his head. Too late. One nearby had seen him, and gave a loud shout.  
 
    “There are at least forty of them out there,” Ronan said. “We fought well against them when it was one to one, but they outnumber us ten to one now. I don’t fancy our chances.”  
 
    Eric and Tanya both looked as if they were up for the challenge, but Ronan shook his head.  
 
    “We have to protect the dragon,” he said. He glanced around, then saw the narrow door that led up to the tower. “Up there,” he said, pointing. “We can defend the doorway if we need to, and it will give us a view all around so we can plan our escape.”  
 
    Without hesitation, the four companions hurried up the tower stairs. These stairs, unlike the ones down to the basement level, were finely made, created from the same beautiful white stone that seemed to make up the rest of the temple. Ronan led the way, on the lookout for enemies but seeing none. His shadow sword was in his hand.  
 
    As they jogged up the stairs, they passed a number of small rooms that seemed like personal studies for the high-level members of the Silent Brotherhood. Ronan would have liked to take the time to enter and see what was said in the documents that were laid out on the tables, and in the books on the shelves, but there was no time for such investigations.  
 
    “Here is the top level,” he said.  
 
    They had come out into a small room at the top of the spiral stair. There was a bell here, and the walls of the tower were open so that the ringing of the bell could be heard in the lands around. A humble wooden chair sat in one corner, with a little table next to it. On the table, there was an empty cup and a plate with some breadcrumbs.  
 
    Two little birds had been eating the crumbs, but as the friends appeared in the chamber they fluttered off out of the bell tower. The dragon, seeing their flight, lifted his big head and gazed at them intently.  
 
    Diana put him down on the floor and moved to the edge of the tower. Outside, the gathered knights were fanning out around the western end of the temple. Ronan and his friends could hear their commander giving orders to his companions to close in on the temple.  
 
    “They are in the bell tower,” he said. “We have them trapped. Take them head on, and they will not be able to resist us.”  
 
    “They’ll attack from the door,” Ronan said. “There are at least forty of them, but the doorway is only wide enough for two at a time to face us. We’ll have to fight them one after the other until that stairway is choked with their bodies. Are you ready for that?”  
 
    The dragon suddenly stood up on his hind legs, putting his paws on the low wooden barrier that ran around the edge of the tower. He stood next to Diana, and bumped his head against her arm.  
 
    “I think he’s trying to tell us something,” she said. “I think we need to communicate with him, the way that we communicated with the ghosts back at the village of Eila.”  
 
    “Of course!” Ronan said. “Tanya, Eric, you two guard the door. Diana, keep watch over the surrounding lands. I’m going to talk to this dragon.”  
 
    He crouched down, forcing his racing heart to slow as he steadied his breath and reached out with his mind link toward the dragon.  
 
    Then, suddenly, he felt himself drawn in fast, like a man stepping off a river bank into a swift current. He gave an inarticulate cry, but it was too late. He was swamped in the dragon’s awareness of the world, swamped by its unfamiliar senses, by its powerful feeling of the environment around it. 
 
    Careful, the dragon said kindly, catching his consciousness and holding it for a moment. I’m new to this too, but I’m better equipped to deal with it than you.  
 
    Ronan felt himself steadied, and became aware of his body again, crouching in front of the dragon.  
 
    Can you help us? he asked the dragon. Are you able to fight?  
 
    The dragon seemed doubtful. I’m not sure. I’ve never fought before, and this body is very new. I’m not even sure if I can fly yet.  
 
    All right, Ronan said firmly. We’ll protect you. But you need to be ready to flee with us when we get the chance.  
 
    The dragon nodded. At that moment, there was a sudden rumbling boom from deep within the Silent Brotherhood temple, and they felt the whole structure shake.  
 
    “What is it?” Diana asked no one in particular. The great rattling boom came again, and the bell next to them reflected the noise, sending out a faint ringing into the night air.  
 
    At that moment, the knights came at the door, and Eric and Tanya were suddenly busy fighting them off. The dragon climbed back into Diana’s arms, and Ronan moved to the edge of the tower looking for an opportunity to escape.  
 
    They could always use their ropes and grappling hooks to get down the side of the tower, if necessary. In fact, the outer surface of the wall was rough enough that they could probably just climb it. But the tower’s base was thick with Crimson Knights in their steel armor. Eric and Tanya were driving them back from the door, but still it would be a long time before their numbers were reduced enough that Ronan and his friends would be able to make their escape.  
 
    What do we do? he thought. What do we do? We put our fate in the hands of the Night God, but he is engaged elsewhere it would seem. I can’t feel his presence anywhere, and I can’t feel Valandrus or even Mala. What do we do now? 
 
    Doubt struck him as one of the Crimson Knights barged past Tanya and into the tower. He ran straight for Diana and the dragon, but Ronan was on him in an instant, jerking his head back and running the shadow blade across his exposed throat. He used the man’s own momentum to propel him to the edge of the tower, where his weight and the weight of his armor drove him smashing through the wooden barrier. He fell, silently, to crash down heavily among the knights guarding the base of the tower.  
 
    For the third time, a huge rumbling boom shook the whole structure, and this time the little tower rocked so much that the bell clanged and the four friends had to fight to keep their balance.  
 
    There was a shout of warning from below, and the knights broke off their attack for the moment. They had not made much progress, but they were good fighters and had only lost five of their number so far.  
 
    Tanya and Eric leaned on their blades and caught their breath.  
 
    Then a voice came up the stairs. “You in the tower. Surrender! You have to get out of there, with the dragon, or you’ll be killed. There’s a—”  
 
    The voice broke off suddenly.  
 
    Two things happened at once. From over the river, a host of gray mist, moving with a terrible intent, flooded across the water. For a moment Ronan wondered what it could be. Then, he realized. It was the ghosts of all the people who the Silent Brotherhood had wronged over the years. The ghosts of the small folk from Diana’s estate, the ghosts of all the people whose livelihoods had been destroyed by the brotherhood. In there, somewhere, were the ghosts of Diana’s family. 
 
    “Look!” he cried to Diana. “See what’s happening! It’s the ghosts, taking their revenge.” 
 
    “But what has prompted them to act now?” Diana said, even as she wiped the tears from her eyes. The ghosts rushed the Crimson Knights who guarded the base of the tower, overrunning them like a tide. 
 
    At the same time, however, at the far eastern end of the temple, there was a sudden rending crash and that end of the temple began to collapse. It started from the roof, with the dark slate sliding off from either side of the peaked roof and shattering with a great noise on the ground. Then, the beams that held the structure of the roof in place went flying outward as if they had been thrown out by some great force. The white stones of the walls followed, hurtling away as if they had been flung by so many catapults.  
 
    This incredible destructive wave, beginning at the eastern end of the temple, proceeded along the body of the building in the direction of the tower. On the ground below, the ghosts from the estate were attacking the Crimson Knights relentlessly, and the knights were wavering under their terrible charge. Red light flashed out here and there where a knight was able to use some magic of Mala to defend himself, but mostly the ghosts overran the knights without resistance.  
 
    “Get out of there!” the commander of the knights shouted to his men who were still packing the tower stair. “It’s hopeless! The very spirits of the dead have risen to help the intruders!”  
 
    Section by section, moving east to west, the temple was smashed outward by some incredible force. At first, Ronan thought that it must be the spirits, but on closer inspection he saw that it was not. 
 
    “There’s something moving in there,” Eric said. The pale man had joined Ronan at the barrier which ran around the edge of the tower, now that the attack on the doorway had been broken off.  
 
    “I see it too,” Ronan said, “but I don’t know what it is.”  
 
    “Whatever it is,” Diana said, “it’s big, and it’s coming this way.” 
 
    The little dragon was staring intently at the collapsing temple. Its eyes were staring out of its head, their blue and silver gleaming brightly in the darkness of the night. Ronan touched minds with it momentarily, and picked up its intent concentration on whatever it was that was approaching. To his surprise, he felt no suggestion of trepidation on the part of the dragon. The little creature could sense something about what was causing the temple to collapse, and it felt no fear about its approach.  
 
    And then, at last, they saw it. It burst up out of the collapsing temple like a giant whale coming out of the water for air. They saw its long, ridged black back first, arching out of the collapsing mess of white stone and wooden beams. Then two enormous wings like the sails of a ship burst up out of the chaos. A long, sinuous neck lashed up from the ruins and a huge head the size of a horse and cart suddenly reared itself up out of the ruins. The eyes of the dragon were yellow and black, and they glared furiously around at the world.  
 
    Ronan had just a moment to notice the iron manacles that were clinched around the dragon’s feet and neck. Broken chains hung from the manacles, and wrapped in one of the chains was the broken corpse of a man.  
 
    Then, the dragon leapt up, beating its wings to lift itself off the ground before smashing its enormous head straight into the base of the tower.  
 
    Ronan and his friends had no option but to jump. The tower tipped forward toward the dragon, and they leapt from their position in the bell tower to land on the enormous creature’s ridged and scaled back.  
 
    They landed amid the falling debris from the bell tower. Ronan, blinded by the dust from the smashed tower, scrabbled about looking for something to grab a hold of. To his surprise, he found that the dragon’s back had many handholds. Looking down on it from above, the creature’s hide had looked smooth, but now that he lay flat up on it he found that the scales were covered in projections that could be gripped, and the edges were all raised in such a way that he was able to wedge himself firmly in place. 
 
    Wiping the grit from his eyes, he glanced around and saw that his friends had all done the same. Diana still held the young dragon to her shoulder, but the little creature was now gazing intently at the back of the fully grown dragon’s head. Through his mind link with the creature, Ronan felt the quick flow of communication between the young dragon and the adult. He smiled, as it dawned on him that the big dragon felt no animosity toward them. 
 
    Quite the opposite. It understood that they were trying to rescue the young dragon from the Silent Brotherhood. It wanted to help them.  
 
    Ronan grinned. Of all the things that he could have wished for at that moment, the direct assistance of a fully grown dragon was probably the best possible thing that could have happened. It was also the last thing that he would have expected.  
 
    “Are you all okay?” he called to his friends as the dragon smashed through what remained of the temple and then beat its enormous wings to bring itself up in a curve around the ruins of the structure.  
 
    “Check!” Tanya shouted, her face a picture of amazement and delight as she came to the back of the dragon.  
 
    “I’m all right,” Eric confirmed, grinning as the wind of the dragon's speed swept his golden hair back from his face and brought water to his eyes. 
 
    “And we are alright too,” Diana said, meeting Ronan’s eyes and smiling. The young dragon looked up quickly and met Ronan’s eyes as well. A flash of communication passed between Ronan and the creature. The little dragon was unharmed, and it had confidence that the adult dragon on which they were riding could be trusted to keep them safe now.  
 
    The dragon circled low, giving them the opportunity to see what passed below. There, the ghosts were moving swiftly, driving the remaining Crimson Knights here and there across the farmlands that surrounded the Temple of the Silent. The temple itself was a ruin, with only a small part of the eastern end still standing. As they watched, the western end, from where the dragon had first appeared, suddenly collapsed in even further than it already had. 
 
    There was a flash of flame, shooting up from somewhere deep below the ground level of the temple. The floor of the temple collapsed inward, dropping down into the  newly revealed open space below. In this space, something flammable must have been stored, because a sudden series of explosions thundered through the lower levels that were now exposed. Ronan caught a glimpse of huge chambers under the ground, of a vast gallery upheld with pillars that now crashed into ruin, of corridors, hallways, storage rooms, and of altar chambers where terrible magical rituals had been performed. 
 
    And now, at the very lowest level of the Temple of the Silent, just before the ruins of the structure crashed into it, he caught a last glimpse of one massive chamber, deep below the earth. The chamber was dark and silent, and on the floor the remains of enormous smashed iron chains lay broken.  
 
    The dragon caught sight of this as well, and he let out a terrible trumpeting screech of anger and bitterness at the sight. In a moment, Ronan understood. This dragon on which they now flew had been imprisoned there, down in the depths under the earth below the Temple of the Silent. For how long? For what purpose? How had he survived for so long? 
 
    Those questions rattled around in Ronan’s mind as the dragon circled upward from the ruins of the Silent Brotherhood Temple and away, over the darkened lands of Ghennet. Flames and smoke rose up from where the temple had been, and the villagers from the nearby town stood outside their houses, looking up into the night sky and marveling at the huge creature they saw taking flight into the night sky.  
 
    As they left the ruined temple far below them, the dragon let out another loud howl into the night. Then he lowered his head and flew north, away from the temple, away from Ghennet, away from the place where he had been imprisoned for so long.  
 
    He carried the four companions with him, away from the wreck of their conquered enemies, and toward the snow-capped peaks of the northern mountains.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The rising light of dawn found them on a wide plateau halfway up a mountain that looked down on Ghennet from the north. The light made the thick grasses on the plateau glow with a rich green color, and a cool, damp wind blew down on them from the heights.  
 
    This was a place where no people came, that was clear. There was no access except by the cliffs that rose up sheer on the north, east, and west, and plunged down hundreds of feet on the south side to the plains below.  
 
    From here, they had a view of the whole land of Ghennet again, and they could see the column of dark smoke rising from where the temple had stood in the middle of the flat, open land. The river glowed below them in the dawn light. 
 
    The plateau on which they rested was a beautiful spot, untouched by human hands. The grass was long and deep, and thousands of wildflowers glowed out of the green. Small birds and countless insects moved about in the clear air. It was a square mile of paradise, and Ronan felt that they were probably the first humans to ever have set foot there.  
 
    All was quiet save the long, slow, labored breathing of the great dragon.  
 
    “He’s far from well,” Diana said, laying her hand on the creature’s flank. He was lying flat on the ground, his forepaws outstretched, his head on its side on the ground. The young dragon stood by Diana, his forepaws up against the great dragon’s cheek. The huge beast’s eyes were yellow, but the light from them was dimming.  
 
    Now that Ronan had a chance to look at the great dragon up close, it was clear to him that what Diana said was true. The dragon was thin, his ribs and spine clearly visible through his skin. One lip was curled up over the side of his teeth, and the enormous teeth—the largest ones as long as Ronan’s arm—were cracked and broken.  
 
    “You’re right, Diana,” Eric said, coming closer. “What is wrong with him?” 
 
    “Dying,” the great dragon said. His voice rumbled like thunder under the earth, but the weakness in it was clear for all of them to hear. The dragon heaved a great breath, then sighed it out.  
 
    “I have been kept a prisoner under the earth for years uncounted,” he continued. “No creature could survive that long except one of the old dragons. Those people, those who called themselves the Silent Brothers, they used me for their foul magic, kept me chained, and never let me move or fly. But I knew something that they did not. I knew the ancient prophecy. One day, adherents of the Night God would come, and when they did so they would bring a new dragon, a young one, who would be the first in a long line of new dragons.”  
 
    “Why did they keep you prisoner for so long?” Ronan asked, horrified.  
 
    “The blood,” the dragon said. “They did it for the blood. They extracted my blood and used it in their spells. Dragon blood has immense power, and when imbibed by a human being, it extends the lifespan way beyond what is natural. They used my blood in their foul magic rituals, extending their own lives, and using the blood to create powerful artifacts which they could use to oppress the people around them. All of the power derived from the lifeblood which they stole from me.”  
 
    “But you waited, and stayed alive, because you knew that we were coming?” Eric asked.  
 
    “I knew,” the dragon agreed. “The prophecy of the new dragons is ancient. In the days of the great cataclysm it was the only thing that gave us hope that our kind would one day reappear. The old dragons could see the future, and they knew that the cataclysm was coming. When it did, and all of our kind died from the world, the Silent Brotherhood captured a few eggs and one or two of the newly hatched young. The young dragons died, but the Silent Brotherhood kept the eggs for a long time, researching how they could put them to their own uses. Eventually, they hatched one of the eggs, and I was the result.”  
 
    The dragon made a coughing sound that was partly a laugh and partly a bitter rattle of its fluid-filled lungs. “Ugh,” the dragon said, “my time is short. I have expended all of my long saved energy to rescue you and destroy the temple, and now I have no resources left to heal myself. Let me tell you what I know, because it may help you. I learned much over the years. The one thing that the Brotherhood never knew was how much I understood of their talk, and how much I was aware of what was going on in the world around me. Dragons do not sleep like other creatures. Our minds can extend out into the world around us during our hours of sleep, exploring the byways of the nearby environment, and listening in to the conversations of those who occupy it.”  
 
    Ronan glanced at his friends. This sounded remarkably like the assassins' sleep that they had been used to before the merging with Tanya’s power, but now it was not the time to interrupt and mention this. 
 
    “I learned much of their plans,” the dragon said. “I learned that they wanted to get all of the remaining dragon eggs and hide them. I learned that there was another organization seeking the eggs, an organization known only as the Order of the Red Dawn. And I learned of the Brotherhood’s foul experiments on the eggs that they did manage to get. They hatched some of the eggs, but somehow they managed to create corrupted versions of dragons. These were not dragons at all, but flying creatures like great birds that the brotherhood used as flying steeds. They were not real dragons, just dumb beasts that the Silent Brotherhood enslaved.”  
 
    Another answer to another question. Ronan remembered the strange, leather-winged birds that the Silent Brotherhood members had ridden to the Twelve Isles back at the start of the mission, and again that they had used to collect the Crimson Knight from the bandit mountains in the southern border country.  
 
    So, this was the explanation as to what they were. Corrupted dragons, hatched from dragon eggs and made to be slaves of the Brotherhood through twisted magic.  
 
    “But I knew,” the dragon said. “Through all the long years, I knew what I was waiting for. I have forgotten my own name, my parents, my ancestral memories, all of it. I forgot everything except my part that I was to play in the fulfilling of the prophecy. The Night God came and spoke to me, and he said that you were coming. That the people who would bring about the birth of a true dragon were coming.”  
 
    He swung his great gaze to the little young dragon who still stood with his paws resting against the huge scaled cheek of the old creature. “You, young one,” he said, and his great mouth curved in a smile. “I remember what I was to tell you, the first born true dragon in this age of the world.”  
 
    “What were you to tell me, master?” the young dragon said. It was the first time he had spoken outside of the mind link. His voice was faltering and a little slow, and it was higher-pitched than one would have expected from a creature of its size. But despite the nerves and the pitch, the voice contained hidden depths within it that promised greatness in the times to come. 
 
    “I was to tell you much, and in a short while, I will be able to do so. But now, there is only one thing I can tell you, and that is your name. Fury, you will be, when you grow into your own. It will take time…yes, it comes back to me now, the ancient memories of my kind are coming back to me as I approach my death. You will grow large and strong, and your power will be that of sacred fire. All that you burn will be cleansed, and you will have the power to clear out the foul magical influences of evil mages with your fire. No one will ever have seen anything like it, little one. You will grow in size and strength, feeding on the blood of your enemies and growing in wisdom as you consume willing souls. And your destiny will be to help these good humans in their quest to restore dragons to the world. You are the first, but you shall not be the last. In your lifetime, you will see the return of dragons to the world, such as has never been seen in the world before.”  
 
    A deep silence fell, and the great dragon closed his eyes. At that moment, Ronan felt the presence of the Night God in the bright morning. He looked around and saw nothing, but when he looked away, a shadowy figure could be seen standing not far off, only visible out of the corner of Ronan’s eye.  
 
    “You have done well,” the distinctive whisper of the Night God said in Ronan’s mind. “The great prophecy will be fulfilled. The dragons knew, all that time ago, that you would come, even before I did. You have taken your revenge on the Silent Brotherhood, but they have not been destroyed, and there are other, worse people out there. The world is wide, and your enemies are many.”  
 
    The great dragon opened his eyes again. “You have seen the hatching of one dragon,” he said, “and you must help young Fury to grow to full size in safety. But you must also not neglect your mission. Three dragon eggs you have still, and you know how to hatch them. Blood of battle you have given to them, all three, and you have a willing spirit for one of them. But you must find more willing spirits, and you must also take them to the place where they may be bathed in their elements. Bring them out. My end draws near, and I would desire to see them before I die.”  
 
    The companions immediately brought out the remaining dragon eggs—the green and blue one that they had found in the vault under the Bank of Gold in the Twelve Isles, which had for so long lain hidden in Diana’s father’s house, and the black and silver one that had come from Eric’s home village and that they had also retrieved from the Bank of Gold.  
 
    “Ah,” the old dragon said, his voice full of satisfaction as he gazed upon them. “When these two eggs are hatched, there will be more dragons in the world. These are both females, I can smell it. When they are hatched and young Fury is grown, these will be his mates, and they will be able to produce more eggs and repopulate the world with dragons.”  
 
    “Can you tell us which elements they need to be bathed in?” Ronan asked suddenly, as it struck him that he did not know. 
 
    “You know nothing of dragons, do you?” the great creature said sadly. “Well, I salute you for your efforts for us despite not knowing. The black and silver is an ice dragon. It must be bathed in the deep snows that are only found in the far, far north. And the other is…agh…but my time comes! I cannot answer anything more. Fury! Where is Fury? He must be near me at my passing.”  
 
    “I am here, master,” the little dragon said, leaping up and placing his face against the old dragon’s face. “I am here.”  
 
    “Good,” the old dragon said slowly. “Good. It is time. Prepare yourself, little one, for when I die, I will pass on the knowledge that I have held in my bones and my skin and my blood to you. Prepare yourself. Prepare…”  
 
    The huge dragon let out a sudden rattling breath, and his paws and tail twitched and spasmed. The huge eyes rolled back in his head, and his lip curled up into a fearsome snarl. Then, light began to glow from his skin.  
 
    The light increased in intensity, growing until the whole body of the huge dragon was cloaked in light that stood out from the dragon like a second skin. The light wrapped and enveloped Fury as well, who stood with his forefeet on the old dragon’s face, his brow pressed against the old dragon’s brow. Ronan and his friends were bathed in the bright light that radiated from the dragon, and they braced themselves, their cloaks billowing backward as the light shone on them and turned to a powerful hot wind that seemed to blow on them from some other world.  
 
    The power that was in the old dragon was leaving him, and it was passing to Fury. Ronan’s eyes clenched as the light grew in intensity, and a low humming sound began to emanate from the dragon. It increased in intensity as the power flowed from the old creature to the young one, and a smell filled the air, hot and brackish, like roasting meat.  
 
    Suddenly, the humming deepened, the light intensified, and the smell became overpowering.  
 
    “Drop!” Ronan cried, suddenly realizing what was about to happen. His friends all obeyed, ducking to the ground as a powerful explosion rocked the air around them. The light blasted out from the dragons, and a shockwave rolled over them that would have knocked them off the plateau and out into the void on the other side of the cliff if they had not been lying down.  
 
    The sound was deafening, and the light blinding, but then all was quiet. Ronan blinked, his eyes blinded by the flash, his ears ringing. He forced himself to see through the white lights that seemed to be exploding inside his head, dampening his vision and causing him to squint. He reached for the shadow power, driving it into his eyes and forcing the power of sight back to them. Then he raised his gaze.  
 
    The first thing he saw was his friends, sitting up nearby in the aftermath of the blast of power. Then he looked across to where the dragon had been.  
 
    The huge beast was gone.  
 
    In its place, there was a young, pale yellow dragon, covered in fine red stripes with blue and silver eyes. It was about a quarter of the size of the fully grown dragon, but still many times larger than the hatchling had been.  
 
    The dragon stood on all four legs, flexing its wings and looking around from side to side with a pleased expression.  
 
    “Fury?” Ronan said in wonder. 
 
    “So it would seem,” the dragon replied. “The ancient master dragon’s knowledge and power has flowed to me, and some of his size and strength has as well. I’ve been boosted, and am blessed to have been allowed to skip some stages of my growth. But I’m hungry!”  
 
    He suddenly whirled around, beat his wings in the air, and took off from the ground. As he leapt into the air his great jaws opened wide and he blasted a gout of red and yellow fire into the air. Blue lightning crackled at the edges of the blast of fire, and it was accompanied by a great roar, not as deep and powerful as the old dragon’s roar had been, but filled with presence and threat all the same.  
 
    “I go to find food!” the dragon announced, and shot up into the air, his great wings beating and catching the updraft as he soared toward the mountain heights.  
 
    “Well,” Diana said shakily. “It looks to me like we’ve succeeded in our mission.”  
 
    “I’d say so!” Eric said with a laugh as he stood and helped Tanya to her feet.  
 
    “Let’s hope he comes back!” Tanya said as she got to her feet. “I don’t fancy trying to get down from here without his help.”  
 
    “He’ll come back once he’s eaten, I’m sure,” Ronan said, smiling. “We’ve saved him from a terrible fate at the hands of the brotherhood, and he won’t forget the old dragon’s injunction to help us birth the other dragons.”  
 
    “We got lucky with that egg,” Diana said. “It had already been bathed in the element that it needed—sacred fire from a burning temple. The next one might be more difficult.”  
 
    “All the more so since the old dragon didn’t get the chance to tell us what element the green and blue egg requires. But I think our next goal must be to find the northern snows that he spoke of for the black and silver egg.”  
 
    Eric looked sad. “There’s only one thing that can mean,” he said. “Going to Norskand, the land of my home, the land that I left to seek the Night Guild and the powers to avenge my loss upon the Brotherhood.”  
 
    “We have achieved that revenge now, I think,” Ronan said, remembering the smoking ruin of the Silent Brotherhood Temple. “All the Silent Brothers must have been killed when the temple collapsed.”  
 
    But Eric was shaking his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “There’s more to our mission than this. The Crimson Knights were not based at the Temple of the Silent. They have their own base, do they not?”  
 
    “It’s true,” Diana said. “I read of it before we left. It’s said they have a castle in the far north, where they defend their treasures and keep the secrets of their order, separate from the Silent Brothers.”  
 
    “But then there is the Night Guild and the Twelve Isles,” Ronan said. “When we left there, the guildmaster was in trouble, and the Twelve Isles council seemed to have been infiltrated by agents of the Silent Brotherhood. We may have destroyed their temple, but we haven’t destroyed their influence in the world.”  
 
    “We should pray to the Night God,” Eric said. “That’s the only way we’ll find answers.”  
 
    But as they sat together in prayer, they felt the presence of the deity, but no answer was forthcoming. They were all very wary of asking outright to be told what to do, because they had long been warned that the Night God would grant anything they asked, and that could have unforeseen consequences.  
 
    Instead, the only message that came to them was, “Follow your hearts.”  
 
    “My heart tells me to go north,” Ronan said, “and to hatch the next dragon egg.”  
 
    “Mine says the same,” Diana agreed. “But I also feel that there are other things we must do, not just the hatching of the dragons.”  
 
    Eric said nothing, but he frowned, and clearly was unhappy with the course things were taking.  
 
    Tanya was looking from one to the other of them, but now she sighed and spoke. “I’m not sure what the situation is in the Twelve Isles, and I’m new to these Night God powers, but I’m for us going north as well. This is how the situation seems to me; for us, the most urgent thing we can do is to hatch this egg and provide a mate for Fury. If the goal is to repopulate the world with dragons, he must have a mate so that they can lay new eggs and raise dragon young. The Twelve Isles are full of people, many of whom have good intentions. If there is trouble there, surely they could be trusted to deal with it themselves? There are other options for the Twelve Isles, but we four are the only ones who know about the dragon eggs, and so we’re the only ones who can do this. We should not be diverted from that mission. Eric, what do you say?”  
 
    “For once, I’m torn,” Eric said. “I confess that I do not want to go north. Going to the Northlands would be painful for me, and beyond that, my heart says that we are needed in the Twelve Isles. But I’m not willing to go against the thoughts of you three, my companions. I’ll go north with you. Perhaps we can hatch the second dragon and bring our revenge to the castle of the Crimson Knights while we’re about it.” 
 
    “That’s settled then,” Ronan said, standing up and slapping his hands together. “Once our friend the dragon gets back, we’ll discuss matters with him and then head north. I’ve always wanted to see Norskand, and the fabled snows and glaciers of that country. It will be my chance to do so.”  
 
    Eric smiled. “It can be a grim place,” he said. “But it’s beautiful too. I’ll show you my homeland, then, and we’ll travel to the northern glacier and bathe our egg in the snow.”  
 
    “On our way there,” Diana reminded them, “we’ll have to find a way of getting a willing soul to inhabit the last egg. We have the soul that we released from the caryx, and she will be happy to go into the black and silver egg, but we’ll need another.”  
 
    “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” Ronan suggested. “We’ve come this far, and I’m sure that the opportunity will present itself when the time comes.”  
 
    “You’re right there,” Tanya said, smiling. “I always believed in the luck of the Gods—coming from the Twelve Isles, how could I not—but after seeing you three at work I’ve come to realize that there’s more to it than I ever thought. Why, the Night God has actually manifested in a solid form just to help you out! I never thought such a thing was possible!”  
 
    “We’re on a mission from the Night God himself,” Ronan said with a shrug, “and he drives us as much as the influence of Mala drives our enemies. And now, my friends, I feel in need of some food. Do we have any supplies left?”  
 
    They all agreed that it was long overdue time for a meal. They sat together in the warm grass, sharing out their food and drinking the cold, clear mountain water that Tanya found bubbling up from a natural spring nearby. They talked of their adventures, and their strange good fortune, and of the influence of the deities on their lives.  
 
    They talked of the road ahead, and of the beautiful place where they were sitting, and eventually, they lay back in the grass and drifted off into sleep.  
 
    It was late afternoon when Ronan woke. His friends were still sleeping, but he felt a sense of premonition. He walked to the southern edge of the plateau and looked out over the enormous drop, down on the land of Ghennet.  
 
    Smoke still rose from the ruins of the Silent Brotherhood’s Temple. The shadows of clouds moved across the peaceful patchwork of farm fields and tamed woodlands that lay across the land before him.  
 
    He raised his eyes to shield his eyes from the sun’s glare and looked out.  
 
    Then he smiled. Approaching him, still far away but moving fast, was a pale yellow dragon on the wind.  
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