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Chapter 1







Ronan’s attention was drawn to the shadows while sitting on the dock. All was quiet inside his mind. He gazed out over the forest of  masts  and  furled  sails  that  crowded  the  Outlander’s  Dock, watching the long, thin shadows of the masts dancing on the water and skipping across the decks of the ships. The sun blazed down on the  City  of  Trentum,  as  usual,  and  yet  the  brighter  the  light,  the sharper the dark shadows became. 

The  Outlander’s  Dock  was  awash  with  people,  and  Ronan’s gaze was now drawn to them as the bright sun illuminated the busy scene. Folk moved everywhere—hawkers, merchants, travelers, and guildsmen  of  all  descriptions.  They  were  jostling,  selling,  bartering, loading  and  unloading,  eating  and  drinking.  Many  of  them—like Ronan  himself—were  just  enjoying  the  sun’s  baking  heat  and  the pleasant busyness of life on the docks. Hundreds were engaged in the busy life of the city, and every one of them cast an inky shadow. 

Their shadows ran like water behind them, climbing up other people  and  playing  along  the  edges  of  the  buildings.  None  of  the people  noticed  the  shadows—not  one—and  yet  they  all  had  them. 

The shadows played and danced, shrinking and lengthening, leaping or vanishing, depending on the shape of what the people passed. 

 There  are  as  many  shadows  as  there  are  people,   Ronan thought  dreamily,  smiling  at  how  oblivious  all  the  folk  were  of  this shadow army that shared every moment of their lives with them. 

There was something about the shadows—something  in the shadows—attractive, but disquieting. Like a dream, Ronan watched the people fade out and the shadows appear more clearly. 

Suddenly, he looked up and saw a figure through the swirling crowd. A tall man with a face that Ronan could not define. Was he

old? Young? He had a beard… no, he did not. His chin was large…

no,  it  was  small…  What  color  was  his  robe,  even?  Red?  Green? 

Yellow? 

 How  can  I  not  even  see  the  color  of  his  cloak?  Ronan thought, feeling uneasy. 

The mysterious stranger’s gaze found Ronan and locked on him. His pale gray eyes were intense. They gleamed, and unlike the rest of the man, there was no doubt about the intensity of the gaze or their color. The man stood some distance away, next to a brightly lit white wall. People seethed around him like water around the bow of a ship, but he remained perfectly still. His arms were crossed, and a guild  symbol  Ronan  could  not  make  out  adorned  his  robe  over  his heart. 

And then Ronan saw it—the man cast no shadow. 

With  a  jolt,  Ronan  blinked,  took  a  breath,  glanced  around, and  then  looked  back.  The  gray-eyed  man  was  gone.  I  must  have slipped  into  a  dream  for  a  moment,   he  thought,  smiling  to  himself. 

 Absurd notion, a man that casts no shadow. 

The bustle of the bright day around him reimposed itself upon his  senses  as  he  came  back  to  himself.  The  smell  of  the  sea,  the splash  of  the  waves  on  the  pilings,  and  the  roar  of  happy  voices returned  to  his  ears.  He  could  still  see  the  shadows,  but  they seemed less intense now. The disquieting attractive quality had left them. 

 Strange,   he  thought,  smiling  at  his  own  shadow  lying  inky black next to him on the low wall. 

For  a  moment,  he  almost  sank  back  into  the  strange  trance that he’d experienced a moment before, but then a voice startled him back to reality. 

“Hey,  Ronan!”  the  voice  called,  and  Ronan  looked  in  that direction. 

A  tall,  good-looking  man  with  a  black  beard  and  green  robe moved  through  the  crowd,  his  hand  raised  in  greeting;  he  had  the

symbol of the Guild of Traveler Guides sewn into the green cloth of his robe, just over the heart. 

“Oh, hello, Redwin,” Ronan replied, looking the man up and down in his quick, observant way. “Busy day today? Tella must have a full house at the inn, too!” 

Ronan observed that a splash of orange sauce from a hasty lunch stained the neck of Redwin’s robe. Tella, his wife, would never have let him out with stains on his robe, unless she had been run off her feet at the inn she owned. 

“Very busy,” Redwin agreed. “Told me to get out from under her feet, she did! But I’m happier on the docks plying my trade, as you know.” 

For  the  first  time,  Ronan  noticed  the  girl  standing  behind Redwin. 

She  seemed  to  be  about  Ronan’s  own  age—fifteen  or thereabouts.  She  stood  very  still  and  quiet.  Ronan  assumed  that must have been why he hadn’t seen her. He found that odd, though. 

 Not like me not to notice someone standing right in front of me,   he thought. There was a trace of unease in that thought, but he pushed it aside as unimportant. 

“Actually,”  Redwin  continued,  “I  wondered  if  you’d  do  me  a favor.” He gestured at his companion. “Diana here has just arrived in the Twelve Isles by boat. She’s staying at Tella’s inn, and since she’s dropped her luggage off, it falls to me to show her around the city, of course. But now, I saw you sitting there, and I thought that a young lad  like  you  would  do  a  better  job  than  me  at  showing  her  about, wouldn’t you think?” 

Diana  followed  the  conversation  closely  with  a  polite  smile, but she said nothing. 

Ronan  bowed  to  her  in  greeting.  She  seemed  a  little confused  as  to  how  to  respond  to  this,  but  after  a  moment  she inclined her head in his direction; her fixed, polite smile remained in place. 

“Would  that  suit  you,  Miss?”  Ronan  said  to  her.  “I  have nothing I need to do this morning, and I’d be happy to show you the sights  and  then  bring  you  back  to  Tella’s  inn  once  you’ve  seen  all there is to see.” 

“Thank you,” Diana said. “I accept your offer with pleasure.” 

Ronan  carefully  suppressed  a  grin  at  her  overly  formal response. She spoke his language with great care. She still had an irrepressible trace of a clipped, northern accent that told him she had learned  well  with  a  tutor  but  had  not  yet  had  much  experience—if any—in conversing with native speakers. 

Redwin smiled at them and slapped Ronan on the back, then gripped  his  hand  for  a  moment.  In  doing  so,  he  subtly  slipped  a warm, metal disc into Ronan’s palm so that no one near them would see the glint of money. 

Without  looking,  Ronan  ran  his  thumb  across  the  surface  of the silver floren as he pocketed the coin. Not a bad tip, but nowhere near  the  fee  that  Redwin  would  have  pocketed  in  advance  for spending the morning giving this outlander girl the city tour. 

 Redwin,  you  rogue,   Ronan  thought.  The  man’s  job  was  to guide  newcomers  around  the  city—he  was  a  known  face  on  the docks and around the city center, as were the other members of his guild. The Traveler Guide Guild was small and rather niche, but no less  respected  for  that.  If  it  were  known  at  their  guild  house  that Redwin was pocketing his fee and then fobbing the job off on others, there would be trouble. 

Well,  Redwin  had  nothing  to  worry  about  on  that  score. 

Ronan was not about to tell tales.  And that,  he reflected,  is exactly why he came to me. 

“Ronan is the second son of a good merchant family,” Redwin said,  by  way  of  introduction.  “Respected  members  of  the…which guild is it again?” 

“Glass and Pepper Traders,” Ronan said with a grin. 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  Redwin  said  hastily.  “How  could  I forget? Give my regards to your father when you see him. Anyway, 

I’d best be off and about my business. Good day to you both, and I’m sure  I’ll  see  you  back  at  the  inn  later  this  afternoon,  Diana.  If  you need anything from us, send a runner to the inn and I’m sure Tella will see to your needs. Goodbye now, goodbye!” 

Waving  his  hand  flamboyantly  in  the  air,  Redwin  turned  and waded into the crowd. 

Diana  watched  him  for  a  moment  with  a  small  smile,  then turned  to  Ronan.  She  jerked  her  head  in  the  direction  Redwin  had gone. 

“He will take the morning to drink ale now, yes?” 

The  comment  was  so  perceptive  that  Ronan  burst  out laughing. “Yes! Exactly! How could you tell?” 

She shrugged and smiled but didn’t answer. 

“Show  me  the  city  of  the  Twelve  Isles,  Ronan,  son  of  the glass and pepper guild merchant.” 

She  was  an  interesting  character,  this  Diana.  Similar  to  his attire,  she  wore  a  long,  well-fitting  robe  of  light-coloured  linen cinched at the waist with a length of cord. Ronan wore light sandals, but  Diana  wore  leather  boots,  the  toes  poking  out  from  the  hem  of her robe. Her boots looked both well-made and well-used. 

Her robe was of the kind any young woman from the Twelve Isles might wear, but there was something about the cut that made Ronan think it had not been manufactured here. 

Her  pale,  brown  hair  was  tied  behind  her  head  in  a  neat braid. Her skin was tanned dark from the sun, but a fringe of paler skin  showed  where  the  hem  of  her  sleeve  shaded  her  wrists.  The natural  tone  of  her  skin  was  much  lighter  than  any  native  of  the Twelve Isles or the nearby lands, and through her tan he could see a suggestion of freckles—a feature unheard of in Twelve Isles natives. 

Her accent, her well-worn boots, her clipped speech, and her pale  skin  told  Ronan  that  Diana  came  from  far  away.  On  the  other hand,  the  cut  of  her  robe  and  her  careful  pronunciations  revealed that she was keen to fit in. She wouldn’t be able to for a while, but

she did not need to worry, of course. A common joke in the city was that  half  the  population  of  the  Twelve  Isles  had  come  from elsewhere,  and  the  other  half  were  on  their  way  back  there.  While this was not strictly true, it expressed an important part of the life of the Isles. The world was large, and people from all over found their way  to  the  guilds  of  the  Twelve  Isles  to  train  for  mastery  of  their chosen trade. 

Ronan led Diana through the throng of people and away from the  crowds  on  the  docks.  As  they  walked,  the  low,  dark  wood buildings  crowding  the  docks  gave  way  to  wider,  stone-flagged streets  with  buildings  of  pale  stone  that  gleamed  richly  in  the sunlight. 

“So,  are  you  here  to  train  at  a  guild?”  Ronan  asked  as  the buzz of the crowd became less overpowering. 

“I  was  sent  by  my  father’s  family,”  Diana  said,  not  directly answering  the  question.  “Where  I’m  from,  the  guilds  of  the  Twelve Isles are legendary for the quality of their training, and every noble family wants to send a second son or daughter here to learn a trade. 

What is that building there?” 

Ronan gave her a quizzical look. She had deftly avoided his question,  complimenting  his  city  and  dangling  some  information about her background, but kept the answer to his actual question to herself. 

 Interesting,   he  thought,  his  quick  mind  flicking  through  the possibilities.  She doesn’t want me to know why she’s here. She must be training for a guild—few lone travelers come to the Twelve Isles for any other reason—and yet she doesn’t want to say…. 

Well, Ronan was a well-raised, young lad. He wasn’t going to try and pry her secrets from her… not yet. Perhaps she had come to train in one of the courtesan guilds? They were said to produce the world’s  finest  artists  of  pleasure,  and  they  were  known  to  take women on as servants and wards before they were old enough to be trained in the actual arts of the guilds. 

That  might  explain  her  reticence.  There  was  no  shame  in joining  a  courtesan  guild,  none  at  all,  but  perhaps  a  girl  of  her  age might  well  be  coy  about  saying  it,  particularly  if  it  were  a  path  she was not sure about. 

Perhaps  the  culture  she  came  from  disapproved  of courtesans and the related trades. 

“Where are you from?” he asked. 

“Ghennet.” 

“Woah,  that’s  a  very  long  way  away!  We  learned  about Ghennet  in  lessons—that’s  where  the  great  temple  of  the  Silent Brothers is, isn’t it? I saw a very impressive drawing once. Did you grow up near there?” 

“Within view of it,” she said. Something in her tone made him think she didn’t want to talk about it. 

He cleared his throat. “Sorry, I’m supposed to be giving you the tour, not the other way around. That building there, that you were asking  about,  that’s  one  of  the  administrative  centers  of  the  Dock Worker  Guilds.  There  are  so  many  ships  and  warehouses  on  the docks, and so many workers, that it takes a huge amount of work to keep  track  of  everything.  My  father  is  involved  in  importing  and exporting goods, so he has some business to do there at times. It’s nice inside.” 

She chuckled. “Just an administrative building? It looks like a temple to me!” 

He looked up at it. The building  was impressive, with a long, graceful  flight  of  white  marble  stairs  leading  up  to  an  entrance flanked  by  carved  stone  columns  and  decorated  with  images  of lesser  gods  of  finance,  record-keeping,  and  good  order.  Men  and women of the guild, clad in rich robes of many colors and clutching scrolls and folders full of papers, hurried up and down the steps or gathered to discuss weighty matters, frowning with their heads bent together. 

“I  see  what  you  mean,”  Ronan  said  with  a  laugh.  “After  the docklands, it is impressive, but I assure you that most of the city of

Trentum  is  like  this.  The  Twelve  Isles  is  one  of  the  richest principalities  in  the  known  world,  so  my  father  says,  and  Trentum City  is beautiful. Come with me, we’ll go up there.” 

He pointed toward a green hill rising over the rooftops of the city.  “That,”  he  continued,  “is  Dorum  Hill,  and  that’s  where  the  best views can be found. It’s a bit of a walk from here, but it will take us through some of the principal parts of the city. Follow me.” 

Diana’s  curiosity  was  insatiable,  and  as  they  walked,  she asked  questions  and  made  comments  in  her  clipped,  accented speech, until she made Ronan see the city where he’d grown up with new eyes. 

The  pair  passed  through  the  city,  and  Trentum’s  tall, impressive administrative buildings with their wide-open, sun-bathed streets  gave  way  to  smaller,  more  densely  packed  streets.  They made  their  way  through  bustling,  crowded  market  squares  selling exotic  imported  goods,  along  streets  of  workshops  where apprentices  of  various  artisan  guilds  were  learning  their  trade,  and through  a  quiet  area  where  elegant  two-story  buildings  were shuttered  and  still,  and  only  a  few  people  walked  around.  On  the corners,  some  shop  fronts  looked  like  restaurants,  but  they,  too, were shuttered and quiet. 

“What  is  this  area?”  Diana  asked.  “Are  these  residential houses? They’re very grand!” 

Ronan shook his head. “No one lives permanently in the city center.  All  the  residential  districts  are  on  the  other,  smaller  islands nearby or on the outskirts of Uon island. This is actually the district of the  courtesan  guild.  All  is  quiet  now  because  it’s  the  middle  of  the day, but at night this area will come alive with pleasure-seekers.” 

He shot a quick glance at Diana, wondering if he could catch any suggestion in her face that this was where she was coming for her  training,  but  there  was  none.  Her  still,  alert  expression  showed nothing except interest and concentration. 

 Perhaps not the courtesan guild, then?  he wondered. 

After  a  little  way,  they  passed  through  a  small  park  where people sat on benches or on the ground, sunning themselves in the warm afternoon. 

“I  like  this,”  Diana  said,  slowing.  Her  expression  changed now, and she smiled broadly. Moving out from under the trees, she turned her face up to the sun. “Where I am from, the weather is often cold and damp, and it is not so good to spend time outside near the trees.” 

“Trentum  is  many  things,  but  it  certainly  could  not  be  called cold  and  damp!”  Ronan  said,  enjoying  her  pleasure  in  the  city  and the warmth. 

As they drew nearer to Dorum Hill, they came upon the busy temple district in a wide-open plaza. 

Here,  one  building  dominated.  Like  most  of  the  larger buildings  in  the  Twelve  Isles,  the  white  stone  temple  had  a  great, golden dome that gleamed in the sun. Many smaller stone buildings clustered  around  it.  Some  were  as  big  as  houses,  others  no  more than  stone  huts  roofed  with  red  tiles  and  without  even  a  wooden door.  People  in  robes  of  many  different  shades  stood  by  the entrances or passed in and out of the doors. In the plaza itself, the humblest  figures  sat  at  portable  shrines  they  had  set  up  on  the flagstones. 

Flower petals, colored garlands, and the remains of offerings were scattered all over the ground. The sweet smell of incense hung heavy  in  the  air,  lavender  and  sandalwood  drifting  from  the  brass burners that the priests carried or set up in front of the temple doors. 

“So many different temples!” Diana said, awe-struck. 

“That big one in the middle is the guild house for the Guild of the Godly,” Ronan said. “So, it’s not actually a temple itself, except to the guild’s own sense of self-importance.” 

She gasped. “You do not respect the gods?” 

“Oh, I respect the gods,” Ronan said, hurriedly. “Very much. 

We all do. But that does not mean we respect the administrators of the guild that runs the temples and trains the priests.” 

“Explain this more, please,” Diana said as they walked slowly through the plaza. 

“Well,” Ronan said, trying to put into words something that he had  always  just  known  was  true,  “it’s  like  this.  In  the  Twelve  Isles, there are many, many small guilds—you name it, there is a guild for it.  Some  of  them  are  small  and  specialized,  and  some  of  them  are larger  and  more  powerful.  The  biggest—the  Twelve  High  Guilds—

are  the  ruling  power  of  the  Isles.  All  the  smaller  guilds  give allegiance  to  one  of  the  Twelve  High  Guilds.  Since  people  like  to complain,  it’s  generally  the  High  Guilds  who  get  the  blame  when things go wrong.” 

“Ah, this, I understand. In my country, we always like to blame the  king  and  his  advisors,  even  when  the  problem  could  be  fixed more easily by looking closer to home. It is the same, yes?” 

“It sounds the same,” Ronan said, chuckling. 

As  they  were  about  to  leave  the  temple  district,  a  thought struck him. “In fact,” he said, “we shouldn’t pass through here without giving  some  kind  of  offering,  to  ask  for  good  luck  for  you  now  that you’ve arrived.” 

“Oh,  can  I?”  she  said.  “I  thought  perhaps  it  would  not  be appropriate for an outlander to make an offering to the local gods.” 

“No, no, don’t worry about that. We don’t stand on ceremony here.” 

Diana looked about, bewildered by the mass of temples and the  crowds  of  different  priests  and  monks  who  stood  or  sat  in  the plaza. “Who should we give an offering to?” 

“Oh,  anyone,  really,”  Ronan  said.  “You  can  pick  one  at random, if you want—they should all be able to give you a blessing for luck.” 

Ronan  glanced  around.  A  priest  of  the  god  of  pigment-makers  sat  nearby—that  seemed  a  bit  too  niche—and  not  far  from him sat a monk of the god of oats. Two priests of road building were chuckling  over  a  glass  of  something  in  a  corner.  Though  they  all would probably give a luck blessing, none of them felt right. 

He  was  just  about  to  ask  again  what  kind  of  guild  she  had come to train with when Diana pointed. “That man there,” she said. 

Ronan  glanced  up.  Briefly,  his  heart  stopped  in  his  chest.  It was the man with the gray eyes again, the man whose face he could not clearly see. 

The man who had cast no shadow. 

Then he blinked, and the vision was gone. Diana pointed to a portly monk who was approaching them with a smile, swinging a little censer of incense in front of him. The trailing smoke wreathed him in the smell of sage. 

“Oh,”  Diana  said,  patting  her  pockets  and  flushing  suddenly dark  under  her  freckles.  “But  I  don’t  have  any  Twelve  Isles  money. 

I’ve not had a chance to exchange my gold for local currency—it’s in Tella’s strongbox back at the inn.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Ronan said, reaching into his pocket to find her a coin. His heart was still thumping after thinking he’d seen the shadowless man again, and his sweating fingers found the silver coin Redwin had given him. 

He  rolled  his  eyes.  Appropriate,    I  suppose,  he  thought, slipping the coin that had been his tip into her hand. “Give him that,” 

he told her. 

“You’re sure?” 

“Of course.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Well, young ones,” the monk said. “I saw you pointing, Miss, and I felt the blessing that you’re asking for just straining to get out. I hear  the  whispering  of  my  master,  the  god  of  changing  places,  the god  of  arrivals  and  departures,  in  my  ear.  My  god  is  the  god  of doorways  and  little  boats,  of  hatchways  and  stairways  and  bridges and  open  windows.  The  god  of  arrivals  and  departures  hears  you. 

Would you have his blessing?” 

“I  would,”  Diana  said,  smiling  a  little  at  the  portly  man’s dramatic tone. But the smile changed to a look of open surprise as

the man held up his hand toward her brow. 

His  hand  glowed  like  a  lantern  in  a  darkened  room,  despite the  brightness  of  the  day.  Half  in  shadow,  a  tall  stone  arch  marked the exit from the temple plaza on their right. Diana and Ronan stood in the shadow, while the priest stood in sunlight. As the bright light of the  blessing  blossomed  in  his  hand,  he  reached  toward  them, plunging his hand into the shadow. He touched Diana on the brow, and she shivered as the light passed from his hand and ran over her brow and across her head. 

“You  too,  boy,”  the  monk  barked.  His  tone  was  less flamboyant and polite with Ronan—clearly the monk could tell Diana was the customer here, the outlander who needed to be impressed. 

Ronan was a Twelve Islander to his roots, and the monk could read that  a  mile  away.  Still,  he  offered  the  blessing,  and  Ronan  lowered his head to receive it. 

The bright light blinded him for a moment as the man touched his  brow.  Ronan  shivered  as  the  cold  feeling  of  the  blessing’s  light ran across his skin and sank into his body. 

“Go with this blessing upon you,” the monk intoned solemnly as he withdrew his hand. “Changes come to all people. With every door  that  closes,  may  another  open.  With  every  door  that  opens, may your passage be worthwhile. As you pass from light to shadow, may you see in the dark. As you pass from shade to light, may your eyes not be blinded. Go well, now… go well.” 

With that, he reached out his hand again, palm upward. It no longer glowed. Diana, obviously struck by this performance, dropped the  silver  floren  Ronan  had  given  her  into  the  monk’s  palm.  He bowed,  smiled  at  them,  then  wandered  off,  swinging  his  incense censer and humming to himself. 

“There  are  so  many  gods  in  your  city,”  Diana  said  as  they passed slowly and thoughtfully out of the temple plaza. 

“As many gods as there are guilds,” Ronan quipped. “That’s what  we  say.  But,  of  course,  most  of  them  are  very  specific,  and most  people  don’t  have  a  use  for  many  of  the  gods.  Some  are  not

even  really  gods  as  such.  They  are  more  like  local  spirits,  and  we just  call  them  gods  out  of  politeness.  But  they  all  have  power,  to  a greater or lesser extent, and none should be disrespected.” 

She  smiled,  and  Ronan  smiled  back.  Diana  had  a  serious look most of the time, but now she seemed to be relaxing a bit. 

“The monk’s blessing felt cold,” she said. “In my country, the priests and monks are very different. What that monk did—producing a  light  and  a  sensation—they  would  call  it  magic,  and  they  would condemn him for it. I read about the priests and monks of the Twelve Isles, of course, yet it is strange to see it in reality.” 

Ronan frowned. “I don’t understand. Don’t the priests in your country give blessings?” 

“Where  I  am  from,  the  priests  are  more  likely  to  take  than give.” 

He was about to ask another question when she pointed up at  the  approaching  slopes  of  Dorum  Hill.  “It’s  so  green,”  she  said, 

“and there are so many fields! Is this where you grow your food?” 

“It is,” Ronan answered. Again, she had deftly pre-empted his question  and  changed  the  subject.  He  was  impressed.  “This  is  the only part of the island where any major farming is done. You see, in Oretum they have many farms, and we can import most of what we need from there. But the slopes of Dorum Hill are very fertile, and so what  growing  we  do  happens  here.  The  farmer  guilds  are  the masters  of  this  area.  They  grow  fresh,  green  vegetables  here,  and some  very  select  grapes  for  wine-making.  There  are  orchards  for fresh oranges, lemons, and olives, but everything else comes across the water from Oretum.” 

As  they  climbed,  Diana  looked  with  pleasure  at  the  neat, beautifully  tended,  green  fields  on  either  side  of  them.  Since  there was not much room, the farmer guilds kept the sides of Dorum Hill under intense cultivation, and every inch of the precious arable land was worked. 

Though not high, the hill stood as the most elevated point on the Twelve Isles. As such, it attracted many visitors to look out at the

view.  Today,  people  flocked  to  the  peak.  An  elegant  temple  to  the god  of  Dorum  Hill,  who  also  ruled  as  the  god  of  high  places  in general,  graced  the  hill’s  flat  top  of  the  hill.  A  green,  grassy  sward stretched out around the temple, and many people were taking their ease,  looking  out  over  the  city,  the  islands,  and  the  blue  water beyond. 

Diana stood, shading her eyes and gazing out at the view. In front of them, and to the left and right, Trentum’s packed cityscape of red roofs and white buildings stretched away, covering nearly every part  of  Uon,  the  biggest  island  in  the  Twelve  Isles  archipelago. 

Behind them, the slopes of Dorum Hill fell sharply, ending in a high cliff that dropped straight down to the water. 

In the sea around them, the other islands of the archipelago clustered near the shores of Uon. Wooden bridges connected Uon to the  nearby,  smaller  islands,  and  the  islands  that  were  further  away were connected by wooden ferries that traversed the shallow waters at  every  hour  of  the  day  or  night.  The  capital  city  of  Trentum sprawled  across  the  bridges  onto  the  nearest  of  the  other  islands. 

Some  of  these  were  so  close  to  Uon  that  the  straits  between  them had been effectively turned into canals. The ones further away were connected by impressively long and well-constructed bridges. 

Not  all  of  the  islands  were  as  densely  built  up  as  Uon.  The nearby ones were mostly residential, with some of the smaller guilds keeping their guild houses there, where buildings were cheaper. The second  largest  island,  Pria,  was  where  the  house  of  the  high  guild council was, and the buildings there were almost entirely given over to the government of the Twelve Isles. 

The gleaming blue of the middle sea surrounded the islands. 

Off in the distance, to the north-east, a hint of green glinted through the sea haze. Over there lay the Oretum peninsula, the gateway to the mighty continent of Lithia that stretched immeasurably far to the north, east, and west. 

“What is that island there?” Diana asked. She pointed right, to a  respectably-sized  island  connected  to  Uon  by  a  long,  wooden

bridge. 

“That’s  Calvaria,”  Ronan  said.  “But  there’s  nothing  much there.  Mostly  dwellings  of  the  poorer  sort.  That’s  where  a  lot  of people who work in the low guilds live.” 

“The low guilds?” 

“Oh, you know, the guilds of unskilled laborers, dock hands, itinerant  workers,  that  kind  of  thing.  We  call  them  the  low  guilds mainly because they are poor and have little power in the politics of the islands, but still, a guild is a guild, and they have respect despite their menial station.” 

Diana  peered  hard  at  Calvaria.  Puzzled,  Ronan  stared,  too. 

There seemed to be nothing much worth looking at. Red roofs, some dark  wood  buildings  near  the  shore,  a  few  towers  in  the  island’s interior, and the golden dome of a temple were all that Ronan could see. Nothing to look at there, surely? 

“That tower,” she said, quietly. “See, the tall one with the red roof, about halfway between the bridge and the dome?” 

Ronan  squinted.  Yes,  there  was  a  square,  red-roofed  tower there. It looked to him just like every other tower in the Twelve Isles. 

“What about it?” he asked. 

“Do you not see it?” 

“I see the tower. I see nothing unusual about it.” 

“It casts no shadow…” 

His stomach lurched as if he had missed a step in the dark. 

She was right! 

The  sun  began  dipping  as  the  afternoon  progressed  toward evening. Golden light bathed the city, making the red roofs glow like blood and the white stones like bleached skeletons. The shadows of the  buildings  were  long  and  deep,  stretching  out  over  the surrounding buildings and flowing into the narrower streets. 

But not that tower. 

He  blinked,  hoping  it  would  change.  It  gave  him  the  same feeling  as  when  he’d  seen  the  gray-eyed  man  on  the  docks,  and again for a moment in the temple plaza. The feeling that something was  wrong,  that  some  immutable  law  of  the  universe  had  been broken before his eyes. 

“You’re right,” he said, feeling both excited and a little afraid. 

“I can see it now! The building casts no shadow!” 

“It’s  impossible,”  she  said,  “and  yet  I  can  see  it  too.  There must be some kind of magic affecting that tower.” 

“But we don’t have magic here, not really. Just the blessings of the gods.” 

She smiled strangely at him. “I think,” she said, slowly, “that what you call the blessings of the gods may be much the same as what I call magic.” 

He  frowned,  still  staring  at  the  strange  tower.  Why  didn’t anyone  else  notice  it?  He  blinked  a  few  times,  thinking  that  there may in fact be a shadow, and that it might just be a trick of the light. 

The view wavered in the heat and the bright sun. 

He took a breath to answer her when he felt a tugging at his robe and looked down. A small boy, no more than nine or ten years old, stood next to him. He held a note. 

“Please,  sir,”  the  boy  said,  “but  are  you  Ronan,  son  of Serverus of the Glass and Pepper Trader Guild?” 

“I am,” Ronan said. “What can I do for you?” 

“Please,” he said again, “I was given this note for you.” 

He  held  out  a  rolled  scroll  to  Ronan,  who  took  it  and  broke the seal. 



 Ronan, 

 Please  come  home  at  once.  Serious  news  has  reached  me from the guild. I fear that there may be a risk of trouble for our family, and I prefer to have you under my eye for the next few days. Send this note back with the messenger when you are on your way. 

 Serverus



“From my father,” Ronan said to Diana by way of explanation, then turned again to the boy. “Here, lad, take this back to Serverus and tell him I’m on my way. He will see you get your tip. I’ll not be long.” 

The boy nodded again and dashed off. 

“Sorry  to  have  to  cut  our  tour  short,”  Ronan  said  as  they began  to  make  their  way  back  toward  the  path.  “But  I  think  I’ve shown  you  most  of  the  important  sites  of  Trentum.  The  city  is  safe enough,  and  you  will  be  able  to  find  your  way  around  if  you  have more  time  for  exploring.  Perhaps  you’ll  visit  that  shadowless  tower and discover its secret?” he added with a half-jesting smile. 

“Perhaps,” she said, answering his smile with one of her own. 

“Though if I do, I think I would prefer to make that exploration with a friend.” 

They  reached  the  path,  and  Ronan  glanced  one  more  time over  toward  Calvaria.  The  tower  stood  peaceful  and  quiet  in  the bright sunlight, casting no visible shadow whatsoever. 



Chapter 2







Ronan’s  father,  Serverus  Renzo,  was  a  successful  man.  He came  from  Oretum  when  he  was  a  boy  to  train  with  the  Glass  and Pepper  Trader  Guild,  his  sponsorship  paid  for  by  a  wealthy  uncle. 

Being  a  capable  and  hard  working  youth,  he  did  well  and  quickly rose  through  the  guild  to  become  a  respected  member  of  the community. 

“It seems strange that glass and pepper should be associated in  the  same  guild,”  Diana  said  to  Ronan  as  they  walked  together back through the vineyards and orchards of Dorum Hill. 

“Oh, it’s simple, really,” Ronan said. “In Ira, the country to the southeast of here that produces the best pepper, they have no good sand  with  which  to  make  glass.  In  Oretum,  there’s  a  huge  demand for  pepper,  and  they  have  a  good  connection  to  the  expert  glass makers  in  the  north.  Since  there’s  a  steady  flow  of  boats  going between  Oretum  and  Ira,  the  guild  has  developed  to  move  both commodities.  Glass  goes  south  to  Ira,  and  pepper  comes  north  to Oretum.  My  father  and  the  other  guildsmen  know  the  treacherous sea  channels  along  the  coast  of  Ira,  and  they  know  how  to  identify the best pepper and the best glass and where to get the best prices for both.” 

She  smiled  and  said,  “And  will  you  follow  your  father  in  his trade when the time comes?” 

Ronan felt a strange, anxious sensation in his belly. For some reason, he did not like this question. Though in theory he was free to pursue whatever career he wanted, it was assumed by most people that a son would follow his father into the trade. Without a clear idea of  some  alternative,  he  felt  that  he  would  most  likely  end  up  doing so, but the thought made him uncomfortable. 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “My brother Borean is five years my  elder,  and  he  is  two  years  into  learning  the  trade  himself.  I suppose I will, too.” 

“You do not sound as if you want to,” Diana said. 

Ronan  glanced  at  her.  He  felt  she  was  pressing  him  a  little more  than  he  was  comfortable  with.  What  business  was  it  of  hers what guild he ended up joining? She had not even told him why she had come to Trentum. 

He  took  a  breath.  Perhaps  it’s  just  because  she  doesn’t understand the language very well,  he thought.  It makes her sound more blunt than she means to. 

And  yet  she  had  shown  that  her  knowledge  of  his  language was  good,  better  than  many  who  came  to  the  Twelve  Isles  for  the first time. He frowned, about to ask her about her own plans, when she pointed down a wide street lined with traders’ stalls. 

“I believe my route lies that way, back toward the docks and to Tella’s inn. Thank you for your help today. I’ve very much enjoyed your tour.” 

Ronan  glanced  about.  While  they  walked,  he  had  ignored much of his surroundings and now found that they had come further than  he  thought.  She  was  right  about  her  route,  and  he  was impressed by how observant she was and how quickly she’d picked up the layout of Trentum. 

“True,” he said, “that is your way. My father’s house is a little further,  over  on  Drem,  one  of  the  smaller  residential  isles.  Shall  I walk you back to the inn?” 

He felt surprised by the feeling of reluctance to leave her. He found  her  to  be  interesting  and  good  company.  Though  Ronan thought of himself as very wary of the romantic attractions of women, he  still  found  them  better  company  than  the  young  men  of  his  own age.  He  had  enjoyed  spending  the  day  with  her,  and  the  time  had passed by more quickly than he would have imagined possible. 

“You do not need to,” she replied in her carefully-pronounced speech. “I can find my way, and that note from your father seemed

urgent.” 

“It  did  seem  urgent,”  Ronan  agreed,  a  little  regretfully.  Then he  brightened.  “But  you  can  always  send  me  a  message  at  the Renzo Villa, and perhaps a message from me to Tella’s inn will reach you, at least until you begin your guild training?” 

She  looked  a  little  surprised  and  also  a  little  confused,  but she settled for a smile. “Perhaps it will,” she said after a moment, not sounding  particularly  certain  about  the  point.  “Goodbye,  Ronan Renzo.” 

Then,  before  he  could  ask  any  more  questions,  she  turned and marched down the street. 

Ronan  stood  in  the  crowd,  his  eyes  tracking  her  progress through  the  throngs  of  shoppers.  There  was  something  about  that woman,  but  she  had  been  right.  The  message  from  his  father  had sounded urgent, and the daylight was passing. 

With  a  glance  skyward  at  the  golden  afternoon  descending into evening, Ronan turned his steps toward home. 

As  he  walked  through  the  commercial  district  and approached the wide wooden bridge that joined the big island of Uon to the smaller Drem island, he lifted his hand to scratch an itch on his chest.  There,  just  over  his  heart,  he  had  a  black  birthmark,  a shapeless black blotch like an inkstain on his skin. He’d always had it  and  never  thought  much  of  it,  but  sometimes  it  annoyed  him  by flaring up with an insatiable itch. Today was one of those days. He’d held  off  scratching  it  while  he’d  been  with  Diana,  but  now  he indulged the need to do so. 

 Not that it makes any difference,  he  thought  a  little  gloomily as  he  walked  along.  His  mother—when  she’d  been  alive—had jokingly referred to it as his guild mark because it sat above his heart in  just  the  place  where  a  guildsman’s  mark  is  sewn  onto  his  guild robe. 

Ronan  smiled  at  the  memory.  His  mother  died  of  a  fever when he was seven years old. He recalled the memory of her death as  if  seeing  it  through  a  haze.  Though  he’d  always  been  an

intelligent  child,  he  still  had  not  fully  understood  what  had  been happening at the time. His memories of her from his younger years were clearer, and he treasured them. 

His  ‘guild  mark’  still  itched  abominably  through  his  robe.  He fought  back  the  urge  to  tear  at  the  itch  with  his  nails,  lest  he  draw blood,  then  stepped  onto  the  wooden  bridge  that  linked  the  large island with the smaller one and began to cross. 

The  thud  of  Ronan’s  boots  blended  with  the  sloshing  of  the water below as he crossed. Drem and Uon were near to one another at this point, and this wooden bridge, the largest of three, served to allow citizens to pass between the city’s districts. Drem was home to many  of  the  city’s  wealthier  guildfolk.  Lines  of  stone  houses  faced across the narrow water to Uon, giving way to larger villas clustered in the island’s interior. They were centered around the low hill, home to a temple and a clutch of small guild houses. 

Ronan  walked  quickly  through  the  quiet  streets  until  he reached  the  gate  to  his  father’s  house.  A  flowering  hedge  that surrounded  the  Renzo  Villa  concealed  the  house  and  generous garden  from  view  from  the  street.  The  villa  was  a  good-sized dwelling by Trentum standards—space always came at a premium, and  though  most  people  had  at  least  a  little  garden,  the  two  acres that surrounded the Renzo Villa were more than most people had. 

Ronan pushed the gate open and stepped onto the grounds. 

Golden evening sunlight bathed the long, paved drive that curved up to  the  villa.  To  his  left,  tall  elm  trees  in  full  leaf  swayed  in  the  sea breeze, and to his right the gentle sound of a fountain reached him, along with the sweet scents of the flowering garden. 

He sighed. This place was an altogether beautiful spot.  Diana seemed to enjoy gardens, he thought.  Perhaps I could show her this one sometime.  The garden had been his mother’s delight when she had  been  alive.  After  her  death,  Serverus  hired  two  men  from  the Gardener Guild to keep it in good shape. 

As  he  approached  the  house,  his  head  was  still  full  of questions about Diana. Why had she come to Trentum? Which guild

would she be joining? And why was she so cagey about it? Despite their  spending  most  of  the  day  together,  Ronan  had  managed  to learn remarkably little about her. 

Then,  there  was  the  man  with  the  gray  eyes  on  the  dock. 

That  had  been  strange  indeed;  if  Ronan  hadn’t  seen  him  again briefly in the temple plaza, he would have dismissed the incident as a dream. 

And then there was that building over on Calvaria that did not cast a shadow. He could not deny that very strange occurrence. He would definitely go to investigate when he had the opportunity. When he  did  so,  he  would  try  to  contact  Diana  and  see  if  she  wanted  to accompany him. 

The  birthmark  on  his  chest—which  had  calmed  down  once he’d crossed into Drem—itched again suddenly. He scratched at it, frowning,  then  forgot  all  about  the  itch  when  he  saw  the  strange figure standing on the step of his house. 

The  man  wore  black  from  head  to  foot.  He  was  lean  and strong. His clothing fit him like a second skin, and his boots were of soft,  supple  leather.  A  black  cloak  of  good  wool  wrapped  his shoulders and hung down to behind his knees, but it did not conceal the long, thin dagger tucked inside his belt. He had his long, straight, light  brown  hair  tied  tight,  bound  into  a  gleaming  tail,  and  both  his light hair and fair skin spoke of his origins outside the Twelve Isles. 

 He actually looks a little like Diana,  Ronan thought. 

Above  the  breast  of  his  tunic,  a  gleaming  black  symbol adorned  the  dark  fabric  of  the  tight  garment.  The  clothing  was strange—it  did  not  look  like  any  fabric  Ronan  had  seen  before.  It might have been silk, but it was not shiny enough. It was too tight to be wool, too smooth to be linen. The man’s guild symbol was done in shining black thread, and Ronan’s eyes widened as he looked at it. 

Even at this distance, Ronan could make it out—a waning crescent moon. 

Even  without  the  symbol  on  the  man’s  breast,  Ronan  knew what he was. His heart beat faster in excitement. 

No one spoke about them, but everyone knew they existed. 

Blades  for  hire;  highly  skilled  operatives  in  a  wide  range  of  subtle arts. Respected mercenaries who were highly valued as bodyguards and guards for valuable cargo. They were also rumored to be much more  than  mere  fighters.  Dark  words,  spoken  in  dark  corners  and alleyways, said that for the right fee, they could be hired to do away with  a  rival,  or  to  extract  a  document  or  other  valuable  item  from nearly any hiding place. They were a paradox in the life of the city, and  the  known  face  of  the  dark  underbelly  of  Trentum,  and  the Twelve Isles. 

The Night Guild. 

Ronan’s eyes went wide, and his mouth dropped open, then he  caught  himself  and  remembered  his  manners.  He  straightened his  back  and  walked  steadily  toward  the  door.  The  black-clad  man watched  him  impassively,  his  gaze  flicking  from  Ronan  to  the surrounding garden and back again as the boy approached. 

As he reached the bottom step, the door of the villa opened. 

“Ah, Ronan, thank the gods, there you are!” Serverus Renzo stepped toward Ronan with his arms outstretched, but suddenly the black-clad man reached out a hand to stop him. 

“A moment, please, sir,” the man said. His deep voice carried as he asked Serverus, “This is your son whom you’ve been waiting for?” 

“It is,” Serverus said, looking puzzled. 

“If  you’ll  allow  me…”  the  guard  said,  then  looked  at  Ronan. 

“Approach me, please, lad, and hold out your hands.” 

“This is hardly necessary,” Serverus protested, but the guard shook his head. 

“It’s part of my job. We cannot be too careful, sir. If I may?” 

“Oh,  go  ahead  then,”  Serverus  said.  He  addressed  Ronan, saying, “Do what the fellow says, Ronan.” 

Ronan did as he was asked. He stepped up to the guard and held out both hands, palms upward. As he did so, he looked closely

at  the  guild  symbol  on  the  man’s  chest—a  crescent  moon—the symbol of the Night Guild. He shivered. 

The  man  reached  up  and  drew  something  from  his  collar. 

Another  crescent  moon,  a  pure  silver  medallion  that  glinted  in  his black-gloved hand. It had come from around the man’s neck. Now he held  it  in  his  left  hand  and  extended  his  right  hand  to  hover  above Ronan’s palms. 

“By  the  Night  God,”  the  man  muttered,  “take  the  darkness from our eyes, shine the light of the moon through the clouds, place the luminescence of the stars within our minds. Reveal to us clarity, show us perception. By this medallion, I invoke your power.” 

The prayer was much like any that a priest might make, but hearing a prayer to the Night God come from the lips of a member of the Night Guild was almost too exciting for Ronan to bear. He lost his demure attitude and grinned openly at the man, his eyes sparkling. 

The guildsman’s mouth twitched in a small smile, and a white light glowed, like the light of the moon, around his hands. The light expanded until it bathed Ronan’s palms. He felt tingling in his hands as the guildsman worked the prayer.  The  magic  spell,  Diana  would call it,  Ronan thought. 

The  guildsman’s  brow  furrowed,  and  his  eyes  snapped  to Ronan’s,  almost  as  if  he  had  heard  the  boy’s  thoughts.  But  that would be impossible, wouldn’t it? 

Another twitch of a smile. 

The  light  faded,  and  the  man  straightened  while  tucking  the medallion back into his collar. “Very good,” he said to Serverus. 

“Foolishness,”  Serverus  muttered.  “As  if  I  wouldn’t  know  my own son.” 

He stepped forward and took Ronan a little too firmly by the arm. “Come inside, Ronan.” 

Ronan  obeyed,  but  he  glanced  back  at  the  Night  Guild member.  The  man  looked  back  at  him  with  interest  and  a  knowing smile

“Father…”  Ronan  began  as  soon  as  the  door  closed,  but Serverus cut him off. 

“No  questions,  please,”  he  said,  firmly  but  not  unkindly. 

“Guildsman Nexu will be with us for a few days, perhaps as much as a week. I want you to be polite and do as he says, but do not bother him or ask him questions. The Glass and Pepper Trader Guild has hired  him  to  guard  our  house  because  of  a  few  difficulties  we’ve been having in recent weeks. I’m asking you and Borean to stay at home for that time and not to go wandering. Is that clear?” 

“Yes,  Father.  Of  course,”  Ronan  said,  thinking  that  having  a whole  week  with  the  Night  Guild  man  around  was  more  than  he could have dreamed. He couldn’t wait to tell Diana about it when he saw her next. “But Father…” he began, questions bubbling up inside. 

“That’s all I want to say on the matter,” Serverus said, holding up  a  forbidding  hand.  “I  have  a  great  deal  to  occupy  me  at  the moment,  Ronan,  and  I  would  ask  that  you  keep  your  questions  to yourself. Do you understand?” 

Serverus  was  a  kind  man,  and  Ronan  loved  and  respected him for that, but he was also a firm man. When he said no, it meant no. Ronan knew when he could be pushed and when he could not. 

There would be no chance of finding out more from him. 

“Very  well,  Father,”  Ronan  said,  not  managing  to  keep  the disappointment out of his voice. “I’ll do as you say.” 

“There’s a good lad,” Serverus said with a smile, mussing the boy’s  black  hair.  “Go  upstairs  now—you  look  like  you’ve  been wandering  the  city  all  day.  Get  yourself  cleaned  up  for  the  evening meal.” 

Ronan did as asked. 

A wide, central hallway took up the center of the Renzo Villa. 

At each side, wooden stairs climbed to a balcony that gave access to the  bedrooms  on  the  upper  floor.  Ronan  ran  his  hand  along  the balcony’s wooden railing, watching as his father crossed the hallway and disappeared from view on his way to his office at the back of the house. 

When  he  got  to  his  room,  he  entered.  A  bucket  of  water waited  by  the  hearth.  Ronan  washed  and  changed  his  clothes  for dinner, thinking all the time about his day and about the Night Guild. 

Looking in the mirror, he saw that his black birthmark was inflamed. 

 Probably  from  all  the  scratching,   he  thought  as  he  examined  it.  He hadn’t  looked  that  hard  at  it  for  a  while.  It  reminded  him  of something.  Almost like the crescent moon on the Guildsman Nexu’s tunic, he thought. 

He smiled. Perhaps  he  should be a man of the Night Guild. It would be more exciting than being a member of the Guild of Glass and Pepper Traders, that was for sure. If he joined the Night Guild, he  would  be  able  to  use  his  skills  to  guard  valuable  goods  and discover  secrets  on  behalf  of  wealthy  guild  families.  Perhaps  he could even become a master thief, or even an assassin, if what the rumors said were true. 

Ronan imagined himself stealing across roofs in the dead of night to assassinate criminals or steal valuable documents from the grasp  of  evil-doers.  He  might  fight  pirates  on  behalf  of  a  merchant trading  vessel,  or  guard  the  homes  of  men  like  his  father  who needed protection from veiled threats. 

He  spun  around  in  his  room,  an  imaginary  dagger  in  his hand, and danced away from a villain coming to steal from a noble and  wealthy  guildsman.  The  villain  would  not  know  what  hit  him when Ronan Renzo, the best man the Night Guild had ever trained, sprang out from the shadows to foil his dastardly plans! 

“By the Night God!” he whispered, sticking out his hands as he imagined the cold moonlight Guildsman Nexu had used gathering around his own palms. 




* * *

 

Nexu  the  guildsman  joined  the  Renzo  family  for  dinner. 

Clearly  his  orders  were  to  stay  near  the  family,  but  his  black-clad, mysterious presence made the evening somewhat uncomfortable for

the adults. Serverus and Borean made awkward conversation about business,  and  Aera,  the  elderly  woman  in  charge  of  the  domestic staff,  fussed  over  Ronan  and  spoke  to  him  as  if  he  were  a  much younger boy. 

Ronan  wolfed  down  his  food,  never  taking  his  eyes  off Guildsman Nexu. For his part, the guildsman ate sparingly and then rose, returning to the main hall to take up his post at the front door again. 

After  dinner,  Ronan  pulled  his  brother  Borean  aside  on  the stairs up to the bedrooms, out of hearing of the other adults. 

“You  told  me  the  Night  Guild  isn’t  real!”  he  began.  “But  that man on the door…” 

“Hush,”  Borean  said.  He  was  obviously  in  no  mood  for  this conversation,  but  Ronan  knew  that  his  brother  could  be  pushed much further than their father when it came to asking questions. He got a grip on Borean’s robe and held on. 

“Everyone knows the Night Guild exists,” Ronan said. “They all just pretend it doesn’t. But that man Nexu is one of them.” 

Borean  was  taller  than  Ronan,  and  he  wore  a  worried expression on his pale, ascetic face. Unlike Ronan, Borean did not have the physical characteristics that usually went with natives of the Twelve Isles. He was fair, tall, and willowy, where Ronan was dark, stocky,  and  muscular.  All  in  all,  Ronan  thought,  a  much  better candidate  for  a  clerk  in  a  trader  guild  than  as  a  guard  of  the  Night Guild! 

“Look, Ronan,” said his brother, crouching down and looking seriously  into  Ronan’s  face.  “The  Night  Guild  is  a  serious  subject. 

You’re  not  really  old  enough  to  talk  about  this,  but  there’s  no  point pretending—that will only make you more curious and cause you to ask  even  more  annoying  questions.  Come  and  sit  with  me  in  your room for a moment.” 

Once  they  were  in  Ronan’s  room  with  the  door  closed, Borean sat on the bed and patted the covers beside himself. 

When  Ronan  sat  and  looked  at  him  expectantly,  Borean frowned and began to speak. 

“I  probably  shouldn’t  tell  you  about  this,  but  it  will  at  least keep  you  from  annoying  Father  about  it.  Since  you  have  guessed, it’s  true  that  there   is  an  organization  called  the  Night  Guild.  They provide  guards  and  discreet  protection  services  to  those  in  need. 

They  are  the  very  best  at  what  they  do,  and  they  deserve  a  huge amount  of  respect  from  us  and  from  everyone.  They  walk  a  hard path,  and  we  respect  them  by  not  enquiring  into  their  affairs  too deeply.” 

“In fact,” Borean went on, “there are many smaller guilds that not many people know about, usually because they deal with trades where  secrecy  and  discretion  are  vital.  But  it’s  important  not  to  go talking about them. That’s how they are able to do what they do. The secret guilds perform crucial services in the city, and we allow them to remain discreet because it’s in everybody’s interests to do so.” 

“So  Nexu   is  a  man  of  the  Night  Guild?”  Ronan  asked breathlessly. 

His  brother  slapped  him.  Not  too  hard,  but  hard  enough  to make the young man’s eyes sting with shock and to take the smile from his face. 

“Why  did  you   do  that?”  he  said,  holding  his  hand  to  his burning cheek. 

“What  did  I  just  say?”  Borean  said,  and  there  was  a  hint  of their father’s sternness in his pale, blue eyes. “We keep our mouths shut about the secret guilds, so that they are allowed to carry on with their work in peace. I’ve told you that there are secret guilds in the Isles because it’s important for you to know that. But as far as you and I are concerned, Nexu is a guard hired by father’s employer and nothing more. We don’t ask questions, and in return, we get the best protection  money  can  buy.  Understand?  Only  stupid  children  would run around shrieking about the Night Guild. And you’re not a stupid child, are you Ronan?” 

“No, brother,” Ronan said, shaking his head. 

“Good lad.” 

He smiled kindly down at Ronan as he stood up and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“I’m  sorry  to  have  hit  you,  but  it’s  important  you  understand that this is a serious matter. Everybody needs to remain discreet and show respect. The guard is just that, a guard, and we show him and father  respect  by  keeping  our  mouths  shut  and  our  questions  to ourselves.” 

When Borean left, Ronan sat on his bed thinking it over. His brother’s  words  had  gone  to  his  heart.  He  reflected  on  the  strange time. Sometimes—like when he was showing Diana around the city earlier—he  felt  like  a  grown  man  already.  Other  times,  the  giddy excitement of a child got the better of him, and he became less of a man  and  more  of  a  boy.  He  thought  of  himself  playing  in  his  room earlier, pretending to fight a villain. He frowned. 

 You  can’t be a child anymore,  he told himself. 

Being a man of the Night Guild would not be a game. Being a man at all, in fact, would not be a game. Whatever trade he took up, it would be a serious affair. He did not want to be like Redwin of the Traveler  Guide  Guild,  pocketing  his  fee  and  then  shirking  his  work. 

No, Borean had respected Ronan enough to tell him about the secret guilds  and  to  admit  that  the  Night  Guild  was  real.  Ronan  would respect that in turn. 

He lay back on his bed, his hand drifting up subconsciously to cover  the  crescent  moon  birthmark  over  his  heart.  The  Night  Guild would be a noble profession,  he thought, remembering the respect in Borean’s eyes when he’d said the Night Guild were the very best at their discreet work.  It would not be a bad thing for me to become a Night Guild man. 

Earlier,  he  had  felt  the  desire  to  know  more  about  the mysterious  guild  as  a  child’s  excitement  at  a  fun  game.  Now, something  new  solidified  inside  him.  Borean  was  their  father’s  heir and trained to take over the business already. Ronan was lucky that he  could  choose  his  own  trade.  Being  the  second  son  was  a  good

position in many ways.  If I were in the guild, my father and brother would not need to fear. I could protect people and use my discreet skills to do good in the city. 

Suddenly, an impetuous desire flamed within him. He opened his  eyes  and  stared  up  into  the  shadows  that  crowded  like  living creatures  along  the  top  of  his  ceiling.  “By  the  Night  God,”  he whispered, his hand on the crescent moon of his birthmark, “This is my calling. I would study your skills and learn your ways. I would join the Night Guild.” 

A cold feeling flushed through him, and the hairs stood up on his arms and chest. He had heard a voice—or had he? It had felt for a moment as if somebody else was in the room with him, muttering unintelligible words in a voice too low to understand. 

He sat up. Of course, there was no one there. 

“Idiot,”  he  said  out  loud  to  himself.  “Scaring  yourself  by praying to the Night God in your room alone. I thought you were not going to be a child anymore?” 

He  stood  and  stalked  over  to  the  window  and  pushed  aside the half-drawn curtain. He shoved the window wide open and leaned out  into  the  warm,  night  air.  The  garden  was  quiet.  His  window looked out over the forested side of the villa’s garden, and the trees were deep shadows beneath him. The roofs of the neighboring villas rambled downhill toward the dip where the bridge over to Uon lay. 

From that direction, sounds of revelry drifted. The courtesan district where he’d walked with Diana earlier that day would be alive with  pleasure-seekers  now,  and  the  inns  at  the  docks  would  be crowded  with  merrymakers.  Even  in  the  temple  plaza,  there  would be lights and people drinking, talking, and taking their ease. Trentum never  slept,  not  really.  Ronan  had  not  been  in  the  city  after  dark often; the few times he had been at night, it had seemed like a very different place, both more exciting and more dangerous. 

As he watched, he saw a pale light in the distance. Over the roofs of the city, a cold crescent moon hung like a coded message

for  those  who  could  read  it.  He  had  the  uncomfortable  feeling  the message was meant for him. 




* * *

 

Ronan woke in the night from a disturbing dream. 

He’d  dreamt  he  stood  at  his  window,  looking  down  into  the woods and saw the gray-eyed man staring up at him intently as he had done on the docks the day before. The man’s face was shifting, changing  as  it  had  done  on  the  docks.  He  seemed  to  have  a thousand faces and he was flipping through them all. One moment he  was  bearded  and  fat,  the  next,  thin  and  ancient.  He  was  blond-haired, black-haired, red-haired, bald, and all at such dizzying speed that  Ronan  had  barely  time  to  register  one  before  the  next  one appeared. 

The color of his robe shifted, too, moving through the whole spectrum of colors in quick succession, creating a dizzying rainbow of shifting color and pattern that baffled the mind. 

Only one thing was fixed—the man’s eyes. They were as cold and gray as the sea in winter, as piercing as daggers, and they were fixed unmoving and unblinking on Ronan. 

In the dream, Ronan was able to lean out of the window. The trees below were closer than they were in reality, or perhaps Ronan’s arms were longer. He reached toward the gray-eyed man who held out a glittering crescent moon on the palm of his right hand, but the moon  was  inverted—unlike  the  Night  Guild  symbol  that  Nexu  wore on  his  chest,  the  horns  of  the  gray-eyed  man’s  crescent  moon pointed right. The Night Guild symbol represented a waning crescent

—a moon retreating from the light into full shadow. The symbol that the  man  offered  Ronan  was  the  opposite—a  waxing  crescent, moving toward the light. 

Shadows clamored at his back as he reached out toward the glittering amulet, whispering urgently in warning as they tried to pull

him back. The feathery touch of dark fingers brushed his cheeks and brow. He pushed them away. 

The gray-eyed man’s amulet glimmered with almost blinding brightness,  calling  to  Ronan  with  silent  words  that  hovered  on  the edge  of  his  dream  perception.  The  clumsy  movement  of  his  hand rising to brush the shadowy fingers away woke him with a start. He frantically brushed at his face with his hands at the phantom itch that still lingered, but only for a moment before slowly fading away. 

He lay still as he tried to get his bearings, his heart thumping in his chest. The bed covers were soaked in sweat; he kicked them off, feeling suddenly oppressed by the closeness of the room. 

Ronan groaned as he got up.  I ate my evening meal too fast, he thought, rubbing his belly. His guts bubbled unhappily as he stood and moved over to the window. 

In his dream, it had been wide open, but in reality he’d shut it before going to sleep. Now he pushed it open again and leaned out, taking  a  deep  breath  of  the  night  air.  Of  course,  no  sign  of  anyone could be seen in the trees below. 

 What  a  strange  dream,   he  thought.  But  I  guess  I  can  just blame indigestion. 

Still, he could not deny that the dream had made him deeply uncomfortable.  That  unusually  vivid  experience  was  not  something that came to him often. The sight of the strange, inverted Night Guild symbol  on  the  mysterious  man’s  palm  remained  in  his  mind  as  he padded out of his room and down the stairs to visit the backhouse to quiet his clamoring belly. 

Guildsman  Nexu  must  have  had  remarkable  hearing.  As  far as  Ronan  knew,  the  man  was  at  his  post  outside  the  door,  but  as soon as Ronan reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped out into the hall, the front door opened silently. The guildsman glanced in, his glittering eyes shining through the gloom like the bright, night eyes of a hunting cat. 

“All well?” Nexu asked. For the first time he spoke directly to Ronan, and it gave Ronan a thrill. 

“Just the call of nature,” Ronan whispered, rubbing his belly and indicating the direction of the back door with a nod of his head. 

The guildsman nodded sagely and grunted an acknowledgement as he withdrew from the hallway, leaving the front door a little ajar. 

Ten minutes later, Ronan stepped back through the hall. He felt  much  better—in  fact,  he  felt  hungry,  quite  bright,  and  awake. 

Instead of going straight to his room, he walked to the kitchen. This was  a  spacious  but  cluttered  room  on  the  ground  floor,  separated from the main villa by a stone corridor to reduce the risk of fires. 

As  befitted  a  well  off  merchant  family  with  good  trading connections,  the  Renzo  kitchen  was  generously  stocked.  Ronan went straight for a particular kind of cured lamb sausage he liked the best.  Grabbing  a  sharp  knife  from  the  counter,  he  cut  a  generous wedge of the sausage, adding a couple of slices of soft cheese and a chunk of bread. 

He put the knife on the plate and made his way back to the hall, filled with eager anticipation for his meal. 

He did not get far before he realized something was wrong. 

As  soon  as  he  entered  the  hallway,  he  looked  up  at  the balcony that ran around the second floor and saw that his room door stood open. He had shut it carefully before leaving for the backhouse some  twenty  minutes  ago.  Ordinarily,  he  might  have  thought  it  had just blown open, but tonight he knew without a doubt that it had not. 

Slowly, he lowered the plate of food to the ground and, after a moment,  he  lifted  the  knife  from  the  plate  and  slipped  it  into  the fabric  belt  that  held  up  his  trousers.  He  looked  around  the  edge  of the outer door—where was Nexu? He saw no sign of him. 

 Perhaps he’s already upstairs?  he wondered.  Perhaps  he  is the one who opened my door for some reason? 

He  stole  up  the  stairs,  keeping  to  the  edge  to  avoid  making the  old,  wooden  stairs  creak.  As  he  advanced,  a  sudden  feeling  of cold  horror  crept  over  him  as  he  realized  that  his  was  not  the  only door open on the second floor. His father’s door also stood ajar. 

Ronan moved toward the door but stopped when he spotted a  sudden  flash  of  movement  through  his  father’s  open  doorway.  A black-clothed, crouching man emerged with his back to the corridor, his  face  hidden.  With  extreme  care,  the  man  used  his  left  hand  to shut the door. 

In his right hand, he held a black, bloody knife. 

Chapter 3







Ronan did the only thing he could do. His only options were to slip back into his bedroom or to jump over the railing on the upper floor walkway and hang from the banister, out of sight. He chose the banister. 

Agile as a monkey, he slipped over the railing and hung at his full length with his feet dangling and his fingers gripping the edge of the  railing  just  in  time  to  see  the  black-cloaked,  crouching  figure emerge from his father’s room. The man’s hood, and the shadow of it,  concealed  his  face  from  view.  Ronan  held  his  breath  as  the mysterious man turned to scan the corridor. 

Peering  over  the  edge  of  the  walkway,  Ronan  caught  a glimpse of the man’s clean-shaven jaw and sensitive mouth. The lips were parted, almost as if the man were tasting the air. At this same moment, Guildsman Nexu appeared, stepping into the main ground floor hallway from the interior of the house. He looked alert, as if he knew something was wrong. He glanced around, then looked up, his eyes  widening  as  he  spotted  Ronan  hanging  from  the  banister. 

Ronan met his gaze and flicked his eyes upward. 

Nexu sprang into action. 

Ronan had never seen a man move so fast. One moment he was standing in the hall, looking up at Ronan. The next, he appeared at the foot of the stairs. In absolute silence, he shot up the stairs as if he were sliding up them rather than running. 

The other black-robed man froze and raised his black knife. 

Ronan’s eyes widened as he saw the weapon shimmer and glow in the  gloom.  It  looked  like  it  was  made  of  black  crystal,  but  it  shifted and changed, gleaming as if it were reflecting light from an invisible source.  Red  and  yellow  lights  rippled  up  the  blade,  and  the  blood

coating  the  knife  suddenly  vanished  as  if  it  had  soaked  into  the weapon. 

Then Nexu was on him, his own hand also holding a glowing dagger that seemed to be made of the same living crystal. The two men  circled  each  other.  Nexu  held  an  upright,  relaxed  fighting stance, while the other crouched like a beast about to spring. 

They charged each other, moving so fast Ronan could barely follow  them.  The  blades  flashed,  and  Nexu  leaped  back  as  a  dark line of blood appeared on his cheek. The cloaked man chuckled as his blade glowed, absorbing Nexu’s blood greedily into itself. 

Nexu  raised  his  free  hand  and  moved  it  in  the  air  as  if gathering something around himself. Ronan’s heart thundered in his chest as he watched the shadows around the Night Guild man begin moving  like  living  things.  They  slid  along  the  walls  and  detached themselves, becoming humanoid forms made of pure darkness. 

The  shadow  fighters  flowed  forward  like  dark  water.  The black-robed  assassin  hunkered  down,  dodging  the  attacks  of  the shadows. He took two steps backward, his lips moving silently. 

A flash of bright light silently exploded from the man’s hands. 

The sudden brightness momentarily blinded Ronan. If a lightning bolt had  landed  in  the  hallway,  it  could  not  have  been  brighter,  and  yet the  exploding  brilliance  bathed  the  entire  hall  in  a  blanket  of  eerily complete silence. 

As  his  vision  cleared,  Ronan  peered  over  the  rail  and  saw that Nexu’s shadow warriors had been splattered like ink all over the wall. Nexu himself had given ground, but held his stance at the edge of  the  stairs.  In  his  hands,  he  held  something,  a  ball  of  writhing blackness. A blast of pure darkness flowed from his hands and ran across  the  floor  like  an  ominous  wave  toward  the  assassin.  The black-robed  man  tried  to  dodge,  but  the  darkness  caught  him  and wrapped itself tightly around his legs like thick, black rope; tendrils of inky shadow climbed his body. The tendrils snaked outward to grasp the man’s wrists, and simultaneously, the tendrils spiraled upward to

wrap  around  the  man’s  neck.  He  struggled  against  the  arcane bonds. 

Then  Nexu  was  on  him,  again  having  crossed  the  space between them without any apparent effort. One moment he was by the  stairs,  the  next  he  was  right  beside  the  assassin.  He  reached around to the back of his robe and pulled out a length of green rope; it  glowed  with  an  incongruously  pleasant  light,  like  sunlight  through the leaves of trees. 

“No!” the assassin gasped in fear, and it was the first sound that Ronan had heard since the start of the fight. 

Nexu  lifted  the  rope,  but  the  assassin  suddenly  broke  free from  the  shadows  trapping  him.  White  light  burst  from  his  limbs, glowing through his cloak and blazing from his hands and face. Nexu surged forward, the rope held high. 

With  a  swift  lunge,  the  black-robed  assassin  closed  the distance. He raised a hand and blew a cloud of white powder toward Nexu.  The  Night  Guild  man  held  his  hands  up  to  his  face,  his  left hand  clawing  at  his  throat,  his  eyes  suddenly  red  and  swollen.  He stumbled  backward,  and  the  assassin  sprang  forward,  his  shifting, glimmering shadow knife pointed for a killing blow. 

“You must help him,” a voice said in Ronan’s ear. “You must intervene.” 

The  voice  was  calm,  deep,  and  earnest.  Ronan’s  eyes widened  as  he  felt  himself  being  urged  upward  from  his  hanging position. His arms were dreadfully stiff, and he almost wondered if he would  be  strong  enough  to  haul  himself  up,  but  there  was  a gathering  of  shadows  below  him.  Feathery  fingers  pushed  at  him, and  shadows  clustered  around  his  feet  like  friends  helping  him  to rise. 

Suddenly,  a  cold  determination  welled  up  inside  Ronan’s breast.  He  would  not  let  the  man  of  the  Night  Guild  die.  The sensation felt excitingly new and strangely familiar at the same time. 

He did not wait to examine the new emotion. 

With an explosive effort, he pulled himself up and swung up onto  the  banister.  His  bare  feet  balanced  on  the  railing  as  he  drew the  kitchen  knife  from  his  belt.  Nexu’s  reddened  eyes  widened  as Ronan  appeared,  the  innocent  knife  that  he’d  picked  up  to  cut  his meat and cheese gleaming in his hand. 

Nexu’s mouth moved. Ronan read the words, “in the name of the  Night  God,”  upon  the  guildsman’s  lips,  then  a  swift  shadow appeared around Nexu’s hand and whipped through the air—not at his attacker, but at Ronan. 

The  shadow  hit  him,  and  he  felt  it  absorb  into  his  skin, rushing into his body and his mind. It was a prayer—a spell, Diana would  have  called  it—but  one  designed  to  boost  Ronan’s  strength and agility. 

He felt suddenly powerful and lithe, strong and unstoppable. 

He had never killed a man before—indeed, he’d never even thought of  trying—but  now  he  sprang  from  his  perch  on  the  banister  and flung himself onto the robed assassin’s back. 

The  man,  not  expecting  the  attack  from  behind,  stumbled forward  under  the  impact.  Ronan  did  not  hesitate—he  plunged  the knife into the man’s back. 

Or  at  least  he  tried  to.  The  knife  met  firm  resistance  that  it could not penetrate. He tried again with the same result. Desperate, he  grabbed  the  man’s  hood  and  pulled  it  back  as  the  assassin twisted around, slashing at Ronan with his shadow blade. 

“Boy!” Nexu croaked. “You cannot… he is not…” then, unable to speak, he pitched forward on his hands and knees and began to crawl toward the two struggling figures. 

Ronan  had  a  good  grip  on  the  assassin  now,  and  he  was trying again and again to get some purchase for his knife. At last, as the  assassin  twisted  to  throw  him  off,  Ronan  slashed  at  the  man’s face.  Blood  fountained  from  the  assassin’s  cheek,  and  he  let  out  a ragged cry of pain and stepped back. 

Suddenly,  something  whipped  past  Ronan  through  the  air. 

Three  little  silver  blades  appeared,  sticking  out  of  the  assassin’s

chest. They were shaped like six-pointed stars, and each point was a deadly blade. 

“Fool,”  the  assassin  hissed  in  a  terrible,  fierce  voice.  “Your petty guild weapons cannot kill me!” 

Nexu  had  dragged  himself  to  his  feet.  Blue  light  shimmered around his face and hands, and there was a little glass vial glowing with the same blue light on the floor beside him. 

 A  healing  potion!   Ronan  thought.  And  I  always  thought  that they were only in tales. 

Nexu wiped the blood and the remains of the potion from his face with the back of his hand and staggered forward. 

“Get…  get  behind  me,  boy,”  he  gasped.  “You  are  no  match for him.” 

“And neither are you,  guildsman,” the assassin spat. He used the word ‘guildsman ’  as  if  it  were  the  worst  insult  in  the  world,  and yet Ronan had only ever heard it as a courteous term of respect. 

“You  have  no  idea  what  you  are  dealing  with,”  the  black-robed  man  continued.  “You  and  your  foolish  bosses.  Tarquin,  Lera, and  the  rest—all  fools  without  an  idea  of  what  or  who  they  are  up against. Back off, fool and let me leave, or you will die here tonight. 

As Serverus Renzo has already died.” 

The  man’s  thin,  nondescript  face  twisted  into  a  cruel  smile suddenly,  as  he  met  Ronan’s  eyes  and  saw  the  understanding blossom there. 

“Yes,  boy,”  he  hissed.  “Your  father  meddled  in  things  not meant for him, and he has paid the price. Are you going to pay the price tonight as well?” 

“No,” Ronan said softly. “You are.” 

Before  the  assassin  could  move,  Ronan  sprang  forward. 

Nexu gasped, “No!” but it was too late. 

Ronan wanted revenge. 

A  shadow  darted  out  from  by  the  wall,  taking  form  as  a human  shape,  and  Ronan  felt  it  reaching  out  to  communicate  with

him,  urging  him  forward,  urging  him  to  use  every  ounce  of  stealth and  cunning  he  had.  The  shadow  wrapped  itself  around  the assassin’s  legs,  and  at  the  same  time,  Nexu  hurled  a  small,  black ball  at  the  assassin’s  head.  The  ball  smacked  the  wall  behind  the assassin,  and  a  thick,  choking  smoke  began  to  flow  out  into  the space. 

Ronan  pounced.  He  did  not  attempt  to  stab  the  assassin through  his  robe—instead,  he  caught  the  man’s  wrist  and  plunged his  knife  into  the  soft  tendons  there.  The  man  screamed. 

Immediately, there was a banging somewhere else in the house, and shouting  as  the  servants  awoke  and  began  hurrying  out  into  the main hallway. The assassin’s right hand dangled uselessly from the end of his arm, his face white with pain. 

He stepped back, and then with a twist, he pulled out one of the throwing stars that Nexu had attacked him with earlier. A hissing noise  cut  through  the  air  as  the  little  spinning  star  flew  across  the room,  quicker  than  Ronan’s  eyes  could  follow.  With  a  choking  cry, Nexu fell backward, hitting the railing of the balcony hard enough to break  it.  He  plummeted,  falling  fifteen  feet  to  the  floor  below  and landing  with  a  heavy  crash.  Blood  and  splintered  pieces  of  wood from  the  railing  rained  down  around  Nexu  as  he  lay  broken  on  the floor. 

“Now, you upstart,” the assassin growled. “I’ll deal with you!” 

He stepped forward, his left hand extended. Ronan dropped into  a  fighter’s  crouch  and  balanced  his  blade—where  this  ability came from he did not know; he’d never fought with a knife before in his life, but he did not question it. He felt ruthless and capable, and ready  to  kill  this  man  or  die  in  the  attempt—which  would  likely happen if he failed. 

The assassin’s dark eyes suddenly widened. “Wait,” he said, holding  out  his  shadow  knife  in  his  left  hand.  Light  gleamed  in  it, glinting  yellow  and  red  as  if  there  were  an  invisible  fire  within  the blade. 

Despite  himself,  Ronan  felt  compelled  to  do  as  the  man commanded.  His  limbs  felt  too  heavy  to  move  as  if  made  of  stone. 

Rooted to the ground, Ronan could not move or act. Below, he heard the  gasps  and  shouts  of  the  servants  as  they  clustered  around  the bleeding and prone figure of Nexu. 

“Ahh,” the assassin said after a moment. “I see you now, Boy. 

You are no ordinary being. I see it—you have been chosen, touched by the hand of the Night God himself. Alas, I must refrain from taking my revenge on you now.” 

He  held  his  bleeding  and  injured  right  wrist  up  close  to  his chest. The blood soaked the fabric of his sleeve, and the man’s face looked white and haggard from the pain. 

“One  day,”  he  said,  “our  time  will  come.  You  and  I  will  meet again.  When  we  do,  may  you  be  a  worthy  opponent.  Farewell, Shadowmaster. When you’re ready, I’ll be waiting.” 

Suddenly,  Ronan  felt  his  limbs  relax  and  become  lighter  as the  spell  holding  him  ended.  He  leapt  forward,  but  the  assassin swung  his  shadow  knife  and  a  blast  of  white  light  slammed  into Ronan’s  chest.  Like  Nexu,  he  was  thrown  backward  and  smashed into another section of the railing. He felt the wood give way. He just had time to see the assassin run through the open door to Ronan’s bedroom and leap from the window before he fell and landed with a crash. 

“It’s the young master!” a servant screamed. 

“Where  is  Master  Serverus,  and  Master  Borean?”  a  deeper voice  asked.  Ronan  recognized  the  voice  of  the  head  butler.  “Pull yourself together, Annie, and go upstairs to check.” 

Ronan  rolled  his  head  to  the  left.  He  could  not  move.  His back  ached,  and  his  shoulder  felt  on  fire  where  he’d  landed  on  it. 

Next to him, Nexu lay dying. The guildsman rolled his head toward Ronan and met his eyes. Blood trickled from the wound on his neck where the throwing star had cut him. His face was paper white, and the light in his eyes began to dim. 

“In the name of the Night God,” he whispered, so quietly that only  Ronan  could  hear  him.  “Your  time  has  come.  You  will  avenge me, Ronan Shadowmaster. You will avenge me, and you will avenge your father. I see it all now. The Night God is about to stretch out his hand  and  take  me.  Tell  Tarquin.  Tell…  Tarquin.  You  will  avenge me….” 

And with that, Nexu’s eyes rolled back, his mouth going slack as his head thumped heavily onto the floor. Guildsman Nexu, the first man of the Night Guild Ronan had knowingly met, was dead. 

The  rest  of  the  night  passed  in  a  blur.  After  about  ten minutes,  Ronan  found  he  could  sit  up  again.  The  wind  had  been knocked out of him, and his shoulder was badly bruised, but nothing seemed to be broken. A wailing servant ran down the stairs, coming from Ronan’s father’s room. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs and informed the household with a shaky voice that Serverus Renzo was  dead—news  Ronan  already  knew  and  he  felt  nothing  but numbness. 

Chapter 4







Ronan  sat  in  a  corner  of  the  kitchen,  his  mind  replaying  the events  of  the  night.  The  assassin’s  face  had  become  seared  in  his mind  like  a  brand.  The  man’s  voice,  his  hissing,  scornful  words,  all repeated over and over in Ronan’s head. 

A bustling maid, an older woman, came in and made him eat a little and drink some wine. He suspected that there was something else  in  the  wine  because,  shortly  afterward,  he  found  himself yawning cavernously, his mind as fuzzy as uncarded sheep’s wool. 

He stood, and suddenly the maid stood at his elbow. She guided him toward a pallet by the kitchen fire. 

“You sleep here, dear,” she said kindly, guiding him down to the blankets. 

Ronan had little choice but to comply. 




* * *

 

Ronan  slept  for  twelve  hours,  but  when  he  woke,  he  felt hardly  any  clearer  than  when  he’d  gone  to  sleep.  He  walked  like  a man in a trance. His brother, Borean, took on the mantle of the head of  the  family.  Though  he  mourned  bitterly  for  their  father,  Borean knew that a firm hand was needed to keep things running smoothly. 

Ronan was vaguely aware of men from the Guild of Funeral Rites coming to take his father away. Hired guards stood outside the house. They weren’t men from the Night Guild, but from one of the better-known  fighter  guilds.  The  household,  as  well  as  many  men from the Glass and Pepper Trader Guild, followed the body down to the shore of fires, where they stood around the pyre and prayed to

the gods to receive Serverus Renzo’s soul and give him a good next incarnation. 

One  day  Ronan  awoke  in  a  temporary  room  on  the  ground floor feeling less foggy, unsure of how much time had passed since their  father’s  death.  He  got  up  and  rubbed  his  eyes.  He  could  feel the  grief  buried  within  and  threatening  to  overwhelm  him,  but  the desire for revenge was stronger—overpowering, in fact. 

Serverus  had  lived  a  good  life,  and  he  would  have  a  good reincarnation—the gods were kind, and many prayers had been said for him. But still, his life had been snuffed out long before his natural time, robbing him of his comfortable, declining years by the hand of the black-robed assassin. The man’s thin face and dark eyes burned in  Ronan’s  mind.  Relieved  that  he  no  longer  felt  so  foggy,  he resolved to ask the maid what in the name of the gods had been in that wine. 

As he dressed, there was a knock on the door. 

“Come,”  he  called  out  flatly.  The  door  opened,  and  Borean put his head inside to study Ronan for a moment before speaking. 

“You’re up,” Borean said. “How are you feeling?” 

“Better,” Ronan said. “Less foggy. And you?” 

Borean looked a little surprised at the question. 

 After  all,  Borean  thought,  he’s  been  through  a  lot.  It  only makes sense that he would have grown up a little. 

Ronan’s eyes widened. He had  heard his brother’s thoughts! 

Borean gave Ronan an odd look. 

“What is it?” he said. “Are you well?” 

Ronan nodded slowly. “Quite well, brother.” 

Borean  looked  at  him  thoughtfully  for  a  moment,  but  Ronan did not hear any more of his brother’s thoughts. 

“I actually feel better than I have in days,” Ronan went on. “I was given a sleeping draught the night of the… the night father died. 

I think it’s taken quite a long time to fully wear off.” 

Borean  nodded.  “That’s  understandable.  I’m  glad  you  feel better. There are some people here to see us, and they’re asking to see you, too.” 

“For me?” 

Borean  nodded.  “I  said  it  was  not  necessary,  but  you  know how people can be.” 

“I suppose so,” Ronan said thoughtfully. “Who are they?” 

“Come along, and you’ll see for yourself. Put your shoes on.” 

Ronan  glanced  down  at  his  bare  feet,  smiled,  and  stepped into the pair of soft shoes that waited beside his bed. 

“I’m ready,” he said. 

Borean  reached  out  to  muss  his  little  brother’s  hair,  then stopped himself. “Come on,” he said, smiling. 

They  stepped  out  into  the  main  hallway  together.  Ronan looked  around,  seeing  the  repair  work  that  had  been  done  on  the railing. The new wood gleamed raw in the light that streamed in from the  skylights  above.  No  sign  of  the  debris  and  blood  that  had covered the floor that night could be seen, nor was there any sign of the smashed shadow warriors on the walls, or of the spilled blood on the walls of the upper corridor. Ronan noticed that the door of his old bedroom stood open. 

 Something tells me I won’t be sleeping up there again. 

“Ronan?” his brother said, seeing the young man staring up at where the fight had taken place. 

“How long has it been? Since the fight?” 

Borean  raised  an  eyebrow.  “I  didn’t  realize  you  were  feeling quite  that confused. It’s been nearly a week. Six days to be exact.” 

“A week,” Ronan said. “Yes, the time between then and now is very blurred, but I feel better now. I want to know what was in the draught  that  I  was  given  that  night.  Whatever  it  was,  it  was  strong stuff  and  I  want  to  be  careful  before  I  take  anything  like  it  again. 

Where are these people who want to see us?” 

“On the terrace balcony,” Borean replied, then looked quickly at Ronan. “I know I don’t need to remind you of this, but it would be best if you kept quiet during this encounter. The men who have come to  see  us…  they  are  very  important  figures  in  their  guilds.  I’m  not sure  why  they  want  to  see  you,  but  please,  do  your  best  to  keep quiet. I don’t want to offend them, you understand?” 

“I  understand,”  Ronan  said.  This  time,  Borean  did  muss    up his hair with an affectionate smile. 

“Good lad,” he said. 

Ronan  followed  his  brother  through  the  hallway.  The  sunny, cheerful  weather  seemed  incongruous  in  the  face  of  the  terrible things  that  had  just  happened.  How  could  everything  be  so  bright and  pleasant  now?  The  late  afternoon  sun  hovered  above  the horizon as birdsong drifted in with the smells of the flowering garden and the freshness of the outside air. They approached the backdoor and stepped out onto the wooden terrace balcony and into the heat and hum of insects. Here, a semi-circular wooden deck held a table and chairs. Potted plants added color, and boxes of flowering herbs scented the air with a sweet fragrance. 

On the deck three men waited for them. One of them Ronan knew—he  was  Guildmaster  Vyran,  one  of  the  head  council  of  the Glass  and  Pepper  Trader  Guild—a  big,  burly  man  with  a  full,  black beard. 

As Borean and Ronan stepped out, Guildmaster Vyran stood with  his  hands  on  the  table,  leaning  over  a  tall,  thin  man  in  a  dark brown robe who sat passively listening to the guildmaster speak. A third man, young, tall, well-built, and dressed like a man of the Night Guild,  stood  behind  the  thin  man’s  chair,  glaring  at  Vyran  with unfriendly eyes. 

“…must  be  retrieved!”  Vyran  was  saying,  a  little  too  loudly. 

“You have no idea how serious this is, Guildmaster!” 

“I’m afraid you are correct in that, Guildmaster Vyran,” the tall, thin man said in an even voice. “We were hired to protect the life of Guildmaster  Serverus.  I  regret  that  we  have  failed  in  that

commission,  but  it  does  sometimes  happen.  No  guild  can  be expected  to  be  successful  every  time.  We  were  not  told  anything about any valuable property, and so we were not prepared to protect it and cannot be blamed for its loss.” 

“Weasel words!” Vyran shouted, pushing back from the table and  angrily  waving  his  hands  in  the  air.  “You  claim  that  it  was  my fault you failed in your commission?” 

“I claim nothing,” the thin man said. “I only state the facts of the case.” 

“Well,” Vyran sneered, “I can state one fact that is not to your liking, Guildmaster Tarquin. I know your policy. You have failed in a commission  that  has  resulted  in  the  death  of  one  who  you  were sworn to protect. I know the rule of your guild in such a case. Come, do your duty!” 

He stepped back, glaring triumphantly at the thin man, whom he  had  called  Tarquin.  Ronan  frowned.  Where  had  he  heard  that name before? A memory of the fight with the assassin came back to him. Had Nexu said something about the name? 

A flash of bloody memory returned, but Ronan flinched away from  it.  In  the  memory,  Nexu  was  saying  something  to  him,  calling him a name he did not recognize. And then it clicked. Nexu had said, 

“Tell Tarquin,” but just now Ronan could not remember the message. 

With a swift and fluid movement that belied his obvious years, Tarquin stood quickly and moved around the table to face Vyran. 

“You  forget  yourself,  Guildmaster,”  Tarquin  said  in  an  icy voice  that  was  much  more  threatening  than  any  of  Vyran’s  bluster and  shouting.  “You  claim  to  know  about  our  policy,  but  your knowledge  does  not  seem  to  be  especially  deep.  That  is  lucky  for you. Let me enlighten you. I signed a contract on behalf of my guild with Serverus Renzo, not with you. I will do my duty, but I will do it for Renzo’s heirs, not you.” 

Vyran had taken a step back, but now he bristled. “I paid your fee!” he yelled. In the bright sun, Ronan saw droplets of spittle flying

from Vyran’s mouth as he shouted at the thin guildmaster in front of him. 

“That is immaterial,” Tarquin snapped. “My duty is to the heirs of  the  victim,  the  man  who  signed  the  contract.  Damn  you,  Vyran, I’ve  lost  one  of  my  best  upcoming  guildsmen  and  failed  in  a commission because you and your people refused to give me proper information. Do you not trust us? What did you think would happen? 

Since  when  does  a  man  of  your  stature  think  it  wise  to  withhold information from the Night Guild? If you had told us about this piece of  property  for  which  you  feared,  we  would  have  taken  a  different approach.  My  man  Nexu  would  still  be  alive,  and  these  two  young men would still have a father! It is to them that I will do my duty. Get out of my sight, Vyran, for I have serious words to say to them.” 

Vyran retreated in the face of this onslaught and now growled as he turned on his heel and stormed away. He did not go through the house but marched down the stairs from the balcony and into the garden,  then  stormed  off  down  the  path  that  led  around  the  house and back toward the street. 

Ronan’s  head  spun.  This  tall  man  had  claimed  the  Night Guild as ‘his people.’ He called Nexu his guildsman and Serverus his client. This Tarquin must be none other than the Guildmaster of the Night  Guild!  And  he  wanted  to  speak  to   them?  To  Ronan  and  his brother? 

The  tall,  thin  guildmaster  walked  forward  and  bowed respectfully to the brothers. His humble, brown robe, made of good cloth,  bore  no  sign  of  any  guild  mark  on  the  breast.  Ronan  had  an eye for these things and could see that it was well-made—but it had none of the flair or wealth one would normally expect to see in the clothing of an important guildmaster. 

Ronan  thought  his  face  to  be  strange—at  first  glance,  it looked like the face of a thin, old man. On a second look, however, an impression of crackling energy and vitality shone in his keen blue eyes,  such  as  Ronan  had  never  seen  in  any  man.  Clean-shaven, Tarquin had gray hair cut short around his ears. 

“Guildsman  Borean,  Master  Ronan,”  he  said,  “may  I  humbly offer my condolences on your terrible loss and my sincerest regrets that the Night Guild were not able to fulfill our commission to protect your father.” 

Borean  nodded  and  bowed,  and  Ronan,  after  forgetting  his manners for a moment, did the same. So this was the man who had trained  Nexu,  and  the  head  of  the  mysterious  guild  no  one  ever talked about! Ronan was fascinated by him, and—though he did not notice  how  surprising  this  was  at  the  time—he  felt  no  animosity  to the guildmaster. It was not this man’s fault that the commission had failed.  He  had  not  been  given  proper  information  about  the  job.  If anyone were to be blamed for that oversight, it would be Vyran, who had  just  stormed  off,  not  Tarquin,  who  stood  calmly  in  front  of  the brothers, regarding them with his keen, far-seeing blue eyes. 

“Guildmaster  Vyran  mentioned  a  duty,”  Tarquin  said  with  a hint of a smile, “and though he did not understand it properly, he was partly right. My friends, the rules of my guild demand that I offer you recompense  for  the  death  of  your  father  and  for  the  failure  of  our duty to protect him. Will you hear my offer?” 

Ronan  sensed  a  ritual  of  which  he  was  not  familiar.  He glanced from Tarquin to Borean, waiting to see what would happen next.  The  tall  youthful  Night  Guild  man  continued  to  stand  by  the table and watched the scene impassively. 

“I will hear your offer,” Borean said ceremoniously. 

To Ronan’s amazement, the old man went down on one knee before Borean. “I, Guildmaster Tarquin of the Night Guild,” he said, 

“have  failed  in  my  commission.  By  the  strict  rules  of  honor  that govern my guild, I offer you anything that is within my power to give

—even my very life—as recompense for my shame.” 

Ronan  was  dumbfounded.  Was  the  code  of  honor  that governed  the  Night  Guild  really  so  strong  as  this,  that  their guildmaster would offer his life in payment for a failed commission? 

And  the  guildmaster  said  he  would  offer  anything  that  was  in  his power. 

“I absolve you of your responsibility,” Borean said loftily, “and I ask for nothing that you can offer in recompense. Rise, Guildmaster Tarquin.” 

Tarquin  rose,  nodded  to  Borean,  and  then  turned  to  Ronan. 

“My offer is to both of Serverus’s heirs,” he said solemnly and then lowered  himself  to  one  knee  in  front  of  Ronan.  “Will  you  hear  my offer?” 

Borean leaned down and whispered in Ronan’s ear. “It’s just a ceremony,” he said reassuringly. “Just repeat the lines that I said.” 

Ronan  looked  at  his  brother,  but  he  did  not  nod  his agreement. 

“I… I will hear your offer,” Ronan said, stammering at first but then becoming firmer. 

“I, Guildmaster Tarquin of the Night Guild,” Tarquin repeated, 

“have  failed  in  my  commission.  By  the  strict  rules  of  honor  that govern  my  guild,  I  offer  you,  the  son  of  Serverus,  anything  that  is within my power to give—even my very life—as recompense for my shame.” 

Ronan  stared  at  the  old  man,  who  slowly  raised  his  face  to look straight into Ronan’s eyes. 

There was a long, long silence. 

Eventually, Ronan felt Borean staring at him and glanced up for a moment. Borean, exasperated, whispered, “you say, ‘I absolve you of…’” 

“No,”  Ronan  said  firmly,  cutting  his  brother  off.  “Guildmaster Tarquin, I do not absolve you of this.” 

“Ronan!”  Borean  hissed.  “It’s  just  a  ceremony!  You  don’t actually…” 

“The young man is well within his rights,” Tarquin said softly, but  with  a  firmness  that  cut  off  Borean’s  frantic  whisper.  “And  it  is much  more  than  just  a  ceremony.  To  my  knowledge,  no  less  than thirteen  Night  Guild  masters  have  died  at  the  hands  of  the  heirs  of clients who have been failed. Five others have been obliged to hand

over great fortunes to those who we have failed. No, Ronan, this is not  just  a  ceremony,  and  you  do  well  to  seek  reparation  for  my failure.” 

There was a flicker in the corner of Ronan’s eye, and he saw a shadow move out from under the trees, then another and another. 

In  the  bright,  sharp  evening  light,  the  shadows  moved  strangely, clustering together as they approached the platform then held still. 

 They have come to watch, he thought.  The shadows come to witness the fate of Master Tarquin. 

Tarquin’s  eyes  flickered  in  the  same  direction.  Upon  seeing the  shadows,  his  gaze  came  back  to  Ronan’s  face,  and  his  eyes widened. 

“You see them?” he whispered. 

Ronan nodded. 

Tarquin  reached  to  his  belt  and  pulled  a  fold  of  his  humble, brown robe to reveal a sheathed dagger. A metal stud made a sharp click as the old man freed the dagger with a flick of his fingers and then  drew  it  forth,  offering  it  on  both  his  hands,  palms  up,  to  the young, second son of Serverus Renzo. 

Ronan stared down at the beautiful blade, made of the finest, gleaming steel. The polished, brown wood handle glowed in the sun, and  the  inlays  of  gold  wire  that  were  intertwined  around  the  grip shone  like  flame.  Ronan  could  almost  feel  the  blade’s  keen  edge, even at a distance. 

He imagined the lightness of the blade, the feel of the grip in his hand, the dark wood and gold wire still warm from the body heat of  the  man  he  would  kill.  He  imagined  how  easily  the  blade  would slip  between  the  ribs  of  this  thin  old  man,  and  how  his  life’s  blood would flow out onto the boards of the Renzo Villa’s wooden decking. 

The blade glittered in the sun, and Ronan realized it called to him.  It  whispered,  like  the  whispers  that  had  come  to  him  from  the shadows during his fight with the black-robed assassin. And like the whispers that had come from the shadows in his dream, when he’d

looked  out  of  the  window  to  see  the  gray-eyed  man  with  no  face staring up at him, offering him an inversion of the Night Guild amulet. 

“Take  the  blade,”  the  whispers  said.  “Spill  the  blood.  Kill  the man. Take revenge.” 

Tarquin’s  palm  was  cool  and  perfectly  still  when  Ronan’s fingers brushed it as he lifted the weapon. His vision broadened, and he  saw  the  consequences  of  his  actions  spinning  out  before  him. 

The man would die. The guild would look for a new master to fill his place.  Ronan  would  have  to  leave  the  Renzo  Villa  because  his brother would disown him. The blood stains would never wash out of the sun-drenched terrace balcony. 

“Take  the  life,”  the  blade  whispered  insistently.  “Spill  the blood.” 

The  shadows  now  clamored  at  the  railing  of  the  terrace balcony.  They  piled  up  against  it,  almost  flowing  over  it  but  failing. 

The  shadows  had  all  come  out  from  under  the  trees,  and  now  the trees  had  no  shadows.  That  was  an  eerie  sight,  as  if  the  sun  were shining  on  the  ground  below  them  and  there  was  simply  no woodland to get in its way. Even the shadows of the house had left their accustomed spots and were running over the ground to join the audience.  Ronan  saw  his  own  shadow  straining  forward,  reaching toward Tarquin as if greedy to be on the patch of ground where blood would flow. Soon, none of the objects near him would cast shadows. 

 Shadowless,  he  thought.  Just  like  that  building  that  Diana noticed on Calvaria.  Just like that gray-eyed man on the docks. The man with the constantly changing face and robe. 

He stopped, the blade raised in his hand. The whispers of the shadows  were  a  cacophony  in  his  mind.  He  was  vaguely  aware  of Borean,  pleading  desperately  to  him  and  trying  to  work  up  the courage to interfere in the Night Guild’s sacred honor ritual. 

Ronan looked at the blade. 

“Take the life,” the blade whispered insistently. The shadows roared like a bloodthirsty crowd at a gladiator match. 

 No. 

“I will take life,” Ronan said. “And I will spill blood in revenge for my father’s death. But not your life, Guildmaster Tarquin. Not your blood and not here. That is not what I ask of you as payment for your failed commission.” 

Tarquin,  who  had  lowered  his  head  to  bare  his  neck  to  the young man, now lifted his face to look into Ronan’s eyes. He smiled. 

Ronan  tried  to  concentrate,  but  the  protests  of  the  blade,  and  the roaring  of  the  shadows  in  his  mind,  made  it  hard  to  think.  Tarquin glanced  quizzically  at  the  crowd  of  shadows,  then  at  Ronan. 

Understanding came into his eyes. 

“Give me the blade back,” he suggested quietly. 

Ronan did so, and Tarquin made a show of taking it back with his right hand raised high into the air. Borean’s eyes, and the eyes of the Night Guild guard, followed this exaggerated action. Only Ronan noticed  the  small  flicker  of  movement  that  Tarquin  did  with  his  left hand,  close  to  the  ground.  A  trail  of  golden  light  ran  from  the guildmaster’s  index  finger,  tracing  a  shining  symbol  in  the  air  that hung there for a moment. 

Then  the  guildmaster  caught  the  symbol  in  his  left  hand, which he placed on Ronan’s right shoulder. 

Ronan felt the symbol sink into his flesh and, with a flash of heat, the clamoring of shadows and of the knife were gone. 

 Better?  the guildmaster’s voice said inside Ronan’s mind. 

 Much,  Ronan replied before he had a chance to think about the fact that they were talking telepathically. 

 You see a great deal,  Tarquin told him.  Make your request. 

“What would you have of me?” Tarquin said out loud. 

“Take me on as an apprentice,” Ronan said. “Take me on and train me as a member of the Night Guild.” 

Tarquin  kept  his  hand  on  Ronan’s  shoulder  and  pressed down, leaning into the younger man as he levered himself up to his feet. 

“I will grant this request gladly,” he said and smiled broadly. “I owe you my life, Ronan Renzo, son of Serverus. I, and the folk of my guild,  will  never  forget  it.  I  will  pay  the  restitution  that  you  ask.  You will  come  with  me  to  train.  You  will  become  a  man  of  the  Night Guild.” 

Chapter 5



“Idiot!” Borean snapped at Ronan as they walked through the hall. “What were you thinking? A man of the Night Guild? Have you taken leave of your senses?” 

“No,  brother,”  Ronan  said  seriously.  “I  have  not.  This  is  my decision. This is what I want to do.” 

“But… but…” Borean stammered and shook his head. “I can’t believe  you  embarrassed  me  like  that.  What  am  I  going  to  do  with you?” 

He swung his hand toward Ronan, aiming to give him a clout on  the  back  of  the  head,  but  Ronan  raised  a  hand  and  caught  his brother’s wrist in an iron grip. 

“Don’t  do  that,”  he  said  firmly.  “I’m  old  enough  to  make  my own decisions. I have a right to choose the guild where I will train.” 

“You’re fifteen!” Borean protested. “What do you know about it?” 

“You  were  fifteen  when  you  began  your  training  with  the Glass  and  Pepper  Trader  Guild,”  Ronan  reminded  Borean,  “and eighteen when you graduated to journeyman status. What’s different about this?” 

“But  the   Night  Guild!”  Borean  said,  as  if  Ronan  were  the biggest fool he had ever encountered. “You don’t know what it is they even do! What are you going to do in the bloody Night Guild? They kill  people,  Ronan!  They  kill  and  steal  for  money!  Is  that  what  you want to be?” 

“You seem to know a little more about them than you let on before,” Ronan said, becoming angry. Didn’t his brother see that this was what he wanted? Didn’t he have a right to choose his own path? 

“I know only what I’ve heard,” Borean said. “The Night Guild is not an honorable organization!” 

“And yet their guildmaster was willing to give up his very life in  payment  of  his  debt  of  honor,”  Ronan  countered.  “If  that’s  not honorable, I don’t know what is.” 

“You don’t know what they do!” Borean said again. 

“Do you forget that I was there, Borean?” Ronan said quietly. 

“I  saw  Guildsman  Nexu  fight.  I  saw  what  he  was  willing  to  give  to protect our father, and to see his guild’s reputation defended. I saw the  whole  thing,  brother.  I  even  fought  alongside  the  guildsman. 

There  was…  there  was  more  to  that  fight  than  I  am  willing  to  talk about  just  now,  but  please,  don’t  think  that  I  don’t  know  what  I’m getting into. I do.” 

Borean  looked  at  him  for  a  long  time.  His  anger  was  gone, and he looked merely uncomprehending. “But  why, Ronan? Why do you want it?” 

Ronan  could  have  said  that  since  the  day  their  father  died, he’d  been  seeing  strange  things—shadows  moving  where  they shouldn’t, and shadows speaking to him. He could have talked about the gray-eyed man on the docks, the man who had cast no shadow, or about his dream, or about the words that Nexu had spoken to him while he lay dying. Those words had come back to him in a flash as Guildmaster Tarquin had left them a few minutes before. 

“You  will  avenge  me,  Ronan  Shadowmaster,”  Guildsman Nexu had said with his dying breath. “You will avenge me, and you will avenge your father. Tell Tarquin.” 

Ronan  did  not  say  any  of  these  things.  He  felt  that  Borean would not understand, and anyway, he did not feel that he wanted to share them with his elder brother. These, he sensed, were a part of his Night Guild journey. And if there was one thing that a Night Guild man should rely upon, it was discretion. There was only one part of the  picture  that  he  would  share  with  Borean.  Only  one  part  that  he thought his brother might understand. 

“I want to do it so that I can avenge our father,” he said. “So that I can train and learn to fight. I want to know why he was killed, and who killed him. And when I find out, I want to kill them in return.” 

Borean  gazed  at  him  in  wonder  for  a  long  moment,  then smiled  slowly.  Ronan  saw  a  new  understanding  creep  over  his brother. Borean now saw Ronan with new eyes. 

 In a way, Ronan thought,  he is seeing me for the first time. 

“Well, well,” Borean said at last. “Who would have thought it? 

My  brother,  a  man  of  the  Night  Guild.  I’m…  sorry,  Ronan.  I  think perhaps  I’ve  been  so  busy  with  my  own  learning  these  past  few years  that  I’ve  not  noticed  how  fast  you  were  growing.  Last  time  I really  looked  at  you,  you  were  a  child.  Now,  I  see  that  you’ve become a man, and a man with a destiny and the will to pursue it.” 

He stepped forward suddenly and embraced his brother in a tight  hug.  “Bless  you,  Ronan,”  he  said.  “You  have  my  approval  of your  choice.  May  the  gods  grant  you  success  and  good  fortune  on whatever path this choice takes you.” 

There  was  little  more  to  be  said.  Tarquin  had  promised  to come  personally  at  dawn  the  next  day  to  take  Ronan  to  the  Night Guild  to  begin  his  training.  He’d  offered  to  leave  it  a  little  longer  if Ronan wanted to, but the young man shook his head. 

“Tomorrow at dawn will be fine.” 

So, the next day, he found himself having said his goodbyes and standing outside the front gate of the Renzo Villa. The street had been deserted, and the predawn light now filtered through the heavy clouds.  The  paving  stones  and  the  green  hedge  shimmered mysteriously in the glow. Ronan only had the shoes on his feet and the clothes on his back. Tarquin assured him and his brother that no Night  Guild  apprentice  would  be  expected  to  bring  anything  more than that with him. 

“At the Night Guild,” he had said with a twinkle in his eye, “we give a man all that he will need.” 

It  was  cold,  as  the  hour  before  dawn  could  often  be,  but Ronan  waited  patiently.  He  shifted  his  weight  from  side  to  side  to keep the blood moving in his legs and clenched his hands under his armpits to keep them warm. 

While  considering  whether  he  might  go  back  into  the  house for a cloak, the sun peeped over the roofs of the nearby houses. At the  same  moment,  a  familiar,  tall  and  thin  figure  in  a  brown  robe appeared from a lane between two buildings and stride toward him. 

Ronan smiled and began to walk forward when the heavy fall of a hand on his shoulder stopped him. He glanced behind him and then  back  toward  the  lane.  The  figure  was  gone.  Tarquin  stood directly behind him. 

Despite everything he had seen up to now, Ronan was struck dumb for a moment as he gazed at the tall guildmaster. 

“You’ve seen what we can do,” he said quietly. “Why are you surprised?” 

“It’s  still  a  little  unfamiliar,  I  suppose,”  Ronan  said  with  a smile. 

“Well  answered,”  Tarquin  replied.  His  piercing  blue  eyes glinted  with  satisfaction.  “Let  that  be  your  first  lesson  as  a  guild apprentice. Do not trust your eyes or your ears. At the guild, you may come  up  against  people  for  whom  the  normal  rules  of  sight  and hearing  do  not  apply.  If  you  are  fit  for  the  training—and  I  have  no reason  to  doubt  that  you  will  be—you  will  learn  for  yourself  the techniques of fooling the eyes and ears of others. We will teach you other ways to see and hear—more reliable ways. We will teach you that and many other things besides.” 

They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, then Tarquin grinned  broadly,  showing  a  line  of  unnervingly  white  and  perfect teeth. “Come,” he said. “It’s cold still. Let’s walk.” 

He set off at a surprising pace. Ronan was not small for his age, but the old guildmaster stood taller than him and had a longer stride. Ronan found he had to jog a few steps to catch up, and then walk fast to keep pace with the older man. 

“Are we going far?” Ronan asked. 

“A fair way,” Tarquin answered. “The Night Guild is not here on  Drem  or  on  Uon.  We  keep  ourselves  to  ourselves.  Discretion  is our watch word, as I think you must understand, and so we keep the

location of our guild very quiet. Only the apprentices, the staff, and the guildsmen know where to find us.” 

“Not even the high council of guildmasters?” Ronan asked a little breathlessly. 

Tarquin  shook  his  head.  “Not  even  them,  but  that  is  not  as unusual  as  you  might  think.  We  are  not  the  only  guild  that  keeps most  of  its  details  secret  from  the  high  council.  For  the  council,  it’s often better  not to know.” 

“Which high guild is the Night Guild aligned with?” 

“You are very full of questions.” 

“Can you blame me?” 

Tarquin chuckled. “I suppose not. I will answer your questions for now, Ronan, as far as it’s appropriate, but I warn you that once your  training  begins,  you  will  have  to  learn  to  find  things  out  for yourself.  The  guildsmen  who  teach  the  students  do  not  answer whatever questions you ask. At the guild, we try to cultivate a talent for enquiry in the students. You see, a Night Guild man must always question his environment. We are in the business of deception and illusion, Ronan, and in our world things are often not as they seem. 

You  will  not  see  me  after  you  begin  your  training,  and  I  will  not  be available to answer questions.” 

“You  have  not  answered  the  question  I’ve  asked,”  Ronan reminded him. He felt that he was perhaps pushing things a little, but he was excited, and Tarquin seemed in a receptive mood. 

The guildmaster gave him a cool look. “I suppose I have not,” 

he  said.  “The  Night  Guild  gives  its  allegiance  to  the  Guild  of  the Godly,  and  we  are  represented  by  that  guild’s  member  on  the  high council.” 

Ronan’s  surprise  must  have  shown  on  his  face  because Tarquin smiled at him. “This was not the answer you expected?” 

The  Guild  of  the  Godly  was  the  guild  of  the  priests  and monks, of the temples, and the shrine keepers. Tarquin was right. It was not what Ronan had expected. 

“I’d  have  thought  the  Fighter  Guild  more  likely,”  Ronan admitted. 

“I can see why, given what little you know of us,” Tarquin said. 

“But we are not a guild of fighters. No, though we can fight, that is not our purpose.” 

“What… what  is your purpose then?” 

“I think you can guess this answer for yourself.” 

They were approaching the bridge that led over to Uon. Here, men  and  women  were  already  making  their  way  across  the  bridge from  the  residential  area  on  Drem  and  into  the  administrative, manufacturing, and market districts of Uon. Ronan suddenly thought of  his  father,  who  had  made  this  journey  countless  times  in  his career. Sadness welled up in him for a moment. Then the cold desire for revenge eclipsed it, and he felt his heart harden. 

“We’re killers, not fighters,” Ronan heard himself say quietly. 

Tarquin  nodded.  “We  are,”  he  said.  “We  are  assassins, Ronan. But we are trained in more than the art of killing quietly. We are thieves, too. And we can be diplomats and masters of disguise. 

And we are investigators. Some folk hire us to discover information, some hire us to steal valuable items from their rivals, and others hire us simply to end the lives of others for them.” 

“We do not take every job,” he continued as they stepped off the  bridge  and  onto  the  paved  streets  of  Uon,  “for  we  are  an honorable, moral guild. We work hard to keep our reputation clean in the  eyes  of  the  Night  God,  and  in  return,  he  grants  us  remarkable powers  and  blessings.  A  man  of  the  Night  Guild  must  be  a  keen adherent  to  the  moral  code  of  the  shadows—the  code  of  the  Night God.  That  is  why  we  are  represented  on  the  high  council  by  the member from the Guild of the Godly.” 

“Assassins,” Ronan said again. 

Tarquin  gave  him  a  penetrating  look.  “Did  you  think  it otherwise?  Do  you  desire  to  change  your  path,  now  that  you  have heard me speak clearly?” 

Ronan  thought  about  it  for  a  moment,  but  then  he  smiled. 

“No,” he said. “I don’t want to change my path, and I did know. After seeing Guildsman Nexu fight, I knew, though I don’t think I ever fully admitted it to myself.” 

“And you can see the shadows, of course,” Tarquin said. He made the comment in such an offhand way that Ronan just nodded. 

Then  his  eyes  widened.  “Yes!”  he  said.  “It’s  so  strange!  I’ve never heard of such a thing before. And your knife, too!” 

“That’s  enough  talk  about  it  now,”  Tarquin  said.  He  glanced around.  They  were  passing  through  an  open  square  with  market vendors setting up their wares for the day. Ronan could not see any sign  of  anyone  paying  them  undue  attention,  but  he  had  taken Tarquin’s  words  to  heart  about  things  not  always  being  what  they appeared to be. He shut his mouth. 

As  they  exited  the  square,  Tarquin  bobbed  his  head  to  the left. “This way,” he said curtly. 

They had been walking down a busy thoroughfare that Ronan knew  well,  but  now  they  walked  down  a  short  flight  of  stairs  into  a narrow alley that Ronan had never seen before, despite the fact that he knew this part of the city very well. 

He  quickly  began  to  understand  that  he  knew  the  city  a  lot less well than he had previously thought. 

They  were,  as  far  as  he  could  tell,  walking  behind  the  tall, white  marble  buildings  that  made  up  Trentum’s  money-trading district. Here, magnificent buildings, like the palaces of kings, housed immensely wealthy guilds of money changers, bankers, and lenders. 

Since  currency  was  so  varied,  and  the  business  of  exchange  so convoluted, a fundamental but very niche set of guilds had grown up around the business of dealing with money. They had, as one would expect, managed to collect vast sums in this industry, and it was said that the money guilds were the wealthiest in all of the Twelve Isles. 

These guilds all gave their allegiance to the High Guild of Gold, and were represented as such on the council of high guilds that governed the city and the administration of the Twelve Isles. 

This opulent frontage was well-known to Ronan as it was to everyone  in  Trentum  and  overseas  as  well.  No  tourist  came  to  the Twelve Isles without stopping to gaze at the vast columns of colored marble  and  gold-flecked  granite,  the  mighty  bronze  and  silver statues  of  the  Guild  of  Gold’s  unicorn-headed  deity,  and  the immaculately-dressed and dignified people walked up and down the well-trodden steps. 

But behind these buildings, Ronan found a lesser-seen world. 

Here,  in  low  buildings  of  mold-blackened  stone  that  were permanently shaded from the sun by the towering buildings on either side  of  them,  there  lived  what  seemed  to  Ronan  to  be  a  whole second city. 

“Who  are  these people?” Ronan asked quietly of Tarquin as they moved through the maze of narrow lanes and shady alleyways that  honeycombed  the  spaces  in  between  the  tall,  impressive buildings on the main streets. The buildings, though simple and often in a poor state of repair, were clean and as well-kept as possible. 

The people seemed to be from all over the world—there were pale  people  from  the  northern  regions  whose  features  reminded Ronan  of  Diana.  Some  of  the  people  were  as  dark-skinned  as  any folk Ronan had ever seen, and still others had the high cheekbones and  bronze  skin  that  marked  them  as  folk  from  the  mysterious  far eastern regions from where the best spices were said to come. All of them  looked  thin  and  wiry,  as  if  they  worked  very  hard  and  did  not eat particularly well. 

“These  are  the  real  workers  of  the  city,”  Tarquin  replied, equally  quietly.  “These  are  the  dock  laborers,  the  road  layers,  the men who work itinerant jobs on long-distance trading ships. Here are the  folk  who  clean  the  restaurants  and  sweep  the  streets,  the  ink-sellers  and  quill-makers  and  book-binders  who  supply  the  Guild  of Gold with their raw materials for record-keeping.” 

“There are countless people living back here, in the lanes and alleys  behind  the  larger  buildings,”  Tarquin  continued,  “whom  the wealthy  folks  never  see.  They  have  trades  and  guilds  just  as  the

wealthier classes do, and they take pride in their work and look after their families as best they can.” 

“They  don’t  all  look  like  workers,”  Ronan  said  doubtfully, looking  at  a  man  who  stood  by  a  makeshift  shrine,  talking  rapidly under his breath in a frantic monotone. 

“They  are  not,”  Tarquin  replied.  “Here,  you  will  find  the insane,  the  destitute,  the  broken,  and  the  lost.  These  are  the members of the secret guilds, the guilds of which few people know. 

Here,  you  find  the  guilds  of  addicts,  gamblers,  orphans,  petty thieves, extortionists, beggars, and murderers.” 

“I did not know such people had guilds,” Ronan said, feeling that  the  safe  and  comfortable  world  in  which  he’d  been  raised  had been  turned  on  its  head.  “I  can  understand  that  everyone  has  a guild, but what purpose could a guild of the insane serve? A guild of the destitute? I’ve never heard of such an idea!” 

As  he  spoke,  Tarquin  pointed  up  a  short  flight  of  stairs.  A shaft  of  bright  sunlight  shone  down  into  the  dingy  alley  where  they walked. 

Tarquin  led  Ronan  up  the  stairs,  and  they  stepped  out together  into  one  of  the  busy  thoroughfares  that  Ronan  knew—a street where the Lamplighter Guild had the biggest presence. Ronan could  glimpse  the  blue  sparkle  of  the  nearby  sea  in  the  gaps between the buildings. 

“This way,” Tarquin said. 

They  walked  along  the  lamplighters’  street  and  then  turned toward a wooden bridge. 

“This is the bridge to Calvaria!” Ronan said suddenly. 

“That’s right,” Tarquin said, gesturing toward the bridge. “After you.” 

Ronan  stepped  onto  the  wooden  bridge,  and  a  sudden strange  feeling  came  over  him,  as  if  all  the  shadows  near  to  him called  out  in  silent  greeting.  He  glanced  back  at  Tarquin  and  saw shadows  surrounding  the  tall  man.  They  flitted  around  his  feet, 

climbed  his  legs,  and  one  large  one  loomed  over  his  left  shoulder, almost menacingly. 

Tarquin moved his hand in the air and, as had happened on the  balcony  terrace  back  at  the  Renzo  villa,  a  golden  symbol appeared in the air in front of his fingers, as if he were holding a pen that used golden light instead of ink. 

A glow of golden light shone briefly from the symbol, and the shadows retreated, falling back into their regular places by the rails and edges of the wooden bridge. 

“How  do  you…?”  Ronan  began,  but  Tarquin  held  a  finger  to his lips and shook his head. 

“Some questions I will answer,” he said. “But not this one, not now. For most of your questions, you will have to seek out answers yourself when your training begins. Be assured that, in time, you will find the answers that you seek.” 

Ronan nodded. 

“On  your  other  question,”  Tarquin  said  briskly,  “that,  I  will answer. You asked about the secret guilds, the Guild of Darkness…” 

“Wait a minute,” Ronan said, and Tarquin, who was not used to  being  interrupted  by  anyone,  gave  him  a  sharp  glance.  “Sorry,” 

Ronan continued, “but the Guild of Darkness, that’s one of the high guilds, one of the twelve who run the high council.” 

“That’s  right,”  Tarquin  said.  “And  the  guilds  of  the  poor  folks who I have spoken about on this journey are adherents to the Guild of  Darkness.  You  see,  Ronan,  there  is  more  to  life—much  more—

than  the  gentle  ways  that  you  have  seen  as  you’ve  grown  up.  You have  been  lucky.  Many,  too  many,  are  not.  But  even  they  deserve representation  and  a  guild  they  can  call  their  home.  Everyone deserves  a  guild  and,  in  the  Twelve  Isles,  everyone  who  wants  to can find one. Everyone, without exception.” 

They were now in Calvaria. The streets here were narrower than  on  Uon,  and  the  houses  were  smaller  and  more  cramped. 

Ronan  had  always  thought  of  Calvarians  as  the  poorest  people  in the  Twelve  Isles,  since  here  was  where  most  of  those  in  the

humblest of trades lived. Thinking back on that warren through which they’d just passed, he knew now that he’d been wrong. 

They  passed  through  quiet  residential  streets,  crossed  little parks  and  empty  market  squares,  and  traversed  small  canals  that ran through the interior of the island. 

“You  know,”  Ronan  said,  after  a  while,  “I  always  knew  that everyone was supposed to have a guild. I guess I just never thought very deeply about it before now. There is a darker side of life, and a darker side of the Twelve Isles, that I’ve never been exposed to.” 

“And no blame to you,” Tarquin added. “Don’t think it makes you any less of a man. You’re young. You did not know. But there’s a valuable  lesson  here,  too.  You’ve  lived  in  the  city  all  your  life,  and you’ve  seen  these  people  daily,  I’d  guess,  but  you  never  knew  it. 

Can you see the lesson?” 

“It’s easier than you’d think to hide in plain sight?” 

Tarquin laughed, the bright sound echoing off the walls of the little  white-washed  courtyard  that  they’d  stepped  into.  “Very  good, lad,” he said. “Very good, indeed.” 

Ronan  smiled.  “It  makes  me  think,”  he  said,  smiling,  “that  if there  are  so  many  guilds  that  I’ve  never  heard  of,  whether  there should  not  also  be  a  guild  of  the  dead,  and  perhaps  a  guild  of  the unborn as well?” 

He had been joking, mainly. Tarquin’s easy manner and ready laugh had put Ronan off his guard and set him to thinking out loud. 

Tarquin stood still as a statue, staring down at Ronan with a twinkle in his eyes. 

“Well,  perhaps  in  time  you  will  come  to  know  more  of  these things—in  fact  I’m  certain  that  you  will.  But  for  now,  just  remember that  some  secrets  are  better  left  to  show  themselves  in  their  own time. There are more things that hide in plain sight in this world than menial workers and broken men. Do you understand?” 

“I… I think so.” 

Tarquin  straightened.  “Good.  “It’s  interesting  that  you  had such a thought, unbidden. I must remember that for the future.” 

Ronan  looked  up,  and  his  mouth  dropped  open  in  surprise. 

“It’s the tower!” 

“Beg  pardon?”  Tarquin  said,  perplexed.  He  looked  where Ronan was pointing, up and to the left of their location, there stood a square,  red-roofed  tower.  This  tower  seemed  just  like  a  hundred others across Trentum and throughout the Twelve Isles, but Ronan knew he’d noticed this particular one before. 

“It  casts  no  shadow!”  he  said,  pointing  to  the  bright,  dusty courtyard where the tower’s shadow should be. 

“Hm, perceptive of you,” Tarquin said. 

“Actually,”  Ronan  replied,  “it  wasn’t  me  who  noticed  it.” 

Quickly,  he  explained  about  Diana,  and  how  they’d  seen  the  tower from the top of Dorum Hill, and how Diana had spotted that the tower cast no shadow upon its neighbors. 

“Still, it is perceptive of you to see it even when it was pointed out to you. Believe me, most would not. Diana of Ghennet, you say? 

Interesting.” 

Tarquin  smiled.  “Well,  Ronan,  you  are  about  to  enter  the Night Guild. Once you do, I will leave you, and you may not see me again for a long time. I will answer you one more question now, if you have  one.  Once  you  step  over  the  threshold  of  the  Night  Guild, answering the questions will be up to you.” 

Ronan  thought  for  a  moment,  then  he  said,  “I  do  have  a question. I thought that back in the garden, when I held your blade…

that you spoke to me, inside my mind. Is that possible? Will I learn to do that reliably?” 

“That feat is more than possible,” Tarquin replied. “Telepathy is an essential skill. The fact that you can manifest it spontaneously without any training is one reason I have high hopes for your career in the guild. One reason of several, in fact. Anything else?” 

Ronan  began  to  shake  his  head,  then  stopped.  “There  was one thing,” he said. “It’s not a question though, more of a message.” 

“A message? For me?” Tarquin said. 

“Yes,” Ronan answered. “It was all a little blurry and hard to remember  at  first,  but  the  night  the  assassin  killed  my  father  and Nexu, I was given a message for you from Nexu. He said to tell you that  I  would  avenge  him.  And  he  called  me  a  name…

Shadowmaster.  Ronan  Shadowmaster,  is  what  he  called  me.  He said  that  the  Night  God  was  about  to  take  him,  and  he  saw  it  all clearly now. I didn’t understand what he meant, and I still don’t, but he said that very clearly—tell Tarquin, tell Tarquin, and that I would avenge him and my father. I thought it important to tell you.” 

Tarquin  bowed  his  head,  and  Ronan  could  not  see  his expression for a moment. Then he raised his face. “You’ve done well to tell me.” 

He did not comment further but turned to the blank wall next to  him  and  held  out  his  hand.  With  a  trail  of  golden  light  from  his index finger, he drew a waning, crescent moon as tall as a man on the bricks of the wall. 

To Ronan’s amazement, the gold light sank into the stone and became  a  black  outline.  Then  it  shone  out  with  white  light  like  a bright moon, and there was the outline of a moon-shaped door. 

Tarquin stepped back and gestured for Ronan to walk toward the  door.  “Approach  the  door  and  push.  You  must  enter  first.  I  can open up the way for you, but no man can open the door to the Night Guild to another for the first time.” 

Ronan nodded solemnly. He stepped forward and pressed at the  stone.  Silently  as  a  moonbeam  on  tree  shadows,  the  doorway slid aside to reveal a dark, crescent-shaped entranceway. 

Ronan  looked  over  his  shoulder.  Tarquin  nodded encouragingly to him. He took a deep breath and stepped over the threshold, into the grounds of the Night Guild. 

He  was  in  shadow,  standing  in  a  dimly  lit  space overshadowed  by  buildings.  Looking  back  over  his  shoulder  for

Tarquin,  he  was  struck  by  the  reversal  of  the  crescent  moon doorway. Standing in the courtyard, the doorway had been the Night Guild symbol. From this side, the symbol was inverted—just like the amulet that the gray-eyed man had held out to Ronan in his dream on the night of his father’s assassination. 

He  looked  back  through  the  doorway  for  Tarquin.  The doorway showed a bright crescent of dusty paving stones and a slice of the wall of the opposite building. But there was no sign of Tarquin. 

The sunlit courtyard was empty. 

The  old  man  had  vanished,  leaving  Ronan  alone  in  this strange place. 







Chapter 6







Ronan  stood  and  stared  in  amazement  out  into  the  empty courtyard.  A  shadow  flickered  across  the  lit  space—was  it  just  the shadow  of  a  gull  flying  overhead?  He  shivered,  thinking  that  it  was not. 

He straightened his back and turned resolutely away from the bright doorway. After all, Tarquin had said that he would leave when Ronan  entered  the  Night  Guild.  Ronan  had  not  thought  that  the guildmaster meant it quite so literally, but if there was one thing he was learning about the Night Guild, it was that its members did not always behave in the ways you expected them to. 

He  smiled  and  looked  around  himself.  He  was  in  a  narrow, open-topped  corridor  between  two  blank  walls  of  dark-brown, undressed stone—quite different from the usual whitewashed blocks of the Twelve Isles. The ground beneath his feet was packed earth—

also quite different from the usual courtyards of Trentum’s buildings. 

Usually, Ronan would expect paving slabs, not bare earth. However, he  was  not  going  to  begin  his  career  at  the  Night  Guild  by questioning  their  flooring  choices.  There  would  be  some  arcane reason for it, that was certain, and he would learn the reason in due time. 

His heart thumped in his chest, and his palms were sweaty, yet  he  strengthened  his  resolve  and  walked  along  the  narrow passage  under  the  vivid,  blue  sky.  The  moment  felt  like  leaving  his old life behind. He thought of Diana and the innocent time they had spent wandering the city as he showed her the sights, confident that there  were  few  other  people  in  the  world  who  knew  the  ways  of Trentum better than Ronan Renzo, son of Serverus. 

How wrong he had been. 

Images  of  the  green,  well-kept  garden  of  the  Renzo  Villa flashed in his mind’s eye. Memories of eating dinner with the family on  the  balcony  terrace  in  the  warm  evenings  of  high  summer,  of studying  with  his  tutors  by  the  fountain  in  the  mornings,  and  of bothering  the  cooks  for  treats  when  he  thought  his  father  wasn’t looking. 

His throat suddenly tightened. What was he doing? Who was he to presume to enter the Night Guild, to put himself forward for this destiny? 

 One does not put oneself forward for destiny,  a voice said in his head.  One is chosen and drawn in. The only choice you have to make is whether to rise to that challenge or not. 

He stopped in his tracks. The voice had not been his own. It had  sounded  kind  but  firm  and  deep  and  neither  clearly  male  nor female. The dingy, little lane was unaccountably filled with a sense of undeniable  presence.  He  felt  without  a  doubt  that  someone  else walked with him here; someone with a hand on his shoulder, urging him  forward;  someone  who  could  see  into  his  very  thoughts,  and someone who could grant him power. 

His doubts were suddenly cleared, and the hairs on his arms stiffened. 

 The Night God!  he thought. 

 Who  else?  the  voice  replied  with  a  hint  of  amusement.  You are mine now. You would do well to remember that fact. 

Then  the  presence  and  the  voice  were  gone.  His  heart slowed,  and  the  gentle  pictures  of  his  previous  life  subsided,  no longer threatening to overwhelm him. 

His father was dead. The protected boy he had been was no more.  He  had  become  someone  new—a  man  of  the  guild  and chosen of the Night God. 

He now had a purpose. 

He  would  learn  everything  the  guild  had  to  teach,  and  he would put his learning to good use. He would find out who had killed

his father and why. The overwhelming desire for revenge tightened its  grip  around  his  heart.  Carefully,  he  would  cultivate  his  skill  and learn his trade. When the right time came, he would use the moment to not only gain revenge, but understanding, as well—that was now his purpose. 

His mind now quiet, Ronan began to walk again. The shady lane  came  to  a  sharp  right  turn,  leading  into  a  sunlit  courtyard.  He stood, blinking and looking around, taking it all in. The courtyard was simple  with  a  ground  of  packed  earth,  a  drinking  fountain  in  one corner,  and  a  square  with  unpretentious  buildings  on  three  sides. 

Each building was three stories high and topped with the heavy red roof tiles that were common in the Twelve Isles. Behind him, in the direction he’d just come, he could see a clutter of lower buildings that looked  like  storage  or  outhouses.  A  little  ways  off,  where  the entrance would be, stood the shadowless tower. 

There  were  people  moving  about  in  the  courtyard.  None  of them paid him any attention, so Ronan just stood and watched them for a while. He knew some were fully fledged Night Guild members, identifiable by their black cloaks wrapped over tunics, and leggings that were like a second skin. They had the crescent moon guild mark embroidered  over  their  hearts  in  the  blackest  thread.  Most  of  them also wore black gloves, and all of them wore beautifully made boots of soft, black leather. 

The  complete  absence  of  any  visible  weapons  surprised Ronan. All of the black-clad guildfolk had belts that contained bottled potions,  powders,  and  other  small  containers  and  pouches,  but  no one carried a sword or a dagger or even a simple belt knife. 

The younger people—boys and girls of Ronan’s own age or a little  older—wore  robes  of  black  or  of  very  dark-brown.  The  robes were of good cut but modeled on the standard dress for a youth who had not yet graduated from a guild. Ronan realized with a smile that the brown robes were the same as the ones Tarquin had worn. The guildmaster, when out in public at least, wore the same robe as his apprentices. 

 There  is  a  lesson  there,  Ronan  thought.    A  lesson  about humility,  or  perhaps  about  never  stopping  learning.  Perhaps  the guildmaster considers himself an apprentice still? 

The  buildings  were  humble,  but  well-made,  and  they  looked older  than  the  usual  kind  of  structures  one  saw  around  Trentum. 

Rather  than  the  usual  whitewashed  stone,  these  darker-brown buildings  were  of  close-set,  bricks  that  showed  through  here  and there where the mud-brown render had dried and cracked. 

Ronan guessed that the maintenance of the old buildings had to be a constant job. At one side of the building, to his right, men on wooden scaffolding were working at the render, chipping off the old material and carefully layering on a new coat. They worked quietly, but they were not silent. 

Indeed,  there  was  nothing  like  the  monastic  level  of  quiet Ronan  had  half  expected.  The  workers  spoke  to  each  other  in  a relaxed, friendly way, as if they knew each other well. On the ground, the people who walked to and fro chatted easily together or stood in small groups, exchanging news. 

 It’s  just  a  regular  scene  like  any  other  guild  house,   Ronan thought.  The  idea  gave  him  a  bit  of  comfort  as  he  looked  around, smiling.  He  realized  with  relief  that  there  was  no  need  for  him  to behave  in  some  new  way  that  he  hadn’t  learned  yet.  Beyond  the discretion  that  befitted  him  as  an  apprentice,  and  the  humility  that was appropriate for a newcomer, he could just be himself. 

Or  so  he  told  himself.  It  proved  remarkably  difficult.  As  he ventured  out  into  the  courtyard,  he  felt  both  invisible  and  highly conspicuous.  It  was  an  uncomfortable  feeling  made  more  so because it was so contradictory. He looked around at the buildings. 

They were interesting. The lower story was open to the air. Columns lined  the  edge,  but  within  there  seemed  from  a  distance  to  be  an open  area  in  this  lower  part.  The  floors  above  had  small  windows with old glass in the frames. 

Ronan frowned critically at the glass. Not of very good quality, the  warped  glass  did  not  have  the  uniform  clarity  that  belied  the

hallmark of a master glassmaker. He smiled at himself, aware that it had been his father’s expertise that gave him his eye for the quality of glass. He felt a pinch of sadness for a moment, but then his iron-hard purpose pushed the heavy emotion aside. 

Ronan  knew  why  he  had  come.  Here,  he  would  learn  the skills needed to avenge his father. 

 And  Guildsman  Nexu,  too,   he  thought,  remembering  the strong, capable guildsman who had given his life after failing in his duty to protect Serverus.  I will avenge Guildsman Nexu, as well. 

To  the  left  of  the  square,  stood  a  shrine.  In  many  ways,  a shrine just like any other shrine one might see in any temple plaza in the city; however, in other ways, Ronan had never before seen such a  unique  shrine.  For  a  start,  it  rested  on  a  circular  plinth.  Most shrines were set on rectangles of stone. Rectangular blocks of stone were easier to move, cheaper to make, and took up less space when they were set to rest. Also, for those shrines of the humbler gods, an abandoned, rectangular, block of stone was easier to come by at a cheap price or even free. But the shrine in the Night Guild courtyard, though not overly large or opulent, had been set on a generous and thick circle of gleaming, black marble flecked with gray, silver, gold, and pink. 

 That  seems  the  most  appropriate  first  stop  for  a  newcomer, Ronan  thought.  He’d  expected  that  someone  would  approach  him and ask who he was or what he was doing, but no one did. The other people just carried on around him as if he were a familiar face, not newly walked in off the street. One man—a middle-aged fellow with a  long,  black  beard,  and  who  wore  a  dark  blue  robe  with  the  guild symbol  done  in  silver  over  the  breast—bowed  graciously  in  his direction as they passed close to each other. 

Ronan wondered about him, but only for a moment for soon he  saw  another  person—this  time  a  woman  of  similar  age  as  the black-bearded  man—hurrying  past  in  a  dark-blue  robe  with  a  silver guild badge. She balanced a tray of dirty dishes with one hand and a bucket of dirty, gray water in the other. 

 The serving staff,  Ronan thought.  Of course, every guild has its staff who do the menial work. There’s no reason this guild should be any different. The blue robes and silver crescent moons must be the  uniform  of  the  servants.  But  do  they  live  here?  Who  are  they? 


 How can the Night Guild remain a secret with a big staff of servants working here? 

He shook his head in confusion, but then turned his attention back to the shrine. 

Atop the granite plinth, he could see a large, waning crescent moon  made  from  beaten  and  polished  bronze.  Scattered  flowers adorned  the  plinth  around  it,  along  with  ceramic  bowls  of  boiled grains,  milk,  and  what  looked  like  pale-yellow  wine.  Clearly,  it  was common practice to leave offerings here. Ronan suddenly flushed. It seemed discourteous to pass the shrine without leaving something, and yet he had nothing to offer. 

He stood for a long moment, staring at the beautifully made crescent moon; the horns of the moon extended as sharp as knives, and the curve of the thick side had been perfectly proportioned to the circular plinth. 

 It  must  have  been  made  by  a  master  workman,   he  thought. 

His  hands  tingled.  The  bronze  moon  cast  an  elongated  shadow against the wall behind it. His fingers twitched as the tingling in his hands intensified, and then the shadow moved. The points stretched out, as if the sun were moving swiftly across the sky, yet none of the other shadows in his view were moving. 

Whispers  tickled  his  ears  again,  like  someone  breathing words in another language close to his skin. He shivered suddenly, and the shadow snapped back into place. The whispers stopped. 

“I  have  only  myself  to  offer,”  he  said  quietly,  looking  at  the bronze moon. “By the Night God, may that be enough.” 





“Ronan?”  a  female  voice  said  behind  him.  “Ronan  Renzo?” 

He turned and saw a familiar face. 

“Diana?” he said, amazed. “Diana of Ghennet!” 

She  was  dressed  in  the  same  plain  robes  as  she’d  worn when she had left him the evening before the death of his father. So much  had  happened  since  then  that  it  seemed  like  months  rather than days since he’d seen her. 

 A lifetime ago. Another life.  Was that his thought or a thought from  outside?  He  blinked,  coming  back  to  himself.  His  hands  were no longer tingling, but the strange feeling which he’d had a moment ago still lingered in his mind. 

 Shadowmaster?  he  thought.  It  feels  more  like  the  shadows are mastering me. 

He felt pleased to see a familiar face here in the midst of all this  newness.  He  smiled  warmly  and  gripped  Diana’s  hand  in  a friendly greeting. “So  this is where you were bound!” he said. “It’s no wonder  you  were  so  cagey  when  I  asked  you  about  your  chosen guild.” 

She laughed. “And you kept it very quiet that you were bound for the Night Guild, too! Well done! I would have never suspected.” 

 Neither  would  I,  a  week  ago,   Ronan  thought,  but  his  new instinct  toward  reticence  stopped  him  speaking.  He  just  smiled  at her. “I’ve just arrived. Can you show me the ropes?” 

Her  brow  furrowed.  “The  ropes?”  she  said,  her  northern accent  drifting  in  more  strongly  than  before.  “What  ropes  do  you mean? I’m sorry, I don’t understand…” 

He  chuckled.  “Sorry,  sorry.  It’s  just  a  saying—I  don’t  literally want to see a rope. ‘Show me the ropes’ means can you show me the way around, show me what I’m to do here.” 

“That’s  a  strange  expression.  I’m  afraid  I  don’t  have  much experience with idioms in your language yet.” 

“I’ll  try  not  to  use  phrases  like  that  without  explaining  in  the future,” he said courteously. 

She grinned. “Very good. Well, I’m glad to see you. I arrived here  yesterday  evening  after  Master  Sirius—an  older  student

assigned to me—came and found me at Tella’s Inn. He showed me to my bedroom but then nothing else.” 

“Nothing? No instructions? No rules?” 

“Nothing,”  Diana  said  with  a  chuckle.  “He  gave  me  the impression that the new apprentices are expected to spend their first few days finding their feet alone. It’s some kind of test, I think.” 

Ronan  thought  back  to  Guildmaster  Tarquin’s  words.  “For most  of  your  questions,”  he  had  said,  “you  will  have  to  seek  out answers yourself when your training begins.” 

“I understand,” Ronan said, nodding. “Well, I’ve just arrived a moment  ago,  and  I’m  very  glad  to  have  found  a  friendly  face  so soon. If there are no rules or instructions, then why don’t we seek out answers to our initial questions as a team?” 

“Very well.” She grinned. “We’ll ‘learn the ropes’ together!” 

Ronan’s  first  priority  was,  in  fact,  very  mundane.  He  was thirsty. “I’ll get a drink from the water fountain before anything else,” 

he said, pointing toward the very ordinary-looking water pump in one corner of the yard. 

“Ah.  It’s  not  as  simple  as  that.  This  is  one  thing  I  have managed to learn for myself. Come, I’ll show you.” 

Ronan  walked  to  the  fountain  with  her  and  reached  out  to grasp the handle of the pump. He didn’t see anything strange about the handle or the pump, but when he touched the handle, his hand snapped back in pain. 

“Ouch! It feels like being hit on the hand with a strap!” 

“Painful, isn’t it?” she said. “It took me a lot of thinking before I worked it out, and no one helped me. Eventually, I worked it out by watching the others using it.” 

Ronan waited expectantly, but she didn’t say anything more. 

Slowly,  it  dawned  on  him  that  she  wasn’t  going  to  tell  him.  He grimaced at her, and she smiled serenely at him with a mischievous glint in her eyes. 

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” 

“Nope.” 

“Will you at least get me a drink from the fountain while I think about it?” 

“Oh, certainly. Good idea!” 

She  approached  the  fountain,  and  he  watched  her  intently. 

Instead of reaching straight toward the pump, she stood still in front of it for a moment and seemed to be gathering herself. She took a few  deep  breaths  and  half-closed  her  eyes,  leaning  slightly  toward the pump. 

Then, as if she had heard silent words giving her permission, she abruptly reached out, pumped the handle a few times until water gushed out, and then poured some into the stone cup that stood on the lip of the basin. 

“Here,” she said, handing it to him. 

“Thanks.”  He  took  the  cup,  glanced  at  it,  then  drank  deep. 

The cool water tasted sweet and earthy, as if it had come from very deep  below  ground.  He  stood  back  and  gazed  at  the  pump.  As  he thought over what he’d just seen, sipping from the cup, a young man in the dark-blue robe of the servants approached with a bucket. 

“Your pardon, masters,” he said politely as they stepped back to  give  him  room  to  work.  The  young  serving  man  paused  for  a moment in front of the pump. He waited for less time than Diana had, but  he  distinctly  paused  for  a  moment,  gathered  himself,  and  then moved forward. 

 There’s  definitely  something  you  have  to  do,  some  kind  of interaction with the water pump that you have to perform before it will work  for  you.  Well,  there’s  no  time  pressure.  Let’s  think  it  through. 

 What  is  it?  It’s  a  pump  to  dispense  water.  Why  would  such  a  thing have restricted access? 

He  frowned,  looked  around,  and  noticed  a  tall,  somber-looking  man  in  Night  Guild  garb  striding  past.  Unlike  the  others  he had seen so far, this man had a knife at his belt. It looked like a long, thin dagger, the blade hidden from view in an oiled leather sheath—

an assassin’s weapon. 

Then it clicked. He was in a guild full of assassins. From his experience, there were other assassins who were rivals of the Night Guild—the  man  who  had  killed  his  father  had  not  been  from  the Night Guild. It stood to reason that the Night Guild itself might be the target  of  assassins  from  outside,  and   that   was  why  something  so simple as a water fountain would have restricted access. To prevent it from being used to deliver poison. 

Smiling, he stepped forward, Diana watching him intently. He did  not  touch  the  pump,  but  stood  in  front  of  it,  taking  a  few  slow breaths and bringing himself to calm. He opened himself. Was there some manifestation of the Night God that protected the water pump? 

Or  perhaps  some  lesser  deity  whose  job  was  to  protect  the  water supply  of  the  Night  Guild?  Such  a  specific  deity  would  not  be unheard of—far from it. Ronan had heard of inns on the docks where each  room  had  its  own  unique  deity,  each  table  in  the  bar  its  own guardian  god.  It  was  joked  in  the  Twelve  Isles  that  there  were  as many  gods  as  there  were  guilds,  but  in  actual  fact  there  were probably many more gods than guilds. 

He opened himself, trying to make it easy for any guardian of the water pump to see into him, to look into his soul and read that he came  with  honest  intent,  and  was  a  true-hearted  adherent  of  the Night Guild and of their god. 

 Your intention is just to show that you’ve learned the trick,  an amused voice said in his mind.  I’ve read your intention, and you may proceed. 

Grinning  from  ear  to  ear,  Ronan  stepped  forward  and pumped the handle. Clear, clean water ran out into the cup, and he drank it off. 

“Well done!” Diana said, looking very impressed. “It took me well over an hour to work it out.” 

Ronan  resisted  the  temptation  to  speak  more  about  it.  He sensed that even with this—a secret that they had both learned—it would be better to get into the habit of not discussing it aloud. 

“Let  me  show  you  to  the  bedrooms,”  Diana  said.  “Sirius  let me  pick  my  own,  and  there  are  plenty  available.  There’s  one  next door to mine, if you want.” 

“That  sounds  fine,”  Ronan  said  with  a  smile.  “Show  me  the way.” 

She  led  him  straight  toward  the  archways  that  opened  into the ground floor space opposite from where he had entered. As he’d suspected earlier, the ground floor of the building around the central square was just an open space filled with stone columns at regular intervals.  On  the  opposite  side  of  this  open  space,  he  could  see another courtyard, similar to the first. 

“How  big  is  this  place?”  he  asked  as  Diana  led  him  to  the right and into a narrow corridor lit by tall windows on the left wall. 

“Hard  to  tell.  I’ve  barely  explored  any  of  it,  but  I’ll  show  you one thing that I liked before we go to the accommodation.” 

She took him up a broad flight of stairs. Now that they were inside  the  building  that  surrounded  the  first  courtyard,  a  network  of corridors stretched out around them, coming to wide junctions where there were tables, chairs, and supplies of candles. 

“These  halls,”  Diana  explained,  “seem  to  act  as  meeting places.  I’ve  seen  apprentices  training  here,  and  sometimes  people just like to sit here to read. It’s hard to say exactly what they are for, but they seem popular.” 

They  were  passing  through  one  as  she  spoke,  and  Ronan had  a  strange  feeling.  He  felt  drawn  to  this  little  hall  where  five corridors  met.  He  slowed,  feeling  that  tingling  sensation  around  his hands again. He looked for shadows, wondering if they would begin to  act  strangely  again,  but  the  light  in  the  hallway  was  soft  and diffuse; there were no crisp shadows here. 

“There is something strange about this hallway,” he said, “but I can’t place it.” 

“Interesting,” Diana said, not sounding particularly interested. 

“I feel nothing. But let me show you what I have found!” 

She  led  him  away  from  the  hallway  and  up  two  flights  of stairs. At the top of the last stair, she pushed a rickety, wooden door aside. Ronan stepped out onto a flat-open roof space. 

“A viewpoint!” he exclaimed. “Diana, this is wonderful.” 

“Isn’t  it?  You  can  see  from  here  that  the  guild  house  is extensive. See the outer wall running around the outside?” 

He  looked  where  she  pointed.  There,  a  little  way  off,  stood the  square,  red-roofed  shadowless  tower  that  marked  the  entrance where  Ronan  had  first  entered.  A  high  wall  rambled  away  in  both directions from the base of the tower. It did not follow a straight line, but zig-zagged between the surrounding houses. 

Ronan  followed  the  wall  with  his  eye  until  it  disappeared. 

Within the confines of the wall were many, many buildings. Several towers,  which  he  noted  all  had  their  shadows,  stood  within  the perimeter; there were at least four big, square buildings like the one whose roof on which they currently stood. 

Further off, the gleaming silver-domed roof of a large building caught the sun and dominated the skyline of the Night Guild. “What is  that?” Ronan asked, pointing at it. 

“Oh, that’s the central Night God’s temple,” she informed him. 

“I  walked  there  last  night,  after  I  saw  it  from  this  viewpoint,  but apparently  we  apprentices  are  not  allowed  inside.  We  have  to content ourselves with making our offerings at the courtyard shrines for now. By the way, did you make your offering?” 

 All  I  have  to  offer  is  myself,   he  had  said  in  front  of  the courtyard  shrine.  A  shiver  ran  over  him.  His  hands  tingled,  and  a shadow  near  him  moved  of  its  own  volition  for  a  moment  before slipping back into place. 

“Yes, I think I have,” he said. 

Ronan  looked  out  over  the  buildings  of  the  Night  Guild,  and beyond,  to  where  the  water  of  the  Oretian  Sea  glowed  a  perfect azure  through  the  thick  haze  of  morning  mist.  He’d  made  his offering, he knew. 

And it had been accepted. 



Chapter 7







The pair made their way slowly back down the stairs. Diana, aware  that  Ronan  was  feeling  thoughtful,  let  him  be,  aside  from guiding  him  around  the  corners  of  the  many  passages  they  went through. 

“This  way,”  she  said  as  they  came  along  a  corridor  with  a wide bank of windows on one side, looking out at a courtyard Ronan had  not  seen  before.  “Along  here  are  the  bedrooms  for  the apprentices.” 

“Are  there  many  other  apprentices?”  he  asked,  shaking himself out of his reverie. 

“Not that I’ve seen,” she said. “Not on this floor at least. But because  there  are  so  many  rooms,  and  it’s  up  to  the  student  to choose  their  own  room,  it’s  possible  that  there  are  lots  of apprentices.  Perhaps  they’re  all  just  scattered  about  the  guild  in different  places.  Here’s  the  room  I  chose.”  She  gestured  to  a  low wooden door. “The rooms on either side are free.” 

“Well,” Ronan said, “I’ll pick this one.” 

He  shoved  open  the  nearest  door.  Inside,  sunlight  cast  a bright  shaft  of  white  across  a  simple  but  clean  room  with  a  stone floor half-covered by a thick and simple woolen rug. The glass in the window was warped and bubbled, but outside Ronan could see the roofs of lower buildings below him, and off in the distance, the red-tiled roofs of Calvaria meandered to the sea. 

“It seems fine,” he said. 

The room was not what he was used to, but it was also not as severe  as  he’d  expected.  A  low  hearth  waited  in  one  corner  for colder nights, and a chair, table, and desk were by the window. 

“Moving in?” a man’s voice said from the doorway. 

Ronan  turned  to  see  a  tall,  skinny  man  with  a  long,  gray beard  and  gleaming,  bald  head  looking  at  them  from  the  doorway. 

His eyes glinted merrily. 

“Yes, I was planning to,” Ronan said. 

“Good, good. I’ll see to blankets and things for you. Just push the  window  open  to  let  some  air  in.  My  name’s  Luis,  and  I’m  in charge of the servants for this floor. I sleep in a room at the end of the corridor—if you need anything, let me know.” 

Luis bustled off, his faded, dark-blue robe billowed out behind him  while  he  whistled  tunelessly  through  his  gray  beard.  Soon  he was  back,  bearing  in  his  arms  a  pile  of  clean,  but  faded,  woolen blankets.  He  plopped  them  on  the  bed  and  left  again  to  return moments later with a straw-filled mattress slung over one shoulder. 

“Freshly packed,” he said, slapping the mattress as he put it on the bed frame. “You shouldn’t need firewood at this time of year, but I’ll see to it that you have some in case the weather turns cold.” 

He glanced at the bucket that stood in the corner— heavy and steel-banded, the large bucket looked as if it would hold a  lot. 

“You  can  haul  your  own  water,”  Luis  said.  “You  know  where the well is in the main courtyard. I’m too old to be hauling water for a young lad like you, and anyway, it’s good strength training. Anything else you need—within reason—let me know.” 

With  that,  he  hurried  off  again,  whistling  and  humming  as tunelessly as ever. 

Now  that  he  had  the  basic  necessities,  Ronan  turned  his mind to food. “I’ve not eaten yet today,” he said, his belly rumbling as if in agreement. “How about you?” 

Diana  nodded.  “There’s  a  dining  hall  downstairs  where  they serve  a  morning,  afternoon,  and  evening  meal.  I  ate  there  this morning, but I don’t know if you can get food there at other times of the day. The cooks are pretty intimidating.” 

“I’m game to have a look if you are.” 

She  was  about  to  reply  when  a  young  man,  perhaps  three years older than Diana and Ronan, came striding round the corner. 

His  black  robes  were  not  quite  the  full  Night  Guild  robes,  but definitely  not  the  apprentice  robes  either.  He  wore  a  rather  grim expression  on  his  long  face,  which  had  heavy,  black  brows  and  a pointed nose like the beak of some great bird of prey. 

He  pulled  up  and  looked  them  over,  his  hands  on  his  hips, then  abruptly  he  stuck  his  hand  out  to  Ronan,  who  gripped  it  in greeting. 

“Sirius Drake,” he said. “I’m the senior student for the current batch of Bones on this floor. Welcome to the guild.” 

“Thanks very much,” Ronan said. “Uh, I’m glad to be here.” 

“Hmph.”  Sirius  crossed  his  arms.  “That’s  good.  You  Bones are  often  a  bit  less  than  happy  at  this  early  stage.  I’m  glad  to  see you’ve met Diana and found yourself a room, too.” 

“Yes,  it  all  seems  good  to  me,  so  far,”  Ronan  said  politely. 

“Why do you keep mentioning bones?” 

“Oh,” Sirius said, waving a hand dismissively. “You’ll find out soon  enough.  Bones  like  you  need  to  learn  these  things  for yourselves.”  He  grinned,  and  the  transformation  in  his  face  was striking.  His  eyes  gleamed,  and  his  heavy  brows  shot  up  his forehead. He very suddenly looked quite different from the serious, frowning student who had come up the hall a moment before. Then, suddenly, his lips drew down again and his black brow narrowed as he glared at them. 

“One  thing  I  will  say,”  he  growled.  “Don’t  go  wandering outside too far. That’s one lesson that Bones can learn the hard way, but  it’s  a  waste  of  good  talent  to  let  it  happen  in  my  view.  You  can explore  this  building,  and  the  other  large  ones  that  surround  the central  courtyards;  also,  the  route  from  here  to  the  Night  God’s temple  is  safe  enough,  but  going  further  afield  than  that  is   not recommended, understand?” 

“I understand,” Ronan said, and Diana nodded. 

“Good. We wouldn’t want you dead before you’ve even made Sinew, would we?” 

“Uh, I suppose not,” Ronan agreed, though he was confused by  the  reference  to  ‘sinew.’  What  was  with  the  grisly  body  part references? 

“Right,”  Sirius  said  briskly.  “I’ll  be  off.  If  you  need  anything, you can ask me if you can find me, or more likely old Luis will help you.  If  you  have  any  questions  about  your  training,  don’t  bother, because  I  probably  won’t  answer  them.  Have  a  think  about  what you’re going to do tomorrow. Best of luck.” 

With that, he turned and strode off down the corridor. 

“What  was  all  that  about  bones  and  sinews?”  Diana  asked when Sirius had left them. 

“I  think  it  might  be  to  do  with  levels  of  training,”  Ronan answered after a moment’s thought. “We’re right at the bottom of the training  ladder,  right?  So  we  are  at  the  ‘bone’  level.  The  bones  are the base that the whole body is built on, so it makes sense that we would be ‘bones’ since we’re at the level of learning the very basics.” 

“And when he said that it wouldn’t do for us to get ourselves killed before we even reached sinew level…” 

“Exactly. Sinew must be the next step up from bone. And that makes  sense  as  well.  Then  I  guess  there  would  be  what—muscle level? Skin?” 

Diana  shrugged.  “I  suppose  that  we’ll  find  out  as  the  time passes.” 

“I suppose we will.” 




* * *

 

The pair explored the kitchens together and found that Diana was right—no food could be acquired outside of the set mealtimes. 

Ronan would have to accept the fact that he had missed breakfast

and was not going to be able to make up for the lack of it. However, the afternoon meal was not too far off. 

During a wander around the courtyards, they came upon one full  of  young  people  around  their  age.  They  were  standing  in  rows, practicing a drill with wooden, practice knives. An instructor—a short, stocky  man  with  the  black  hair  and  tan  skin  of  a  native  Twelve Islander—barked out the steps in the drill for the youths to follow. 

They watched in fascination for a while. 

Diana  nudged  Ronan  when  the  instructor  called  his  class

‘bones.’ “You must have been right,” she said excitedly. “These are the Bone level students—this is where we should be training!” 

“Look  over  there,”  Ronan  responded  quietly,  pointing  to  the far wall of the courtyard. A collection of intricate machines stood up against one wall. They looked more than a little terrifying. Systems of pulleys and levers attached to stacks of black iron weights, centered around uncomfortable-looking wooden seats. They reminded Ronan of  the  of  the  torture  devices  he’d  heard  tell  of,  used  by  the  High Inquisition  of  Oretum,  over  on  the  mainland.  He’d  never  seen  such things and never wanted to, but the weights, chains, and levers on those machines did not look encouraging. 

“I think they might be for building strength,” Diana whispered. 

“One  sits  in  the  chair  and  pulls  the  levers,  and  it  works  different muscles in the body to build strength.” 

“Oh,”  Ronan  said.  “I  thought  they  might  be  there  to  help  us learn to resist torture.” 

She  gave  him  an  odd  look.  “I  sincerely  hope  not,”  she  said with a smile. “But I don’t think so. I’ve seen torture devices back in Ghennet, and they were nothing like those machines.” 

He looked sharply at her. “Really?” 

She  gave  him  a  look,  as  if  she  wished  she  hadn’t  said anything. After a moment, she said, “The Brotherhood of the Silent.” 

As if that was all the explanation required, she shut her mouth and looked  away.  The  topic  clearly  upset  her,  so  Ronan  kept  his questions to himself. 

On the other wall of the training courtyard were many ledges and  rounded  hand  holds  scattered  across  the  wall.  As  Ronan  and Diana  watched,  the  Bones  finished  their  knife  drill  and,  under  the instruction of the dark-haired man, lined up in rows of five facing this wall. 

The  instructor  began  to  bark  orders  at  them  and,  five  at  a time, the trainees leapt to the wall and started to climb. 

“Good, good!” the instructor shouted as the trainees made it to  the  top  of  the  wall.  “Now,  back  down!  Tyrel,  watch  that  left  foot! 

Rilla,  don’t  spend  so  much  time  thinking  about  your  hands.  Down, down! Next squad!” 

The  five  who  had  been  climbing  got  to  the  bottom,  and  the second  group  leapt  to  the  wall  and  started  climbing.  Halfway  up, something went wrong. 

A  student  who  seemed  slower  than  the  rest  had  climbed about  half  way  up.  Ronan  noticed  him  because  of  his  slower progress,  and  also  because  he  had  gleaming,  blond  hair—a  very unusual sight in the Twelve Isles, even for outlanders. 

“Eric, think about your speed!” the instructor shouted. 

The blond-haired boy put on a burst of effort, rushing up the wall  from  hold  to  hold  to  catch  up  with  the  others.  But  then  he slipped. 

His  foot  flew  out  from  under  him,  and  suddenly  he  dangled precariously  from  one  hand,  his  other  clawing  at  the  wall  to  find purchase as his feet kicked frantically in the air. He yelped in terror and then screamed as he lost his grip and fell. 

Everything  happened  in  a  moment.  Ronan  instinctively started forward, though he did not know what he expected to do—he was too far from the wall to reach it before Eric hit the packed-earth floor. The other Bones all started forward as well, trying to get under the lad, but they were also too far away to help. 

Then the instructor raised his hands, and a noise like a clap of thunder made Ronan stop moving forward and drop to the ground. 

He clapped his hands over his ears. Shadows whirled for a moment

around the space, and Ronan’s eyes were confused by the sudden movement. A rush of whispering voices could be heard, and a white light flashed suddenly though his mind, erasing all thoughts he might have had in that moment. 

Pain stabbed at his chest, just above his heart. 

When he opened his eyes and looked around, the class had gathered  around  Eric,  who  stood  a  little  away  from  the  wall. 

Seemingly  unhurt,  he  supported  himself  by  holding  onto  another student. 

Ronan was on his knees, and Diana helped him up. 

“Are you all right?” she asked in a low voice. 

Ronan  thought  about  it  for  a  moment.  The  pain  in  his  chest was gone, and his head had cleared. There was something odd, and it took him a moment to place it, but then he came to a realization. 

He had no ringing in his ears as he would have expected from such a loud noise. Nor were there any afterimages in his eyes from such a bright light. He blinked a couple of times and rubbed his ears, just to be sure. 

Over  by  the  climbing  wall,  Eric  was  walking  away  with  the other  students.  No  one  looked  at  Diana  and  Ronan,  except  for  the tutor.  Having  established  that  his  student  was  uninjured,  he  now gazed across the courtyard toward Ronan and Diana. Ronan stood up and looked over at the instructor. They met each other’s eyes for a moment. It seemed that the instructor was about to come over and speak to them, but he changed his mind. A knowing smile flickered across his face for a moment before he turned away. 

“What happened to you?” Diana asked. 

“You didn’t see it? The flash and the shadows?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. 

“What did you see?” 

“Nothing—the  young  man  fell,  but  he  landed  safely.  I’m  not sure how. It happened fast, and the other students were in the way.” 

“I think the tutor used the power of the Night God to save him, and for some reason I saw the… the magic.” 

“I  think  that  sounds  right,”  she  said,  gazing  at  the  climbing wall. A long silence followed. 

“Tomorrow,” Ronan said, “I think we should just come straight here in the morning.” 

“I agree,” Diana said. “The Night Guild seems to be set on not answering  any  question  or  giving  us  a  schedule,  so  we’ll  need  to make our own. I suppose that attending the training sessions is the best use of our time.” 

The high, clear note of a bell rang out over the courtyard. 

“That’s  the  signal  for  the  afternoon  meal,”  Diana  said,  and Ronan  was  happy  to  heed  the  summons.  They  headed  out  of  the courtyard, Ronan glancing back at the climbing wall and the strange strength-training machines as they walked away. 

As he exited the courtyard, he raised a hand to his chest. His black birthmark had begun to itch again. 

The  mess  hall,  a  long  and  low,  dimly  lit  space,  had  few windows. Unlike most of the buildings Ronan had seen in the guild—

and indeed in the Twelve Isles as a whole—the mess hall had walls made from dark timber and wooden shingles—a very unusual choice instead  of  the  usual  red  clay  tiles  or  slates.  People  of  all  ages  and genders  and  dressed  in  Night  Guild  uniforms  sat  quietly  in  rows  at long tables. 

These  uniforms  were  three  in  number—the  shadow-black  of the  fully-fledged  guild  members,  the  dark-blue  of  the  servants,  and the dark-brown robes of the style Tarquin had worn on their walk in. 

These  brown  robes  were  a  puzzle  to  Ronan,  and  he  looked around at those who wore them with interest. At first, he had thought that brown was the color of the apprentices, and he had been struck by the fact that Tarquin had worn such a humble robe. But now he realized that wasn’t true. Many of the full-fledged guildsmen wore the brown robes, but these brown robes did not have the guild symbol. 

He pointed this out to Diana, wondering aloud what it meant. 

“Some  different  kind  of  guildsman?”  she  hazarded.  “Or perhaps it’s just what they wear when they’re off duty?” 

They  picked  up  plates  of  food  from  a  counter  where  two people  in  servant  blue  were  working  quickly  to  serve  up  bowls  for everyone who entered. Then, they walked to the nearest bench and sat down. 

Simple but good, the food consisted of boiled grains, greens, and  a  generous  spoonful  of  stew,  fragrant  with  herbs.  Rich  tomato sauce bathed chunks of tender lamb and vegetables, and Ronan set to eating with pleasure. 

“This is good!” he said halfway through. 

Diana picked at her food. “I don’t have much appetite, to be honest,” she said, pushing her bowl away. 

“You ought to eat,” Ronan urged. 

“Hm,”  she  grunted,  but  diligently  began  eating  after  his suggestion. 

Ronan  kept  his  eye  on  her  during  the  meal.  Something seemed  to  have  upset  her.  Since  the  incident  in  the  training courtyard, she had become less talkative and cheerful than she had been that morning. 

Once they had eaten, she stood abruptly. “I’ll see you later,” 

she  said,  not  looking  at  him.  “I’m  going  up  to  my  room  for  a  little while.” 

“Very  well,”  Ronan  said.  He  wondered  if  he  should  go  after her and try to find out what was wrong, but before he could come to a decision she left, walking swiftly from the hall with her head down. 

Ronan  finished  the  last  of  his  food  more  slowly,  looking around at the other members of the guild community. The Bones—

the lowest level recruits—sat a little way off at a table near the door. 

Ronan recognized the blond-haired boy, Eric, and was pleased that he seemed none the worse for his fall. He looked around for Tarquin, or  for  the  tutor  who’d  been  teaching  the  class,  but  saw  no  sign  of either of them. He did not see Sirius or Luis the servant either. 

In all, there must have been about two hundred people in the mess hall, but there was not a single face he knew. 

After his meal, he left, walking slowly and at random through the courtyards. He passed through the training yard with the climbing wall  and  approached  the  wall.  Placing  a  hand  on  the  lowest  hand grip,  he  looked  up,  searching  for  some  echo  of  the  magic  he’d  felt earlier but could find none. 

“Hello,” a boy’s voice said from behind him. 

Ronan turned quickly, startled. It was the blond boy, Eric, who had  fallen  from  the  wall.  He  had  a  narrow  face  and  very  pale-blue eyes. He had tan skin, weathered from the outdoors, but Ronan saw the bars of pale skin peeking out from under his cuffs and knew that the tan was not the natural color of his skin. 

 He  must  have  burned  badly  when  he  first  came  south,   he thought. 

Aloud, he said, “I saw you fall earlier. I’m glad to see you’re alright.” 

Eric  nodded.  “You’ve  just  arrived.”  It  was  a  statement,  not  a question. His hair, as golden as ripe corn, gleamed in the rays of the afternoon  sun.  “You  were  with  that  girl—she’s  new,  too.  The northerner.” 

“That’s right,” Ronan said. “Where are you from?” 

The boy said a word that Ronan didn’t recognize. 

“What?” 

“Norskand,” the boy repeated. “The land I come from is called Norskand. It’s very far away from here, and I’ve not been there for a long time. Where are you from?” 

“I’m from here, from the Twelve Isles,” Ronan said. “I grew up on Drem.” 

Something  about  the  boy’s  intense  eyes  made  Ronan uncomfortable. Eric stood at the far side of the courtyard, his hands clenching  and  unclenching  by  his  sides.  He  thrust  his  head  slightly

forward,  and  his  eyes  looked  as  if  they  were  trying  to  drill  holes through Ronan. 

Ronan decided it was time to leave. 

“I’ll be going now,” he said awkwardly. 

“Good,” Eric replied curtly. He immediately relaxed and turned away  from  Ronan,  heading  toward  one  of  the  strength-building machines. 

 What  a  strange  boy,  Ronan  thought.  But  perhaps  there’s more to his story than meets the eye. I wonder what his story is? It can’t  be  easy  to  get  all  the  way  here  from…  what  did  he  call  it? 

 Norskand? He must have seen some things. 

Ronan  remembered  the  lesson  that  Tarquin  had  taught  him on the way here—there were many more things hiding in plain sight than could be seen at first glance. 

 I  suppose  people’s  stories  are  like  that,  too,   he  thought. 

 Hiding in plain sight. 

Ronan felt at a loose end. His afternoon meal sat heavy in his belly,  and  Diana’s  strange  behavior  at  lunch  and  the  peculiar interaction  with  Eric  the  Norskander  troubled  him.  He  decided  to make his way up to the viewpoint she had shown him earlier to have a look out over the guild again. 

He  headed  up  the  stairs,  passing  again  through  those strange hallways that made him feel… how did they make him feel? 

He could not place the sensation, though it felt familiar. What was it? 

In  the  second  hallway  he  passed  through,  he  slowed.  The walls  were  bare  stone,  and  one  high  window  illuminated  the  space with bright, afternoon sun. A table and chair sat by the window, and three corridors met in this little hall. 

Ronan stopped, walked to the chair, and sat down. 

 The shadows are strange here,  he thought.  That’s one thing. 

 And  another  is  this  feeling  in  my  hands.   They  were  tingling  again, almost unpleasantly. When he’d been about seven years old, Ronan had  plunged  his  hands  into  a  bucket  of  iced  water  and  kept  them

there  for  as  long  as  he  could.  He  just  wanted  to  see  what  would happen. He kept them there until they were numb and had begun to change  color.  He  kept  them  submerged  until  one  of  the  kitchen servants came out and scolded him, making him take his hands out. 

At first, he had felt nothing until his hands began to warm. When the feeling  began  itching  back  into  his  hands,  the  intense  tingling sensation  had  been  excruciating.  Ronan  had  never  forgotten  that experience. 

He  looked  at  his  hands  now  in  the  light  of  the  window.  The palms were mottled with light and dark patches under the skin. The feeling  that  ran  through  them—though  nowhere  near  as  intense—

reminded  him  acutely  of  that  sensation  of  warming  up  after  being submerged  in  iced  water.  They  tingled  all  over,  humming  as  if vibrating  with  silent  music.  Though  not  painful,  he  found  the sensation unusual and far from pleasant. 

With an effort, he moved his attention away from the intensity of the new feeling. Instead, he focused on the tips of his fingers and found, to his great delight, that the sensation moved along with the focus.  As  he  changed  the  part  of  his  hand  he  focused  on,  the sensation moved to the point of his focus. 

Laughing to himself in amazement, Ronan experimented with this  new  control  over  the  sensation.  Thumb,  index  finger,  middle finger,  ring  finger,  pinkie,  then  back  again.  With  every  fingertip  he focused on, he could concentrate the sensation of tingling there, and it lessened in the rest of his hand. Back and forth he did this, and on both  hands,  until  the  idea  came  to  him  to  try  to  concentrate  the feeling in the  middle  of his hand rather than at the finger ends. 

This proved a little harder, as if the tingling—whatever it was

—wanted to flow out to the extremities of his fingers and escape, or distribute itself uniformly throughout his hands. To bring it all to the center reminded him of trying to round up the packs of stray cats that ran about Drem in the evenings. That had been a favorite game of his, when he’d been younger, but it had never been easy to do. 

After concentrating intensely for a time, Ronan began to feel the tingling in his hands move. It gathered toward the middle of his hands. Shadows flickered in the peripheries of his vision; he frowned and  wondered  what  was  happening.  The  hallway  seemed  to  be getting darker, as if someone were standing over him But his concentration did not waiver. Instinct told him that he would gain nothing by looking away. 

 Keep  your  focus,   he  told  himself  as  the  powerful  tingling sensation  built  up  in  the  middle  of  his  palms.  Keep  your  focus, another voice from outside agreed, speaking inside his mind. 

Darkness flickered at the edge of his vision, but in the center of  the  palm  of  his  right  hand  something  began  to  happen.  A  dark spot appeared, like a little wisp of black smoke that had drifted into his hand and begun to solidify. 

The tingling sensation had left the rest of his hands and had become focused entirely on the middle of his palm now. He smiled, riding  the  edge  between  falling  too  deeply  into  the  sensation  and losing his focus. He felt strong, capable, and ready for anything. 

Strange thoughts and images flickered in his mind, visions of places  and  people  that  he’d  never  seen.  An  enormous  building, covered in arched doorways, gothic windows, and bizarre gargoyles, stood  dark  and  brooding  in  a  rainy,  wooded  park.  Dark-robed  men clustered  around  a  glowing  blue  orb  that  sat  nestled  in  a  golden frame  resting  on  an  enormous  stone  table.  The  men  muttered  to each  other  in  a  strange  tongue  Ronan  did  not  recognize.  He  saw Tarquin  crossing  the  bridge  from  Uon  to  Calvaria,  dispersing  the clustering shadows with a golden symbol drawn in the air. 

And  in  a  bright,  city  street,  a  man  with  gray  eyes  and  no recognizable face stood unnoticed, watching a doorway as patiently as a spider. The man had seen a boy enter the doorway. He would wait for the man to come out, however long it took. 

A sudden shiver jolted Ronan out of the strange trance he’d been in. He looked at his hand. Sure enough, the little ball of black shadow flickered and danced still in the center of his palm, like a tiny, 

black  fire.  The  tingling  sensation  in  his  fingers  was  gone,  and  the feeling was concentrated in the middle of his hand. 

“This is very good,” a voice said quietly near him. He lifted his head,  becoming  aware  that  the  light  in  the  hall  had  changed.  He must have been sitting here for a long time because, when he’d sat down in the first place, the light from the window had been lying right across the table in front of him. Now the light had moved across the hall stretched across the floor some way off. 

Slowly,  Ronan  looked  up  to  see  who  had  spoken.  A guildsman in black stood looking down at him. The man had green eyes  and  a  strangely  colored  mop  of  reddish-gold  hair,  tied  at  the back  of  his  head  in  a  short  ponytail.  His  garb  was  like  that  which Nexu had worn—a skin-tight, black linen tunic and leggings, boots of soft black leather, a belt loaded with pouches and vials, and a cloak as black as night shadows wrapped around his shoulders. 

He was smiling at Ronan, looking steadily at the boy’s face. 

Ronan looked from the guildsman to the ball of shadow dancing and tingling in his hand. 

“I  don’t  know  what  to  do  with  it  now,”  he  said,  his  voice coming out thick, as if he were just waking up from a sleep. 

“I’m  not  surprised,”  the  guildsman  said.  “Try  dispersing  your own focus. Let the shadow energy slip back through your hands and fingers.  Once  you  stop  focusing  on  holding  it  together,  it  will disperse.” 

Ronan blinked, realizing with a sudden shift in his perceptions that he was holding the shadow energy together in his hand with the force of his own focus. It took a bit of effort to let that go, but he did so  and  felt  the  approval  of  the  guildsman  next  to  him  radiating toward him as he succeeded in dispersing the gathered energy. 

As  the  shadow  energy  left  his  hands,  the  intense  tingling sensation  left  him,  as  well,  leaving  him  feeling  more  awake  and aware  of  his  surroundings.  He  still  sat  at  the  small  table  by  the window, and outside, the sun dipped toward evening. 

“You’ve missed the evening meal,” the guildsman said kindly, pulling  up  a  chair  and  sitting  opposite  him.  “Your  friend  Diana  was looking for you, and the journeyman student, Sirius.” 

“Have I been here that long?” Ronan wondered. 

“It’s easy to lose track of time when you’re working the Night God’s magic,” the guildsman replied. “Don’t worry about it. That was an impressive feat—not something you expect an apprentice, newly arrived, to be able to do.” 

Ronan  nodded.  “I  didn’t  really  mean  to  do  it.  It  just  came  to me. Every time I pass through these halls, I get a strange feeling. It reminds me of… of…” He racked his brain, trying to think what it was that it reminded him of. Then, it came to him, what he had seen in his  vision—the  crossing  of  the  bridge  with  Tarquin,  where  the shadows had all clustered around the old guildmaster, and the man had dispersed them with a golden symbol drawn in the air. 

“I  remember  what  it  reminds  me  of  now,”  he  said  to  the guildsman. 

“All  right,”  the  man  said.  “Now,  think  about  what  this  place has in common with that.” He didn’t ask  what  the memory was, but just sat back in his chair, his keen green eyes glinting at Ronan as he waited for the youth to think it through. 

What did the bridge and the hallway have in common? 

Ronan  frowned.  “They’re  both  places  that  join  other  places together. This hallway is a meeting point for these different corridors. 

The other place was a bridge joining two islands together.” 

“A very perceptive student!” the guildsman said, clapping his black-gloved hands together. “And what does that tell you?” 

“That there is something about in-between places, something that makes the Night God magic more powerful?” 

“Liminal places,” the guildsman said. 

“Liminal,”  Ronan  repeated.  “I’ve  never  heard  the  word before.” 

“It matters not.” The man shrugged. “You are more sensitive to it than any I’ve seen before—much more sensitive than I ever was

—but that’s the word for it. It means a place at a threshold, a place that sits on the boundary between two or more other places.” 

“The  Night  God  is  more  powerful  at  such  places,”  Ronan said.  Then,  slowly,  he  added,  “And   that’s  why  the  halls  where corridors  meet  here  are  all  equipped  with  tables  and  chairs—

because  the  power  is  stronger  here,  it’s  useful  for  the  members  of the Night Guild to be able to spend time here and do… whatever it is they need to do.” 

“You  see  far,  young  one,”  the  guildsman  said.  “My  name  is Guildsman Janus. I don’t have much to do with the teaching of the Bones,  but  I’m  very  glad  I  chanced  upon  you  today.  I  heard  that Guildmaster Tarquin had brought a recruit in personally. That’s a very rare  chance!  Normally  the  recruiting  agents  do  that,  and  the guildmaster  has  little  to  do  with  it.  But  I  gather  that  there  is something a bit special about you and your story.” 

He looked quizzically at Ronan. The young man looked him in the eye, took a breath, and shut his mouth firmly. 

Guildsman Janus nodded slowly. “You learn fast. It’s not the way of members of the Night Guild to give anything away easily, not even  to  their  friends.  We  share  information  when  it’s  the  only practical  way,  but  most  lessons  are  learned  best  when  the  student works them out for themselves. The Night Guild is a place of guided learning, rather than of teaching in the traditional sense.” 

He stood abruptly. “Now, I must go. I’ve spent too much time here,  and  I  have  an  errand.  But  I’m  glad  to  have  met  you.  I  hope we’ll see each other again. Best of luck with your learning.” 

His  green  eyes  sparkled  as  he  gave  a  quick  bow  and  then strode off up one of the corridors, leaving Ronan sitting thoughtfully in  the  chair  by  the  window.  There  were  so  many  questions  he wanted answering, but this was the Night Guild. 

He would have to work the answers out for himself. 

Chapter 8



The  sunset  was  a  spectacular  display  of  blue  and  gold  that night.  Ronan  sat  up  at  the  viewpoint,  wondering  whether  Diana would  come  up.  His  magic  filled  most  of  his  mind,  and  the  strange sensations  and  huge  potential  that  he  sensed  felt  attractive  and exciting. But Diana’s strange behavior troubled him, too. 

As  he  sat  on  the  rooftop  and  watched  the  sun  set,  a  slow suspicion  that  he  knew  what  the  problem  might  be  crept  over  him. 

He  knew  what  women  were  like—or  at  least  he  thought  he  had  a pretty shrewd idea. They were, so Borean had informed him, mostly interested in marriage. This seemed a bit odd to him, and he didn’t fully  trust  Borean’s  view  on  the  subject.  To  Ronan’s  knowledge, Borean  had  never  been  with  a  woman  in  any  serious  way,  though Ronan  had  suspected  him  of  visiting  the  courtesans’  street  more than once. 

But  for  all  that,  Borean   was  a  good  deal  older  than  Ronan, and  his  opinion  on  such  weighty  matters  would  not  be  dismissed entirely.  Thinking  over  the  events,  Ronan  began  to  get  a  sinking feeling in his belly about Diana. Her enthusiasm for his company, her pleasure at seeing him again, and her encouraging him to take the room next door… did it all not point to one thing? 

Ronan  sighed.  He  knew  that  other  boys  his  age  thought  of little other than girls and what was under their clothes. Twelve Isles women  were  not  like  women  of  other  countries,  of  course.  By  all accounts,  they  were  more  independent  and  less  beholden  to  the interests of their husbands or fathers than women from other places. 

It  was  not  unusual—as  in  the  case  of  Tella  and  Redwin—for  a husband  and  wife  to  have  completely  separate  occupations  and businesses,  and  to  be  members  of  different  guilds.  Some  women never  married,  and  it  was  certainly  not  seen  as  essential  for respectability as in Oretum or the kingdoms further north. 

 Surely, she is not thinking about that with me,  he thought.   At this point in our friendship? That would be ridiculous! 

But  of  course,  Diana  was  from  Ghennet,  and  that  was  very far  away.  Ronan  had  no  idea  how  they  viewed  marriage  and partnership there. She might have all kinds of wrong-headed ideas. 

Well, he would have to set her straight at the first opportunity. If that was why she was moping, the sooner he corrected her thinking the better. 

Ronan had no interest in marriage. He had been wary of the charms of women already, seeing how quickly they got other young men into trouble, but after the death of his father and his entry into the Night Guild, he was less interested in marriage than ever. He had come here to learn the skills of the Night Guild, and to learn about this  strange  magic  manifesting  in  him.  He  would  learn  how  to  kill, and then he would use his skills to avenge his father. No, he had not come here to marry. 

The  sun  slipped  over  the  horizon,  going  down  in  a  blaze  of red and gold over the gleaming, western sea. 

“I  thought  I’d  gained  a  good  friend.”  He  sighed  as  he  stood up. “It turns out I may have accidentally gained an unwanted suitor. I hope she takes it well when I tell her I’m not interested.” 

It was not an encouraging thought to take down to bed with him, but he hardened his heart. If he was going to be a man of the Night  Guild,  he  would  have  to  do  harder  things  than  rejecting  a prospective  lover.  This  was  just  one  of  the  tough  things  he  would have to do. 

Firm  in  his  intentions  and  his  decision,  he  pushed  open  the door to his bedroom. All was quiet in the corridor, and he kicked off his sandals, lay down on the bed, and drifted immediately into a light sleep. 

He was not prepared for the strange way sleep took him here in  the  guild.  It  was  not  like  any  sleep  he’d  ever  had  before.  There were no dreams, not like he would normally have expected. Instead, his awareness opened up, flowing out around him like the tide rolling

in  over  sand  flats.  He  was  aware  of  his  own  body  lying  still  on  the bed, and of the life force of the many other people around him, too. 

He  felt  the  stones  in  the  building  around  him,  the  heat  of  the  day gathered in them and in the dirt floors of the guild yards rising up into the night. 

Like exploring fingers, his mind drifted through corridors and chambers,  across  rooftops  and  along  the  edges  of  walls,  seeing people  flitting  past  and  feeling  the  exploring,  sleeping  minds  of others  brushing  past  his  own.  Over  them  all,  a  shadowy  presence watched with a benevolent, interested eye, his dark hand poised to help them do his bidding. 

The Night God. 

Ronan rose before dawn, feeling more rested and refreshed than  ever  before.  He  guessed  it  must  be  an  effect  of  some  magic cast  over  the  guild.  The  presence  of  the  Night  God  had  been  the most  comforting,  reassuring  feeling,  though  it  had  also  been humbling and intimidating to see a deity so close. He knew the Night God  watched  after  them  all,  and  as  that  direct  awareness  faded, Ronan was able to take the feeling of comfort with him into his day. 

He  stretched,  then  remembered  that  he’d  neglected  to  haul water. Barefoot, he grabbed his bucket and padded downstairs into the  main  courtyard.  The  pump  read  his  intentions,  and  he  filled  his bucket. After a visit to the back house located near the entrance he’d used  yesterday,  he  grabbed  his  water  bucket  and  made  his  way back up the stairs. 

In his room, he undressed and then washed his hands, face, and  neck,  puffing  and  blowing  as  the  cold  water  on  his  skin heightened  his  alertness  and  put  an  edge  to  his  energy.  Today,  he would  go  down  to  the  training  courtyard  with  the  other  Bones  and join in their exercises. It seemed the most direct way of beginning to acquire skills. 

Grimacing, he pulled on his robe again. It could do with being changed, but he did not have another set of clothes. He hoped that soon he’d be given a set of apprentice robes, and yet he thought it

would  be  useless  to  ask  for  them.  No,  he  would  take  the  initiative, joining the classes as best he could. 

As  he  stepped  into  the  corridor,  he  saw  Diana  standing outside of his room, her fist raised to knock. 

“Good morning,” he said brightly. “Do you have the same idea as me?” 

“Going  to  join  the  Bones?  It  seems  like  the  best  idea.”  Her manner  was  brisk  and  business-like,  and  he  felt  pleased  to  see  no trace of the awkwardness she’d been demonstrating yesterday. Still, she seemed a bit more distant than she had been the day before. 

“Right,  let’s  go  then,”  he  said,  and  turned  to  go  down  the corridor. 

They  strode  along  together  in  silence,  and  the  awkward feeling  blossomed  suddenly  again.  He  caught  her  looking  at  him, and  he  had  just  decided  that  he  would  have  to  stop  and  speak  his piece when she halted. 

“Ronan,”  she  said  abruptly,  turning  to  him.  “There’s something I need to say.” 

 Oh gods,  he groaned internally.  Here it comes. 

“Go ahead,” he said, turning to face her. 

She looked away, looked at him, then away again. She took a deep breath and looked him in the face. “I’m not interested in getting married,”  she  blurted  suddenly,  her  face  darkening  with  a  blush under  her  tan.  “That  is  to  say,  not  now,  not  yet.  I’m  glad  we’re friends,  and  I  want  to  be  friends,  and  it’s  not  that  I  don’t  like  you, but…” 

She seemed to realize she was babbling and stopped herself. 

“I hope that’s okay, and I’m sorry if it hurt you, but it’s just not why I’m here.” 

“Good!”  Ronan  said  and  found  himself  grinning  ear  to  ear. 

“Great! Excellent! Thank the gods, I thought you were going to say something else.” 

She frowned, and then glared at him. “What do you mean?” 

she demanded suspiciously. “What did you think I was going to say?” 

“The opposite of what you just said, actually.” Ronan laughed. 

“Diana, I’m not interested in getting married either. I’m here to learn the Night Guild skills, and that’s my only reason for being here just now. I don’t know what I will want to do in the future—I’m not even sure if the Night Guild  do marry—but it’s just not on my mind at all now.” 

“Really?”  she  said,  obvious  relief  flooding  her  face.  “I  didn’t know… where I’m from, the men are interested in little else, and the women seem to think that marriage to a man is the most important thing in the world. But not me. I’m here for one reason, and that’s to learn  the  skills  the  guild  can  teach  me,  then  I  want  to  put  them  to use. I thought when you were so nice to me…” 

“I thought the same.” Ronan laughed. “In fact, I was preparing myself to have to tell  you that I was not interested in being anything but friends.” 

“Oh!”  she  said,  looking  as  if  she  were  suddenly  just  a  trifle insulted. Then her face cleared. “Well, I’m glad I beat you to it, then.” 

He  gave  her  a  cool  look,  and  she  laughed.  Any  trace  of awkwardness had vanished. 

“Bet  you  can’t  beat  me  to  the  training  grounds,  though,”  he said suddenly, and lit out into a sprint. 

“Hey!” she shouted and sped after him. They raced the whole way there, their laughter ringing out in the silent, forbidding corridors. 

They  arrived  at  the  training  grounds  out  of  breath.  Ronan made it through the entrance arch just a second or two before Diana, despite her grabbing at his robe to try to slow him down. The training grounds  were  empty,  which  was  just  as  well  since  the  two  of  them were  far  from  dignified  with  their  cackling  and  calling  each  other names as they caught their breath. 

As  they  waited,  they  calmed  themselves,  chatting  quietly about their training and speculating about the days to come. 

After  a  little  while,  the  Bones  began  to  trickle  in.  No  one looked  twice  at  Diana  and  Ronan  or  acted  at  all  surprised  to  find them here. Instead, they all lined up in rows five abreast, facing the climbing wall. Diana and Ronan found themselves at the back of the group of twenty Bones, the same group as yesterday, including Eric. 

Ronan  also  recognized  Rilla  and  Tyrel,  the  two  that  the  instructor had been calling to during their climbing exercises. 

The group waited in silence for around twenty minutes before anything happened. In that time, the sky above went from dark-blue to a light, grayish pink as the sun came up. The clear-cut shadows on  the  walls  made  Ronan  think  of  his  experiments  in  the  hallway yesterday.  His  hands  tingled  lightly  at  the  memory,  and  then  the birthmark on his chest itched. 

The tingling was not as strong here—this courtyard was not such a liminal place as the hallway corridors or the bridge—but still Ronan  carefully  let  the  gathering  shadow  energy  in  his  hands disperse. He needed to participate in the group training and did not want to get lost in shadow magic, however tempting that might be. 

As the day grew lighter, the other apprentices began to shift uncomfortably  where  they  stood.  Some  glanced  around,  others leaned  over  to  whisper  to  their  neighbors  or  reached  up  to  scratch their  necks  and  look  around  for  something  interesting  on  which  to rest their eyes. 

Diana, by contrast, stood stock still, and Ronan imitated her. 

 Interesting,   he  thought.  See  how  patience  has  its  limits.  How  long can they stand here without knowing what’s going to happen? How long will it be before they start to leave? 

Carefully,  thoughtfully,  Ronan  clenched  and  unclenched  the muscles  in  his  legs.  He’d  heard  about  this  from  a  member  of  the fighter guild that he’d talked to on the docks once. If you had to stand still for long periods of time—especially in the heat—the blood would flow down into your legs and gather there, eventually. So, the fighter guildsman swore that a man might faint because not enough blood got to his head. He said that the way to counter this was to clench

and  unclench  your  leg  muscles,  and  to  do  the  same  with  the  belly, chest, and shoulders. This way, you could stand still for long hours without  ever  stiffening  up,  or  worse,  passing  out  from  lack  of  blood flow. 

The fidgeting in the class had begun reaching its peak. One lad looked as if he were working up the courage to walk away, when a  man  entered  through  the  arch  and  strode  toward  them.  He  had flashing  green  eyes,  and  his  red-gold  hair  gleamed  in  the  sun, contrasting  with  his  Night  Guild  blacks.  Ronan  recognized  him  as Janus,  the  guildsman  he’d  spoken  to  yesterday  and  told  Ronan  he did not teach new recruits. Apparently, something had changed that. 

 I  wonder  if  meeting  me  made  him  decide  to  take  a  hand  in the  teaching,  he  wondered.  It  seemed  to  be  too  much  of  a coincidence,  but  Janus  did  not  even  glance  at  Ronan.  He  did  not seem to look at any individual in the group. Instead, he lifted both his hands and began to speak. 

“Bones,  you  have  learned  a  valuable  lesson  this  morning. 

What’s the limit of your patience? How long can you stand still, quiet, unobtrusive,  making  no  movement  that  will  draw  the  eye?  Each  of you will have a different tolerance for this, but it’s important that you become aware of it. Test it, find your limit, and then push that limit. 

An assassin must be still for long periods of time, watching, waiting, and ever on the alert. Stillness is the first part of hiding in plain sight. 

A man who can stand still and wait for a day and a night is a man who  will  be  in  the  right  place  at  the  right  time  when  his  target approaches. What are you to be?” 

“Assassins!” the class called back raggedly. 

“Then learn to be still,” Janus challenged them. 

That  day,  they  focused  almost  exclusively  on  the  climbing wall.  Janus  drove  them  to  climb  with  a  focus  on  efficiency  and silence  rather  than  speed.  He  urged  them  to  stand  below  the  wall, visualizing  themselves  climbing  and  focusing  their  minds  on  the route they would take rather than on how fast they could go. 

“Speed  is  overrated,”  he  chided  them.  “An  assassin  moving too fast is more likely to be seen from the ground than an assassin climbing  carefully.  Your  first  goal  is  always  to  not  be  seen.  Your movements should be steady, smooth, and above all, efficient. Only once you have these three things can you become fast.” 

Ronan found the climbing physically more tiring than he had expected. He did as he was asked on his turn. He took his time to look up at the wall and visualize himself moving up the most efficient route he could see. 

Diana proved a natural at climbing. Though, like Ronan, she said  afterward  that  she’d  found  her  robe  and  sandals  a  hindrance. 

The  other  apprentices  were  all  wearing  black  or  brown  robes  and soft, leather shoes. On his second attempt at the wall, Ronan kicked off his sandals and climbed barefoot. 

When the bell rang for the morning meal, the apprentices all looked at each other and at Janus expectantly. 

“Are you governed by a bell?” the guildsman asked them. “I see  your  hunger—I  see  that  you’re  tired,  and  that  you  want  a  rest. 

Were you hungry before the bell? Were you thinking of food before you heard it?” 

Ronan, who felt as hungry as the rest—if not hungrier since he’d missed the evening meal the night before—realized what Janus said was true. He had not been thinking about food at all until he’d heard the bell. 

“Beware of triggers in your environment. Sounds, sights, and smells  can  all  make  us  think  certain  thoughts  or  feel  certain  ways. 

This  is  one  of  the  biggest  weaknesses  in  the  armor  of  all  human beings.  It  can  be  exploited  to  your  benefit,  but  it  can  also  be  used against you. Think! Are you governed by a bell?” 

He  stared  around  the  class  for  a  moment,  then  released them. “Go, eat,” he said. “You must build your strength, but you must also make sure that your choices are really yours and not handed to you from outside.” 

Ronan thought as he walked along at the back of the pack of apprentices  to  the  mess  hall.  Here,  they  got  their  morning  meal  of fruit, grains, bread, and water. The food was plentiful and filling, but bland. Ronan ate slowly, chewing every mouthful carefully. He knew that if he wolfed his meal down, as some of the other recruits were doing, his belly would hurt later, and he would feel slow and sleepy as he digested. 

Diana ate slowly next to him, lost in her own thoughts. 

When  they  returned  to  the  training  yard,  Janus  asked  them sharply, “Why are you last back?” The other Bones were all already in place, standing still; a few of them gave smug looks at them. 

“I chose to eat my meal slowly,” Ronan said, after a moment. 

“So  that  I  would  not  suffer  indigestion  or  feel  sluggish  later  in  the day.” Diana nodded beside him. 

Janus  looked  at  them  both  and  smiled.  “Good,”  was  all  he said, then turned back to the class. 

The  rest  of  the  day  proceeded  in  a  similar  fashion.  They climbed  the  wall,  and  Janus  routinely  called  out  for  them  to  be slower,  to  get  a  steadier  pace,  or  to  smooth  out  their  movements. 

Ronan tried to choose a different route up the wall each time, and by the end of the day, his limbs ached with the effort. 

Eventually,  Janus  glanced  up  at  the  sun.  “You’re  dismissed for now,” he said. “In a week, you will take your oaths in the temple of  our  god.  Remember,  up  until  that  point,  you  have  the  option  of backing out and returning to the world to find yourselves a new trade and direction. Once you have taken the oath, you will be bound for life. Remember this. The Night God does not forget.” 

Ronan  ate  his  evening  meal  slowly,  thinking  ahead  to  the oath-taking ceremony. Diana had said that she had not been allowed to get into the great Night God temple here in the guild—in a week, they  would  both  have  the  opportunity  to  see  inside  the  temple.  He wondered how long the other apprentices had been here? Did all the Bones  take  their  oaths  on  the  same  day?  The  others  had  been

training  for  longer  than  he  had,  though  he  did  not  know  how  much longer. 

Perhaps  the  apprentices’  oaths  happened  on  the  same  day each year? 

As stiff as he felt, he still made it up to the view point before bed. He sat quietly, staring out at the blood-red disk of the sun as it sank  toward  the  horizon  and  thinking  about  the  challenge  he  had taken on. Would he see it through? Would he take his oath? He had no doubt that he would. Once he did, there would be no going back. 

The  second  day  was  much  like  the  first,  and  by  the  third, Ronan  found  the  routine  becoming  easier.  They  rose,  went  to  the courtyard,  and  climbed  on  the  climbing  wall.  Then  they  ate  their morning meal. Ronan noticed the other Bones making a visible effort to  slow  down  their  eating.  One  or  two  even  seemed  to  be  pacing themselves by Ronan, watching him out of the corner of their eyes. 

By the end of the third day, Ronan became concerned about the state of his robe. After the evening meal, he resolved to wash it out as best he could and hang it to dry outside his window. He had been thinking of how he would rig up a line to dry it on as he walked to his room, but when he entered, he found a bundle on his bed. 

Diana  let  out  a  cry  of  delight  from  the  next  room.  “New clothes!” she called. “At last!” 

Ronan  moved  forward  and  found,  to  his  great  satisfaction, three sets of robes in the bundle. Two were black and one was dark brown; all three had the Night Guild’s crescent moon sigil to the left, just over the heart. 

 Just like where my birthmark is, he thought with a shiver. 

“Have you got new robes, too?” Diana called to him. 

“Yeah!” he called back, picking up the clothing and looking at it in more detail. The fabric felt strange—very light, and yet warm and supple. He held it to the light, but could see no sign of any weave of thread  except  that  of  the  sewn  insignia  on  the  breast—very  odd indeed. What was it made of? He turned it this way and that in the

light  from  the  window,  but  the  material—whatever  it  was—did  not reflect the light. 

 It’s the blackest stuff I’ve ever seen,  he thought.  Soft, too! It feels like it will be much more comfortable than my old clothes. 

Pushing the door closed, he put on the new clothing. The pair of soft, black boots, and the pair of skin-tight gloves made of stitched leather,  were  such  as  the  guildsfolk  wore.  He  picked  up  one  of  the robes. He found it similar to his old robe in that it was one piece that fell to his ankles and was tied by a belt. However, it fit much better than his other clothes, and he felt that it would make climbing easier. 

Diana knocked on the door and he pulled it open. She twirled, holding  her  arms  out  for  him  to  appreciate  the  full  splendor  of  her robes. “It looks much better, doesn’t it?” she said. 

“It  does,”  he  said,  imitating  her  and  holding  his  arms  out  to twirl round once. “But I can’t figure out what they’re made of. It feels good,  though,  soft  and  warm,  and  like  it  will  be  good  for  moving about in.” 

“I can’t wait til tomorrow now. Do you think this means we’ve passed some test?” 

“I  guess  so!”  Ronan  said.  “We  did  the  right  thing  by  putting ourselves  forward  for  training  and  just  joining  in  without  being asked.” 

“That seems to be the way of the guild,” Diana said with a wry smile. “You need to just get on with it.” 

Ronan  shrugged.  “I  suppose  it  must  be  to  teach  initiative. 

Training us to use our heads from day one.” 

Diana  nodded,  looking  down  at  her  sleek,  black  robes.  “I’d say it’s paying off!” 




* * *

 

In  the  morning,  Ronan  rose  from  his  strange,  heightened sleep feeling fresh and bright. Through the window, he could see the

pale  sky  signaling  dawn’s  approach.  He  jumped  out  of  bed  and pulled on his new, black robes. 

Immediately, he felt the difference. His perception sharpened. 

His  vision  had  become  clearer,  his  ears  keener,  and  his  sense  of smell had become more aware of the subtle scents in the room. With interest,  he  looked  around  the  room  for  the  source  of  this  new perception then laughed to himself. 

“Of course,” he said aloud. “The robes!” 

He grinned and fingered the dark, rich fabric. The change in perception was not much, just a little suggestion of increased ability, but it was enough. The robes of the Night Guild brought new powers and abilities. The discovery was exciting and something that he had never even considered. An item that changed one’s physical abilities when worn! It was like something out of a tale, not real life! 

That  day,  training  was  different.  They  began  as  usual  by climbing,  but  after  the  morning  meal,  Janus  had  them  each  take  a position  as  far  from  each  other  as  possible.  He  moved  to  the  wall and  began  to  crank  a  lever  on  one  of  the  strange  machines  that stood at the side of the courtyard. 

“This,”  he  said,  “is  a  new  exercise,  but  one  that  you  must master  before  you  can  progress  to  the  next  stage  of  your development. Do not be discouraged. This will take a  long time. It’s crucial,  and  you  will  be  glad  that  you  did  it  in  years  to  come,  but  I fully expect you to hate it before long. Be ready!” 

Not  knowing  what  to  expect,  the  Bones  all  stood  alert, maintaining their awareness of the space around them while trying to stay alert but relaxed. Janus pulled the lever, and a cluster of white balls, each about the size of Ronan’s fist, fired into the air from the top of the machine with a sudden sharp hiss, like air being forced out of a bellows. 

Ronan  followed  the  balls  with  his  eyes  as  they  flew  up  into the air and then, to his immense surprise, they all changed course. It was as if they had landed on an invisible surface in the air above his head. They bounced, rolled about, and then dropped without warning

onto the heads of the Bones. Several of the apprentices caught one, including Ronan. Most of the balls clattered to the ground, but there were  many  apprentices  who  cried  out  in  surprise  and  pain  as  they were struck on their heads or their bodies by the white spheres. 

Surprised,  Ronan  studied  the  ball  in  his  hand.  Clean  white, almost unnaturally so, the ball seemed very light, as if it were made from  pressed  paper.  How  could  it  hurt?  Suddenly,  the  ball  was yanked from his hand and flew back into the air. All the others did the same. Ronan gazed upward, watching their erratic movement in the air above his head with interest. Then, they plummeted again. 

This time, he found out what it felt like to be hit by one. His swift  grab  at  the  nearest  ball  missed,  and  he  took  a  hit  on  the shoulder. The pain was surprising—not too intense, but incongruous considering the lightness and ethereal appearance of the spheres. 

The ball bounced on the ground and then flew up into the air again  with  all  its  fellows.  This  time,  however,  they  did  not  drop. 

Instead,  they  flew  off  to  one  corner  of  the  square  and  hung  there, floating as if suspended by strings. 

“Now,”  Janus  said  with  a  mischievous  twinkle  in  his  green eyes. “Let’s practice something new.” 

The confused apprentices kept one eye on the white spheres as Janus took them through a physical conditioning drill that involved doing  pushups,  jogging  around  the  courtyard,  and  finally  sparring with  another  pupil  to  go  through  a  series  of  stylized  punches  and grabs. 

“Don’t  actually  hit  each  other,”  Janus  instructed,  “but  focus your attention on the specific parts of the body that I indicate—here, here, and here, like this, one, two, three.” 

He demonstrated where he wanted the apprentices to strike

—the  base  of  the  throat,  the  solar  plexus,  and  the  kidneys,  in  that order.  “Get  used  to  aiming  for  these  targets  first,”  Janus  told  them, 

“and  get  used  to  doing  it  with  tired  limbs  after  the  effort  in  your pushups and jogging.” 

They worked at this drill for most of the day, and had almost forgotten about the white, stinging spheres until they began to make their presence felt again—quite literally. 

Ronan  had  just  finished  a  round  of  the  courtyard;  his  limbs ached and sweat dripped down his back. He paired up with Eric, the blond  boy  with  the  strange  accent.  They  were  going  through  their striking drill when they heard a sharp yell come from the other side of the courtyard. Eric and Ronan both glanced around and watched as a  stinging  sphere  floated  sedately  back  up  to  join  its  fellows  as  a student glared up at it, rubbing the side of her head. 

“What  was  that  for?”  she  demanded  angrily  of  no  one  in particular. 

“Get back to your drill,” Janus called. “In time, you’ll be able to answer that question for yourself.” 

Half  an  hour  later,  his  prediction  came  true.  The  female student  who’d  been  struck  before  was  running  round  the  courtyard with the others when a sphere suddenly fired down from the corner of the courtyard toward her. Without breaking her rhythm, she raised a  hand  and  slapped  it  hard  with  her  open  palm.  It  dropped  to  the ground, bounced, then floated back up to join the others. 

“Now you begin to see the goal of the exercise,” Janus said. 

“Get  used  to  them.  The  stinging  spheres  will  be  your  friend  for  the rest of the year.” 

So  Ronan’s  first  days  at  the  Night  Guild  passed.  Each morning, he rose before the sun and donned his black robes, making it  down  to  the  training  yard  with  the  others.  Each  day,  Janus  took them  through  drills  to  build  their  physical  strength  and  endurance, and  the  stinging  spheres  attacked  them  at  random,  building  their ability  to  keep  aware  of  their  environment  while  concentrating  on their tasks. They learned drills that gave them awareness of specific points  on  the  human  body,  and  it  became  instinctive  for  Ronan  to aim a blow at a weak point on an opponent as soon as he got close. 

Every  day,  he  thought  about  his  father,  and  about  Nexu. 

Every  night,  he  walked  in  the  strange,  dreamless  un-sleep  that

seemed to be the way of the Night Guild. Each evening, he changed into his brown robes and made his way to the rooftop of his building to spend some time sitting and quietly watching the sunset. 

The brown robes were—as far as Ronan could tell, at least—

simply  for  wearing  when  off-duty.  They  did  not  seem  to  have  any special powers, and when he put them on he felt very strongly that his  senses  were  no  longer  heightened  the  way  they  were  when wearing  his  black  robes.  This  useful  observation  gave  him  the contrast  that  he  needed  to  appreciate  the  heightened  sensory awareness  when  he  had  it.  Without  that  contrast,  he  suspected  he would have become accustomed to the heightened awareness of the black  robes.  That  would  not  be  good,  as  it  would  put  him  at  a disadvantage  if  he  were  deprived  of  it  for  some  reason.  He  was beginning  to  realize  that  one  of  the  core  skills  for  a  member  of  the guild was adaptability. It stood to reason, he thought, that relying too much on any one advantage sapped the ability to adapt. 

After  that  first  time,  he  did  not  go  out  of  his  way  to  practice the  skill  he  had  begun  to  think  of  as  his  ‘shadow  magic’.  He  had been very pleased at his ability to control the tingling sensation in his hands,  and  to  build  the  shadow  into  the  beginnings  of  a  powerful spell, but he had no idea what the magic really was or how to control it.  He  felt  relieved  when  he  found  that  as  his  focus  on  his  physical training  increased,  the  strange  behavior  of  shadows  in  his  vicinity seemed to decrease. It had been more than a little unnerving to have the  shadows  in  a  room,  or  hallway,  detach  themselves  and  dance toward him, clustering at his feet and whispering urgently to him in a language he could not understand. So, he was glad to find that the shadows now seemed more content to leave him be. 

The black robes never ceased to amaze him. He got nowhere with trying to work out what they were actually made of, but whatever the fabric might be, it felt incredibly soft and supple against his skin, and  it  took  no  damage,  at  least  from  the  conventional  methods  he had tried testing on it. 

After the first two days of training, his old robe had begun to fray at the wrists and the lower hem, but the black robe showed no

sign of wear. It did not even get dirty. He could sweat all day in the dusty  heat  of  the  training  yard  from  climbing,  sparring,  doing pushups,  sit  ups,  and  squats  under  the  watchful  eye  of  Guildsman Janus,  but  at  the  end  of  the  day  the  robe  felt  soft,  clean,  and odorless. 

Up on the top of the tower, one evening after training, Ronan and Diana discussed the magical properties of the robes. 

“It’s brilliant,” Diana said. “Back in Ghennet, they would have killed for the secret to making such clothes.” 

“Considering  the  fact  that  the  secret  is  kept  by  the  Night Guild,”  Ronan  replied,  “it’s  likely   they  would  have  been  the  ones getting killed, not the other way round.” 

Guildsman  Janus  had  told  them  that  in  a  week,  they  would take  their  oaths,  but  the  first  week  passed  without  any  sign  of change  in  their  routine.  Ronan  had  become  so  used  to  not  getting any  but  the  most  essential  information,  that  he  did  not  think  much about  it.  He  just  carried  on  working,  eating,  sleeping,  training,  and repeating. He realized he had begun losing count of the days, and so he begged for paper and a charcoal pencil from Luis, the old servant, and began to keep a calendar. 

So, it was in the pre-dawn gloom of one early morning, that he  marked  fifteen  days  since  his  arrival  in  the  guild,  and  nearly  a month  since  the  death  of  his  father  at  the  hands  of  the  thin-faced assassin.  He  stepped  out  of  his  room  as  usual,  and  found  Sirius Drake standing before him in the corridor. 

Ronan had not seen the senior student except in passing for some days, but now Sirius stood gazing solemnly down at him, his dark  eyebrows  and  hawk-like  nose  more  imposing  and  solemn-looking than ever. 

“Hello, Sirius,” Ronan said cheerfully. “How are you today?” 

Sirius’s  frown  deepened  at  Ronan’s  upbeat  tone.  The  older student took a deep breath through his nose, his nostrils flaring. He crossed  his  arms  over  his  chest.  “You  Bones,”  he  grumbled.  “No sense of propriety!” 

“Oh,  good  morning,  Sirius!”  Diana  chirped  as  she  bounced out of her room, smiling from ear to ear. “Looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day!” 

Sirius  bared  his  teeth  at  her.  “I  have  important  news!”  he snapped. “Today is a very important and solemn occasion!” 

Something in his tone told them that there was more going on than Sirius’s usual moroseness, and they both grew serious, looking expectantly at the senior student. 

“Today,” Sirius intoned, “you shall take your solemn oaths in the  Night  God’s  temple.  Today,  you  shall  become  true  members  of the Night Guild.” 

Chapter 9







Ronan had not gone up to the Night God’s temple before. His only view of it had been from the rooftop at sunset, after training. He would gaze at the gleaming golden dome brilliantly shining over the huddled roofs of the guild. Today, Sirius informed him and Diana that they  were  to  make  their  own  way  to  the  temple  and  prepare themselves to take the oath, simply by dressing in their guild robes and awaiting instructions. 

Diana  and  Ronan  looked  at  each  other  as  Sirius,  still frowning, marched off at a great pace. 

“No training for us today, then,” Diana said. 

“I have a feeling,” Ronan replied, “that this ceremony is going to be more than enough to be getting on with today.” 

They  walked  together,  out  of  the  building  that  hosted  their bedrooms,  down  into  the  courtyard  below.  Apprentices  from  their class streamed toward the Night God temple; guild members walked that way, too, all dressed in their shadow-black robes. 

“See  their  amulets?”  Ronan  whispered  to  Diana  as  they walked. She looked and nodded, her eyes widening. 

“They’re all in the shape of the Night God’s crescent moon,” 

she replied in a low voice. 

Ronan remembered Guildsman Nexu and the spell he’d cast on the steps of the Renzo Villa the first time Ronan had seen him. 

Then, Nexu had used the little silver aulet around his neck in some way.  To channel the Night God’s magic,  Ronan thought. 

He now realized that it was strange he had not seen any of guildsfolk  wearing  those  amulets  since  his  arrival.  Now,  however, there  were  many  on  display.  Indeed,  every  guild  member  in  black

wore  one,  glowing  in  every  color  imaginable,  from  gold  to  green, dark-blue to vivid pinks, and reds. 

As  they  got  closer  to  the  temple,  Ronan  realized  that  there was  more  to  this  part  of  the  guild  than  he  had  thought.  The  area around the building in which they slept felt insulated from the outside world, and there were times when he almost forgot the bustling life outside  in  Trentum  city.  He  now  saw  that  there  appeared  to  be people who were neither Night Guild members nor servants here, a strange sight. 

They were the most disreputable looking people. They were thin, haggard folk in moth-eaten clothing, with broken down shoes on their feet and long, lank hair on their heads. Ronan looked at them in some surprise as he strode through a wide-open courtyard among a gathering throng of guildsfolk. 

There  were  others  in  evidence  here,  too—better  dressed, perhaps, but still not particularly respectable looking. Tall, silent men in  dark  robes  stood  near  smaller  shrines  to  deities  other  than  the Night  God.  Ronan  looked  from  side  to  side  as  he  walked  between them. There was a shrine shaped like a woman holding a knife that dripped with a dark liquid, a shrine shaped as a creature like a spider but with the claws of a scorpion. 

Around these many strange shrines, the ragged folk gathered

—praying or just sitting on the floor, chatting with each other in soft voices. 

All grew still when the members of the guild passed. 

There  were  now  over  two-hundred  strong,  black-robed guildsfolk, blue-robed servants, and the apprentices standing in the middle. The people who they passed gazed at them in wonder and fear,  but  no  one  spoke  a  word.  All  became  deathly  silent  as  they approached  the  enormous  entranceway  to  the  temple  of  the  Night God. 

From  the  rooftop,  Ronan  could  see  that  it  was  a  large building,  but  nothing  had  quite  prepared  him  for  the  sheer  scale  of the  structure  now  that  he  was  up  close  to  it.  It  dwarfed  the  paved

square  around  it,  and  the  figures  who  clustered  around  its  lower walls were like ants in its monstrous shadow. 

A pair of wooden doors, as tall as the bow of a warship, stood closed  fast  in  the  black  stone  front  of  the  building;  the  gleaming brightness  of  the  golden-domed  roof  made  the  stone  bulk  of  the great structure even darker. 

The temple was shaped as a windowless cube and as far as could be seen, the huge, wooden doors were the only entrance. As Ronan  approached,  just  one  figure  among  the  dark-clad  stream  of Night  Guild  folk  approaching,  he  felt  a  deep,  vibrating  hum  coming from the building, as if there were a choir inside, all of the choristers humming a single note. 

His  eyes  were  blinded  as  he  looked  up  and  saw  the  sun glaring over the golden dome. It vanished as he stepped under the shadow  of  the  great  temple.  As  he  got  up  to  the  doors,  he  saw another, smaller entrance. The big doors were tall enough and broad enough  to  let  a  giant  enter,  but  at  the  base  of  the  right-hand  door there was a smaller entranceway. The door stood ajar, and next to it stood a figure who Ronan had almost given up hope of seeing again

—Guildmaster Tarquin. 

The old guildmaster wore a strange outfit which was neither the brown or black robes of the guild. Instead, gray fabric wrapped him.  It  looked  like  it  might  have  been  woven  from  spider  webs. 

Around his neck, a silver Night Guild amulet glowed with a cold light, but there were other things, less pleasant, hanging around his neck too. A necklace made of fingerbones and another fashioned from the bleached  skulls  of  birds.  A  long  chain  of  fine,  gold  links  held  a spherical crystal container full of what looked to be blood. 

Tarquin’s face was painted in black and white vertical stripes. 

They flowed down his skin, making him look like what he was—not just a guildmaster but a high priest of the god of the night. 

When  all  the  guildsfolk  had  stopped  in  front  of  him,  Ronan watched  as  he  raised  his  hands  and  called  out  in  a  strong,  high-pitched  voice  that  carried  over  the  crowd.  His  voice  made  Ronan

shiver,  it  was  so  different  from  the  voice  of  the  man  he  had  seen before. Ronan’s hands tingled, worse than that day when Janus had found  him  in  the  hallway,  experimenting  with  magic—when  the birthmark on his chest suddenly began its unbearable itch. 

“Some of you have been here before,” the guildmaster cried, 

“and  some  of  you  have  not.  However  that  may  be,  this  place  has been  with  you  all  your  days,  either  in  your  future,  or  in  your  past. 

Now, it is here for you all, in your now, and I call upon you to prepare to enter. In a moment, I will cast upon you the prayer of the sightless walker, and you may enter under its shade.” 

“None are allowed to witness the transition from the world of the  day  to  the  world  of  the  night,”  Tarquin  continued,  his  high-pitched, unearthly voice soaring above the heads of the assembled guildsfolk.  “By  the  Night  God,  take  their  eyes  from  them  until  they have entered your sanctum!” 

The  apprentices  gasped  in  shock,  and  some  screamed  as blindness overtook them without warning. Ronan felt his heart begin to  race,  and  he  forced  himself  to  breathe  steadily,  to  hold  himself still,  as  they  had  been  taught  in  one  of  their  drills  with  Guildsman Janus. 

To  his  surprise,  he  heard  Janus’s  voice  nearby.  “Bones,”  he said, “do not be alarmed. Step forward with confidence, and you will have nothing to fear.” 

Ronan  breathed  deeply  and  did  as  asked,  striding  forward confidently  into  the  blind  night  consuming  him.  He  knew  his  eyes were open, but he was utterly blind.  No darkness in the mortal world, he  thought,  could  ever  have  been  this  black.   He  imagined  some tunnel underground—perhaps there, in the bowels of the earth, there might  be  a  darkness  like  this.  But  even  there,  a  man’s  eyes  would strain for light. Now, it felt as if Tarquin’s prayer had struck the very concept of sight from him. 

In  the  lack  of  sight,  his  other  senses  felt  sharpened,  even more  so  than  he  was  used  to  when  wearing  his  black  guild apprentice  robes.  With  his  sharpened  hearing,  Ronan  heard  the

shuffling  of  many  feet  all  around  him,  and  the  swishing  of  many robes. He felt abruptly that he had moved from the airy lightness of the courtyard to a cooler, draftier space. Through his soft boots, he felt  the  ground  change  from  the  rough  slabs  of  the  courtyard  to  a flatter, smoother floor. 

Then,  he  felt  a  rippling  in  front  of  his  eyes,  and  his  vision returned. Looking down, he could see his feet on a well-laid floor of marble slabs. He raised his eyes, slowly, taking in the black robes of the  guildsfolk  around  him.  Lifting  his  eyes  further,  he  beheld  the terrible splendor of the temple of the Night God for the first time. 

Acres  of  flagged  floor  stretched  into  the  shadowy  distance. 

There,  enormous  walls  leaped  up  to  the  impossibly  high  vaulted ceiling. A twin row of equally-spaced pillars, bigger than the biggest trees Ronan had ever seen, stood solemnly down the center of the vast space, creating a central aisle. At the end, the guild’s Night God shrine  gleamed  and  sparkled  in  the  dimness,  while  above,  night stars shone down from the vaulted ceiling. 

What  artifice  or  trick  of  magic  it  was,  Ronan  could  not imagine,  but  somehow  the  twelve  constellations  of  the  night  sky gleamed above him, their cold, white lights seeming as far away as real  stars.  The  floor  below  reflected  and  then  diffused  the  light, turning it into a pale luminescence rising from the flagstones to bathe the whole inside of the temple in the eerie reflected starlight. 

At  the  front  of  the  crowd  of  silent  guildsfolk,  Tarquin  stood, facing the shrine down the long aisle flanked by the massive pillars. 

Somewhere, an enormous, deep-toned gong sounded once; as if it were  a  signal,  everyone  in  the  dark-robed  crowd  moved  down  the aisle. 

Tarquin  set  a  slow  and  solemn  pace  with  his  hands  raised, and they all followed. It took them a long time to reach the end of the aisle  where  the  Night  God’s  shrine  waited,  a  gleaming  crescent moon shone out with a bright, internal light from within the dimness of  the  temple.  The  shrine  was,  strangely  enough,  not  on  the  same scale as the rest of the temple. In fact, it stood only a little larger than

the  shrine  in  the  small  courtyard  by  the  water  fountain  back  in  the guildhouse. 

Made from cast and polished silver, rather than from beaten bronze,  the  plinth  it  sat  upon  was  a  mighty,  five-foot-thick  disc  of polished,  black  crystal  that  glowed  with  a  flame  flickering  in  its depths.  This  black  crystal  plinth  could  only  be  reached  by  a  short flight of three tall, broad steps of gray stone. With Tarquin in the lead, the guildsfolk all approached until they were about ten yards from the shrine. 

Here, Tarquin held up a hand, and the whole crowd stopped. 

Tarquin  lowered  his  hand,  and  everyone  sat  down  on  the flagstones. Copying the others, Ronan sat as well. He hiked his robe up so it didn’t crumple beneath him and crossed his legs, laying his hands in his lap as he waited to find out what would happen next. 

And that was when he saw the corpse. 

The  body  lay  wrapped  from  head  to  toe  in  a  gray  burial shroud, unidentifiable save for the silver moon amulet that lay on its chest. The wrapped figure had been laid out on a low slab of granite, slightly behind and to the right of the shrine. 

The  corpse  was  stretched  out  and  wrapped  as  if  ready  for burning,  but  Ronan  saw  no  sign  of  wood  for  a  pyre.  He  nudged Diana  on  his  left  and  flicked  his  eyes  in  that  direction.  She  looked, and  her  eyes  widened  in  surprise  as  she  saw  it.  Tyrel,  the  slight, brown-haired  boy  who  was  Ronan’s  fellow  apprentice,  sat  on  his right.  Ronan  heard  his  sharp,  indrawn  breath  as  he  saw  the  body, too.  He  nudged  Ronan  and  indicated  the  corpse  with  a  nod  of  his head. Ronan met the boy’s wide eyes and nodded to show that he’d seen. 

“Friends,”  Tarquin  called  out  loudly,  but  in  a  voice  that sounded  less  shrill  and  unnatural  than  the  one  he’d  used  in  the courtyard, “today is a propitious day. A red day in our calendar, a day of  grace,  a  day  of  good  omens.  Today,  we  take  the  Vow  of  Bones from  our  apprentices,  but  also,  we  send  our  fallen  brother, 

Guildsman  Nexu,  formally  of  the  land  of  Ghennet,  into  the  arms  of the Night God this day.” 

The sight of Nexu on the slab rocked Ronan like a hard blow. 

He looked at Diana, and saw that she looked equally stunned, but for a different reason. 

 Of course,  he thought.  She’s from Ghennet herself. It must be surprising to hear of another guild member here in the Twelve isles, from the land of her home. 

Then  another  thought  struck  him—a  less  pleasant  thought. 

 Nexu has been dead for nearly a month. Where have they kept him? 

 There’s no smell…

In  the  Twelve  Isles,  where  the  weather  was  very  hot  and space was at a premium, the bodies of the dead were generally dealt with  as  soon  as  humanly  possible  because  the  corpses  quickly deteriorated. 

A  painful  image  flashed  into  Ronan’s  head,  and  he  saw  the pyre down by the shore, his father’s body being sent up to the sky on a pillar of black smoke on the hot sea wind, the raised hands of the priests calling out on the gods to take the respected guildsman into their fold. 

Then,  he  saw  again  the  thin,  bloodied  face  of  the  assassin, saw  the  shock  on  his  face  when  the  knife  held  by  Ronan,  the innocent boy, had cut into his wrist, disabling his hand. 

“Are you all right, Ronan?” 

He  started.  In  the  intensity  of  his  memory,  he’d  lost  all awareness of his surroundings. Diana had leaned in to whisper very softly in his ear, and he’d almost jumped out of his skin. If a stinging sphere had attacked him just then, he’d not have stood a chance. 

The  thought  made  him  smile,  and  he  nodded  to  reassure Diana.  She  gave  him  a  look,  then  turned  her  attention  back  to Tarquin. 

The  guildmaster  was  speaking  about  Nexu’s  virtues.  He spoke of how Nexu had come from Ghennet as a young man, older

than  the  usual  age  for  an  apprentice,  and  had  begged  the guildmaster personally to take him on. 

Ronan  smiled  at  the  obvious  fondness  in  Tarquin’s  voice  as the old man spoke of Nexu’s achievements. 

“He was one of the fastest learners we ever trained, and his interest  in  prayers  of  discovery  and  uncovering  illusions  was  an insatiable hunger,” Tarquin said. 

Ronan  remembered  the  first  time  he’d  seen  the  guildsman. 

Nexu  had  done  some  kind  of  spell,  perhaps  a  prayer  to  the  Night God,  and  Ronan’s  father  had  said,  “As  if  I  wouldn’t  know  my  own son.”  The  connection,  unnoticed  at  the  time,  slipped  into  place  like the  pieces  of  a  puzzle  in  Ronan’s  mind.  That  was  what  Nexu  had been  doing!  He’d  been  using  a  prayer  of  uncovering  illusions  to check  that  Ronan  was  really  who  he  said  he  was.  And  Serverus, Ronan’s father, had recognized the prayer and had known what the guildsman had been doing. Something about that thought sat wrong in Ronan’s mind. How would his father know the meaning of a Night Guild  prayer  spell?  He  began  to  try  to  remember  the  encounter  in more detail, but just at that moment his attention was drawn again to Tarquin. 

“The death of one of our guildsfolk in the the line of his duties is a shameful thing for the guild, but for the man in question, it is not a failure. Nexu did his duty and gave his life to do it. No higher honor can be achieved as a guildsman.” 

“However,” he continued, his tone growing graver. “This does not mean that there is not a price we must offer to pay. Nexu was a Skin-level  guildsman,  and  not  fully  trained  yet  in  the  ways  of  our trade. The decision to send him out did not rest with him, but with us

—the  high  members  of  the  guild.  So  now,  in  this  place,  before  the eyes of the Night God himself and all the members of the guild, I call on you, Guildsman Rorqual, to offer the price.” 

Guildsman Rorqual, a tall, thick-set man with jet-black eyes, rose  and  stepped  out  from  the  front  rank  of  sitting  guildsfolk.  Not much distinguished him from the others, just an undefinable sense of

authority. He moved as smooth as water, almost floating across the short distance from the front row of guildsfolk to the bottom step of the shrine. 

Ronan’s  heart  skipped  a  beat  as  Rorqual  turned  to  face  the crowd. His face had been in shadow, but now he looked at his fellow guildsfolk,  and  Ronan  was  immediately  reminded  of  the  gray-eyed man, that strange herald whose intense gaze had been fixed in the back  of  Ronan’s  mind  since  that  day  on  the  docks  when  he’d  first met Diana. 

Like the gray-eyed man, Rorqual’s face shifted and changed as  he  stood  there.  Only  his  black  eyes  remained  a  fixed  point. 

Looking at him was like looking at a figure in a dream. With the least shift  of  one’s  eyes,  Rorqual’s  facial  features  became  displaced, continuously morphing. 

If Ronan kept his head very still and did not blink, the man’s face settled in one visage, but the least movement of Ronan’s head caused  the  man’s  face  to  change.  First,  Rorqual  took  on  the appearance  of  a  man  with  a  shifty,  malnourished  face,  high cheekbones  and  a  thin,  cruel  mouth;  next,  he  had  a  dark-skinned face, noble and proud as a benevolent king and as dark as the men from  the  kingdom  of  Salaah,  three  weeks’  journey  by  sea  sailing south of the Twelve Isles. With another shift, Ronan saw the face of a  dark-bearded  man  of  about  thirty  years  with  pale  skin  like  the people  of  Ghennet  and  a  patient,  knowing  look  around  the incongruously dark eyes. 

And on, and on—Ronan thought Rorqual must have as many faces  as  there  existed  in  the  world.  Ronan  watched  in  perplexity, admiration, and growing awe as the full power of a highly-developed Night Guild man finally dawned fully on him. Oh, he had known that the  guildsfolk  were  powerful—he  had  seen  Nexu  fight,  and  he  had not even been fully trained. 

He  had  witnessed  Tarquin  dispelling  the  shadows  on  the bridge  from  Uon  to  Calvaria,  and  he  remembered  the  impressive flash of magic that had saved Eric from a fall on that first day in the

training  court.  Tarquin  could  take  your  sight  from  you  with  a  few words.  Ronan  himself  had  begun  to  scratch  the  surface  of  the immensely  exciting  power  of  his  own  shadow  magic.  But  here,  in front of his very eyes—less than thirty yards away, in fact—stood a man who seemed to have endless faces. What could be done with such  a  power?  What  other  immense  secrets  might  such  magic actually hold? 

And  then,  just  as  Ronan  thought  he  could  not  be  any  more amazed  and  impressed  by  the  power  on  display,  the  guildsman  on the steps before the silver shrine did something that trumped all that Ronan had ever seen or even imagined. 

Tarquin gestured at the guildsman with the shifting faces and spoke.  “Guildsman  Rorqual,  a  long-standing,  highly-trained,  and deeply  respected  member  of  our  organization  is  the  man  who  took the decision to send Guildsman Nexu out on the mission that led not only to Nexu’s death but also to the death of the man we had sworn to protect. Guildsman, I call upon you to offer the price of our failure to the god of night, our god, the god of the guild.” 

Without  a  moment’s  hesitation,  Rorqual  reached  to  his  belt and tossed his robe open. He wore a long and thin, straight sword—

a very unusual item in the Twelve Isles. Most people did not feel the need to wear any weapon beyond perhaps a functional belt knife. In the  guild,  Ronan  now  realized  he  had  never  seen  anyone  carry  a weapon larger than a dagger. 

But  Rorqual,  his  face  still  shifting  and  indistinct,  drew  the sword. It gleamed in the eerie light of the temple and flashed brightly, reflecting the light from the shrine as Rorqual held it high in the air for  all  to  see.  The  double-edged,  narrow  blade  had  a  thin  fuller running down the center. A small, rounded wristguard glowed ruddy gold, and a red gem sparked in the pommel of the handle. The edge looked  so  sharp  that  Ronan  felt  as  if  he  could  almost  cut  his  eyes just by looking at it. 

In the silence that blossomed in the huge, hollow space, one could have heard a feather drop. 

Rorqual handed the beautiful blade to Tarquin who held it up in turn. “Behold, the sword of Galen, founder of the Night Guild. This sword  has  been  passed  down  from  master  to  master  through  the mists of time to this moment. Always, this is the blade with which we offer the price of failure to the Night God. By the Night God, may the price  be  offered  in  good  faith,  and  may  the  god’s  decision  be  seen and respected by all.” 

Through  the  curtain  of  rising  horror  that  Ronan  felt,  drawn from the dread of what seemed about to happen, a cold, analytical thought broke through. 

 The  form  of  the  prayer  is  different.  It  does  not  ask  for  a specific outcome. The prayer Tarquin made to take our sight from us had been framed as a request for something specific to happen, and the same with the prayer Nexu used to confirm my identity. But this time, Tarquin only asks that the god’s justice be witnessed. 

That  thought  led  somewhere  important,  and  a  part  of  him wanted to chase after it, but at that moment the terrible drama being played out before him drew to its inevitable and dreadful conclusion. 

With  the  lack  of  hesitation  that  had  characterized  all  his movements, thus far, Rorqual dropped to one knee at Tarquin’s feet. 

He lowered his head and bared his neck to the guildmaster. 

The  blade  flashed  downward  through  the  air,  silent  as  a moonbeam. The crowd gasped. With a sickening crack, the severed head of Guildsman Rorqual hit the hard granite steps. 

A  few  seconds  of  utter  silence,  a  deep  pause  after  the horrible  crack  of  the  head  hitting  the  stone,  was  followed  by  the gasps  of  the  younger  guild  members.  Rorqual’s  head  rolled  a  few feet away from his body and rocked to a stop; the face pointed away so  that  the  guildsfolk  were  only  shown  the  blood-wet  mop  of  dark hair. At the same time, Rorqual’s body pitched forward to fall heavily. 

It hit the stone with a thud and lay still. Droplets of blood had been sprayed across the gleaming silver of the crescent moon shrine like paint from a brush. Blood that had splashed across the stone steps now trickled down them to pool at the base of the steps. 

“The  price  is  offered,”  Tarquin  said  softly,  his  voice  echoing through the great hall. 

Ronan  bit  his  lip.  He  felt  overwhelmed.  On  that  sunny morning back at the Renzo Villa, Tarquin had offered Ronan his very life in payment for the failure, and Ronan had been staggered by the honor code of the guild. At the time, it had seemed a high and noble act then. But this, the killing of this man in front of all his comrades…

 It seems a waste and a humiliating ending for a man who has given all his life to the guild. What can be the point in it? What good does it do? 

A  cold,  sick  feeling  began  to  spread  through  him,  moving slowly but steadily, like the lifeblood leaking from Rorqual’s severed neck onto the steps of the Night God’s shrine.  I do not want to be in a  guild  that  wastes  members  in  that  way.  The  thought  was  deeply unwelcome, and yet the certainty that came with it was undeniable. 

It was not too late. He had not taken his oath. They had said to him that he could leave, right up to the time he actually took the oath. After that, it would be too late but here and now, he could still break free. 

He  drew  a  breath,  the  painful  realization  that  he  had  been wrong  about  the  Night  Guild  cutting  through  his  soul  more  deeply than all the blades of all the assassins of the Night Guild. 

And  that  was  when  Guildsman  Rorqual’s  headless  corpse pushed itself up with its hands. 

There was no flash, no bang, no glowing light. This time, the magic  happened  as  silent  and  as  eerie  as  the  grave.  The  bloody body climbed to its feet, jerkily, like a marionette whose strings had been picked up by an inexpert puppeteer. Rorqual got to his feet, his back to the gathered guildsfolk. Bent double, he raised his hands to the stump of his neck, where his head should have been. 

Then there  was a glow. A pale, yellow light flickered around the headless body. To Ronan, it seemed that the hall vibrated with a deep, almost soundless note, like the music of an unimaginably huge wind  instrument.  Rorqual  straightened,  and  as  he  stood  to  his  full

height,  the  Bones  saw  the  unbelievable,  but  undeniable,  truth.  His head  was  back  in  place.  Gasps  and  a  few  cries  of  amazement rippled through the gathered guildsfolk; however, a swift glance and a raised hand from Tarquin quickly silenced them. 

Guildsman  Rorqual’s  robes  were  soaked  in  blood,  but  his curly,  black  hair  was  not.  He  turned  to  face  the  gathered  folk,  and Ronan  studied  his  face.  His  dark  eyes  were  the  same,  but  the shifting,  shape-changing  magic  had  left  the  man.  He  now  had  the kindly,  clean-shaven  face  of  a  Twelve  Isles  man  in  his  mid-thirties with  olive-skin,  rounded  cheeks,  and  a  soft,  knowing  smile.  Ronan wondered if this was Rorqual’s true face, or the luck of the draw. 

He  extended  his  arms  on  either  side  of  him  and  spoke  in  a soft, but penetrating, voice. “The Night God has made his choice,” he said. “I have made my offer, but I have been spared and live to serve the guild another day. I ask for your forgiveness, my fellow guildsfolk, and I give you my promise to learn from my mistake.” 

Tarquin, still holding the thin sword, smiled sadly as Rorqual bowed  low  before  him.  Then  he  handed  the  blade  back.  Rorqual took  it  reverently.  He  produced  a  thick,  white  cloth  from  his  robes and  wiped  it  down  carefully  before  taking  a  few  steps  toward  the shrine. 

Ronan  watched  in  horrified  fascination  as  the  guildsman leaned down and picked up the severed head from the ground. He held it in both hands and looked down at it in evident distaste for a moment,  then  held  it  up,  still  dripping  blood,  for  all  to  see.  No  one could deny that the head belonged to Rorqual; it had the same face, the  same  dark  eyes  that  stared  sightlessly  at  the  crowd,  and  the same soft mouth, slack and expressionless. 

Rorqual  walked  to  the  slab  that  held  the  body  of  Nexu.  He knelt, placing the severed head at the corpse’s feet. “I offer you this, Nexu,”  he  said  in  a  soft  voice  that  nevertheless  carried  to  Ronan’s ears.  “You  were  my  friend  and  fellow  guildsman.  I’m  sorry  for  my foolishness  that  sent  you  into  danger.  When  you  sit  with  the  Night God, please do not think too harshly of me because I misjudged.” 

He  hung  his  head  in  sorrow,  still  kneeling  beside  his  friend. 

After a few moments, he stood and walked, with as much dignity as his  blood-soaked  robes  would  allow,  back  to  his  place  in  the  front row. 

Tarquin smiled, and the tension eased. Immediately, a ripple of conversation swept through the crowd. 

“He  just  regrew  his  own  head!”  Tyrel  squeaked  in  a  high-pitched whisper to Ronan. “His head, by all the gods!” 

“We  both  saw  it,”  Ronan  replied.  “It’s  hard  to  believe,  but  I can’t deny it.” 

 In  any  other  context,   he  thought,  I  would  dismiss  that  as  a performer’s  trick.  But  not  here.  Rorqual  died.  But,  he  sacrificed  his very  life  to  the  Night  God,  who  found  him  worthy  and  returned  his precious life. 

The deep thrumming sound that had rung in Ronan’s ears at the  culmination  of  the  magic  had  ceased.  Ronan  no  longer  felt  the tingle  in  his  hands  nor  the  itch  on  his  birthmark  that  had accompanied the sound. 

His  doubts  about  his  path  had  also  left  him.  He  now understood  that  the  power  of  the  offering  was  not  blind  loyalty  to  a wasteful dogma but a real offering to a deity whose power extended even  to  the  realm  of  life  and  death.  Nor  was  it  a  commitment  to archaic  and  senseless  rules  but  a  commitment  to  the  deity  who granted the guild’s power.  That was the true meaning of the guild’s honor  code  and  for  what  Ronan  would  pledge  himself  to  when  he took  the  oath—not  the  judgment  of  a  pointless  creed,  but  the judgment of a god who held immense power. 

 You’re  going  to  need  such  power,   Ronan  thought  as  he  sat gazing  up  at  the  blood-spattered,  silver  shrine,  thinking  of  the  swift and  deadly  speed  of  the  assassin  who  had  killed  his  father.  You’re going to need the Night God, if you’re going to have the revenge you desire. 

He  nodded  slowly  to  himself  as  he  looked  around  at  the gathered folk—the time served guildsfolk, the Bones with their youth

and  raw  amazement  on  display,  and  at  Tarquin,  high  priest  of  the Night God with the tokens of death around his neck. 

Yes, he would be one of them. 

He would take the oath. 

Chapter 10







“Now,  Bones,  your  time  has  come,”  Tarquin  called  out. 

“Approach the shrine and stand here before me.” 

The Bones all stood and moved forward, forming a line at the front of the shrine. They stood side by side, twenty in number, with their faces turned toward the bloody, silver moon. Ronan could smell the blood now—sticky and gleaming in the silvery, diffuse light of the temple; his gaze lingered on it. 

 Blood for the Night God,  he thought. 

Diana  stood  to  his  left  and  Tyrel  to  his  right.  Diana’s  face, stoic  and  set  with  eyes  forward  and  mouth  drawn  into  a  thin  line, gave  no  sign  of  her  emotions.  Tyrel  fidgeted,  glancing  from  side  to side. He moved his lips as if speaking a silent prayer in his mind. 

Ronan  saw  Eric,  the  strange,  blond  northerner,  standing  a few  places  away  from  Tyrel  on  the  right.  The  boy’s  ice-blue  eyes were  wide  as  he  gazed  up  at  the  shrine,  his  hands  clenching  and unclenching rhythmically at his sides. 

“Are you afraid?” Tarquin asked as he began pacing back and forth in front of them. “This moment has been before you all the days of your life. You were born for this, made for this. Every moment of your life, every choice, and every splitting of your path has led you to this  moment.  Think  on  that!  How  many  choices  have  brought  you here? Not only your choices, but the choices of others—of parents, friends, enemies, and those who are unaware of your very existence. 

The  gods  give  us  power,  it’s  true,  but  the  gods  do  not  control  our choices.  We  are  empowered  by  the  gods  to  choose  their  will,  or otherwise,  as  we  decide.  The  gods  can  guide,  they  can  suggest, they can put obstacles in our way or offer rewards to draw us down a certain  path,  but  the  world  is  not  a  clockwork  automaton.  Your

choices led you here, and now you are faced with a choice that will guide your life for the rest of your days.” 

After a moment’s silence, he continued. “Today is a good day to take the oath of the Night God. Today, we send our brother Nexu to the god, where he will sit at the deity’s right hand. We ask him to bring  the  entreaty  for  the  god’s  blessing  directly—few  Bones  have been  able  to  rely  on  the  intercession  of  such  a  messenger.  Today, the moon begins its journey from the light to the shadow. Soon, it will show the symbol of our guild to all the world. In the sky, the sun is in the  sign  of  the  dowser’s  wand,  that  some  call  the  sign  of  the heavenly bull, a powerful omen for your oath day.” 

Ronan did not know what this last meant. He knew, of course, that  there  were  men  who  divided  up  the  night  sky  into  sections  by the  arrangement  of  the  stars  and  tried  to  tell  the  future  with  them. 

He’d  always  thought  the  practice  fanciful  and  the  kind  of  thing  in which  students  from  the  weirder  branches  of  alchemy  guilds  were interested. Hearing Guildmaster Tarquin speak of them as a powerful omen surprised him, and he resolved to learn more about them. 

He glanced up again at the constellations hanging high above him  on  the  ceiling  of  the  great  temple,  his  eyes  finding  the  handle and twin prongs of the dowser’s wand sign. 

“If you choose to leave us now, none will think the less of you for it,” Tarquin said firmly, “but if you take the oath, you will be bound to the guild and to the Night God for life. I ask you now to make your choice.” 

To  Ronan’s  surprise,  one  boy  shuffled  out  of  the  line.  He stepped  back  to  the  gathered  guildsfolk  and  sat,  his  head  hanging down. An older guildsman in a black robe patted him gently on the back. 

The remaining nineteen, Ronan included, stood firm, the light from the glowing silver shrine illuminating their faces as they gazed up at it. 

“Very well,” Tarquin said. He turned to the shrine and raised both hands. 

“Oh, great god of the night,” he intoned. “Before the eyes of these young devotees of your guild, take up our brother Nexu and sit him by your right hand with the other fallen members of your guild. 

Take  him  up  and  grant  us  your  blessing  for  the  oath  of  these  new Bones! Hear their oath and by your secret name may they serve you long and well in whatever may come.” 

Ronan looked at the slab where Nexu’s wrapped body—and the  severed  head  of  Guildsman  Rorqual—now  lay.  The  slab  began to glow a bright, vivid red, like light shining through flesh. It glowed brighter and brighter, shining upward around the wrapped body and the head. The light suddenly increased dramatically, and gasps ran through the crowd. 

Abruptly,  Ronan’s  hands  began  to  tingle  abominably.  He focused  on  using  the  technique  Janus  taught  him  for  letting  the sensation  flow  out  though  his  fingertips  and  back  into  the  world.  It took  some  effort,  but  he  did  it;  the  energy  drifted  from  him  as  he controlled his breathing and tried to ignore the itching birthmark that accompanied the tingling hands. 

He  breathed  slowly  and  steadily.  At  least  this  time  the shadows seem to be behaving themselves,  he thought.  They are not bothering me, for once. 

Then he realized why. 

The shadows were crowding around the slab like moths to a flame. Shadowy, humanoid shapes danced, dove, and pooled on the floor or slid up the side of the stone slab to touch the body of Nexu and the head with feathery fingers. 

As  the  red  light  intensified  to  the  point  where  Ronan  could barely  look  at  it,  he  thought  that  the  shadows  would  surely  be eliminated  by  its  glare.  But  the  opposite  was  true.  The  shadows intensified  as  the  light  hit  the  ceiling,  illuminating  the  arches  and intricate  carvings  that  were  up  there  but  invisible  most  of  the  time. 

Ronan gazed in amazement at the sight—even though the carvings were very high above him, he could see finely crafted gargoyles and

human  forms  woven  about  with  carved  vines  and  hanging  leaves, like a populated forest of stone. 

Then  the  shadows  began  wrapping  themselves  around  the pillar  of  red  light.  With  the  speed  and  grace  of  a  flock  of  seabirds, they whirled around the pillar, racing up and down it until they formed an unbroken, double-spiral that ran from floor to ceiling. 

Maintaining  his  focus  on  dispersing  the  energy  in  his  hands took  all  Ronan’s  concentration  and  strength.  Just  when  he  thought he  might  have  to  let  go,  the  body  on  the  slab  changed  form.  The wrapped corpse—and the head of Rorqual—disintegrated suddenly into  a  single  cloud  of  black  dust,  like  windblown  ashes  from  a  fire. 

The dust swirled up through the middle of the blazing pillar of light, and the tingling in Ronan’s hands eased. 

He  blinked.  The  light  was  gone.  The  shadows  were  gone…

and so were the earthly remains of Nexu and Rorqual’s offering. All of the blood was gone as well. The steps were clean, and the spray of gore that had adorned the silver moon shrine had vanished. 

Into the silence, Tarquin spoke. “And now, Bones of the Night Guild,  take  your  oath.  Step  forward,  fix  your  eyes  upon  the  shrine, and repeat after me.” 

They  all  stepped  forward.  The  silver  light  of  the  shrine swarmed  Ronan’s  eyes,  and  his  mind  filled  with  a  feeling  of  being observed. In a firm voice, he repeated the oath perfectly, line by line, and  to  his  amazement,  he  heard  an  answer.  Every  line  the  Bones spoke,  a  deep  voice  answered  them,  echoing  out  from  within  the silver shrine and booming around the hall for all to hear. Ronan knew the  voice  that  answered  their  oath  belonged  to  the  Night  God himself. 

“Every light casts a shadow,” they said. 

 “You are that shadow,”  the voice replied. 

“Every day has a night. 

 “You are that night.” 

“Every life has a death.” 

 “You are that death.” 

“I bind myself to the Night God’s path.” 

 “I grant you my power in return.” 

“I bind myself to the Night Guild’s honor.” 

 “My guild will honor you in return.” 

“By the Night God,” the Bones said as one, “may my hands be skilled, may my mind be supple, may my heart be steadfast; now the guild of the night is my home.” 

Silence filled the chamber. The gleaming light from the moon shrine  faded  a  little.  Then,  one  by  one,  the  guildsfolk  behind  them began to clap and cheer. The applause rose to the roof, eventually becoming  so  loud  that  even  Tarquin  joined  in,  smiling  through  his solemn, eerie black and white paint. 

Ronan smiled. He had done it. He had taken the oath. 

He would learn the skills he needed to take his vengeance. 



Chapter 11







The  next  day,  the  Bones  rose  at  dawn,  as  before,  but  a surprise greeted them at the training ground. Tarquin himself waited for  them,  wearing  his  humble  brown  robes  again  and  carrying  a heavy-looking, leather bag. Janus was there too but did not speak; instead, he deferred to the Guildmaster. 

“Bones,”  Tarquin  said.  “Yesterday,  you  took  your  oaths. 

Today,  I  have  something  for  you,  a  symbol  of  your  membership  of the guild. I ask that you each come forward, one by one, and reach into this bag.” 

As  they  obeyed  his  instruction,  Tarquin  continued  speaking. 

“These  are  more  than  just  symbols.  These  are  portable  shrines  to our god, connections that will allow you to access his power.” 

The first member of the group took something gleaming and silvery from the bag and grinned around at the others as he returned to his place in the line. 

“This  gift  comes  with  enormous  responsibility,”  Tarquin continued.  “The  gods  can  be  fickle,  and  not  all  gods  reply  to  all prayers. But the Night God is different. When we access his power, he will almost certainly grant us what we ask. Remember this for it is the biggest danger we face as members of the guild!” 

Each  Bone  who  stepped  forward  drew  something  gleaming from the bag, but no one held theirs up. At last, Ronan’s turn came. 

He  stepped  forward  and  reached  in  to  grasp  cold  metal  with  his fingers.  As  he  gripped  the  small,  flat  object  and  drew  it  out,  he looked  down  into  his  hand  and  smiled.  Just  as  he’d  guessed,  a silver, crescent moon attached to a silver chain rested on his palm—

the guild’s symbol. 

He met Tarquin’s unreadable gaze for a moment, bowed his head  in  gratitude,  and  returned  to  his  place.  Diana,  to  his  left  as always,  passed  him  as  he  returned,  her  eyes  gleaming  with excitement as she anticipated taking her gift from the bag. 

“Without  a  doubt,  a  man  who  asks  for  power  that  he  is  not ready  to  wield,”  Tarquin  said,  “will  be  dead  within  the  week.  In  the early days of the guild, many were lost in this way. Thankfully, this is no longer the case. Yesterday, you witnessed the extent of the power that  you  may  expect  to  attain  in  the  fullness  of  time,  but  no  house may  be  built  upon  a  foundation  of  sand  and  expect  to  remain standing for long. Equally, the bones of a body must be in place if the flesh is to stand upright. You will learn how to access the Night God’s power, and you will use these amulets to do it. But know that until it’s your time, do not doubt that death and destruction await those who seek to experiment on their own.” 

Tarquin gazed around sternly at all of them. “Do not ask the god for anything, not yet. Instead, prepare to listen for his voice. You will receive instruction in this, as in all aspects of our craft, but do not seek  out  power.  Seek  first  to  obey  your  instructor,  to  listen  for  the voice  of  the  god,  and  to  build  the  strength  of  the  foundations,  the strength that will sustain you in your advancement through the levels

—bone,  sinew,  flesh,  blood,  skin,  brain,  heart,  and  soul.  Build  your relationship with the god as you build the strength of your body, and when  the  time  comes,  the  power  of  the  Night  God  will  be  yours  to command.” 

“Now,”  Tarquin  said  after  a  pause,  “put  your  amulets  on. 

Value  them,  care  for  them,  and  meditate  with  them.  They  are  the marks that show you for what you are. The bones at the foundation of our guild.” 

The  apprentices  all  lifted  the  silver  chains  and  slipped  them over their necks. Ronan felt the cold metal of the amulet against his chest  as  he  tucked  it  under  his  robe.  As  he  lowered  his  hands,  a deep peace washed over his soul. His mind became calm, and his body  relaxed.  Like  a  piece  of  a  puzzle  he  had  not  known  was missing until he found it, the amulet completed him. 

For  a  moment,  he  saw  his  life  laid  out  before  him.  Behind him, a long line of diverging paths led up to this moment. He smiled, raising  his  hand  to  cover  the  amulet  where  it  sat  under  his  robe. 

Looking from side to side, he saw similar looks on the faces of the other students. Something had happened to all of them. They were ready for the future in a way that they had not been before. 

Tarquin,  an  expression  of  satisfaction  etched  on  his  lined face, looked around at all of them, nodded, and then strode from the courtyard. 




* * *

 

After  that  day,  their  training  began  in  earnest.  Ronan  had thought  that  the  first  few  weeks  had  been  difficult,  but  they  were nothing  to  what  came  next.  Part  of  their  training  still  included  the simple exercises to toughen the body and strengthen the limbs. They ran,  they  climbed,  using  their  own  body  weight  and  the  strength machines  in  the  courtyard  to  build  endurance  and  physical  power. 

Ronan and the others also grew well-accustomed to the presence of the  stinging  spheres  in  case  a  painful  blow  might  be  heading  their way. In fact, awareness of their entire surroundings only grew since they  were  tested  again,  and  again,  in  different  and  often  painful ways. 

They  were  taught  a  game—one  person  took  a  handful  of colored,  wooden  cubes  from  a  bag  and  opened  his  hand  for  the count of three. The other person had to say how many cubes of each color  were  there,  which  they  found  to  be  remarkably  difficult.  The game taught a quick eye and strengthened the memory. 

Other  times,  Janus  challenged  them  to  repeat  to  him  a conversation  they  observed  other  people  having  the  day  before. 

They  learned  to  always  listen  to  what  was  going  on  around  them carefully,  and  never  to  engage  in  any  interaction  without  focus  and attention. 

As the summer days lengthened and then began to shorten, the Bones of the guild almost forgot about their previous lives. The training had that effect, bringing their focus completely into the now. 

Each night, despite that effect, Ronan marked the day on his calendar. As often as possible, he spent his evenings on the rooftop. 

Sometimes, Diana joined him, and sometimes Tyrel, Rilla, or one of the  other  apprentices,  was  his  companion.  He  did  not  make  many firm friends other than Diana—the environment of the guild and the training  did  not  leave  much  room  for  that—but  of  the  Bones,  Tyrel and  Rilla  were  the  two  with  whom  he  became  most  comfortable spending his leisure time. 

Of  the  group,  the  only  one  who  seemed  to  not  make  any close  connections  at  all  was  Eric.  He  sat  aloof  from  the  others  at meals,  eating  slowly  and  fingering  his  silver  amulet,  his  cold  blue eyes staring off into the distance. 

Janus  remained  their  trainer,  though  sometimes  other guildsfolk replaced him for short periods. Once, Janus was away for nearly  three  weeks.  He  returned  looking  haggard  and  somewhat thinner, as if he had been ill. His face had browned from the sun, so Ronan  guessed  Janus  had  not  been  bed  bound  during  this  time.  It made  more  sense,  Ronan  thought,  that  Janus  had  been  out  on  a mission for the guild. An assassination? A robbery? 

He felt the temptation to ask Janus about it, but he resisted. It would  not  be  appropriate.  Though  the  instructors  would  tell  the Bones  information,  when  it  was  necessary,  they  always  kept  the emphasis on working things out for oneself. 

That first summer, Ronan had plenty to work out. He learned about  himself  first  and  foremost.  His  limits,  his  strengths,  and  his weaknesses came through strongly. He had become excellent at the observation  and  awareness  of  his  situation  and  environment.  After the first few times, he rarely failed a stinging sphere test and took to the other challenges to his observation with enthusiasm. His biggest weakness was his desire to push ahead too quickly. 

“Pace  yourself,”  Janus  would  often  tell  him.  “You  learn  fast, but speed can lead too easily to carelessness, and carelessness is death to the Night Guild assassin.” 

With  difficulty,  Ronan  forced  himself  to  slow  his  pace, deepening his learning. As his body grew tougher and his mind grew stronger  and  more  disciplined,  he  observed  similar  changes happening in those around him. 

To  his  relief,  his  magic  seemed  to  have  taken  a  back  seat after  those  initial  flare  ups.  The  shadow  magic,  as  he  thought  of  it, felt  intimidating;  he  knew  deep  within  himself  that  he  was  far  from ready for it. 

He  became  aware  that  he  saw  things  others  did  not.  For example,  he  had  discovered  when  talking  with  Diana  that  she  had not  seen  the  shadows  moving  during  the  ceremony.  She  had  seen the bright red light, but the swirling shadows had not been visible to her. Also, he understood that she had not seen Guildsman Rorqual’s face  changing.  Without  actually  mentioning  what  he  had  seen,  he managed to establish that she’d seen Rorqual as a fair-skinned, fair haired man with buck teeth, a scar on his jaw, and very dark eyes. 

She could see that Ronan was hiding something and tried to press him  on  it,  but  he  quickly  changed  the  subject.  She  had  rolled  her eyes,  perfectly  aware  of  what  he  was  doing,  but  thankfully  did  not press the point. 

At  first,  Ronan  considered  approaching  Janus  about  this strange  faculty  of  seeing  magic  that  others  did  not  see,  but  there never  seemed  quite  the  right  opportunity  to  get  him  alone. 

Eventually,  Ronan  gave  up  on  the  idea.  Thankfully  the  magic  no longer  manifested  itself  in  any  out  of  control  ways,  he  contented himself with focusing on his training. 

The  first  time  magic  began  to  be  a  factor  in  their  training again, Ronan didn’t realize it at first. On a blazing hot day, just after midsummer, the Bones were working hard at a drill that taught them to  sneak  up  on  each  other  by  lifting  their  feet  high  in  the  air  and stepping  very  carefully  so  as  not  to  make  any  sound.  The  student

who was the ‘target’ had to stand with their back to the ‘hunter’ and raise a hand when they thought the hunter was behind them—a fun game. 

Busy at this game, they were working in groups of two while the others watched when Tyrel slipped and cut open his hand. He’d tripped over his own feet, so it seemed, but this was very unlike him. 

Tyrel might be slow at the observation and environmental awareness work, but he led the class when it came to dexterity. 

He had been approaching Sandos, another of the Bones, on tiptoe and was still several yards off when he unaccountably tripped and went face-forward onto the stones. 

Cursing and spitting, he flowed back up to his feet, but there was  no  maintaining  his  stealth.  “I  don’t  know  what  happened,”  he groaned. “I felt like the ground just came up and kicked me!” 

“Show me your hand,” Janus said, striding forward. 

Tyrel  grimaced  and  held  it  out.  The  fleshy  part  of  the  palm had been gashed open, and blood ran freely over his hand, dripping onto the dry floor of the courtyard. 

“It’s deep,” Tyrel said. “I had better go get it bound up. Sorry, Guildsman Janus.” 

Janus smiled at him in satisfaction. 

Sandos, who had been the target, looked at the wound with sympathy. “Looks painful,” he said. “And it might have grit and dirt in it. Better make sure to clean it well. You won’t be climbing for a few days.” 

“I think you will,” Janus said. “This is not what you think it is, Tyrel.  This  is  a  sign  that  you  are  ready  to  begin  the  next  phase  of your training.” 

“It is?” Tyrel said. “I thought it was a sign that I was a clumsy oaf!” 

This  got  a  general  laugh,  and  Janus  smiled.  “No,”  he  said. 

“It’s precisely because you’re  not a clumsy oaf that I see clearly what this means. Do this for me, Tyrel. Take your amulet and smear some

of the blood from your wound onto it. Then take this bandage, bind up your hand, and go stand over there at the side of the courtyard.” 

“Right…”  Tyrel  said,  obviously  not  particularly  enamored  of this idea. His answer was not the kind of solemn response he might have  given  at  the  start  of  his  training;  however,  in  the  preceding months, Tyrel had become something of a class clown. He made the others  laugh  with  his  sardonic  sense  of  humor.  Perhaps  for  that reason,  even  Janus  let  him  get  away  with  a  less-than-serious attitude at times. 

“Do as I say,” the guildsman replied, gently, but firmly. “You’ll find the results to your liking, I promise.” 

With a shrug and a theatrical roll of the eyes, Tyrel took the length of bandage Janus had handed him and wandered off toward the  back  of  the  courtyard,  wrapping  his  wounded  hand  as  he grumbled to himself. 

Instead  of  returning  to  the  exercise  they’d  been  working  on, Janus  began  teaching  them  a  new  drill,  a  variant  on  one  they’d worked before—an approach followed by a strike to take an enemy down without a weapon. Janus showed them a particular spot in the small of the back where they could hit a man and knock the breath out of him. He would drop to his knees, giving the attacker a chance to bind or gag the target. 

“Silencing  your  opponent  is  often  more  effective  than  killing them,”  Janus  lectured.  “Killing  is  messy.  It  can  be  noisy  and unpredictable, despite your best efforts and can lead to vengeance, blood  feuds,  and  all  kinds  of  unnecessary  complications.  Knock  a man down, fling a hood over his head, gag him, and bind him, and he  is  less  likely  to  spur  a  desire  for  revenge  in  the  succeeding generations  of  his  family.  We  never  take  killing  lightly  in  the  Night Guild. That kind of behavior can be left to the lower kinds of fighting guilds, or to the men of the Red Dawn.” 

This  last  comment  had  been  made  in  an  off-hand  way,  and Janus  immediately  launched  into  the  instruction;  however,  his mention of the Red Dawn did not pass Ronan by, though none of his

classmates seemed to notice it. He’d heard the name before, he was sure, but he could not place where. The Red Dawn. The name had a sinister sound to it, and if the Red Dawn took killing lightly, whoever they were, Ronan thought they must be lacking in any kind of moral code. 

At first, he and the others would glance back to see how Tyrel fared,  but  Janus  seemed  to  be  watching  for  this  and  admonished them sharply, recalling their attention to their drill until they stopped looking at their wounded comrade and gave Janus their full attention. 

“Approach,  feint,  and  step  in,”  he  called  to  the  sweating recruits. “No, not like that—you’ll never be able to make use of your body  weight  at  that  distance.  Here,  Ronan,  let  me  demonstrate  on you.” 

“This will hurt, lad,” he said quietly as he brought Ronan out in  front  of  the  others.  Ronan  turned  away  from  him  and,  as instructed, spun around as Janus came within striking distance. The guildsman  feinted  with  his  right  hand  toward  Ronan’s  head,  then easily  stepped  to  the  side  and  drove  his  fist  into  a  tender  spot  just below Ronan’s ribs. 

Ronan slid to the ground with a breathless gasp of pain, the wind knocked out of him. 

“You see the difference?” Janus called out, reaching down to help  Ronan  to  his  feet.  “You  get  in  close,  step  right  up,  feint,  then strike. Even if he’s armed, he’ll never have a chance to get the blade into you. When he’s on the ground, you can disarm like  this  and like this.” 

Without  warning,  he  demonstrated  another  two  impressive strikes  on  Ronan,  knocking  an  imaginary  sword  out  of  his  hand twice. Ronan gritted his teeth and growled at the guildsman, and the other  Bones  all  laughed.  Janus  slapped  him  good-naturedly  on  the shoulder. 

“And  what’s  the  key  thing  you’ve  taken  away  from  being  on the receiving end of this strike?” he asked conversationally. 

“It’s painful and disabling,” Ronan said in a hoarse voice, “but the pain doesn’t last long. There’s no permanent damage.” 

“Exactly,”  Janus  said.  “No  permanent  damage.  There’s  an important lesson. The more power and training you have, the more potential  damage  you  can  do.  The  more  damage  and  the  more impact,  the  more  consequences  you  could  set  in  motion  without even realizing it. We of the Night Guild are precision instruments. We are silent, efficient, and do minimal damage for maximum effect. We are a knife in the dark, not a hammer on a battlefield. It’s in silence that we are our most effective. We are…” 

“Guildsman  Janus!”  an  excited  voice  called,  interrupting  the guildsman’s  flow.  Ronan  looked  over—he  had  forgotten  all  about Tyrel, having become engrossed in the guildsman’s explanation. So, it seemed, had everyone else. 

Tyrel  jogged  over  to  them  from  his  spot  at  the  back  of  the courtyard,  holding  up  his  injured  right  hand.  He  had  removed  the bloody  bandage,  and  his  right  palm  was  visible  for  all  to  see.  They could not see any blood, or sign of an injury—nothing. 

Everyone gasped in amazement and began to talk at once. 

“Silence!” Janus roared with uncharacteristic fierceness. 

Everyone  shut  their  mouths  immediately  and  looked  at  him, wide-eyed. 

“There is a powerful lesson here,” Janus said in a stern voice. 

“One that you will all learn in time and in your own way.” He turned to Tyrel, who still held his uninjured palm up for all to see. “Tyrel, you have  done  well,”  Janus  told  him.  “You  know  the  way  of  the  Bones and have learned this insight on your own. You will not deprive your fellows of learning it in their turn, will you?” 

“No, guildsman,” Tyrel said solemnly. “I will not deprive them.” 

“Then  let  us  leave  it  there  for  now.  Join  us  in  learning  this new drill.” 

“Do I get to hit Ronan?” Tyrel asked brightly. 

“No,” Janus said, “I think, this time, Ronan gets to hit you.” 

From that time forward, it seemed that every few days one of the  Bones  injured  themselves  in  some  small  and  unexpected  way. 

Diana  cut  her  arm  on  a  splinter  of  wood  on  one  of  the  practice daggers,  and  Eric  received  a  cut  to  the  face  when  they  were practicing  throwing  wooden  balls  at  targets.  When  these  injuries happened, Janus always recommended the same course of action. 

They would smear some blood on their amulet, staunch the flow with bandaging,  then  retreat  to  the  back  of  the  courtyard  to  wait.  Then, Janus  would  invariably  give  the  rest  of  the  group  some  engrossing new  exercise  to  practice,  and  a  little  time  later,  the  injured  person would return, healed of their wound and glowing with the insight they had gained. 

Every day, Ronan stayed on the lookout for his opportunity to learn the healing magic. He expected at every moment to trip, fall, or be  accosted  with  some  inexplicable  malfunction  of  their  training equipment, some mistake on the part of another student that would cause  him  to  bleed  and  retreat  to  the  back  of  the  courtyard.  He burned to learn this new magic. His memory glowed with the image of  Rorqual  rising  up  from  the  bloody  shrine,  after  growing  back  his very  head.  Such  power,  to  be  able  to  heal  the  body  at  will!  This lesson  clearly  marked  the  beginning  of  their  formal  tuition  in  the magic of the Night God. 

And yet it did not happen. Week after week passed, and more and  more  of  his  classmates  went  through  the  test  and  succeeded. 

Ronan was not the only one who noticed. He observed Janus giving him thoughtful looks in quiet moments, and began to feel that there must be something wrong with his progress. Surely, he worked hard enough?  He  unwavered  in  his  commitment  to  the  training,  so  what could be wrong? 

When the final student received a cut to his foot on a piece of sharp stone, which everyone agreed had not been there yesterday, Ronan  felt  despair  creep  over  him.  Even  in  his  weakest  areas,  he had never been last at anything in his training before. He began to meditate for longer in the mornings, hoping that the Night God would

come to him and either test him or give him a reason why he was not ready to be tested. 

In his weakest moments, he flirted with the idea of asking the god  directly  to  test  him,  but  his  good  sense  always  held  him  back from  saying  the  prayer.  There  would  be  no  point.  The  god  knew everything he did. Ronan had not forgotten Tarquin’s warning on the day  they  had  received  their  amulets.  A  Bone  level  apprentice  who asked the Night God to hurry up this test could receive an injury he might not walk away from. 

Slowly,  the  deeper  lesson  began  to  reveal  itself.  Ronan desired the progress, and he wanted to learn the new lesson, but his very  hankering  after  it  held  him  back.  He  pushed  himself  with  too much  haste,  and  he  was  reminded  of  the  lesson  Janus  had  been trying to teach them all year. 

 Haste  is  the  enemy  of  speed  and  efficiency,   he  thought glumly as he lay in bed one evening, waiting to drop off to sleep.  As long as I’m desperate to learn this, it will not happen. I need to let it go.  That’s  the  hardest  thing  to  do,  but  there  are  other  lessons  to focus on. 

Very  well.  He  would  concentrate  on  every  lesson  but  the healing  magic.  Holding  that  resolution  firmly  in  his  heart,  he  drifted into sleep. 

It  was  with  this  resolution  that  Ronan  went  to  the  training ground the next morning. 



Chapter 12







Ronan’s  arms  ached,  and  his  hands  were  sweating  as  he clambered up the rough surface of the climbing wall as he had been doing for the past hour. Janus had rearranged the setup of grips and footrests  again.  No  one  knew  how  he  did  it,  but  several  times  a month the apprentices would arrive to find the climbing wall’s routes completely rearranged and Janus standing at the base and looking pleased with himself. 

As the noon hour approached, the hot sun blazed down from the  middle  of  the  sky.  The  training  courtyard  became  a  sun  trap  at this time of day. The Bones were used to working in these conditions

—they  had  been  training  here  most  of  the  summer,  after  all—but they  found  it  challenging  to  maintain  smoothness,  efficiency  of movement,  silence,  speed,  and  situational  awareness,  all  while climbing up a new arrangement of handholds and squinting up into the blazing sun. 

Perhaps that was enough to explain what happened. Ronan always suspected that the Night God had, after all, taken a hand in the  course  of  events.  The  other  Bones’  tests  had  all  manifested  in strange ways that were hard to explain without outside intervention. 

This  was  the  same,  but  just  more  dramatic  in  its  result.  Despite everything that happened in the coming years, he always suspected that, despite all appearances, the Night God had caused his fall. At the time, he felt sure of it. 

However it happened, the result was the same. He had been climbing just above the halfway point, on his way back down, when he  fell.  His  eyes  had  been  fixed  on  the  wall  below  him,  looking  for the next foothold, when his hands lost their grip on the ledge above. 

It  almost  felt  as  if  someone  had  shoved  him  in  the  middle  of  his chest, but of course no one had been there. 

Suddenly,  he  fell  through  the  air.  They  had  learned  how  to land  well  from  a  fall  and  had  practiced  it  a  little,  but  that  had  been from  lower  heights  than  this.  He  could  only  have  been  falling  for  a few seconds, but thoughts raced through his head. 

 Tuck  the  arms  in,  land  on  the  side,  and  not  the  back  or  the head,  he thought.  Roll with the impact. 

He remembered the bright flash when Eric fell, back in those first few days of his time at the guild. Would he be saved by magic? 

The dirt floor of the courtyard raced up to meet him. 

He hit it on his side as he’d intended, but he did not manage to  roll.  Instead,  his  right  arm  crunched  sickeningly  as  he  landed awkwardly  on  it.  The  breath  had  been  knocked  out  of  him,  and  his vision darkened for a moment, then brightened again as he fought to retain consciousness and managed to succeed. 

“Ronan!”  Janus  shouted  and  ran  over,  his  face  a  picture  of grave concern. “By the gods, your arm!” 

Ronan groaned as he rolled over and dragged himself up into a sitting position. He looked up at Janus, and at the Bones crowding around him, their black robes like the shadows that—for the first time in a long time—crowded into his mind. 

Janus  dropped  to  his  knees  by  Ronan’s  side.  “Back  off,”  he snapped at the other apprentices. “Get out of my light! Give Ronan some room.” 

Janus  had  a  leather  bag  in  his  hand,  in  which  he  kept  his bandages and salves and the like for dealing with the small injuries that were not uncommon on the training court. He peered at Ronan’s arm.  Ronan  still  had  not  looked  at  it.  He  felt  no  pain,  just  a  dull aching sensation. He breathed steadily, knowing he’d have to look in a moment but not quite ready for it. From the pallor of Janus’s face, he knew it was not good. 

“That  wall,”  Janus  muttered.  “It’s  supposed  to  have  a  safety spell in place that stops this from happening.” 

So  that was what had saved Eric. But why had it not worked for him? Slowly, it dawned on him. This had to be his test he’d been waiting for all these weeks. 

He looked down at the arm. 

Bone  jutted  from  the  ragged  flesh  just  below  the  elbow.  He saw muscle and white fat torn inside his arm and caught a glimpse of a  thick  purple  vein  pulsing  deep  within  his  flesh.  The  bone  had  a jagged edge that gleamed an incongruously clean-white in the bright sunlight.  Blood  dripped  down  his  arm,  soaking  into  the  dirt  floor  of the training yard. His hand hung limp at the end of his arm. Pain hit him like a thunderclap, slamming up his arm and through his chest. 

Nausea flushed through his gut, and he retched dryly. 

“We need to get you to the infirmary,” Janus said. “This is a bad break. You’re going to be out of the game for a little while, my lad. Come on, lean on me. Let’s get you up.” 

Ronan grasped at his consciousness. Darkness threatened to flood his vision, and he saw the shadows of the buildings detaching themselves  and  stretching  across  the  courtyard  toward  him;  eerie humanoid figures made of darkness emerged from them. 

 No, he thought firmly.  This is my test. I will not fail. 

With a supreme effort of will, he fought the pain, nausea, and faintness. With a strength he did not know he had, Ronan dragged his way back to lucidity. 

“No,” he gasped. “Not… not the infirmary.” 

“What?”  Janus  said  in  surprise.  “Ronan,  this  is  a  terrible injury.” 

“The… the test. Janus, listen to me. This is the test. My test. 

My healing.” 

The  instructor’s  face  darkened.  “I  don’t  think  so,”  he  said, doubt in his voice. “The test is not meant to be something so brutal as this.” 

“You  said  it  yourself,”  Ronan  replied,  his  voice  firmer  now. 

“The  safety  spell  on  the  wall  didn’t  work.  That’s  the  Night  God’s

magic.  I  shouldn’t  have  fallen.  It  felt  like  someone,  or  something, pushed me off the wall. This is my chance to learn the healing magic

—the insight that everyone has had except me.” 

“You  think  this  is  the  test?”  Janus  asked,  a  brow  cocked.  “I don’t know, Ronan.” 

“I do.” 

Even  as  he  spoke,  a  powerful  clarity  settled  over  his thoughts.  He  was  still  in  pain—enormous  pain—but  he  could  see clearly  through  it.  He  felt  that  indefinable  sense  of  being  observed and knew the Night God was watching him. Certainty filled him. His test had come, at last. 

“Let me set the arm, at least,” Janus said. “The test is about learning how to heal wounds in the field, but no Night Guild operative would rely on the Night God to do all the work. If this happened to you when you were on a mission, you would set it if you could before trying to let the god take over.” 

Ronan  almost  smiled.  Janus  was  badly  rattled.  If  he  hadn’t been,  he  would  never  have  spoken  so  plainly  about  the  aim  of  the training. 

“Very well,” he said. “Do it, and do it quick.” 

“This is going to hurt,” Janus said in a flat voice as he drew a splint and bandaging from his leather bag. 

“It already hurts.” 

“Well, it’s going to hurt even more.” 

This  time,  Ronan  did  smile.  He  even  choked  out  a  laugh. 

“Better not hang about, then.” 

“Bite on this,” Janus said, handing him a short strip of leather. 

Ronan looked at it with distaste, but saw the sense in it. He placed the leather strap between his teeth. 

Janus worked as quick and gentle as he could, but there was no  getting  away  from  the  pain.  When  it  was  done,  Ronan  leaned back against the wall, his arm stiff in the wooden splint at his side, and his head reeling with the effect of the pain. He had not blacked

out,  though  he’d  come  close.  The  setting  had  been  the  worst  pain, more  than  he  had  imagined.  But,  now  that  it  was  done,  he  felt immense  relief.  The  pain  had  begun  easing.  Now,  he  could concentrate on his next step. 

The shadows retreated back to their places at the feet of the buildings. Janus readied bandaging to staunch the bleeding. 

“Wait,”  Ronan  said.  Using  his  left  hand,  he  pulled  his  silver crescent-moon amulet out of his robe and scooped up some of the blood  from  his  wound.  He  smeared  the  gore  across  the  gleaming silver. 

He sensed a shiver in reality around him, as if by putting the blood on the amulet he had set off a chain of events that might, in the end, change the world. Janus gazed at him for a long moment, then finished binding the arm. 

With  a  groan,  Ronan  put  his  bloody  hand  on  the  wall  and heaved himself up. 

“You’re sure about this?” Janus asked, but it was clear from his face that he knew Ronan’s will was set. 

Ronan just nodded. 

“Right then,” Janus said. “You know by now what to do.” 

He did. He found it difficult to get to his feet and swayed a bit as he did so, but he did it. One of the Bones—he did not see who—

approached and handed him a water skin. Awkwardly, he lifted it to his  mouth  with  his  left  hand  and  drank  deeply.  He  looked  for  the person who had handed it to him, but they were gone. The Bones all stood  at  a  distance  in  a  line  as  they  watched  him,  their  shadows flickering like those cast by candle flames despite the bright light of the high sun. 

“Okay,” Ronan said. Still clutching the water bottle, he walked to the back of the courtyard. Janus’s eyes followed him until he was in place, then the instructor began barking instructions at the class, teaching them a new drill to occupy their attention. 

 Why does he do that?  Ronan thought. He’d not thought about it before—he’d not had leisure to consider it before; after all, life was busy enough learning what he was being taught. Now he considered it. 

Janus distracted the other students from Ronan, pulling their attention away from the wounded student with a new task.  From the broken bone, he thought and felt a smile flicker around his lips. The splinted arm hung by his side. After a while, he decided that his arm felt  too  uncomfortable.  He  unwrapped  a  bit  of  the  thick  layer  of bandage  and  fashioned  it  into  a  loop  that  went  round  his  neck, making it into a sling. 

 Now what?  The Night God still watched him. He could feel his presence and a steady regard that gave him both comfort and a level of pressure that kept his attention on the moment. 

 Everyone who’s been through this has come back with some insight, and with their wound healed,  he thought.  But they had cuts and  grazes—the  worst  was  probably  Tyrel’s  palm.  I  wish  I’d  asked somebody about it… no, I don’t wish that. It’s right that we learn for ourselves, but by the gods, this hurts! It’s hard to think straight. 

With  that  thought,  he  realized  what  he  needed  to  do.  It  was not  easy,  but  he  forced  himself  to  become  calm.  His  breathing slowed,  and  he  took  refuge  from  the  pain  and  distraction  in observing what went on around him. He watched the sun track the shadows  slowly  across  the  courtyard.  He  watched  the  Bones  go through  their  new  drill—a  knife  attack  using  wooden  daggers  to practice.  He  listened  to  the  shuffling  noise  of  their  booted  feet moving across the dirt floor of the yard. 

Up on the top edge of the climbing wall, one of the pale-gray doves  that  colonized  the  higher  reaches  of  the  guild,  landed  and began to preen itself. No one else noticed the bird as they were all concentrating on their exercise. Ronan smiled up at it, and it turned its shining eye to look at him. 

 Hiding  in  plain  sight.  Had  the  thought  come  from  outside himself? It felt almost as if it had come from both inside and outside, 

two voices speaking in unison, the way friends who know each other well will sometimes do. 

The  red  tower  by  the  entrance,  that  Diana  had  spotted  all those months ago back on Uon, hid in plain sight. It hid so well that it cast no shadow—almost as if the sun itself could not see it. 

Then  there  was  Tarquin,  walking  through  the  crowded backstreets of Trentum’s hidden underbelly. People had walked past him without a second glance, but no one had bumped into him. The denizens  had  not  seen  him,  or  Ronan  for  that  matter,  despite  their both being dressed outlandishly for that part of town. 

They had been hiding in plain sight. 

Every  now  and  again,  members  of  the  Bones  would  glance back at Ronan. He was not surprised—after all, his injury had been a bad  one  and  he  guessed  he  did  not  look  in  a  good  way.  But,  the longer he stood there, the longer he thought about what he’d seen, and the more he thought that it was essential for them  not to notice them.  Everyone  else  had  come  back  to  the  group  with  their  injury healed, but only after the rest of the group had forgotten about them. 

 And that’s strange in itself,  he thought with rising excitement. 

 Because  we’re  actively  trained  to  be  aware  of  what’s  going  on around us, you’d expect the Bones to be aware of their classmates no matter what. 

Like  dawn  breaking  over  the  gleaming  sea,  understanding came to him.  This is not just a lesson in healing—this is a lesson in stealth!    Only  when  I  manage  to  hide  in  plain  sight  will  the  healing process be able to take place! 

With  that  thought,  he  changed  his  approach.  He  had  been thinking  that  he  had  to  pray  to  the  Night  God  to  heal  him,  or  that there was some magical technique that would be able to bring about the healing process. Though these might be true, he now understood that stealth was the key. 

He  breathed  slowly,  head  down,  relaxing  his  shoulders,  and letting his hands slacken. While keeping aware of his surroundings, Ronan made sure not to look directly at any of his classmates. The

shadows  moved  a  little  in  the  courtyard,  sliding  in  ways  that  they should  not  quite  do,  but  he  ignored  them.  He  was  becoming inconspicuous, unthreatening, uninteresting. He became still. 

And it worked. 

After a while, the Bones stopped paying any attention to him. 

Their  glances  became  less  and  less  frequent,  and  even  when  they did look at him, their gazes slid past him as if he had been nothing more  than  a  part  of  the  wall.  He  stood  no  more  than  twenty  paces from them, but it was as if he were not there at all. 

Janus  still  kept  an  eye  on  him,  but  now  the  Guildsman smiled.  Ronan  felt  a  cocoon  of  warm  silence  surrounding  him,  a deep,  impenetrable  bubble  that  cut  him  off  from  the  world  around him.  Sounds  faded,  colors  became  less  bright  and  sharp.  The shadows grayed, and the sunlight on the brick walls lost its intensity. 

And then, the voice of the Night God came. 

 Good,  my  apprentice,   it  said.  The  voice,  deep  and  mellow, echoed inside Ronan’s head like a voice in a great temple.  You have come  to  me  with  your  wound,  and  you  have  discovered  what’s needed  to  get  in  touch  with  me.  Silence,  peace,  and  an inconspicuous occupation of space. 

 Hiding in plain sight,  Ronan said inside his mind. 

He  felt  the  flood  of  acknowledgement  and  pleasure  running back  to  him  from  the  deity.  Hiding  in  plain  sight,   the  Night  God agreed. 

A  warm,  thick  sensation  came  to  him,  like  heated  honey flowing down the inside of his arm. The pain, which had settled into a dull,  steady  throbbing,  suddenly  stopped.  He  felt  his  arm  resting  in the warmth, and the abrupt absence of pain almost made him weep with relief. 

 You did it!  he said in his mind to the Night God.  Thank you! 

 I did it,  the voice replied.  You made it possible. 

“Hiding  in  plain  sight,  ”  Ronan  said  aloud  as  the  immediate presence of the Night God left him. He realized that he’d closed his

eyes. Now, carefully as a man carrying an over-full cup, he opened them  again.  He  could   feel  the  stealth  magic  operating  still.  The feeling was like being behind glass, separated from the world around him. But Ronan knew that though this was the Night God’s magic, it was Ronan himself who was doing it. 

This  was  how  it  was  done.  An  effort  of  the  will,  a  careful setting  into  a  particular  way  of  being,  a  way  of  being  seen  by  the world. Hiding in plain sight. 

And in this place, the healing of the Night God could happen. 

Gingerly, he reached with his left hand and touched along the length of his broken arm. He felt no pain. He slipped a hand beneath the  bandages.  The  fabric  of  the  bandaging  felt  wet  with  blood,  but the flesh of his arm felt whole. No pain. 

It  took  him  a  little  time  to  undo  the  bandages  with  his  left hand, all the while maintaining the cocoon of stealth around him. No one  watched  him  now,  even  though  he  moved  around  and  had stopped concentrating on being still. The stealth cocoon—the field of stealth  that  contained  him—was  hard  to  maintain,  but  he  was determined to see for how long he could hold it. 

When he finally got the arm unwrapped, he laughed out loud in  amazement  and  pleasure.  Clean,  unbroken  flesh  met  his astonished gaze. He ran his fingers carefully along the ridge of hard bone  from  his  wrist  to  his  elbow,  marveling  at  the  strength  and solidity. 

 This  body,   he  thought,  all  my  life  I’ve  lived  in  it,  and  never really considered what an amazing construction it is. Bones, muscle, organs,  and  veins,  and  probably  a  thousand  other  things  that  I’ve never even heard of before. And the Night God can heal me, if I can maintain this stealth field around myself. 

As  he  reflected  on  his  progress  toward  this  revelation,  he understood  that,  once  again,  his  eagerness  for  knowledge  had hindered  his  progress.  He  had  been  so  keen  to  learn  the  healing magic,  that  he’d  never  even  considered  there  might  be  another, subtler lesson within the test. 

When he returned to the group, the others looked genuinely surprised  to  see  him.  A  moment  later,  someone  laughed,  then everyone joined in. They were united now in the lesson they had all learned.  Ronan  looked  around  the  faces  of  his  fellow  students  and saw  that  everyone  was  aware—to  some  extent  at  least—of  the lesson in stealth. 

Appropriately for the lesson—and for the Night Guild—no one spoke directly of it, but when he held up his healed arm and showed it off for all to see, there was a heartfelt cheer from the bones. 

“Let’s  leave  our  knife-fighting  drill  for  the  moment,”  Janus said. “Ronan, take your place in the line.” 

When  Ronan  had  done  so,  and  the  line  of  Bones  was assembled  again,  Janus  walked  up  and  down  in  front  of  them,  his hands behind his back, speaking slowly and clearly for all to hear. 

“You’ve  all  learned  a  lesson  now,”  he  said.  “Some  have learned  it  one  way,  and  some  another.  For  some,  the  lesson  came quickly, and for others less so, but we’ve all arrived at the same point in the end. This marks the end of a chapter in your training, and the beginning of a new one. As one door closes, so another opens, and things  will  change  from  here  out.  Tomorrow,  we  will  shift  our  focus from  the  training  of  the  body  to  the  training  in  stealth,  healing,  and the  many  associated  disciplines  in  which  a  Night  Guild  assassin must be proficient. For today, I’m going to give you all the rest of the day off.” 

A murmur of excitement rippled from among the Bones. Time off  was  a  new  experience  for  them.  Training  at  the  guild  happened daily,  and  nearly  all  of  their  time  was  taken  up  with  it.  That  time which  was  not  filled  with  training  was  only  enough  to  relax  a  little before bed, and not enough time to really do anything fun. 

Chatting merrily, the Bones took their leave of Janus and the training courtyard rather quickly, though Ronan wondered what they would  find  to  do  with  their  free  afternoon.  The  Night  Guild  was  not exactly bursting with opportunities for recreational activity. 

Diana came up and slapped Ronan on the back. “You did it then, at last,” she said, with only a trace of mockery in her voice. 

He grinned, noticing consciously for the first time what he had been  aware  of  for  weeks—that  her  northern  accent  had  almost entirely gone. Her voice had become all Twelve Isles. If it were not for  her  fair  skin  and  light  brown  hair,  he  would  have  called  her  a Twelve Islander from birth. 

“You learn fast,” he said, speaking his thought aloud. 

She  frowned,  not  understanding.  “You  learn  slow,”  she responded,  slapping  him  on  the  arm.  He  flinched  instinctively  then laughed. 

“Come on,” she said, pulling his sleeve. “I want to show you something.” 

“Wait a moment,” he said. “I want to talk to Guildsman Janus about something first. He… oh… he’s gone.” 

And  so  he  was.  The  guildsman  had  been  behind  them  a moment  before,  but  there  was  no  sign  of  him  now.  Apart  from himself,  Diana,  the  sunlight,  and  the  shadows,  the  courtyard  was empty. 

With nothing better to do, Ronan followed Diana through the covered quadrangles beneath the residential blocks where they and the other Bones had their bedrooms. They passed along alleyways between  low  buildings,  through  courtyards  where  graduated  Night Guild  members  hurried  past  on  business  of  their  own,  and  on  past the  taller  buildings  and  into  parts  of  the  guild  campus  where  the structures were low and long and made of wood rather than brick or stone. 

“Where  are  we  going?”  Ronan  asked.  “We’ll  not  be  allowed into the Night God’s temple, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 

“It’s  not,”  she  assured  him.  “Come  on,  you’ll  see  soon enough.” 

Shrugging his shoulders, Ronan followed. 

They  certainly  did  seem  to  be  coming  to  the  area  near  the great temple. Again, Ronan was struck by the strange disparity in the people  there.  Unlike  the  area  around  the  buildings  where  the apprentices slept, here there were poor, hungry-looking people who hung  about  strange,  small  shrines  set  into  the  wooden  walls  of  the buildings. 

“What is this place?” Ronan said quietly to Diana. “Have you heard anything about it?” 


She  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  know.  They  don’t  look  like members  of  the  guild  though,  do  they?  They  never  speak  or approach  you—I’ve  been  here  often  since  I  started  my  training.  I often walk out here in the evening before bed.” 

“Seems  like  it  might  be  a  bit  rough  at  night,”  Ronan  said, eyeing  a  mean-looking  man  who  was  staring  fixedly  at  him  from  a shadowy corner. 

“Oh no,” she said, “it’s utterly deserted.” 

“But these poor people can’t be a part of the guild—they hang around the temple in the daytime, but they don’t live here. There are no shops or residential houses here? I don’t understand.” 

She shrugged. “Perhaps one day we will…” 

There  seemed  nothing  more  to  say  on  that,  so  Ronan  just followed her until she came to a long, high wall in a narrow lane, set back from the main thoroughfare. 

“Here,”  she  said  with  obvious  pleasure,  “you’ll  never  believe it. Come in.” 

She stepped through a gap in the wall, and Ronan followed her through. She was right—he could hardly believe his eyes. 

“A  garden!”  he  exclaimed.  “It’s  so  green  and  pleasant,  I’d hardly  realized  how  much  I’d  missed  the  parks  in  Trentum,  but  I have.” 

In  front  of  him  lay  a  clear  ten  acres  of  well  tended  park, stretching  off  into  the  distance  and  surrounded—as  far  as  Ronan could  see—by  an  unbroken  wall.  There  were  low,  carefully  pruned

trees  shading  gravel  paths  that  wound  between  beautifully maintained beds of herbs and flowering plants. Shrubs of every kind imaginable  had  been  trained  into  hedges  that  delineated  different areas of the garden; here and there, by the paths or under shaded, flower-draped  bowers,  there  were  inviting  stone  benches  that  were shady and comfortable in the hot sun. 

People  wandered  at  their  ease  in  the  garden.  There  were Night  Guild  folk,  mostly  in  their  brown  robes,  and  some  staff  and servants  as  well.  These  servants  were  not  working,  but  clearly  just wandering  and  enjoying  the  peaceful  space.  And  there  was  a  third group of people as well—the gardeners. 

“That’s so odd,” Ronan said. “There are so many gardeners. 

There must be a whole guild of gardeners just tending this one park. 

But how can that be? They’re not wearing a guild symbol.” 

It  was  true.  Each  of  the  gardeners  wore  different,  mostly ragged clothing, and many of them were not wearing shoes. Ronan had  seen  many  people  of  the  gardener  guilds  in  Trentum’s  parks, and they all took as much pride in their uniform appearance as the members of any guild. They also wore leather gloves while working, something that none of these gardeners were doing. 

“And  they  have  no  tools,”  Diana  added,  taking  his  arm  and leading him out into the garden. “Look.” 

She  pointed,  and  Ronan  saw  an  elderly  woman  pruning  a rose bush. She had a serene expression on her face, and used her fingers  to  trim  dead  flowers  from  a  red  rose  bush,  seemingly oblivious to the thorns that grew along the thick, green stems. 

“She  seems  to  know  what  she’s  doing,  at  least,”  he commented. “No sign of any blood on her hands.” 

“And they never speak, either,” Diana said. “Like the ragged folk around the temple, they never say anything or take the least bit of notice of you.” 

“They  look  happier  than  the  folks  in  the  temple  quarter,  at least,”  Ronan  said.  “It’s  all  very  strange,  but  I  guess  there’s  no

chance  of  getting  an  answer  out  of  Janus  or  any  of  the  other guildsfolk.” 

“I’d  guess  that’s  right,”  Diana  chuckled.  “But  I’ve  been spending some time here, like I said, and I’ve a few ideas about what they might be.” 

“I  don’t  suppose  you’re  planning  on  sharing  those  ideas, though.” 

“Let’s just enjoy the garden.” 




* * *

 

Ronan was very grateful for the gift of the garden, and more often  than  not  in  the  evenings  from  then  on  he  would  find  his  way there, either with Diana or without her. Sometimes, they would walk there  together  in  silence.  Other  times,  they  would  chat  over  the subjects they had been practicing throughout the day, like stabilizing the  stealth  field  and  using  darkness  to  their  advantage,  techniques for walking silently over rough ground, or the different places to hit a target to drop them silently. 

The  strange  gardeners—and  there  were  many  of  them—

blended  into  the  background  after  a  while.  There  seemed  to  be  an endless  stream  of  them,  and  they  never  spoke,  took  breaks,  used any  tools,  or  wore  work  gloves.  At  first  Ronan  gave  some  effort  to trying to work out what they were about, but after a time—as if they had  all  had  the  gift  of  stealth  magic—he  stopped  noticing  them, accepting that they were part of the world, like him, and let them be. 

Time passed in training, and the days began to shorten. The Bones  practiced  stealth  techniques  until  they  were  confident  they could sneak up on each other reliably every time, but that was not all they  did.  One  day  out  of  every  ten  they  spent  in  physical  training, and the Bones were expected to dedicate time each morning to their training, without instruction, to keep themselves in shape. 

Everyone  kept  to  the  routine,  more  or  less.  Most  of  them—

Ronan included—found it intolerable, after so much training, to begin their  day  without  physical  exertion.  The  only  one  who  did  not participate in these sessions was Eric, who remained aloof. He must have been keeping himself in training in his own way, however, since he showed no signs of weakening. 

In  fact,  of  all  the  Bones,  Eric  was  probably  the  strongest  of them all. On the days when they did group training, his stamina and raw power were impressive. Diana was by far the best at stealth, and Tyrel  did  best  when  it  came  to  the  knife  fighting  drills  that  they  still regularly practiced. 

Ronan’s  best  skill  was  situational  awareness  and  being prepared  for  any  threats.  Though  Diana  was  the  stealthiest  in  the group, Ronan was the only one that she could not reliably sneak up on.  Also,  he  was  the  only  one  who  never  got  hit  by  the  stinging spheres, the strange, self-propelling projectiles that still attacked the Bones at unexpected moments. 

He  kept  it  quiet  because  he  was  not  sure  if  Janus  would approve, but Ronan felt particularly proud that he’d managed to trap one of the stinging spheres one day when no one had been looking. 

At the end of day, as he was leaving the courtyard at the back of the group,  a  sphere  had  darted  toward  him.  Without  anyone  noticing, Ronan  had  snatched  the  sphere  out  of  the  air  and  held  it  in  place under his robe. Once up in his room, he shoved it into a big, glass jar and screwed the lid down tight. 

After a day or two, however, he’d had a strong sensation that he’d done something wrong, and so he released the stinging sphere from  his  bedroom  window  one  evening.  Instead  of  escaping immediately, it hovered in the air outside his window and then fired into  the  room,  smacking  Ronan  square  in  the  forehead  before darting away into the gloom. 

That was the last time he took a hit from one. 

As the days got shorter, the leaves on the trees in the garden went from green to gold. The apprentices’ robes were supplemented

by warm leggings, a hooded tunic of wool, and stouter boots, all in black. 

One day, when the clouds were gray and rain blown in from the sea fell steadily, Ronan met Guildsman Janus in the garden. The guildsman  stood  beneath  a  dripping  tree,  the  hood  of  his  robes thrown  up  over  his  red  hair.  His  hands  were  thrust  deep  in  his pockets as he watched a gardener. The gardener, a man in his mid-forties  with  lank,  black  hair,  a  tattered,  green  robe,  and  bare  feet, seemed  oblivious  to  the  rain  as  he  worked  pulling  weeds  with  a serene expression. 

“Who  is  he,  guildsman?”  Ronan  asked  as  he  stepped  up beside Janus. 

The red haired guildsman looked down at Ronan in surprise. 

“You, here?” he asked. “How is this?” 

“One of the other Bones found the garden and showed me.” 

Ronan  shrugged.  “I  come  here  most  evenings.  It’s  very  peaceful, and I miss the parks of Trentum.” 

“Hmm,”  Janus  grunted.  He  gave  Ronan  an  appraising  look. 

“Diana, I guess.” 

Ronan  didn’t  say  anything,  and  Janus  nodded  approvingly, then returned his attention to the gardener. 

“You ask who he is,” Guildsman Janus said, “and by rights I should  not  answer  and  leave  you  to  work  it  out  for  yourself,  but  I think  I’ll  stretch  a  point,  seeing  as  you’re  spending  so  much  time here. You’ve not worked out what this place is yet, then?” 

Ronan shook his head. “It seems very incongruous. I think it has some connection with the poor people who gather in the temple quarter, and around the smaller shrines there, but I don’t know what the connection is. I never see any of the gardeners come in or out of the grounds, and I never see any of them do anything but gardening. 

It’s the strangest thing I’ve seen since I’ve come here.” 

Janus smiled sadly. “It’s not so strange, not really. That man there  is  Cerwin  Markworthy.  He  was  a  merchant  from  Rancera,  a

land north of Oretum that lies past the mountains. He’s the first man I ever killed.” 



Chapter 13







Ronan felt his reality suddenly twist around him. He swayed as the strong hand of the guildsman landed heavily on his shoulder. 

“Easy,  lad,”  Janus  said  quietly.  “Does  it  make  more  sense now?” 

Ronan  looked  around  the  rainy  garden  at  all  the  strange, ragged  folk  working  steadily,  unaware  of  the  rain  or,  apparently, anything  else  other  than  their  work.  “They’re  all…  dead?  Ghosts? 

Spirits?” 

Janus  nodded.  “The  garden  is  tended  by  those  whose  lives we’ve taken. The guild does not kill lightly, and when we do, it’s for a reason.  We  don’t  take  assassination  jobs  that  are  not  morally justifiable, and that means that more often than not those we kill are guilty  of  some  serious  crime  or  other.  Sometimes  it’s  more complicated  than  that,  but  a  member  of  the  guild  must  make  their own  judgment.  But  we  never  make  unjustifiable  kills.  Those  whom we do kill invariably come back with us to the guild.” 

“Then  those  people  who  hang  about  in  the  temple  square,” 

Ronan asked, “are they all ghosts?” 

“Yes. They are not all victims of the guild, though some are. 

Once  they  come  back  here,  they  must  find  their  own  way  to  the garden. When they do, they are content, in their way.” 

“But what of the other souls? Souls that are not of those killed by the guild?” 

Something  strange  was  happening.  Cerwin  Markworthy’s ghost  moved  less  smoothly  than  before.  Though  while  the  ragged figure  still  bent  over  his  work,  his  serene  expression  had  become less fixed. His hands moved less smoothly at his task. 

“Walk  with  me,”  Janus  said.  “This  kind  of  talk  disturbs  the spirits, and we’ll be able to talk more easily away from Cerwin.” 

Glancing over his shoulder as they walked away, Ronan saw the bedraggled figure settling back into his task. 

“The garden of ragged ghosts,” Janus said, “was created by the  Night  Guild  to  keep  the  spirits  of  those  we  killed  close  by.  A person  cannot  kill  without  the  ghost  of  the  dead  person  following after  its  killer.  Most  of  the  time,  people  don’t  notice  this,  and  so  it does  not  bother  them;  however,  we  of  the  guild  are  trained  to  see past  the  assumptions  and  prejudgements  that  blind  other  men. 

Some of us—you, I understand, and Diana, too—have an instinct for it and can see the spirits of the dead without having to be trained in the skill.” 

“I can see how that would become a problem for an assassin, especially a prolific one,” Ronan said. 

“Waking  every  morning  to  the  hollow-eyed  faces  of  those whose  lives  you  have  taken  is  not  conducive  to  healthy  days  and restful nights,” Janus agreed dryly, then gestured around them at the beautifully kept garden. “The garden is the solution.” 

“But what about the others?” Ronan asked, keen to make the most  of  Janus’s  unusually  talkative  mood.  “The  ones  out  in  the square?  Surely  not  all  the  spirits  of  the  dead  come  to  the  Night Guild?” 

“No, not all,” Janus answered, “but you have not worked out what  that  part  of  the  guild  campus  is  around  the  Night  God’s temple?” 

Ronan shook his head. 

“It’s  the  Guild  of  the  Dead,  Ronan—the  guild  of  those  who have died but not yet left the world. The Night God does not watch only  over  assassins.  There  are…  several  guilds  that  give  their allegiance to him. The Night Guild is the only one that is known of in the world at large. The Guild of the Dead is another. Of the others, well, it’s best I don’t speak of the others. Many secrets are kept here

of many guilds, gatherings of people and spirits, that it’s perilous for the living to know too much about.” 

They reached the narrow entrance to the garden, and Janus led Ronan out. He took him on a circuitous route through the damp lanes and between low, dark, sodden wood buildings. Ronan looked in through the glassless windows and saw, in every building, throngs of the empty-eyed, haggard people. In some of the buildings, there were  very  tall  hooded  figures  dressed  in  heavy  gray  whose  faces were hidden in the shadow of deep hoods. These people were much more  solid  and  purposeful  than  the  ragged  ghosts.  They  moved among  the  spirits,  speaking  to  them  in  soft  voices  or  consulting heavy ledgers that they held in their hands as they moved. 

In  the  square  outside  the  enormous,  imposing  bulk  of  the Night  God’s  temple,  rain  had  covered  the  flagstones  in  shallow water.  Ronan  looked  with  new  eyes  at  the  tall,  hooded  figures standing by the many, strange shrines that lined the square. 

“And  these  people?”  Ronan  asked,  pointing  to  the  shrine keepers. 

“Ah,  you  can  see  them,  too,  can  you?”  Janus  asked, sounding  impressed.  “They  are  the  guildsmen  of  the  Guild  of  the Dead.  They  keep  the  shrines  that  are  dedicated  to  the  many, different ways a person can die. You see much, Ronan, much more than I would expect a boy of your age to see. Is there anything else you can see that others can’t?” 

And here it was at last, the opportunity to ask the question he had  been  storing  up  for  months.  He  took  a  breath,  and  then  it  all came  spilling  out—the  shadows,  the  shifting  faces  on  Guildsman Rorqual,  the  flash  of  light  that  had  accompanied  Eric’s  fall  on  that second day in the guild. He even mentioned how he suspected that he’d heard his brother’s thoughts, and he finished with the gray-eyed man on the docks with the shifting face and the robe that changed color. 

Janus  listened  in  silence  as  they  walked  slowly  together through  the  rain,  past  the  low  wooden  buildings  of  the  Guild  of  the

Dead  and  to  the  taller  stone  buildings  that  marked  the  start  of  the Night Guild. 

When Ronan ran out of steam at last, they stood in an open courtyard near the mess hall; a small Night God shrine gleamed in the last of the evening light as rain poured over it. 

“Come  with  me,”  Janus  said,  leading  Ronan  through  the arches under one of the buildings and then up a flight of stairs. They came into a neat, very small room with only a table and two chairs, a tall window, and a crackling fire in a fireplace. 

“This  is  a  place  where  I  like  to  come  to  think,”  Janus  said. 

“There  are  many  rooms  like  this  scattered  throughout  the  guild house, and all of them are for the use of all the guildsfolk. I like this one because it’s close to the training courtyard, so I can come here after my day to think things over and plan for tomorrow.” 

Ronan sat down on the chair nearest the window. Outside the thick  panes,  a  slice  of  gray  sky,  the  dark  color  of  wet  slate,  threw steady sea rain down on the Night Guild. 

“Some of the guildsfolk,” Janus said, “are gifted with a second sight beyond that of others. All can learn it, but not all can do it well. 

A  few  can  do  it  without  trying.  Tarquin  is  one.  I  believe  you  are another.  We  call  them  shadowmasters,  because  they  can  see shadows  and  eventually  work  with  them—even  bind  them  to  their will. It takes a long time, and it is not an easy path, but it’s better to be trained. A shadowmaster without training risks death or madness. 

And  if  he  learns  to  master  his  talent  without  the  moral  guidance  of the guild behind him, he risks using his abilities for nefarious ends. 

So, I’m glad that you are here.” 

“And  I,”  Ronan  said.  “Guildsman  Janus,  do  you  know  how  I came to be here?” 

“Tarquin confided the tale to me, yes.” 

“I saw Guildsman Nexu die. I lay beside him, and as he died, he called me by the name you’ve just used—shadowmaster.” 

Janus smiled sadly. “Nexu was half in the world of the living and half out of it when he said that. He must have seen you for what

you are then and named you as such.” 

“I’m glad we’ve spoken about this,” Ronan said. “I wasn’t sure what it all meant, and I wasn’t sure who to tell about it.” 

“Tarquin knew, of course,” Janus said. “And he had hinted to me. Of course, I saw you experimenting with the shadow magic the first time we met. I think you have been the least in the know. That’s unfortunate, but we have been keeping an eye on you. As you know, it’s the way of the guild not to speak plainly when we don’t have to. 

But  sometimes  plain  speaking  between  two  people  is  the  best  way forward.” 

“Sometimes,”  Ronan  agreed.  “Tell  me  about  the  gray-eyed man.. Who is he? What is he?” 

Janus frowned. “I do not know. But the magic you saw in him, and  in  Rorqual,  is  the  power  of  many  faces.  It’s  an  incredibly advanced  technique  known  to  only  the  highest-level  assassins.  He cannot mean you harm, whoever he is, because if he did, he would have just killed you.” 

Suddenly, Ronan remembered something that he’d forgotten. 

His eyes widened. “I had a dream,” he said, “the night the assassin killed my father. The night that Nexu died.” 

Quickly, he told Janus about the dream and about the gray-eyed man holding out an amulet that was an inversion of the Night Guild symbol, a waxing crescent moon instead of a waning one. “It seemed like he was offering it to me, reaching out to me and asking me to take it.” 

“The Red Dawn,” Janus muttered, his face going pale. 

“The Red Dawn?” Ronan asked. “What is that?” 

Janus  looked  as  if  he  wished  he  hadn’t  spoken,  but  he couldn’t take his words back now. He sighed and lowered his head for a moment before speaking. 

“They are a group of assassins and not a guild. They’re not recognized by one of the High Guilds of the Twelve Isles. The Red

Dawn is an organized group whose members mimic our training and techniques but do not adhere to our code.” 

“And this gray-eyed fellow with the power of many faces, do you think he’s one of them?” 

“I did not say so,” Janus said, “but the crescent moon waxing is  their  symbol,  and  the  fact  that  you  dreamed  of  it  must  mean something.” 

“You  said  that  they  don’t  follow  our  code…  what  did  you mean by that?” 

Janus  took  a  breath  as  if  to  speak  but  stopped  himself  and shook  his  head.  “The  moral  code  of  the  guild  is  simple.  We  take responsibility  for  our  actions,  and  we  don’t  kill  or  take  a  job  unless we think it’s morally justifiable. That’s it. But all of this is more than I should  share  with  you.  I’m  only  doing  so  because  it’s  clear  that there’s more going on with you than meets the eye. Don’t think too much about it. That’s my advice. Put your attention into your training. 

You’re safe here in the guild. Nothing can penetrate here without us knowing. If your talents start to get difficult for you to deal with, come and  see  me  and  I’ll  help.  Otherwise,  focus  on  your  training  and  try not to think too deeply on anything else. There will be time for that in the future—plenty of time.” 

“Very  well,”  Ronan  said.  “Thank  you  for  being  so  honest.  I’ll do as you suggest and focus on my training.” 

And he did. 

Days  bled  into  weeks  and  then  into  months  as  the  rainy  fall season  passed  into  a  cool,  stormy  winter.  The  Bones  moved  from their  physical  and  awareness  training  into  the  training  in  weapons. 

They  learned  knives,  staves,  and  bows.  They  also  learned  how  to improvise a weapon from their environment. It’s possible to kill with just about anything, if you know where to hit. In the assassin’s hand, a pen, a wine glass, or even a length of silk can become the vehicle of death. 

They  learned  poisons  as  the  winter  gave  up  its  grip  and drifted  into  summer.  And  not  just  poisons,  but  cooking  and  herb

growing  as  well.  A  man  who  desired  to  cause  death  by  feeding poison to a victim should understand how food works. The method of delivery  must  match  the  poison,  the  flavors  must  compliment  each other,  and  the  assassin  must  know  that  there  are  no  herbs  in  the dish that will act as an antidote. 

During this time, the Bones took their turns in the kitchen, and Ronan and his fellows learned to hone their culinary skills. Cooking was an unexpected lesson, but he took to it well and learned it with as much diligence as he applied to all his studies. 

They learned about languages as spring flowed over the land again.  Several  small  rooftop  gardens  existed  within  the  Night  Guild campus,  and  at  the  place  where  the  Night  Guild  gave  way  to  the Guild  of  the  Dead,  there  were  a  number  of  hidden  gardens maintained by the Night Guild and not by the ragged ghosts. 

Ronan  continued  to  visit  the  garden  of  ragged  ghosts, however,  as  the  spring  came,  he  began  to  spend  more  time  in  the gardens of the living, instead. He wondered about his father, about whether  Serverus’s  ghost  pursued  the  thin-faced,  dark-eyed assassin  who  had  taken  his  life.  Did  the  ghost  of  his  father  stand over  his  murderer  when  the  man  woke  from  his  sleep  in  the  small hours of morning? Or had Serverus been released from the world to pass over into the unknowable place that only the gods knew? 

Ronan hoped for the latter. 

He did not forget his revenge, but as the time passed by, he became less focused on it. Training took up all his attention, and the philosophy of the guild was a deeply moral one. Aside from that one plain  conversation  with  Janus,  there  was  never  any  overt  teaching about  morality;  instead,  lessons  of  morality  were  imparted  to  them slowly, carefully, and in roundabout ways. Of course, it was right that they  should  have  a  clear  set  of  moral  guidelines.  They  were  being trained  to  kill,  to  disable,  to  steal  and  to  lie.  How  could  one  learn such dark lessons  without reliance on a moral code? 

The guild’s premise was to do what was  right. 

“Sometimes, you may find that you have other options than to kill,” Janus taught them one day. “If you do, you must use them. The guildsman’s role is in the shadows. We must be prepared to have as little impact as possible, and be ready whenever we can to use the least  aggressive  means  of  achieving  our  ends.  Can  we  temporarily disable  an  ambassador  with  poison  rather  than  kill  him  and  still achieve our ends? If we can, we will do so. Can we use a powder or a dart to send a man to sleep while we raid his papers? If we can, we  will  do  so.  Always,  always,  look  for  the  easiest  and  least impactful way to complete the job.” 

Janus’s face hardened, and his eyes glinted in the bright sun. 

“But when the time comes to kill, do not hesitate and do not flinch. 

Sometimes—often,  in  fact—a  member  of  our  guild  will  be  called upon  to  deliver  justice.  In  such  cases,  death  is  the  only  option.  Be assured,  the  masters  of  the  guild  will  not  accept  such  a  job  unless they are certain of all the particulars. In such cases, carry your task out with precision and without hesitation. This is the way of the Night Guild.” 



Chapter 14







Ronan’s  sixteenth  birthday  cake  and  went.  The  calendar  he had  made  for  himself  hung  on  the  wall  in  his  bedroom,  the  days marked  in  black  pencils  as  they  passed.  He  noted  his  birthday, circling it on the calendar. His birthday made him think of his family, of Borean and of his father and the Renzo villa. Without a doubt, he was now a different person from who he had been then. 

The  Bones  were  not  trained  to  fluency  in  every  language  of Lithia,  but  they  were  trained  in  how  to  recognize  the  constructions and key words in a language one didn’t know. They were shown how all  languages  could  be  traced  to  a  common  root,  and  they  were taught how to communicate without language. They learned ciphers and  the  principles  of  their  construction,  so  that  they  would  be  able not only to communicate in code but also to deconstruct the coded messages of others. 

They practiced, they learned, they slept, and they ate. 

That  summer,  they  continued  their  weapons  training  and were introduced to the gear that they would use in the field. Piece by piece, they learned how to use the assassin’s kit. 

There  were  smoke  bombs,  which  were  small  round  balls  of clay  that  when  shattered  released  thick,  cloying  clouds  of  black smoke. 

There  were  vials  of  poison  powder  that  could  be  blown  into the  face  of  an  enemy,  or  thrown  onto  a  fire,  or  trickled  into  a  wine glass. 

There  were  rings  with  hidden  compartments  and  a  walking stick built to accommodate a long, thin sword. 

Also, they learned the way of the folding grappling hook, the assassin’s main route of access up high buildings. The rope needed

to  be  maintained  in  a  certain  way,  the  hook  kept  sharp,  and  the folding  mechanism  oiled  and  ready.  They  threw  the  hook  and climbed the rope more times than Ronan could count until it became second nature. 

During this time, the night training began. An assassin had to be able to find their way through the dark, and so their night vision must  be  honed.  At  night,  they  traveled  through  the  guild  campus, and through the Guild of the Dead, to a place where the surrounding wall opened onto a stone quay and the black sea beyond. Here, they swam  in  the  dark  to  learn  how  to  move  silently,  how  to  keep  their gear dry, and how to leave the water without making a sound. 

The bones began to feel like assassins. They were issued the skin-tight clothing that only the graduated assassins wore, made of the same strange and shadowy material as their training robes. This fabric  was  completely  waterproof  and  clung  to  their  bodies  like  a second  skin.  It  maintained  their  temperature,  too,  keeping  them warm  while  they  swam  in  the  cold  water  at  night  and  cool  as  they climbed the grapple rope in the heat of the day. 

On  the  first  anniversary  of  taking  the  Oath  of  Bones,  they went again to the Night God’s temple. This time, they swore the oath of  Sinew,  and  began  to  refer  to  themselves  as  Sinews.  They resembled  their  names—a  gang  of  nineteen  youths,  each  one browned  by  the  sun,  their  bodies  lean  and  hard  from  the  year  of training.  They  were  quick  eyed  and  alert  as  hunting  cats.  Skilled, observant,  and  deadly,  they  exuded  a  frightening  competence  with every step. 

For a year, they practiced what they had learned. During this time, Ronan’s shadow magic kept to itself. He felt it, at times, but it did  not  encroach  on  him.  Always  aware  of  it,  he  sometimes  heard the distant and unintelligible whispers of shadows in his mind. Mostly at night, he sometimes felt the presence of the gray-eyed man. In his mind’s  eye,  he  could  see  the  mysterious  figure  with  his  ever-changing  face  standing  outside  a  gateway,  waiting,  waiting,  waiting for a man to emerge where a boy had gone in. 

At seventeen, Ronan approached the end of his second year in the guild. A week before the second anniversary of their Oath of Bones, the nineteen Sinew-level apprentices were taken to the Night God’s temple. This time, there was no procession or large following of  guildsfolk.  All  remained  quiet  as  they  stood  in  the  pale  light  of early  dawn,  as  still  as  statues  in  their  black  robes  while  waiting  to find out the reason for their summoning. 

Tarquin  and  Janus  emerged  from  an  alley  and  approached the Sinew together. They wore their regular clothes, and there was no sign of Tarquin’s elaborate Night God garments this time. 

“With me,” Tarquin said quietly, and led them round the side of the huge, black stone temple. 

At a shadowed space between two buttresses, Tarquin turned to them. 

“Close  your  eyes,”  he  said.  “I  will  cast  no  spell  to  take  your sight today, since I know I can trust all of you. None may witness the transition from the outside world to the Night God’s temple.” 

They  all  closed  their  eyes.  Immediately,  Ronan  felt  a  cold sensation and knew that he was now in the temple. He opened his eyes. 

This was only the third time he’d been inside the magnificent structure,  and  it  had  not  lost  any  of  its  impact.  The  huge,  shadow-clad  walls  soared  to  the  ceiling,  and  the  constellations  glimmered from the roof high above. The silver moon shrine gleamed with light just as it had two years before, when they had sent guildsman Nexu to the Night God. 

This  time,  a  solid,  wooden  trestle  table  had  been  set  up  in front  of  the  shrine  and  covered  by  a  white  cloth.  Ronan  and  the others lined up in front of the table with their arms crossed and faces hidden in the shadow of their hoods. 

“Approach  the  table,”  Tarquin  said.  “You  are  about  to  be tested. You have trained, you have built strength, and you have built resilience. Each one of you has learned to draw strength from within yourselves. Not all of you have the same source of power. It’s unique

to each of you, but all of you have discovered the place you can go to  that  helps  you  to  find  the  power  you  need  to  persevere  through challenges. Now, it’s that power that will be tested. It’s that place that you  will  need  to  access,  and  that  strength  will  also  be  tested. 

Prepare yourselves. Approach the table and place your left hand on the cloth.” 

The  table  was  long  enough  that  there  was  plenty  of  room around  each  one  of  the  Sinews.  Ronan  felt  a  strange,  dreamlike detachment as he did as he was instructed. 

Once all the Sinews stood at their places at the table, Tarquin signaled  to  the  line  of  hooded  guildsmen  who  stood  ready.  They stepped forward swiftly, each one taking up a position to the left of a Sinew. 

Ronan looked left, trying to see the face of the figure beside him,  only  glimpsing  hood  and  shadow.  He  looked  down  in  time  to see a glint of metal, which was immediately followed by a sharp pain in his left hand. The man at his side grabbed his left hand and raised it. 

A  thin  jet  of  blood  fountained  from  the  place  that  his  little finger  had  been.  It  had  been  severed  and  lay  in  a  pool  of  blood staining  the  white  cloth  before  him.  Next  to  the  finger  was  an incredibly  sharp  instrument  like  a  cleaver  with  a  smear  of  blood  on the blade. 

Pain  lanced  through  Ronan’s  hand  and  forearm  with  every beat of his heart, but he retained enough of himself through the pain to  observe  what  was  happening  around  him.  The  barbarous procedure  had  been  inflicted  on  every  member  of  his  group. 

Nineteen bloody fingers and nineteen bloody blades lay on the cloth, and  the  nineteen  guildsmen  who  had  done  the  deed  held  up  the apprentices’  spurting  hands  before  deftly  binding  the  injured  hands with wadding and bandages. 

Instinctively,  Ronan  held  his  bandaged  hand  protectively  to his  chest.  Ragged  breaths  echoed  in  the  chamber  all  around  him, 

but no one had screamed or even cried out. White-faced and dazed, the Sinews stared at Tarquin. 

“Now,  you  have  twenty-four  hours,”  the  guildsman  said. 

“Those of you who succeed in the test will return to me here, within the day, with your hand undamaged.” 

In  shock,  the  sinews  marched  back  to  the  side  entrance, closed  their  eyes,  and  found  themselves  standing  out  in  the courtyard again. 

One  young  man  had  fainted  and  was  being  held  up awkwardly by another two, but the rest of the Sinews quickly broke into groups or headed off alone. 

Ronan  looked  around.  The  fainting  youth  had  regained consciousness,  and  his  companions  were  leading  him  off  in  the direction of the guild house. 

Diana  marched  purposefully  away  in  the  direction  of  the garden of ragged ghosts. 

 I  must  focus  on  my  own  strength,   Ronan  told  himself.  Rise above  the  pain,  remember  my  training.  I  know  how  to  do  this.  I healed my broken arm. I can pass this test. 

Unfortunately,  it  was  not  as  easy  as  telling  himself  that  he could  do  it.  He  looked  around,  forcing  his  attention  off  the  other Sinews and onto his own surroundings. 

There  were  few  people  in  the  area  around  the  temple. 

Ragged  ghosts  wandered  the  flagstones  with  empty  expressions, and the guildsfolk of the Guild of the Dead stood by the shrines that lined the walls of the square. 

Ronan knew that the healing power came from stealth, from being unseen by others. 

But now he faced a different problem—there was no one here to not notice him. The ghosts and their dark-glad, mysterious herders paid  no  attention  to  anyone.  He  considered  the  garden,  but  there would be only a few of the guildsfolk there at this time of day. 

No,  Ronan  needed  a  crowded  place.  There,  he  could  make use  of  the  stealth  magic  that  allowed  him  to  access  the  healing place. 

Striding through the guild of the dead, back toward the Night Guild  campus,  Ronan  felt  the  awkwardness.  Surely  there  was  no real need to be in a crowded place unseen before the healing magic could  work,  was  there?  The  pain  pulsed  through  his  left  side;  his hand  felt  twice  its  usual  size.  At  the  moment,  he  could  not  think straight. He would need to pursue this healing the only way that he knew. 

Gritting  his  teeth,  Ronan  marched  past  the  line  of  shabby wooden sheds that marked the end of the Guild of the Dead. A few small gardens could be found here, paths winding between them. A guildsman he vaguely knew nodded a greeting to him—so much for remaining unseen. 

There  was  hardly  anyone  about,  and  those  moving  around the guild house courtyards were highly trained members of the Night Guild  and  not  the  kind  of  people  who  could  easily  be  fooled  by  an apprentice’s stealth magic. 

Walking  through  the  courtyards,  Ronan  found  himself  in  the yard where he’d first entered the guild two years ago. He looked up, his eyes drawn to two low wooden buildings at one side of the yard. 

Between  them  he  could  see  a  narrow  lane,  and  Ronan  suddenly remembered  that  the  entrance  through  which  he’d  come  when  he first arrived had been located at the end of this lane. 

 Why not?  he asked himself.  Why  shouldn’t  I  walk  out  of  the guild to find a more crowded space? But will I be able to get back in? 

Through the fog of pain afflicting him, Ronan forced himself to remember when he first entered the guild house. Tarquin had used some magic to open the way. He had placed a hand on the wall…

no, he had  drawn on the wall using his hand. Gold light had flowed from  Tarquin’s  hand  like  ink  from  a  brush,  and  he’d  drawn  the crescent moon of the Night Guild on the anonymous brickwork. 

It had to be worth a try. 

Ronan  slipped  between  the  buildings.  Taller  now,  he  was struck by how much smaller the lane seemed. 

Despite  his  hurt,  he  smiled  at  the  memory.  Back  then,  he’d been a novice with a bit of undeniable talent, but just a green boy all the same. 

Now,  he  stood  on  the  verge  of  manhood.  Passing  the  test would  allow  him  to  take  the  Oath  of  Skin—the  oath  of  the journeyman assassin. 

He would not fail. 

As Ronan approached the blank wall at the end of the lane, his  heart  thumped.  Blood  soaked  the  bandaging  around  his  left hand, and he knew he had to get hold of himself. He stopped to take a moment to control his breathing as he’d been taught. 

 I know this,  he thought,  I’ve practiced this. 

Carefully,  he  breathed  in,  counting  to  four.  Then  he  held  his breath,  let  it  out,  and  kept  his  lungs  empty,  counting  to  four  each time. After he’d repeated this three times, his head cleared, his pain lessened, and he felt his heart rate slow. 

“Right,” he said aloud. “Now for the wall.” 

He approached the wall, his right hand extended. Tarquin had his golden light that he used for magic, but Ronan had the shadows. 

He  reached  out,  letting  the  shadow  magic  flow  to  him  for  the  first time  in  a  long  time  and  realized  how  much  he’d  gotten  used  to holding the shadows back. 

They came to him like old friends, sliding along the walls and the  bottom  of  the  buildings;  his  hands  tingling  with  power  as  they neared. 

Breathing  steadily,  he  approached  the  wall  and  held  up  a finger,  pushing  the  tingling  sensation  to  the  tip.  Black  shadows gathered there and, like a man holding a thick, charcoal stick, Ronan drew a thick, black line on the bricks with the shadows. 

Carefully, slowly, always maintaining the flow of shadow to his fingertip,  he  drew  a  big  waning,  crescent  moon.  As  soon  as  the

shape was complete, the lines firmed up and slid across the wall to outline a hidden door. 

He exhaled. He’d done it. 

Ronan  pulled  the  shadow  energy  back  and  dispersed  it, letting  the  shadows  slip  away  from  him  again.  Their  whispering slipped  into  his  mind  like  the  sound  of  the  sea—quiet  at  first,  but hard to hear yourself think over once you got close. 

With relief, he found that the shadows retreated immediately when he pushed at them. 

 I  really  have  gained  some  strength  with  the  shadow  magic, he thought. 

With  the  confidence  that  thought  gave  him,  he  straightened his back, flicked a corner of his black cloak over his bandaged hand, and  pushed  the  door.  He  felt  a  moment  of  resistance,  but  then  the door swung open. Golden light shone into the dark courtyard. 

For the first time in two years, Ronan Renzo stepped across the threshold into the world beyond the guild. 





Chapter 15







Ronan  had  no  chance  to  appreciate  the  quiet,  sunny courtyard. He had barely stepped out from the doorway when, out of nowhere, a blade flashed toward his face. 

He  did  not  need  to  think.  He  instinctively  leaped  to  the  side and saw the Night Guild door ripple back into place and vanish. The explosive movement of his dodge sent a jolt of pain through his left hand and threatened to make his heart race again. 

With effort, he kept his breathing steady, his senses taking in and processing information quicker than thought. 

Two men, dressed in gray, kept their faces covered by cloth masks, leaving only their eyes showing. They moved in on him from his  right.  One  held  a  sword,  the  other  a  dagger  and  a  long,  many-tailed whip. The sword was a longer, heavier blade than any in the Twelve  Isles  or  even  anywhere  in  Lithia  south  of  the  Grapian mountains that sheltered Oretum from the rest of the continent. Of a more  recognizable  style  and  with  unusual  fancywork  on  the crossguard,  the  bronze  dagger  glowed  in  the  bright,  morning sunlight. 

He could tell that the masked men were older than him. But while  taller  and  brawnier,  they  were  also  slower.  The  tallest  of  the two  had  the  sword,  and  the  shorter  had  the  dagger  and  the  whip. 

They were the only people in the dusty square. 

Step by step, Ronan slid backward away from them. He had not expected to fight. Indeed, he had not been in an altercation that was not for training since the night his father had died. 

And  now,  he  was  disabled,  bleeding,  and  in  pain,  but  his training kicked in as information about the scene flooded his mind. 

The taller man was not a native—that was seen not only by the heavy blade but by the pale skin around his light-blue eyes that showed between his mask and his hood. Nor had he been here for long.  His  glistening  skin,  damp  with  sweat,  revealed  his  not  being used to the heat. 

The small man was from closer to home. He circled Ronan, his dark eyes fixed on his face.  So, an inexperienced fighter.   Watch a man’s hands in a fight, not his eyes,  Ronan thought. 

Ronan  saw  only  one  direct  way  out  of  the  square—a  street that led off between two residential houses on his left. The man with the  long  sword  had  moved  into  the  gap  between  the  buildings, blocking  the  route  in  that  direction.  The  dagger-armed  man  began moving in, herding Ronan toward the other man’s sword. 

Ronan knew he could not win this fight, as he was wounded, outnumbered, and taken by surprise. Not an assassin’s kind of fight. 

When  confronted  with  bad  odds,  the  man  of  sense  vacates  the scene at speed, and there is no shame in that. 

 Over the wall into the guild? 

He  had  little  chance  of  that  plan  working.  The  sheer  wall stood eighteen feet high; even if Ronan could have scaled it, there might be some kind of magic magic ward blocking access over the top. Some wards could be deadly. 

No, there was no escape that way, so Ronan took the other way  out.  Swift  as  a  striking  snake,  Ronan  grabbed  a  packet  of poison powder from his belt and, in one fluid motion, flung it into the shorter man’s eyes. He had practiced that move hundreds of times and now the practice paid off. 

One moment, the man had been advancing with his dagger, the next he stumbled back while making choking noises and clawing at his swelling eyes. 

“God of fishes!” the man yelled as he yanked his gray mask off to get air to breathe. 

Ronan  caught  sight  of  a  pock-marked  face,  a  thin  nose,  a gleaming,  black  beard,  and  a  narrow  mouth  with  a  scar  running

across both lips. He darted in, grappled the man’s dagger hand, and viciously twisted it. The man squealed like a stuck pig as the delicate little  bones  in  his  wrist  broke.  He  let  go  of  his  ornate  dagger,  and Ronan slid his hand forward and took the dagger from his hand. 

The taller man moved toward them, cursing in a language he did  not  immediately  recognize.  Ronan  had  perhaps  three  seconds before the man was on top of him. Instinct made him want to drive the  dagger  into  the  shorter  man,  but  he  had  no  reason  to  do  that other than revenge. 

Instead, he slipped past his screaming antagonist, moved the dagger  from  his  right  hand  to  his  wounded  left  and  flung  himself toward  the  wall  of  the  nearest  house.  The  building  had  a  single storey  with  one  window  halfway  up.  The  window,  stoutly  shuttered, had a ledge to provide a foothold and a hanging gutter six feet above it. 

Ronan leapt from the ground, pushed off from the ledge, and caught the gutter, using his momentum to carry himself up and onto the roof. 

The  curved,  red,  roof  tiles  were  hot  from  the  sun  and  not designed to be walked upon. Ronan kept moving, staying light on his feet until he made it up and over the roof’s peak and down the other side.  Then,  he  leapt  a  short  distance  to  the  new  building  and repeated the process. At the peak of the third building, he slipped his newly acquired dagger into his belt. The belt had a hundred pockets, vial-holders,  and  loops  for  carrying  pouches;  it  was  through  one  of these loops that he secured the dagger. 

He  circled  around  to  the  right,  leaping  from  building  to building  and  running  as  light  as  possible  through  the  shimmering haze  of  heat  coating  the  rooftops  until  he  stopped  to  on  a  building overlooking the little square. 

He saw no sign of his would-be assassins. 

 Bandits? Robbers?  Those  were  unheard  of  in  Trentum.  And even if things had changed in the two years he’d been sequestered

from  the  outside  world  in  the  Night  Guild,  that  did  not  explain  their presence in such a remote spot. 

 There’s  more  to  this,   he  thought,    but  right  now  I  have  to concentrate  on  my  task.  Once  I’m  back  at  the  guild,  it  will  be  soon enough to wonder about this. 

Ronan  did  not  feel  faint,  but  he  had  over-exerted  himself. 

Creeping  across  the  rooftops,  he  made  his  way  toward  the  bridge that  joined  Calvaria  to  Uon.  After  he’d  gone  a  little  way,  he  swung himself down from the edge of a low building and landed in a quiet street. 

The  steady  breathing  kept  his  heart  rate  under  control.  To avoid  drawing  attention  to  himself,  he  pulled  his  cloak  around  his body, covering his wounded hand. First, however, he scraped some of  the  blood  from  his  left  arm  and  wiped  it  on  the  silver  amulet around his neck. 

Moving  steadily  and  keeping  aware  of  his  surroundings, Ronan  traversed  the  quiet  residential  streets  of  Calvaria.  The  few people in the streets were of the servant guilds, hurrying to and fro on the domestic business of the houses they served. In the Twelve Isles,  even  the  less  well-off  households  had  domestic  servants. 

These  servants  were  paid  well  and  looked  after,  and  they  were  all well-trained members of a guild. 

However,  of  all  the  guilds  in  the  Twelve  Isles,  the  servant guilds were the least popular with outsiders. Ronan had heard it said that  in  Oretum,  and  the  other  Lithian  lands  where  Twelve  Isles-trained tradespeople were most popular, servants were expected to work  in  much  worse  conditions.  Twelve  Isles  servant  guild  training gave  servants  a  sense  of  pride,  dignity,  and  self-worth  that  was considered undesirable in other lands. 

The first few people who passed Ronan greeted him. As he walked,  however,  he  kept  his  head  down  and  his  breathing  steady, and  accessed  the  stealth  field  as  he’d  been  taught.  At  first  it  didn’t seem  to  be  working,  but  as  he  made  progress,  he  noted  that  the

looks  of  the  people  passing  were  gliding  across  him,  not  really seeing his face or acknowledging his presence. 

By  the  time  he  reached  the  large,  open  square  near  the bridge, the number of people had increased significantly. The smell of the sea was stronger here, and the sun gleamed on the blue water below the bridge. Ronan stepped up and drew his stealth field close around him. 

He could almost see the magic. It shimmered, sticking close to him as it folded tightly around his body. 

He  walked,  moving  closer  to  the  bridge  and  catching  his breath as the pressure on the stealth field around him intensified. 

Life flowed all around him. People from all walks of life moved in  a  steady  stream  from  Calvaria  to  Uon  and  back  again,  over  the bridge.  Brightly  colored  guild  robes  shone  in  the  sun,  and  the cheerful sound of many voices washed around him. 

As Ronan stepped onto the warm wood of the bridge, his feet made no sound. Immediately, the power of the liminal place unfolded around  him.  Like  a  man  whose  eyes  open  from  a  dream,  his perception  expanded  to  take  in  every  nuance  of  the  scene  around him—almost more information than he could process at once. 

Like a black rock in the middle of a vibrant stream, he stood at  the  entrance  of  the  bridge,  his  head  bowed,  and  the  people  of Trentum moving around him without seeing him. 

There  was  something  missing,  something  he  was  not  quite managing to get. Something…

The shadows sprang to life around him. They slid across the wooden  slats,  dripped  off  the  rail  that  lined  the  bridge,  and  danced toward  him  as  eagerly  as  hungry  dogs.  Their  whispers  suddenly roared up around him, deafening him. 

His stealth field wavered for a moment, and then he reached out and took what the shadows offered. 

It  felt  like  turning  toward  an  expected  blow  and  finding  a friendly  hand  extended  instead.  With  a  sudden  rush,  he  power

flowed from the shadows to him. He latched onto it, catching it like a man  catching  water  from  a  tap  in  a  bucket.  It  flowed   into  him, powering his stealth field, powering his limbs, and his body. 

A  rush  of  breath,  like  that  of  a  drowning  man  breaking  the surface  of  the  water,  flooded  his  lungs.  He  dropped  his  wounded hand from its protective position at his chest. 

Suddenly,  the  Night  God  was  all  around  him,  guiding  him, encouraging  him,  complimenting  him  with  quiet  words  slipping through his mind like words in a dream. 

He held out his left hand. The bandaging was moving, and he felt raw power running into his hand. His whole arm tingled, and he understood,  for  the  first  time,  that  this  was  not  something  done  to him—this was something that he did for himself. He had this healing power. Oh, it flowed from the Night God to him, but it was not done by the Night God. 

Ronan had the power himself. The healing power of the Night God was Ronan’s to wield. 

Feeling a sudden intense constricting discomfort, he grabbed the  bandage  with  his  right  hand  and  tore  it  free.  With  amazement and  a  feeling  of  triumph  running  through  him  as  strong  as  the shadow  power,  he  watched  the  tip  of  a  shadowy  finger  appear, growing outward from his knuckle in a swift unfurling. 

The finger was made first of shadow. Then there was bone, then  sinew,  then  muscle,  vein,  and  skin.  The  pain  in  his  arm  had been replaced by a tingling of magical energy that he knew now was his to direct. That energy, had been powered by the shadows and his new mastery of the shadow power. The shadows danced around his feet. 

For the first time, he understood their whispering. They were giving  him  their  allegiance.  They  were  pledging  loyalty  to  him, promising to aid him, to serve him, and to fight for him. Their power was immense, but he did not feel intimidated. 

He had found his destiny, his path. 

He smiled at the shadows and saw the people around him as they wandered by, oblivious to the miracle happening in the midst of their throng. 

For  the  first  time,  he  had  truly  accessed  the  power  of Shadowmaster. 

Ronan tilted his head back and felt the heat of the sun on his face. He smiled, closing his eyes. 

The trickle of the water running past the bridge filled his ears, and  the  patter  of  the  footsteps  on  the  bridge  made  him  feel  less alone. 

Life  was  good.  He  had  passed  the  test,  and  he  only  hoped that his friends and companions in the Sinew level apprentices had also  managed  to  pass  the  test.  He  hoped  for  their  sakes  that  they would make Skin level. 

He thought about Diana and how hard she had worked. What would  happen  if  an  apprentice  did  not  pass  the  test?  Surely,  they would  not  be  banished  from  the  guild  or  be  forced  to  leave.  Would they be forced to go away from the campus and out into the world? 

A chill phantom of fear found him. Surely an apprentice would not be killed. If they could not persevere onto the next level, would they still be allowed to call themselves a member of the guild? 

As he thought about it, something struck him. Several of the servants that he had observed in the guild had a missing finger—the little  finger  of  the  left  hand.  It  did  not  take  much  thinking  for  him  to put  the  two  facts  together.  Those  who  failed  the  Sinew  test  were allowed to continue in the guild as servants. 

And if they refused? Then, he felt sure that they would have to be killed. They would know too much about the internal workings of the guild. If the Night Guild did not have some way of wiping the memories  from  people’s  minds,  then  those  who  failed  the  test  and refused to stay on as a servant would certainly have to be killed. 

With  that  uncomfortable  thought,  Ronan  sent  a  quick  prayer to the Night God for the success of those who were deserving of it. 

He was careful not to pray specifically for the success of individuals, 

because  no  matter  how  much  he  might  hope  for  it,  the  outcome would  not  be  up  to  him.  If  he  prayed  for  it,  and  his  prayer  was granted, he might set in motion consequences that he did not intend. 

He would leave that up to the Night God. 

He  pulled  his  mind  away  from  his  companions  and  focused on  his  surroundings.  On  one  level,  Ronan  knew  that  he  should  be worried about the two would-be assassins who had tried to take his life in the square next to the guild entrance, but he felt too content to worry about them too much. He had fought off their attack, and they would not try him in this crowded place, whoever they were. 

The sun was high in the sky, and the relief from his pain was as intense as the initial shock had been. Where the pain had racked his arm, right up to shoulder, the relief now felt like the pleasure of slipping into a cool, clean bed at the end of a long day. 

He  drew  the  stealth  field  around  himself,  summoning  power from the shadows of the people who passed by him. They remained oblivious.  The  stealth  field  felt  like  another  limb,  though  he  did  not feel that he had quite as much control of it as he did over his hands and feet. Controlling the field was rather like trying to write with his left hand. Possible, but yielding clumsy results if he did not put all his concentration into the task. 

 I have no doubt that it will come in time, he thought. 

With that, he put his effort into the cloak of stealth, drawing it toward  himself  and  forcing  it  to  siphon  less  power  from  the surrounding  shadows.  As  he  did  this,  he  felt  the  shadows  retreat. 

This  was  something  of  a  relief,  because  their  whispering  had become very loud in his ears, making it difficult to think straight. 

As  he  drew  the  cloak  closer,  he  noticed  a  subtlety  in  its power.  The  stealth  field  could  do  more  than  just  conceal  him  from view.  With  interest,  he  delved  into  this  new  function  of  the  stealth field  and  found  that  it  was  a  more  adaptable  tool  than  he  had imagined. 

 It's  like  the  power  of  many  faces,  he  thought,  as  he examined it more closely.  It gives me the power to make the color of

 my cloak change, depending on who is looking at me. 

Carefully  changing  the  stealth  field  so  that  it  expressed  this different aspect of its power, he looked around to see the reaction of the  people  who  were  walking  past  him.  As  he  did  so,  he  began  to move,  walking  first  to  the  edge  of  the  bridge,  and  then  slowly beginning to cross, as if he were just a man with some time to spare. 

He  did  not  want  to  stand  in  the  middle  of  the  bridge  anymore because  that  would  have  attracted  too  much  attention,  but  he  still wanted  to  be  in  view  of  the  people  so  that  he  could  observe  their reactions. 

With  his  hand  on  the  rail  that  ran  along  the  edge  of  the bridge,  he  moved  slowly  toward  Uon  Island,  closely  observing reactions of the people who passed by. 

When he had been standing in the middle of the crowd, with his stealth field doing its default action of concealing him completely from  view,  the  people  who  walked  past  him  had  almost  seemed  to look  through  him,  their  eyes  skipping  across  his  face  as  if  he  were not even there. 

Now, they smiled at him and met his eyes, perceiving him as he  hoped  to  be  perceived—a  man  without  an  errand,  enjoying  the heat of the sun on this pleasant morning in the Twelve Isles. 

They  did  not,  however,  look  askance  at  his  black  cloak.  No other  guild  wore  a  uniform  of  all  black,  except  for  the  Undertaker Guild, and even they kept their uniform tempered by a double stripe of white across the sleeves. That would be enough to make anyone stop and look twice, and Ronan had no desire to be recognized as a member of the Night Guild at this point. 

Looking down at his garments, he found that he could see—

as if laid over his own vision—the perception of the other people. He saw  shifting  colors  and  differing  styles  of  robe,  depending  on  who looked at him. 

He stopped, noting with amusement and amazement, that his stealth  field  changed  his  appearance  to  fit  best  the  desires  and tastes of the observer. So, as a member of the baker guild passed in

his classic light-blue robe with a symbol representing a loaf of bread sewn over the breast, Ronan’s own robes presented as a member of the brewer guild. This was near enough to the baker guild to seem both  unthreatening  and  friendly,  but  not  close  enough  to  cause  the man to stop and hail a fellow guildsman. 

 The perfect cover, Ronan thought. 

Now  that  he  had  reined  in  the  power  of  the  stealth  field, Ronan  found  it  to  be  a  lot  less  challenging  to  maintain.  Janice  had touched on that in the classes, to some extent, but he had made it clear that the apprentices would have to experience for themselves. 

Now, Ronan experienced it fully. 

The  stealth  field  was  like  a  fire,  he  thought,  fueled  by  the power  of  the  shadows  and  channeled  through  him.  Whereas,  a moment ago, the power of the shadows had roared through him into the stealth field. Now, he felt the power moving in a controlled trickle. 

 This  is  how  it’s  done,  he  thought.  With  this  level  of  control,  I  could maintain the stealth field all day—perhaps even indefinitely! 

He  thought  of  the  changing  faces  he  had  seen  on  Rorqual and the gray-eyed man. Did his face change and shift like that now? 

 Unlikely,  he thought. 

Janus had said that the power of many faces was a high-level Night Guild skill, and even though Ronan had just now achieved Skin level, he was not at the point of calling himself high-level. 

He raised a hand and touched his cheek. His skin felt cool. 

 No, he thought,  my robes have disguised themselves with the stealth  field,  and  they  stop  me  from  being  recognized  as  a  Night Guild  member;  however,  if  anyone  who  knew  me  were  to  come  by right now, they’d know my face. 

It was a crowded, pleasant morning on the bridge from Uon to Calvaria. The bridges were popular meeting spots for those who desired  to  walk  together  to  their  place  of  work,  or  to  whatever pleasant way they planned to spend their day. Young couples met on

the  bridges,  it  being  the  popular  belief  that  a  romance  begun  on  a bridge would have good luck. 

Ronan smiled around at the people. These were his people. 

He  was  one  of  them,  though  he  was  set  apart  from  them  by  the secrecy and dark nature of his guild. 

 Every  man  has  his  secrets,  he  thought.  It  just  so  happens that mine are part of my trade. 

Guildmaster  Tarquin  had  told  the  apprentices  that  they  had twenty-four hours to pass the test, and Ronan still had most of that time left. If it had not been for the attack in the quiet square by the hidden  guild  entrance,  he  would  have  taken  advantage  of  the  rare free day and walked through the city, visiting some of his old haunts, and perhaps even visiting his old home at the Renzo villa. 

But  since  the  attack  by  the  two  gray-robed,  masked strangers, Ronan felt that it was imperative to return to the guild and take  a  report  of  the  attack  at  least  to  Janus,  if  not  to  Guildmaster Tarquin. 

So, with a twinge of regret, and a promise to himself that he would  ask  for  a  day  off  soon  to  visit  his  brother  at  the  villa,  Ronan turned  away  from  the  bridge  and  walked  back  through  the  sunlit streets into the quiet, genteel residential district of Calvaria Island. 

Chapter 16







It  did  not  take  him  long  to  reach  the  quiet  courtyard underneath  the  square  tower  that  cast  no  shadow.  Ronan approached warily, determined that he would not be taken unawares if his attackers were still around. 

He  considered  approaching  over  the  roofs  but  decided against  it.  The  single  road  that  led  to  the  square  was  broad,  and there  was  nowhere  to  hide.  Whoever  these  assassins  had  been, Ronan  did  not  think  that  they  were  particularly  highly  skilled—

certainly not highly skilled enough to hide themselves from him in an open street with no crowd for cover. 

 Even the Night Guild, he thought,  does not grant the power of full invisibility from a trained eye. 

Nevertheless,  he  approached  with  caution  and  glanced quickly  around  the  corner,  scanning  the  whole  area  before  he stepped into the square. 

Just as he had thought, there was no one in sight. 

Moving  carefully,  Ronan  began  his  investigation  of  the square. He walked slowly around the outside of the square, sticking to  the  edges  of  the  building  walls,  and  to  the  wall  that  divided  the square from the Night Guild campus. He hoped that there might be some evidence as to the identity of the two men in the middle of the square where the fight had taken place. He hoped that by sticking to the edges, he might not disturb any evidence. 

As luck would have it, as he approached the place in the wall where  he  knew  the  hidden  Night  Guild  entrance  lay,  his  eyes  were drawn to the glint of metal. Something lay on the ground, off to his left and near the spot where he had disabled the shorter of the two attackers. 

Ronan studied the footprints in the dust of the courtyard but could  make  out  anything  beyond  the  confused  scuffle  of  fighting men. But there, in the middle of the courtyard and almost completely covered by the sandy dust of the street, he found a clue. 

He dropped to one knee and scooped the object up with his newly healed left hand. 

A  gold  amulet  on  a  delicate,  gold  chain  dangled  from between his fingers. 

Straightening,  Ronan  held  the  trinket  up  to  the  light  and examined it carefully. The chain had snapped into two pieces in the struggle.  About  two  thirds  of  the  chain  was  still  intact,  and  a  quick glance  at  the  ground  showed  Ronan  the  twinkle  of  the  remaining third, which he picked up and slipped into his pouch. 

The amulet was simple—a single piece of gold metal, shaped as an inverted triangle contained within a circle, rested in his palm. 

Ronan  thought  it  to  be  a  well-made  piece  of  jewelry,  from  the fineness of the chain to the finishing of the gold symbol; however, it was  tarnished  and  grubby,  as  if  it  had  been  worn  against  a  man’s skin for a long time and neglected. 

Thoughtfully, he rubbed at one corner of the triangle with his thumb. The gold leapt to life, shining a bright and ruddy hue in the morning sun. 

He  flipped  the  gold  amulet  over  and  looked  at  the  back.  At the top of the amulet, where it was joined to its chain by a little loop of gold, there were three letters—NIM. 

Ronan frowned. 

 Well,  he  thought,  at  least  it's  something.  There  is  no  telling what  it  means  yet,  but  perhaps  Janus  or  Guildmaster  Tarquin  will recognize the symbol. 

He  slid  the  amulet  and  chain  into  his  belt  pouch,  and  then drew the dagger he had stolen from his assailant from a belt loop. 

He had not taken the time to examine it in much detail when he’d first picked it up. After all, his mind had been occupied with the

insistent  pain  of  his  amputated  finger,  as  well  as  the  need  to  get away  and  complete  his  test.  Now,  he  was  able  to  give  it  the  close examination it required. 

The  light  in  the  square  was  bright  and  clear,  and  Ronan turned the strange dagger this way and that, examining it closely and taking in every detail. 

When he had first looked at it, he had thought that the dagger was  Twelve  Isles  work,  but  now  he  realized  he  had  been  wrong. 

Though  short,  bronze  daggers  like  this  were  popular  in  the  Twelve Isles,  the  native  blades  that  he  was  used  to  seeing  had  several distinct features that were lacking in this one. 

The  dagger  he  held  in  his  hand  had  a  graceful,  leaf-like design.  The  sides  of  the  blade  curved  outward  about  a  third  of  the way  up  before  coming  together  again  in  a  wide,  sharp  point.  The curves would cause terrible internal injuries if thrust into a man’s guts and turned from side to side—a vicious blade, indeed. 

In  the  Twelve  Isles,  a  straight  blade  was  more  favored,  and indeed,  all  of  the  Night  Guild  daggers  that  Ronan  had  seen—

including  his  own—had  very  straight,  narrow  blades.  Also,  bronze was not a common material for use in blades, being soft and prone to quickly lose its edge. 

Ronan  turned  the  dagger  over,  looking  closely  at  the crossguard—a short, curved piece of metal—not bronze like the rest of the blade but good steel. 

 That’s  strange,  he  thought.  Wherever  this  was  made,  they obviously have access to steel and to the tools and skills needed to work it, and yet they choose not to use it for the blade. Well,  at least they  have  the  sense  to  use  steel  for  the  crossguard—a  copper crossguard is so soft that it’s about as much use as a kettle made of ice. 

Looking  closer,  he  saw  a  design  on  the  crossguard—the same  as  that  on  the  amulet—a  triangle  enclosed  in  a  circle.  The symbol was simple, bold, and completely new to Ronan. 

 It must represent an organization,  he mused,  but which one? 

 It’s like no guild symbol I’ve ever seen. 

He  thought  that  there  was  nothing  else  to  be  seen  on  the blade;  however,  when  he  turned  the  pommel  to  the  light,  he  found that there was one more thing—on the base of the dagger were the same three letters as had been printed on the amulet—NIM. 

“NIM,”  he  said  out  loud  to  himself.  “It  reminds  me  of something, but I can’t think what.” 

There being nothing more to be learned from the square, or the dagger, he slipped the weapon back into his belt loop and turned his attention to the blank wall in which he knew the entrance to the Night Guild was hidden. 

Ronan extended his right hand toward the wall and then drew a little power from the shadow that lay, innocuous, along the base of the  wall.  Carefully,  he  channeled  the  shadow  power  into  his  hand, and then raised it, his forefinger and his middle finger extended. 

Shadow  gathered  around  his  fingertips  like  a  smoky  cloud, and  Ronan  drew  with  the  shadow  as  if  he  were  drawing  with  a  fat brush  loaded  with  black  ink.  The  shadow  ran  like  paint  from  his fingertips and flowed onto the wall as he drew a large, crude, waning crescent moon onto the brickwork. Then, he removed his hand and carefully dispersed the gathered shadow back into the world. 

He stepped back and watched as the ink-like drawing he had done  on  the  wall  changed  shape,  the  lines  smoothing  and  running across  the  wall  until  they  came  to  rest  in  the  shape  of  the  hidden door. Then, there was a glimmer of pale light along the lines and the doorway was revealed. 

Ronan grinned to himself in the square. 

 How far I have come, he thought.  When I saw Tarquin open this gate for the first time, it did not even cross my mind that one day I would be able to do it myself. 

While humility and discretion were important qualities of any Night  Guild  man,  Ronan  felt  that  there  was  nothing  wrong  with allowing himself to enjoy his achievement for a moment. 

He had found it much easier to open the gate for the second time. For one thing, he did not have the distraction of the pain in his hand  drawing  his  attention  away  from  the  task.  For  another,  he’d done  it  before  and  knew  it  would  work.  Then  again,  there  was  his new  control  of  the  shadow  power  to  be  factored  into  the  equation. 

Opening  the  gate  was  a  function  of  his  shadow  mastery,  and  this time he would not be improvising. 

Then,  recalling  himself  to  his  task,  he  glanced  around  the square  to  make  sure  there  was  no  one  watching,  pushed  on  the door, and stepped through, back into the Night Guild. 

All was quiet as he reached the entrance square and looked up at the residential part of the Night Guild campus. A few guildsfolk were moving around, and a number of blue-clad servants, too. 

He gave a glance at the hand of a passing servant and saw what he had expected—the woman was missing the top two joints of her little finger on her left hand. She was an apprentice assassin who had failed the training and so had been offered a post as a servant in the guild instead. 

Wondering  how  his  fellows  were  doing  with  the  test,  and hoping again that everyone had been found worthy of advancement, Ronan  strode  through  the  courtyards  and  toward  the  Night  God temple. 

 My  first  act,  he  thought,  must  be  to  inform  the  guildmaster and Janus that I have passed the test. But once I have done that, I must  inform  them  of  the  strange  attackers,  and  show  them  this evidence that I've gathered. 

As  Ronan  made  his  way  toward  the  temple,  he  reflected  on how  his  perception  of  the  area  had  changed.  When  he  had  first walked  from  the  Night  Guild  campus  and  out  into  the  Guild  of  the Dead, he had been struck by how difficult it was to see the transition between the two. Now, that had changed. 

As  he  had  grown  in  his  understanding  of  the  ways  of  the guild, he had become more able to perceive the transition. Perhaps this  had  to  do  with  his  own  understanding,  or  perhaps  there  was

some magical disguise that had been cast over the change he could now penetrate. 

Walking  swiftly  between  the  light  and  shadows  of  the buildings, his black cloak billowing out behind him, Ronan noted the different buildings as he passed them. At one point, where the three-storied, stone buildings of the Night Guild gave way to a line of small herb  gardens  and  kitchen  gardens,  there  were  some  low  brick buildings  where  the  Night  Guild  stored  their  supplies.  He  walked  a little further on, until he came to the edge of the chaotic, ramshackle wooden  buildings  that  marked  the  beginning  of  the  Guild  of  the Dead. 

Ronan still wasn’t completely used to the idea that he, a living man, could walk through the Guild of the Dead, side-by-side with the ragged ghosts and the strange, eerie figures who worked with them, but he pushed aside any sense of the strangeness of it. He had an important mission. 

Before him, the massive bulk of the Night God’s temple rose dark against the bright sky. In the shadows by the entrance, a green-eyed figure waited for him—Guildsman Janus. 

The  Guildsman  smiled  broadly  as  Ronan  approached. 

“You’ve  done  it!”  he  said,  glancing  up  at  the  sun.  “And  in  nearly record time!” 

“What do you mean nearly?” Ronan asked. 

Janus  shrugged.  “Let’s  go  into  the  temple,  and  you’ll  see—

someone made it there before you.” 

Chapter 17







Janus  performed  the  blinding  spell  and  together,  gripping each  other’s  wrists,  they  stepped  into  the  cool  dimness  of  the temple. Tarquin stood, waiting. Without a word, he gestured toward the shrine. 

Tarquin  slowly  led  Janus  and  Ronan  between  the  mighty pillars  of  the  Night  God’s  temple.  Down  at  the  end  of  the  aisle,  in front  of  the  shrine,  the  trestle  table  and  the  bloody  cloth  had  been cleared away, but nineteen fingers had been lined up on the marble of the dais on which the great, silver, crescent moon shrine sat. 

Ronan looked with some distaste at this grisly offering, but he knew  it  to  be  how  things  were  done  here  at  the  temple.  The  Night God  would  have  to  accept  their  offering  and  find  them  worthy  of passing the test. 

He  looked  a  little  closer.  There  were   not,  in  fact,  nineteen fingers. There were only seventeen. Two were missing, and one was definitely his own. 

A  dark-robed  and  hooded  person  sat  in  front  of  the  shrine. 

Ronan  could  identify  them.  As  he  approached,  however,  Tarquin called out to the seated figure. 

“Diana,”  he  called,  “come  and  greet  your  friend,  who  is second only to yourself in speed at completing the test.” 

Ronan  grinned  as  the  hooded  and  cloaked  figure  turned  to face him. 

She  smiled,  pushing  her  hood  back  and  revealing  her  light brown hair, tied up behind her head in a tight knot. 

With her pale face and red eyes, she looked drawn and tired, as  if  she  had  been  through  a  great  ordeal.  For  that  matter,   Ronan thought,  I probably look much the same. 

“Well, Ronan,” she said, “it seems that we have both passed the test. Will you take the oath now?” 

Ronan nodded and approached the shrine. 

“Kneel,” Janus instructed him, “and the Night God will tell you what you need to do.” 

Ronan did so, carefully lowering himself to his knees before the bloody shrine. 

 “By the Night God,” he said in his mind. “I am here to take the oath.” 

 “I  have  accepted  your  offering  and  found  you  worthy,”  the clear voice of the deity immediately replied. 

Unlike  previously,  when  the  voice  had  boomed  out  of  the shrine, this time the voice was a whisper inside Ronan’s head. The presence of the voice was undeniable, however, so was the powerful feeling of being watched. 

 “Do you take the Oath of Skins?”  The Night God asked. “Will you be true to the code of honor of my guild, to do no harm to the innocent  with  your  powers,  to  use  your  best  judgment  in  any  given situation, and always to strive to use the minimum force necessary to achieve your end?” 

 “I do so swear, ” Ronan replied. 

And that was it. 

The  shrine  suddenly  glowed  with  white  light,  like  moonlight when  the  moon  shone  full  and  bright.  The  light  bathed  the  eerie scene  and  the  three  of  them,  sending  their  long,  black  shadows dancing across the stone-flagged floor. 

“So,  you  have  passed  the  test,”  Tarquin  said  proudly, gleaming  eyes  filled  with  pride  and  satisfaction  in  his  apprentice. 

“You  have  not  disappointed  me,  and  I  bless  the  day  that  the  Night God guided you in your choice to enter the guild.” 

Ronan  bowed  his  head  in  acknowledgement  to  the guildmaster. 

“Master  Tarquin,”  he  said,  “I  have  some  important  news  to share.” 

Tarquin’s pleased expression clouded over. 

“I will be occupied here until all the apprentices have finished the  test,”  he  said.  “It’s  very  important  that  nothing  must  distract  me from  administration  of  the  tests  today.  However,  Guildsman  Janus will  hear  your  news  in  my  place  and  will  report  to  me  tomorrow  as soon as I'm done here.” 

“I will hear Ronan’s news,” Janus said. “Diana, will you come with us?” 

Diana looked at Ronan, and he nodded. 

“That would be good,” Ronan said. 

“Very  well,”  Janus  said,  and  turned  to  lead  them  from  the temple. 

Instead of returning to the guild house, they walked first to the peaceful  garden  of  ragged  ghosts.  Quiet  at  this  time  of  day,  the garden  was  a  comfortable  refuge.  They  found  themselves  a  space beneath  a  flowering  bower  of  roses  and  honeysuckle.  There,  away from  any  listening  ears  and  the  ghostly  gardeners  who  might  be disturbed by their conversation, they could sit and talk in peace. 

Without  preamble,  Ronan  told  Janus  and  Diana  about  the attack outside of the gate. 

“I  left  the  guild  to  find  somewhere  busy  where  I  could  work my stealth magic,” Ronan explained, “but as soon as I stepped out of the door, I was attacked by two men.” 

He told of the fight, and Janus nodded approvingly when he explained how he had not killed the shorter man, despite having the opportunity. 

“Show  me  the  dagger  and  the  amulet,”  Janus  said,  when Ronan had finished the story. 

Ronan  flipped  his  black  cloak  to  one  side  and  took  out  the dagger, offering it handle-first to the guildsman. 

Janus took it and examined it carefully. 

“NIM,”  he  muttered  as  he  saw  the  letters  engraved  on  the pommel. “I wonder what that means.” 

“You  see  the  symbol  on  the  cross  guard?”  Ronan  said, pointing. “It matches the symbol of this amulet.” 

He withdrew the gold amulet and held it out on his palm for Janus to inspect. 

The  gold  felt  warm  and  heavy  in  his  hand,  and  the  amulet was a little bigger than his own silver, Night Guild amulet. 

“Do you recognize it?” Ronan asked Janus. “I’ve never seen the  symbol  before,  and  it  doesn't  look  like  any  guild  mark  I've  ever seen from the Twelve Isles.” 

Janus shook his head. “I don’t recognize the symbol or these letters  on  the  base  of  the  dagger.  I  think  we  should  go  to  the  guild library and look this up.” 

Ronan had heard of the guild library and knew it was a place where  only  the  higher  level  members  of  the  guild  were  granted access. He had not realized that, now he had achieved Skin level, he would be allowed to go to the library. 

Pleased  with  this  discovery,  he  looked  at  Diana  and  was surprised  to  see  she  had  become  even  paler,  and  her  eyes  were wide, as if she’d had a fright. 

“What’s  the  matter?”  he  asked  her,  but  she  just  shook  her head. 

“Let’s go visit the library,” she said. “I want to see it now that we’re allowed to go.” 

Ronan  saw  the  effort  it  cost  her  as  she  pulled  herself together. She clearly did not want to talk about it, so he did not press her;  however,  he  could  not  help  wondering  about  what  had frightened her. 

Putting  the  matter  aside  for  the  moment,  he  stood  and followed Janus out of the garden. 

Back  in  the  Night  Guild  campus,  Janus  led  them  to  a  tower that  they  had  not  been  to  before.  It  was  not  the  tower  that  cast  no

shadow—this  one  cast  a  long,  inky  shadow  that  stretched  out  over two courtyards and climbed up the side of the building opposite to it. 

They  approached  the  entrance—a  low,  side  door  at  ground level. 

“Here,” Janus said, “you’ll have to enter yourself. I cannot let you in.” 

 What  does  he  mean?   Ronan  thought.  Can  he  not  open  the door? 

Moments later, he understood. 

Janus stepped forward and placed the palm of his right hand against the door. After a moment of silence, the door began vibrating with  a  deep,  rippling  hum,  glowing  brightly  for  a  moment.  Then,  to the utter amazement of Diana and Ronan, the guildsman vanished. 

“What  in  the  world?”  Diana  said,  but  then  she  smiled.  “Ah,” 

she said knowingly, “I get it.” 

“You do?” Ronan asked. 

“Watch,”  she  said  and  immediately  stepped  up  to  the  door, placing her right hand up against the wood. 

A  moment  later,  the  hum,  the  shimmer,  and  the  glow  were repeated.  Absorbed  into  the  bright  light  that  shone  from  the  door, Diana vanished. 

“My turn,” Ronan muttered and stepped forward. 

He  raised  his  right  hand.  The  wood  of  the  closed  door  felt rough  against  his  skin.  It  also  felt  cool  since  the  sunlight  shone  on the opposite side of the tower and the door was in shadow. 

For a long moment, Ronan felt nothing, but then he became aware  of  a  presence  and  had  a  feeling  of  being  watched.  The presence was not nearly as impressive or intimidating as that of the Night God back in the temple, but it was undeniably there. 

 “Hello?”  Ronan said in his mind, directing the thought toward the door. He remembered his first ever test in the guild—letting the water pump see his intentions before it would let him use it. 

This  time,  thinking  that  the  door  might  use  a  similar mechanism, he opened himself to the presence that he felt from the door. 

“Skin  level,  are  we?”  an  officious  voice  said  from  the  door. 

“Newly qualified, too? And straight up to the library! Very studious!” 

“I have something in particular that I need to look up,” Ronan replied  quietly,  feeling  that  some  explanation  of  his  presence  was perhaps required. 

“Well,  you’ve  come  to  the  right  place,”  replied  the  door.  “On you go, and make sure you take care when you’re inside. The books are  valuable,  and  talking  doors  are  not  the  only  defense  that  the library tower has against vandals!” 

A  cool  sensation,  strange  but  not  unpleasant,  ran  over Ronan’s  body.  It  began  at  his  hand,  then  ran  over  his  arm  and  up through his torso, up to his head and then down his feet. 

He  blinked  and  found  himself  standing  in  a  low,  wood-paneled  room  with  a  single  window,  a  rug  on  the  floor,  and  a doorway leading to a staircase in front of him. He still had his hand raised  as  he  had  done  when  he  was  touching  the  door,  but  now touched only empty air. 

Lowering his hand, he turned to see the door through which he had just come. It stood behind him, closed fast. 

He saw no sign of Janus or Diana. 

Shrugging  his  shoulders,  Ronan  set  off  up  the  red-carpeted stairs, held in place with brass stair rods. The walls of the stair were paneled in dark wood to shoulder height and finished in pale painted plaster  above  that.  A  strange,  white-paper  lamp,  the  likes  of  which Ronan had never seen before, hung from the ceiling, glowing with a steady and unchanging soft light. 

No flame could be seen flickering inside the globe, but Ronan could not imagine what other light source there could be. 

He thought the space to be altogether the most luxurious he had seen within the Night Guild campus. 

Ronan  made  his  way  up  the  stairs  to  the  first  landing,  then turned and proceeded up a second flight of stairs. Here, he stepped out into a wide, circular room that took up the entirety of the upper half  of  the  tower.  The  arched  wooden  ceiling  towered  over  a  rich landscape  of  books  and  dark  wood  tables  packed  into  all  the available space. 

As  with  the  hallway  downstairs  rich,  red  carpets  completely muffled  any  footfall.  Furthest  from  the  entrance,  shelves  of  books lined  every  square  foot  of  wall  and  climbed  twenty  feet  up  to  the ceiling,  broken  only  by  a  bank  of  three  tall,  curved  windows  at  the end of the library. 

Several  guildsfolk  in  brown  or  black  robes  sat  at  the  tables with  books  and  papers  before  them,  or  moved  around  the  shelves with armfuls of volumes. On each table, a paper lantern slowed with pale, white light. 

A short, steep flight of wooden steps led up to galleries that ran  round  the  higher  levels  of  the  shelves,  three  in  total,  giving access to all of the books. 

At  a  table  on  the  far  side  of  the  library,  near  the  bank  of windows, Ronan saw Janus and Diana. 

He joined them, walking slowly and marveling at the wealth of knowledge that must be contained within the shelves. 

“I had no idea this place even existed,” he said quietly as he sat down. “I knew there was a library, of course, but I never imagined it being quite as grand as this.” 

Janus smiled. “This library is certainly quite unlike any of the other  parts  of  the  guild.  It’s  even  very  unlike  the  libraries  and repositories  elsewhere  in  the  Twelve  Isles.  A  long  time  ago,  it  was designed by a guild member who came to us from one of the lands north  of  the  Grapian  mountains  that  divide  Oretum  from  the  rest  of Lithia. Apparently, they have many such libraries there, and built this library as a reminder of home.” 

The comment from Janus made Ronan realize just how little he  actually  knew  about  the  history  of  the  Night  Guild.  He  looked

around, marveling at the life that this long-dead guild member, who built this impressive library, must have led. 

“It makes you think of things in a different way,” Ronan said thoughtfully. “All the work that has gone into this incredibly beautiful repository for books. That guild member you mentioned, it must have meant a great deal to him.” 

“Her,”  Janus  corrected  with  a  twinkle  in  his  eye. 

“Guildswoman Tyra built this library over a hundred years ago. Yes, the  Night  Guild  has  stories  and  history  that  are  beyond  the knowledge  of  the  apprentices,  and  even  beyond  the  knowledge  of many who are counted as experienced guildspeople.” 

“Are we going to look into that symbol?” Diana asked, cutting in awkwardly. 

Ronan  and  Janus  both  looked  at  her.  She  did  not  look  well. 

This was more than just the pain of the amputation and the strain of learning how to grow the finger back. Something dwelled deeper in her  eyes,  something  which  learning  a  new  layer  of  the  Night  God magic would not cure. 

Seeing  her  obvious  distress,  Ronan  just  nodded.  “Good idea,” he said. “Let’s do it.” 

“Janus,  how  do  we  navigate  our  way  around  this  library?” 

Ronan asked. “There must be ten thousand books in here.” 

Janus  smiled.  “Yes,  that  is  actually  quite  an  accurate assessment of the number of books in the library. There is a system to categorize books, but I won’t bother teaching that to you because there’s only one book you need to see right now.” 

“I’ll still need to find it,” Ronan reminded him. 

This  time,  Janus  laughed  out  loud.  “Yes,  but  I’m  going  to teach  you  an  easier  way  to  do  that  than  hunting  through  the categories.  Take  a  moment  to  center  yourself,  then  take  a  deep breath and ask the Night God to show you to  The Book of Northern Symbols.” 

This surprised Ronan, but he saw the utility of learning to use such a spell, and keenly anticipated trying it out. 

“All  right.”  He  turned  to  look  at  Diana.  “Race  you,”  he  said, and was pleased to get a smile from her for the first time since she’d seen that symbol on the dagger. 

“Right,” she said, “but don’t be surprised when I win!” 

Ronan  took  a  couple  of  deep  breaths,  holding  his  breath  at the  top  and  the  bottom  of  the  breath  as  he  had  been  taught.  It always  worked.  The  breathing  calmed  him  and  brought  his awareness  down  into  his  body.  He  closed  his  eyes  and  spoke  the prayer spell inside his head. 

 By the Night God,  he said,  may I see my way to The Book of Northern Symbols. 

He  opened  his  eyes  and  was  amazed  to  see  a  trail  of  light running  along  the  ground  from  his  feet  across  the  floor  toward  the shelves.  He  stood  up  from  his  seat  and  began  to  follow  it,  and  a moment later, Diana also stood and moved in the same direction. 

They  were  both  fascinated  by  the  spell,  and  immediately forgot that they had challenged each other to race. 

“This  way,”  Ronan  said.  “This  is  great!  Can  you  see  my guiding line? I can’t see yours.” 

“No,  I  can’t  see  yours  either.  Mine  runs  from  my  feet  right across the floor to those shelves over there. What about yours?” 

“The same,” he replied. 

“Let’s go,” she said. 

Together,  they  crossed  the  library  floor  and  approached  the wall of shelves to the left of the great bank of windows. Here, their guiding  lines  of  light  curved  and  took  them  along  the  base  of  the shelves to one of the flights of stairs. 

They  climbed  together,  until  they  reached  the  first  gallery, running  around  the  length  of  the  library  at  a  height  of  around  eight feet from the floor. 

At  exactly  the  same  time,  they  both  raised  their  hands  and pointed. 

“There  it  is,”  Diana  said.  “You’d  think  we’d  be  jaded  after growing back our fingers, but I have to say that this is a remarkable piece of magic.” 

“Oh, I agree,” Ronan said. 

The  light  ran  from  his  feet  up  the  shelves  and  stopped, illuminating a huge, gold-lettered volume bound in dark-blue leather, which he pulled from the shelf. 

The  book  was  heavy,  but  seemed  to  get  regular  use;  unlike some of the other books nearby, no dust coated the jacket. On the front,  printed  in  large,  golden  letters  was  the  title   On  the  Symbols and  Symbolism  of  the  Northern  Territories  of  Lithia,    by  Andronicus Jaxsen. 

As soon as they pulled the book off the shelf, the guiding light disappeared. 

Excited with their discovery, Diana and Ronan retraced their steps, which led back down the stairs and to the table where Janus waited patiently. 

“That prayer spell,” Janus said as they sat down at the table and laid the book in front of them, “can be used to find all kinds of things; however, the spell is not limitless, and sometimes it will just not work for reasons that are not clear to the user at the time. But, if you  are  seeking  a  target  in  a  crowd,  or  a  particular  object  within  a group  of  objects,  it  can  be  incredibly  useful.  The  guiding  light  is visible  to  no  other,  and  it  will  cease  to  operate  once  you  have positively identified your target.” 

As  Janus  spoke,  Diana  was  turning  over  the  pages  of  the mighty  book.  She  discovered  an  index  at  the  end,  so  large  that  it seemed  to  take  up  nearly  a  quarter  of  the  overall  space  in  the volume.  She  ran  her  finger  down  the  entries,  found  a  page,  and began to flip through. 

The text was printed in a dense, black script, punctuated on nearly  every  page  with  diagrams  and  drawings  of  symbols,  places, 

maps, and tables of names and dates. Andronicus Jaxsen, whoever he  might  have  been,  had  obviously  done  his  best  to  create  a comprehensive work of research. 

“That’s it!” Ronan exclaimed as Diana pushed the open book toward him, her finger tapping one of the entries. 

Ronan leaned forward and read the text aloud: “The triangle contained  within  the  circle  represents  the  three-sided  dichotomy  of the  body,  soul,  and  spirit.  These  three  aspects  of  the  human  being are  contained  within  a  circle  that  represents  the  all-encompassing gaze  of  Mala,  the  silent  god  worshiped  by  some  sects  in  Ghennet and  the  surrounding  lands.  In  the  philosophy  of  the  mysterious monks,  known  as  the  Silent  Brotherhood  of  Ghennet  and  who  are Mala’s most dedicated adherents, Mala is the only deity. The symbol itself—and  the  ideas  behind  it—are  much  older  than  the  Silent Brotherhood, though they have now adopted it as their symbol; it is rarely, if ever, seen in any other context.” 

Ronan  sat  back  in  his  chair,  letting  a  long  breath  of  air  out between  his  pursed  lips.  Diana  had  mentioned  the  Silent Brotherhood  before,  he  remembered,  and  it  had  not  been  with  any fondness. 

He cast his mind back. When was it that she had talked about them?  After  a  moment,  he  remembered.  It  was  on  that  day  when they had first met. They had been up on Dorum Hill, looking out at the city. She mentioned that she came from the land of Ghennet, and Ronan had replied with the only thing he knew about that land, the fact that the temple of the Silent Brotherhood was located there. 

As he thought back to that day, he remembered the look on her  face.  She  had  cast  her  gaze  down,  not  meeting  his  eyes,  her tone  drying  up  as  she  answered  his  question  as  to  whether  she came from anywhere near the great temple. 

“I grew up within sight of it,“ she had said, and her tone had made it clear to him that she did not want to discuss it further. 

Now,  Ronan  gazed  at  Diana.  He  had  accepted  the  tacit understanding that it was customary not to ask questions of the other

apprentices. He knew very little about any of them, and Diana was no exception. 

 Really, he thought,  I could count on one hand the number of facts I know about my fellow students. 

He  had  never  explained  his  story  to  her  either,  despite  how firm their friendship had become. Now, he felt a strange reluctance to press  her  confidence,  but  at  the  same  time  the  question  felt  like  it was  inevitable.  What  did  she  know  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood,  this unknown organization whose symbol adorned an assassin who had tried to kill Ronan? It was too close a connection not to ask more. 

Guildsman Nexu had been from Ghennet, and he had been killed. Diana came from Ghennet, and she had grown up within sight of the temple of the Silent Brotherhood. And now, right on the Night Guild’s very doorstep, two assassins bearing the symbol of the Silent Brotherhood had tried to take Ronan's life. 

Ronan  took  a  breath  to  ask  his  question,  but  Diana  spoke before he could. 

“I was born in Ghennet,“ she said quietly. “The great temple of the Silent Brotherhood dominated the landscape, as it dominated our  lives.  The  Silent  Brothers  held  enormous  power  in  the  lands. 

Ghennet is ruled by a king, the heir of a dynasty who have held the throne for many generations. Overall, they have done well. Ghennet is a small land but wealthy from trade and, except for a few border skirmishes,  we  have  peace  and  have  known  peace  for  as  long  as anyone  living  can  remember.  But,  as  the  years  of  peace  have passed, the Silent Brotherhood has built their political power. At first, they were a benevolent group, working to help the poor and those in need,  and  people  loved  them  for  it.  But,  over  time,  they  gathered more and more power to themselves, using the wealth to buy lands and create more and more wealth. They used their riches to acquire power  and  influence  at  the  king’s  court.  Their  god,  Mala,  to  whom they  give  their  allegiance,  was  for  a  long  time  just  one  of  many; however, as the years passed by, all the other gods fell out of favor. 

By the time I was ten years old, anyone who prayed to a god other

than  Mala  could  expect  to  be  persecuted,  driven  out,  or  worse,  by the Silent Brotherhood and their adherents.” 

“It was,” she continued, “as if the brotherhood had managed to pull all the strings of wealth and power in Ghennet into their hands by  stealth.  No  one  ever  agreed  to  be  ruled  by  them.  No  one  ever agreed  that  the  old  gods  should  become  forbidden,  and  yet  that  is what happened. By the time anyone tried to protest, it was too late. 

All the old places of worship had been destroyed. The images of the old gods had been burned, and all the wealth that used to lay in the many  different  temples  had  all  been  drawn  together  and  placed  in the  almshouse  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood,  at  the  center  of  their temple. 

“Then, there came the Crimson Knights. When I was growing up, the Crimson Knights were a byword for fear and oppression. No one  could  resist  them,  and  their  very  name  became  so  frightening that no one tried. They acted as enforcers for the Silent Brotherhood, doing their will in the name of the god Mala. They claimed to be an order of holy warriors, but I never saw anything holy in the way they behaved. 

“Then one day, my father, his lands being near the temple, fell foul  of  one  of  the  Silent  Brothers.  I  don’t  know  what  happened, exactly, but I think the Silent Brothers wanted one of the fields that joined my father’s estate. My father was a proud man, proud of his lands that had been built up by his family over generations, proud of his  birthright  and  his  pedigree,  and  stubborn  to  a  fault.  He  was  not about to give up any of his lands without a fight. 

“I was only a child, but I knew enough to know that my father had set himself up against the brotherhood. He was a kind man, but he was fierce when roused. He told the brothers he would not give them  his  lands  at  any  price,  for  they  were  worth  more  than  gold  to him. For a time, it seemed that the brotherhood had relented and did not care about the land enough to pursue the matter any further. But then, just one day before my fifteenth birthday, the Crimson Knights came to our estate and arrested my father. 

“There was no real reason for it. They just made one up. My father and my brother were accused of heresy, and of worshiping a god  other  than  Mala.  It  was  nonsense,  of  course.  My  father  and brother were, like everybody in Ghennet, strictly faithful to the rule of the one god, but that mattered little to the Crimson Knights. Anyway, there was no law that said you  couldn’t  worship another god, but the king was in the pockets of the brotherhood by then. They made their own laws. The knights had papers which they displayed as evidence, and they rounded up my father and brother and brought them before Fulvian, the leader of the Silent Brothers. Fulvian decreed that they should both be killed and their lands seized, for that was the policy of the brotherhood for those judged as heretics.” 

Diana looked down and took a long, steadying breath before continuing. Janus and Ronan hardly dared to breathe, so caught up were they in her story. 

“I saw them at their execution,” she said, after she’d gathered herself.  “My  father  and  my  brother.  They  had  been…tortured.  Both were  broken  men  by  the  time  they  got  to  the  headsman’s  ax.  It  is said  that  the  arts  of  pain  that  the  Silent  Brothers  have  developed would make even the strongest of men admit to anything eventually. 

At  the  time,  I  gave  thanks  that  they  had  been  spared  burning  and granted the mercy of a swift death by the ax. Now that I look back on it with more experience of the world, I wonder if the brotherhood did not see it as expedient to kill them quickly, so that they had no time to recant in front of the watching crowd whatever false confessions they had made. They died swiftly, at least, at the end.” 

Ronan’s mind reeled as he tried to make sense of what he’d heard. Though execution was not unheard of in the Twelve Isles, it was  far  from  the  norm,  and  torture  to  gain  a  confession  was something that was never done. 

Even  in  Oretum—a  land  considered  by  the  people  of  the Twelve Isles to be less culturally refined —the authorities recognized that  confessions  gained  by  torture  were  notoriously  unreliable,  and so  it  was  rarely  used.  In  the  Twelve  Isles,  the  people  considered torture to be barbarous and undesirable for a civilized land. 

Though Ronan held the native Twelve Isles view that his land was generally better than others, he had always thought of Ghennet and the other northern and central lands in Lithia as civilized enough. 

Diana’s tale of theft, torture, and execution committed by a religious organization deeply shocked him. 

 In  the  name  of  a  god,  no  less,  he  thought.  It  was  a  chilling thought to consider. 

“I’m so sorry that happened, Diana,” he said. 

“Me, too,” she replied in a quiet voice. “But it did happen, and there is nothing I can do that will undo it.“

At last, Rune asked the inevitable question. In a quiet voice, he said, “How did you come from that to the Night Guild?” 

Janus  looked  at  him  sharply.  Though  he  had  never  been explicitly told, Ronan suspected that it was not a question one asked of  another  member  of  the  guild.  Despite  this,  Diana  sighed,  raised her eyes to look at him, and answered. 

“I  came  looking  for  the  skills  to  take  revenge,“  she  said simply.  “My  mother  is  long  dead,  killed  by  a  fever  when  I  was  very young. A good woman in our household, Bethel, a kind of nurse and senior servant, helped raise me as best she could. Bethel used to tell me  tales  of  the  Twelve  Isles.  Before  my  father  was  killed,  and  the land seized, Bethel told me that father had put aside money to send me to the Twelve Isles to learn a trade. I think he had hoped for me to  train  in  one  of  the  merchant  guilds,  but  he  had  deposited  the money in one of the Twelve Isles banking houses and written a letter that said it was for me to pay my apprentice fee at the guild of my choice.” 

She smiled at the memory of her father’s providing for her. 

“Bethel  would’ve  come  with  me,  but  I  told  her  no.  She  had done  enough  for  us,  and  she  wanted  only  to  return  to  her  own family’s village now that my father’s household and lands were to be under  the  control  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood.  So,  I  traveled  here alone, practicing what I’d learned of your southern language on the way.  It  took  me  weeks  to  get  south.  I  worked  my  passage  on  a

merchant vessel to get to the north of Oretum. And then, for the sake of practicing my language, I walked down the coast. I saw many new things on the way, and eventually I made it to the port and paid for passage on a little boat to the Twelve Isles. I cashed in my father’s letter of recommendation at the banking house, and the whole thing went very smoothly. There was no objection to me joining the guild, and here I am. So, that’s my story. That’s how I got here.” 

“Ronan,”  Janus  said  once  Diana  had  finished.  “You  should know that we do not encourage asking about the circumstances that led  one  to  join  the  guild.  It’s  not  done,  and  you  should  think  twice before you do so of anyone else.” 

“It’s alright,” Diana said. “I will not take offense, if Ronan will tell me his story as well?” Her tone had a playful note, but the look in her eyes was serious. 

Janus gave an exasperated sigh and held up his hands. “It’s not the way of the guild,” he grumbled, “but it’s not a hard and fast rule. I won’t object—so long as you two don’t expect me to join in this sharing.” 

Ronan couldn’t help but grin at Janus’s exasperation. “I don’t mind  telling  you,  Diana,  or  you,  Guildsman  Janus,  but  I  would  not want it to go beyond us.” 

“There’s an old saying in the Night Guild,“ Janus said darkly. 

“Three men can keep a secret, if two of them are dead.” 

There  was  a  moment’s  silence,  and  then,  despite  the seriousness  of  the  topic  and  Janus’s  grim  aspect,  both  Ronan  and Diana  burst  out  laughing.  They  got  a  few  angry  looks  from  the people who were working at the nearby desks, and they quickly shut their mouths. 

“Sorry,”  Ronan  said.  “But  I  don’t  think  I  stand  a  chance against either of you, never mind both of you combined.” 

“You’ve  got  that  right  at  least,”  Janus  grumbled,  though  he couldn’t resist a small smile. 

Diana patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry, Guildsman Janus. 

If Ronan decides to take his secret back from us, I will protect you.” 

Janus  held  his  hands  up  in  the  air  again  in  a  gesture  of resignation. “Very well, but on your own heads be it, if anything bad comes of it.” 

“What  bad  might  come  of  my  friends  knowing  how  I  got here?” Ronan asked. 

“Who  can  tell?”  Janice  replied.  “There  are  many  strange paths  of  fate  and  consequence  in  the  world,  and  we  in  the  Night Guild  try  to  minimize  actions  that  might  lead  to  unintended  effects. 

But so be it—you have made your choice, and I confess that even I am interested now.” 

“So, Tarquin did not tell you?” Ronan said. “Very well, I will tell you now.” 

With  that,  he  launched  into  an  abbreviated  version  of  the events  that  had  led  to  him  joining  the  Night  Guild.  He  told  of  the assassination  of  his  father,  and  of  Guildmaster  Tarquin  offering  his very life in payment of the debt of honour. When he told how Tarquin had handed over his dagger and lowered his neck to Ronan, Diana‘s eyes went wide. 

“He offered you his life?” she said. 

“Such is the way of the guild,” Janus said. “You both saw how Guildsman Rorqual offered his life to the Night God in payment of his debt. Tarquin’s act was no different.” 

When Ronan had finished his story, Janus looked thoughtfully at both of them. 

“So, he said, “you both came to the Night Guild seeking the skills  that  would  allow  you  to  enact  revenge  for  the  deaths  of  your family.  You  must  have  noticed  that  your  stories  are  remarkably similar.” 

Ronan  and  Diana  both  nodded.  It  was  true.  The  parallels  in their  stories  were  striking,  even  down  to  the  fact  that  their  mothers had both died when they were young. 

“You  know,”  Janus  said,  “revenge  is  not  as  uncommon  a motivation as you might think for apprentices to join the guild. In fact, 

I  think  that  is  one  of  the  reasons  why  it’s  so  frowned  upon  to  ask another guild member their motivations for coming here. Revenge is not something that most people desire to speak about. The truth is, however, that revenge is a dangerous reason to learn our skills. We act on behalf of clients who come to us, and we judge the merits of each job on a case-by-case basis. We do not come up with tasks of our own to do, and so a member of the Night Guild who strikes out on  his  own  to  pursue  private  revenge  is  likely  to  quickly  fall  out  of favor of the Night God. We are members of the guild, and that allows us  to  receive  the  power  that  the  Night  God  can  grant.  But  in  doing so,  we  pass  ourselves  over  to  his  judgment.  We  have  to  always remember  that  what  we  do,  we  do  in  his  name  and  by  his  grace. 

Without the approval of the Night God, we cannot act.” 

Ronan nodded thoughtfully to this. 

“To  tell  the  truth,”  he  said,  “I  had  come  to  that  conclusion myself, already. It would seem disingenuous to learn the skills of the guild and gain the powers granted by the Night God, but then to use those skills and powers in ways that I chose myself.” 

Janice nodded, looking pleased. “It is an important lesson to learn. But before you give up your hope for revenge, bear something else in mind.” 

He  leaned  forward,  and  his  eyes  were  alight  with  interest. 

“There  is  some  connection  here  between  the  Silent  Brotherhood  of Ghennet  and  the  two  of  you.  The  Night  God  works  in  mysterious ways.  I  suspect  that  if  you  remain  true  to  your  training  and  to  the moral code of the guild and the god, you may find that you may get the opportunity for the revenge that you both desire after all.“









Chapter 18







“So,” Diana said to Ronan as they sat together on the rooftop of the residential guild hall, “I hear that Sandos is settling in well to his new role. I saw him the other day—he looked happy.” 

“That’s  good,”  Ronan  answered.  “Sandos  is  a  good  fellow.  I wouldn’t like to think of him not having a guild career just because he failed the test to graduate to Skin level.” 

Sandos, their contemporary in the apprentices’ class, was the only one to not graduate to Skin level. Despite his best efforts, he’d been unable to access the magic required to regrow his lost digit. 

No one thought any less of Sandos for it, of course—even the servants  were  honored  members  of  the  Night  Guild  and  led privileged  lives  compared  to  many  others.  Their  lives  were  more comfortable than those of the full-fledged guildsfolk in many ways—

less dangerous and without the need for rigorous training. But they would  never  be  able  to  access  the  mysteries  of  the  Night  God  and gain the immense power made possible for the advanced members of the guild. 

A few weeks had passed since the day of the test. Now that they were at Skin level, they were no longer considered trainees as such,  despite  having  a  long  way  to  go  and  a  great  deal  more potential for learning. Now came the time for the Skins to put some of their learning into practice. 

The  apprentices  who  remained  after  the  finger  amputation test were broken up into smaller groups, each assigned a graduated guildsman or guildswoman as their dedicated mentor and trainer. 

Ronan  came  to  understand,  in  a  roundabout  way,  that  the different  apprentices  manifested  the  power  of  the  Night  God  in different  ways.  For  his  power,  he  controlled  the  shadows  and

communicated  with  them,  and  this  aspect  of  the  gods’  power  was shared  by  Diana.  This  meant  that  they  were  grouped  together  now that they had achieved Skin level. The third member of their group—

to  Ronan’s  surprise  and  discomfort—was  Eric,  the  strange  blonde-haired,  pale-skinned  boy  from  the  north  who  had  been  saved  from falling by magic all that time ago. 

Eric  had  not  increased  in  sociability  at  all,  and  he  kept  to himself these days, as much as he ever had. He made both Diana and Ronan uncomfortable, and he made no effort to conceal the fact that he preferred his own company to theirs but not in an overtly rude way.  When  they  did  group  training  exercises  together,  he participated  with  skill  and  enthusiasm;  however,  once  their  practice sessions  were  over,  he  would  turn  on  his  heel  with  his  eyes  down and march off purposefully on his own. 

Their  practice  was  still  based  mostly  on  climbing,  but  now their main work centered around throwing their grappling hooks and scaling  walls  on  ropes.  They  were  all  good  at  scaling,  but  Eric showed himself to be nimble as a monkey as he flowed up his rope. 

Diana,  quick  and  agile,  too,  had  a  good  eye  for  landing  her grappling hook on ledges and outcrops of buildings that were almost hidden from view. 

Of the three, however, Ronan had the best aim. He threw his grappling hook almost unerringly and rarely missed a shot. Later, he reasoned that his quickly developing mastery of the stealth field was why  Guildsman  Janus  took  him  aside  that  very  evening  to  tell  him that it was time for his first assignment. 

“You’re  no  longer  an  apprentice,”  Janus  said.  “We  pick  the Skins’  first  assignments  with  great  care,  but  it’s  the  most  important next step in your development as a member of the guild.” 

“I’m ready!” Ronan said with a flush of excitement. 

“Yes,” Janus said, looking at him thoughtfully, “I think you are, if you keep that enthusiasm in check. But keep your head. Nothing gets  a  Skin  killed  quicker  than  thinking  he’s  ready  when  he  isn’t. 

Take  your  time  when  you’re  in  the  field—don’t  rush  anything,  and

don’t risk your life or try anything heroic. This is a level five job—that means that if it fails, there will be a chance at another attempt.” 

The  details  were  simple.  A  package  was  coming  into  the Twelve Isles on a fishing ship. It would be passed by a sailor on the ship to a member of the Guild of Salt Dryers, who would pass it to a member of one of the carpenter guilds. The carpenter would hand it to a merchant by the name of Dreghorn, and Dreghorn would take it and put it in a vault at the Bank of Gold in the central financial district in Trentum. 

“Now, we’re good at what we do,” Janus said. “We’re the best

—but abstracting a package from a vault at the Bank of Gold is not something we are keen to do. Oh, I’m not saying we  couldn’t  do  it, but  it  would  be  much  better—simpler,  easier,  cheaper—to  intercept this package before it reaches Merchant Dreghorn’s hands.” 

“I understand,” Ronan said. “Do we know when this package is to be passed from the fishing boat to the salt dryer guildsman?” 

“No. All we know is that it’s to happen within the week.” 

“Okay, do we know the name of the boat?” 

“The  Golden Shoal.” 

“Any other details I should know?” 

Janus gave Ronan a slow smile. “Is there anything else you think you need to know?” 

Ronan thought about it, the plan for his approach to this job already  unfurling  in  his  mind.  His  intimate  knowledge  of  the  city would help him.  As a native of the city,  he thought,  I have resources at my fingertips that the others don’t have. 

“And that,” Janus said, “is exactly why we’ve selected this job for you rather than any of the others.” 

Ronan felt his mouth drop open, then he closed it again. “You heard my thoughts?” 

“You  thought  it  pretty  loud,”  the  guildsman  replied  with  a twinkle in his eye. “You will need to learn to guard your mind better

than you do, but it should not be important for this job. When you get back, we’ll talk more about it.” 




* * *

 

Ronan left the next day. 

He was going to take the back route that he knew, but Janus met him on his way there. 

“I  have  a  better  way  for  you  to  leave,”  he  said,  nodding  his head in the opposite direction. “Follow me.” 

He showed Ronan a section of wall near the library, facing in the other direction from the entrance he knew. 

“Here,”  Janus  said,  “on  this  wall,  there’s  a  gate.  Try  it  for yourself.” 

Ronan stepped forward. It was early in the morning, and the dawn was only just beginning to color the sky. The very air seemed permeated  with  shadow,  and  it  only  took  the  least  reaching  for  his hands to begin to tingle in the now familiar way. 

He  raised  his  fingers  and  trailed  his  inky  crescent  moon across the wall. 

“Good  luck  on  your  mission,”  Janus  said,  then  turned  and walked  away  as  the  shadowy  lines  ran  across  the  wall  and  the hidden, moon-shaped door began to manifest. 

Ronan pushed the door open and found himself—to his great surprise—standing  in  the  yard  of  an  alehouse  called  The  Bridge  to Uon. The alehouse was well-named, being placed on a corner right next to the bridge from which it took its name. 

He  carefully  closed  the  door  behind  him  and  looked  up.  He had emerged from a nondescript-looking section of seven-foot brick wall with no sign of the tall guild buildings behind it. 

Glancing  around  to  double-check  that  there  was  no  one  in sight,  he  sprang  up  and  caught  the  top  of  the  wall  neatly  with  his

hands.  Placing  his  feet  flat  on  the  wall,  he  ran  a  few  steps  up  to where he could look over. 

On  the  other  side  of  the  wall,  neat  rows  of  vegetables  and herbs were growing in rows. A bench stood next to a wooden door and a paved area with some children’s toys scattered about—it was, in other words, a perfectly normal domestic backyard. 

He dropped silently to the ground, took a few steps back, and gazed  at  the  wall  in  amazement.  This  was  an  ability  of  the  Night Guild  that  he  had  never  known  about  before.  It  took  hiding  in  plain sight to a whole new level. 

 How  many  entrances  and  exits  are  there  from  the  guild campus?  he wondered. There could be hundreds, he supposed, all scattered  around  the  city.  If  the  guild  could  have  exits  appear  from any suitably-sized wall, then the possibilities were endless. 

The yard of The Bridge to Uon alehouse smelled of beer and last night’s patrons. It seemed to be one of the less savory kinds of drinking establishments, and Ronan guessed that it also served as a place of business for the poorer kind of courtesan guild. 

In the course of his training, he had learned about the other secret  guilds.  The  Night  Guild  was  the  most  respectable,  but  the Night God also had adherents in other, more shadowy guilds. There was  the  Guild  of  the  Fences  that  housed  those  who  moved  stolen and contraband goods. There was the Smuggler Guild, whose job it was  to  move  contraband  overseas—mainly  between  Trentum  and the  various  criminal  fraternities  of  Oretum.  The  lesser  courtesan guilds  plied  trade  for  those  who  could  not  afford  the  high-class establishments  of  Trentum  central,  and  the  guilds  of  the moneylenders loaned out sums—often at exorbitant rates of interest

—to  the  needy  and  the  desperate  who  had  fallen  foul  of  their  own guilds and could no longer go there for help. 

This  last—the  Guild  of  the  Moneylenders—had  more  than once  come  to  the  attention  of  the  Night  Guild.  The  moneylenders had an understandably bad reputation. Their excesses were largely kept  in  check  by  the  attention  of  the  Night  Guild,  whose  assassins

would  deliver  justice  on  any  moneylenders  who  went  overboard when it came to collecting their payments. The Night Guild generally only charged a token fee for these jobs, and it kept the guild of the moneylenders from going too far in terrorizing their ‘clients.’

Of  course,  all  this  had  been  more  than  strange  to  Ronan when he’d first learned about it. One thing that he’d come to realize about the Twelve Isles was how well it kept up the genteel veneer of respectability, hiding the genuinely-dark underbelly of the culture. 

There  were  certain  places  where  many  of  the  darker elements  of  the  city’s  life  combined,  and  Ronan  guessed  that  The Bridge to Uon was one of them. 

As he crouched in the shadows by a low, broken-down shed, he  scanned  the  shadowed  yard,  taking  in  the  signs,  like  the smattering of dried blood on the wall near the back door—just such a splatter as would be made by a spurt from a burst nose as a man fell backward from the entrance. 

On  the  step,  an  idle  hand  had  carved  a  symbol  that  meant this was a place where one could get the addictive herbal intoxicants from the land of Ira, which were banned in the Twelve Isles. 

Broken glass, from a thrown bottle, littered one corner of the yard; its contents had splattered across the wall and been left there to dry. 

Ronan  moved  through  the  shadows  of  the  empty  yard.  His eyes flicked up, and he saw a spar made of wood that stuck out from under  the  gable  of  the  roof,  just  a  few  feet  above  the  height  of  his head. 

With an effortless leap, he caught the spar and swung himself up onto the tiled roof. He kept his momentum going as he flowed up the  roof  and  gazed  out  over  the  open  square  that  lay  before  the bridge. 

All  was  empty  and  quiet  at  this  time  of  day.  A  single  light burned in the window of the watch tower that overlooked the bridge and the approach. Though there was no prohibition on crossing the

bridge at night, Ronan felt it would be wise to conceal his presence from the watchman and cross without being seen. 

He reached to his belt and unclipped a button, slipping a pair of tiny binoculars out of one of the pouches. They were painted black with  lenses  made  of  a  special  kind  of  glass  that  would  not  reflect light,  so  that  the  assassin  would  not  reveal  his  presence.  The binoculars were just one of the many pieces of kit that a man of the Night Guild might use. 

Ronan  used  them  to  scan  the  bridge  and  the  surrounding area, and then focused on the window of the watch tower. The guard stood  in  the  window,  gazing  out  at  the  street  below,  then  scanning the bridge and the square over on the Calvaria side. 

 He’s alert,  he thought.  And taking his job seriously. There’ll be no  slipping  past  him  with  the  stealth  field.  I’ll  need  to  use  a  more traditional method. 

The stealth field had both strengths and limitations. As Ronan slipped  down  from  the  roof  and  wrapped  his  cloak  tightly  around himself on the approach to the bridge, he reflected that a great deal of  the  Night  Guild’s  training  was  about  becoming  adaptable  and recognizing the limitations of a particular ability. 

The stealth field was great for hiding in a crowd, for example. 

It acted like a cloak that made those who looked at him forget that they’d seen him immediately. If they did register his presence, they would assume that he was only a nondescript guildsman and make no attempts to interact with him. 

But  to  cross  a  bridge  alone  under  the  alert  gaze  of  a watchman  would  be  too  much  for  the  stealth  field  to  conceal.  The watchman  would  certainly  not  recognize  him  specifically  as  a member  of  the  Night  Guild,  but  he  would  remember  the  figure passing at the strange hour, and he might even take it upon himself to issue a challenge. 

 No,  Ronan thought,  Today, I’m taking the safer approach. 

A  hedge  of  clipped  shrubs  lined  the  approach  to  the  bridge, and Ronan crouched in the shadow of these as he got close to the

bridge.  Then  he  took  his  binoculars  out  again  and  watched  the guard. 

After a few minutes, he was in luck. The guard looked away from the window and turned toward the inside of his tower room. 

Ronan  seized  his  opportunity,  slipping  across  the  moonlit space  from  the  hedge  to  the  side  of  the  bridge,  then  under  the bridge.  The  wooden  construction  of  the  bridge  made  the  underside easy to grip. Before another moment had passed, Ronan was under it, his hands gripping the wooden spars and his feet wedged into the grips. 

Like a spider, he scurried silently along the underside of the bridge until he came to the opposite bank. 

The  black  water  below  him  moved  sluggishly  through  the channel, the smell of the slow-moving, salt water thick in his nostrils. 

The tide was about halfway in, and he could see the larger rocks on the  base  of  the  channel  sticking  up  through  the  water.  On  the  big wooden posts that held up the center of the bridge, a tideline showed that at high tide, the water would reach within six feet of the bottom of the bridge. 

On the other side, Ronan dropped silently to the ground and slipped up the bank. 

The  watchtower  light  still  glowed,  and  the  shadow  of  the watchman  was  back  in  its  place,  but  Ronan  was  able  to  move stealthily past and gain the city streets. 

Now on Uon, he made his way quickly to the docks. This took him  through  several  dark  streets  and  empty  market  squares,  past temple districts and through the grand streets that housed Trentum’s financial  institutions.  When  he  reached  the  fish  markets,  still  empty but for a few early risers, he knew he was close. 

The fisher dock was the hub for all the fishing guilds, and the Golden Shoal, his target ship, would be here. It did not take him long to  find  it.  It  was  a  small,  single-sailed  vessel  with  its  name  done  in golden characters on the side. 

The  low  tide  meant  that  there  would  be  no  movement  for some time on the docks. The fishing boats sailed at the high tide, still several hours away. 

Ronan felt content to let the  Golden Shoal  be for a while yet. 

Instead, he made his way to the registry office of the fisher dock. He knew that every ship and her owner was registered here. 

All  remained  silent  as  he  slipped  round  the  back  of  the building and found a back door. He slid a lock pick from his belt and deftly worked the catch; within thirty seconds, the latch yielded to his efforts, and he slipped inside, closing the door behind him. 

One  of  the  biggest  advantages  of  his  assassin’s  robes  was the boost they gave to his senses, particularly in the dark. He had no need  for  light  as  he  moved  up  the  stairs  and  into  the  office  of  the registrar.  Here,  on  a  long,  wooden  shelf,  in  a  series  of  enormous leather-bound  volumes,  lay  the  information  about  every  ship  and owner who had a vessel registered at the fisher dock. The registrar kept  a  record  of  the  weight  of  fish  caught  by  each,  added  to  any other  cargo  that  the  fishing  boats  might  from  time  to  time  bring  in, and  applied  it  to  the  appropriate  guild  at  the  end  of  the  year  for taxes. 

 Names, names,  Ronan thought as he scanned the shelves. 

Finding  what  he  needed  did  not  take  long.  He  slid  the  book for the  Golden Shoal out and flipped it open to the correct entry. The small  ship  was  owned  by  a  member  of  the  Fisher  Guild  named Ruben Sands. And the register gave his address. 

“Got you,” Ronan muttered. It would be easier to track Ruben from his home than to watch his ship, and if Ronan did so, he might be able to find out more information that would help him to achieve his mission with minimal impact. 

Stealthily  as  a  shadow,  he  slipped  the  book  back  onto  the shelf and left the registrar’s office. 

Ruben,  as  the  ship’s  owner,  had  to  be  the  one  in  charge  of the deal. For  The Golden Shoal  to meet with another ship and do a hangover would require the master of the ship to be onboard. Under

the listing in the registrar’s book, Ronan had seen that the ship had a crew  of  two.  This  was  a  very  small  vessel,  so  probably  a  family operation, then. That meant that everyone was in on the handover. 

So, Ronan would watch the house. 

The  streets  were  getting  brighter  as  he  approached  the address—a  small  house  surrounded  by  a  garden  and  a  low  brick wall. The house faced a set of tall buildings with curtained windows that  belonged  to  a  scholar  guild.  There  was  no  one  about,  but  that would not last forever. 

Ronan  acted  quickly,  sending  his  grappling  hook  up  three stories to catch on a low ledge just below the top floor of the building. 

He gripped the rope and ran lightly up the side of the building, pulling the  rope  up  as  he  went.  At  the  top,  he  leapt  onto  the  ledge  and crouched there, folding his grappling hook and slipping it back into its custom-made pocket on his belt. 

From  here,  he  had  a  good,  but  limited,  view  of  Ruben’s house. 

 What’s  in  here?   he  wondered  as  he  looked  behind  him. 

Peering  through  the  dirty  glass  of  the  small  window,  Ronan  noted stacks of boxes and the bare boards of a storeroom. 

Prying  the  window  open  and  slipping  inside  only  took  a moment. 

The scholar guilds were notorious for their obsessive record-keeping, and Ronan now found himself in one of their store rooms. 

He looked around and took in the jumble of boxes and papers.  There must be a thousand boxes up here,  he thought,  and by the thickness of  the  dust  on  the  floor,  no  one  has  been  up  here  for  a  year.  That makes it a good spot for my purposes at least. 

Leaning on the ledge, he settled in for a long vigil. 




* * *

 

Ronan  waited  two  hours  before  Ruben  and  his  two  sons came out of the house and made their way out into the street. 

Ronan sprang into action. 

The street outside was too busy for him to clamber down the wall in broad daylight, but while he’d been waiting he’d checked the hallway  outside  his  little  store  room  and  found  that  it  gave  ready access to the rest of the building. 

Gathering his stealth field around him, he headed out of the room and jogged down the stairs, relying on his stealth field to fool the eyes of anyone who might see him. 

Sure  enough,  as  he  reached  the  lower  floors,  the  scholars who  were  busy  in  the  building  either  ignored  him  completely  or nodded politely to him as he passed, thinking him a member of their guild.  They  were  dressed  in  robes  of  dark  purple,  and  the  men  all seemed to favor long beards, so Ronan was as unlike them as it was possible to be. 

But the stealth field did its job and he found himself out in the street less than a minute after Ruben and his two sons had left their home. 

He  kept  his  stealth  field  in  place  as  he  followed  the  family through  the  street  toward  the  Fisher  Guilds’  docks.  When  they stopped  at  a  roadside  stall  to  break  their  fast,  Ronan  took  the opportunity to slip round the back of a robe-maker’s workshop. From looking in his shop-front, Ronan could tell that this tailor specialized in the making of Fisher Guild robes. 

In  the  back  of  the  shop,  just  as  he’d  hoped,  Ronan  found  a suit of clothes in the bright-green of the Fisher Guild, complete with the stylized net sewn in silver thread over the breast, and in a size that would fit him. 

Quickly, he lifted the clothing from its hanger and darted out into the lane to put on the top, trousers, and light cloak. He bundled his  own  cloak  up—the  dark  assassin’s  garb  folded  up  into  a surprisingly small packet—and slipped it into a crevice between two

bricks,  just  above  head  height  in  the  lane  round  the  back  of  the tailor’s shop. 

Since his own black clothes were as tight as a second skin to him, he was able to pull the Fisher Guild clothing over his own with ease. Even his equipment belt did not create too much bulk around the waist. 

He strolled out into the street again and glanced over at the food stall. There, Ruben and his two sons sat drinking hot coffee and dipping bread in bowls of fish stew at a folding table off to one side of the stall. 

Ronan sauntered up, ordered a bowl of stew of his own, and sat down next to the family. He began to eat, and to listen. 

“You’re  sure  it’s  tonight  and  not  later  in  the  week?”  Ruben’s oldest son was saying to his father. 

“’course I’m sure,” Ruben growled through a mouthful of fish and bread. “What d’you take me for?” 

“I’m  just  asking,”  his  son  replied,  “because  last  time  we  did this you got the day wrong twice, and we risked the boat getting too far out from the coast of the island.” 

The younger son, a lad not much older than Ronan himself, sniggered. 

“You  keep  your  smart  comments  to  yourself!”  Ruben snapped, but he did not seem genuinely angry. Rather, he seemed like a man who liked to make a pretense of being angry for show. 

“Seriously,” he continued, “I know what I’m doing. This time, there’s no mistake. It’s a clear day, so there’ll be no risk to the boat.” 

The  group  then  turned  their  talk  to  other  subjects.  Ronan stayed  and  listened,  but  there  was  nothing  more  of  use  to  him. 

Apparently,  the  elder  son  was  to  marry  a  girl  from  a  Draper  Guild family,  who  he  was  not  particularly  keen  on,  and  the  younger  son thought this a fine laugh and mercilessly teased his brother about it. 

As he listened, he wondered what might be in the packet, and if  Ruben  and  his  family  even  knew.  Obviously  smuggling  was  a

regular  thing  for  them,  but  whatever  was  in  the  packet  must  be contraband of some kind, otherwise it would come in by the normal channels.  He  couldn’t  help  wondering  if  his  mission  would  have some negative impact on Ruben and his family. 

When  they  ordered  another  mug  of  coffee  from  the  smiling, motherly woman behind the stall, Ronan stood up and sauntered off toward the dock. 

He walked up and down the fisher dock for a while before he saw  what  he  sought—a  little  boat,  bumping  up  and  down  on  the rising tide. Ronan noticed its tethering rope was nearly worn through, and  half  an  inch  of  rainwater  stood  in  the  bottom,  yet  it  had  not rained for well over a week. 

“Hey there,” Ronan said, nudging a lad who was passing with a  message  clutched  in  his  hand.  “That  boat  looks  like  it’s  not  been used for a while.” 

“Ah,”  the  lad  said,  slowing  and  looking  where  he  pointed. 

“That’s old Tillman’s boat. Broke his arm two weeks back and hasn’t been able to get out and fish since then.” 

“Hm. Does he live nearby?” 

“Just over the way there,” the lad said, gesturing to a row of stone  buildings  with  small  windows  that  looked  out  over  the  fish markets. 

“When  you’re  done  running  your  message,  come  find  me here. I have a job for you.” 

The lad nodded and ran off; within five minutes, he returned. 

Ronan  handed  him  two  silver  florens,  and  the  lad’s  eyes widened. 

“One  of  those  is  for  you,”  Ronan  said.  “Take  the  other  to Tillman and ask him if I can rent his boat out for a day. Mine’s in for repairs, and I want to get out onto the water.” 

“I’ll do that!” the lad cried and flew off along the busy pier. 

Just  as  Ronan  saw  Ruben  and  his  sons  ambling  along  the dock in the direction of the  Golden Shoal, the lad came back. 

“Good news, sir,” he said. “Tillman’s happy for you to use the boat for the day.” 

Ronan  winked  and  slapped  the  lad  on  the  back,  then clambered down the dock into the little boat. 

It  smelled  of  fish,  and  he  found  a  net  and  a  set  of  rusted knives stashed in a box under the bench. There was a mast and a furled sail stashed in the bottom of the boat. 

 Well,  he thought,  this will do for a disguise. 

The tide had begun rising and all around him little boats were setting out onto the open water to get the day’s catch. There was a small bucket, and he used this to bail the gathered rainwater out of the bottom of the boat. Then Ronan joined the other ships, lifting the small mast into the setting and unfurling the sail to catch the morning breeze.  He  was  not  much  of  a  sailor,  but  the  boat  was  tiny—not much  bigger  than  a  rowboat—and  the  waters  around  Uon  were clear, shallow, and safe. 

Most of the fishing boats were bigger than his, but there were a  few  other  tiny  ones.  Those  nearby  seemed  to  be  keeping themselves  very  close  to  the  shore,  and  Ronan  guessed  that  they were  more  interested  in  checking  creels  than  casting  nets.  For himself, he had caught sight of the blue sail of the  Golden Shoal, and he used the tiller to ease himself in that direction. 

When  the   Golden  Shoal  stopped  a  good  way  out  from  the shore and cast its net, Ronan furled his sail and dropped his anchor. 

He  was  a  good  distance  away  from  his  target,  but  near  enough  to watch what happened. 

For  most  of  the  day,  what  happened  was  precisely  nothing. 

Ronan cast his own net a few times, bringing in just enough fish to make it so that he did not raise any eyebrows by coming ashore with nothing. 

As  he  had  plenty  of  time  to  wait,  he  set  himself  to  gut  and clean the fish. His spirits high, he worked carefully away at cleaning the rest of his catch, one eye on the  Golden Shoal, for the rest of the afternoon. 

At last, just when he began to wonder if the handover would happen today after all, Ronan saw a strange sight. He had expected a  ship,  but  instead  he  saw  a  creature  like  a  massive  bird  flying toward  them.  It  was  bigger  than  any  bird  he  had  ever  seen,  and  it had a reptilian aspect to it. 

He grabbed his binoculars from his belt and trained them on the creature. The neck was long and sinewy, and instead of feathers, it  seemed  to  be  covered  in  black  scales.  There  was  a  rider  on  the back, clad in dark-gray clothing with his hood pulled up. 

Ronan caught a glimpse of a black beard and a hooked nose as the rider circled his strange mount and landed on the deck of the ship. 

Watching  through  his  binoculars,  Ronan  saw  the  man dismount, shake hands with Ruben, and then hand something over

—a  small,  brown  leather  satchel  was  what  it  looked  like.  Then  the figure  got  back  on  his  strange,  bird-like  steed  and  flew  off  again  in the direction of Oretum. 

Immediately,  the   Golden  Shoal   began  to  unfurl  her  sail  and turn around. 



Chapter 19







The   Golden  Shoal   was  a  bigger,  slower  craft  than  Ronan’s little boat, and so he was able to turn quickly using his oars and then hoist  his  sail  and  get  underway.  He  hurried  back  to  the  dock  as quickly as he could, just one of many smaller boats milling about the waters near the dock. 

He  slowly  retrieved  his  catch  out  of  the  boat  and  waited  for the  Golden Shoal to pull in and dock up before he moved off. Then he went in their direction, his net of cleaned fish over his shoulder as he followed them to the merchant buying their catch. Ronan sold his fish quickly, keeping an eye on Ruben and his sons as he did. When they were done, he followed them at a distance. 

“Let’s get a drink,” one of the lads suggested. 

“Aye,”  Ruben  agreed.  “To  a  good  day’s  work.”  He  had  a brown  satchel  over  his  right  shoulder.  It  looked  heavy  and substantial. 

Ronan  followed  them  to  the  Perch’s  Eye  tavern  on  the dockside and took up a seat nearby. He ordered a glass of ale and sipped at it, enjoying the thick, bitter brew. 

“Those  creatures,”  Ruben  confided  to  his  sons,  “will  never cease to give me nightmares.” 

“They’re  strange  indeed,”  the  elder  agreed,  “but  I  don’t  find them that frightening. Not as frightening as what they might be if they weren’t kept in check, mind you.” 

“Hush!” his father hissed. “I wish I’d never spoken. We’re not supposed to know about that, see?” 

“Hard not to know, seeing as what you’ve got in that bag.” 

“I’ll box your ears if you don’t shut your mouth, eldest son or no!” Ruben said through gritted teeth, and his son subsided. 

“Tell  us  about  your  upcoming  marriage,”  the  younger  lad piped up with a grin. The elder son groaned theatrically and made a show of putting his head in his hands. 

Ronan  learned  nothing  more  from  Ruben  Sands  and  his family that night. He did learn, however, that he did not have much of a taste for ale. After finishing just a third of his mug, he decided he didn’t want any more and switched to water instead. 

When the family left, Ronan discreetly followed them. 

“This  is  where  I’ll  leave  you,  lads,”  Ruben  said  when  the Sands family reached the corner of their street. 

“You sure, Father?” the eldest son asked. 

“Oh, yes,” Ruben replied, slapping him on the back. “Thanks, son,  but  I  think  I  can  handle  things  from  here.  It’s  better  you  don’t know  what  happens  next  anyway.  That’s  your  part  of  the  business done.” 

Ronan  was  beginning  to  miss  his  black  cloak.  He  activated his  stealth  field,  but  it  did  not  feel  quite  as  effective  while  he  was dressed  up  as  a  member  of  the  Fisher  Guild.  To  his  surprise, however,  Ruben  did  not  make  for  the  area  where  the  Salt  Dryer Guild had their works. 

Instead, he headed back toward the fisher dock, passing by the  very  tailor’s  shop  where  Ronan  had  stolen  the  Fisher  Guild clothes. Tempted as he was to dart in and retrieve his cloak, he did not want to take his eyes off Ruben. 

It  turned  out  to  be  for  the  best.  A  moment  later,  Ruben approached  a  dirty-looking  shop  front  that  seemed  closed  and tapped  three  times  on  the  door  in  a  curious  rhythm.  The  door immediately opened. 

“Have you got it?” a voice demanded. 

“Right here,” Ruben said, patting the bag. 

Immediately,  he  was  ushered  inside,  and  the  door  snapped shut. 

Cursing under his breath, Ronan dashed toward the building. 

He could hear nothing at the door but the low mutter of voices. The door was one of several that ran along the front of a two story block with darkened windows up above. The stones were roughly set, and it only took Ronan a moment to leap up and catch hold of them. He scaled  the  wall  swiftly  and  shouldered  his  way  through  an  open window, landing silently on the ground inside. 

Hearing  a  noise,  Ronan  turned  his  head  to  look.  In  one corner  of  the  room  he’d  landed  in,  a  figure  lay  snoring  in  a  large bed. 

Moving  stealthily  and  sticking  to  the  edges  of  the  room  so that the boards were less likely to creak, Ronan made his way round the room to the edge of a stairway that led down into a room below. 

From the room below, he could hear voices. 

“Here’s  your  cut,”  said  one,  a  high,  raspy  voice  that  Ronan did not recognize. He heard the light, metallic clinking of coins. 

“This  isn’t  it,”  came  a  second  voice,  clearly  Ruben’s.  He sounded angry. “This isn’t half of what we agreed.” 

“Plans have changed,” the other voice said. “You need to wait until the buyer is satisfied with the goods.” 

“You  fences,”  Ruben  growled,  sounding  very  much  like  he had when he had been telling his son off. “I thought you had more honesty than this.” 

“Oh,  you  thought  I  was  a  member  of  the  fence’s  guild,  did you?”  the  other  said  with  an  evil  sneer.  “That’s  your  mistake.  I’m telling you that’s all the payment you get until my buyer is satisfied.” 

“You double-dealing snake!” Ruben shouted. 

The  unmistakable  sound  of  a  blade  whispering  from  its sheath  caught  Ronan’s  attention.  “Quiet,  fool,  or  I’ll  tickle  you  with this,”  the  evil  voice  taunted.  “Count  yourself  lucky  you’re  getting anything.  No  one  knows  you’re  here,  now  do  they?  I  have  a  friend who keeps a sty full of pigs not far from here. They’ll eat anything. I

could  do  away  with  you  and  by  morning,  there’d  be  no  trace  of you…” 

Ronan  heard  a  loud,  meaty  smack,  and  the  thin  voice’s threats were cut off with a sudden cry. 

Ronan thought fast.  Ruben has been employed to pick up the bag—whatever it is—and deliver it to the salt dryer, who would pass it hand to hand until it reached the man who would put it in the bank vault. But Ruben has double-crossed his employer. He’s trying to sell it to someone else—this evil-sounding fellow, apparently. 

Now,  however,  things  were  going  awry,  and  it  felt  to  Ronan that his time had come to intervene. 

Cursing  his  awkward  Fisher  Guild  robes,  he  grabbed  at  his belt and pulled out a smoke bomb. These were ingenious devices—

little balls of fine clay with a chemical powder concealed inside that would cause a cloud of thick smoke as soon as they were smashed. 

The  smoke  caused  no  harm,  but  it  would  create  the  distraction  he needed. 

He  leaped  over  the  banister  and  landed  halfway  down  the staircase, immediately taking in the scene in the room below. 

In the center of the room, two figures struggled in the light of a  branch  of  tallow  candles.  One  was  Ruben,  the  big  fisherman;  he had  the  upper  hand.  The  other  was  a  small,  thin  man  in  a  greasy, green robe. He had lank gray hair that flew widely about as he tried to smash his head into his attacker’s face. 

But  Ruben  had  the  advantage  of  weight  and  strength.  He landed on top of the smaller man, pinning him. The small man had a long, thin knife in his right hand, and Ruben had the hand pinned to the floor by the wrist. But what he didn’t see was that the thin man was reaching for a boot knife with his left hand. 

Ruben was a brawler. Ronan could see that immediately, but the thin man was a trickster, and Ruben was not aware of what was coming. Ronan did not want either of them to die here. 

He  leapt  to  the  branch  of  candles  and  knocked  it  over, mashing the wicks with his sleeve so they did not set the place on

fire.  Then  he  flung  the  smoke  bomb,  plunging  the  room  into darkness; the only light coming from the red glow of coal in the mean hearth on the wall to the left of the door. Smoke suddenly filled the air, and both the assailants began to cough and splutter. 

Ronan grabbed Ruben from behind, lifting him up and off the thin man and flinging him back. 

As the thin man scrabbled to his feet and drew his boot knife, Ronan hit him with a fist at the exact point where his spine met his skull. The thin man let out a choking gasp and toppled forward. 

 I hope I didn’t hit him too hard,  Ronan thought.  That blow can kill. 

They had trained in varying the strength of blows to achieve different  effects.  When  the  thin  man  toppled  forward,  dropping  his knives, Ruben stepped forward as if to finish him off. 

“Back off,” Ronan warned him. 

“Who’s  there?”  Ruben  coughed.  “What  in  the  name  of  the God of Fishes is going on?” 

“Step out of the house,” Ronan said. “Do it now.” 

“My bag…” 

“I’ll be taking that.” 

He  stepped  through  the  smoke  and  shoved  the  door  open, then pushed Ruben out and pulled it closed again. 

Ronan  snatched  up  the  bag.  It  was  heavy,  as  heavy  as  if  it had been full of stones. 

The  person  who’d  been  asleep  upstairs  had  woken  up  and was  shouting  down  the  stairs,  asking  what  all  the  noise  was,  and was that smoke? Was there a fire? 

Ronan  swung  the  bag  over  his  shoulder  and  stepped  out  of the door. 

He ducked as Ruben, who had waited for him outside, swung a  heavy  stick  at  his  head.  He’d  anticipated  this,  and  he  stepped away from the wall. 

“You  give  me  that  bag,”  Ruben  growled,  menacing  him  with his stick. “God of Fishes, who are you? I wish I’d never gotten mixed up in all this.” 

 You and me both,  Ronan thought. This was not going as he’d hoped. Ruben had seen his face and, despite the darkness, he didn’t think the fisherman was going to forget him in a hurry. 

Ruben raised the stick again. With a sigh, Ronan stepped in. 

He  took  control  of  the  stick  from  the  big  brawler  easily,  grasping  it and  then  stepping  up  to  place  his  own  dagger  in  the  soft  spot  of Ruben’s throat. 

“Let the stick go,” he growled, “and we can talk.” 

“Curse you…” 

“Let. The. Stick. Go!” 

Ruben glared for a moment longer and then complied. Ronan took  the  stick—a  short,  heavy  cudgel  that  Ruben  must  have  had concealed under his fisher’s robe. 

Ronan stepped back from Ruben and kept his dagger in his hand.  Above  their  heads  there  came  a  loud  voice  shrieking  from  a window for the guards. 

“I think that’s our cue to leave,” Ronan said quietly. He jerked his head for Ruben to follow him down an alley between two shops; Ruben followed him hesitantly. 

They  walked  briskly  through  a  network  of  quiet  streets  until they came out in a little area of parkland near Ruben’s house. 

“My bag,” Ruben said. 

“No,” Ronan replied firmly. “Tell me what happens to you now. 

You were supposed to take the bag to someone. What now? You’ve lost it. You were going to sell it to that crook back there. What were you going to tell the person who you’re meant to give it to?” 

“How do you…?” 

“Never mind. Answer the question.” 

Ruben  huffed  out  a  long  breath  then  shrugged.  “I  wasn’t.  I don’t know what happens next. I drop the bag in a safe place, collect my money, then leave. None of the mirrors know each other, that’s how it works. 

“The mirrors?” Ronan asked. 

“The people who pick up the packages,” Ruben explained. “I get  the  bags  and  drop  them  in  the  safe  place,  and  someone  else picks them up. Only this time, that old man found me yesterday and offered  me  three  times  the  money  to  deliver  the  package  to  him instead. I figured there’s no harm in it—if anyone asks, I’ll just say I dropped  the  package  as  normal  and  no  one  will  know  any  better. 

They’ll think it went wrong somewhere else, maybe someone found the safe spot and took the bag before the next man could get it.” 

Ronan  thought  for  a  moment.  He  didn’t  trust  the  glint  in Ruben’s eyes or the sneer of contempt for Ronan and his questions. 

 He’s hiding something,   he  thought.  He’s  not  a  stupid  man—

 he must know that the kind of people who run this operation would trace the theft back to him. What’s he…

At  that  moment,  Ruben’s  gaze  flicked  off  in  the  direction  of the fisher dock, and the answer came to Ronan in a flash.  He’s still got it, he thought.  He was going to trick his buyer, then drop the real package off in the hiding place. 

“Very well,” Ronan said, standing and talking with a brisk air. 

“You’ve  told  me  everything  I  need  to  know.  Here’s  a  gold  ducat  for your trouble. You’re selling the bag to me instead. That’s just a slight change of plan. Fair?” 

Ruben shrugged and made a sulky face. “Fine. You’re handy with that knife, and I suppose I can’t say no.” 

“Right,”  Ronan  said,  then  turned  on  his  heel  and  walked away. 


Moving  quickly,  he  ducked  round  the  back  of  the  little  park until he found a spot where some boulders created a natural crevice, just about the size of his two clenched fists. Ronan pulled the stolen Fisher Guild robe off and bundled it into the crevice. Still carrying the

bag, he slipped back to a spot where he could see Ruben sitting with his head lowered in the middle of the park. 

 I’ve been watching him the whole time since he left his boat, he thought.  He’s not had a chance to swap his bag out for another one—so the real one must be on the boat. I’ll take my chance. 

He left Ruben sitting where he was and jogged back through the network of alleyways to the tailor’s shop. No one walked in the darkened streets—those revelers who were still awake at this time of night would be well away from here, their carousing focused on the central areas of town, not the fisher docks and surrounding areas. 

When he came to the tailor’s shop, he moved along the lane and retrieved his cloak from the crack in the wall where he’d stashed it.  It  slid  over  him  like  a  shadow  falling  into  place,  and  he  shivered with pleasure. The beautifully soft, smooth fabric slipped around him and hugged his frame, fitting him perfectly. 

He felt complete. 

Jogging  back  toward  the  fisher  dock,  he  reflected  that  he’d never  found  out  just  what  the  assassins'  robes  were  made  from. 

They  were  like  no  fabric  he’d  ever  seen  before.  They  had  no discernible  weave,  and  they  never  got  torn  or  dirty  or  showed  any sign of wear. They maintained his temperature, keeping him cool or warm  depending  on  what  was  appropriate,  and  water  slicked  off them as if they had been made of varnished wood. 

Even  aside  from  the  increase  in  sensory  awareness  that wearing the robes provided, they were really remarkable garments. 

The  equipment  belt  he  wore  was  not  made  of  the  strange shadowy  fabric  but  of  heavyweight  black  linen,  ingeniously constructed  to  hold  a  staggering  number  of  pockets  containing  all manner  of  gizmos  and  weapons  useful  to  the  assassin’s  trade. 

Tantalizingly,  the  many  empty  spaces  in  the  equipment  belt suggested to Ronan that, despite his progress so far, there were still many other gadgets to learn in the course of his career in the guild. 

He did not return to the park to check on Ruben. Instead, he headed  straight  for  the  fisher  dock.  He  figured  Ruben  had  left  the

true prize on the boat and would return to get it without delay. 

 I’m  not  going  to  take  the  bag  from  him,   he  thought.  For  all he’s  a  fool  and  a  cheat,  I  don’t  want  to  ruin  his  life  by  putting  the responsibility of losing the bag on him. I don’t know who the man on the strange bird-like creature was who dropped the bag off, but until I do,  I  don’t  want  the  consequences  of  his  wrath  to  fall  on  this  idiot messenger. 

As  he  waited  in  the  shadows  for  Ruben  to  appear,  he checked  in  the  satchel  he  carried.  He’d  thought  it  through—of course,  he  would  not  have  looked  in  the  bag  if  things  hadn’t  gone awry, but he thought it best to double-check that he was indeed on the right track. 

He  slipped  the  catch  on  the  back  and  reached  inside.  Sure enough, there was nothing inside but a big, heavy rounded stone. 

Ronan  chuckled  as  he  slipped  the  stone  back  into  the  bag. 

He  considered  abandoning  it,  but  on  second  thought  decided  to hang onto it.  After all, I don’t know how useful a decoy bag might be. 

After about an hour, Ruben walked onto the dock. As Ronan had predicted, he came up to the  Golden Shoal,  slipped aboard and reappeared moments later with an identical black leather satchel to the one Ronan had over his shoulder. 

Then, with a swift glance in either direction, he walked off at a good pace, and Ronan followed. 

 This  looks  more  promising,   Ronan  thought  as  he  trailed Ruben  through  the  streets  in  the  direction  of  the  salt  dryer  district. 

After twenty minutes walking, Ruben stopped in a side street near a temple  to  the  God  of  Food  Preservation.  He  dropped  to  his  knees and  did  something  to  one  of  the  paving  stones.  A  moment  later, there  was  the  sound  of  grating  stone  upon  stone  and  Ruben  lifted the paving slab up, slipped the bag in, and replaced the slab before dusting  his  hands  with  a  satisfied  air  and  then  marching  off  in  the direction of his home. 

 So,  what  next?  Ronan  asked  himself.  I  have  two  options.  I can sit here and watch the pick up point, and wait for the next mirror

 to collect the bag. Then I can follow him, and keep tracking the bag until I see the man who’s supposed to take the bag to the vault, then take  it  from  him.  That’s  one  choice.  Or,  I  can  use  this  decoy  that Ruben has conveniently provided me with and switch it for the real bag.    Assuming  that  no  one  looks  at  the  bag  before  it  reaches  the vault, the decoy won’t be discovered. 

The biggest risk was to Ruben or one of the other ‘mirrors’ for being caught out and blamed for the switch; however, on reflection, Ronan thought that was unlikely. The chances were that none of the people who handled the bag knew what was in it, or what was meant to  be  in  it,  and  so  doing  a  switch  for  the  decoy  bag  would  actually cause  less impact than simply stealing it from one of the handlers. 

His mission had been to retrieve the bag with minimal impact, and the more he thought about it, the more it seemed preferable to do it this way. He made his decision—he would switch the bags, but then follow the decoy and find out if the deception was discovered. 

That way he could assess the impact his mission had caused—if any

—and  gather  more  information  about  the  strange  sequence  of events. 

 Gathering  information  was  not  really  part  of  the  brief,  he thought,  but Janus did say to stay flexible and use my judgment, and my  gut  tells  me  that  it’s  good  to  know  a  little  more  about  this business than I do at the moment. 

He hefted the weight of the decoy bag over his shoulder. Inky shadows filled the crevices in the buildings and darkened the bases of the walls in the empty street. The shuttered windows were blank, and Ronan was dark as one of the shadows as he slipped from his hiding place and moved to the paving slab. 

With  a  little  work,  he  managed  to  get  the  paving  slab  up  to find  the  dark  hollow  beneath  and  the  bag,  a  black  leather  satchel identical  in  every  way  to  the  one  Ronan  carried.  He  could  feel  the shape of a similarly-sized, heavy rounded object within. 

He slipped the decoy bag into place and returned the slab to its  housing,  then  went  back  to  his  hiding  place  in  a  deeply-shaded

doorway  on  the  other  side  of  the  street.  He  hunkered  down, wrapping  his  cloak  around  himself,  and  allowed  himself  to  drift  into the strange half-sleep that was the province of the members of the Night Guild. 

In this way, he could rest his mind while remaining aware of his surroundings. As he slept, he saw the night pass. Every now and then,  a  dark  figure  would  hurry  past  on  some  business  of  his  own, but no one came to the drop-off spot. 

Ronan spent the day on the street, watching for the mirror to come and collect the decoy. He was hungry, but he kept his wits and his  stealth  field  gathered  tightly  about  him;  anyone  looking  at  him would think they were seeing an inconsequential guildsman and pay him no attention. 

While  enduring  the  long  wait,  Ronan  continually  shifted  his weight from one foot to the other and flexed the muscles in his arms and  chest  so  that  he  did  not  stiffen  up.  He  drew  power  from  the shifting shadows in the street to drive his stealth field. 

As  the  day  passed,  he  found  something  unusual  was happening. The power of the shadows was doing more than feeding his stealth field—it was feeding  him. Shadow magic moved through his body like water currents through a network of rivers; the power of the darkness flowed through his limbs and down to his fingertips, like blood running to his muscles. 

Ronan felt satiated in a way that neither food nor drink could do. The shadows were giving him nourishment. 

 Is this what it means to be the Shadowmaster?  He asked in his mind to no one in particular. 

 “This, and much more besides,”  the Night God answered, his voice a quiet, smiling whisper in Ronan’s head. 

He felt the fleeting presence for only a moment. For a fraction of a second, the street filled with the deity’s gigantic presence, and Ronan fancied that he saw the priests of the nearby Temple of Good Preservation  tremble  for  a  moment  as  the  power  of  the  Night  God visited their little square. 

That  moment  of  awareness  of  his  god  gave  Ronan  new strength and new certainty that he was doing the right thing. After all, he  had  the  bag  now,  and  by  rights  he  could  have  returned  to  the guild  and  called  his  mission  fulfilled.  But  instead,  he  followed  his instincts,  partly  because  he  wanted  to  know  if  his  mission  would endanger  the  clumsy  but  innocent  Ruben,  and  partly  just  to  learn more about what was going on. 

One  other  thing  of  interest  happened  that  day.  In  late afternoon, Ronan had just bought some food from a passing vendor, who had come by with a cart full of hot, beef pies, when he saw a member  of  the  Night  Guild  passing.  The  member  was  none  other than Rilla, one of Ronan’s contemporaries in the guild. 

She moved past with her stealth field in place, and to Ronan’s eyes,  her  cloak  shifted  colors  and  styles  as  rapidly  as  sunlight reflected  off  the  shifting  sea.  The  other  people  in  the  street  did  not heed her at all. 

Rilla followed a tall woman with long, gray hair. Dressed in a servant’s robe of forest green, she held a basket under her arm. The servant glanced from side to side, as if she were worried about being spotted; even at this distance, Ronan could see the beads of sweat glistening on her brow, despite the cool breeze blowing in from the sea. 

Ronan smiled, and Rilla suddenly lifted her head as if she’d heard  something.  She  quickly  glanced  around,  her  dark  hair gleaming as black as Ronan’s own in the sunlight. Then she found him,  and  their  eyes  met.  Her  brows  shot  up  in  surprise,  and  she smiled before hurrying on her way. 



Chapter 20







Evening  turned  to  night,  and  Ronan  returned  to  his  hiding place  in  the  shaded  doorway.  Soon,  the  mirror  appeared  to  collect the  bag.  A  tall  and  lanky  man  with  a  long,  lined  face,  he  wore  the brown robe of the Carpenter Guild. The man knelt by the flagstone, raised it with a practiced pull and extracted the bag before slipping the stone back in place and quickly standing. 

Ronan followed him from the street. The man moved quickly, and Ronan had to follow him at some speed to keep up. He powered his stealth field with the abundant resource of shadows around him, aware  that  shadow  muffled  his  steps  and  concealed  his  presence from the tall carpenter’s sight and sense of presence. 

As Guildsman Janus had told him, the carpenter was the last man  in  the  chain.  He  would  pass  the  bag  to  the  merchant  named Dreghorn, who would visit the bank of gold and place the bag in the vault. 

The man walked at a great pace through an area of the city unfamiliar to Ronan. He passed through districts where signs outside the  shops  displayed  the  emblems  of  many  different  crafts.  Stone-cutters, wood-workers of various kinds, bricklayers, roof-tile makers, and others, were jumbled together in a crazily laid-out organic mesh of streets that ran through a portion of the southern section of Uon Isle’s interior. 

During the day, this district would be packed with apprentices learning  their  trades,  masters  teaching,  and  errand  boys  dashing from  place  to  place  with  messages  and  orders  between  guildsfolk. 

Food  sellers  would  be  marketing  their  wares,  and  perhaps  less savory individuals would be plying their trades as well. 

But now, all was silent and still. 

The  carpenter  knew  the  area  intimately,  and  he  moved through it with a swiftness and certainty that amazed Ronan. Despite the  chaotic  street  layout,  the  tall  man  navigated  corners  and junctions  without  a  second  glance.  With  his  head  down,  the  man’s long  legs  devoured  the  distance  as  he  swept  through  the  streets. 

Ronan,  easily  a  head  shorter  than  the  carpenter,  had  to  jog  along behind  him.  Keeping  him  in  sight  while  staying  a  respectable distance away proved more challenging than he would have liked. 

 Perhaps, Ronan thought,  that’s his plan. He doesn’t expect to be followed, but if he is, he thinks this warren will throw anyone off who tries to pursue him. Well, he hasn’t factored in being followed by a man of the Night Guild. 

At  that  moment,  the  carpenter  vanished  around  a  corner. 

Ronan jogged round and could have kicked himself. He had been so busy  congratulating  himself  on  his  skill  that  he’d  lost  his  quarry. 

There were four roads meeting in a narrow junction—the one Ronan had entered through and three others. 

Quickly, Ronan said the prayer spell to activate the guide light he’d learned from Guildsman Janus back in the library. This marked the first time he’d used it since that day, and he prayed that it would work.  He  named  the  carpenter  who  carried  the  decoy  bag  as  his target, and to his great relief, the white light immediately appeared, extending from his feet down the right hand of the three alleys that were in front of him. 

 Keep your head on the job, Ronan,  he scolded himself as he jogged down the alleyway in pursuit. Then he gave a sigh of relief as he  saw  the  man  up  ahead.  To  Ronan's  eyes,  the  man  was illuminated  white  by  the  guide  light  spell.  As  soon  as  Ronan positively identified him, the white light vanished. 

Ronan followed him through the streets. The distinctive smell of sawdust filled the air, and he knew that they were approaching the carpenter district. The man walked into a humble house at the end of a  row  of  houses  with  stacks  of  wood  and  workbenches  outside, displaying their status as the homes of the carpenters. 

The  door  latched  behind  the  man,  and  Ronan  shimmied  up the side of the building, finding himself a spot on the edge of the roof next door where he had a view of the upper room of the house. He watched  as  the  carpenter  appeared,  lit  a  candle,  and  stashed  the bag  beneath  his  bed.  Then  the  man  drew  the  shutters  and  a  little later snuffed out the candle’s flame. 

Ronan  waited  the  night  out  hidden  in  the  shadows  between the  two  buildings,  his  eyes  focused  on  the  door  of  the  carpenter’s house  and  his  mind  drifting  in  the  strange  resting  of  the  assassin’s sleep. 

As morning came, he activated his stealth field and stood at the  edge  of  the  street.  With  his  hands  to  his  sides,  he  allowed  his gaze to wander a bit as he waited for the carpenter to emerge. 

He  did  not  have  to  wait  long.  The  man  emerged  from  his house with the decoy bag over his shoulder and immediately set out in the direction of the financial quarter. 

Stealth field in place, Ronan followed, feeling the comforting weight  of  the  real  bag  bumping  against  his  side  as  he  cradled  it under  one  arm.  He  could  feel  the  rounded  object  inside  it  and wondered  what  it  could  be,  but  opening  the  bag  would  be  taking things  too  far.  He  wanted  to  present  a  fairly  complete  report  to  the guild when he returned, and he was not going to look into the bag to do it. 

Moving  swiftly,  the  carpenter  walked  out  of  the  woodworker district  and  into  an  area  of  wide  streets  lined  with  tall,  impressive, columned stone buildings that marked the financial district. Here, the Bank  of  Gold  was  the  central  building,  its  tall,  white-stone  sides rising six stories above the walls of the other buildings. 

Around the bank of gold other smaller, but still impressive and beautiful buildings, held the guilds of the financiers, those whose job it was to move, collate, and keep records of the vast sums of money that  moved  through  the  Twelve  Isles.  The  Twelve  Isles  excelled  at more  than  the  crafts  and  trades  of  the  hands—they  also  produced

bankers, accountants, and men of business to rival any in the known world. 

The  carpenter  took  a  seat  at  a  table  outside  a  busy  corner restaurant. A waiter approached, and Ronan heard the carpenter ask for bread and olives. The waiter left again, and Ronan moved closer, drawing  more  power  than  usual  from  the  shadows  into  his  stealth field to be certain of deflecting attention. 

The  carpenter  took  off  the  bag  and  laid  it  under  the  table. 

When his food arrived, he drummed his fingers on the table until the waiter left and stood, his food untouched, and walked away swiftly, leaving the decoy bag under the table. 

Immediately,  a  small,  round  man  with  a  bald  head  and  a nervous, jumpy way of moving appeared from the crowd to Ronan’s left. He wore a bright-scarlet robe with a gold coin symbol sewn onto the  chest.  He  sat  at  the  table  the  carpenter  had  vacated  and devoured  the  olives  and  bread.  Then,  he  lifted  the  bag  onto  his shoulder and walked away, leaving a tip under the olive bowl. 

Ronan  smiled  at  how  smoothly  the  handover  had  been accomplished, though if he’d been designing it, he’d have looked for two  men  who  resembled  each  other  more.  Indeed,  he  could  hardly imagine  two  men  who  looked   less  like  one  another  than  the carpenter  and  the  red-robed  man,  who  he  assumed  must  be Dreghorn. 

The little man bustled up the street, wiping his forehead with a crimson handkerchief and making little nervous glances from side to side as he went. Ronan followed him like a shadow, slipping along through the crowd, his stealth field buzzing with the energy he drew into it while walking. 

Dreghorn  patted  the  bag  with  his  right  hand,  feeling  the reassuring weight of the rounded stone that Ruben had placed there; for  a  moment,  it  seemed  he  might  be  going  to  open  it  and  look inside. Ronan’s heart sped up, and he breathed deeply, holding his breath for a couple of times to cool himself. 

But Dreghorn did not look in the bag. He seemed content with the weight and feel of the contents, and he marched up to the bank of gold and up the enormous white marble steps with his head held high,  to  be  greeted  cordially  by  a  man  in  a  white  cloak  at  the entrance. 

Ronan  considered  trying  to  brazen  his  way  in  afterward  but decided against it. With only one entrance, Dreghorn would be sure to come out the way he’d entered. 

Sure enough, half an hour later the little man appeared again, looking well-pleased with himself. 

He jogged down the steps and out into the street with much less of a display of nerves than previously, and he no longer carried the bag. 

 So,  it’s  done,   Ronan  thought.  He’s  put  the  decoy  into  the vault, and no one is the wiser. If only old Ruben knew how well his decoy bag had worked! 

Ronan followed Dreghorn for a few hours, establishing where he  worked—a  shop  that  did  a  brisk  trade  in  good,  paper  products. 

He had a home on the outskirts of Uon, a single house set in a small garden.  He  was  a  family  man.  Ronan  smiled  as  he  saw,  from  his vantage point in a tree over the road, the two little children who came running down the garden path to meet their father. 

 So much for Merchant Dreghorn,  he thought.  I’m no nearer to knowing  what’s  going  on  here,  but  at  least  I’ll  have  a  full  report  for the guild when I get back. I have the package, and my mission has had minimal impact despite things not going exactly as planned. 

Feeling  pleased  with  himself,  Ronan  headed  back  through the city. Before heading back to Calvaria, he made two more stops. 

He stopped first at the park, where he disposed of the Fisher Guild  robes  he’d  stolen.  He  found  them  wedged  into  the  crevice  in the rock as he had left them. Unlike his Night Guild robes, the Fisher Guild  clothing  did   not  have  the  power  of  not  getting  dirty.  It  was fouled with dirt and fish and seawater, and was very much the worse

for  wear.  Ronan  had  forgotten  just  how  unpleasant  a  filthy  set  of robes could smell. He shook them out in disgust. 

He  thought  for  a  moment  and  then  walked  to  a  shop  that rented washing facilities for two copper pennies a time. He entered, paid his dues, and settled to scrub out the filth from the robes. The man behind the counter took his money and paid him no heed, his eyes drifting over Ronan as if he were the least interesting thing in the world. This was Ronan’s first test of his stealth field in a direct, one-to-one interaction, and he was pleased with the outcome. 

He  scrubbed  the  clothes  out  as  best  he  could.  He  then  laid them to dry in the heated drying room and walked to his second stop

—the house where Ruben had fought the strange old man who had wanted to buy the package. Ronan watched the house for a bit, then approached and pushed the door gently. It swung open. 

Inside,  there  were  signs  of  a  hasty  move.  A  chair  had  been tipped  over,  drawers  were  pulled  out  and  emptied;  upstairs  all  the bedding had been stripped from the bed, and a wooden chest in the corner stood open and yawning empty. 

 Whoever  was  here,  they’ve  cleared  out  pretty  quick,   he thought. 

There  being  no  clue  to  the  identity  of  the  occupants,  Ronan wandered  back  to  the  washing  shop,  where  he  found  his  Fisher Guild  robe  nearly  dry.  He  slipped  three  gold  ducats  into  the  breast pocket and walked to the tailor’s shop. A glance around the back of the shop showed a team of workers reinforcing the latch on the back door.  Ronan  grinned.  His  theft  had  prompted  the  tailor  to  up  his security. 

 Well,  hopefully,  the  gold  I’ve  put  in  the  robe  will  pay  for  his inconvenience and for the carpenters as well,  he thought. 

Unable to return the robe immediately, he watched the tailor’s shop for a while, enjoying the bustle of the Trentum streets around him.  It  had  been  too  long  since  he’d  seen  these  streets,  had breathed the air of his city and seen the people who were his fellow citizens. Eventually, the tailor came out of the shop. 

Ronan  approached  him  from  behind  and  tapped  him  on  the shoulder.  The  man  turned,  and  as  he  did  so  Ronan  drew  a  swift, massive burst of power from the man’s shadow. 

“Take this,” Ronan said firmly, and like a man in a daze, the tailor  reached  out  and  took  the  folded  robe.  Before  the  man  could react, Ronan turned and vanished into the crowd. 

A moment later, he stood in the shadow of a tree on the other side  of  the  street.  He  could  hear  the  tailor  explaining  in  an  excited voice  to  his  apprentice  how  he  had  just  found  the  missing  robe  on the step. 

“I cannot account for it,” the tailor said, quieter. 

As Ronan watched, the tailor quickly checked the pockets of the robe. Ronan smiled when he noticed the man’s fingers stopping to rest in the pocket where Ronan had placed the gold ducats. The tailor eyes grew wide and his face glowed with a smile at his good fortune. He showed his apprentice, slapping the boy on the back as he  ushered  him  back  inside  and  followed,  the  door  closing  behind them. 

Pleased with restoring the balance of his theft, Ronan made his way back through the city to Calvaria. 

He returned by mid-afternoon and went straight to The Bridge to Uon. As he had guessed, the unsavory tavern was still quiet and closed up. A place like that did most of its business after dark. 

The sour smell of puke tainted the air of the yard around the back,  and  Ronan  noticed  a  new  bloodstain  on  the  ground  near  the wall.  He  wrinkled  his  nose  in  distaste  as  he  approached  the  back wall. He gathered shadow in his hands and activated the door. 

As  he  stepped  through,  he  marveled  at  the  magic  and wondered  again  how  many  doors  through  to  the  guild  were  in  the city. The door closed behind him. 

And  then,  as  he  walked  back  to  the  residential  area  of  the guild  house,  something  quite  unexpected  happened.  Ronan,  the Skin  level  Night  Guild  man,  returning  from  his  successful  mission, tripped and fell flat on his face. 

It reminded him of the time he’d fallen from the climbing wall and  broken  his  arm  as  a  test  to  whether  he  could  graduate  from Bone level to Sinew. He felt that something out of the ordinary rules of life had happened, as if he’d been pushed in the back, or had his feet fouled by some unseen net. 

Whatever  the  cause—and  he  could  establish  none—he  had suddenly  found  himself  falling.  Time  had  slowed,  as  sometimes happens in such situations, and he watched as the bag flew out and away from his side. 

Gleaming  in  the  sunlight,  the  golden  catch  snapped  as  the bag  spiraled  through  the  air.  The  flap  of  the  bag  opened  like  a yawning mouth, and something dark-red flew out of it. 

Ronan  had  hit  the  ground  with  a  grunt.  He  was  practiced  at falling,  but  this  had  been  so  unexpected  that  he’d  barely  had  a chance  to  get  his  hands  under  him.  He  turned  his  head,  smacking his cheek and the side of his head on the sandy, dirt-packed floor. 

A moment later he had recovered. He sat up, dusting himself off,  and  immediately  looked  around  for  the  dark-red  thing  that  had flown out of the bag. A kind of rough, oblong sphere, the object had strange markings and almost seemed to glow as it reflected light. 

A  booted  foot  rested  on  it,  and  then  a  pair  of  pale  hands reached down and lifted it up. 

Ronan  looked  up,  taking  in  the  figure  at  whose  feet  the strange object had landed. 

“Eric!” Ronan said as he stood. 

The pale man lifted the strange, red thing higher and gazed at it in wonder; his blue eyes shone, his face a mixture of fear and amazement. Eric gave Ronan an incredulous look. 

“How  is  this?”  he  said  in  his  thin,  heavily  accented  voice. 

“How comes it that you have this, here?” 

“I  was  sent  to  retrieve  it,”  Ronan  said,  approaching  him  and holding his hands out. “I don’t think I was meant to see it, but as you saw, I tripped and… well…” 

“Yes,”  Eric  said  in  his  strange,  abstracted  manner  as  he handed  the  sphere  to  Ronan.  “I  expect  it  were  better  that  no  one knew this was here. Strange are the ways of fate.” 

Ronan took the heavy thing in his hands and looked down at it. The sphere was about as big as Ronan’s head, rising to a tapered point at the top, rather like the shape of a pinecone. Its surface was smooth,  glossy  red,  as  red  as  red  crystal,  and  there  were  veins  of some golden material running through its surface, culminating at the top into a mass that made the whole smooth top more gold than red. 

It felt heavy, as if it were made of granite. The surface of the roundish object gleamed smooth, as if it had been polished. 

“You don’t know what it is, do you?” Eric said. 

“No idea,” Ronan agreed. “I was just sent to collect it.” 

He retrieved the satchel from the ground and slipped the red thing into it. Eric’s eyes never left it as he did so. 

“Do you  want to know what it is?” the pale man asked with a slow smile. 

Ronan glanced down at the bag, then up at Eric. He thought about the strange bird-like creature, too big and serpentine to be any natural bird, that had delivered it to the  Golden Shoal. He thought of the  many  precautions  that  had  been  taken  to  move  this  piece  of polished, red stone around from hand to hand, of the different groups who  seemed  to  want  it,  and  of  the  great  cost  and  importance  of anyone who could get a vault in the Bank of Gold. 

Then  he  looked  at  his  fellow  guildsman’s  face.  Eric  was smiling. 

 It  must  be  the  first  time  I’ve  ever  seen  him  smile,  Ronan thought.  The  sight  was  strangely  endearing.  For  the  first  time,  it struck Ronan that the young man’s pallor was unnatural—there must have  been  something  different  about  him  to  be  that  pale,  and  he never tanned or burned, no matter how much sun he got. 

Eric’s  smile  broadened  into  a  wide  grin.  “Do  you  want  to know?” he asked again. 

Ronan took a breath, but he couldn’t resist. He grinned back, suddenly, conspiratorially, and leaned in closer. “Yes,” he whispered. 

Eric leaned closer, and in a staged whisper, he spoke. 

“It’s the egg of a dragon.” 



















Chapter 21







“What  is  this?”  a  stern  voice  asked  from  behind  Ronan  and Eric. 

They both jumped and turned to face the speaker, aware that they  had  been  caught  sharing  more  than  they  should.  It  was Guildsman  Janus,  standing  with  his  arms  crossed,  his  legs  firmly planted, and a look of stern and knowing understanding on his face. 

Ronan knew that it would be pointless and counter-productive to  lie.  “Guildsman,”  he  said,  “it  turns  out  that  Eric  has  some knowledge  of  the  item  that  I  was  sent  to  intercept  and  bring  back here to the guild. He was telling me about it.” 

Janus looked at each of them in turn, a slow smile growing on his face. “And how was it that you came to know what that item was, Ronan?” 

“It’s very strange. Nothing like it has happened to me before, but  as  I  walked  through  this  courtyard,  I  tripped  over,  and  the  bag opened. The, uh, the egg, it just rolled out of the bag, and I could not help  seeing  it.  I  fell,  and  when  I  looked  up,  Eric  was  here  and  had also seen it.” 

Janus gave Ronan a cool look, but he still smiled. He turned his attention to Eric. 

“And  you,  Eric,”  he  said,  “you  just  happened  to  be  here? 

What were you doing?” 

Eric  looked  at  the  guildsman  with  his  unnervingly  steady, intense  gaze.  “I  was  on  my  way  to  the  library.  I  have  been researching some of the connections between my homeland and the Twelve Isles. I have a little free time before my practice session with Diana, and so I was planning to meet her there and do a little study beforehand.” 

“Very  commendable,”  Janus  said,  “but  it  puts  us  in  an unusual  situation.  You  have  both  seen  the  item  that  Ronan  was tasked  with  retrieving,  and  now  Ronan  says  that  you  know something about it? If so, you are ahead of even the guildmaster in this matter. Usually, I would ask Ronan to hand the bag over to me, and that would be the last that he would see of the matter. But now, I think  the  best  thing  to  do  is  for  both  of  you  to  come  with  me  to Guildmaster Tarquin. He will know what to do. Eric, if you have some information that might help us, then that will be very welcome.” 

Eric  seemed  nonplussed  by  this,  but  Ronan  was  a  little embarrassed. Tripping and falling flat on his face was ridiculous, and he  could  not  believe  his  own  idiocy  in  allowing  such  a  thing  to happen.  Even  worse  was  that  Eric—someone  who,  despite  their being placed together in a training squad, he had never fully trusted

—was  suddenly  so  intimately  connected  with  the  fulfillment  of  his mission. 

He had hoped that he would be able to return to the guild and report  proudly  on  a  successful  mission  gone  smoothly,  but  now  his successful mission felt overshadowed by the errors at the end. 

 Oh well, he thought,  there's nothing for it. 

He  got  hold  of  his  embarrassment,  gritted  his  teeth,  and prepared to follow the guildsman. 

Just as they were about to set off, a familiar voice called out, 

“Hey,  Eric!”  from  behind  them.  Diana  came  jogging  into  the courtyard, smiling. 

“Where  are  you  going?”  she  asked  Eric.  “I  thought  we  were meeting in the library for our training session.” She halted when she saw Ronan and Janus. “Oh, hey, Ronan. You’re back!” 

Ronan could almost see her mind working, as she registered that all was not quite right with them and became curious. Her eyes settled  on  the  black  bag  that  hung  from  Ronan’s  right  shoulder, heavy with the weight of the dragon egg. 

“I suppose you had better come along as well, Diana,” Janus said with resignation. “I don’t imagine that it would be fair on these

two  to  ask  them  to  keep  this  secret  from  you.  Anyway,  I  have  a feeling that they will both need your advice and support in what is to come.” 

Diana’s face brightened instantly. 

“Certainly,  I’ll  come  along,”  she  said  cheerfully.  “This  is  all very mysterious. Where are we going?” 

“To  see  the  guildmaster,”  Janus  said.  “Hurry  up.  If  I  know Tarquin,  he  is  already  aware  that  we  are  on  our  way,  and  he  does not like to wait.” 

Ronan  had  never  been  in  Guildmaster  Tarquin’s  quarters before. They were situated at the top of a tower—as it turned out, it was the shadowless tower that he and Diana had seen from the top of Dorum Hill all those years ago. On the one side, it overlooked the entrance to the guild from the quiet square where Ronan had been attacked during his test to graduate to Skin level; on the other side, it commanded  a  view  of  the  main  residential  buildings  of  the  Night Guild. 

Unlike  the  library  tower,  Tarquin’s  tower  had  a  regular  door that  required  no  magic  to  open.  Guildsman  Janus  approached  the door  and  knocked  firmly  three  times.  Immediately,  it  swung  open, though there was no sign of anyone inside to open it. They stepped through into a small, simply furnished entrance hall with walls of bare brick  hung  with  elegant  green  tapestries  and  a  stone  flagged  floor with a round green rug. 

This  entrance  hall  opened  into  a  narrow  flight  of  winding stairs, and they followed Guildsman Janus up the steps, coming to a landing with three doors leading off it. One of the doors was closed, but the other two stood open. Through one, Ronan caught a glimpse of  a  comfortable  study  with  a  large,  writing  table  and  shelves  of books against the walls. Through the other, he could see nothing but indistinct  shapes  of  what  looked  like  a  long  table  surrounded  by several chairs. 

As they began to climb the stairs up from this middle landing, Ronan wondered if the room with the long table and chairs was the

meeting room for the high council of the Night Guild. He did not know much about the organization of the higher levels of the guild, but he was aware that, besides Guildmaster Tarquin, there were at least six high-level  guild  members  who  helped  him  in  the  governance  and organization of the Night Guild. 

At  the  top  of  the  stairs,  they  came  to  a  single  door  of varnished,  brown  wood,  and  inlaid  in  the  center  of  the  door  was  a silver  Night  Guild  crescent  moon.  Janus  lifted  his  hand  to  knock; however, before his knuckles could touch the wood, the door swung open, and Tarquin’s voice called to them to enter. 

Surprisingly  sparse,  the  room’s  decor  was  more  in  keeping with the design of the apprentices’ residential quarters than with the more  opulent  style  of  the  library  or  the  study  that  Ronan  had  seen down  below.  There  were  two,  large  windows,  one  looking  out  onto the city and the other out over the guild. 

Against  the  wall  between  the  windows,  Guildmaster  Tarquin sat at a long rectangular table, dressed in his usual clean and well-cut, brown robes. A small hearth in the corner of the room, between Tarquin’s  desk  and  the  window,  glowed  with  a  cheerful,  bright  fire, despite the heat of the weather outside. 

On  the  table,  Tarquin  had  a  set  of  short,  thin  sticks,  each about the length of a human finger, stacked neatly on his right. On his left there lay an open notebook, a pen and ink bottle, and a sheet of  blotting  paper.  In  the  middle,  directly  in  front  of  Tarquin,  a  huge book bound in heavy covers of green leather also lay open. 

It  had  been  some  time  since  Ronan  had  seen  the guildmaster. He looked at Tarquin’s gray hair, thin face and  piercing eyes.  The  guildmaster  seemed  to  have  aged  since  last  Ronan  had seen him. Tarquin looked over the three of them, his gaze pausing to rest  on  the  heavy  bag  still  on  Ronan’s  shoulder  before  he  gave Janus a long look. 

“Well,  guildsman,”  Tarquin  said,  placing  his  palms  on  the edge of his desk and pushing his chair back a little, “I was expecting

you, and possibly even Ronan with that bag, but why Eric and Diana have joined, I cannot tell.” 

Ronan  heard  no  hint  of  displeasure  in  Tarquin’s  voice,  only interest. 

“Guildmaster, Janus said, “all has not gone exactly according to plan.” 

“Do things ever go exactly to plan?” Tarquin said with a smile. 

His  relaxed  and  interested  tone  put  Janus  at  his  ease,  and the guildsman smiled in return. “Perhaps not,” he said. 

Quickly, he explained to Tarquin what had happened—that by sheer accident, Ronan and Eric had seen the contents of the bag. 

When Janus was done, Tarquin gave Ronan a long look. “An unexpected fall,” he said at last, “can be an interesting thing. Is it not the case that sometimes the Night God himself can intervene to give us  a  push,  or  trip  us  up  and  set  our  feet  in  a  path  that  we  did  not intend?” 

Ronan remembered his fall from the climbing wall which had brought  about  his  first  discovery  of  the  stealth  field.  Then,  he  had thought he’d been pushed, and the magic that was supposed to save him  had  failed,  apparently  at  random.  He’d  always  suspected  the Night God’s hand in that event. Perhaps it was so in this case, also. 

“I  suppose  the  god  does  intervene  in  that  way  sometimes,” 

Ronan  replied.  “The  fall  certainly  did  seem  unusual,  and  I  can’t account for it. Perhaps it was the god’s hand that made me fall?” 

“For  my  part,”  Tarquin  replied,  “I  believe  that  it  is  so.  I'm pleased  to  see  you  all  here.  Ronan,  bring  me  the  bag.”  Ronan stepped  forward,  unhitched  the  bag  from  his  shoulder,  and  laid  it gently on the desk in front of the guildmaster, while being careful not to  disturb  the  great,  green  book,  or  the  little  pile  of  sticks,  or  the guildmaster’s notes. 

The catch on the bag had broken when Ronan fell, so he did not have to unclip it to open the flap. He drew back the leather and reached in, reverently lifting out the gleaming, red and gold dragon

egg.  He  laid  it  carefully  on  the  table,  finding  that  the  base  was slightly  flattened  and  so  it  stood  upright  easily.  Then  he  stepped back. 

“A  dragon’s  egg!”  Diana  said  in  an  amazed  voice.  “I  never thought I’d see one of them again!” 

Ronan  glanced  at  her  in  disbelief.  “Don’t  tell  me  you  know what it is as well?” 

“Oh,”  Diana  said,  looking  suddenly  embarrassed.  “It’s  just  a silly  thing  that  my  father  used  to  say.  We  had  one  like  this  in  my home  when  I  was  growing  up,  a  green  one  with  a  similar  pattern; only instead of gold, the veins through the surface were bright blue. I don’t  doubt  that  it  was  just  a  beautiful  piece  of  sculpture,  but  my father  used  to  joke  with  me  and  say  that  it  was  a  dragon’s  egg. 

When I saw this one, so similar to the one I loved to look at as a little girl, the name burst out of me.” 

“Your  father  had  more  understanding  than  you  know,”  Eric said quietly but clearly. “If the one you had resembled this so closely, then  it  was  no  sculpture.  This  is  truly  the  egg  of  one  of  the  great lizards.” 

Guildmaster Tarquin had watched this exchange with interest and  more  than  a  little  amusement.  “It  seems  to  me  that  you  three know more about this than the high council of the Night Guild do.” 

Ronan  held  both  his  hands  up.  “Not  me.  I  have  never  seen anything  like  this  before,  and  my  understanding  was  that  even  if dragons ever did exist, they perished from the world so long ago that there is no way their eggs could still exist. I just fulfilled my mission, and if it hadn’t been for that strange fall, that would’ve been the end of it.” 

“We  shall  hear  about  your  mission  in  detail  in  a  moment,” 

Tarquin said, “but first I have a question for Diana.” 

He  looked  at  Diana.  “You  say,”  he  asked  her,  “that  you  had one of these—one just like this, though in green and blue rather than red  and  gold—in  your  father’s  house  when  you  were  a  girl?  I  have heard  the  sad  story  of  your  father  and  brother’s  end,  but  tell  me, 

what became of this thing that your father referred to as a dragon’s egg?” 

“What  became  of  it?”  Diana  said,  sounding  bewildered.  She shrugged and spread her hands. “I have no idea. I assume that the Silent  Brotherhood  seized  it  along  with  the  rest  of  the  house  and estate after they had done away with my family.” 

“That sounds more than likely,” Tarquin agreed. 

He looked down at the book in front of him and gestured at it, and at the pile of little straight sticks next to it. “Have any of you three ever heard of the Book of the Fates?” he asked. 

Ronan and Eric both shook their heads, but Diana nodded. 

“Yes,”  she  said.  “I’ve  heard  of  it.  It  comes  from  the  Bhutto culture  in  the  Arik  empire,  far  to  the  south  of  here.  It’s  a  kind  of oracle, if I remember right. People in my home country of Ghennet would use crystal balls for seeing visions, or soul cards for reading the future—it’s a thing like that, I think.” 

“Good!”  Tarquin  said,  sounding  pleased.  “The  Book  of  the Fates is indeed an oracle. It does not allow a man to peer into the future, as such, but it can allow him to see some of the connections between  people  and  events  in  the  world  around  him,  things  that might  not  be  apparent  to  him  on  the  surface.  The  Fates  are  tricky creatures,  and  they  hold  all  in  their  hands  all  the  many  different threads  of  what  has  been,  what  may  be,  and  what  has  passed. 

Every  moment  of  every  hour  of  every  day,  they  weave  the  great tapestry  of  human  events  upon  their  huge  sky  loom,  changing  the pattern as we make our choices, and as the gods intervene to make our paths move in line with their desires. 

“Fate  is  not  set  in  stone,”  he  continued,  running  a  finger reverently  across  the  pages  of  his  book.  “The  future  is  not  yet written. But the connections between people and events are the soil from which the future grows. Every choice we make adds some new thread to the tapestry, even the choices of which we are unaware. As we  live  and  make  our  choices,  the  Fates  weave,  and  we  are  all players in the endless dance that is the enormous tapestry of life.” 

Tarquin ceased speaking and sat for a long moment, nodding to himself over his book. Then, abruptly, he came alert again. 

“Yes,”  he  said,  “even  the  mind  of  man  may  interrogate  the Fates, and that is what this book allows a man to do. It is a mighty work,  ancient,  its  origins  hidden  in  the  mists  of  the  deep  past,  and yet it comes down to us today. A person can use it if he is prepared to be brave in his interpretations of its text.” 

He  gestured  to  the  pile  of  sticks.  “By  casting  these  rune sticks,  I  can  determine  which  passage  in  the  book  relates  to  the question I have asked. I have been using it for many years, and still my understanding of it is raw and unrefined, but today I have been asking the Book of the Fates about the contents of this bag. I did not know  what  was  in  the  bag,  but  I  knew  that  a  complex  network  of messengers had been created within the city of Trentum to facilitate these pickups and drop-offs and to move items secretly to a vault in the Bank of Gold.” 

“I  confess,”  he  continued,  “that  this  mission  I  sent  you  on, Ronan,  was  not  one  that  had  been  brought  to  the  guild  by  an outsider.  I  set  this  mission  for  you  myself.  When  I  see  happenings like this in the city, it makes me want to know more. And so, I sent you  to  intercept  this  package,  so  that  I  might  find  out  what  kind  of things are being collected in the vault. But while you've been on your mission,  I’ve  been  consulting  my  book,  and  over  and  over  again  I see the connection between the contents of this bag and you three. 

Eric,  Diana,  and  Ronan,  your  fates  are  woven  around  this  dragon egg.” 

He looked at Ronan and seemed to be waiting for something. 

Ronan  stared  at  the  dragon  egg  and  thought  over  everything  that had happened. 

“I  can  see  Diana’s  connection,”  Ronan  said  slowly,  “and though I do not know Eric’s connection, I can see that he has one, since  he  recognized  it.  But  what  my  connection  may  be,  I  do  not know.” 

“Your  connection,”  Tarquin  said,  “we  may  soon  be  able  to discover.  But  tell  me  this.  What  else  is  there  that  connects  you three? Is there anything that you know of?” 

Ronan  realized  that  Eric  had  gone  very  quiet.  Ever  since Diana had mentioned the Silent Brotherhood, the pale man had said nothing. 

Ronan  glanced  at  Eric.  He  was  staring  fixedly  at  Diana  with an unreadable expression on his face. 

Into  the  silence,  Eric  spoke.  “Diana,  the  Silent  Brotherhood murdered your family, too?” 

Diana looked at him. She just nodded. 

“Eric,”  Tarquin  said  gently.  “I  have  heard  the  events  that brought you to the guild, but the others have not. I feel it would be useful now for them to know. Will you tell us your story?” 

And so, he did. 

Tarquin brought out chairs from a side cupboard for them all to sit on, and then he brewed a cup of sweet-tasting tea at his little hearth.  When  everybody  was  sitting,  Eric  lowered  his  eyes  and began his tale. 

He  had  come  to  the  Twelve  Isles  from  Norskand  after  his family—indeed,  his  entire  village—had  been  slaughtered  by  the Crimson  Knights,  on  the  orders  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood  of Ghennet. As Eric told his tale in his soft, toneless voice, it sounded as  if  he  were  relating  events  that  had  happened  to  someone  else. 

Eric  was  only  fourteen  at  the  time,  just  a  year  younger  than  Diana had been when her father and brother were murdered; indeed, just a year  younger  than  Ronan  had  been  on  that  fateful  night  when  his own father was killed. 

As Eric described the blood and slaughter, the soot from the fires staining the virgin snow, the screams of the women and children as they died in their beds under the gory greatswords of the Crimson Knights,  Ronan  began  to  realize  why  Eric  has  always  seemed  so quiet and strange. 

 Here is a man who has seen horrors beyond the imaginings of any in the  Twelve Isles,  he thought. The knights were barbaric and gloried in bloody slaughter the likes of which had not been seen for five hundred years in Oretum, or even in southern and central Lithia. 

Out  of  interest,  Ronan  had  spent  a  little  time  in  the  library reading  up  about  Norskand.  The  land  stuck  out  as  an  enormous jutting  peninsula  from  the  northern  tip  of  the  continent  of  Lithia,  a snowbound place populated by fiercely independent family clans that staked the claim to their lands and harbors based on ancient familial lineages. 

The Norskand people were famed for their boat building, and they  plied  the  seas  in  longships  with  great  banks  of  oars,  raiding each other’s villages, and sometimes even venturing south and west to  raid  into  the  north  coast  of  the  Lithian  continent,  or  to  the mysterious  island  of  Bretyn  to  the  west.  But  the  clannishness  and adherence  to  family  lineages  stopped  them  from  creating  any alliances of real power. The most any one warlord could muster was a few hundred men and four or five ships, and so they have never posed any threat to their southern neighbors. 

Norskand  was  a  hard  land  that  produced  hard  fighters,  but they had been no match for the steel-clad, battle-hardened troops of the Temple Knights. Eric’s clan had fought alone and died alone. No help had come from the neighboring villages until the massacre was over. 

“I am the last living man of my clan,” Eric said, when he had come to the end of his horrifying story. “To a Norskand man, that is the  worst  shame  there  is,  to  have  survived  when  every  other  man died.” 

“How…”  Ronan  began,  but  his  throat  was  choked,  and  he could not speak. He coughed, swallowed, and found that he needed to wipe his eyes. He tried again, asking, “How is it that you escaped unscathed?” 

Eric  met  his  eyes.  “I  did  not  escape  unscathed,”  he  said simply. He stood and lifted his tunic to show his narrow, white torso. 

From breastbone to navel ran a hideous, twisted scar. It looked as if he had been disemboweled and yet had somehow survived. 

“By  the  gods…”  Ronan  whispered  as  the  others  gasped  in shock. 

“I was left for dead,” Eric said, tucking his rope back into his belt  as  he  sat  back  down.  “While  I  lay  in  the  snow,  I  did  not  know how I still lived. There was so much blood, and most of it was mine. 

But  as  I  lay  there,  I  looked  up  at  the  crescent  moon  and  heard  a voice telling me to make my way south, to find the adherents of the Night God and to learn what they would teach me. The voice was full of wrath and pain at the slaughter that had happened but also full of power…so  much  power.  I  understood  then  that  it  was  the  voice  of divinity,  though  I  did  not  know  of  which  god.  In  our  land,  we  have many  gods—though  not  as  many  as  here  in  the  Twelve  Isles.  But they  are  more  like  legends,  good  luck  charms  that  a  sailor  might wear on a fishing trip, not true living entities that can take a hand in the  affairs  of  men.  This  voice  was  different,  and  when  he  reached out  and  healed  me  of  what  had  to  be  a  fatal  wound,  I  swore  that  I would spend my last breath fulfilling his will. His desire became my desire—a  burning  desire  for  revenge  against  those  who  had destroyed my village and all of the people in it, including my family, an  end  to  those  who  had  mercilessly  ended  the  lives  of  so  many innocent souls.” 

After a long silence, Eric continued. “There is little else left to tell.  I  traveled  south  to  the  nearest  village,  but  they  spurned  me, saying I was cursed because I had survived when no one else had. 

They threatened to hang me as a traitor, and I barely escaped with my life.” 

Eric smiled. “I had always had a gift for stealth, however, after my  encounter  with  the  Night  God,  I  felt  it  even  more  strongly  than before. I hid outside the village, and then, under cover of darkness, I crept back in and stole what I needed from their stores. Furs, dried fish,  boots,  snowshoes,  a  small  bag  of  gold  coins,  anything  I  could get my hands on that I thought might aid me in my journey. Then I went  to  their  dock.  I  crept  up  behind  the  watchman,  cut  his  throat, 

and  left  him  bleeding  out  in  the  dirt.  I  had  no  guilt.  They  had  not come  to  our  aid,  and  when  I  had  gone  to  them  for  help,  they  had tried  to  kill  me.  I  stole  a  little  boat  and  sailed  south  until  I  hit  the Francish coast in the north of Lithia. From there, well, it was a long road and a hard one. I knew nothing except that I must go south. But every night, even when things were at their hardest, I felt the god of darkness, the god of the night, the god of the crescent moon urging me on. It took nearly twelve months to the day after the massacre of my  village  in  my  clan  to  formally  present  myself  to  Guildmaster Tarquin, here in this very tower.” 

“My  book,  the  Book  of  the  Fates,  told  me  of  his  approach,” 

Tarquin said, running his fingers lovingly over the pages of his huge book. “Every day, I consulted it, and every day it showed me a pale-skinned man, traveling south on the orders of the Night God. So, it was that I was able to be waiting on the dock personally when Eric arrived.  He  seemed  to  know  straight  away  who  I  was,  and  I immediately brought him here and heard his story.” 

“But why would they do that?” Diana asked in a hoarse voice. 

“I simply do not understand why anyone would do a thing like that.” 

“Why  did  they  kill  your  father  and  brother?”  Tarquin  asked gently. 

“Because they wanted my father’s land,” Diana said, but even as the words left her mouth, a look of new understanding dawned on her  face.  “No.  It  wasn’t  that!  I  see  it  now.  That  was  a  lie.  Are  you saying…?  You  surely  cannot  be  saying  that  it  was  my  father’s dragon egg that they were really after?” 

“Eric?” Tarquin prompted. 

Eric nodded his head. “In our village stronghouse, we had a powerful  heirloom–a  dragon  egg,  shaped  just  like  this  one,  only  it was black and silver. It had been passed down through our clan for generations  beyond  count.  In  the  old  days,  so  our  bards  told,  the dragons of the north lands were the strongest and most powerful of their  kind.  Our  egg,  so  the  story  went,  was  the  last  egg  of  the  last great dragon who perished in the great cataclysm uncounted years

ago  when  the  dragons  all  perished  from  the  world.  It  had  been preserved with enormous care by the members of my family for time out  of  mind.  After  the  raid,  the  Crimson  Knights  robbed  the stronghouse. They took everything of value that they could find, they even  smashed  the  jaws  of  the  dead  to  retrieve  the  gold  that  had been used to fill their teeth. But among the plunder, they found and took  the  dragon  egg.  When  I  was  healed,  I  wandered  through  the village and saw that the stronghouse had been emptied of anything of  value.  After  hearing  Diana’s  story,  I  have  no  doubt  that  the  egg that had been their true objective.” 

They all sat in silence for a long while. 

Eventually, Janus broke the silence. 

“Guildmaster Tarquin,” he said. “I feel that it would be useful for  all  of  us  to  hear  the  story  of  Ronan’s  mission  now.  Apart  from anything else, as his teacher, I would be glad to hear how he used the  skills  I’ve  taught  him  to  achieve  a  successful  outcome  for  his mission.” 

Tarquin nodded his permission to Ronan, and as Ronan told his  story,  Tarquin  stood  and  moved  around  the  room,  refilling  the teapot, and then refilling all the cups. 

As  Ronan  continued  his  story,  Tarquin  sat  at  his  desk  again and  began  to  move  the  little,  thin  sticks  around  in  a  careful  way, dividing them into piles, separating and re-separating them, until he had  pulled  seven  sticks  from  the  pile  and  laid  them  in  front  of  him. 

He lifted his pen, dipped it in the ink, and sketched a few runes on his notebook, and then began to look through the Book of the Fates for a particular entry. 

By  the  time  Ronan  reached  the  end  of  his  story,  Tarquin appeared to have read the entry several times, and even had made a  few  notes  and  cross-references  with  earlier  entries  in  his  own notebook. 

As Ronan sipped his tea, a refreshing balm to his dry throat, Janus  smiled  with  evident  satisfaction.  “You  did  well,”  he  said. 

“Things  did  not  go  exactly  as  planned,  but  you  improvised  and

trusted  your  instincts.”  Janus  paused  and  looked  at  Ronan  with  a solemn expression. “About the handover of the bag to the merchant named Dreghorn—I am glad that you went against the letter of your mission and found out more information. I wonder what his game is, and if he knows for whom he is working?” 

“I  doubt  it,”  Tarquin  said  with  some  certainty.  “But  what  I  no longer doubt is that the Silent Brotherhood of Ghennet is behind this network  which  is  secretly  bringing  the  dragon  eggs  to  the  Twelve Isles.” 

“But  why?”  Janus  asked.  “What  good  would  it  do  them  to have a collection of dragon eggs in the Bank of Gold in Trentum?" 

“Use your head, guildsman,” Tarquin said, his tone becoming that of a teacher with a favorite student. “Think it through. What does the Bank of Gold of the Twelve Isles have that nowhere else in the world  does?  What  can  the  Bank  of  Gold  do  that  no  one  else  can do?” 

“It’s secure,” Janus replied. “It’s the most secure place in the world. No castle, no fortress, no dungeon is as impregnable as the Bank of Gold. Everyone knows that.” 

“That’s  right,”  Tarquin  said  encouragingly,  “And  what  does that lead you to?” 

“That the Silent Brotherhood, for some reason, does not want anyone to be able to get at the dragon eggs.” 

“Because…?” Tarquin asked. 

“Because…someone  else  is  looking  for  them,”  Janus  said, his eyes widening at the realization. 

“Exactly. Think about Ronan’s story,” Tarquin said, nodding in Ronan’s direction, but his eyes still fixed on Janus as he continued his point. “The fisherman Ruben…he was attempting to sell his egg to someone else—this thin, old man who pretended to be a member of the Guild of Fences. But he was not, so what was he? Who was he  working  for?  If  we  can  trace  the  connection  hand-to-hand  and become aware that somebody is quietly stashing items in the Bank of Gold, then so can someone else. Someone who, for some reason, 

wants to get a hold of these eggs as much as the Silent Brotherhood wants to keep them.” 

“There's  something  else,”  Ronan  said,  “another  effect  that keeping the eggs in the Bank of Gold has.” 

“Yes?” Tarquin said. “And what’s that?” 

“Well,” Ronan said, “no one can do anything with them there. 

The Brotherhood of the Silent are in Ghennet, and they can’t access the vault. As far as I know, the vaults in the Bank of Gold are kept strictly  accessible  by  only  one  person.  So  not  only  are  the  Silent Brothers  trying  to  keep  the  eggs  out  of  the  hands  of  whoever  else might  want  them,  they’re  trying  to  keep  them  inert,  inaccessible  by anyone.  Why?  Do  they  have  some  power?  Surely…  Surely,  they could not still have the potential to give birth to a dragon?” 

“That is a very interesting question,” Tarquin said quietly. “And it  is  one  to  which  I  do  not  have  an  answer.  I  confess  that  I  have asked the Book of the Fates about it, but it is entirely the wrong kind of question to get a clear answer from the book with. I suspect that it is possible, if the right technique could be found, but the cataclysm of the dragons was so long ago no lore from those days remains to us. 

No,  I  suspect  that  these  eggs  have  a  symbolic  meaning  for  some enemy  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood,  or  possibly  that  they  grant  some kind of magical power to the right kind of person.” 

He  suddenly  stood  and  clapped  his  hands  together.  “But  all this  is  beside  the  point.”  Tarquin’s  face  took  on  an  almost mischievous grin, and his eyes gleamed at Eric, Ronan, and Diana. 

“There is only one thing that I am sure of, and it is that in some way you three are inextricably connected to the fate of the dragon eggs. 

This  is  the  one  thing  that  the  Book  of  the  Fates  is  incontrovertibly clear about, and so I think that I’m going to pursue this matter a little further.” 

He turned to Guildsman Janus. “Guildsman, I’d like someone to have a look inside that vault,” he said with a gleam in his eye. 

“But,  Master  Tarquin,”  Janus  said,  a  look  of  horror  on  his face, “the Bank of Gold is impregnable. I mean, in theory it  could be

done, but it would be an incredibly difficult challenge for an assassin. 

Any assassin.” 



“And that,” Tarquin said, rubbing his hands together with glee, 

“is  why  I’m  recommending  that  you  send  not  one,  but   three assassins.” He gestured at Ronan and his two companions, who sat flabbergasted  in  their  chairs.  “I  want  to  know  what  is  in  that  vault, Guildsman Janus,” he commanded. “And I think it would be quite the challenge  for  our  three  prodigies  here.  Make  it  happen,  guildsman! 

And make sure Ronan, Eric, and Diana are the ones to do it!” 







Chapter 22







The  guild  had  a  range  of  different  robes  and  other  clothing available for members who were required to go out into the city and remain incognito. Initially, Ronan had thought of picking a robe of the Guild  of  Glass  and  Pepper  Traders,  but  on  second  thought,  he decided against it. There were too many people, he thought, friends and fellow guild members of his father, who might recognize his face, despite the years that had passed. They were more likely to do so if he were wearing a robe that attracted their eye. 

In the end, he settled on a plain, green robe, the kind of thing that any guildsman might wear on his day off. In a small carry sack, he kept a change of clothing, in case he needed to masquerade as a guildsman  on  a  job.  The  robe  was  very  dark  red,  and  it  bore  a symbol  representing  a  stylized  lock  and  key  sewn  into  the  breast. 

This  guild  was,  in  fact,  pure  invention.  The  Night  Guild  used  it whenever a guild identity was required for one of its members while on a mission. The cover story was that the red robe belonged to a very obscure guild that made locks for a very particular kind of jewel box.  This  was  considered  boring  enough  that  anyone  who  asked about  it  could  swiftly  be  encouraged  to  change  the  topic  of conversation. 

Next  to  the  red  robe  in  his  pack  was  his  marvelous  black cloak, and under his green day robe he wore his Night Guild blacks and his packed equipment belt. 

 Not that there is much chance of getting to use any of the kit today, he thought, somewhat morosely. 

He sat at an outdoor table outside a cafe, on the corner of the street that led to the Bank of Gold. The bank itself was up ahead, an enormous and opulent building of white marble, all soaring columns and broad steps, the imposing façade gleaming bright in the sun. 

Ronan had been watching the building for three days. In that time, the sum of the knowledge he had gained was that there were well over two hundred people working there every day, and that the security was as tight as the bank’s reputation suggested it would be. 

Now into his third day of watching, Ronan began to feel that he had drawn the short straw. Eric and Diana had not been obliged to pack disguises. They were perched in concealed hiding places on the roofs of the buildings on either side of the bank. For the past two days,  they  had  been  examining  every  inch  of  the  outside  of  the building,  searching  for  a  weak  spot,  or  any  kind  of  entrance  or  exit that was not the front door. 

So far, they had not found anything. 

 “Ronan,  can  you  hear  me?”   Diana  whispered  in  the  back  of Ronan’s mind. 

This  was  another  aspect  of  the  past  three  days  that  had become more than a little frustrating. Janus had encouraged them to learn to listen to each other’s thoughts. This, he said, was a core skill of the Night Guild that it would be useful for them to begin to explore. 

Ronan had, of course, experienced this thought transference on his own a few times before, but only very sporadically and with no direct control. Now, he worked carefully to maintain the half-listening state required to pick up the thoughts of others. 

At  first,  it  was  exciting.  After  all,  who  would  not  want  to  be able to speak silently to his friends across a distance? But after the first day or so of experimentation, it became clear that this method of communication was far from reliable. 

Sometimes,  Ronan  would  send  a  thought  and  receive  no response. Other times, Eric or Diana would try to send to him, and he  would  not  hear.  Then,  as  he  began  to  get  better  at  it,  he  found himself  picking  up  the  random  thoughts  of  whoever  was  near.  He also had great difficulty in filtering out the thoughts of those held no interest for him from the thoughts of his companions. 

Eric  was  definitely  better  at  the  thought  transference technique  than  Diana.  Tentative  at  first,  he  had  quickly  gotten  the

hang  of  it,  and  now  when  he  sent  a  thought  to  Ronan,  it  came through—as a rule—loud and clear. 

Diana’s success was more sporadic. 

 “You are trying too hard,”  Ronan sent back to her, unable to disguise the irritability in his thought. “Relax,  don't  check  to  see  if  I can hear you. Just send the thought.” 

As  he  had  feared,  her  next  sending  came  through  garbled. 

He got the impression of a very small opening in a great expanse of sunny, white wall. He figured she was trying to tell him that they had found  a  way  into  the  Bank  of  Gold,  but  the  whole  thing  was  too unclear for him to be certain of anything. 

He  reached  out  with  his  mind,  feeling  his  way  through  the rush of the surrounding thoughts of all the people in the street as he scanned  for  Eric.  A  moment  later,  the  pale  man’s  thought  came through  clearly,  and  his  sending  felt  like  a  steadying  hand  on Ronan's shoulder. 

 “She’s saying she’s found what might be a way in,”  Eric told Ronan. “I'm going around to have a look.” 

The thought sending from Eric ended, and Ronan sat back in his seat with a sigh. 

“Long day?” a woman’s voice said. He briefly looked over at the table next to him, where she had just sat down. Ronan glanced at  her,  taking  in  her  blonde  hair  tied  up  tight  behind  her  head,  her beautiful,  earnest  face,  and  her  pale-blue  robe  with  the  gold  coin insignia sewn upon the chest. 

All of a sudden, Ronan was paying attention. The pale-blue robe with the gold coin insignia meant the banking guild, and the fact that she was so close to the Bank of Gold suggested that maybe she worked there. Perhaps this could represent a way in? 

Stirring  himself  from  his  lethargy,  Ronan  smiled  at  her  and shrugged. “What can I say?” he answered, slipping into the character of  a  bored  member  of  the  fictional  Jewel  Box—Lock  Maker  Guild. 

“It’s  two  days  until  payday,  but  there’s  nothing  for  me  to  do  at  the

guild  for  another  week.  I’m  broke,  but  I’ve  got  time  off.  It’s  a  pretty dull combination.” 

The  woman  smiled  broadly  at  him,  displaying  a  set  of  very fine,  white  teeth.  She  laughed  heartily—a  little  more  heartily  than Ronan thought appropriate to his banal conversation. 

She leaned across her table toward him as the waiter brought her drink, tucked a loose strand of golden hair behind one ear, and spoke  in  a  conspiratorially  low  tone.  “I  know  what  you  mean,”  she said  softly.  “I  work  over  there,  at  the  Bank  of  Gold.  I’m  just  an apprentice, you know, but still, you’d think that with the money they make, they’d be able to pay people better.” 

So, she  did work at the bank. This could be promising. 

Ronan leaned toward her, nodding in agreement. “Have you been there long?” 

“Two years,” she said, rolling her eyes. “And I still barely have enough money for a drink on my day off. What about you? Where do you work that pays the apprentices so badly?” 

“Oh,” Ronan said off-handedly, “you wouldn’t have heard of it. 

It’s  a  guild  that  makes  parts  for  these  fiddly  little  boxes  for  rich people to keep their jewels in. We make the locks for the little boxes. 

It’s  pretty  boring,  but  for  some  reason,  there’s  an  entire  guild dedicated to it. I only went into it because my father forced me.“ He gave her what he hoped was a flirtatious look and added, “It’s not my style. I wanted to join one of the fighter guilds.” 

She  leaned  closer,  chin  on  hand,  and  fluttered  her  long, delicate  lashes.  At  that  moment,  he  suddenly  realized  just  how young she was, how innocent. 

With her professional clothing, her hair tied up, and the small amount of powder and paint on her face, he had taken her to be in her  early  twenties.  But,  with  a  sting  of  disappointment,  he  realized she had to be no more than a year older than him, at most. 

 For a person of the Night Guild, eighteen years would be fully grown,  he  thought,  but  this  girl  has  been  pampered  in  her  wealthy job and has not matured. 

He  suddenly  felt  uncomfortable.  There  was  no  way  that  an apprentice like this would be able to get him anywhere near a vault, and he suddenly felt stupid for having engaged in conversation with her.  However,  it  was  done  now,  and  he  could  not  extricate  himself without drawing unwanted attention. 

“A fighter, are you?” she said. “I bet you know how to handle yourself around a woman, too.” 

“If she comes at me with a knife, I think I would know what to do,” Ronan said. 

The  girl  leaned  back  in  her  chair  and  laughed  loudly.  “Does that happen often?” 

Suddenly, Diana’s voice crashed into Ronan's mind. 

“Ronan!”   She  shouted,  her  thought    a  desperate  sending. 

“Ronan,    what  are  you  doing?  Get  out  of  there!  Get  out  of  there, now!” 

The  sending  ended  as  abruptly  as  it  had  begun,  leaving Ronan reeling as if somebody had come up and shouted in his ear without  warning.  He  stood  quickly,  his  attention  snapping  back  into place as he took in his surroundings. 

With a sudden lurch, he felt everything around him change. It now seemed darker, and the other people who had been sitting near him in the cafe stood up suddenly and backed away. 

He scanned the environment and spotted three men dressed in  gray  converging  on  him  from  the  street.  They  wore  hoods  over their heads, masks covered the bottom half of their faces, and each had a blade in his hand. 

He  glanced  back  at  the  other  table,  but  the  girl  was  gone. 

Instead, a wizened, old woman sat in her place. Her wrinkled face, caved-in  face  was  like  that  of  a  corpse,  and  her  nose  and  chin protruded, giving her a skull-like, death’s-head aspect. She held out both hands, and a blue light crackled to life around them, while her claw-like fingers grasped as she reached for him. 



Chapter 23



Ronan  vaguely  heard  someone  nearby  scream  as  the terrible,  old  woman  began  to  rise  slowly  from  her  seat,  a  hideous cackling  sound,  like  a  death  rattle,  coming  from  her  open,  rotting maw. 

Ronan dropped and rolled, putting six feet of space between himself  and  the  terrible  old  hag.  He  drew  his  own  dagger  from  his belt, but three against one in an open street was not a fight that he was going to take. 

The gray figures were closing on him, one in front and one on each side, and the dreadful old crone at his back. 

As he looked around himself for an opening, the man on his left suddenly clutched at his neck and toppled forward with a choking cry. Ronan seized the opportunity, leaping in that direction, to dodge past the falling man and out into the open street. As he ran past, he saw the unmistakable shape of a black blowpipe dart sticking out of the fallen man’s neck. 

The  other  two  men  turned  toward  him  and  gave  chase,  and Ronan  heard  the  crone  screeching  in  a  language  he  did  not recognize. He shifted his knife in his hand so that the blade pointed downward,  out  of  his  clenched  fist,  and  began  to  sprint.  He approached an alleyway to his right, but a terrifyingly, familiar figure was blocking the way. 

The tall man wore a robe that changed color even as Ronan looked at it. The man’s face changed also, his features shifting and morphing  as  Ronan  watched.  The  only  part  of  him  that  was  not changing, were his piercing, inexorable gray eyes. 

Ronan swerved, dashing away across to the other side of the street,  then  down  a  narrow  road  that  led  away  from  the  financial district,  and  down  again  toward  the  area  dominated  by  the  pottery maker guilds. This was an area that he knew well, as he had often

come here as a boy with Aera, the old servant woman who had been in charge of the staff at the Renzo Villa. 

The  broad  streets  were  pleasantly  laid  out  in  a  grid  pattern, and outside every shop, apprentices worked under their masters at pottery wheels, or painted the glazes onto finished pieces, ready for firing.  Racks  of  finished  bowls,  cups,  and  plates  stood  outside  the shops,  each  one  with  its  own  distinctive  style,  depending  on  the master craftsman who had made it. 

Ronan dashed left, then right, then left, then right again, zig-zagging his way through the grid until he came to a taller building, a squat,  three-storied  tower  that  housed  the  council  of  the  pottery guilds.  Dashing  down  the  alley  that  ran  behind  this  building,  he ducked into a shadowed doorway, pulled off his green robe, and then leapt up, catching the narrow ledge above the doorway. 

Hand over hand, he climbed up the side of the building until he  reached  the  roof.  Then,  he  slid  swiftly  over  the  slates,  reaching the peak of the roof and then lying flat. 

From  here,  he  had  a  good  view  of  the  surrounding  rooftops and streets. He watched carefully, but it did not take him long to feel confident that he had not been followed. 

 “Diana,” he called with his mind, “Eric, can you hear me?” 

 “Yes,” Eric replied. “Are you alright?” 

 “I'm  not  hurt,”  he  replied,  “but  I  think  that  old  woman  cast some kind of mind fog on me. I didn't realize what she was. I thought she  was  a  young  apprentice  at  the  Bank  of  Gold,  and  that  maybe she would be able to help us to find a way in.” 

 “Never mind that now,” Eric replied. “Where are you?” 

 “On  the  roof  of  the  potter  guildhouse,  west  of  the  Bank  of Gold.” 

 “We’ll  come  and  find  you  there,”  Eric  said.  He  then  cut  the connection. 

A  few  minutes  later,  Ronan  saw  the  two  black-clad  figures making their way stealthily across the roofs. They leapt silently from

building  to  building,  moving  quickly  toward  him.  He  watched  the streets and the rooftops around them but saw no sign of pursuit. A few minutes later, they were prone on the rooftop next to him. 

“What  was that?” Diana asked. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Ronan  said,  “but  there’s  more  to  this  than meets the eye. You’ve seen the Silent Brothers, Diana, haven’t you? 

Did they look like members of that order?” 

Diana shook her head. “The Silent Brothers wear black, like we  do,  and  they  shave  their  heads.  Anyway,  they’re  all  men. 

Whatever that woman was, she wasn’t a Silent Brother.” 

“You saved my skin back there in the street,” Ronan said. “If one of those attackers had not gotten a dart in his neck, I would have had to fight my way out of there.” 

Eric smiled. “Yes, that was a good shot with the blowpipe. We saw them coming from our vantage point and immediately moved in to help you. We couldn’t understand why you didn’t see them.” 

Ronan bowed his head in thanks. “I feel like a fool for having been taken in like that,. There was some kind of magic at work there for which I was not prepared. What should we do now? Personally, I think we should go back to the guild and report to Janus.” 

“I agree,” Diana said. “We have done our best to find a way into the Bank of Gold, but there is none. I thought that there was a window  high  up  that  we  might  enter  by,  but  we  looked  closer  and found  that  it’s  just  an  outlet  from  a  ventilation  shaft.  The  ventilation shaft  that  runs  around  the  upper  levels  of  the  top  floor.  The  vaults are  underground,  and  though  we  might  get  inside  the  building through the ventilation shafts, I don’t see how that would help us get into the vault.” 

“It’s good to know it’s there, at least,” Ronan said thoughtfully. 

“Even if it won’t help us get into the vault, it may be useful to be able to slip into the building by a way that is not the front door.” 

“I  agree  with  Diana,”  Eric  said.  “Even  if  we  could  get  in, there’s no way we’re going to be able to find out which vault is the one with the dragon eggs; even if we could, I don’t see how we could

break  in.  Those  locks  can’t  be  picked.  They  only  respond  to  the presence of the individual owner of the vault.” 

“Come  on  then,”  Ronan  said.  “Let’s  go  back  to  the  guild. 

There’s  nothing  more  to  be  learned  here,  and  Tarquin  will  be interested  to  hear  that  these  gray-robed  people  are  still  out  and interested in us.” 

The  three  assassins-in-training  made  their  way  back  to Calvaria  across  the  rooftops.  This  took  longer,  but  none  of  them were  prepared  to  walk  through  the  city  streets,  not  until  they  knew more about their assailants from the square. Before they left, Ronan made  a  quick  trip  back  down  to  ground  level  to  retrieve  his  green robe, which he stuffed into his pack before scaling the wall again. 

When they approached the bridge from Uon to Calvaria, they spent the best part of an hour on a rooftop a little way off, watching the  traffic  on  the  bridge  to  be  sure  that  they  were  not  going  to  be intercepted.  They  considered  waiting  until  nightfall  to  cross underneath the bridge, as Ronan had done when setting out on his first  mission,  but  they  decided  against  the  idea.  If  the  bridge  was being watched, they saw no sign of the watchers and did not think it likely  that  they  would  be  attacked.  Not  that  they  would  have  been unable  to  defend  themselves,  but  a  strict  code  of  the  Night  Guild required them to cause as little commotion as possible. 

From  their  behavior  back  on  the  Bank  of  Gold  street,  they now  knew  that  the  gray-robed  assassins  and  their  hideous  crone companion  had  no  qualms  about  causing  bloodshed  in  public,  but the members of the Night Guild were more discreet. 

When they were content that there were no enemies nearby, they all three drew their stealth fields and wound them tightly around themselves  before  setting  off  across  the  bridge.  They  crossed without  incident.  Eric  and  Diana  were  impressed  when  Ronan showed them the entrance through the backyard wall of the Bridge to Uon tavern. 

“So,”  Diana  said,  “the  entrances  to  the  Night  Guild  don’t necessarily  need  to  be  physically  next  door  to  it.  That  is  amazing

magic. I wonder how many entrances the guild has around the city?” 

“Exactly  my  thoughts  when  I  was  first  shown  this,”  Ronan said. “But I don’t think you will have much hope of getting a straight answer out of Guildsman Janus about that!” 

They all laughed. 

Together,  the  three  of  them  entered  and  made  their  way toward Guildsman Janus's quarters. 

He lived in a suite of rooms at the top of the residential block in which Ronan and Diana slept. When they came to his door, Ronan knocked, and Janus’s gruff voice immediately called to them to enter. 

“Well,”  the  guildsman  said,  standing  up  from  his  small  desk and putting down his pen. “You are back sooner than I had expected. 

Do you bring good news?” 

“I’m  afraid  not,  guildsman”  Ronan  said.  “Things  went  a  bit awry,  and  we  all  agreed  that  it  would  be  best  to  return  to  you  and report before proceeding further.” 

Guildsmen Janus frowned, but he gestured to a row of seats against one wall, and the three Skins each drew a chair forward, so that they could sit in front of his desk. When Janus had settled back into his chair, closed his book, and put his pens and ink away, he sat with his hands flat on the table and looked at them. 

Ronan,  Diana,  and  Eric  all  glanced  at  each  other,  and  then Ronan shrugged. “I guess I’ll tell the story.” 

When  he  was  done,  Janus  stood  up  from  his  table  and walked to the window. He leaned on the sill, gazing out into the sunlit courtyard  outside.  After  a  few  minutes  of  quiet,  he  turned  to  them, crossing his arms on his chest. 

“You did the right thing to come back,” he said. “I would not want you to continue the attempt knowing what you do.” He frowned. 

“I told Tarquin that it was an impossible task, but he would not listen.” 

Janus  glanced  up  at  them  abruptly,  looking  guilty  at  having criticized the guildmaster out loud. 

“But you said,” Ronan reminded him, “that it  could be done, in theory. Have you changed that opinion?” 

Janus  frowned  and  shook  his  head.  “No,  I  haven’t  changed my mind. It can be done, but not by Skins. I mean no disrespect to your  training,  but  there  are  things  that  higher  level  members  of  the Night  Guild  can  do  that  you  three  simply  cannot.  Without  the  full suite of abilities, there is no way that you will be able to get access to the vault.” 

“Could  we  not  dig  our  way  in?”  Diana  said.  “I  was  thinking about this while we were examining the outside of the building. The vaults are all underground, right? So, if we could find the location of the vault, which we might conceivably do by climbing in through the ventilation  shafts  and  getting  a  look  at  the  records,  then  we  could potentially  dig  a  tunnel  from  outside  and  enter  that  way,  without anybody knowing?” 

“In  other  circumstances,”  Janus  said,  “I  would  say  that tunneling  in  is  actually  the  best  way  to  do  it,  particularly  for  people without high level Night Guild skills. But tunneling your way in would take weeks. You would need to get ownership of a nearby building to use  for  your  entrance,  and  then  dig  down  under  for  a  long  way, extracting  the  earth  from  the  tunnel  as  you  go,  and  shoring  up  the sides and roof so it did not collapse on you while you were working. I don’t  say  that  it  can’t  be  done,  but  I  feel  that  there  is  a  level  of urgency here which does not allow for such involved tactics.” 

“Well  then,”  Ronan  said,  hopefully,  “perhaps  you  should instruct  us  in  some  of  these  higher-level  Night  Guild  skills  that  you mentioned. If we had access to them, perhaps we could manage the attempt without weeks of tunneling, which I agree is not a desirable approach.” 

Janus glared at Ronan and began to pace. “Tarquin told me to make this happen, and to make sure it was you three who did it. 

You’ve  been  there,  and  you’ve  established  that  there’s  no  way  of getting  access  to  the  vault  directly,  and  so  my  instinct  would  be  to put someone else onto this job, somebody who had the higher-level

skills required for this kind of mission. But Tarquin is adamant that no one else but you three should have this job, and now that you tell me there is some other group involved, I feel that time is of the essence. 

That  crone  disguised  herself  as  a  member  of  the  Bank  of  Gold deliberately. She would not have done so if she had not known that the bank was your target. They knew you, they attacked you in the square before now, and then again today. Somehow this mysterious group has gotten wind of who you are and what we’re up to, and that means we need to act fast.” 

Janus sighed, stopped pacing, and turned to face them with his  hands  on  his  hips.  “Very  well.  As  much  as  it  goes  against  my better judgment, I am going to teach you a trick that most assassins would not learn for at least another two years.” 

The  three  Skins  leaned  forward  in  their  chairs,  excited  and eager to find out what this new Night Guild power might be. 

“I am going to teach you,” Janus said, “how to steal another person’s face.” 

An  hour  later,  Ronan  and  Janus  were  walking  together toward the garden of ragged ghosts, and Janus was explaining what he was about to teach. 

The power of infinite faces was one of the highest-level skills that the Night Guild had available. However, it began with the ability to don one face, and even this was such a high-level skill that Janus was  reluctant  to  teach  it  to  the  Skin-level  companions  at  such  an early stage in their training. 

“You  would  normally  not  learn  this  until  you  reached  Heart level,”  he  grumbled.  “It  is  normally  the  case  that  Heart  level assassins learn to build up a group of five faces that they can cycle between  at  will.  However,  I  will  teach  you  the  technique  to  collect and use just one face, if you will promise me solemnly that you will not  use  the  technique  to  attempt  to  collect  any  more  than  just  the one that you need for this mission.” 

“Of course, I promise,” Ronan said sincerely. “I am happy that you are prepared to teach me this skill at all, guildsman. But will you

tell me why it is so bad to try to collect more than just the one face? 

Is it dangerous?” 

“It is very dangerous, indeed,” Janus said. “Just learning how to  take  one  face  should  not  represent  too  much  of  a  risk  to  your sanity,  but  if  an  inexperienced  user  tries  to  build  up  a  collection  of faces  to  use,  they  will  quickly  run  the  risk  of  losing  their  identity within  the  gathered  parts  of  the  people  whose  faces  they  have stolen.  When  you  steal  a  person’s  appearance,  you  steal  a  little piece  of  their  identity.  Those  pieces  of  identity  go  into  yourself  and stay there. If you are not very careful, you have a great risk of losing yourself within the gathered parts of the other people that you have stolen.” 

“Does  the  process  cause  any  harm  to  the  people  whose identities are stolen?” Ronan asked. 

“No,”  Janus  replied  thoughtfully.  “Not  if  it’s  done  right.  You would  expect  the  person  who  has  their  identity  stolen  to  remain unchanged.  In  fact,  a  skilled  assassin  can  steal  a  person’s appearance  without  the  victim  ever  even  knowing  that  it  has happened.” 

“Very  well,”  Ronan  said.  “Thank  you  for  being  so  open  with me  about  it.  I  am  prepared  to  take  the  chance  and  learn  this  new skill.” 

They  approached  the  entrance  to  the  garden  and  stepped inside. To Ronan’s surprise, Janus said that they would use the face of  a  ghost  to  begin  their  learning  with.  Initially,  Ronan  was  unsure how  he  felt  about  this,  but  Janus  assured  him  that  the  spirits  they worked with would be unaware of the process, and that it would not distress them. 

“Those spirits who remain in the Guild of the Dead retain the core  piece  of  their  identity,  which  is  required  for  us  to  steal  their appearance.  They  retain  the  visage  of  their  outward  appearance, their  physical  shape,  and  the  facial  characteristics  of  the  living person. However, the rest of the person is gone, and little, if any, of the  identity  that  made  the  person  in  life  remains  beyond  their

appearance. When you steal a person’s identity with this magic, you are not really taking anything from them. You are really just taking a copy of their physical appearance.” 

Walking  through  the  bright,  well-kept  garden,  they  looked  at the ragged gardeners who worked quietly and peacefully away with the plants and shrubs around them. 

Ronan  picked  a  ghost.  The  spirit,  a  tall  man,  looked  quite different  from  him.  Ronan  guessed  that  in  life  he  must  have  come from  the  far  east  of  Lithia.  He  had  high  cheekbones  above  a  small mouth  set  in  a  strong  jaw.  His  dark  brown  eyes  peeked  through  a fringe of gray hair. The man  must have been quite old when he died, but he had retained the appearance of a man still in his sixties and in robust health. 

Janus taught Ronan the technique of the magic. On the face of it, the technique was not actually all that complicated. It involved dropping  into  a  trance  and  saying  a  small  prayer  spell  to  the  Night God that took a very specific form. Then the assassin reached out to the person whose appearance they wanted to steal and drew gently upon the connection between them. 

“At  this  point,”  Janus  said,  “you  can  use  a  bit  of  your  own specialist magic to boost the process. For you, that is drawing on the power of shadows, as it would be for Eric or Diana, too. For another assassin,  it  might  be  drawing  on  the  power  of  light,  or  trees,  or whatever  their  specialist  attribute  may  be.  Try  adding  a  bit  of  your shadow power to the process.” 

Ronan  tried.  He  could  feel  the  creation  of  the  disguise happening.  His  understanding  of  the  ghost’s  physical  appearance was  flowing  toward  him  like  ink  flowing  through  a  channel  of  clear water. It ran to him, rolling around him like water and then forming in his hands like wet clay. 

Ronan  felt  slightly  clumsy  as  he  guided  this  process  for  the first  time,  but  when  he  took  Janus’s  advice  and  drew  a  little  power from  the  pool  of  shadow  that  lay  on  the  ground  nearby,the  whole process stabilized and his control increased. 

He  smiled  and  stood  straighter,  feeling  empowered  by  this new  discovery.  As  he  drew  on  the  power  of  shadow,  the  disguise solidified in his hands. He looked down and saw, nestled in the palm of his right hand, a gleaming, little spark of blue light. 

“Lift  the  spark  up  and  push  it  into  your  chest,”  Janus instructed him quietly. 

Ronan  did  as  Janus  suggested,  lifting  his  hand  and  placing the  little  gem  of  blue  light  against  his  own  chest.  The  spark disappeared  inside  himself,  and  a  moment  later,  he  could  feel  the disguise  available  to  him.  It  was  just  a  step  away,  available  to  be activated by his own willpower anytime he required it. 

He turned to Guildsman Janus in amazement. “I did it.” 

The ghost nearby gave no sign of having been aware even in the slightest of what had just happened. 

“You  certainly  did,”  Janus  said  with  a  smile.  “That  was  well done. I am impressed at how quickly you picked it up. Now, we have to  practice  putting  the  disguise  on  as  if  it  were  a  cloak.  Once  you have mastered that, I will show you how to give the identity back.” 

Ronan  and  Janus  walked  away  from  the  ghost  until  they found  a  quiet,  deserted  part  of  the  garden.  Here,  Ronan experimented  with  putting  on  the  new  appearance.  This  did  not come as easily as gaining it in the first place had done, but after an hour or so, he and Janus were both content that the lesson had been learned. Ronan was able, at will, to don the appearance of the tall, gray-haired ghost. 

It  was  a  strange  sensation,  looking  down  at  his  hands  and seeing  the  hands  of  another  man  in  their  place.  Though  he  felt physically  the  same  inside,  he  looked  taller  and  thinner  even  to himself. 

Once  the  disguise  was  enabled,  it  did  not  waiver  or disappear.  In  fact,  it  took  a  distinct  act  of  will  on  Ronan’s  part  to remove  it  and  return  to  his  own  appearance.  He  was  pleased  that the disguise did not require any active maintenance to keep it going. 

This meant that he could keep all of his concentration for the other parts of his operation. 

“A powerful shock can sometimes cause the disguise to slip,” 

Janus  said,  “but  even  then,  it  can  be  replaced  once  the  user  has gotten over his fright. It seems unlikely that will happen to you. 

“And  now  the  important  part,”  Janus  continued,  moving  on with  the  lesson.  “You  must  learn  to  give  back  the  identity  that  you have gathered from the ghost. This is done by gathering the pieces of identity that you have put together to create your disguise. Gather them in your chest and then express them into your hand, using a bit of your shadow magic to stabilize and boost the process, as before. 

Try it now.” 

Ronan found this the easiest part of the whole process. It was not exactly like the stealing process, but it was close. He was able to pull together the different parts of the disguise and draw them out of his chest to gather in his hand, where they appeared as a bright blue spark of light again. 

He looked at Janus. “Now what?” 

Janus smiled. “Just open your hand and let it go.” 

Ronan  looked  up  at  the  sky.  The  day  was  bright  and  clear and sunny, with little fluffy clouds floating across the vast blue dome of  the  distant  sky.  He  smiled,  opened  his  hand  and  held  it  up.  The blue spark of light floated up away from his hand and then popped like a soap bubble, leaving no trace that it had ever been. 

“Now, you know how to do it,” Janus said. “Are you confident you can use this skill to achieve your mission?” 

Ronan thought about it for a moment. 

In his mind’s eye, he saw the bobbing, anxious figure of the merchant  Dreghorn,  stepping  into  the  Bank  of  Gold  with  the  decoy bag over his shoulder. 

“Yes,  Guildsman  Janus,”  he  said.  “Thank  you  again  for showing me how to do it. I think I have a plan.” 



 

























Chapter 24







It  was  not  enough  for  only  Ronan  to  know  how  to  use  the power of faces. Eric had decided he did not want to learn the power yet, but once Ronan had satisfied himself that he was able to do it at will,  Diana  was  up  next.  She  and  Guildsman  Janus  went  off  to  the garden  of  ragged  ghosts  together  to  learn  the  magic,  while  Ronan and Eric met in a quiet corner of the library to discuss their plan. 

When  Ronan  arrived,  he  found  Eric  sitting  at  a  table  with several large books in front of him and a pile of paper scribbled with notes in his peculiar crabbed hand. 

“What are you doing?” Ronan asked as he sat down. 

Eric  gestured  at  the  books  in  front  of  him  with  a  satisfied smile. “I have been researching everything I can find out about the Bank  of  Gold.  As  you  would  expect,  there  is  not  a  great  deal  of information available about them, but I have been able to find out a surprising  amount  from  various  mentions  in  these  histories  of  the Twelve  Isles.  The  most  important  thing  for  our  purposes  is  the mechanism of the vaults. There are three mentions of it here, here, and  here.”  He  tapped  passages  in  three  of  the  open  books.  “The vaults do not have a key. You were right about that. The fact is, that they  open  in  response  to  the  face  of  the  vault  holder.  The  person who has access to the vault must stand in front of the door, and the door itself will recognize whether it is the person who is authorized to open the vault or not.” 

“It is good to have that confirmed,” Ronan said. “I had heard that the Bank of Gold’s vaults possessed a mechanism that worked in that way, but it was just something that people said in the city. I am glad that we have something more to base our opinion on than just that.” 

Eric nodded. “After reading through these books, I’d be willing to  bet  that  it  is  true.  Aside  from  these  three  mentions,  there  are several  oblique  references  to  the  technology  that  allows  inanimate objects  to  recognize  individual  people.  It’s  a  certain  kind  of  magic which comes from one of the gods of the door maker guilds. It’s very old, and possibly the technique of making new doors of this kind has actually been lost. Either that or it is just kept a very close secret. I cannot tell which.” 

“Well, either way, it confirms that our plan will work.” 

“Or  at  least  it  gives  us  hope  that  it  will,”  Eric  said  with  a doubtful smile. “To be honest, it still seems a bit of a gamble to me, but I do not see any other way to approach it.” 

Ronan  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  “Me  neither,  Eric,  so let’s just hope that the gamble pays off.” 

As usual, Diana had little trouble learning the new technique. 

She met Ronan and Eric in the library a few hours later, greeting and pleased with herself at her success. 

There  followed  a  few  days  of  logistical  work  for  the  three Skins. They began by returning to the ventilation shaft in the roof of the  bank  and  established  that  they  could  in  fact  gain  entry  to  the main  body  of  the  building  with  ease  by  slipping  in  and  out  of  the ventilation network. Then, they watched the bank closely, looking for an  employee  whose  face  Diana  could  assume  for  the  duration  of their mission. 

It did not take long for them to identify a likely candidate—one of  the  mid-level  guildswomen  who  regularly  ushered  customers down to their vaults in the basement. 

A more difficult part of the job was to discover the location of the specific vault which they were looking for. Eric and Ronan made several forays into the bank late at night while Diana watched from outside, but it was only on their third attempt that they managed to find  the  paperwork  which  held  the  names  of  the  vault  holders.  The merchant  Dreghorn  owned  vault  341.  This  meant  that  they  were aiming  for  vault  41,  on  basement  Level  3.  That  was  the  lowest

basement level, which also presumably meant that it was considered the most secure. 

Diana  was  elated  when  they  returned  to  her  that  night  and told  her  their  good  news.  “Now  all  we  need  to  do  is  find  merchant Dreghorn’s house, and we can go about our plan.” 

“Already done it,” Ronan said. “I found his house by following him at the end of my first mission. When shall we enact our plan?” 

Initially,  Eric  suggested  that  they  should  go  in  at  night, because  that  was  when  they  were  less  likely  to  be  caught,  but Ronan shook his head. “It’s no good. If the door to the vault is smart enough to recognize Dreghorn’s face, it’s smart enough to recognize that he is appearing out of hours. I don’t want to risk activating some security system that we are not aware of. No, we will go in during the day, and make it as normal-looking a withdrawal as possible.” 

In the end, they decided to wait a day and a night to rest up and  prepare  themselves.  The  following  day,  as  the  morning  was brightening  and  the  early  workers  were  beginning  to  stir  in  the  city, they put their plan into action. 

They  started  at  merchant  Dreghorn’s  house.  He  was,  as Ronan had noted before, a family man, with two children and his wife living in the house, along with a number of servants and staff. This made it imperative to tackle him in a low impact manner, out of sight of any of the people he lived with. 

Thankfully,  Eric  had  just  the  thing.  He  and  Diana  had  been doing  some  work  on  different  variations  of  sleeping  poisons.  They had put together a formulation for this very job, something that would send a person to sleep for a short period of time, but that when they woke would leave no memory of what had happened. 

They  caught  Dreghorn  on  his  way  back  from  his  morning walk to the nearby food stall. He had bought a basket full of pastries and was marching home at a good speed, clearly anticipating eating the treats with pleasure. 

As he turned up the lane near his house, Diana dropped on him from above, clamping a hand over his mouth. In her hand, she

held a rag that was loaded with the sleeping poison. 

Dreghorn dropped his basket of pastries, and Ronan dipped in to catch it before it spilled. Dreghorn struggled for a moment, but then he passed out. 

“Keep watch, Eric,” Diana said. 

Eric nodded once and, throwing his hood over his head to put his face in shadow, he darted to the end of the lane to keep an eye out  for  passersby.  Diana  met  Ronan’s  eyes,  nodded  once,  then jogged to the other end of the lane. 

With  his  companions  keeping  watch,  Ronan  quickly  initiated the  magic  that  allowed  him  to  create  a  disguise  from  Dreghorn’s appearance. In less than a minute, he was done, and the bright blue spark glowed in his palm. He held it to his chest, absorbed it, and felt it  slip  into  his  soul,  sitting  there  ready  for  use  just  like  one  of  the gadgets in his utility belt. 

 Just another piece of the assassin’s toolkit, he thought. 

When  Dreghorn  had  passed  out,  Diana  had  gently  lowered him to the ground and laid him on his back. Now, Ronan gripped the merchant underneath the shoulders and dragged him to the side of the  lane,  propping  him  up  against  the  wall,  where  his  head  lolled forward.  Then,  he  picked  the  basket  of  pastries  up  and  placed  it beside  the  sleeping  merchant.  Diana  glanced  back,  and  Ronan waved  to  her  and  gave  her  a  thumbs-up  to  show  that  he  had succeeded. She nodded once and jogged back toward him. 

“Right,” she said. “He will not be asleep for much longer. The poison’s  effect  passes  very  quickly.  Let’s  grab  Eric  and  get  out  of here.” 

Ronan  nodded.  Together,  they  sprinted  down  and  alerted Eric, who left his post at the end of the lane and joined them. As they leaped  and  clambered  up  the  wall  of  the  alleyway  to  reach  the rooftops,  they  saw  Dreghorn  lifting  his  head  and  giving  a  groan, before  asking  out  loud,  “By  the  God  of  Exchanges,  what  on  earth happened?” 

The assassins watched from the top of the nearest roof until they were sure that Dreghorn was up and moving again. 

“He doesn’t look any the worse for wear,” Ronan said. 

“That’s the whole point!” Diana said. “Did you think we were making it up?” 

Ronan  chuckled  at  her  spiky  reply.  She  was  proud  of  her poison craft and quick to take offense at any suggestion that it might not work perfectly. 

“Certainly  not,”  Ronan  said  in  a  conciliatory  tone.  “I’m  just impressed, that’s all.” 

Diana  grinned  proudly  and  got  up  from  her  crouching position. “Let’s get on to the next stage of the plan.” 

The next stage was the Bank of Gold guildswoman. 

She  lived  in  modest  apartment  in  a  three-story  block  in  a quiet  section  of  Drem  Island—the  same  island  where  Ronan  had grown  up,  but  a  different  area.  The  three  assassins  activated  their stealth fields for the crossing of the bridge over to Drem Island and kept them in place to walk through the streets to the guildswoman’s house. 

This  time,  Diana  went  in  alone.  She  had  spent  some  time observing  the  guildswoman’s  habits,  and  knew  that  she  did  not generally go to the Bank of Gold before midday, and that she was in the  habit  of  taking  her  time  over  breakfast  in  a  study  adjoining  her bedroom, out of the way of any of her servants. 

Eric and Ronan waited on the roof of the building, within easy reach  of  the  bedroom  window,  so  that  they  could  enter  quickly should Diana need their help. She used her rope and grappling hook to clamber down the wall from the roof and then swing in through the bedroom window. Ten minutes later, she was back. She met Ronan’s eyes and gave a brief nod. 

She had succeeded. 

Now it was time to put their plan into action. It was time to rob the Bank of Gold. 

The  sun  blazed  down  on  the  bright,  busy  street  outside  the bank. The plan was that Diana would enter first, in the guise of the guildswoman, and declare to anyone who asked that she had come in early because a special client needed access to a vault. 

Shortly  afterward,  Ronan  and  Eric  would  enter  through  the front  door.  Ronan  would  be  disguised  with  Dreghorn’s  appearance, and Eric would come with him dressed as a priest of one of the many gods of good fortune that the merchant guilds often employed. 

Though  all  their  observations  had  shown  that  Dreghorn  was in  no  way  a  particularly  religious  man,  Ronan  was  prepared  to evangelize about the power of the gods of good fortune. If anybody asked, he would make it clear that he had decided it was time to pay more attention to the gods and had decided for this reason to begin keeping  a  priest  near  him  during  all  of  his  commercial  exchanges. 

This  was  in  no  way  unusual  for  a  merchant,  and  Ronan  was confident  that  it  would  not  raise  any  eyebrows  with  anyone  in  the bank who knew Dreghorn. 

They  donned  their  disguises  in  an  alleyway  of  the  district  of the potter guilds. Ronan wore a merchant guild robe of bright scarlet, much like merchant Dreghorn’s. Diana’s robe was pale blue, with the Bank  of  Gold’s  guild  symbol  sewed  onto  the  chest.  Eric  sported  a costume that made him up like the priest of the God of Good Fortune

—a robe of dark forest green, a bright blue crystal amulet around his neck, and his hood cast over his face. 

As  Diana  and  Ronan  activated  their  physical  appearance disguises, Eric removed a book from his robe and hunched over it, beginning  to  mutter  prayers  and  exhortations  to  the  God  of  Good Fortune. In this way, he could walk with his head bowed and his face down,  hiding  his  unusually  pale  appearance  from  any  passing glance. 

Ronan  looked  at  Diana.  Her  appearance  had  changed completely,  and  she  now  appeared  as  a  tall,  austere,  dark-haired woman, with streaks of gray running through her long hair. She had high, arched eyebrows, and a severe looking expression. There was

absolutely  nothing  and  her  face  or  the  rest  of  her  physical appearance  that  resembled  the  bright,  brown  haired  Ghennet woman that Ronan knew so well. 

From the look in her eyes as she gazed at him, he guessed that  his  transformation  was  as  complete  as  hers.  Indeed,  when  he glanced  down  at  his  body,  he  saw—but  did  not  feel—Merchant Dreghorn’s  generous  belly  stretching  the  red  robe,  and  his  double chins rolling down from his round, glistening face. 

Ronan smiled and spoke, finding to his surprise that the voice which came out was Dreghorn’s as well. 

“Right,” he said in Dreghorn’s strangely high pitched, nervous voice. “Let’s get this done.” 

Ronan  and  Eric  waited  behind  as  Diana  entered.  They watched the shadows move across the square in front of the bank to estimate the passing of time. Once they guessed that fifteen minutes had passed, Ronan gave Eric a nod and the two of them set off. 

As  they  approached  the  bank,  Diana’s  voice  came  into Ronan’s  head.  She  had  become  better  at  the  thought  transfer communication over the recent days, and Ronan knew that she had been  practicing  hard,  often  with  Eric  to  advise  her.  This  time,  her voice was less of a powerful impact, and more of a subtle sending, more like Eric’s. 

 “I  am  inside,”   she  said,  “and  no  one  has  questioned  my presence here at all.   You can come in any time you are ready.” 

 “We’ll be with you in a moment,”  Ronan replied. With that, he took  a  deep  breath  and  marched  toward  the  front  of  the  Bank  of Gold. 

The  huge  marble  columns  reared  up  in  front  of  him,  casting crisp black shadows across the front of the bank. Dress in their pale blue robes, smart and professional-looking guildsfolk hurried up and down  the  steps,  or  stood  around  together  discussing  business  in hushed tones. 

Customers of the bank, dressed in their best, also hurried up and  down,  being  greeted  by  members  of  the  banking  guild  at  the

entrance and then being ushered inside. 

Two  members  of  one  of  the  most  elite  fighting  guilds  in  the city stood guard at the entrance—tall, broad chested men with long spears, dressed in immaculately clean white robes. Underneath the robes, everyone knew, they wore light chain mail and leather armor, but  they  kept  their  beautiful  clean  white  robes  on  over  these  so  as not to present too martial an aspect. 

Ronan made an effort to take on the kind of nervous, glancing mannerisms that he had seen Dreghorn use habitually as he moved through  the  crowd.  Beside  him,  a  step  behind  and  to  his  left,  Eric read from his little text, muttering about the blessings of the God of Good  Fortune.  He  was  doing  a  very  good  impression  of  mimicking one of the more zealous kinds of priests in the city. Ronan wanted to chuckle at Eric’s performance, but he kept his face straight and kept moving. 

At  the  entrance,  one  of  the  guards  in  white  glanced  at  him, and then at Eric. The doorway to the Bank of Gold stood open. As befitted  the  building,  this  doorway  was  as  grand  as  the  rest  of  the architecture, a tall, opulent doorway lined with white marble, and with ornately carved doors of thick brown wood pushed wide to admit the bank’s customers. 

For the moment, there was no one standing in the entrance, and the white-robed guard moved forward to block their way. Ronan slowed, but then Diana appeared, in the guise of the Bank of Gold guildswoman. 

“Merchant  Dreghorn,  I  have  been  expecting  you,”  she  said. 

“And this must be the priest of good fortune whom you mentioned.” 

“Ah,  guildswoman,”  Ronan  said.  “Indeed,  this  is  my  friend who  has  brought  me  so  much  good  luck  in  my  commercial transactions  recently  that  I  cannot  be  parted  from  him.  May  we enter?” 

The  white-robed  guard,  seeing  the  presence  of  a  bank guildswoman,  stepped  back  to  his  post  and  resumed  his  careful scanning of the crowd. 

“Come  along,  priest,”  Ronan  said,  and  just  like  that,  they were ushered into the foyer of the Bank of Gold. 

“Follow me, please,” Diana said authoritatively, and gestured to a doorway that opened off the foyer to their left. 

The  foyer  was  an  incredibly  grand  and  luxuriant  space. 

Everywhere Ronan looked there were decorations of carved marble, gilded  statues,  and  elegantly  carved  wood  furniture.  A  huge,  long desk stood at the far end of the space, with many more junior guild members working at it. The rest of the entrance hall was filled with people,  milling  about,  talking  together  in  small  groups,  or  moving purposefully about their business. 

Most  of  the  people  were  dressed  in  the  blue  robes  of  the banking  guild,  but  some  were  guildsfolk  from  outside,  and  Ronan noted  that  each  of  these  was  accompanied  by  a  banking  guild member.  Obviously,  outsiders  were  only  permitted  to  move  around the interior of the bank in the company of an authorized person. 

Diana led them to one of the many doors that opened off the foyer.  This  doorway  took  them  into  a  long,  narrow  corridor,  not  as opulent  as  the  foyer  itself,  but  still  flagged  with  slabs  of  beautiful marble and lined with well-made paneling of light wood. 

On  each  side  of  the  corridor,  at  regular  intervals,  doors opened into large, sunlit workrooms, where rows of clerks were busy at  lines  of  desks,  scribbling  in  books  or  engaged  in  deep discussions. 

At the end of the corridor, a single tall, motionless figure was standing  guard  at  a  doorway.  It  was  another  fighter  guild  member. 

Behind  him,  beyond  the  doorway,  Ronan  saw  a  flight  of  steps descending steeply downward. 

Diana strode up to the white-clad guard without hesitation. 

“Merchant Dreghorn and his companion to access his vault,” 

she said authoritatively. 

“Ma’am,”  the  guildsman  said  respectfully,  bobbing  his  head and stepping immediately aside. 

Without  hesitation,  Diana  stepped  past  him,  and  Eric  and Ronan  immediately  followed.  Behind  them,  they  heard  the  snap  of the fighter guildsman’s boots on the flagstones as he stepped back into place. 

The  stone  stairs  descended  steeply  downward,  and  here there was no trace of the opulent furnishings that went as standard up above. They were descending underground, and the walls were made of damp stone and lit by flaming torches in the traditional style. 

Black soot stains coated the wall above the torch sconces, and the steps beneath their feet were made of plain sandstone, the edges of the  steps  worn  down  by  the  passage  of  hundreds  of  feet  over  the years. 

Ronan  tried  sending  a  thought  to  Diana,  rather  than speaking. “Anymore guards to pass?” he asked, sending the thought as carefully as he could toward her mind. 

Without  turning  or  giving  any  physical  signal  that  she  had heard  him,  she  immediately  replied  with  a  well-aimed  thought,  and Ronan was impressed again at how much she had improved at the art  of  psychic  sending.  “No,”  she  replied,  “now  that  we  are  in  the vault levels, we have passed through all of the security that there is to pass.” 

 “Almost seems a bit too easy,” Ronan replied. 

 “I  don't  know  about  that,”  Diana  said.  “After  all,  they  are prepared  for  more  traditional  robberies,  and  as  far  as  I  know,  they are not equipped to deal with  guildsfolk who can steal the very faces of others.” Her satisfaction at how smoothly things were going rang through the tone of her thought. 

Ronan  hoped  that  the  rest  of  their  mission  would  go  as smoothly. 

They  descended  three  levels,  and  then  Diana  led  them through  another  door  and  into  a  long  corridor.  Here,  there  were doors  to  either  side  of  the  corridor,  each  one  a  solid  slab  of  stone with no sign of keyhole, lock, or handle. The doors were bare except for large numbers done in simple, black-painted stencil. 

Moving  quickly,  they  followed  the  long  corridor,  reading  the numbers  off  until  they  reached  the  door  marked  ‘41’  in  big  black letters

“Here we are,” Diana said aloud. 

 “The moment of truth,” Ronan thought to himself. “I hope this works.” 

He stepped forward and faced the door, hoping against hope that  the  door  would  be  fooled  by  his  appearance  as  Merchant Dreghorn.  There  was  a  moment’s  pause,  and  then,  without  any sensation of being examined, Ronan heard the door begin to open. 

There  was  a  grinding  of  gears  somewhere,  and  instead  of swinging outward, the great slab of stone lowered itself ponderously down  into  the  floor.  This  process  took  about  thirty  seconds,  after which  the  door  clanked  to  a  stop,  becoming  indistinguishable  from the flagstones on the floor. 

“That door must be five feet thick,” Eric said quietly. 

“They certainly don’t skimp on traditional security at the Bank of  Gold,”  Diana  agreed.  “A  good  thing  we’ve  been  able  to  employ less-traditional methods.” 

The  three  companions  entered  the  vault.  Inside,  they  found themselves  in  an  unfurnished,  low-roofed  chamber,  with  wooden shelves running around the walls in three tiers. 

At  first  glance,  Ronan  felt  a  sting  of  disappointment.  There was hardly anything here. 

But  then  he  looked  again  at  what  there  was,  and  his  heart rose again. 

On the shelf in front of him, on the wall directly opposite the door, there were four nondescript black leather bags. He recognized their style. Next to them, a little way off, there was a smaller packet, wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string. 

“Come  on,”  Diana  said,  “let’s  get  a  look  and  then  get  out  of here.” 

“How do I close the door?” Ronan asked. 

“Just  turn  and  face  the  doorway  again.  It  will  register  your appearance and that should activate the mechanism.” 

Ronan did so, standing directly in front of the empty doorway. 

Immediately, he heard the gears begin to grind again. The door was much quicker on the way back up than it had been dropping down to open. 

In less than ten seconds, the huge stone slab had slammed back into place, and they were alone in the vault. 











































Chapter 25







Diana  had  grabbed  a  torch  from  a  sconce  next  to  the  door before  they  entered,  and  now  she  carried  it  over  to  the  shelf containing  the  bags  and  the  package.  Ronan  and  Eric  joined  her, and  Eric  reached  up  to  take  one  of  the  bags.  Ronan  took  another. 

They  put  the  bags  on  the  floor,  worked  the  golden  catches,  and flipped them open. 

“There's just a lump of stone in this one!” Eric said in surprise. 

Then  he  laughed.  “This  must  be  the  decoy  bag  that  you  took  from Ruben,” he said, looking at Ronan. 

“What about the other one?” Ronan asked. 

Eric nodded and stood, pulling the other bag down from the shelf. He worked the catch and flipped it open, reaching inside and drawing  out  the  contents.  It  was,  as  they  had  expected,  a  dragon egg, but it was not just any dragon egg. Eric gave a gasp of shock and sat down hard on the floor. 

The huge egg gleamed in the torchlight as Diana crouched to examine it. 

It was black and silver. 

Then  it  was  Diana’s  turn  to  be  surprised.  Ronan  drew  forth the  egg  from  the  next  bag,  and  Diana  immediately  recognized  the green gleam and the bright blue veining that ran across the surface. 

“By  all  the  gods,”  she  said  in  a  low  voice.  “It's  the  egg  from my father’s house.” 

“And  this  is  the  egg  from  my  home  village,”  Eric  said  in  a hoarse voice. “I’d know it anywhere.” 

“Diana,  your  disguise  is  slipping,”  Ronan  said  quietly.  “You must keep your emotions in check, I think,” he added. 

She looked at him, and it was as if her face was melting. 

She cursed and stood, taking deep, regulated breaths to try to keep her disguise in place, but it was too late. The Bank of Gold guildswoman's appearance slipped off her face like melting wax, and in a moment, Diana stood there, reduced again to her normal height, with  her  pale  brown  hair  tied  up  behind  her  head  and  her  cheeks pale with the shock of seeing the dragon egg, her freckles startlingly dark around her white eyes. 

“I  can’t  reactivate  it!”  she  said  in  a  panicked  voice.  “I  can’t reactivate the disguise!” 

“Keep  your  cool,”  Ronan  said  to  her  firmly.  “It's  all  right.  So long  as  I  can  keep  my  appearance  in  place,  we  will  be  able  to  get back out. This is a good lesson. I thought that the appearance would remain  stable  no  matter  what,  but  it  shows  now  that  a  big  enough shock  can  cause  it  to  slip  and  lose  its  effect.  Let’s  concentrate  on absorbing that lesson and complete our mission.” 

Diana  nodded,  becoming  visibly  calmer  in  response  to  his words. Ronan turned to Eric. 

“Eric,” he said gently, “are you okay?” 

Eric  nodded,  looked  at  Ronan,  and  gave  a  shaky  laugh.  “I am, but I have to say I’m glad that I don’t have any magically created appearance  to  maintain.  I  think  that  like  Diana,  the  pressure  would be too much for me.” 

They all laughed, and Ronan felt the tension ease. 

“There  is  only  one  thing  left  for  us  to  look  at,”  Ronan  said. 

“That  packet  there.  Let’s  take  a  look  and  then  we  will  be  ready  to leave.” 

Diana helped Eric to his feet, and they both watched Ronan as he approached the shelf and took the packet down. He crouched and laid the packet on the floor. Working quickly, he undid the knot in the string that held the brown paper closed. 

“Hold that torch a bit closer, please, Diana,” he said, and she stepped forward, holding the torch up in such a way that the light fell

on the packet. 

“Thanks,” he said, and began to undo the wrapping. 

Now  it  was  his  turn  to  get  a  shock.  As  he  unwrapped  the paper,  he  drew  out  a  little  flat  parcel  wrapped  in  leather,  and immediately recognized it. 

The sensation was as disturbing as it was unexpected. In an instant, he forgot everything—his surroundings, his companions, his mission,  and  his  magic  all  vanished  in  a  flash,  and  he  was  fifteen again,  a  green  boy  with  a  knife  in  his  hand  and  the  man  who  had killed  his  father  standing  in  front  of  him.  Blood  was  on  the  black dripping  shadow  blade  that  the  assassin  carried,  and  a  merciless glint was in his evil face. Under his arm was the brown packet that he had taken from Severus Renzo, Ronan’s father. 

Ronan came back to himself and found that he was sitting on the  floor,  breathing  hard,  sweat  dripping  down  his  brow.  He  looked down  at  himself  and  saw,  with  a  sinking  heart,  what  he  had expected.  There  was  no  sign  of  Dreghorn’s  generous  belly  and  his collection of double chins. Instead, Ronan saw his own body dressed in the oversized red robe of Dreghorn’s merchant guild. The shock of seeing the packet again had disrupted his own appearance spell. 

“By the gods,” Ronan said. “This is the packet that my father was killed for! I see it all now. That’s the connection, the connection between  the  three  of  us.  My  father  must  have  been  killed  by  the Silent  Brotherhood  as  well.  It  must  have  been  them  who  sent  the assassin to our house. That’s the connection between the three of us that guildmaster Tarquin saw in his Book of the Fates!” 

“Okay,”  Diana  said  firmly,  and  suddenly  their  roles  were reversed. “Now  you need to pull yourself together. This is difficult for all  of  us,  but  unless  you  can  regain  the  appearance  of  merchant Dreghorn, we’re not going to be able to get out of here.” 

Ronan  took  a  breath  and  was  about  to  reply  when  an unexpected  sound  stopped  him.  There  was  a  grinding  noise,  like stone  on  stone,  and  for  a  moment,  he  thought  that  the  door  had been activated. 

But  that  was  impossible,  except  in  the  extremely  unlikely event that the real merchant Dreghorn had chosen this very hour to come and visit his bank vault. 

A  moment  later,  Ronan  realized  that  this  was  not  what  was happening.  The  sound  was  emanating  from  one  of  the  slabs  that made up the floor of the vault chamber. All three Skins looked in the direction  of  the  noise  as  the  slab  rose,  jerkily,  as  if  it  was  being pushed from below. It was situated almost in the dead center of the chamber, and all thought of their dilemma disappeared. 

Immediately, all three of them pulled their disguise robes off, revealing their lean black assassin clothing. 

“Move the eggs,” Ronan whispered. “Quickly, into that corner with  them.  Someone  has  taken  the  other  option  and  tunneled  their way into the bank. They can only be doing this to steal the eggs.” 

The others immediately saw the sense in his reasoning, and they  moved  swiftly  to  place  the  eggs  back  in  their  bags  and  move them,  and  the  small  leather  packet,  over  into  the  far  corner  away from the door. 

Then  they  returned,  drawing  their  daggers  and  taking  up positions against the walls. They all activated their stealth fields, not that  they  would  have  much  effect  at  such  close  range,  but  their presence  might  buy  a  few  seconds  of  extra  time,  which  could  be crucial. 

Ronan was not surprised when the first figure out of the hall was  one  of  the  gray-clad,  gray-masked  strangers  that  they  had already encountered. The man shoved the slab to one side and leapt up into the chamber, turning and sticking a hand back down the hole to assist a second man up. 

Both men stood upright and dusted their robes off. 

One turned to the other and spoke. “Weeks of work, weeks of toil, but it was worth it. We have achieved our purpose!” 

“Never  mind  all  that,”  his  companion  said.  “Let’s  grab  the booty and get out of here.” 

At that moment, Eric moved forward. His drawn blade, long, narrow,  and  painfully  sharp,  glinted  in  the  light  of  the  torch  which Diana had placed in the sconce holder by the door. As Eric moved, something  alerted  the  nearest  of  the  two  gray-clad  men.  He  half turned and gave a choking cry, fumbling for his blade. It was too late. 

Eric’s Night Guild blade rose and fell, once, twice, three times. The gray man tumbled backward, dropped his blade and crashed to the floor. 

“In the name of Mala,” the other man said. “How can this be?” 

He glanced around the vault before he held up his hands and dropped  his  blade.  He  had  noticed  that  there  were  three  people  in there with him. 

“Mercy!” he cried. 

He  dropped  to  his  knees  and  held  his  hands  in  the  air.  Eric glared at him and raised his knife, but Ronan stepped forward. 

“Wait a moment,” he ordered Eric, who stood where he was, his eyes blazing at the gray man. 

Ronan turned to the prisoner. “Who sent you?” he demanded. 

“Why are you here? What do you know about this?” 

“I  know  nothing  about  it.  I  was  sent  to  steal  the  contents  of this vault, but I don’t know why.” 

“Who sent you?” Ronan asked again. 

“The  brotherhood,”  the  man  immediately  replied.  “The Brotherhood of the Silent.” 

“What's  your  connection  to  them?”  Ronan  demanded.  “How do they give you their orders?” 

“They  train  assassins,  didn’t  you  know?  The  Brotherhood  of the Silent have been training assassins and thieves for years. I am one  of  those  assassins.  The  brotherhood  sent  a  group  of  us  to operate as a cell here in the Twelve Isles, and we get our orders by letter. They come in on trading boats. Honestly, I don’t know anything more about it. I only do it for the money, you understand? It’s just a job. It’s good pay. That’s it.” 

Ronan didn’t believe that for a moment, but he let it pass for now. “How many more of you are there in the city?” 

“Another nine,” the man replied immediately. “Nine men and... 

one woman.” 

“Were  you  ordered  to  attack  a  man  sitting  in  a  cafe  in  the public  square  outside  the  Bank  of  Gold  recently?”  Ronan  asked, thinking  of  the  hideous  old  woman  who  had  placed  a  mind  fog  on him. 

The  man  nodded  eagerly.  “Yes,  yes.  But  I  was  not  there.  I only  heard  about  it.  The  old  woman  is  in  charge,  and  she  led  that action personally. I was not involved. I was busy digging the tunnel.” 

“Right,” Ronan said, believing the man in this at least. 

 “This  changes  things,”   he  said  to  his  companions,  sending the words to them as a focused thought. “I’m not prepared to kill this man  on  his  knees  in  cold  blood,  but  I’m  not  prepared  to  leave  him here either.  We will take him as our prisoner and bring him back to the guild. Master Tarquin will know what to do with him. “

 “Very well,” Eric replied. “Much as I would like to, I agree that we cannot kill him like this, on his knees.” 

 “But we cannot leave the eggs here,” Diana put in, “not now that  we  know  there  is  this  tunnel  and  a  cell  of  these  Silent Brotherhood assassins in the city.” 

 “No,  I  agree  we  cannot,”   Ronan  said.  “We  will  have  to  take them with us.” 

Diana  nodded,  and  immediately  moved  to  the  corner  where they had stashed the eggs. This had been done hurriedly, and it had happened that the black and silver egg had rolled out of the bag onto the floor. 

As  Diana  moved  in  that  direction,  the  man  on  the  floor glanced up to see what she was doing. His eyes fell upon the egg. 

Suddenly, his eyes went wide and a look of frenzy came over his  face.  His  mouth  opened,  his  tongue  lolled  out,  and  his  hands began to flap in the air like a deranged man. 

This  transformation  happened  in  a  moment,  and  to  Ronan’s surprise  and  dismay,  the  man  suddenly  leapt  to  his  feet,  snatched his knife up from the ground, and charged at Diana. 

“The egg!” he screamed in a slurred, insane voice. “The egg!” 

Diana turned, the heavy black and silver egg in her hands. 

She could not reach her knife without dropping the egg, and she was obviously reluctant to do that. The man had transformed in an instant from a groveling prisoner to a deadly, maddened foe. He charged  Diana  with  his  knife  raised,  and  there  was  only  a  moment before he was upon her. 

Ronan had no compunction about what he did next. His blade was in his hand, as he crossed the space between himself and the gray-clad  attacker  in  a  moment.  Eric  was  already  moving  forward, but Ronan got there first. He caught the man’s head in the crook of his left arm, jerked it back, and slammed his blade home through the man’s windpipe. 

Diana dived to the side and placed the dragon egg down on the floor as she did so. As the gray man fell forward, his life’s blood spurted  out  from  his  neck  wound,  splattering  across  the  black  and silver surface of the egg. 

As the man toppled and crashed to the floor, Ronan looked in amazement at the egg. 

The lifeblood which coated the egg was being absorbed into the  stone-like  shell.  The  blood  drew  into  the  shell  like  ink  seeping into blotting paper, and as it did so, the silver veins shone out with a bright light. 

Eric  and  Diana  were  standing  on  either  side  of  Ronan, watching the spectacle. A bright light gathered at the pointed peak of the dragon egg, where the silver lines converged to make the whole surface  silver.  Bright  light  burst  out  from  the  egg,  and  it  seemed  to swell up in size. As it did so, a light glowed from deep within it, and they all saw, undeniably clear, the shape of something inside. 

There was no question about what it was. Curled tight within the  egg  was  the  unmistakable  shape  of  a  lizard,  with  a  long  head, 

four legs, a whip-like tail curled around its body, and the suggestion of wings around its back. 

And it was moving. 

The  feet  shifted  as  if  the  creature  was  treading  water.  The head rocked from side to side, and the tip of the long tail twitched. 

The wings shifted as if the creature desired to stretch. 

A  moment  later,  the  light  faded,  and  the  egg  returned  to  its former  appearance.  The  Skins  looked  at  one  another.  It  was  true, there  was  no  denying  it.  There  really  was  an  embryonic  dragon contained within the egg, in some mysterious way, the blood of the dying man had activated it. 

Ronan  knelt  and  touched  the  surface  of  the  egg.  It  was completely dry, and as smooth as it ever had been, but there was a subtle change. 

The surface was warm, where before it had been as cold as granite,  and  now  the  surface  of  the  egg  had  just  the  merest suggestion  of  pliability.  It  no  longer  felt  as  if  it  was  made  of  inert polished  stone.  Now  it  felt  more  as  if  it  was  made  of  very  hard leather. It was not soft by any means, but still not quite as hard as a polished granite sculpture. The heat from it was steady, and Ronan almost  fancied  he  felt  a  rhythmic  beat  from  within  it,  as  of  a  small heart. 

“We have waited here long enough,” Diana said firmly. “Let's go.” 

After a brief debate, they agreed to drag the bodies of the two Silent Brotherhood assassins down into the tunnel, and then replace the slab as best they could. They all agreed that removing as much evidence as possible of what had happened here was the best idea. 

The  tunnel  might  well  be  discovered,  but  that  was  less  likely  to happen if there were not two decomposing bodies in the vault. 

Diana  took  the  torch  and  held  it  up  as  Ronan  and  Eric dragged  the  two  corpses  down  into  the  tunnel.  Then  they  climbed back up into the chamber and retrieved the two eggs and the leather

packet, which they had not yet had a chance to open. They left the decoy bag where it was. 

Diana  took  one  egg,  and  Eric  took  the  other,  while  Ronan tucked the leather-bound packet into a fold in his robe. He had still not looked inside it, but he felt sure he would get the chance in due course. 

Once they had cleared the vault both of dragon eggs and of the corpses of their enemies, the three assassins descended into the tunnel, and dragged the heavy floor slab back into place. Hauling the bodies through the tunnel was hard work, but in the end, it was done. 

The tunnel itself extended perhaps a quarter of a mile, rising steadily the whole way, until eventually it popped up in the basement of  a  house  several  streets  away.  The  Skins  had  expected  more enemies to fight at the other end, but there were none, and so they were free to drag the corpses up out of the tunnel and lay them on the floor of the cellar. 

“What now?” Eric asked. 

“I  think,”  Ronan  replied,  “that  we  need  to  hide  these  bodies somewhere. We can come back after dark to dispose of them. While we’re waiting for nightfall, we should get the dragon eggs back to the Night Guild.” 

That  seemed  like  the  best  plan  to  all  of  them,  and  so  they quickly  explored  the  house  for  a  place  to  hide  the  bodies.  It  was three stories tall, with the attic underneath the beams of the roof, and they carried the bodies of their enemies up to the attic and left them there, wrapped in white sheets that they found in one corner. If—as seemed likely—there were other members of the Silent Brotherhood assassins awaiting news from these two, this at least would hide the evidence of what had happened to them. It seemed unlikely that their compatriots  would  undertake  a  full  and  detailed  search  of  the building.  More  likely,  Ronan  suspected,  the  others  would  assume that  these  two  had  betrayed  them  and  gone  off  with  the  eggs themselves.  In  that  case,  the  other  gray  assassins  would  look  for their missing comrades elsewhere in the city, or on the docks. 

Once they were done, they agreed that Diana would wait and keep watch on the house while Eric and Ronan returned to the guild with the eggs. 

“We will give them to Guildmaster Tarquin,” Ronan said, “but we  will  defer  our  explanation  of  the  whole  story  and  return immediately to wait with you.” 

And  so,  it  was  done.  When  Ronan  and  Eric  got  back  to  the guild,  Tarquin  was  surprised  and  a  little  reluctant  to  allow  them  to leave again without explaining what was going on, but they assured him  it  was  necessary,  and  after  a  long  moment  of  thought,  the guildmaster  allowed  them  to  proceed  with  their  plan.  When  they returned to Diana, ensconced on the roof of the building opposite the one  concealing  the  tunnel  entrance,  she  shook  her  head,  reporting that nothing had happened in the interim. 

“It’s  very  strange,”  she  said.  “I  would  expect  some  activity from them, at least someone coming to check up on their progress, but there has been nothing.” 

They  waited  out  the  rest  of  the  day,  but  nothing  happened. 

When  darkness  fell,  Eric  and  Ronan  ventured  into  the  building  to retrieve  the  bodies.  With  Diana  scouting  ahead,  they  managed  to navigate  their  way  through  the  streets  until  they  reached  a  quiet section of the docks. 

Here, they had the grim job of disposing of the bodies. With the help of a length of rope and several large rocks, they weighted the bodies down and slipped them off the end of the pier. 

The corpses disappeared with barely a sound, and the three Skins  watched  as  the  pale  shadows  of  the  white-wrapped  shapes sank into the depths of the sea. 

It was done. Not only had they managed to enter the Bank of Gold  and  find  out  what  was  contained  there,  they  had  managed  to remove the contents of the vault in such a way that it would be hard for anyone to work out how it had been done. 

But their successful mission had raised more questions than it had answered. This had turned out to be no ordinary mission. They

had  uncovered  a  dark  plot  set  up  by  the  Silent  Brotherhood  of Ghennet, and in doing so, they had revealed an intimate connection between that plot and each one of them. 

All three had suffered terrible loss at the hands of the Silent Brotherhood. 

All three had entered the Night Guild in search of revenge. 

All  three  had  moved  away  from  that  desire  for  revenge, understanding  that  private  revenge  taken  on  one’s  own  behalf  was not the way of the Night Guild. 

But now, events had conspired to bring them into contact with the very organization responsible for the deaths of their loved ones. 

As they stood side by side, gazing out over the dark water of the  docks,  the  waning  crescent  moon  rose  over  the  horizon  and hung  in  the  sky,  shining  down  upon  them—the  living  symbol  of  the Night  Guild.  The  three  young  guild  members  had  come  from  very different  walks  of  life,  but  all  had  been  brought  together  by  a combination of their own choices and the subtle, guiding hand of the Night God. 

In  that  moment,  as  they  stood  looking  out  over  the  moonlit water  under  the  gaze  of  the  bright  crescent  moon,  none  of  them doubted that they would end up getting their revenge after all. 

As one, they turned away from the dark water and vanished into the shadows, making their way back to their home at the Night Guild. 











Chapter 26







Guildmaster Tarquin listened to their whole story the next day. 

When  they  were  done,  he  thought  for  a  moment  and  then  asked them to leave him for a little while so that he could think things over. 

“Give me an hour,” he said, “then return to me here.” 

They  left  him  with  the  dragon  eggs  and  the  closed  paper packet  sitting  on  the  table  in  front  of  him,  his  eyes  resting  on  the gleaming silver lines of the black egg. 

When they returned to his tower chamber an hour later, they found him sitting where they had left him, his hands on his knees as he leaned back in his deep chair. Two tea cups stood on the table, both  empty,  as  if  Tarquin  had  not  been  alone  during  the  past  hour. 

There  was  a  smell  in  the  room  that  had  not  been  there  before, pleasant, like lavender and spices. 

Sunlight  streamed  in  through  the  windows,  gleaming  on  the smooth,  polished  surfaces  of  the  red  egg  and  the  green  egg.  The black and silver egg that had been activated in the course of the fight in the bank vault did not gleam like the others. Instead, it absorbed the  light.  The  silver  glowed  with  an  internal  luminescence.  Ronan looked  at  it,  remembering  again  the  strange,  curled  creature  they’d seen outlined within the egg. 

 A lizard,  he thought.  It was undeniably a lizard. Somehow, we activated the egg of the dragon. It still has the potential to hatch. 

Next  to  the  eggs—which  Tarquin  had  lined  up  in  a  row  side by  side  on  the  table  in  front  of  him  with  the  black  and  silver  in  the middle—there lay a set of papers. These papers were the contents of the packet that the Skins had taken from the vault; there was no mistaking the leather binding carefully folded next to the pile. 

Ronan looked with interest at the little stack of papers. These were  the  papers  his  father  had  died  for.  Had  his  father,  Serverus, known what was in the packet? Had he been somehow involved in this dark plot that had been uncovered by the assassins? Why had he been killed and not just had his papers stolen? And who, in the end,  had  been  responsible  for  his  death?  The  Silent  Brotherhood assassins? That seemed most likely, considering that the packet had shown  up  in  the  vault  alongside  the  eggs,  but  it  was  just  possible that  someone  else  had  abstracted  the  papers  and  that  the  packet had then been taken from that person by the Silent Brotherhood. 

Ronan could not discount the fact that the man who had killed his father had been wearing black, not gray. Also, there had been a different  feel  to him. The Silent Brotherhood assassins gave Ronan a creeping sensation up his spine, as if they were using some kind of eerie  magic.  The  assassin  he’d  fought  in  his  home  the  night  his father died had not given Ronan that feeling. And then there was the undeniable  fact  that  there  was  someone  else  looking  for  the  eggs. 

Ruben the fisherman had tried to sell his egg to someone who was not  a  brotherhood  assassin,  after  all,  and  the  very  fact  that  the members  of  the  brotherhood  were  storing  the  eggs  in  the  Bank  of Gold suggested that they wanted to keep them secure. Why go to all that  effort  if  there  was  not  some  other  organization  also  looking  for them? 

He  was  jolted  from  his  reverie  by  the  words  of  Guildmaster Tarquin,  who  abruptly  took  a  deep  breath,  stood,  and  began  to speak. 

“You’ve  done  well,”  the  guildmaster  said  with  a  smile.  He looked at the three young guild members who stood before him, then he  paced  to  the  window  and  gazed  out  with  a  contemplative expression on his lined face. 

“There  is  no  doubt  that  this  is  an  unusual  situation.  Usually, you three would be taking on your first missions as young members of the Night Guild. We would find you work that was tailored to your own  specific  skills—challenging  work,  but  not  too  dangerous.  You would advance steadily, but not too quickly, through the ranks of the

guild, and perhaps in around five years, you would have achieved a level where we could give you a bit more autonomy in what jobs you picked.” 

He  turned  to  face  them.  “Now,  we  find  ourselves  in  an unprecedented  position,  one  that  I  have  never  found  myself  in before.  I  consult  my  Book  of  the  Fates,  and  it  tells  me  that  without any doubt, you three have something unique to do. You have been brought to me for a purpose, and it is no mere chance that all three of you find your paths overlapping in this way. I have consulted with Lera, my closest colleague on the Night Guild high council, and she agrees  with  me  that  it  would  be  irresponsible  for  us  to  ignore  the clear tides of fate that are showing themselves here.” 

“So,  what  does  that  mean  for  us?”  Ronan  asked  after  a moment  in  which  the  guildmaster  had  paused  and  become thoughtful again. 

Guildmaster  Tarquin  gave  himself  a  shake  and  looked  at Ronan. 

“Quite  simply,”  he  said,  “it  means  that  you  and  your  two companions here will be assigned the mission of tracking down and solving this mystery of the dragon eggs and the Silent Brotherhood. 

As I said, this is not the usual path of progression that assassins of your level would take, but Lera and I have agreed that it makes the most sense for us to accept the tides of fate and put you three onto this  mission.  I  do  not  doubt  that  it  will  challenge  your  abilities.  You will  need  to  work  together,  and  to  develop  solutions  to  problems which will be different from those which any other assassins of your age  and  level  would  have  to  come  up  against.  But  there  is  no avoiding the tides of fate. Guildmaster though I may be, I am not the master of destiny, and I feel in my bones that there is more to all of this than meets the eye. How does that sit with you? Do you agree with this plan? Will you devote yourselves to solving this mystery?” 

Ronan glanced to his left. Eric stood there, his back straight, his shoulders and hands relaxed, his pale hair gleaming in the light

from  the  window.  The  pale  man  nodded  once,  gave  the  ghost  of  a smile, but said nothing. 

On his right, Diana breathed a heavy sigh. “I agree with this plan, Guildmaster. Even if it were not for the advice from the Book of the Fates, I believe as you do that I have been brought into contact with  Ronan  and  Eric  for  just  this  reason.  I  confess  that  there  is nothing  I  want  more  right  now  than  to  uncover  the  secrets  of  this mystery  and  find  out  what  is  really  going  on  with  the  Silent Brotherhood and their quest for the dragon eggs. After all, it seems that my father and brother died for this. When I joined the guild, as you know, I did so in pursuit of simple personal revenge. I gave that desire  up,  as  did  my  two  companions  here,  I  think.  But  Guildsman Janus  told  us  once  that  the  fates  have  a  way  of  granting  desired revenge to those whose cause is just. In my heart, I would be glad to avenge my father and brother, but even more now I desire to know what  the  cause  of  all  these  terrible  events  might  turn  out  to  be.  I desire to take this job, and to find out what is going on with the Silent Brotherhood on behalf of the Night Guild.” 

“I will do this also,” Ronan said firmly. “Like Diana, I joined the guild seeking revenge, and later gave up that desire, as I knew that it was not in line with the guild philosophy to use my training to seek private revenge. However, I believe now that the Night God desires for us to bring revenge to the Silent Brotherhood for his own sake, as well  as  for  ours.  Like  you,  Guildmaster,  I  also  believe  that  there  is more  to  this  than  meets  the  eye.  I  do  not  know  what  the  Silent Brotherhood are up to, but I want to know what it has to do with us at the guild, and what it has to do with the dragon eggs. I want to know who  the  other  people  are  who  are  seeking  the  dragon  eggs,  and  I want to know why the Silent Brotherhood are so desperate to collect the  eggs  and  seemingly  to  stop  anyone  else  from  interacting  with them. I will do it. I will take this mission and probe the mystery to the bottom.” 

Guildmaster Tarquin was smiling at them all. He nodded his head  slowly,  then  spoke.  “I  did  not  doubt  that  you  three  would  all agree to take this job on. It will be difficult and dangerous, but if you

keep faith in each other, in your guild training, and in the Night God, I do not doubt that you will have the best chance possible of achieving your destiny, whatever that may turn out to be in the end.” 

Ronan looked at the table. “Guildmaster, may I ask what was in that packet? I see there are papers on your desk. Do they contain some important information pertaining to the dragon eggs?” 

The  Guildmaster  nodded  solemnly.  “Yes,  Ronan.  And  I  am aware from your story that these papers are the very ones that your father  was  killed  for.  There  is  not  much  within  this  pack  of  papers that  I  can  read,  unfortunately.  There  are  six  sheets  of  paper  here. 

Five  of  them  are  very  old.  One  of  the  old  papers  appears  to  be  a map of a large and complex building, but the map and the other four older papers are written in a script that I do not recognize. However, the  sixth  paper  here  is  a  newer  document,  a  single  piece  of  paper which  appears  to  be  a  partial  translation  of  one  of  the  older documents. It is not very comprehensive, just half a page of notes, but the writer seems to be concluding that the dragon eggs may be brought to life by being touched with blood spilt in the heat of battle. 

That  fits  with  your  story.  This  black  and  silver  egg  was  activated when it was touched by the blood of your enemy. However, from the notes that accompany the partial translation, it seems clear that the writer was aware of several more stages that were required before a dragon  egg  could  be  brought  to  hatch.  So,  there  is  more  to  it  than just spilling blood. I am no master of languages, but I will do my best to  work  on  the  translation  and  I’ll  see  if  I  can  find  anything  in  the library that may pertain to this document. If I get anywhere with that, I will let you know at once, of course. However, it seems clear that this packet of papers relates to the procedure for causing the dragon eggs  to  hatch.  If  so,  and  if  our  theory  that  the  Silent  Brotherhood wishes  to  stop  the  eggs  from  hatching,  then  it  makes  sense  to  me that they would go to great lengths to get hold of this pack of papers and hide it from the eyes of anyone else.” 

“Yes,” Ronan said, “that certainly makes sense to me also. Of course they would wish to conceal any information on how to hatch

the eggs. I wish I knew why the document was with my father. Was he a member of the Silent Brotherhood in some way? Surely not.” 

“We  cannot  rule  anything  out,”  Guildmaster  Tarquin  said gently. “However, I believe that it is more likely that your father was simply  one  of  the  mirrors  who  were  paid  to  help  move  goods  on behalf  of  the  Silent  Brotherhood,  without  asking  questions  or  even knowing who exactly they were working for. That said, I believe that it  is  important  for  you  to  answer  that  question  about  what  your father’s role was. If he  was only one of the mirrors, then there was no  need  for  the  assassin  to  kill  him.  There  is  no  doubt  that  raises new questions that we will need to answer if we are to untangle this mystery.  If  the  Guild  of  Glass  and  Pepper  Traders  is  in  some  way involved in this plot, we need to find out. How deep have the Silent Brotherhood gone to infiltrate the guilds of the Twelve Isles? How far does their influence go? If this does turn out to be a conspiracy that has  infiltrated  the  Twelve  Isles,  it  is  our  responsibility  to  root  the agents of that conspiracy out, especially if the Silent Brotherhood are aiming  to  subvert  the  authority  of  the  High  Guild  Council  in  some way.” 

“You think that likely?” Diana asked, sounding shocked. 

“Not likely,” Tarquin said, shaking his head with a frown, “but not impossible either. There is corruption on the High Guild Council, and  many  people  can  be  swayed  to  turn  a  blind  eye  to  nefarious doings if they are paid well enough. If there is one thing I know about the Silent Brothers, it’s that they do not lack for financial resources. 

Your first mission, I believe, is to learn  just how deep the influence of the  Silent  Brotherhood  runs  here  in  the  Twelve  Isles.  Go  back  into the  city  and  track  down  the  remainder  of  the  cell  of  Silent Brotherhood  assassins  and  find  out  any  information  you  can  about them.  I  want  to  know  more  about  what’s  going  on  here  before  we turn  our  attention  further  afield.  Once  we  know  who  they  are  and how  deeply  entrenched  in  our  city  they  are,  then  we  can  make  a judgment on what best to do next. I admit that my heart tells me this quest will lead you away from the Twelve Isles. I do not want to pre-empt fate, but my oracle book suggests a long journey, and it seems

likely  that  this  mission  may  lead  you  back  to  Diana’s  homeland.  I suggest  that  as  you  begin  your  information  gathering,  you  also  put focus into learning the language of Ghennet.” 

“We will do that, Guildmaster,” Ronan assured him. “What will you do with the black dragon egg?” 

Tarquin chuckled, shrugged, and gave the egg a rueful smile. 

“I will keep it here. In the absence of any more detailed knowledge about  how  to  treat  dragon  eggs,  I  will  revert  to  treating  it  like  any other egg which I desire to hatch. I will keep it warm, and I will not let it out of my sight. Go on then, you three. If there is nothing more that you wish to ask of me, then I am happy for you to do as you see fit to complete  your  mission.  Bring  me  regular  reports  and  go  to Guildsman Janus if you need anything urgently. I will tell him of our conversation here today and make him available to you if you need support,  as  much  as  his  other  duties  allow.  I  do  not  know  how  this will  turn  out,  of  course,  but  I  am  convinced  that  you  have  been brought  here  to  fulfill  some  great  destiny.  Good  luck  with  your  task and remember to keep your connection to the Night God always in your hearts.” 

The three Skins bowed to the guildmaster and turned to leave him. 

As  they  stepped  out  of  the  room,  Ronan  glanced  back.  The old,  thin  figure  of  Guildmaster  Tarquin  cast  a  long,  crisp  black shadow across the room. In front of him, the two inactivated dragon eggs gleamed in the light of the sun, casting long shadows of their own across the dark wood of the guildmaster’s desk. The activated egg  in  the  middle  soaked  up  the  light,  and  Ronan  thought  for  a moment that he caught a glimpse of movement from within it again. 

He smiled, shook his head, and followed his companions out of the guildmaster’s office. 

Whatever  happened,  their  discovery  of  the  dragon  eggs seemed  likely  to  change  the  course  of  history.  But  for  now,  Ronan would  concentrate  his  efforts  on  the  city  of  his  home,  the  city  that had raised him and trained him. If the Silent Brotherhood had indeed

infiltrated  the  Twelve  Isles  and  its  ancient  and  sacred  guild  culture, he and his friends would root the corruption out, following it as far as they had to. 

And if necessary, he would take the fight over the sea to the temple of the Silent Brotherhood itself, in the land of Ghennet. There, he  would  take  his  revenge  on  those  who  had  killed  the  families  of himself  and  his  friends  and  stop  their  evil  influence  from  spreading further. 

He might even hatch three dragon eggs along the way. 



End of Book 1
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