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The mountains looked like something from a dream. The many layers of sandstone and multi-colored minerals had been compressed together over millions of years, creating rock formations both bizarrely garish and breathtaking in their beauty. Beneath the desert sun they glowed in vivid stripes of red and yellow, green and blue. It was an artist’s palette of color, a phantasmagoric feast for the eyes.


Despite its beauty, though, this was a harsh landscape. People died here every day. The unprepared and the foolhardy expired from hunger and thirst; others fell prey to wild animals or brigands. Vultures wheeled in the sky, knowing that carrion was never far from their hooked beaks. The desert dust beneath the sparse clumps of greenery was rich with the powdered bones of the dead.


For now the air was still, the desert undisturbed. A lizard basked motionless in the heat of the slowly setting sun. Then, sensing vibrations beneath its feet, it darted for cover. Next moment a blot of darkness appeared on the horizon, wreathed in a churning cloud of dust.


Anyone standing where the lizard had been would have heard, faint at first, wild cries and approaching hoof beats. They would have seen the blot of darkness emerge from the heat haze and resolve itself into a tightly packed group of eight horses, five of which had men mounted on their backs. The men were hunched over, urging their chargers on. They were heading for the range of Painted Mountains, hoping that, under cover of the coming night, they would find safety in its deep ravines and steep valleys.


One of the men, William Garin, narrowed his eyes against the stinging onslaught of desert dust. He was lean, scarred and sinewed, his beard and hair wild and matted like those of the rest of his companions, his clothes a filthy patchwork of well-worn leather, threadbare animal hide and light armour. Born in England thirty-seven years earlier, he was currently a long way from home. But then William was a nomad; he regarded the entire world as his home. In the last three decades he had fought his way across continents. His past was steeped in the blood of countless battles. His vast experience of warfare had not only hardened his resolve, but had sharpened his senses and turned him into a master tactician. Glancing at his companions, he realized he was going to have to call on every one of his countless skills to get them out of their current predicament.


Of the twenty-strong party that had embarked on this possibly foolhardy quest, only five were left. The rest had been cut down by the thirty or so brigands who were now on their tail. Out in front was Najid, the Saracen mercenary, his dust-smeared robes flying behind him. If it came down to a case of every man for himself, then Najid was the one most likely to escape the flailing blades of their pursuers. He was a master horseman, and when in the saddle he and his steed seemed like one creature, a perfect fusion of man and beast.


Least likely to escape was Rizzetti, or possibly Bouchard the Frank. Rizzetti, the Italian, was an adept soldier, and fearless in battle, but he was badly wounded. He had taken an arrow through the leg, and was now pale and sweating, hunched grimly over his horse, his teeth clenched against the pain. William glanced at the untended wound, and saw that blood was still pouring down the Italian’s boot and leaving a trail on the sand behind him.


At least, though, Rizzetti had the grim, determined mind-set of a soldier. Bouchard, on the other hand, the master of their ragtag crew and the only non-soldier left alive, was nothing but a soft-bellied blusterer, a smooth-talking entrepreneur, who had enticed them here with wild tales of a magical black powder that would bring them fame and untold riches. Confident, even arrogant, when spouting his empty promises, Bouchard was now terrified and much reduced. No longer a leader, but a gibbering wreck, he couldn’t prevent himself from glancing continually behind him.


William caught the eye of Pero Tovar, the fifth member of their group, and the only one among them he would tentatively call a friend. Pero was a fiery Spaniard, a beast in many ways. Yet although he could be wild and unrestrained in temperament, and brutally efficient in battle, he nevertheless possessed a resilience, an intelligence and a humor that appealed to William—and indeed, that led him, if not to fully trust the man, then at least to know he could rely on him when they were faced with a common enemy.


Pero’s expression right now was easy to read, not least because William himself was thinking exactly the same thing. Bouchard was a liability. He was slowing them all down with his persistent backward glances. Twitching the reins of his horse, William brought his steed flank to steaming flank with Bouchard’s own.


“Stop looking back!” he yelled at the Frank. “If you can see them, we’re dead men!”


Bouchard’s only response was a flicker of his wide, panicked eyes.


Leaning over in the saddle, William whipped Bouchard’s horse, urging it to go faster.


“Ride!” he yelled at the Frank. “Ride or die!”


As Bouchard’s horse, stung into action, eased ahead of him, William broke his own rule by glancing quickly back. He couldn’t see the brigands behind them. Yet. Which meant there was still a chance of escape.


“Najid!” he bellowed into the dust.


Ahead of him, the Turk looked back.


William pointed at the ridge of multi-colored mountains ahead, which were looming ever closer, and then at the three riderless horses that were pounding along beside them, full saddlebags jouncing.


“Cut loose the horses on my signal!”


His words penetrated Bouchard’s brain-freezing barrier of mortal terror, and now the Frank looked panicked for a different reason.


“The bags?” he gulped. “Non! Pas les sacs!”


But William didn’t give a shit about the Frenchman’s precious bags, not when their lives were at stake.


“Now!” he yelled.


Bouchard let loose a high-pitched wail of denial and distress, but Najid didn’t hesitate for a moment. Drawing his scimitar, he sliced through the lead tethering the three unmanned horses to the rest of the group, and then whipped the animals to encourage them to run faster.


“Yahhh! Yahh!” he shouted almost gleefully. “Run for your lives, ladies!”


The three untethered horses pulled ahead, making for the nearest ridge. Bouchard’s eyes bugged with distress and rage as he watched them go.


As they dipped towards the valley Najid twitched his reins and led his party in the opposite direction to the three untethered horses. With luck, by the time the brigands crested the hill, the five survivors would be out of sight among the jagged peaks, and their pursuers would follow the distant trail of decoy dust kicked up by the trio of unmanned and still blindly fleeing horses.


* * *


The fire flickered feebly in the darkness. Advertising their presence was a risk, but a calculated one. Out here, in this dazzling but inhospitable landscape, the temperature dropped like a stone at night. If they were going to survive they needed at least a little heat to prevent themselves freezing to death.


Although all of them were shattered, and their horses all but hobbled after the headlong chase through the desert, Rizzetti was the member of their party who was most at risk. He was now stretched out beside the fire, bundled with coarse blankets to keep him warm. William, Pero and Najid had extracted the arrow from his leg, and cleaned and bound his wound as best they could, but the Italian’s grizzled, bearded face was now slick with sweat, his body shuddering with fever. William knew he couldn’t ride in his present state—but nor could the rest of them afford to linger here beyond the break of dawn. So either Rizzetti’s fever had to break overnight, enabling him to recover quickly, or they would be forced to leave him behind to die.


It was a harsh choice, but it was reality. In reduced circumstances, survival was all. There was no time for mercy, for hesitation, or for sentimentality. They all knew it—even Rizzetti himself.


With Rizzetti stretched out between them, slipping between consciousness and unconsciousness, the other four survivors huddled around the fire. They were too tired to speak, and they were hungry and thirsty too. When the brigands had attacked they had escaped from the caravan with little more than a few skins of water between them and a pouch of dried goat’s meat. That meat was now gone, as were the two small lizards they had managed to capture and share between them.


William looked up as something gave a harsh, cawing cry out in the desert—a nocturnal bird or some as-yet-unseen predator? He had encountered many strange beasts on his travels, and hopefully, if he survived this night and the following days, would encounter many more. He stared into the darkness beyond the fire, but could see nothing. It was as if the world had been swallowed in a black void.


Suddenly, perhaps stirred into wakefulness by the night cry of the unknown animal, Rizzetti opened his eyes. His dry lips parted.


“Tell the story,” he croaked, looking at Bouchard.


Bouchard stared back at him silently. Since escaping the brigands he had kept himself to himself—sitting alone, not helping them hunt, find wood or tend to Rizzetti. William wasn’t sure whether the Frank’s mood was caused by the trauma of the brigands’ attack or whether he was simply sulking over the loss of his precious saddlebags. Perhaps it was a little of both.


“Tell me,” Rizzetti said, his voice desperate—as though Bouchard’s story was the only thing that could provide him with the impetus he needed to recover.


Bouchard sighed, then caught Pero’s eye, who nodded at him fiercely.


His voice flat and weary, Bouchard began. “North of the Silk Road… past Xian… north northeast… three hundred leagues north, there is a mountain of jade. Pure jade. And a… a fortress…”


His voice tailed off. He stared into the fire. He picked up a handful of sand and let it trickle through his fingers.


“The powder,” Rizzetti said. “Tell us about the powder.” When Bouchard didn’t respond, his voice became harsh with anger, the warrior in him breaking momentarily through the fever that was weakening his body. “Tell us!”


Bouchard looked around the fire, registered the flinty gazes of the other men staring at him. Clearing his throat, he said, “The black powder is stronger than arrows. Stronger than siege walls. It is a weapon so powerful it can destroy a dozen men at once…”


As he began to speak, William saw a change come over Bouchard; saw that the Frank’s own words were galvanizing him. He listened to Bouchard’s heavily accented voice slowly growing stronger, powered by his own enthusiasm. An enthusiasm born of greed.


“It is an alchemist’s potion that transforms air into fire. A fire that reaches out so quickly that it blinds all in its path. A fire so loud that it makes men deaf.”


His eyes were shining now, his excitement growing.


“Two dozen men are all I need. Hard, blooded men to make a journey in this life of shit that is finally worth the gamble. Together we will find the fortress and the powder and make the world our own!”


He leaned over the fire, eyes aflame and teeth gleaming as he smiled his wide smile.


“Why risk your life for princes or priests who care not whether you live or die? Why wager your souls for gods you don’t believe in, in wars that prove nothing but making other men rich? Let us take hold of our own destinies, mes amis! Let us journey together to the hidden fortress of black powder and the fortune th—”


It was here that his spiel came to an end. Without warning, Najid’s arm swept forward and across, the blade of his scimitar flashing in the firelight.


The movement was so swift, so precise, that for a split-second William wondered whether he had imagined it. Bouchard was still kneeling on the other side of the fire, staring at them. Now, though, his eyes were bulging and his mouth wide open in shock.


Then a black line appeared across his throat. A black line that immediately began gushing dark fluid. The fluid spattered into the fire, making it sizzle and spark. The Frank’s hands fluttered towards his opened throat as he began to gurgle.


With shocking suddenness the life fled from his eyes and he keeled over, his body thudding heavily to the ground. His right foot twitched for a moment, and then became still.


William and Pero looked at Najid, who was staring sourly at Bouchard’s body. The Turk calmly wiped the blood from his scimitar and re-sheathed the weapon. Then he looked at his companions and shrugged.


“I’ve grown sick of his story. He has been telling it for six months now, and still we are no closer to finding this precious powder.”


Pero and William looked at one another, as if uncertain how to respond.


Then Pero said, “I want his boots.”


“I want his saddle,” croaked Rizzetti from his recumbent position beside the fire.


William saw Najid’s face harden, saw his hand straying once more to the hilt of his scimitar. Quickly he rose to his knees, hands upraised in a calming gesture.


“Fair plunder,” he said quickly. “Choose and challenge.”


There was a moment of tense silence, all eyes on him. Then Pero and Najid both nodded abruptly, and Rizzetti murmured his weary assent.


* * *


Bouchard’s possessions—those, at any rate, that he hadn’t lost in the raid or when the horses had been cut free—were strewn across the ground close to the fire. After much negotiation the choice items (the silver talents, gold coins and precious stones; the weapons and bags of seeds; the drawings of the Holy Land and the diagrams of medieval machinery) had been divvied up into four equal piles. Now all that was left were the personal items, a random collection of wax seals and copper eating utensils, a sewing kit, an ivory comb, a pewter flask.


Pero was perched on a rock close to the fire, one of Bouchard’s trading bags between his feet. Reaching in he said, “And now we come to the final item.” His hand emerged, clutching a lump of dense black rock. “The magnet. Who wants it?”


“Not me,” Najid said. “Too heavy.”


“Rizzetti?”


Weakly the Italian shook his head.


“I’ll have it,” William said, and grinned at Pero. “Unless you want to fight me for it?”


Pero pursed his lips a moment, then tossed the rock in William’s direction. Instead of opening a hand to catch it, William simply raised his iron-gauntleted arm. The rock flew towards him, and—clank!—stuck hard to the metal. The magnetic attraction was so strong that William had to grit his teeth and pull hard, the muscles bulging in his arm, before he was able to pry it loose and tuck it beneath the folds of his tattered and grimy chainmail Hauberk.


“I’ll take the map as well,” he said.


Pero narrowed his eyes.


“Come on, Pero,” William said good-humoredly. “You know you can’t read. It’s wasted on you. Hand it over.”


Pero let out a ragged sigh, and then grudgingly reached into his new left boot—one of the ones he had pulled from the feet of Bouchard’s corpse—and extracted the map he’d secreted there. With the resignation of a man who knew he’d been out-maneuvered, he handed it to William, who slipped that too into his Hauberk.


“It’s a strong moon tonight,” William said, looking up at the fat white disc in the sky. “When the horses are fresh, we move.”


“To where?” Najid asked.


“North. If they keep after us we’ll kill them in the mountains.”


Pero glanced at Rizzetti, who appeared to be dozing again, and sidled closer to William. In a low voice he said, “Rizzetti won’t have recovered by morning. Force him to move and we’ll find ourselves dragging a corpse.”


William’s face was grim. “Well, that’s up to him, isn’t it?”


Pero frowned, which prompted William to add, “He’s earned the right to die where he wants.”


When Pero still looked unconvinced, William sighed and said, “Look, I’ve been left to die twice. It was bad luck.”


“For who?” Pero muttered.


“For the people who left me.”


William smiled, inviting his friend to join in, but Pero merely turned away and spat on the ground. “Bien,” he said, his voice flat. “It is your call.”


Before William could respond, a sudden, ear-splitting scream tore through the darkness. It was a hideous sound, like nothing he had ever heard before. Despite his experience of war, despite having witnessed the awful depths of man’s inhumanity to his fellow man, the sound chilled him to the core. He spun towards the blackness beyond the flickering firelight.


“What—”


And then all hell broke loose.


Something came at them out of the darkness. Something huge and savage, but that moved so fast it was little more than a blur. In less than the time it took to blink, William was aware of both Rizzetti and Najid being plucked from their positions beside the fire and disappearing into the blackness. Najid’s brief scream was one of agony and mortal terror; Rizzetti made no sound at all. As if in sympathy, the horses began to scream too. There was a brief, confused thrash of panic as they tore themselves free of their restraints, and then William was half-aware of the sound of pounding hooves receding into the distance as they bolted.


A flash of green, and then Pero, who had leaped to his feet and instinctively run into the darkness in pursuit of whatever had taken their companions, was flying through the air. He landed in the fire, scattering logs and extinguishing flame, plunging the camp into near-impenetrable darkness.


William spun instinctively, sword in hand, as their attacker turned its attention to him. He sensed it rather than saw it—a vast, thunderous presence bearing down upon him. Then it seemed to stop—and that was worse. Now he had no idea where it was. Moving forward, he swung his sword desperately, and felt it connect with something; felt it judder in his hands as the blade slashed through bone and tissue.


The animal—the thing—remained oddly silent. Pressing home his advantage, William swung again and again, slashing and thrusting and hacking, his reflexes lightning fast. As his sword blade flashed with reflected moonlight from above he saw vivid green splashes in the darkness. The beast stumbled, and William swung his sword towards the sound, and again felt it cut through tough living tissue.


And then the thing, whatever it was, was falling back. William got the impression, as it thudded away from him, that it was vast and meaty and weighty. At least as big as an elephant that had reared up on its hind legs, if not bigger.


Could this be what it was? A rogue elephant? A rogue elephant that moved like lightning and bled green blood? Tingling with terror and the exhilaration of battle, William stepped forward, still thrusting and slashing with his sword.


There was a tumble of rocks, and then suddenly, as the creature moved back from him, an awful, otherworldly scream.


But the scream was fading, receding, as if the thing was falling back into the hell from which it had come. All at once William realized what must have happened, and he came to a halt, his heart thudding madly. Sure enough, limned by moonlight, he saw the edge of a chasm a few feet in front of him. And peering hard he glimpsed—thought he glimpsed—the silhouette of something huge and monstrous falling down and down.


Stepping back he heard a crash of rocks, followed by a distant splash. And then…


Silence.


Still gripping his sword, William sank to his knees. Although he was a veteran of a thousand battles, he had never faced an enemy of such speed and ferocity. He began to shake with reaction.


Then a voice came from the darkness behind him. It was Pero’s voice, though William had never heard it sound so lost, so plaintive. It called his name, once and then again.


William roused himself. He clambered shakily to his feet.


“Aye,” he called, turning.


Pero emerged from the darkness, blood trickling from a wound on his forehead, his dark eyes wide. Standing beside William, peering into the blackness of the chasm, he muttered in Spanish, “What fresh hell is this?”


William didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Still gripping his sword in both hands, his breaths came hard and fast.


The two men stood shoulder to shoulder in the black night, listening to the eerie wailing of the wind in the canyon.
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When the sun rose over the Painted Mountains, the two men were able to clearly see what their attacker had fallen into—and what they themselves had narrowly missed in the darkness. Less than a hundred steps from their camp was a narrow but horribly deep crevasse, the inner walls jagged with rocks, a stream or river just visible as a dark thread far below.


Their attacker, whatever it had been, was gone, its body presumably swept away in the turbulent waters. In its wake, though, it had left devastation—the hideously mutilated bodies of three horses that had been unable to break free of their restraints, and all that remained of Najid and Rizzetti.


The two men had been torn apart, their guts and limbs strewn across the dusty ground. At first light William and Pero had performed the grim task of tramping through the blood and gore to collect up the pieces and lay them out in a manner more befitting a pair of fallen warriors.


It was a token gesture only. William and Pero had no intention of burying their companions. The task would be too arduous and time-consuming. If they had any chance of surviving this ordeal, they had to conserve their energy and move on quickly. The remains of the three men would become a feast for the vultures, insects and wild animals. Their bones would bleach in the sun and eventually crumble into the sand of the desert.


Such is the fate of us all, William thought, staring down dispassionately at Najid and Rizzetti’s mutilated bodies. He thought of the time and care they had taken to bathe and dress Rizzetti’s leg wound yesterday. Pointless. Utterly pointless.


The news wasn’t all bad, though. At some time in the night the two horses that had bolted during the attack had returned. Rising from a fitful and exhausted sleep, William had spotted them grazing on the meager scrubland nearby. Though skittish, the horses had been unharmed, and by working together and speaking gently to the animals, William and Pero had eventually been able to coax them back to camp. Now the horses were waiting, their saddlebags stuffed with the most valuable and useful items that the two men had selected from the packs of their dead companions.


Before they could leave, however, there was still one task left to perform. It was a task William had been putting off since waking that morning. Cleaning the thick green fluid from the blade of his sword had been bad enough. The fluid had been as thick as blood—thicker perhaps—and it had a foul stench, worse even than the high stink of rot that William was used to from the many battlefields he had fought on over the years. A thick trail of the green fluid, copious spatters of it, led from the area where William had clashed with the creature to the edge of the crevasse it had fallen into. But right on the edge of the chasm was something even more alarming than a pool of green fluid. There was a piece of their attacker. A trophy. Something that William must have severed in the darkness with a slash of his sword.


He had seen it that morning, but hadn’t wanted to touch it. Now, taking a deep breath, he once again followed the trail of stinking green ooze to the edge of the chasm. He came to a halt and stared down at the huge taloned claw, twice as big as his own hand, which sat in the middle of a pool of drying gore beneath the desert sun.


The claw was green and scaly, almost armour-plated, and the hooked talons on the ends of its stubby appendages (fingers?) were as black as the magnet that William carried in his tunic. It was a fearsome thing. Savage and somehow evil. Though inert, it seemed to give off an aura of hostility and potential violence, as if, like a desert scorpion, it might suddenly rise up on its talons and scuttle forward to attack.


William looked down at the claw for a long, long moment. Behind him he heard the horses snort and stamp, eager to be off. He had been through so much peril in his life that at times he had felt almost armour-plated himself; had considered himself no longer capable of fear. But this thing frightened him. It was unknown and unknowable. He wouldn’t let it defeat him, though. He wouldn’t let anything defeat him.


Clenching his teeth, eyes narrowing, he bent down and picked up the claw.


It was heavier than he had expected. It had a dull, meaty weight. Green goo drooled from its severed end and spattered on the dusty ground, splashing his boots.


He turned with it to see Pero staring at him. His friend looked momentarily troubled, then nodded at the claw with disdain.


“I’m not eating that. We have plenty of horsemeat to keep us going.”


Ordinarily William would have smiled, but right now he wasn’t in the mood. Still gingerly holding the claw, he walked past Pero and approached the horses.


“What are you doing?” Pero asked.


William’s horse shied and whinnied, its eyes wide with fear, as he carefully worked the huge taloned claw into his saddle bag.


Pero rolled his eyes, but said nothing. With the claw out of sight, William wiped his hand on his trousers, then glanced across at the bodies of their fallen comrades.


“You want to say something for the dead?” he asked.


Pero muttered in Spanish, “Better them than me.”


William nodded, then squinted up at the cloudless sky. Vultures wheeled overhead.


“Let’s saddle up and move on.”


* * *


The men were exhausted.


The horses were exhausted.


But still they rode on.


The camp was five hours behind them. Five hours in which they had seen nothing but sand and rock and sky. Five hours in which the only other life had been the vultures wheeling constantly overhead and the occasional darting movement of a nearby lizard.


They were hungry and thirsty, their clothes reeking and stained, their skin and hair ingrained with sweat and sand and dust. They were currently straining up a steep slope, their horses sweating and panting beneath them. If they didn’t find water soon, William knew their steeds would simply collapse beneath them—and then where would they be? They’d be stranded in the Painted Mountains. Caught in a breathtakingly beautiful, multi-colored death trap.


Maybe there’ll be something over the next rise, he thought. An oasis. A village.


He glanced back over his shoulder to see how far they’d come—and his heart sank.


Down below them on the trail, perhaps a mile back, was a cloud of dust. And within the dust…


“Pero,” he said.


Pero pulled up and turned to William. His bearded face was drawn, his dark eyes hooded with fatigue. William nodded down at the trail behind them. Pero twisted on his horse to follow his friend’s gaze. His expression didn’t change, but he spat on the ground.


A group of riders, packed in a tight bunch, were urging their horses along the trail in pursuit of the two men. They were desert tribesmen, and they looked like black beetles against the vividly striped mountains, their dark robes flying behind them.


William turned his attention away from their pursuers and scanned the route ahead in search of some tactical advantage. A place that was easily defendable. Even some loose rocks that they could set rolling down the mountainside.


But there was nothing. Nothing but the steep, even slope stretching before them.


Looking back at the riders, squinting to make them out more clearly, he said, “Looks like five to me.”


Pero patted the neck of his panting steed. Its skin was foamy with sweat. “The horses are shot. We can’t outrun them.”


“Then we’ll have to kill them,” William said.


He reached behind him and started to unstrap his longbow from its sheath, which was attached to the back of his saddle. Although he was an excellent swordsman, the bow was his real weapon of choice, the one with which he was most adept.


“William,” Pero warned.


William looked up to see that their problem had doubled. From a different crevice in the canyon below, another five-strong group of black-clad riders had appeared and were now thundering up the slope towards them.


“How many arrows do you have left?” Pero asked calmly.


William glanced again at the ten riders pursuing them. “Nine.”


Pero sighed. “You think these are the bastards from before?”


“Does it matter?”


Pero shrugged.


William tightened the reins in his hand, readying himself and his horse for one last effort. “We’ll take the rise,” he said. “Make a stand there.”


Pero looked at the slope stretching ahead of them. Who knew whether the ridge they could see outlined against the sky was the crest of the mountain, or whether there would be still further to go once they reached it?


“What a long stinking way to go to die,” he said wearily.


Then he and William looked at each other and simultaneously dug their spurs hard into their horses’ flanks.


“Away!” William yelled.


“Yah!” shouted Pero.


Their horses shot forward.


The race was on!


Dust and stone chips flew as William and Pero urged their steeds on to one last desperate effort. From the way it shuddered and gasped, its eyes rolling in its sockets, William could tell that his horse was almost spent, that its legs could give way at any moment. He looked behind him and saw that the tribesmen were gaining, their strong and compact ponies flying up the steep slope like mountain goats. The desert people had wild, nomadic faces, eyes like black flints that were fixed on their prey. Opening their mouths, they let loose a series of crazed, ululating war cries. In their hands they carried mallets and spears, which they waved above their heads.


William faced front again, urging his horse ever onward. They were a hundred yards from the summit now…


Seventy-five…


Fifty…


But the tribesmen were gaining. With each exhausted, lunging step that his horse took, William could hear the thundering hoof beats of their pursuers getting closer and closer.


Twenty yards… and suddenly William’s horse stumbled. He felt himself sliding forward, had to dig his heels and knees into his mount’s hot flesh to prevent himself flying over its head and on to the rocky slope. He hauled on the reins, and through sheer force of will, encouraged his horse to regain its footing, to keep going.


But their pursuers were closer than ever. Their battle cries reverberated in his ears. William kept expecting a spear to thud into his back, a mallet to crash down on his skull.


Ten yards to the summit now… but it was hopeless. There was nowhere they could run to, nowhere to hide.


Eight yards… five…


Leaning low over his steed, William gritted his teeth and urged it to clamber up and over the top.


He had no idea what was awaiting him beyond the peak of the striped mountain. It could have been a further slope, or a plateau, or even a sheer drop to certain death.


What he and Pero did find, as their horses scrambled up and over the top of the ridge, was so unexpected, and so incredible, that they both came to a sudden and instinctive halt. For a split-second, hit by the majesty and the scale of the thing before them, they forgot their pursuers and simply gaped in awe and shock, their eyes widening in their filthy faces, their mouths dropping open.


Towering above them, so high they had to crane their necks right back to see the top, was a vast stone wall. And it was not just a wall, but a wall that went on and on, stretching out in both directions, undulating over mountains and valleys, for as far as the eye could see.


It was a wall, William thought, which might encompass the whole world. And beyond the wall was… what? A vast city? A mighty kingdom?


Certainly there was something. Squinting against the sky, the top of the wall almost lost in the heat haze from the sun way above, William saw what appeared to be the tip of a vast tower or fortress.


“Mother of God,” Pero muttered in a hushed voice beside him.


William lowered his gaze, looked at his companion. He felt dizzy and disorientated, and not merely from thirst and exhaustion.


Then something caught his eye at the base of the wall, a flash of brilliant purple in his peripheral vision. He turned his head again, this time in the opposite direction.


And—wonder of wonders—he saw a group of at least thirty horsemen, sitting atop magnificent steeds and watching them silently, who had appeared seemingly from nowhere. The horsemen’s gleaming purple armour was so beautiful, so immaculate, so intricately decorated, that William was quite prepared to believe they served whatever god ruled these provinces, and had been sent down from the heavens to offer divine justice. Each of the purple-clad horsemen wore a purple helmet from which antlers curled, and each was armed with an unusually long lance. William and Pero were so overawed that even when the soldiers, in one smooth motion, unsheathed their swords and raised their long lances, the two mercenaries simply stared, making no move to defend themselves.


Another flash of color, red this time, made William look up. And now he saw that above them, equally positioned along the top of the wall, a row of red-clad archers had appeared, their heads encased within crimson helmets. The archers were poised, their bows readied, countless gleaming, deadly arrow heads pointed in the direction of the two men.


Before William could speak, there was a zing! as dozens of strings were released in unison, and the next second arrows were flying at them like a swarm of deadly insects. He watched them arc across the clear blue sky, and then fall, speeding towards them.


William knew there was no point in retreating, no point in throwing himself from his horse and ducking for cover. The arrows were too fast and too plentiful. Gripping the reins, he sat up straight in his saddle and waited calmly for death.


But death didn’t come. Instead the arrows thudded into the dusty earth around them, enclosing them in a perfect circle, a fence of slim, scarlet-feathered arrow shafts.


“Por dios…” Pero murmured.


They don’t intend to kill us, William thought, and his heart leaped. Maybe there is hope, after all.


Pero was clearly thinking the same thing. Now that the immediate danger was over, he was perusing the vast wall once again, his grimy, haggard face etched with awe.


“You are a well-travelled man, William…” he said quietly.


But William shook his head. “No. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


Pero looked almost wistful now. On his scarred and brutal features the expression was an unusual one to see. “If only the Frenchman was here to see this.”


William barked a laugh. “The lying bastard was right.”


There was a rustling of hooves behind them. Pero glanced back to see that the pursuing tribesmen had stopped at the crest of the hill, and were now glancing uneasily up at the wall and the still-silent, purple-armored horsemen. But they were not retreating. They were waiting patiently, clearly believing that eventually the two mercenaries would have no choice but to turn back, into their clutches.


“I have no desire to go down fighting,” Pero said. “Not today.”


William too looked back at the tribesmen, then nodded. “Agreed. I say we take our chances with the gents in front of us.”


“I haven’t surrendered in a while,” Pero said with the ghost of a smirk.


William grinned, his teeth white in his filthy face. “It’ll come back to you.”


He sheathed his bow, then dismounted from his horse and, still holding the reins, raised his hands. He led his horse out through the encircling fence of arrows and began walking slowly towards the soldiers. Pero followed suit, walking a few steps behind William, hands held high. From behind them came a cry of disgust, and William turned to see the tribesmen wheeling away, spurring their horses.


He looked at Pero and nodded. Pero nodded back.


The purple-clad horsemen remained motionless as the two men approached. William eyed their lances and swords uneasily.


Let’s hope we’ve done the right thing, he thought.
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“General Shao requests Commander Wu of the Tiger Corps! Commander Chen of the Eagle Corps!”


The runner, clutching a black signal flag, was small and wiry. Dressed in a simple uniform of shimmering black silk, he scurried through the complex, intertwining corridors of the massive fortress like a worker ant through the tunnels of a colossal nest.


“Commander Deng of Deer Corps!” he shouted, scampering along a corridor lined with Deer Corps soldiers in their resplendent purple armour, metal antlers curling from their elaborate, tight fitting helmets.


Down another corridor, then another. He knew this vast interior structure like the back of his hand. A wave of red-armored soldiers, their helmets resembling beaked eagles, parted like a crimson sea before him.


Another corridor, and here was a set of downward-leading stairs, which in turn led to a long, wide tunnel, where a line of soldiers at least three hundred strong, their armour yellow, their helmets molded into the shapes of glaring tigers’ heads, were passing crates of arrows and bolts and other weaponry from hand to hand with tireless mechanical efficiency.


“General Shao summons Commander Lin of Crane Corps!” the runner shouted. “Immediate request for Commander Lin of Crane Corps! Commander Lin is needed at once!”


He sprinted around another corner. Ahead of him stretched another staircase, leading upwards this time. Seeing him, a dozen guards jumped to attention, pushing open a pair of burnished, exquisitely embossed metal doors as he flew up the stairs. The runner shot through the doors and along another corridor, lined with soldiers in gleaming blue armour.


At the end of this corridor was yet another set of double doors, even grander than the last. A blue-armored soldier opened this door for him, and he shot through into a huge, high-ceilinged room.


“Commander Lin of Crane Corps!” he shouted again. “Immediate request for Commander Lin of…”


He halted. On the far side of the room, at least two dozen officers and adjutants, who were huddled around an expansive desk, turned to regard him.


The wiry little runner, still clutching his flag, stared back at them impassively. Then he opened his mouth.


“General Shao requests Commander Lin! Immediately!”


A huge powerhouse of a man, well over six feet tall, stepped forward from the throng, his black armour topped with a helmet molded into the shape of a snarling bear’s head. The man’s shoulders were so broad that the armour seemed to fit him like a second skin. He took another clumping step towards the runner, the deep blue, highly polished floor seeming to vibrate as he did so. Then he moved to one side, gesturing with his hand.


“Here she is.”


Commander Lin Mae, visible now through the gap that the Bear Corps officer had created by stepping aside, rose elegantly from her seated position behind the desk. Like the rest of the Crane Corps soldiers, she was a lithe and athletic young woman, her shimmering blue armour more lightweight than that of her male colleagues in order to better accommodate the seemingly gravity-defying aerial acrobatics that the Crane Corps were renowned for. Her features were delicate, bird-like, beautiful, her hair framing her face like shimmering blue-black raven wings. Her movements, as befitting her stature, were so economical they seemed barely to disturb the air. She gave the runner a single sharp nod.


“Tell General Shao that I am coming.”


* * *


The Great Hall was a huge gathering space, simply but beautifully furnished in black, white and gold. The stone floor was dominated by a massive ceremonial table, which could have sat four dozen people with ease, its dark lacquered surface gleaming.


Lin Mae was the last of the Corps commanders to arrive. Commander Wu of the Tiger Corps, Commander Chen of the Eagle Corps and Commander Deng of the Deer Corps were clustered around General Shao in their lavishly vibrant armour and flowing capes, and looked up at her as she walked in. Lin Mae was flanked by her lieutenants Xiao Yu and Li Qing and a number of Crane Corps soldiers, whose job it was to pass on through the ranks any information or instructions conveyed here today. Arrayed behind the commanders were at least fifty other officers and attendants, all of whom were standing in respectful silence, deferring to the central figure of General Shao, the man who had called the impromptu conference.


Shao, Commander of the Bear Corps, and overall leader of the Nameless Order, was, appropriately, a bear of a man. Taller, broader and a couple of decades older than the other Corps Commanders, the bearded giant cut an impressive figure in his black armour. When Lin Mae entered the room, he was leaning forward over the ceremonial table, his gauntleted fists resting on its edge, staring broodingly down at an object that had been placed on its lacquered surface. Lin Mae barely had time to register that the object appeared to be a massive green claw equipped with curved black talons, when her attention was snagged by two figures sitting off to one side, who were so filthy and ragged that they provided a startling contrast to the immaculately attired gathering and the ancient majesty of their surroundings.


* * *


Sitting on the cold stone floor, back to back, William stared at the grim faces of the soldiers as they looked down on the green claw on the table in front of them.


Turning his head towards Pero, he muttered, “They know what it is.”


He felt Pero’s long, straggly hair move against his own as he nodded. “And they don’t look happy to see it.”


“All the more reason to get the hell out of here,” said William. He nodded towards a side table against the far wall. “Our weapons are on that table.”


Pero’s voice was full of incredulity as he realized what his friend was proposing. “Are you out of your mind?”


Stubbornly William said, “I can take out the guards on the perimeter with my bow. You cut the legs out from under the officers.”


Pero looked around the room, at the dozens of soldiers in their resplendent armour, at the guards manning the doors. “I must confess, this is not my favorite plan.”
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