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February 26, 1233
         
‘Your saber looks sharp,’ Zhu said.
‘I’m sure you say that to all the royal guards,’ the woman said, holding the saber to his throat.
She had confronted him while they were alone in his study. He was housed in the royal palace and could summon the royal guard for help. Except she was the royal guard.
‘Your elixir,’ she said. ‘Is it here?’
He looked past her pointed saber and noticed the lamellar armor under her thin robes. Hundreds of laced bronze scales, sharp and angular, like her face.
‘I have more than one elixir,’ he said. ‘I’m pretty good, you know. Plague, persuasion, passion, forgetting. And you could … ask without the saber.’
‘The saber speeds things up.’ She pressed it against his skin.
‘Look, if you’re here for the immortality elixir, I’ll tell you what I tell everyone else: it doesn’t work.’
Zhu knew that once you were in the crosshairs of the royal guard, your life was over. They were the dynasty’s most formidable intelligence agency, charged with specialized tasks that ranged from subverting revolutionary factions to personally guarding the crimson-robed emperor. Men would disappear for questioning and never return.
‘I don’t care for your immortality elixir,’ she said.
He hadn’t see that one coming. ‘Then what are you here for?’
His table was covered in notes on rock samples, illuminated by the flame of his bronze oil lamp. His satchel lay next to it. His three elixirs were already secured inside, in the sheaths he’d woven himself so they wouldn’t rattle or break.
 ‘The stone from the sky. The elixir you made from it.’
‘The—’
‘Phoenix,’ she said.
‘What business do you have with it?’
‘The capital is under attack. My business is to escort you.’
He stepped back, bumping the table and the lamp. Shadows leapt on the walls.
‘Why do I need to be escorted?’
‘Our chancellor is executing the emperor’s loyalists.’
‘But that’s everyone. That’s—’
‘Us,’ she said.
In her eyes he saw his dynasty burning. She tucked a loose curl behind her ear and looked away.
‘We don’t have much time. It doesn’t take a genius to work out the chancellor is planning a surrender to the Mongol general,’ she said.
Zhu straightened himself. ‘So you’re … not here to kill me?’
‘That’s not the intention, but I can be swayed.’
She took a step back and checked the hallway behind her.
He heard the distant clash of swords and fire. A trebuchet punched a hole somewhere in the capital city wall, making him flinch. He tried to hide it but she noticed.
‘So, things aren’t looking too good out there. Where precisely are you planning to take me?’ he asked.
‘Anywhere but here, precisely. Pack the Phoenix elixir.’
Zhu reached for his satchel and slung it over one shoulder. The Phoenix elixir was already inside.
‘It’s happening, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘The empire is taking the dynasty.’
‘Just worry about the elixir.’
He shook his head. ‘None of it matters anymore.’
She closed on him, the lamp’s flame glittering in her restless jade eyes.
‘Let me make this very clear. The Mongol general isn’t here just for the capital,’ she said, sheathing her saber. ‘He’s here for the Phoenix.’
‘But this is just one Phoenix, there are three,’ he said. ‘Each one gives … different abilities. How does he even know—’
She gripped his arm. ‘We’re leaving now.’
‘No,’ he said, surprised by his own resistance. He scooped the pieces of glittering rock into his satchel.
‘We don’t have time …’ She stopped when she realized what he was doing. ‘You have pieces of the actual skystone? Here?’
He nodded. ‘I’ve been studying—’
‘This is worse than I thought.’ Her attention shifted to his papers on the table. ‘Those drawings.’
‘All the different comets and their effects,’ he said. ‘And the—’
‘Three Phoenix,’ she said. ‘Yes, I know, stop wasting time.’
She pulled his drawings from the table, rolled them as one, and shoved them into his hands.
‘Everyone is looking for this,’ she said, dragging him out into the hallway, past an armored statue. ‘The Mongol empire, our own emperor, others from distant lands arriving at our ports as we speak. What you know and what you have written. They are converging on you.’
‘But how did they hear?’ he said, walking after her.
The hallway was lined sparingly with bronze lamps shaped as dragons. She paused between two lamps, her face in darkness.
‘How do they know? The empire has spies everywhere. One of Ögedei Khan’s greatest generals is mounting an attack here at the capital while you ask me more questions than you need answered. All you need know is: you do not want to be in his path.’
Zhu had heard stories of the general. He rode into battle, his face hidden beneath a bronze mask that sparked fear in legions of Imperial soldiers. He had conquered and overrun more territory than any other commander in history. His strategies were sophisticated and innovative, and he could coordinate armies five hundred miles apart. In just two days he had orchestrated the invasion and destruction of both the Hungarian kingdom and the Polish lands, a feat that should have been impossible.
The general was a dangerous tactician who had already conquered most of Zhu’s own country. If this royal guard was telling the truth, then it would fall tonight.
She continued down the hallway, pulling him with her. Everything about her, from her stride to her grasp on his wrist was crisp and unapologetic. She checked over her shoulder to ensure he was carrying his satchel.
‘Your elixir,’ she said. ‘They want it and they won’t stop—’
‘I don’t even know if it works!’ Zhu pulled from her grasp, stumbling into a tall ornamental shield held by one of the royal guard statues that lined the hallway. The shield came free and she caught it before it could topple on him.
‘Who are you really?’ he said, regaining his balance. ‘Most of the royal guard evacuated three moons ago.’
‘With the emperor.’ She nodded. ‘And a handful of prostitutes.’
‘Why are you still here?’
‘My name is Syà and I have one last order.’
‘Who from? And what’s the order, get me killed?’
‘To ward off your enemies just as felt cloth protects from the wind.’
Zhu clutched his satchel. ‘That’s great but I know the tunnels better than most. If I wanted to escape the capital, why would I need you?’
The hallway behind them exploded into a crackling fireball. Rubble and flames showered the marble floor. He peered through dark smoke to see Mongol soldiers step through a newly formed hole in the wall, their scimitars and helmets gleaming.
‘For that,’ she said.
 ‘How did they do that?’ Zhu said.
‘Gunpowder bomb in an iron shell,’ she said.
Still holding the tall shield, Syà pulled him behind her and drew her saber.
A dozen soldiers filtered through the hole. They wore conical steel helmets and robes with leather belts, concealing lamellar armor that looked similar to Syà’s.
The hall was only wide enough for three men abreast. The front three soldiers dropped to a knee as the next row drew arrows in compact bows. He’d heard Mongol archers could hit a bird on the wing.
Syà crouched, motioning Zhu down with her. The archers fired. Whip arrows hit the shield and exploded with small bursts of gunpowder.
Zhu watched as Syà leapt into action. With her saber sheathed, she shoved him behind the statue and stepped forward with her shield. Something shot from her hand, it was small and ball-shaped. He peered out from behind the statue to watch it skitter along the floor and bounce off a Mongol soldier’s leather boot. It flashed and exploded, and the hallway filled with thick white smoke.
Syà kept moving. She turned the shield sideways and used it to mow down the first row of archers, entangling them with the second row. The scimitar-wielding soldiers slashed into her two at a time, but both her hands were free now and she countered their strikes with minimal movement from her saber. From where Zhu hid behind the statue, she didn’t appear to be blocking anything at all. Her saber moved along their curved scimitars, deflecting their attacks so slightly it was almost unnoticeable. The soldiers put such force into their slashes that their momentum carried them forward. Past Syà and her saber. She ran it smoothly across their necks.
Zhu eyed the other end of the hall and considered making a run for it. Then an arrow bounced off the statue. He reconsidered. Perhaps it was best to stay behind the statue where he wouldn’t die.
From his hiding spot, he watched the archers retreat, their hands reaching for fresh arrows from their quivers. Syà never stopped moving. Zhu had not seen a royal guard fight like she did. Where was she from?
Arrows missed Syà as she zigzagged, some striking the backs of other Mongol soldiers as Syà sent unsteady soldiers stumbling and bleeding into their path. As accurate as the archers were, they seemed unable to anticipate her movement. Zhu watched as the archers killed more of their own soldiers.
Syà moved between them, her black boots smearing their blood across the tiled floor. She skewered two archers before they could draw their curved daggers. Syà kept close to them, moving around and behind them. She used their lightly armored bodies for shields as she weaved her saber across necks and limbs, bleeding them with a precision that shook Zhu’s already trembling body.
When Syà was finished and they were bleeding to their deaths, she plucked a bow and quiver, then moved hurriedly back to Zhu.
‘How …?’ he breathed.
Syà grasped a ball-shaped object, another one of those gunpowder bombs. She crushed it in her hand and threw it over the crumpled soldiers. It bounced near the hole in the wall just as another wave stepped through, then it flashed and crackled down the hall, blinding fresh soldiers and choking them with smoke.
Zhu flinched. ‘What is that?’
‘Blinding powder bomb,’ she said.
‘I hope you have more of those,’ he said. ‘A lot more.’
He clenched his fists to force himself to stop shaking. He needed to be in control if he was going to get out of here. Syà slung the quiver over his head and shoulder, then shoved the bow into his hands.
‘Have you ever used a bow?’
‘I had instruction once.’ He adjusted the strap.
‘How much?’
‘An hour, perhaps two.’
Syà glanced over his shoulder, her eyes on the blinded soldiers.
‘And … now we’re moving,’ she said.
This time, he didn’t protest. He ran as fast as he could manage with the satchel across one hip and the bow in one hand. He was able to keep pace with the woman of unknown origin as she negotiated the hallway to the kitchen and outside the palace.
She seemed to be leading him into the rear of the palace and the Imperial Garden. It was normally peaceful under the moonlight, but tonight was an exception. The garden was occupied with Mongol soldiers wielding lances, axes and scimitars as they charged from the Meridian Gate in heavy rows and punched through the light perimeter of Imperial soldiers. High above, the night sky burned bright with a legion of meteors.
‘The heavens burn,’ he whispered.
‘Not tonight.’ She pulled him forward. ‘Stay close. We’re going for that building on the other side.’
Zhu spotted the building’s multi-tiered roof across the garden. He held his bow tighter as Syà circled a group of Mongol and Imperial soldiers. Around him was the ringing of metal, the roar of fire, meteor fragments crashing in the distance and people screaming.
He checked his sides and realized Syà was already well ahead of him. He started into a run, only to see a heavily armored Mongol soldier launch himself over a hedge and land before him. He rolled an axe between both hands and closed on Zhu. Blood darkened the soldier’s wrinkled face.
Zhu drew his bow, but he wasn’t quick enough.
The axe came in low, glinting under a scolding meteor.
Syà stepped behind the soldier. Her saber raked his legs then sliced through his neck, the tip of the saber pointed through at Zhu. She withdrew it and the soldier toppled, disappearing into the hedge.
‘Run!’ she yelled. ‘The building!’
Zhu’s hands shook. He used the energy to push off both heels and run. He ran past Syà. Past the Mongol soldiers. He wasn’t going to fall behind again.
His labored breathing drowned out the sounds of the burning sky and garden. The building was close. He knew there was a tunnel that led from the inner city to the outer city and through the outer walls. But it had been sealed months ago. He was following a suspicious royal guard through a battlefield to a tunnel he wasn’t even sure they could pass through.
He reached the building with ragged breath and sprinted through the courtyard. Finally in the shadows, he pressed his body hard against the front wall. He scanned the courtyard and saw no sign of Syà. He’d run so fast through the garden that he’d lost her completely. What if she hadn’t made it? His stomach folded at the thought. He needed her help to escape.
He rubbed his eyes and scanned the chaos in the garden for Syà. The Mongol soldiers surged through every entrance to the capital city. The rear of the city seemed to be their favored point of assault, catching those who attempted escape. So much for the surrender, he thought.
He saw Syà. The blade of her saber glimmered between the blood of Mongol soldiers. Her movements were economical. The way she wielded her saber was light and precise. She ran nimbly towards him.
Arrows scythed across the garden. Zhu watched as one arrow caught her arm and then a moment later another struck her leg. She made it to the courtyard and stumbled. He dropped his bow and ran to help her. He pulled her bleeding body back into his hiding place, swathed in the shadows.
‘I’ll get you inside,’ he gasped.
She found Zhu’s bow on the ground beside her.
‘Arrow,’ she whispered. ‘Now.’
He didn’t argue. He took an arrow from his quiver and handed it to her. She drew it with a trembling arm. She screamed silently and the arrow fell from her hand. She turned to him, grasped his collar with her uninjured hand and pulled him close.
‘The archer,’ she said. ‘You need to kill him, or we’re both dead.’
‘Do you have another one of those blinding powder bombs?’
She shook her head. ‘I used them all.’
Blood ran from the arrows embedded in her arm and leg. Teeth clenched, she grasped the arrow with her working hand.
He swallowed, took her bow and searched the darkness. He’d never aimed an arrow at someone before, especially not a moving someone.
There was a shift in the shadows ahead. The archer was stalking them through the trees, trying to find their hiding spot. Zhu saw light reflect off the horned edge of the man’s bow.
The archer slipped into the courtyard and into the shadows with them. Soon the archer’s eyes would adjust to the darkness and he would find Zhu crouched there with Syà lying by his side. Zhu carefully took another arrow from his quiver and drew his bow. The arrow had an unusually large arrowhead that rolled over his knuckle. He adjusted it and drew again.
‘Deep breaths,’ Syà whispered.
Her hand touched his, steadying his grip.
He inhaled deeply and let it escape. Slowly. Tracking the approaching silhouette, he found his aim. A fiery blaze crashed down into the center of the garden. For a fragment of a second, it lit the garden brilliantly.
         
He saw the archer.
The archer saw him, and shifted his aim.
Zhu released the arrow.
The arrow struck the archer. Along with its small payload of gunpowder. It exploded across his face with a satisfying pop and he slumped to the ground. Zhu didn’t hear him fall. It was so sudden and quick he wasn’t sure any of it actually happened.
He scanned the courtyard, his pulse overpowering all other sounds. There was no one else. They were safe in shadow.
He looked down to see Syà pry an arrow from her leg. Her silk undergarment had stretched without tearing to cover the arrowhead as it penetrated her skin. She removed the barbed arrow cleanly and wrapped a ribbon of cloth over the wound. Zhu realized she’d already done the same with the arrow in her arm, forcing her to swap her saber to her left hand.
The Imperial Garden looked empty now.
‘The meteor fragment,’ he said. ‘It drove the Mongol soldiers into retreat.’
‘No.’ Syà shook her head. ‘It’s a feigned retreat. One of their most effective tactics. They’ll lure the soldiers out of the gate. Then they’ll rush in from both rear quarters, cut off their retreat and eliminate them.’
‘OK, so we’re not going out there.’ He helped Syà to her feet.
‘No, we’re not.’
She seemed able to walk, but not fast. She directed him into the building and along the main hall. It was large enough to be a palace in its own right, with dizzyingly high ceilings and passageways wide enough to race horses, most of it swathed in shadow, rarely used and sparsely lit. He knew the way, but he let her give directions. It would help keep her focus off her wounds.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said.
‘For what?’ she asked, limping slightly. ‘Take a left here.’
He followed her direction, leading them through to a wide passage.
‘I’m the reason you’re hurt,’ he said.
‘No, the Phoenix is the reason I’m hurt.’
He walked two paces in front of her, his bow in both hands. Unlike Syà and her saber, he wasn’t covered in the blood of Mongol soldiers. But he had killed someone, and that felt strange.
He could hear her drawn breaths behind him.
‘You’ve been in the emperor’s service for some time,’ she said. ‘Before the Phoenix, why did he need you?’
‘I’m good at what I do.’
‘And what do you do for him?’
‘I give him elixirs for the plague. From the comets.’
‘Now that makes more sense,’ she said. ‘It’s wiped out more than half the population. Why don’t you share it with the common people?’
Zhu kept walking. He didn’t reply.
‘It doesn’t work, does it?’ she said.
‘I could never get it working and I—’
‘Still wanted to stay in the palace?’ she said. ‘Where it’s nice and safe and there’s food and water and no comet plague? Or at least if you could trick the emperor into thinking this, yes?’
‘The food served in the palace is like nothing else. Meat from animals and fowl,’ Zhu said. ‘The poor eat nothing but rice. And the plague takes them quickly.’
Syà laughed. ‘So you have the royalty fooled into thinking it’s your fancy elixirs keeping them alive when it’s nothing more than roast mutton and fried sparrow?’
Zhu shrugged. ‘Or the wine. The emperor drinks enough of it.’
‘Quite a charade you have going there,’ Syà said. ‘Shame it’s come crashing down.’
‘I lost my family to the plague,’ Zhu said. ‘Everyone except my brother. I’ve been trying to find a cure ever since. Then the emperor gave me a skystone to study. The skystone was from a mountain in Tibet. It was just the first, but it changed everything.’ He turned to her. ‘I thought comets brought us nothing but the plague. They were vile stars. But these are worse. I started to think of them as a gift. But now I understand they are destined for horrible things. If you knew what they could do …’
‘That’s why I’m here,’ she said.
Zhu drew to a halt in the center of an antechamber. ‘How do you know so much?’
She blinked but said nothing.
‘The secret tunnel you’re taking us to,’ he said. ‘The way you fought those soldiers. The Mongol’s feigned retreat. The skystone. My three elixirs. How can you know all of this?’
‘I know enough to help you,’ she said. ‘I know precisely what I need to know.’
Zhu found himself drawing an arrow. He was aiming it at her.
Her jade eyes burned. ‘We don’t have time for this. Once they realize you’re missing, they’ll comb the entire inner city. We don’t have long.’
‘You’re not the royal guard. And I’m not going into the tunnel with you until you tell me who you really are.’
‘You could ask without the bow,’ she said.
Zhu smiled. ‘The bow speeds things up.’
She sighed and lowered her saber until the tip rested on the ground.
‘I’m not of the dynasty,’ she said. ‘And I’m not of the Mongol empire.’
‘Then what are you of, Syà of the yet to be determined?’
‘The White Lotus.’
Zhu felt his stomach tighten. He drew his bow to match.
‘White Lotus,’ he said. ‘The one everyone’s calling a—’
‘Heretical cult? I’ve heard the stories too,’ she said. ‘Like the one with the sorceress for a leader who can command gods and demons. That’s my favorite.’
‘Your orders are to take the Phoenix skystone and my three elixirs,’ he said. ‘Not to destroy them. Why is that?’
‘It’s not my place to question orders,’ she said.
‘But it’s mine.’
She exhaled slowly, her face glistening with sweat. ‘It’s very simple, Zhu. We don’t want it falling into the wrong hands.’
‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned through all of this: all hands are the wrong hands,’ he said. ‘You don’t even care about me. I’m not your mission. You don’t need me. You could get rid of me right now.’
Her saber moved fast, cutting the bottom of his bow and severing the wood. The tension on the arrow disappeared and the arrow dropped uselessly to the floor. He leapt backwards, clear of her blade.
Syà stood before him, strands of raven hair stuck to her face. But she didn’t strike again.
‘I don’t need you,’ she said. ‘I needed you to put everything in that satchel and then I was going to take it. Otherwise you would slow me down. Get me killed. Which you almost did.’
Zhu dropped the broken bow. ‘At least you’re honest.’
‘But then those soldiers breached the hallway and I couldn’t just leave you there. Not like that.’
‘I can’t stop you from taking this,’ Zhu said. ‘But if you do, I’m not going with you.’
Syà pointed the saber at Zhu’s chest. ‘Hand me the satchel.’
Zhu took the satchel from his shoulder. ‘It’s not too late.’
He dropped it on the floor, hoping the impact was hard enough to break the elixirs, but then remembered the sheaths he’d sewn to protect them.
Syà stepped forward, the tip of her saber pushing him back across the antechamber.
‘You could smash the elixirs on the floor,’ he said.
She reached down with her injured hand and picked up the satchel by its strap. He watched her search the bag, confirming the skystone pieces and the elixirs were inside.
‘You could drop the skystone into the ocean,’ he said.
He watched her wince as she pulled the strap over her shoulder.
‘And then it’s all over,’ he said.
‘It will be for you if you don’t come with me,’ she said. ‘I’m giving you the chance to escape.’
Zhu shook his head. ‘I won’t be part of this. Not anymore.’
She shook her head and walked away. Syà watched her turn right at the end of the antechamber and disappear. She didn’t even bother to look back.
‘Well, that didn’t go as I’d hoped,’ he said to himself.
He turned to see three Mongol soldiers standing at the other end of the antechamber. The stout heavyweight one in the center smiled. Zhu noticed blood congealing on his axe.
The three soldiers separated, two moving around the edges of the antechamber. He thought of running, but the pair quickly closed behind him, cutting off his escape. One carried a bow and quiver on his back, but like his partner he wielded a scimitar. Zhu figured they knew that would be all they’d need for him.
‘There’ll be a nice reward for this one,’ the soldier with the axe said. Then he blinked. ‘Where’s your magic rock, little man?’
Zhu took a deep breath and yelled, ‘I don’t have the magic rock!’ He held up his hands in surrender. ‘Someone stole it from me!’
His voice echoed through the passageway. He hoped Syà would hear, but a sickly shiver ran across his back when he remembered she was injured and she had what she’d come for. She would be foolish to come back for him.
The soldier with the axe approached him.
‘Where is the magic rock, little man?’ he said, his deep voice menacing.
‘I told you—’ Zhu said. ‘Wait, I’m taller than you.’
The soldier straightened up. ‘So?’
He placed the head of his axe lightly on Zhu’s shoulder, the sharp edge facing his neck.
‘I’m the one with the sharp axe,’ he said.
Zhu tried not to swallow but he did anyway. ‘Someone else has it,’ he said.
The soldier leaned in and sniffed him. ‘Gunpowder,’ he said. ‘This someone is a friend of yours. Is he close by?’
One of the soldiers behind Zhu screamed. He turned his head, the heavyweight soldier’s axe still resting on his shoulder. From the corner of his vision he saw one soldier fall to his knees as the other collapsed against the wall, blood shooting from his inner thigh. Their scimitars clanged on the tiled floor.
‘Yes, she’s close by,’ Syà answered.
She stumbled past the bleeding soldiers as her blade cut their throats.
Zhu ducked his head under the axe but the soldier’s foot caught him and sent him tumbling. The axe swung down after him. It struck the floor next to his face, making a resounding ring. He rolled over the broken bow. The axe came after him again.
In a blur of movement, he saw Syà step in range. She wielded her saber in one hand, a scimitar in the other. She sliced them through the air. But the heavyweight soldier easily batted her strikes aside with the head of his axe, lunging and twisting for her. He smacked the scimitar from the loose grip of her wounded arm and came in with his own strike. Zhu searched for the scimitar but Syà and the soldier were between him and it.
Syà ducked under the axe, moved behind the soldier and sliced. The soldier was quick to respond, shifting his weight. Syà’s saber rattled across his armor.
He pushed in, slinging his axe into her saber. The hooked edge of the axe captured the saber and tore it from her grasp. The blade almost took Zhu’s head off as it went flying past, clattering across the other side of the antechamber.
Syà was unarmed. The soldier took his axe comfortably in both hands and stepped forward.
For a moment, Syà’s eyes met Zhu’s.
She’d come back to save him and now she was going to die for him. His chest tightened. He might as well have put the arrow through her himself.
The axe swung down on her. She sidestepped it. The edge of the axe clipped the floor and she kicked it, pinning the axe on its side. The soldier stumbled, and leant forward to keep purchase on his axe.
Zhu grasped the broken bow and slid it across the worn stone. It found its way into Syà’s grasp and she brought the broken, jagged end up, rammed it deep into the soldier’s eye.
He screamed and raised his axe, swinging wildly.
Syà grasped the soldier’s wrists and directed a mighty swing. Zhu saw the sharp edge move and looked away. He heard the scream and the gurgle as she directed his axe back onto himself. It gave way to a chilling rasp. When he looked back she was standing above the lifeless body, her face and arms glistening with sweat and the blood of Mongol soldiers.
‘Why did you come back?’ he asked.
She walked to him and pulled him up with her good hand. Her sweat smelled oddly sweet now.
‘If anyone’s killing you,’ she said, collecting her saber, ‘it’s me.’
‘That’s reassuring.’
Zhu found the courage to look at the fallen soldier. He lay motionless, his axe embedded in his neck and the broken bow standing upright, jammed in his eye socket.
‘I won’t be doing this a second time,’ she said evenly. Her jade eyes were faded now. ‘Are you coming with me?’
‘To the White Lotus?’
She smiled and handed over his satchel. ‘Who said I was going there?’
He took the satchel but didn’t say a word. Instead he followed her past the dead soldiers and into the passageway, pausing only to take a new bow and quiver from one of the bodies.
She led him into what looked like the royal bathhouse. Pale bathtubs gleamed in the moonlight.
She pointed to the small door behind him. ‘The tunnel is through that door. We should go before they take this building too.’
‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ Zhu said.
She paused. ‘What?’
‘The Phoenix elixirs,’ he said. ‘You know what they do, right?’
With a heavy push, she opened the door. ‘One reads emotions, one reads behavior, the other reads minds.’
‘And all three combined?’
‘Three out of three,’ she said.
Zhu shook his head. ‘No. Unstoppable. With all three, you don’t just read minds, you control them. You become the Controller. And that’s something your sorceress might want.’
‘And it’s something the Great Khan and his general might want,’ she said.
‘We could save the world.’ Zhu walked over to a bathtub, an elixir in his hand. ‘You and me. We just have to pour them down here.’
‘It’s an incredible waste, you can’t do that,’ Syà said.
He opened the elixir bottle and held it over the bathtub. Syà’s saber gleamed in the moonlight, moving steadily towards him.
‘Don’t,’ she said.
He watched her hand move across the edge of the bath and touch his. He wanted to see her smile again.
‘Imagine what good could be done with it,’ she said.
‘There’s no good. You must know that.’
His thumb quivered, touching her palm.
 ‘There’s only bad,’ he said.
Syà withdrew, her saber lowered. He smiled, but she didn’t return it this time. He heard movement behind them and looked over his shoulder. Mongol soldiers were standing at the bathhouse entrance. They parted to let their leader through.
Under his helmet, the leader wore a mask made of bronze, with narrow slits for his eyes, nose and mouth. He moved stiffly and his armor protruded around his midsection. The man standing before them was the commander of the invasion, the Great Khan’s greatest general.
The soldiers behind him held axes and scimitars. One aimed an arrow at Zhu’s head, in case he was thinking of using his bow. He wasn’t.
‘Syà,’ the general said. ‘It is a wonderful surprise to meet you again.’
His voice was low enough that it rippled through Zhu.
Syà tightened her grip on her saber, but didn’t raise it.
‘Wonderful, but not a surprise,’ she said.
Zhu felt his cheeks burn. ‘You know the general?’ he asked.
Syà didn’t respond. She remained perfectly still.
‘All I had to do was let you lead me to him,’ he said. ‘And you did exactly that.’
He strode towards Syà. Amazingly, for a man who was reputed to be a brilliant military strategist, he stepped into her striking range.
Zhu watched Syà’s saber rise, but it did not strike the general. Instead, her sharp blade moved to her own throat. Zhu watched her struggle against it.
‘Shall I consider this your surrender?’ the general said.
Syà was about to slit her own throat. Zhu couldn’t believe what he was seeing. She shifted against it, her fingers pressed white against the saber’s grip, her teeth clenched. She was fighting it. But he didn’t even know what it was. Had he cast a spell over her? Zhu didn’t believe in magic, but he had no other way to explain what he was seeing. The saber pushed against her skin and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Zhu held the elixir bottle further over the bathtub. It hovered above the open pipe, small enough to drop straight through.
‘Let her live,’ Zhu said. ‘Or your Phoenix elixir is gone forever.’
The general paused to observe him. Zhu could tell his mind was working through multiple scenarios, calculating the angles. If he could read Zhu’s mind, he would know Zhu was not bluffing.
The general laughed and turned back to Syà.
Suddenly it all made sense to Zhu. How the general could so easily command armies around the world.
The general wasn’t after the Phoenix for its abilities. He was after it so no one else could get to it first. He already had all three of them.
The general was the Controller.
For the first time, Zhu saw fear in Syà’s eyes. She looked at him, watching the tears in his. He yelled as the saber sliced her throat.
Syà dropped to the ground, blood pouring from her neck. He felt something inside himself boil dark and become rage. With the elixir bottle still clasped between his fingers, he drew his bow and aimed for the general’s head.
His aim wasn’t shaky this time.
An arrow caught Zhu in his midsection, driving between his ribs. Pain burnt through his body, stealing the breath from him. He loosed his arrow as he fell backward into the bathtub. It missed the general and struck the far wall.
The general would kill him now, he knew that.
The elixir bottle rolled down his chest and came to rest on his neck. He felt the cool liquid trickle over his skin. He hadn’t tested the third elixir yet, so he didn’t know if it would work. Or if it would kill him. Such was the risk an alchemist took in pursuit of immortality.
He reached for it. Most of the elixir was still in the bottle.
He raised it to his lips, drank it all.
And he knew he had made a mistake. The elixir moved through him, burning him with fire. His body broke into a sweat. He started to shake uncontrollably. Saliva spluttered from his mouth, over his face. His fingernails sank into the flesh of his palms, drawing warm blood.
He couldn’t tell if he was breathing. He couldn’t tell if he was alive.
The general looked down at him. His bronze mask twisted and distorted. Zhu was certain he had died and this was just a ripple in the afterlife. But then the general reached down and grabbed him by his robes. He hauled him out of the bathtub and, with an inhuman roar, threw Zhu into the air. He struck the wall and fell, landing first on his arm and then his hip. Pain was real again.
Everything around him became solid and sharp. The pain subsided. He could breathe. He saw the general’s helmet roll towards him. It had fallen off when he’d thrown Zhu out of the bathtub. The general’s leather boots approached him. Looking up, he smiled at the bronze mask.
‘That was a gamble,’ Zhu said. ‘But it paid off.’
The general was holding a lance, plucked from one of his soldiers. He aimed the lance at Zhu’s head and thrust down
The lance held still in the air, inches above Zhu’s face. Zhu moved his head to inspect it. The general’s hand trembled. He adjusted his stance and pushed his body forward, trying to drive the lance into Zhu.
Zhu pulled himself to his feet. He dropped the empty elixir bottle. It shattered next to the general’s boots. He peered into the bloodshot eyes behind the mask.
‘That third one had a bit of kick to it,’ Zhu said. ‘More than the other two.’
The general struggled with his lance. He tried to speak, to reach out and control Zhu’s mind, to fight fire with fire. But his body trembled beneath his armor. Zhu stepped to one side and let the general fall, an axe driven deep into his shoulder, penetrating the armor.
The soldier who wielded the axe was standing behind the general, staring down at his dying commander in disbelief. He snapped out of it and reached to his belt for a dagger. But before he could sink it into Zhu, a second soldier, controlled by Zhu, fired an arrow. It punched through the back of the first soldier’s neck. He slumped over the general’s body.
Zhu looked over at the other three soldiers. They were his now.
Two of them readied their scimitars. He could smell their anger as he watched them kill each other, under his control, before he safely moved to Syà.
She lay in a large pool of her own blood. Her green eyes were faded, stared past him. He removed the bandage from her arm and tried to wrap it around her neck, even though he knew there was nothing he could do. She had saved him. And now she was gone.
He stood.
The bathhouse filled with light as another meteorite burned through the sky. Through the windows he could see the Mongol soldiers pushing back through the gate, their feigned retreat catching the Imperial soldiers by surprise. They cut through with ease. Zhu watched the light from the meteor move across the blood-splashed walls. And then the meteorite was gone.
Zhu moved for the door, the skystone and the other elixirs in his satchel.
He was the Controller now. And he would change everything.
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The world is reeling in the aftermath of genocide. 
         
 
Former black operative Sophia is among the remnants of the Akhana, a once-strong organized resistance against the all-powerful world government known as the Fifth Column. Branded as the world’s most wanted terrorist, Sophia barely escaped her last encounter with the organization with her life.
 
Now a new threat is emerging from inside the Fifth Column. Project Seraphim: a technology utilizing extremely low frequencies that can make anyone feel and do anything at any time. Mass populations will fall under the influence of an almost unlimited power.
 
To stop them Sophia must join forces with former friends turned enemies and former enemies turned unlikely allies—first among them Denton, a master manipulator whom she would prefer to run her knife through than work with.
 
Sophia has four days. Four days before what little freedom the human race has left is gone forever.
 
The brutal game of betrayal and counter-betrayal that began with the international bestseller, The Chimera Vector, continues in this highly anticipated sequel. 
         
 
For more information, please visit momentumbooks.com.au/books/seraphim-sequence/.
         
 


        

    
        
             
The Phoenix Variant: The Fifth Column 3
         

[image: ]



 
Sophia: former black operative, current enemy of the state.
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