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“Hey boy, hear that? That’s the Emperor’s own ghosts, the Jade Guardians, sneaking up on a pack of Urugal 
bandits,” Galka says, leering as he sidles up beside me on the mountain path. I ignore him. When he’s drunk 
Galka likes to tease me, and Galka’s nearly always drunk. 
 

“It's just the wind,” I say, and pull my cloak tighter around me as we ride. But then the others start to join in. 
 

“Holy men. I hear the poxy Durani Ancient Ones have blessed them with some kind of power, you can only 
see them from the side of your eyes, and when you look directly at them they vanish. Right until the moment 
they step up to you and ...” Alu cackles as he mimes being stabbed in the heart. 
 

“Naw, that’s not it, the green monks are all thousands of years old, stone golems themselves. When they 
ain’t killing for the empire they’re frozen like statues, just waiting for the next bandit to wander into their 
clutches.” Kalat says as he spurs past me. Something so preposterous is bound to set the rest of them off. 
 

“Ridiculous,” scoffs Turu, her long black braids swinging as she shakes her head. 
 

“You’d believe anything, Kalat!” says the fat new recruit. Ghalit, I think his name is. 
 

“The Jade Guardians are just a myth! A tale the Emperor spreads to hide his failing power. Look how we’ve 
made out since we came here, eh? The borderlands are fruit ripe for the plucking, kept safe by a children’s 
tale,” says Butolo from somewhere behind me. Cheery, that’s Butolo for you, but in the village he was just 
like the rest of them. 
 

An animated back and forth begins, with everyone talking over each other and laughing until Old Hull ends 
it with a hiss from his cracked lips. “Quiet, fools! We are in the Emerald Mountains of the Empire, and few 
enough who have wandered in without the Emperor’s leave have ever wandered out again ... Jade 
Guardians or no.” 
 

Whatever else may be true, these mountains are unnerving. The pointed spires of the Emerald Mountains 
rise up out of the mists all around us to dizzying heights. Our path has crisscrossed along canyons and along 
the edges of cliffs, in some places requiring us to ride single file. Every few leagues, thin stone bridges 
molded from the mountain itself have leapt over some river far below, reminding us that only descendants 
of the Durani, with their gift for shaping stone, could have made a way through these canyons and defiles. 
It’s hard to imagine Durani brutes up here, though, when even our nimble Fencers and Plague Bringers have 
trouble picking their way along the mountain paths. 
  



We stop in a relatively flat grove. Up ahead at the crossroads a disagreement among our leaders about our 
route has quickly turned into an argument, again. Our golems shift in the gloom, betraying the doubts of 
their riders. A few huddle together in small groups of three or four, but I stand alone. 
 

I am not like them. 
 

I rub my hands together to keep them warm, and shake some of the beaded dew off my cloak. Normally the 
argument would have escalated to a shouted duel by now. We are not safe here, exposed like this, half of the 
Durani Empire possibly behind us. We should move on before it is too dark to continue. Everyone knows it. 
But still, they argue. 
 

In the trees I spot a Durani relic, an old stone head cracked, and covered in moss. For a moment my heart 
stops until I realize it’s just some old rock, forgotten, untended, decaying. Its expression is proud, 
judgmental. For a brief moment, I think about slipping away from them, escaping. But I’m lost, and, on its 
own, my Fencer is weak. I would never survive the trip back to Sunu lands alone. 
 

“Remember, there is strength in a single purpose,” my father told me on the day I finished my golem. 
“Fencers need a pack; they draw strength from each other.” 
 

But soon after the Gudanna came. Days after the first rumors of this new threat my entire clan was fleeing 
before the invasion. When the Gudanna overtook us, they laid waste to my clan in mere moments. They 
were an organized raiding party, we were a village with only a few golems burdened with all our 
possessions. I fled, wondering if my family survived or, if not, if their bones would receive the proper rites. 
That was six moons ago. 
 

Our lands were ablaze. I followed every rumor of a gathering of clans, hoping to avenge myself on the 
Gudanna. The Stone Teeth were gathering a force in the hills around the Fortress of Ulkar. The Last Children 
had retreated but had held off the Gudanna near the mouth of the Erisin River. In each case the Gudanna 
struck and scattered my people before I could arrive. I despaired, hungry and alone, in the smoldering 
remains of my homeland. 
 

Then the pack found me. There were thirty or so of them, and they might have killed me, had they not seen 
my Fencer, and so instead they offered me a place with them. They were The Ribs of Sunu, their chief told me, 
a mercenary band currently employed by the Durani to harry the flanks of the Gudanna rearguard. 
 

The chief seemed like a good man – I can’t remember his name now – he was killed the next day in a duel. 
Our new leader styled himself Walek the Black, he renamed the pack The Storm of Death, told us the Durani 
had broken their contract with us and that we would seek new employment at the front. More duels 
followed, more leaders, new names for the pack; it all seemed almost comical until we reached an 
unprotected village on the Durani frontier. 
 

We rode in at mid-morning, and there were no defenses to speak of. When a lone harpy took flight Butolo 
grounded it with a well-placed bolt. Galka and I took up the rear, on a low hill, placed to keep eyes out for 
any possible Durani outriders. From there, I watched it all: the burning, the theft, the torture. Father was 
right, there was strength in a single purpose – but this purpose was evil.  



“You alright boy? Not getting squeamish are you?” Galka asked as he pulled open his wineskin. 
 

“Fine, just need some water,” I muttered, hiding my tears as I jumped from my golem. 
 

“Wine’s better for this work,” he called after me as I ran. 
 

I found a small creek away from the slaughter and splashed water on my face. These men weren’t part of a 
free company, they were outlaws, killers. I was an outlaw; I had helped them. 
 

* * * 
 

And that was when I saw her, a Durani girl, hiding in the tall grass near the creek bank. She was about my 
age, but with dark skin and gold eyes. When she realized I had seen her she froze, whispering something 
over and over again. No one had seen her – she could still escape! 
 

“Go!” I whispered urgently, “Run! Get out of here!” 
 

Still, she didn’t move. “You alright down there boy?” Galka yelled. 
 

“Go!” I reached out and grabbed her wrist. She was still whispering, “Ahmsa, ahmsa, ahmsa …” Mercy, she 
was crying for mercy. 
 

“You fallen in boy? How much water do you need?” Galka was closer now. 
 

“Go!” I pushed her along the creek. That finally woke her up. She ran, splashing away out of sight. I turned 
to see Galka coming up over the hill on his golem. 
 

His bleary eyes narrowed suspiciously as he looked me over. After a long moment he simply said, “Come, 
it’s time to move on.” Had he seen something? If he had, he hadn’t said anything in the two days since. 
 

And here I am, lost in the Durani wilderness, surrounded by murderers and thieves from my own clan. I am 
haunted by questions. Am I a murderer as well? I had kept watch, but no one had come. Did that count as 
helping them then? I had saved that girl … 
 

Suddenly I realize the old stone head has disappeared, replaced by a dark shadow. Too dark, even for this 
gloom. 
 

Before I can even sound an alarm, there is a sudden flash of light behind me, and I see Butolo thrown from 
his golem, thirty feet up in the air, disappearing into the trees. Alu’s golem staggers, spitted on the end of a 
gleaming metal blade, as Alu casts an ineffectual spell into the woods. Then the attack begins in earnest. 
White flame licked with green erupts everywhere. I catch the briefest glimpse of Galka afire, jumping from 
the smashed remains of his golem. 
 

I turn to face the looming shadow before me. In the light of the fire I see a massive figure of green stone 
worked with ornate, angular designs, its eyeless face is carved into a snarl. But it is the rider I truly see. 
Wrapped in green robes, head shaved, he is looking at me serenely. His head is cocked questioningly and his 
brow carries the tiniest hint of sorrow … or pity. 
  



Holy man, can you save me? 
 

“Ahmsa!” I plead, “Ahmsa!” before the white fire washes over me. 
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