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    1


    
      This is the true story of how we came to be here, and how we came falsely to be called elves. Once we were called Elfarans, and one day we shall take our real name back.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    ‘Kill the humans,’ Hanto ordered.


    Sendatsu’s heart turned to stone as he saw Jin and Taigo release their bowstrings. Time slowed and he desperately tried to summon his limited magic to stop the deadly arrows. But, like always, the magic slipped away from him and he knew he would see his friends die, his hope snatched away, and the horror of that was a shaft of pain sharper than his wounds.


    And then the arrows simply burned up.


    Everyone stared at the two small patches of ash that hung in the air for a moment before falling to the ground. It was hard to tell who was more surprised. Sendatsu gasped at what happened — and the incredible surge of magic he had felt coming from Rhiannon.


    ‘Aroaril! He’s using magic on us — take him!’ Hanto yelled, releasing his own arrow at Sendatsu in the same breath.


    Again, the arrow disappeared, blowing away into a puff of ash.


    Jin and Taigo grabbed for fresh arrows but Rhiannon was too fast for them. Branches snapped off trees, dropped through the air and then accelerated at the three elves.


    ‘Watch out!’ Hanto cried, dropping his bow and diving for his life, reaching for his magic in a frantic attempt to force the branches away.


    Jin and Taigo were neither fast nor strong enough. They tried to jump away, hands held up in a futile attempt to deflect the missiles. But branches ten feet tall and as thick as their legs picked them up and flung them a dozen feet through the air, their blood spraying high onto the trees. Hanto gritted his teeth and used every last bit of his magic ability to change the final branch’s path, gasping as it brushed past him and slammed into the ground, knocking him down and sinking half its length into the hard earth.


    ‘You’ll pay for those deaths, traitor!’ Hanto snarled, using the branch to haul himself back to his feet.


    Sendatsu ignored the challenge and instead dived for his sword, left lying on the ground when he surrendered it to Hector and Broyle. He had to finish Hanto off. Aroaril knew how much Rhiannon had left, or whether she could continue performing magic at such a high level. Nothing of what she was doing should have been possible, so it was ridiculous to try to predict her abilities now.


    But when Sendatsu rolled to his feet and ran at Hanto, sword held high, he locked eyes with him and saw the elf’s bemusement. Sendatsu realised he had made a terrible mistake. For why would someone with so much magical power turn to the sword? For a long moment, as he raced across the ground, he dared to hope Hanto would never get the chance to work out what was really going on. But then, as if in a bad dream, he saw Hanto’s gaze turn to Huw and Rhiannon. The expression on Hanto’s face would have been comical had this not been so serious.


    For the second time, Sendatsu felt helpless to stop what was happening right in front of him. The Council Guard glanced from Sendatsu to Rhiannon, disbelief and horror warring for supremacy, then Sendatsu felt, rather than saw, Rhiannon reach into the magic and send it at Hanto, making the grass and plants he was standing on writhe upwards to bind him. Hanto’s face hardened as he fought back, trying to drive the plants down again, but he was being swiftly overpowered by Rhiannon’s greater power and Sendatsu felt a surge of triumph, thinking he would be able to reach Hanto. The desperation — and growing fear — on Hanto’s face told him the elf had come to the same conclusion.


    Then Rhiannon collapsed — and the plants melted away from Hanto.


    Sendatsu was still a dozen paces away but Hanto had time to free himself, lean on the branch still quivering in the ground beside him for a moment — and look at the fallen Rhiannon — before racing away.


    ‘Come back, coward!’ Sendatsu yelled, but he knew it was hopeless. Hanto had no intention of facing him. Hanto ran and Sendatsu, the burns the Forlish had seared into him feeling like liquid agony with every step, could not catch the Council Guard. He lost sight of him, only hearing small noises as Hanto rushed through the trees.


    ‘I will get you!’ he roared after Hanto, not knowing if the warrior could even hear him. He staggered to a stop, cursing the wounds that had sapped his strength. He had to get back to the nearby village of Patcham and get riders out to find Hanto. Apart from everything else, if Hanto returned to Dokuzen with the knowledge a human could do magic …


    Gasping for breath and groaning every time his torn tunic brushed across one of his burns, he hurried back to the clearing, where a terrified Huw kneeled above the fallen Rhiannon, calling her name and trying to stir her.


    ‘She’s not waking up — what shall we do?’ he called desperately as Sendatsu walked back.


    ‘Try to give her something to eat. What do we have?’ Sendatsu sheathed his sword, the movement making his burned ribs explode with pain.


    ‘Food? But she’s asleep,’ Huw said doubtfully.


    ‘Trust me. I have seen this before.’


    ‘When? Where?’


    ‘Dokuzen.’ Sendatsu did not have the energy to make up a lie. ‘She has been doing too much magic and it has drained her energy.’


    As he feared, Huw wasted time staring in shock rather than acting.


    ‘I’ll explain later. Just get her something. If you care for her, get it quick!’


    That had the desired effect, and Huw raced over to the horses. Sendatsu kneeled by Rhiannon and stared at her face. She looked so peaceful in sleep but he wondered what was going on inside her head. Previously he had only seen two other elves able to use so much magic with such control — Sumiko and Asami. And only after they had studied for years. To think Rhiannon was able to match them right away was shocking, almost as shocking as realising the answers he sought had been right next to him all these moons. The pain and stress of the past turn of the hourglass were making it hard to think but one thing was clear: the lies told about the history of the elves and humans were just the tip of the iceberg. If humans could do magic, did that mean they were also elves? Or were the elves also humans? That would burst upon Dokuzen like a thunderbolt.


    He looked around but Huw was still busy over at the horses. Should they even revive her? Her life would never be the same; every human would want her power, every elf would want her dead — and that was even before you considered what she had just gone through in killing her father to save them all. But it was a fleeting thought. She had saved their lives. She was his way home. He had to keep her safe.


    ‘Here — will this do?’ Huw was beside Rhiannon again, holding a small clay jar. ‘I’ve got water or there’s honey — we were going to leave it as an offering to the sun …’


    He trailed off as they both realised there was no chance of him and Rhiannon Walking The Tree and returning to the village as husband and wife now.


    Sendatsu looked into Huw’s battered face and sighed. Talk of lies, elves and humans would have to wait for a while.


    ‘That’s perfect. Mix the two and see if we can get some down her throat.’ He cradled Rhiannon carefully, easing her head up, while Huw mixed some water into the honey jar and tipped a little into her mouth.


    ‘A bit more. We need her to wake up, because we have to get riders and stop that elf from getting back to Dokuzen with news of Rhiannon’s magic,’ Sendatsu said impatiently.


    ‘You keep saying that. But how can she do magic? Only elves can —’


    Sendatsu signalled for more honey to be tipped into Rhiannon’s mouth. ‘She can do more magic than almost every elf,’ he said flatly. ‘Haven’t you been watching what’s happening? She saved our lives not once but twice.’


    ‘But why do we need to stop that elf? Why did they attack us?’ Huw asked.


    ‘I told you — there are elves who want me dead. Hanto is one of them.’ Sendatsu waved him away.


    ‘But what can he do —’


    Huw was cut off as Rhiannon choked a little then opened her eyes and sat up.


    ‘What’s happening?’ she asked, eyes darting around the clearing.


    ‘They’re all gone. You defeated them,’ Sendatsu said soothingly. ‘Using magic has exhausted you, as your own energy has been taken to replace what you did. You need to eat some of this — it will give you back strength.’


    She took the honey jar and waterskin from Huw and tipped them to her mouth, one after the other. For a long moment she swallowed, then she paused, wiped her mouth and focused on the two of them beside her.


    ‘Get away from me!’ she screamed.


    ‘Are you all right?’ Sendatsu asked urgently. ‘Do you feel dizzy —’


    Rhiannon pushed away his hand and shoved herself to her feet, backing away, eyes glaring.


    ‘Rhiannon, we are here to help,’ Sendatsu said softly.


    ‘I don’t want your help. You’ve both already done enough to me!’


    ‘Rhiannon, you can do magic. You are the hope of these lands,’ Sendatsu said. He could sense how on edge she was, how close to flying apart. With her newly discovered power, that could lead to anything.


    ‘What does that even mean?’


    ‘You’re the first human with magic in three centuries. You need to come back to Dokuzen with me —’


    ‘And why would I want to go anywhere with you?’ Rhiannon demanded.


    She turned away from them. If only the ground could just swallow her up, so she did not have to feel this way. She could do magic. Huw had betrayed her. She could do magic. Her father had betrayed her — her father, who lay dead a few paces away. She did not know whether to dance with joy or weep her heart out. Her gaze fell on his body, still twisted by the way she had killed him when the magic had been unlocked in her, triggered by his lies and betrayal, and she could not stand it any more.


    ‘Leave me. I want to bury him,’ she said abruptly.


    ‘At least let us help you,’ Sendatsu offered.


    ‘No. I don’t want your help. You two have done enough for me already. More than enough!’


    ‘We need to get back to the village and hunt down that last elf who attacked us. He cannot be allowed to escape,’ Sendatsu insisted gently.


    ‘I’m doing nothing until I have buried him,’ she said flatly.


    Sendatsu hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. He did not want to force her to do anything — mainly because he was not sure he could force her.


    ‘We’ll go and collect Glyn,’ he said. ‘We won’t be far.’


    He grabbed a dazed Huw and steered him out of the clearing, back down the trail, to where the horses waited and Glyn’s body lay. He had been killed by the Forlish, who had ambushed and tortured them before being killed themselves by Rhiannon’s magic.


    Every part of him was aching and the burns across his ribs burst into pain with every step. But his mind was racing. Huw and Rhiannon may not have Walked The Tree but Huw would still not want to see Rhiannon leave Vales. Apart from his love for her, she was the first human with magic and could save the Velsh from the Forlish. He had to persuade Huw that Rhiannon should travel with him to Dokuzen now, when Huw was not just hurting from the torture but in agony from Rhiannon’s rejection. He had to show him how much Rhiannon needed elven help with her magic, how it might even take her mind off her betrayal and loss.


    ‘Huw …’ he began.


    ‘I don’t want to talk.’ Huw groaned then stopped as they came across Glyn’s crumpled body lying in a thick pool of blood. Sendatsu stepped in quickly.


    ‘I told you to tell her the truth before now,’ Sendatsu said brutally.


    ‘I should have listened to you! I should have told her everything!’ Huw slumped to the ground, tears pouring down his bloodied and bruised face. ‘Now she hates me!’


    ‘True,’ Sendatsu admitted. ‘But things can change. I’ll speak to Rhiannon when we travel to Dokuzen and, by the time she returns, she will understand better what you did.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Huw sat on the rough, muddy trail, staring at Glyn.


    ‘What I said. I have to go back for my children. And Rhiannon needs to come with me, for she needs to learn how to control her magic. Without training, she could harm herself, or others.’


    Huw stood up then. ‘Back to Dokuzen? But the elves are the only ones who can do magic. Some of them just tried to kill us. What will they do to Rhiannon if she goes there?’


    ‘Some elves will not want to see her powers but there are others, the Magic-weavers, who have been searching for humans such as Rhiannon. They will protect her and help us as well,’ Sendatsu said briskly, hoping it was true.


    ‘I cannot let her go. Her life will be in danger. You were the one telling us the history of humans and elves is a lie. You’ve been saying there were other reasons for the elves locking themselves away in Dokuzen.’ Huw glared at Sendatsu. ‘That man we spoke to down in Rheged was right, wasn’t he? The elves killed humans, destroyed all of us with magic, so they would be the only ones with the power. If Rhiannon goes back to Dokuzen, she will be killed!’


    ‘No!’ Sendatsu protested, as much about Huw’s insights as anything else. ‘We don’t know what happened —’


    ‘She cannot go with you. Not only will it be her death sentence, but we need her here. Her magic could save my people from the Forlish.’


    Sendatsu fought back a rising tide of nausea, only partly caused by his burns. ‘She has to go back with me. Her magic is without control. You saw how she collapsed after fighting off those elves. She’ll try something and it will kill her. And let me tell you, watching someone eaten up by magic is a sight even more horrible than the one we faced at Hector’s hands. They die screaming in agony,’ Sendatsu declared, not even sure if this was true but it certainly sounded good. ‘And,’ he added, struck by sudden inspiration, ‘if I take Rhiannon back to Dokuzen, then I promise to not only bring her back but to return with an army of elves and elven Magic-weavers to save your people. We’ll bring back the worship of Aroaril, show you the wisdom of the elves — everything you need.’


    ‘And you can do that?’ Huw asked sceptically.


    ‘Now we have Rhiannon, I can do all that and more,’ Sendatsu lied with confidence.


    ‘And what about Rhiannon?’ Huw said. ‘Will she return to help us, or will she hate me ever more?’


    ‘She will have to wait for later. Anything you do now will be useless. Save Vales first — and then maybe you can think about Rhiannon,’ Sendatsu said, hiding his triumph but unable to resist rubbing it in a little. ‘You had your chance with her — and it’s your own fault you lost her.’


    ‘It was her bloody father that did all this — I just tried to save her.’


    ‘And you think she will see that now? I told you to tell her the truth —’


    ‘You are a fine one to talk, after what you did to her! At least my lies were to protect her, not to trick her into bed!’


    Sendatsu decided this was going down a dangerous path.


    ‘You need to accept Rhiannon will hate you for the next few moons. But she will understand and accept you, if you give her the time. She has suffered two massive shocks, her whole life has been turned upside down — and she has magic as well. It is too much for anyone to take in. Give her time, give her space, and things will change.’


    ‘All right. I shall wait and hope. But I just wish I could be with her now. She hates the sight of me but she needs me more than ever,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu turned, looking back down the trail to where they had left Rhiannon with her father’s body.


    ‘You are right. I don’t think there is a worse way to discover you have magic. And then killing her own father — the man deserved it but what she must be going through …’


    ‘How is it possible she can do magic?’


    Sendatsu took a deep breath — and winced as his ribs burned.


    ‘That is the real question,’ he admitted. ‘We have all been taught that we are two completely different races, except I keep finding common ground. And if humans can do magic as well —’


    ‘There is only one answer,’ Huw interrupted. ‘There are no elves and humans. We are one and the same. The only difference is you have all the knowledge, kept it all to yourselves. The magic is fading within elves but now it is growing within humans. You killed many of us to take away our memories, probably stole Aroaril from us as well. You tried to hide the truth and it has been lost in the dust of history. But Rhiannon will destroy all those lies and prove that —’


    ‘You can’t go around saying that!’ Sendatsu warned.


    ‘Why not? Still don’t like the truth? I thought you told us you wouldn’t lie any more? You have to face it — elves are just humans with a little more knowledge and magic.’


    Sendatsu hesitated. Everything he had been told screamed at him to deny Huw’s words. But all he had learned out here shouted that Huw was right.


    ‘But we still can’t go around saying it,’ he protested. ‘It will get us all killed.’


    ‘The truth has to come out somehow.’


    Sendatsu rolled his eyes. ‘We have to take this one step at a time. There are bigger things at stake here.’


    ‘Bigger? How can it get any bigger than what your people did to mine? How can anything be more important than restoring knowledge and magic to us?’


    ‘Survival! Don’t forget the elves are still your best hope against the Forlish.’


    ‘Makes me wonder who our real enemy is.’


    ‘We need to keep this to ourselves. Even if it is just for now,’ Sendatsu said soothingly. ‘Think of Rhiannon and the pressure this will put on her, when she has already been through so much!’


    He saw that last comment strike through.


    ‘Maybe I should try to help her now,’ Huw suggested.


    Sendatsu held him back. ‘She has to fight, and win, this battle herself. We will only make things worse,’ he warned. ‘You wait here. I’ll go and see her.’


    Rhiannon stared at Hector’s body. He was still grotesquely impaled on a long branch, propped into a kneeling position. Blood and pieces of bone and flesh had sprayed out in front, gore still dripping and oozing down the branch and pooling on the ground beneath him. The stench where his bowels had opened in death was foul and she thought how much he would hate to be seen like this. He was a big man, twice her size, and part of her was thinking she should have made Sendatsu and Huw help her — he was too big for her to hope to move, let alone bury. But she could not bear them near her now.


    She walked around Hector’s body until she could see his face. His last expression was agonised, his pain frozen for all time. His eyes bulged and his mouth was full of blood, his beard thick with it. She so much wanted to say something to him, but the words would not come, only tears. Rhiannon fell to her knees and sobbed for everything, starting with her lost childhood.


    The knowledge that every part of her life was a lie was too much to fit inside her head.


    And it was hard to think as it was. Everything seemed strange, as though the world had changed around her — which, in many ways, it had. Her senses seemed not just alive but super sensitive. It set her teeth on edge, for it felt like roughened cloth was being drawn not just across her skin but across every part of her being.


    She tried to block that out.


    Her earliest memories had been of her father training her for the stage. Training me to be his willing slave, so I could restore his reputation.


    He told her she was gifted, that all would applaud her as brilliant, but she had to sacrifice everything if she was to win over the king.


    He wanted to be hailed as a genius, wanted everyone in Forland falling at his feet. I was just an object to get him there.


    Her life had been a lie.


    She had believed he cared, believed he loved her. All the sacrifices she had made, the times she had pushed herself beyond her limit to please him — they had seemed worth it when she thought it was done for love.


    It was done for a lie.


    He had created a dream for her, given her a path to follow. He had guided her towards Cridianton and the king’s auditions, persuaded her to show everyone her skills. He had filled her head with thoughts of applause, of a reputation as the finest dancer since the elven days.


    Instead he was grooming her for his own plans. He would have succeeded too. She could recognise that. The habit of obeying him was so strong, she would have agreed to be Ward’s mistress, even though the thought revolted her. And then her father would have discarded her, like a soiled shoe, after promising her it would make their fortune.


    Lies, yet more lies.


    It would have worked — except Huw had overheard him and tricked her into escaping Cridianton. But Huw had also given her the story of how Hector had sacrificed himself for her. How he had laid down his life to save her from Ward’s clutches. She had wept every night, thinking it had been his last gift to her.


    A lie.


    So many lies, all clambering on top of each other, threatening to drown her.


    Hector had lied. Sendatsu had lied. Huw had lied.


    It was too much and her tears disappeared in an instant, wiped out by a blazing anger.


    ‘Why? Why? Why?’ She punched and then kicked at her father’s body.


    Hector’s body wobbled and shook under her blows until, finally, it slumped over to the side, the branch cracking and tearing away.


    ‘Was everything really a lie? Answer me, curse you!’ She flung herself down, struck his familiar and loved–hated face as he had hit her not long before.


    If only he was alive, so she could tell him the truth about herself …


    ‘I want you to listen, Father,’ she announced.


    She began to talk about the things she had done, the people she had helped, the children she had saved.


    ‘I am not just a singer and dancer. I am more than that. I can do magic, like no other human.’


    She got to her feet and looked down at his face.


    ‘I don’t know what I am going to do now. But whatever it is, it will be my choice. I shall never do what a man wants, ever again. Only what I want. I don’t need men to guide my life or advise me. I shall make my own mistakes now, find my own path through life. The future you saw for me is gone, now I make my own. It’s not much of a gift but I thank you for it anyway. I don’t mourn you. I regret I never had the chance to say this to your face, that is all.’


    She nodded once, sending a tear down to splash onto his face.


    ‘That is the last thing you shall have from me,’ she said.


    She stared down at Hector with mingled loathing and anguish, wishing the ground would swallow him up. She had wished it often enough for herself when he had embarrassed her beyond words.


    But this time it was different. This time it actually began to happen. For a long moment she thought she was imagining it, but the plants around him were slipping away, the ground welcoming him, his body slowly disappearing. She felt tired, as though she had just run a long way, and her muscles wanted to stop but she was determined not to, until she would never see him again.


    He vanished beneath the earth, all evidence of him, from the branch that impaled him to the blood and shit and bone it had painted across the ground. She fell to her knees, only partly through tiredness. She had extracted revenge for his betrayal and lies but that only made her actions worse. She loved him, she hated him, she had killed him. She felt as though oblivion would be the greatest relief. She could lie down, force herself beneath the earth the way she had with her father …


    It was dangerously tempting.


    Then she felt the plants above his grave, sensed not just them but every insect and animal around as well.


    She could do magic. She clutched at the thought to stop the tidal wave of darkness within her.


    What would she do, where would she go? How could she use this gift? The feeling of magic surging through her blood, the intensity of the sensations as she reached out to the living things around her was stronger even than the thrill of performing. But could she use it again without thinking of her father?


    She jumped to her feet and thought about running then — she did not know where, she just wanted to get away, find somewhere she would not have to think.


    ‘Rhiannon! Are you all right?’


    She’d thought she would never be happy to hear Sendatsu’s voice, or see his face — but now she was.


    ‘Help me,’ she begged, sinking to the ground again.
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      Once we lived in peace, worshipping Aroaril, using magic and living well, at one with the land that had kept us safe for hundreds of years. But then the elves came.


      Huw’s song

    


    To the south and west, Forlish scouts raced back to Cridianton, to report to King Ward. They had spent the last quarter-moon easing their way through the Velsh countryside. All had seen the same. Village after village boasted log walls, while crude flags — a red dragon on a white background — fluttered from above. Life seemed to be going on as normal but they could not fail to notice men and women training with strange crossbows that were able to spit out bolts at a ridiculously fast rate. The other disturbing thing was the lack of Forlish. They had been told more than five hundred warriors had been loosed on the Velsh. But they saw no sign of them — or of villages cowering in terror.


    The Velsh also had patrols out, men with dogs — and the scouts learned to stay away from them. They had expected an easy duty but it swiftly became as dangerous as anything Balia had to offer — and they hurried home to tell their king.


    ‘Are you all right?’


    Rhiannon laughed, a sound without humour, which echoed around the clearing and made the trees seem to strain at the ground.


    ‘I shall never be all right again,’ she told him, her voice more than a little wild. ‘I have magic and I used it to kill my father!’


    ‘No, you used your magic to save us all. Twice!’ Sendatsu told her strongly.


    ‘But I didn’t need to kill my father. I didn’t need to kill any of them! I wanted to make them pay …’


    ‘They deserved to pay. They were torturing us, were going to rape you. I would have done the same, had I the power,’ he declared.


    ‘But why did I kill my father?’


    He grabbed her by the shoulders. He had no idea if he was doing the right thing but she was not ready to listen to sense. The only thing he could think of was how he broke through to Mai or Cheijun when they dissolved into uncontrollable tears or tantrums.


    ‘Listen to me!’ he barked. ‘You saved us all. What happened with your father was an accident —’


    ‘No! I wanted to do it! At first I was going to bring him down but then I wanted it to pierce his black heart — and it did!’


    Sendatsu paused. This was going to be both harder and easier than he thought. She had to get training and help with her magic and he was sure she would agree with him now. But getting her to Dokuzen safely looked like it might be as difficult as getting her out again.


    ‘You cannot change the past. But he deserved it. You are not to blame —’


    ‘Then who is?’


    ‘Hector! He brought this on. My father wants me dead and sent those elves you stopped out here to kill me. So believe me when I say I know a little of what you are feeling. But you cannot blame yourself.’


    ‘But I do!’


    She dissolved into tears and he held her awkwardly, patting her gently, acutely aware of the last time they had been this close. He was amazed she was letting him hold her. For close to a moon she had talked about sending a crossbow bolt through his tongue or something lower down. But he guessed she needed someone to cling to and it could not be Huw.


    ‘It is hard, I know how much you must be hurting. But, in time, you will see you had no choice. You were not to blame. You are a special person. Your magic is a gift, not a curse. Come with me to Dokuzen. There you can find the teachers who will help you guide your magic. Join me in Dokuzen and you will understand.’


    Gradually the storm of tears passed and she pushed herself away.


    ‘What should I do? I cannot control this magic inside me — I do not even know how it works. Can they really help me in Dokuzen?’ she asked softly.


    Sendatsu had sworn never to lie to her again. But this was not really a lie, he told himself. They could help her in Dokuzen. He was sure Asami would help — his heart leaped at the thought of seeing his true love again, even if her husband and his best friend Gaibun would frown. Not telling her about the triangle of plotting and hatred between the Magic-weavers led by Sumiko, the Elder Elf Daichi, and his father and clan leader Jaken was not the same as a lie.


    ‘They will. And you need them. Without training, anything is possible — there is the real chance you will kill yourself. The head of the Magic-weavers, Sumiko, used to tell us that all the time, although, with me, she usually added that would make her happy,’ he said in a desperate attempt to make her smile. She did not. ‘If you come with me to Dokuzen, you will find teachers of magic. Sumiko is their leader and while I am not her favourite student, Asami is. With her aid, we can get help for you.’


    ‘Help?’


    ‘You need to learn about the magic. I know Asami will help you. With her, you can unlock your full power.’


    For the first time, he saw a spark return to her eyes.


    ‘I could save the Velsh. I could stop the Forlish,’ she said slowly. ‘I could do anything!’


    ‘First you need to learn how to use it properly. Use too much magic and you might be eaten up by it.’


    ‘With this power, I shall control my own destiny,’ she said softly. ‘No man, not even King Ward of Forland, can make me do anything!’


    Sendatsu took a deep breath. ‘That’s right.’


    He met her eyes, seeing the power behind them as they bored into him. He knew she did not entirely trust him but there was nobody else who could speak to her about magic. She had been ready to fall apart; magic gave her a reason to hold herself together. Her old life was in ruins — magic was something she could rebuild around.


    ‘Why haven’t humans with magic come along before? Why haven’t we found magic until now?’


    Sendatsu grimaced. ‘That is the real question. Are you the first, or have there been others who never discovered how to unlock their power? When did you discover it worked for you?’


    ‘When I felt you do magic,’ she said. ‘Something in me changed when I met you and every time you did magic, it grew a little stronger, until my father —’


    ‘Well, there you are!’ Sendatsu hurriedly interrupted. His mind was racing and he thought of the book he carried. Did it have anything about humans and magic? ‘We need proper help for you. I am not good enough. I did not pay enough attention in my classes, and my teacher hated me because of my father. When it comes to understanding your gift and developing it, you would be better off asking one of the village dogs!’


    She did not smile at his weak jest.


    ‘Perhaps we can learn together,’ she suggested.


    Sendatsu hesitated. ‘We can work together, certainly. But as far as testing the limits of what we can do, it is better to perhaps wait until we are in Dokuzen, and you can talk to Asami,’ he added, feeling a touch of excitement at the thought.


    ‘So you can’t help me now?’


    ‘Well, yes, I can,’ he admitted. ‘I do remember a little, of course. We can practise the few techniques I remember from my old lessons —’


    ‘How about now?’


    He looked at her, trying to see if she was joking, but there was not a trace of a smile on her face. She had always looked so open, so trusting — now there seemed to be harder lines around her eyes and mouth. It saddened him to see, because he knew he was the cause of some of them.


    Then he sighed, racking his brain for the first simple exercises Asami had taught him. ‘Why not?’


    Huw managed to get Glyn across the saddle of a horse, although the effort made every muscle burn, and every burn he had taken feel as though they would rip him apart. His misery was almost complete. His only hope now was Rhiannon knowing the full truth about her father. One day, perhaps, she would accept Huw had only lied to save her.


    It was a faint hope.


    He told himself he had to put aside thoughts of Rhiannon and concentrate on Vales. In losing one, he had gained the means to save the other. Although it could save the lives of thousands of his people, he did not think it a fair trade. He punished himself mercilessly for not telling Rhiannon the truth earlier. How could he have been so stupid? His mind jumped from idea to idea, searching for a way to win back her trust. He discarded every one. There was no time, because no doubt she would go to Dokuzen to learn more about her magic.


    Huw snapped his fingers, startling the horse, and he calmed it as he pursued that thought. Rhiannon needed to learn how to use her new powers but going to Dokuzen was a real risk. If the elves had managed to make everyone believe they were a different race, the only one with magic, and that humans were barbarians, then what would they do to keep their secrets? Rhiannon’s life would be nothing to them. Against that was Sendatsu’s promise of returning with both Rhiannon and an elven army.


    But it had come from Sendatsu. That meant Huw instinctively distrusted it.


    Sendatsu’s backers had all they needed in Rhiannon, although his enemies had everything they feared. Sendatsu was only interested in getting his children back. He would not mean Rhiannon harm but could he keep her safe?


    Huw decided he had to go with them, no matter what. Rhiannon would need him, even if she did not want him. There would come a way to show her that he truly cared for her.


    Decision made, he led the horses down the trail, Glyn’s body swaying grotesquely as they went. He turned away from the sight of the oak tree where he had waited to marry Rhiannon — and where her father had tortured and beaten him — only to see Rhiannon and Sendatsu sitting together, talking softly.


    ‘Huw!’


    Sendatsu saw him first and jumped to his feet, acting strangely. It reminded Huw unpleasantly of those weeks when Sendatsu had tricked Rhiannon into being his lover.


    ‘What are you doing?’


    ‘Just talking,’ the elf said, hurrying over to intercept him. ‘I wouldn’t go and talk to her just yet,’ he warned. ‘She’s not ready to speak to you.’


    ‘But happy to talk with you?’


    ‘Well, she has had longer to get used to the idea of me as a liar,’ Sendatsu said wryly. ‘She’s still coming to terms with you being one.’


    Huw winced at the words and Sendatsu pressed his advantage.


    ‘Rhiannon is coming with me to Dokuzen,’ he said.


    ‘As am I,’ Huw said immediately.


    ‘But you’re needed here!’ Sendatsu exclaimed.


    ‘I am coming along,’ Huw stated. ‘I need to make sure the new rulers of Dokuzen are willing to help my people — and that you don’t sacrifice Rhiannon to get your children back.’


    Sendatsu grabbed him and pushed him back down the trail.


    ‘How can you say that? After all I’ve risked for you both,’ he said.


    Huw stared him down. ‘I think you will do almost anything for your children. I know you have saved our lives before — but I don’t know if you could do the same, if it was a choice between Mai and Cheijun and Rhiannon. And you might dismiss my fears but I know full well your rulers will be prepared to kill to keep their secrets. I’m going to make sure Rhiannon is safe.’


    ‘She will not thank you,’ Sendatsu warned.


    ‘I don’t care. Her being safe will be enough for me,’ Huw lied defiantly.


    ‘This is a mistake. The Velsh need you —’


    ‘I am going. There will be no argument. The more you try to protest, the more I will suspect you.’


    Sendatsu forced a smile. ‘You have nothing to worry about. It seems we are all going.’
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      Our forefathers were friends of the dragons and served these wondrous creatures of magic. But magic has a price to pay and it began to affect the Elfarans, to change the way they looked, while they never grew old, never got sick and never died.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    King Ward of Forland looked out across his capital of Cridianton, his mind on Vales and how his grand plan to take the country by stealth was going. As always, he felt lifted by the sight of work underway, of new stone buildings reaching for the sky. But even the roof going on a new three-storey building near the castle was not enough to cheer him; he had been haunted by a sense of disquiet this past quarter-moon. What he had thought was the moment of his triumph had turned sour.


    His southern wars, which had dragged on for years, had finally seemed over. The Landish had surrendered, the Balians were at his mercy. Precious knowledge was flooding back to the Forlish and his only remaining decision had been whether to proceed with the invasion of the Skilly Isles or to gather his troops to push on for an assault on Demetia, the last free country between himself and the southern sea. True, there had been minor concerns, but nothing more than a monarch normally faced. Some were disquieting — for instance, two of his favourite performers had disappeared into the night and nobody seemed to know where. Worse, he had been consumed with thoughts of the girl Rhiannon, and had actually made a deal with her father for her, right before she ran away with a bard calling himself Hugh or something. Then the father had taken a Royal Seal and a squad of soldiers and he had disappeared as well. Ward did not like mysteries. As king he was used to getting answers whenever he wanted them. To be left in the dark was for little people. But no matter what he did, nobody seemed to know what had happened to any of them. The village of Browns Brook, where the bard Hugh had apparently been from, denied all knowledge and kept denying it, even when put to the rack. They had given him only one useful piece of information, revealing that Hector had been there and then left for Vales at speed.


    Vales. That was a major source of disquiet. There had been several encouraging reports of villages terrorised, even one village that was leaving out food rather than be raided. It all sounded as though they would fall on their knees with gratitude when he offered to remove the bandit problem and replace it with his rule. But then the reports stopped. He had heard nothing from the north for a moon.


    Something had gone wrong but he did not know what. Normally that would have been his only focus but then had come the news that really affected him and soured the taste of victory in his mouth.


    He was dying.


    Physicians from Landia, the finest in the world, had been brought to Cridianton and made to examine him. He had expected them to be afraid of him but, when they had been terrified, he knew something was wrong.


    ‘It’s because I can’t go through the night without needing to get up and piss six times, isn’t it?’ he said, to stop them falling to their knees and waving their arms at him.


    ‘We have seen this before,’ the bravest of them replied. ‘It never ends well.’


    Behind them, Ward could see his castellan waving guards forwards, anticipating his king’s decision.


    Instead Ward held up his hand. The castellan might control the mighty castle at Cridianton with an iron fist but this was a time for something gentler.


    ‘We sacrificed much to gain these men’s knowledge. They shall not suffer for it,’ he declared. ‘I cannot kill men for telling me the truth.’


    The youngest of the physicians burst into tears of gratitude.


    ‘Is there anything you can give me — herbs or potions or the like?’ Ward asked.


    ‘There are herbs, sire. But they are not a cure.’


    ‘How long have I got?’


    ‘Less than a year, sire. It depends on the strength of the man.’


    Ward smiled a little. ‘Then I have two years. Go, make your potions, prepare your herbs. My castellan will give you anything you need.’


    The physicians had left, singing his praises.


    ‘Sire, we shall make sure nobody knows of this. If it was to get out that you are … sick … it would give new hope to our enemies,’ his castellan had said softly. ‘I think we should ensure their silence.’


    Ward shook his head. ‘If I die, it will give them greater hope again — and those men are my best chance at surviving.’


    He did not regret the decision then, or now. The southern countries he had conquered might think him evil, might scare their children with tales of what he had done, but his belief in his actions was strong enough to brush over such nonsense. In years to come, men would point back to this time and say he changed the course of human history. He would raise mankind back up again and future generations would sing his praises, even if those he enslaved today cursed his name. But only if he finished what he started. He had almost completed his mission. Within a couple of years, every human country would be his, their knowledge to be shared among all. And if he was gone, who would carry on? His sons were fools, the pair of them. They cared only for conquest and slaughter, not understanding his greater purpose. His wife was bitter — made so by his behaviour but twisted nonetheless. It was no use trying to tell her his attempts to bed half the court were to prove to himself he was still as hearty as ever, as much a man as he had always been — despite the evidence of his weak bladder and the pain every time he pissed. No, it was too late to win her back. If he was to die before he was finished, then the knowledge would be lost and humans would slip back again.


    He could not die — he would not die until his life’s work was complete!


    But looking out over Cridianton, at the buildings still taking shape, he felt a touch of fear for the first time.


    ‘Sire?’ The voice of his castellan interrupted his thoughts.


    ‘Summon my war captains. We shall need to act faster. Time is running out. I want my wars finished before the end of winter,’ he said.


    ‘Sire, that is what I am here about,’ his castellan said nervously.


    ‘Well?’


    ‘Men have returned from Vales with news, sire.’


    ‘And it is not good news,’ Ward said flatly. ‘Come then. I have already heard the worst. Now I need to know what is happening around me.’


    Sendatsu settled down to sleep in Huw’s house with the greatest of difficulty. The day had not improved after they returned to the village.


    The villagers had greeted them by rushing out to throw petals and celebrate with the newly joined couple. That ended swiftly when they saw Glyn’s body and the blood on Huw’s face. Rhiannon had rushed away and he and Huw had gone through the motions — sending his Dragon Warriors out to search for Hanto, getting their burns treated with a compress of honey and goose grease and answering dozens of confused questions from worried people.


    They would ride out with the dawn and he should be overjoyed at the thought of seeing Mai and Cheijun again — but he worried about Rhiannon. Though she ate ravenously, she had said nothing to them.


    As for Huw, he had a new ruthlessness about him. He had ordered the dragons to ride out and summon all the village headmen to Patcham, to wait for his return.


    ‘If they hesitate, remind them of their promises to me. If they don’t come of their own free will, tell them I shall visit them on my return, with every Dragon Warrior we have. They have to understand we must be as tough as Ward if we are to survive,’ Huw had told the dragons.


    Sendatsu tried in vain to get comfortable and avoid lying on his burns. He pushed his thoughts towards Mai and Cheijun. Soon they would be together again. But Huw’s words haunted him. What would he have to do to keep them? How could things go back to the way they were?


    Huw paced around the kitchen. Between the fire of his burns, the jagged pain of the cuts and bruises Hector had given him and the sour agony of losing Rhiannon, he could not rest. Time and again he walked towards the door of his father’s old bedroom, where Rhiannon had gone after eating, slamming the door behind her. Each time he stepped away before knocking.


    Finally he sat in his father’s chair. As always, it seemed to clear his mind. They might need the elves to save them from the Forlish but they would not trust them. He would see not just the Velsh but all humans rise. He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.


    Rhiannon did not think she could possibly sleep. Every time she closed her eyes she saw the branch pierce her father, heard and smelled his death. But she was so tired her legs were shaking and she fell onto the bed. This time, as her eyes closed, a flying dragon swooped to catch her on golden wings and she flew away to sleep.


    Ward listened to the reports in silence. He had already heard from his scouts that the Velsh villages were fortified, that his grand plan to use soldiers disguised as bandits to terrify the Velsh into submission had not only failed but somehow united the Velsh and given them teeth. Now he was listening to how well the Velsh could defend those villages, from three survivors of a failed attack. He could feel the terror flowing off the three men but he did nothing to reassure them. They had not come to Cridianton but instead tried to rejoin their units in Balia. Of course they had been spotted by their captains as soon as they arrived, and questioned. The answers had been so alarming that the captains had sent them back to Cridianton by fast horse, under armed guard. They had arrived almost at the same time as the scouts.


    ‘So the peaceful Velsh have discovered how to fight?’ Ward mused, when the disjointed tales from the three soldiers had petered out. ‘How good was this Sergeant Osric, who took these men north?’


    ‘Not my best sergeant but a very experienced man. He would not have been defeated easily,’ a captain declared.


    ‘So they have some strange crossbow that can fire many small bolts at a time, and they have elven help.’ Ward tapped the rim of his throne, a gesture that caused one of the three soldiers kneeling before him to wet himself with terror.


    ‘Should we put these men to the rack, see if the story is the same, sire?’ the castellan asked.


    ‘Of course. Yet I think men in fear of their lives would not make up something so ridiculous to save their skins,’ Ward said softly.


    ‘What do you want us to do, sire?’ the castellan asked.


    ‘I already have a picture of what is going on in Vales. But I need more. Send another company of scouts to the north-east to see what is going on with the elves. Are they looking to rejoin the world once more? Is the barrier keeping all humans out still as strong as ever?’


    ‘Your will, sire.’ The castellan bowed. ‘We shall make sure their story stays the same, no matter what we do to them.’


    Ward ignored the cries of the three men being dragged away. An elf helping Vales? Dokuzen had always been the last name on his list — only when the human lands were under his control would he turn his attention to the elves. But he knew his time was slipping away. Dokuzen had everything he had ever dreamed of. It was the ultimate storehouse of knowledge. But best of all was the secret the elves guarded so carefully — immortality. Ward remembered reading about elves still young when the grandchildren of the humans they met had grey in their hair. He was sure his name would live forever but that was not enough. Not when he could feel the cold breath of death on the back of his neck. To live forever — he would risk everything for that.


    ‘Change of orders. Summon the regiments back and muster the men we were planning for the assault on the Skilly Isles,’ he ordered. ‘And find me a way through the barrier around Dokuzen!’


    Sendatsu woke just after dawn, thinking there was somehow another attack by the Forlish underway. People were shouting and screaming and, as he fumbled for his sword, Huw burst into the room.


    ‘We have to leave! Now!’ he cried, his eyes wide.


    ‘Why? What is it?’ Sendatsu rubbed sleep out of his eyes and cursed his still burning wounds.


    ‘The villagers. They have learned about Rhiannon’s magic and they have come here to beg, plead and demand it,’ Huw said grimly. ‘It is worse than ever it was with you — and I have no idea how to stop it. Luckily Cadel had a squad of guards around my house or they would be in here now.’


    ‘But why now?’


    Huw smiled humourlessly. ‘Word got out and spread like wildfire. One person came here and then the crowd. You know what we think about magic. Now there’s a human who can make magic happen — and they have learned she is about to leave for Dokuzen. Half of them out there want her to save them or their families before she goes, the other half want her to show them how to do magic themselves.’


    ‘We need to get out of here. We have to protect Rhiannon.’ Sendatsu blinked his eyes clear.


    ‘That’s what I am doing,’ Huw told him. ‘Bowen is bringing horses to us, as well as more dragons. They’ll escort us out of here but we need to go now. We can worry about eating later.’


    Sendatsu pulled on his tunic and grabbed his few possessions before joining Huw and Rhiannon in the main room of Huw’s house. The walls of Huw’s home were stone but out here the noise of the people was even louder. He was surprised he had stayed asleep through it as long as he had. Rhiannon was staring at the door, which shook occasionally, and the room echoed to indistinct shouts and yells.


    ‘Once we are in Dokuzen, you shall be safe from this,’ he said reassuringly.


    She turned to face him, her face still so much colder than usual. ‘I am safe here. Nobody will harm me again,’ she promised. ‘But I need to go to Dokuzen. The people need more magic than just I can provide.’


    Sendatsu nodded.


    The door burst open and Cadel jumped inside, the noise from outside doubling. They could see the crowd being kept at bay by the young dragons, who were shouting and pushing back.


    ‘Here comes Bowen with the horses. You need to move fast — I don’t know if we can hold them once they see you,’ Cadel warned.


    Huw smiled briefly. ‘We’ll be fine. You know what to do when we’re gone?’


    ‘Aye. All will be ready for your return,’ Cadel promised.


    Sendatsu also forced a smile, although could not help wondering if they would return.


    Bowen and his squad used horses to create space so the villagers were not able to get past and Huw, Rhiannon and then Sendatsu were able to step outside and get into the saddle. The extra height just made the crowd look worse. Almost all the village was there, Sendatsu reckoned. They were shouting, demanding — and begging — for help.


    ‘Come on! The longer we delay, the worse it is. They’ll calm down once we have gone!’ Huw shouted over the hubbub. He turned to the crowd. ‘We’ll be back, with magic for all!’ he bellowed, but even his trained voice was lost in the din.


    He signalled to the other two, and to Bowen, and they rode through the space the dragons created for them, people pressing in on all sides.


    ‘We’ll be back! Magic for all!’ Huw called out several times, but it did little to calm them.


    Finally they managed to kick the horses into a gallop, outpacing the pursuit and getting clear of the village.


    They paused outside the village, the calls and cries of the villagers still faintly reaching them.


    ‘This is what the elves did to us. This is what they robbed from us,’ Rhiannon said harshly.


    ‘You don’t know that. We still don’t know what really happened,’ Sendatsu pointed out.


    ‘We know that the elves kept magic and Aroaril to themselves, when there was no reason we could not share with them,’ Huw added.


    ‘We can’t say that once we are in Dokuzen. We have to be careful,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Well, what can we say in Dokuzen? If we are going there, you have to tell us what it is really like, what we need to do to fit in there,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu choked back a laugh. Fit in there? That was hard enough for him! They began riding again as he tried to explain.


    ‘Elven society is strictly structured, and all must hold to their social class. The only exception to this is when we learn to defend ourselves, as youngsters. But once we are adults, we are always mindful of who we are talking to and the danger of offering insult. And it is easy to offer insult. A careless comment, even a sideways glance, can be construed as an insult. Sometimes this is merely noted and remembered later, usually if the insult was from someone of high rank to another of their class. But if someone of a low class insults someone far above them, they will be punished for it — possibly even killed.’


    ‘That is what the elves are really like?’ Rhiannon asked disdainfully.


    Sendatsu tried a smile. ‘You have met me, learned what you have — and you can still say that?’


    ‘You’re right — I can believe that now,’ she said.


    ‘At the top are the clan leaders, who sit on the Elven Council. Below them are the elves of the first rank, the richest and most powerful supporters of the clan leaders. Below them sit the Border Patrol and Council Guard, below them the merchants, then the craftsmen, then miners, farmers and fishers and finally the servants and lowest labourers, called esemono by those above them. Off to the side are the Magic-weavers, who are feared by the lower classes and despised by the upper.’


    ‘And where do humans fit into that?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Somewhere between the lowest servants and something you would scrape off your shoe,’ Sendatsu said grimly. ‘As such, it will be easy for you to offer insult. We shall have to tread very carefully in Dokuzen.’


    ‘And who are the elves out to kill us — and who will help us?’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘As to the ones who want to kill us, I fear they are led by my father. The twelve clans of Dokuzen compete among each other for power and control. The ruling faction is led by an elf called Daichi. My father leads the opposition — and seeks the top seat for himself. Then there are the Magic-weavers, who have the magic and also seek power.’


    ‘So we shall be aligning ourselves with this Daichi, the opponent of your father?’


    ‘No, we are being helped by the Magic-weavers,’ Sendatsu admitted.


    ‘The ones despised by everyone else?’ Huw asked flatly.


    ‘That’s right.’


    The awkward silence fell once more.


    ‘Magic is a power like no other. With our help, they shall change Dokuzen, the way we have changed Vales,’ Rhiannon declared.


    ‘Do you want to stop and have something to eat?’ Sendatsu suggested, after a long pause. He could not shake his fear there was something very wrong with Rhiannon. She was showing them a hard shell but he worried she was crying inside.


    ‘A couple more miles, then we’ll eat,’ Huw said. ‘How long to Dokuzen?’


    ‘A couple of days. But there is one place we need to go first — the old church where I found the book. We might find more answers there,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Then let us waste no more time.’ Rhiannon spurred her horse past them.
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      At first we welcomed these strangers into our land, for there was more than enough to share. It was rich land, with deep valleys, gentle hills, wide forests and a beautiful lake. We let them live among us, for we were always welcoming.


      Huw’s song

    


    The woods were thick, forbidding. The squad of Forlish scouts was used to operating far behind enemy lines, where death lurked around every corner, but there was something about the woods here that set their teeth on edge.


    For a start, there was no evidence that anyone had been here before. There were a few game trails but apparently nobody had cut down anything for wood, sent pigs in to forage or hunted animals. Ever.


    Then again, it was the legendary Tregarth Forest, home of the elves.


    Sergeant Caelin, the Forlish leader, looked around warily. He had heard many stories about the north as a child. But now it seemed less like a vision of wonder and more like a place of fear. He knew some of the men who had come north a few moons ago to deal with the Velsh, and had been secretly pleased not to be given that task. He was happy fighting the king’s enemies but terrorising unarmed villagers was dishonourable. Not that he would say that, of course.


    ‘Spread out,’ the sergeant ordered. ‘We are here to watch and find things out. Nothing more. If we are attacked, we turn and run. At least some of us must get back to report what we find.’


    It was hardly the sort of speech to stiffen men’s spines and get them ready to do or die. But Caelin had his orders, even if he didn’t really understand them. He had served in the king’s armies for more than ten years, grown from a skinny youth into a respected sergeant, and he had the scars to show for it. He was only average height but had hugely broad shoulders, close-cropped fair hair and an unremarkable face, save for a scar beneath his left eye that stretched almost to his nose. He was also uncomfortable because this squad had been scraped together. The orders had come so fast, they had ridden north so urgently, that he was yet to know all his squad’s abilities.


    ‘Hey, sarge, do you think we’ll see an elf?’ asked one, a lanky man with long brown hair, protruding teeth and a long nose. Caelin was tempted to call him Ratty but remembered his name in time.


    ‘Not if you keep shouting like that, Harald.’


    ‘I’d love to see an elf maiden about now,’ muttered the soldier next to Harald. Short where his mate was tall, curly haired with huge shoulders and a cheeky smile, his name was Ruttyn.


    ‘You wouldn’t know what to do with an elf maiden if you found one,’ Caelin told him.


    ‘I wouldn’t like to see one. I hear they can work their magical wiles on men they desire, drive us crazy with lust, until we will do anything they want,’ Harald said ominously.


    Ruttyn nudged his mate. ‘Well, you should be safe then. Any elf would have to be blind to find you attractive.’


    ‘What do you mean? I am a vision of Forlish manhood!’ Harald declared.


    ‘You mean you look like the reason the elves put up a magical barrier?’


    Caelin grabbed the pair of them by their arms and turned them to face him.


    ‘We are here on a scouting mission for the king. If the elves find us, they won’t be blowing us kisses — they’ll be shooting arrows,’ he snarled. ‘Now, unless you want to get us all killed, shut the rut up!’


    ‘Sorry, sarge,’ Harald mumbled.


    ‘Won’t happen again,’ Ruttyn said.


    Caelin slapped the pair of them across the head. ‘Now get back up in line,’ he ordered.


    The pair of them turned to go — only for Caelin to grab their arms again.


    ‘We told you we wouldn’t do it again, sarge —’ Ruttyn began but Caelin held up his hand.


    ‘The birds have gone quiet,’ he whispered.


    ‘What does that mean?’ Harald hissed.


    ‘Are you a scout or not?’ Caelin growled.


    ‘Not really. We’re here because it was either this or latrine duty,’ Harald confessed.


    ‘Marvellous. So now I’m the one who ends up in the shit,’ Caelin spat. ‘When the birds go quiet, that usually means there’s someone out there.’


    He pulled the pair of them down, where they crouched in the bushes, their actions copied by the men ten paces further ahead, their only other movement to carefully draw weapons. Caelin looked around frantically but could see nothing, which made him feel worse. He prided himself on being able to tell when someone was hiding from him but this time it seemed as though the trees themselves were watching.


    When nothing happened, the squad stood and took a cautious step forwards. Next moment the trees exploded into life.


    Caelin, Ruttyn and Harald ducked low, watching, horrified, until the screaming had stopped and it was over. Caelin stood on trembling legs as Ruttyn vomited into the bushes.


    ‘We — we need to report back,’ Caelin said shakily.


    ‘What was that, sarge?’ Harald gasped.


    ‘I don’t know, lad. But I hope I never see it again.’


    ‘Finally, something is going our way!’ Sumiko crowed. ‘It is as if the humans sense our troubles and come to our aid.’ The leader of the Magic-weavers had begun to feel as though her plans to restore her order to glory, to take the power that was rightfully theirs, would never move forwards. She had sent Sendatsu out into the human world but nothing had come back. She had made Asami steal the books of power from the tombs of their forefathers only for Jaken to take them himself and burn the tombs to hide his crime. She had other plans going on behind those, things happening that nobody else knew, but they were not ready to be brought into the light yet. Then, just as the certainty she would avenge her father and seize power began to slip, help had arrived from a most unlikely source.


    ‘Sensei?’ Asami prompted, stepping back as plants slithered across the path in front of her.


    Sumiko noted the concern that Asami tried and failed to hide. ‘The humans are testing the magic barrier, like they have not done for centuries. The Council has ordered the Border Patrol out, to make sure no humans can get past the weakening barrier. They try to keep it silent but we are spreading the word through the streets. Once the Border Patrol is summoned, it will reach everyone!’


    ‘And what if they get in? I heard the latest class of magic students has several who show no magical ability at all. Oroku has been telling everyone how he cannot get them to even sense magic. Will the barrier fail?’ Asami asked, alarmed, thinking of how she had proved her sensei’s theory that the magical barrier that surrounded Dokuzen was somehow linked to the amount of magical ability within the elves.


    Sumiko shook her head irritably. ‘The barrier has some life in it yet. Those students have ability — Oroku is my deputy. He only says what I tell him to. I knew it would spread like wildfire and reinforce what we have been saying for the past moon. The people will hear tales of humans testing the barrier, stories of the barrier’s power slipping away and the latest class not having much magic and they will turn to us. Now the Council sends away the Border Patrol and leaves themselves almost defenceless. Once they are all gone, I shall seize control.’


    ‘And afterwards, sensei — what of Sendatsu?’ Asami asked boldly.


    Sumiko paused and, behind Asami, vines slithered out of the ground for a moment, before falling back again.


    ‘First things first. Let me control Dokuzen before anything else,’ she said blandly.


    ‘This is the perfect opportunity,’ Jaken said with relish, leaning back in his chair. The leader of clan Tadayoshi had worked patiently for the last twenty years to seize control of Dokuzen. The scandal of his son, Sendatsu, killing Council Guards and vanishing into the human world had slowed his plans — but only slightly. He had manoeuvres going on in the background that Daichi, the Elder Elf, would never expect. Soon his real plans could be unveiled and the foolishness of the humans testing the magical barrier around Dokuzen was an opportunity too good to miss.


    ‘Lord?’


    ‘If the Magic-weavers do not plan something now, they never will. For some reason the humans are testing our barrier — and discovering their crude ways cannot hope to compete with our knowledge. But Daichi has ordered the full Border Patrol out to the barrier, to make sure everything is secure. The Council is more vulnerable than it has ever been. The Magic-weavers have disappointed me so far, being unwilling to fall into my trap — but they will not be able to resist this. I wonder, even, if they have somehow been in contact with humans, managed to ask them to help out. Perhaps my son is involved somehow …’


    ‘Surely not!’ Gaibun exclaimed.


    Jaken smiled briefly. ‘I doubt it. But it would be pleasant to think so — it would demonstrate a subtlety and imagination in my opponents that has so far been sadly lacking. It is no triumph to beat an unworthy foe. Where is the honour in such a victory?’


    ‘But victory is an end in itself, lord,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Not enough for me,’ Jaken snapped. ‘Remember that. Now, attend. Once the patrol is out on the border, the Magic-weavers will surely strike, thinking this is the most opportune moment. But I shall have our clan ready. When the Magic-weavers make their move, I shall make mine and show Dokuzen that Daichi is no longer fit to lead us. Clan Tadayoshi will rise to glory and the Magic-weavers will do our bidding when we march out to take the world for ourselves.’


    They stayed overnight in a village called Worthing, claiming they were simple travellers. They were given food and bundles of furs, then offered a small barn to sleep in, the goats taken into the owner’s home instead.


    ‘He would rather have goats sleep in his home than guests?’ Sendatsu muttered, trying to breathe shallowly in the smelly barn.


    ‘Even though they were not raided, they would have seen the smoke and heard the tales of the raiders. Would you want three strange travellers in your home in times like these?’ Huw pointed out.


    ‘Perhaps not,’ Sendatsu said grudgingly. ‘Anyway, we should be away early. I want to go back to that burned church again, have a good look around there and see what we can find before we make contact with Dokuzen.’


    ‘And how will that work?’ Huw asked.


    ‘There is a tree near the village where we first met. An oak tree. At each phase of the moon, my friend Asami will open a magical gateway to Dokuzen through there.’


    Rhiannon perked up for the first time that evening. ‘A magical gateway!’


    ‘It is very difficult magic. Only a handful of elves have that power — although I am sure Asami can show you,’ Sendatsu promised.


    ‘So why are we wasting time with a ruined church?’ Rhiannon grumbled.


    ‘Well, there might be more books or answers there,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I searched the church carefully but not with magic.’


    ‘If the gateway only opens up at night, then we can look at the church during the day,’ Huw said. ‘As long as we are on the road at dawn.’


    Sendatsu was about to agree, and try to make his rough bedding at least a little comfortable, when he caught Rhiannon’s eye and sensed she was trying to tell him something.


    ‘Right. To bed then,’ he said, giving her a tiny nod of the head.


    Sendatsu wrapped the furs around him, shuddering a little at the smell. The closer he came to Dokuzen and all the old comforts, the harder he found things like sleeping on the floor in old wolf fur. He waited patiently until Huw’s breathing had eased then looked up to see Rhiannon staring at him. Silently he signalled towards the open door of the barn.


    ‘You want to work on magic,’ he whispered when they were outside.


    ‘It is the only thing that can stop the nightmares,’ she said flatly and he found himself worrying how she would fare in Dokuzen. But, he reasoned, helping her to develop her powers now could not be a bad thing.


    ‘I’ll give you a few things but remember I was never that good and the real training must happen in Dokuzen —’


    ‘Just tell me what you know,’ she demanded.


    ‘I am trying to help you!’


    ‘Yes. I know your help. You helped me into bed before —’


    ‘Have you got anyone else to help you?’ he snapped. ‘And why are we doing this behind Huw’s back? Why can he not see your powers?’


    Rhiannon glared at him. ‘The thought of magic is what is holding me together. I cannot stand Huw fussing over me, staring at me with desperate eyes. I see that and I think of his lies, of my father’s lies. I want to think of magic instead.’


    ‘What you have been through —’


    ‘I don’t want to talk about.’


    ‘Fine, then let us speak of magic.’


    He had to work hard to remember his lessons but a surprising amount came back. Most of it was basic, simple exercises to clear the mind and focus thoughts but they worked on those until the frown lines on Rhiannon’s forehead eased away.


    ‘It is all about imagination. If you can think of something, and it can be done by something in nature, then you can make it happen.’


    ‘Why nature? Why not something purely out of your mind?’


    Sendatsu shrugged. ‘You will have to ask a Magic-weaver that. Perhaps because the magic is all around us, in all living things.’


    ‘So that is why I can feel every living thing around me,’ she marvelled.


    ‘The magic you take and use must be replaced from within yourself. This is the danger of using magic. If you are fed, and rested, then you have plenty of energy to replenish the magic all around you. But do too much and it can take everything from you. Life is a big circle. We are born through magic, use magic as we grow and then release that back into the world when we die.’


    ‘I shall be careful,’ Rhiannon promised. ‘But why can I do so much and you cannot, when you have had training?’


    Sendatsu smiled briefly. ‘A question that has consumed elven minds for centuries! The best explanation we can come up with is that everyone has some sense of the magic around us. But only the truly talented can see all of it. To me, the magic around us is like a mist — I know it is there but I struggle to catch it, to bend it to my will. To you, on the other hand, it is real and solid and you can form it into anything you want.’


    ‘It does seem real to me,’ Rhiannon admitted. ‘I think I could always feel it before. Through the music, you know? When I danced and sang, things used to come alive around me. Now I know what magic really feels like, it makes sense.’


    ‘Tomorrow you should reach out to things around you,’ Sendatsu suggested, hoping this would help her escape the depths of despair. ‘Test the magic.’


    ‘I will.’ She smiled now, the first time he had seen that since her father had walked into the clearing and back into her life, then reached out and gripped his arm. ‘Thank you. If there is one thing that can get me through this, it is magic.’


    Sendatsu smiled, hoping it would be enough.


    ‘Sumiko thinks this is her chance. She is ready to make her final move,’ Asami said gloomily.


    ‘Jaken is much the same,’ Gaibun admitted. ‘And tomorrow I must talk to the Council, tell them about the humans attacking the barrier, and give them both a reason to plot a little more.’


    ‘How did it come to this?’ Asami cried. ‘By Aroaril, sometimes I think we are little better than gaijin, fighting among ourselves.’


    ‘Well, what should we do?’ Gaibun asked.


    Asami shrugged in frustration. ‘I do not know. I love working with Sumiko, testing the barrier and helping young Magic-weavers find their powers. Working with the magic is all I ever wanted to do but now I struggle to trust her.’


    ‘I never trusted Jaken,’ Gaibun said with a smile.


    ‘Sometimes I wish Dokuzen would fall down, dissolve into dust and then we could build it again, do it properly this time. We are so locked into tradition, every move, every thought set in stone. I long for freedom, for the chance to break with the past and make something new.’


    ‘And what would you do then?’


    Asami hesitated. Make my own decisions, choose to be with Sendatsu.


    ‘Exactly!’ Gaibun nodded. ‘Nobody knows what would happen then. We can only do so much. Why don’t you heat water, I shall make tea and we can talk about what you are doing with the barrier?’


    Asami forced a smile. Since promising to make amends for so many years of a loveless, empty marriage, Gaibun had been making a point of talking and listening each day — and she had to admit, it was pleasant. But, still, she felt caged. If only there was a way to gain freedom from Dokuzen’s strict society.


    ‘How is your teaching going?’ Gaibun asked.


    She put aside thoughts of the impossible to turn back to the mundane.


    No other scouts had survived, so Captain Edmund went forwards with the only three who had returned to see the barrier for himself. He was King Ward’s favourite but with that came responsibilities. Their report had given him an idea to get through this barrier but he had to be sure. He had honed his abilities in the king’s wars, fought for Ward across three countries. The king had given him riches, respect and power. He wanted to repay him with good news. He could not imagine a world without Ward in it.


    ‘Are these men all trustworthy, ready to die for king and country?’ he asked the scout sergeant.


    Caelin glanced over his shoulder at Ruttyn and Harald and decided lying to an officer wasn’t really a crime.


    ‘Absolutely, sir,’ he said.


    ‘Good. I won’t sacrifice men for nothing but I have to have answers, understand?’


    ‘Of course, sir!’ Caelin agreed, mystified.


    ‘Stay close and don’t be afraid to give me an order, if it will keep me alive.’


    Caelin nodded. ‘Very good, sir.’


    They walked in silence for a turn of the hourglass before Caelin could restrain himself no longer.


    ‘Is it true about the king being sick, sir?’ he asked.


    ‘What did you hear?’ Edmund asked sharply.


    ‘Just camp gossip, sir. The boys are afraid what that will mean for us if he does not have long …’


    ‘Don’t worry about that, sergeant,’ Edmund snapped. ‘We have a job to do and we shall finish it. The king will have his final victory.’


    ‘Yes, sir.’ Caelin dropped back.


    Edmund let him go. He wished he had kept Sergeant Broyle with him. The man was ideal for this sort of task. But he had gone north and, if the scouts were right, ridden into a Velsh trap. Edmund swore to himself that Broyle would be avenged somehow. But first things first — he had to deal with the elves.


    ‘Are we all gonna die, sarge?’ Harald asked.


    ‘I bloody hope not,’ Caelin muttered.


    ‘I don’t want to die. Not yet. I want to shag myself to death with a bed full of gorgeous women,’ Ruttyn declared.


    Caelin looked at him.


    ‘Well, one would be nice,’ Ruttyn amended.


    ‘I need to get back to my wife and kids. Happily married for two years,’ Harald said, then sighed. ‘The last five have been absolute shit though.’


    ‘That jest’s so old it’s got hairs on it,’ Ruttyn complained.


    ‘Will you two keep it down? Captain Edmund there is one of the king’s favourites. If you’re not careful, we three will get sent out the front to walk right into the barrier.’


    They continued in silence for another turn of the hourglass, until Caelin felt the hairs go up on the back of his neck and waved the men down. Edmund darted back to his side.


    ‘It’s all gone quiet,’ he said softly.


    ‘Aye, sir. That is the first sign. As if the birds and animals were warned away,’ Caelin whispered back. He had seen it once. That was more than enough for any man.


    The squad kneeled patiently, swords in hands.


    ‘Send two men forwards,’ Edmund ordered.


    ‘Sir — it’s a death sentence for —’


    ‘That was not a question.’


    Caelin only knew Ruttyn and Harald but could not bring himself to send them to their deaths. So he pointed at a pair of men, who gulped and then walked forwards cautiously, ready to spring back at the first sign of trouble.


    They never had the chance.


    Edmund watched dispassionately until the screaming stopped, while Caelin looked away and the rest of the men looked at the ground, hoping they would not be asked to follow.


    ‘That’s enough, sergeant. No more patrols. We shall report back to the king.’


    ‘No more, sir?’


    ‘That’s right. I have all the information I want and we have sacrificed all the men we need to.’


    Shaking with relief, Caelin signalled and the squad left at a run.


    ‘I’ll be happy never to see this forest again,’ Ruttyn said with feeling.


    ‘What?’ Edmund asked sharply. ‘Oh, we shall be back, soldier. I know how to get through it now.’


    ‘Oh good.’ Ruttyn pasted on a smile until Edmund was past, then nudged Harald. ‘Remind me to find a latrine that needs digging that day,’ he said.


    ‘I might join you boys in that,’ Caelin muttered.


    ‘Well, we can’t get any more into the shit than we are now,’ Harald said.
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      Most of the Elfarans wanted to stay with the dragons, for they had sworn an oath to these magical creatures and loved their service. But twelve Elfarans, the fathers of each of the twelve clans, walked away.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    The Council Chambers of Dokuzen were packed, with Council Guards holding back another large crowd in the streets outside. More Council Guards were keeping the peace inside; a strange mood had gripped the people, not unlike panic, and the Council wanted none of that to spill into the dignified chamber.


    Gaibun, as one of the captains of the Border Patrol, had been ordered to report.


    ‘The humans are testing the barrier in a way they have not done in three hundred years,’ he told the hushed chamber. ‘The barrier is holding but they are probing it in several different locations, all along the border to the south.’


    ‘But none can get through? The barrier is defeating their efforts?’ Daichi pressed.


    ‘Yes, lord.’


    ‘We need to hear from the leader of the Magic-weavers —’ Daichi began, only for Jaken to leap to his feet.


    ‘What we need to do is muster the clans, go south and teach these gaijin a lesson they will never forget, so they stay away for another three hundred years!’


    His words were met with a thunderous round of applause and cheering, led by elves from clan Tadayoshi that Jaken had scattered around the chamber, while his supporters around the table of clan leaders also tapped the table or clapped their hands.


    ‘We shall hear from the leader of the Magic-weavers,’ Daichi repeated. ‘For as much as the barrier stands between the humans and Dokuzen, it also prevents us from “teaching them a lesson”, as clan Tadayoshi says.’


    His comments received a much greater response from around the table, where the clan leaders loyal to him applauded and even cheered — but the calls from the ordinary people were muted.


    Jaken watched the anger twist across Daichi’s face with satisfaction.


    Sumiko stepped forwards from where she sat off to the side.


    ‘The barrier is weaker than it once was. There is no doubt it is decaying,’ she said strongly. ‘It holds — for now. We have a few more years at best, unless the Council acts as I suggested. There are too many gaijin for us to hope to hold them back forever with the bows and swords that clan Tadayoshi thinks are the answer. Our only hope is magic. It is the one thing we have that the humans do not. For too long has the use of magic been dismissed and despised. Put your trust in the Magic-weavers and we shall be safe.’


    The crowd began to discuss that when Daichi surged to his feet. ‘Enough!’ he roared.


    Sumiko bowed swiftly and backed away.


    Jaken examined the Elder Elf with a smile. Daichi’s face had whitened, while those of his followers showed their anxiety. Jaken and now Sumiko had seized control of this meeting and used it to present their opinions to the people. The debate would become less about the safety of Dokuzen and more about whether clan Tadayoshi or the Magic-weavers had the answers.


    ‘We have heard two important things today,’ Daichi announced. ‘The humans are testing our barrier but it is still strong, still more than enough to resist them. We shall return in two days to hear how we may preserve the barrier and turn back the humans.’


    The Council Guard began hustling people out of the chamber. Jaken stayed seated for a little while, watching his opponents closely. They had given themselves two days to find an answer — he had no doubt it would be the wrong one. Better still, it was enough time for his call to destroy the gaijin to spread like wildfire through Dokuzen. By then he would be ready to reveal his true plans. He had led Daichi on a merry dance but now it was time for the music to stop.


    Sendatsu and Huw pushed the pace hard, the big Forlish horses able to go swiftly and overtake anyone else they saw on the road. Meanwhile, Rhiannon used every opportunity to work on her magic. She called down birds from the trees, animals out of the bushes and even made insects dance in the air around her.


    Sendatsu and Huw noticed her smiles and said nothing, relieved at the way she was more like her old self.


    It made the journey far easier than the day before, although it was late in the day when they reached the woody hills where Sendatsu thought he remembered finding the church.


    It took him longer than he expected to discover the old Velsh church once more. He had stumbled across it easily enough in the dark — but then the lights had drawn him in. In the daylight it was much harder. Rain had washed away any traces of his earlier passage and only his years of tracking lessons enabled him to find it again.


    ‘No wonder this place has stayed hidden,’ Rhiannon muttered, as they doubled back for what seemed like the tenth time.


    But finally Sendatsu led them to it, threading his way through the hillocks. The two bandits he had killed and left there had been reduced to bones by the denizens of the forest but the old church remained as it was when he first saw it. They searched the church carefully, finding no more books, but, to Huw, it seemed as if the church itself was the real discovery.


    ‘We cannot build in stone like this these days. The skills to build something this big with stone have been lost,’ Huw whispered, running his hands over the stone wall.


    ‘Because elves stole the knowledge from us,’ Rhiannon said coldly. ‘Do you remember that man we spoke to in Rheged, who said there had been a massacre, all the smartest humans brought together and killed?’


    ‘I remember,’ Huw said quietly.


    Sendatsu held his tongue. Back then, Rhiannon had been the first to protest that elves would never do such a thing.


    ‘This church was hidden for a reason. I am right, am I not? It is Velsh work, not elven work. We have been inside the latter many times over the last couple of moons,’ Huw mused.


    ‘But if that is right and there were many humans killed, why is there not more evidence of it? What about the bodies? Where are they?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Rhiannon snorted. ‘The answer is all around us. Do you think these hillocks are natural?’


    Huw and Sendatsu inspected their surroundings doubtfully.


    ‘How can we prove that? Even if it is true, there are centuries of earth on them.’


    ‘Well, I think I can use the trees that grow on them, expand their roots to crack open a hillock so we can see for ourselves,’ Rhiannon said cautiously.


    ‘That sounds difficult, and dangerous,’ Huw warned.


    But Sendatsu merely looked at Rhiannon. He had watched her display an effortless mastery over the magic during the day — although she had been eating far more than usual as well. There was some danger in this, of course — but the chance of finding something important was worth it, he judged.


    ‘Eat something first, then try it,’ he suggested.


    ‘Surely it’s too dangerous! I thought you said she should not try anything too big until she had been trained properly in Dokuzen?’ Huw protested.


    Sendatsu kept his face still. Huw’s words would surely wipe away any doubts she had. She would do this now and nothing would stop her. Her power was increasing, and with it her strength. He wished she had not suffered so much to gain this power but he also wondered at what she would become as she grew into the magic.


    ‘I’ll begin in a moment,’ she said determinedly, chewing on an oatcake. ‘And I warn you, Huw ap Earwen, to say not another word!’


    That was guaranteed to make Huw shut up, so they watched her eat, then she followed Sendatsu over to the nearest hillock.


    ‘Try the biggest tree. Its roots will run deepest,’ Sendatsu said.


    Rhiannon picked out the one he meant and took a deep breath.


    ‘Calm your mind. Concentrate on what you want to do.’


    She reached into the magic and then pushed at the tree, forcing its roots to grow even larger, ripping apart the front of the hillock as it did so, earth crumbling away in huge chunks. Sendatsu could see the sweat pouring off her face and her breath was coming hard and fast, as if she had just run a race, but she would not stop. She forced the roots through the soil, gouging channels through the hillock, splitting it in a dozen places and toppling other trees as it did so.


    ‘You’ve done it!’ Sendatsu exclaimed.


    She released the magic and staggered a little.


    ‘Quick, eat something.’ Sendatsu pushed an apple and honey at her and she crammed the food into her mouth, ravenous.


    ‘Skies above, look at that!’ Huw exclaimed.


    He had wandered forwards to inspect the wreckage of the hillock. A skeletal arm pointed out of one of the largest cracks in the ground and beyond that were far more. A jumble of bones and skulls seemed to ooze out of the inside of the hillock, like some obscene, macabre pie.


    Sendatsu stared into the grave, feeling sick.


    ‘Elves did this. They did this to us! We had magic and they wanted to keep it all for themselves and so they killed my people,’ Huw said fiercely.


    Sendatsu turned to see tears running down the bard’s face.


    ‘All the times I sang of the wonder of the elves, about their glory and their kindness and how we weren’t worthy of them — and all the time they had done this.’ Huw sank to his knees.


    Sendatsu felt helpless against the weight of history pressing against him. ‘I never knew any of this,’ he said awkwardly.


    Huw surged to his feet and grabbed Sendatsu by the tunic, his eyes wet and gleaming. ‘You did this! Your people did this to us and then lied about it!’


    Sendatsu saw the pain, knew Huw was thinking of how his mother had died in childbirth, how his father had almost worked himself to death and then been killed by the Forlish, how so many Velsh children died before they could walk — it was the elves’ fault. Sendatsu felt the guilt but was not ready to take responsibility.


    ‘I had nothing to do with this.’ Sendatsu used his greater strength to prise Huw’s hands away. ‘I was the one who brought you here, remember?’


    Rhiannon had recovered her strength and wiped her eyes as she looked at what she had uncovered.


    ‘You need to keep eating,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘I can’t. Not when what I am seeing makes me want to vomit,’ she said coldly. ‘Are all of these hillocks filled with the dead like this?’


    ‘I would think so.’ Sendatsu faced the bitter truth. ‘The elves must have used magic to cover it up.’


    At first he wanted to drag his father and the rest of the Council back out here, show them what their ancestors had done and right this terrible wrong. And then he thought of his children. It was like cold water thrown into the face. Until he had them back, he could not do anything with this knowledge and, even then, he would have to be careful.


    ‘We have to tell the world, we have to make this known. The elves cannot get away with this,’ Rhiannon stated, looking at Sendatsu.


    ‘How many times do I have to tell you — we can’t speak like that!’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Just like an elf to defend what happened here,’ Huw snarled.


    ‘I had nothing to do with it — and I have been risking my life to save yours and the lives of other Velsh since I got here,’ Sendatsu pointed out heatedly. ‘How does it help if we let elves kill us and cover it up once more?’


    ‘True,’ Huw said. ‘But we can at least tell my people.’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘That’s not a good idea,’ he said slowly. ‘You were the one who announced you were going to make a formal alliance with the elves. Everyone thinks the elves can save the Velsh from the Forlish, and are overcome with excitement at the thought of Rhiannon having magic. How will they react when you tell them the elves are willing to kill any human with magic — and lied and betrayed humans three hundred years ago? And how will the elves react, if you whip the Velsh up against them?’


    ‘So you’re saying we should just forget about this? Cover it up, like the elves did?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Of course not! We should never forget this!’ Sendatsu paused, breathing heavily. Whatever else happened, he was determined to see the truth come out. His children had to know the real history. But he had to get them back first. ‘This is not the time for it. I promise you the elves know nothing of this. We have a shared history that is built on lies. But exposing those lies will just wreck your chances of the elves helping your struggle against the Forlish.’


    ‘Some things are more important —’ Rhiannon began.


    ‘Exactly!’ Sendatsu nodded. ‘Huw, if you truly want to lead your people, then you have to make hard decisions. This is one of them.’


    Huw looked again at the mounds of dead.


    ‘I can’t believe you are agreeing with him!’


    ‘Me either,’ Huw admitted.


    ‘You have no choice,’ Sendatsu told him.


    ‘We shall make this into a shrine again. We shall reclaim our history,’ Huw said fiercely, turning to Sendatsu. ‘And what of you? Will you tell the elves the truth?’


    Sendatsu hesitated. He wanted to but knew full well the elves would not believe this. And, even if they did, many would probably agree with it. They thought magic was theirs alone and humans were inferior. Killing humans was not a crime. He could not stand seeing the expressions on Huw’s and Rhiannon’s faces. He looked away — and his gaze fell on another skeleton spilling out of the burial mound, one much smaller than the others. He stopped speaking and pushed past Huw and Rhiannon to investigate, dropping to one knee to look closer.


    ‘What is it?’ Huw asked.


    ‘They killed a child,’ Sendatsu said softly, picking up the small skull gently and gazing into the empty eye sockets. Had it been brought here by a parent, or had the child been magical? It did not matter to Sendatsu.


    ‘How could the elves do such a thing?’ Huw asked in revulsion.


    Sendatsu could not bring himself to answer. He imagined this child as Mai or Cheijun and was filled with a terrible anger, as strong as when he had found that dying boy in Rheged. He cradled the child’s skull and promised it silently he would avenge their death. Somehow he would make it up to this child’s spirit and help the humans. His cautious thoughts about only revealing this at the right time were wiped away in his fury. Carefully he placed the skull back with the other bones.


    ‘Come, we are wasting time. We need to get to Dokuzen,’ he said roughly.


    ‘Still want to go to Dokuzen?’ Rhiannon asked Huw.


    ‘I go where you go,’ he declared. ‘I am even more convinced I need to be there after seeing this. We have to go. Sendatsu is right, there is no other choice. Besides, if the elves of today do not know about this, then it does not affect us as much …’


    ‘You’re still going to rely on being saved by a race that slaughtered your ancestors, maybe my ancestors as well,’ Rhiannon reminded him.


    ‘I know! But we have no choice. Without the elves, the Forlish will roll over my country and my people,’ Huw said, then closed his mouth abruptly at the icily furious expression on her face. He switched his attention to Sendatsu. ‘Tell me, how far can you trust this Sumiko? Will we end up like these humans?’


    Sendatsu took a moment to get himself back under control. ‘Sumiko will do whatever is necessary to gain control of Dokuzen. You can be assured of that. We can make a deal with her,’ he said with a confidence he did not entirely feel.


    ‘Then we need to bury these poor people again, until their story is ready to be told.’ Huw looked at Rhiannon.


    She nodded. ‘I think I can do it.’


    ‘If you need time to rest, that is fine,’ Huw added hastily. ‘And if you want to think some more about the dangers of going to Dokuzen …’


    ‘I have to go. The magic demands I must,’ she said simply.


    Sendatsu let her walk away but hoped she was telling the truth, that there was not some other reason for wanting to go to Dokuzen. Because there had been a shadow behind her eyes when she spoke.
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      At first they were good neighbours and we were trusting, because they were friendly and wise, and had many stories about their life with the dragons. That was our first mistake.


      Huw’s song

    


    ‘The magical barrier is the plants themselves, the trees and bushes. Anyone who crosses the threshold is taken and torn to pieces,’ Captain Edmund explained. ‘But in its strength is the weakness. If we burn the plants, then there is no barrier. And Dokuzen will be open to us!’


    Ward signalled and two guards helped him up into a sitting position on the bed he lay on. The Landish physicians had prepared foul-tasting potions, which they assured the king would slow the progress of his disease, but he found they made him tired.


    ‘Excellent work, Edmund. But if we smash a hole in their barrier, the elves will come pouring out of Dokuzen like ants from a disturbed nest. We would be marching into country we have never seen before, facing an enemy whose fighting skills are the stuff of legend — even before we consider their magic.’


    Edmund nodded. ‘Indeed, sire. So this is a diversion. We scouted right around the Tregarth Forest, up into Vales itself, and discovered the barrier goes right around, stretching from the coast on our north-eastern frontier across and up past the eastern edge of Vales to the top of their coast. So we send one regiment to rip a hole in the barrier over here, in the south-east, which will draw out the elven warriors from their city. They will pursue furiously, no doubt eager to punish us for breaching their barrier, chasing our regiment away down the coast, into the hills here, where we can let them run themselves ragged. Then we punch another hole in their magical barrier more than one hundred miles to the west, where the barrier curves up past Vales. By the time they realise what we have done, we shall be at the gates of Dokuzen and they will not be able to stop us. Their warriors will not be able to get back in time.’


    ‘Beautiful,’ Ward whispered. ‘But what if they try to use magic to return?’


    ‘We shall get them to chase us into the hills. If they do not use magic to move their warriors, then we know it is safe,’ Edmund suggested. ‘Our main force can appear to be punishing the Velsh, not threatening the elves — until it is too late for them to do anything about it.’


    ‘Order the men north now. Get them moving. Nothing else matters,’ Ward said feverishly. ‘Inside Dokuzen is all the knowledge we shall ever need. Men will be able to walk taller than the elves by the time I have finished.’


    ‘And we shall have the secret of immortality,’ Edmund added.


    ‘Yes, I will.’ Ward leaned back on his pillows and smiled.


    ‘The men are marching already. They will be in place within a moon,’ Edmund said. ‘They would do anything for you, sire.’


    Gaibun had finished his patrol along the border and had to report to Jaken.


    The humans had stopped testing the barrier and apparently given up. Jaken needed to know, because this could seriously affect his plans to overthrow Daichi. But when he arrived at the Moratsune villa, he found it empty, although well guarded.


    Frustrated, Gaibun left the villa and began to walk home. Who would Jaken be seeing at this time of night? And why would he go to them? Everyone but Daichi and a handful of his closest clan leader supporters would visit Jaken, not the other way around.


    His route home took him past the markets, long since closed for the night and sitting in darkness; the stallholders woke early and closed by dusk. It was always silent around here at this time of night so when he heard soft voices, he automatically reached for his sword and flattened against a wall.


    Cautiously he peered around and saw two figures in the shadows. Their voices were indistinct, so he could not make out what they were saying. There was little light around and both seemed to be wearing cowled cloaks. It was all highly suspicious and Gaibun was wondering who they might be and how he might confront them when one glanced around. Gaibun froze instinctively but could only just stifle a gasp of surprise. The moon was out, and its light was enough to recognise the face of Jaken. Who was he meeting? Gaibun ached to know, to get a closer look — but dared not.


    He worked his way back and around slowly, hoping to get a better look at whoever was with Jaken. Gaibun managed to get himself into position and peered carefully around a stall — to see nothing. They had slipped away, as if by magic.


    Disappointed, Gaibun made his way home. Jaken could wait until morning to hear his news.


    ‘So what do we do now?’ Huw asked as they stood around a tree. Sendatsu had been nervous he might not be able to find one tree out of so many but the oak tree at the top of a hill overlooking Pontypridd had been relatively easy to find. Their trip had been in silence, all three thinking of what they would discover in Dokuzen.


    Sendatsu ran his hands over the tree gently. He remembered all too well how he had burst out of the trunk. Now he had the chance to go back, the chance to see his children. Excitement, nervousness and a touch of fear all raged within him.


    ‘We wait,’ he said. ‘Asami promised to open a gateway here at each phase of the moon. It has not been dark for a turn of the hourglass yet. It could come at midnight, or earlier.’


    ‘What should we look for?’ Rhiannon asked. ‘What does a magic gateway look like?’


    ‘You’ll know when you see it,’ Sendatsu promised. ‘For anyone with magic, it is unmistakeable. When ready, she will push an oaken staff through the gateway. That is our way through. You must pull yourself along the staff, holding onto it at all times.’


    ‘Or …’ Huw prompted.


    ‘Or you might find yourself lost within the trees, never able to find a way out.’


    ‘Maybe we should find another way,’ Huw muttered.


    ‘It is perfectly safe! Sendatsu made it through without a scratch,’ Rhiannon pointed out.


    Sendatsu decided not to mention how lucky he had been.


    They watched the tree in silence for what seemed like an age, but nothing happened.


    ‘Should we start a fire?’ Huw said into the quiet.


    Sendatsu was about to suggest collecting only branches close to the tree, when it began to shimmer.


    Rhiannon leaped to her feet. ‘I see it! There’s a garden on the other side!’


    Next moment a staff appeared out of the heart of the trunk.


    ‘What do we do?’ Huw cried.


    Sendatsu, his heart hammering, took the staff in his right hand and knocked on it three times with his left. Almost instantly he felt the return knocks, and could barely contain his excitement.


    ‘She’s there and ready to bring us through.’ Sendatsu could not keep the grin off his face. ‘Time to go!’


    ‘Who’s first?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘I’ll go, then Huw in the middle and you bring up the rear,’ Sendatsu said immediately.


    Rhiannon was only too quick to grab the staff; Huw rather less so.


    ‘Don’t let go of the staff, whatever you do,’ Sendatsu warned him.


    He forgot about Huw’s fears, instead focusing on what he might find on the other side, remembering the fateful night when he had been forced to flee. He pulled himself through the oak, unable to stop himself from closing his eyes as he took the first step into what his eyes told him was rough bark.


    He opened his eyes to see Asami’s familiar garden, lit by a dozen lanterns.


    ‘I’m home!’ he exulted, ignoring Huw and Rhiannon as they pushed through behind him, staring wide-eyed at the garden.


    Next moment, Asami was right in front of him, letting the staff fall from her hands.


    ‘You’re back, you’re safe — what happened, why were you so long, what are humans doing here?’ she babbled at him and he grinned at her. He swept his arms around her and kissed her hard.


    For a moment she hesitated, then kissed him back.


    ‘I cannot tell you how many nights I have lain awake thinking about you and the mistakes I made. I swear to you that I shall find a way for us to be together,’ Sendatsu said breathlessly.


    ‘I have been unable to sleep for worrying about you in the human world.’ Asami brushed her fingers down his face. ‘I never gave up hope, although others told me to. Is it really you? What happened out there? Aroaril! Look at you! Dressed like a human — and you even smell like one!’ She tried to hold back her tears, disguise them with a little humour.


    He could see the surprise in her eyes as she examined his face and he wondered if he had really changed so much in such a short time.


    ‘So many things happened out there!’ he said, hugging her close. ‘I have longed to hold you like this for so long.’


    ‘I feared I would never be able to hold you.’ Her arms tightened around his back.


    Sendatsu would have been happy to stay holding Asami but the one thought driving him onwards since he left Dokuzen could not be ignored. ‘Have you heard anything about my children?’


    Asami pulled back a little.


    ‘No, I have not seen nor heard about them, beyond guessing they are still at your father’s villa.’


    Sendatsu sighed. So near and yet so far! He luxuriated in holding Asami, as he had longed to do, joy at his return bubbling through him.


    A shout from inside the house made her take a step back, although Sendatsu was reluctant to let go and she had to quickly pull free of him.


    ‘What in Aroaril’s name is going on? Humans! In my house?’


    Sendatsu looked across to see a furious Gaibun bounding towards them, sword held in the attack position, and glanced back to see a shocked Huw and Rhiannon staring at the furious elf charging at them.
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      The Elfaran forefathers found a new home, in a new land, called Nippon, and were welcomed by the proud yet friendly people. Their wisdom and knowledge of magic was highly prized and soon they had families of their own.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Hanto slipped out of the barn, using the night and his skills to stay undetected. The protective fences around every Velsh village made foraging difficult but luckily there were still a few isolated farms around. He stole what he could, ate scraps and gnawed on bones, willing to do anything to stay alive and gain his revenge. Returning to Dokuzen was going to be difficult, not to mention dangerous. He had been told a gateway would be opened at midnight each quarter-moon, using the tree he, Jin and Taigo had travelled through.


    That was easy enough. But he would be coming back without Jin or Taigo — and without Sendatsu. He had failed dismally and Jaken was not one to give second chances. Yet he had information that had to be heard in Dokuzen. There were humans with magic — and not just a little magic, but as much as any Magic-weaver. Hanto felt qualified to judge this with authority. He had some ability with magic, enough that the Magic-weavers had offered to train him further, though he had refused. The honour of the sword was far greater than the disgrace of using magic. Yet he had been overmatched in a moment by a human. And where there was one, more were sure to follow. If he did not return with that information, Dokuzen and the barrier could be at risk.


    That drove him on as he crept across the countryside, avoiding any humans. Even if it cost him his life, he had to deliver his message to Jaken.


    ‘Brother! Wait — it is me!’ Sendatsu stepped into the light cast by one of the lanterns, arms held wide.


    For a moment more Gaibun raced onwards, then he slowed and his sword lowered.


    ‘Sendatsu? It is really you? Returned from the human lands?’


    ‘Brother, you don’t know how good it feels to see you!’ Sendatsu strode towards him. ‘There were times I doubted I could get back!’


    Gaibun dropped his sword and embraced him enthusiastically. ‘You stink,’ he said, pulling away. ‘It is good to see you, even dressed like this! Did you find what you needed? You have to know things have gone downhill since you left.’


    ‘I found more than what I needed — far more,’ Sendatsu said seriously.


    ‘But who are your companions?’ Asami interrupted, standing with them.


    ‘Sendatsu — are those humans?’ Gaibun said, staring at Huw and Rhiannon.


    ‘They are my friends, and my evidence.’ Sendatsu caught Gaibun’s arm to hold him back.


    ‘But bringing them into Dokuzen? Did you lose your mind out there?’


    ‘He does not know what has been happening — how could he?’ Asami snapped.


    ‘What has been going on?’ Sendatsu demanded.


    ‘We have much to tell you — perhaps as much as you need to tell us,’ Asami said.


    ‘Of course. I have a long and complicated story.’ Sendatsu nodded. ‘But first, Gaibun, have you seen or heard anything of my children?’


    ‘I have been to your father’s home a few times,’ Gaibun admitted. ‘But I got no further than Jaken’s office. And I did not see or hear them.’


    Sendatsu choked back the emotion threatening to swamp him. He wanted to rush to them now, this very moment. But sense held him back.


    ‘Gaibun, can you go there now — tell my father some useless news and then make some excuse to get into the kitchen area, see if they are around? If they are, they will recognise you. Tell them I am home, I love them and we shall be together very soon.’


    ‘I don’t think —’


    ‘Brother, please! I beg you, do this for me and I shall be forever in your debt!’


    ‘You already are, for a dozen other things,’ Gaibun grumbled. ‘Surely it is better for we three to sit down and talk about everything that has happened since you went through the barrier, so we can plan for the future?’


    ‘And it may not be wise to alert Jaken of your return. We cannot risk him finding out you are here when things are balanced so delicately,’ Asami suggested carefully.


    ‘I don’t care! I have missed them for so long. Please, brother, I shall not be able to think or talk until I have heard from them.’


    Gaibun gave Asami a sour look and she shrugged.


    ‘It doesn’t look like I have much choice then. While I am gone, you should bathe and change so your stink does not infect the house. You can put the humans in the stables — we’ll get them something to eat.’


    ‘They will bathe and change and eat with me. You need to hear what they have to say,’ Sendatsu said firmly.


    Asami and Gaibun looked at him in surprise, then at Huw and Rhiannon.


    Huw and Rhiannon stared back defiantly and Sendatsu saw the anger on their faces, an especially dangerous thing with Rhiannon’s untrained power. If she decided to prove to them she was not just another human …


    ‘But they are humans,’ Gaibun said. ‘Surely you do not expect me to have them in the house? They would be far more comfortable in the stables.’


    ‘They are not animals! They are our equals! And if they go in the stables, then I go with them,’ Sendatsu snapped.


    Asami and Gaibun exchanged looks.


    ‘What happened to you out there?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Brother, if you had seen the things I have, if you had learned what I learned, then you would not look down on them like this.’


    ‘You cannot seriously think we should have them in the house,’ Gaibun said reasonably. ‘Nobody will want to visit us if they know our house stinks of humans. Aroaril, I can smell them from here!’


    Rhiannon stepped forwards, furious, but Sendatsu saw her movement and was faster.


    ‘Not only have they knowledge that will turn Dokuzen on its head, they also come with a warning for the Council —’


    ‘A warning? From humans? The Council is more likely to listen to the birds in the trees.’


    Again Sendatsu had to step in front of a furious Rhiannon.


    ‘Trust me on this. They will surprise you with what they can do. Huw here is the leader of the Velsh people, our neighbours to the west. Rhiannon is a dancer and singer from Forland, which is to our south — and she is the reason I was able to come back.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Asami asked.


    ‘Sendatsu!’ Huw said warningly.


    Sendatsu ignored Huw. If he could not trust Asami and Gaibun, then he could trust nobody.


    ‘She can do magic.’


    ‘A human with magic? Impossible!’ Gaibun scoffed.


    ‘I can show you if you wish.’ Rhiannon looked towards the nearest plant and made it double then triple in size in the blink of an eye.


    ‘How — how is that possible? Sendatsu, is this some trick?’ Gaibun demanded.


    ‘No trick,’ Sendatsu assured him.


    ‘She did it,’ Asami said, gazing at Rhiannon, who stared back defiantly, unable to keep the pride off her face. Let them offer her the stables now!


    ‘Gaibun, we need to show them proper respect,’ Asami said.


    ‘But they are humans!’


    ‘Gaibun, I have not asked for much in this marriage. But I ask you to obey my wishes now!’


    Gaibun glared at her and Sendatsu held his breath. Such a loss of face in front of mere humans might be too much for even his old friend to accept. But Gaibun got himself under control and then nodded slowly. ‘These are extraordinary days, obviously. I shall allow this, but I want them bathed and dressed properly before they come into the main house. I will be back in a turn of the hourglass, hopefully with news of your children, Sendatsu. And then I need to hear your answers.’


    ‘Of course. We shall explain everything. But hurry back,’ Sendatsu said.


    Gaibun stared hard at him, then Asami, then hurried off without another word.


    ‘I am sorry about that,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘That is all right,’ Rhiannon and Asami said, almost together.


    Sendatsu, Huw and Rhiannon stared at Asami.


    ‘What did you think I was apologising for?’ Sendatsu asked cautiously.


    ‘For making me force Gaibun to let humans into his house,’ Asami replied. ‘What were you apologising for?’


    ‘The way you both talked about Huw and Rhiannon.’


    ‘Sendatsu, you have been too long in the human world if you cannot see the disgrace having them, even one with magic, here will cause.’


    ‘Humans are not animals! You know nothing about them!’ Sendatsu spat. ‘Rhiannon does not just have a little magic, she has almost as much as yourself or Sumiko!’


    ‘You are serious?’ Asami asked doubtfully.


    ‘On my children’s lives,’ Sendatsu assured her.


    Even in the dim light thrown by the garden’s lanterns, he could see the struggle on her face.


    ‘I think I need to contact Sumiko. This is too big for us to talk about now. Why don’t you take the humans — Huw and Rhiannon — to the bathhouse and clean up? I shall find some clothes and food for you all. Then Gaibun should be back and we can all talk properly.’


    ‘A fine idea.’ Sendatsu nodded, but could not restrain himself from stepping close to her. ‘You were never out of my thoughts,’ he told her softly. ‘I discovered that you were right. Where we are, what others think — none of that matters. We should be together …’


    ‘This is not the time nor the place for such talk,’ Asami said, glancing towards Huw and Rhiannon.


    ‘But —’


    ‘Bathe. I shall be back with food and clothes.’


    She vanished into the house, leaving the three of them alone in the garden.


    ‘Well, so far this is going well,’ Huw remarked sourly. ‘Why did you have to reveal Rhiannon’s magic? That Gaibun obviously hates us and you sent him to see your father! Am I the only one who is alarmed by that?’


    ‘Gaibun would never betray us,’ Sendatsu stated. ‘He is incapable of it.’


    ‘You can’t gamble Rhiannon’s life on that! I’m sure some of the elves who slaughtered the humans we found back at the burned church also thought they were honourable!’


    ‘They are my friends,’ Sendatsu said defiantly. ‘We cannot do this alone. Without them, we will fail anyway.’


    ‘Still —’


    Rhiannon interrupted this time. ‘I knew the risks when I came here. But I need to learn more about magic and this is the only place. Sendatsu, show us where we can bathe.’


    ‘But I had a splash in the stream not a quarter-moon ago! It’s night and chilly!’ Huw protested.


    ‘You have never bathed like this,’ Sendatsu said. ‘This is the one thing the elves do better than humans!’


    He led them across the garden and into a separate building, smiling a little at the expressions on Huw’s and Rhiannon’s faces. This was not a faded ruin like they had seen in Vales, this was the real thing — and it was stunning.


    The floor was flat and tiled, instead of rammed earth or piles of rushes. The walls were smooth and painted with amazing images, rather than daubed with a mixture of earth and pig dung to form a rough plaster over wooden frames. Stone columns held up the roof, which stretched far above them. A large pool dominated the centre of the bathhouse, with two smaller ones beyond, as well as rooms reaching off to either side.


    ‘And this is but the lesser half of the villa — more lies beyond, in the house proper, where we shall go after we have bathed,’ Sendatsu said proudly.


    ‘Is there one for me?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘There is only the one bathhouse but all can use it.’ Sendatsu gestured.


    ‘So both men and women wash in here?’ Huw gasped. ‘What do they wear?’


    ‘Not much,’ Sendatsu admitted, remembering a few of the parties he and his wife, Kayiko, had been invited to. Neither they nor Gaibun and Asami turned up to those but he had heard many stories about them.


    ‘Skies above!’ Huw snorted. ‘And you’re sure baths at this time of year are healthy?’


    ‘Come with me.’ Sendatsu pushed him gently towards a room to the right.


    ‘I’ll let you two start without me,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Of course,’ Sendatsu said awkwardly. ‘There is a second steam room over there …’


    ‘Good.’ She paused for a moment. ‘And, Sendatsu — thank you for your earlier words. It may not have impressed your elven friends but I appreciate what you did.’


    Sendatsu nodded. ‘They do not know you,’ he said carefully. ‘Do not judge them yet. They will learn, as I did.’


    ‘I hope so,’ she muttered, stepping into the other steam room.


    She was looking forward to this immensely. She had bathed regularly at Cridianton and it had been too long since she had soaked in warm water. Splashing about in a stream and rubbing wild mint or lavender on yourself was hardly the same.


    There was a brazier full of cold coals but she used her powers to heat them up in an instant. She tossed a cup of cold water over the glowing coals and felt the steam billow up and out. Sweat started all over her and she hunted out the oil and blunt tool Sendatsu had recommended.


    Sitting on a stone seat, she gently rubbed the perfumed oil into her skin, then scraped off the oil and sweat and dirt that the steam was bringing out. She threw more water on the glowing coals, until the air was almost too warm to breathe and the heat was reflected off the thick stone walls. The warmth soothed away the pains of the ride — but it could not reach the ache she carried around inside. The silence of the bathhouse was also beginning to eat at her, force her thoughts to turn inwards. Although she tried to stop them, memories of her father were never far away. Magic was the only weapon she had to fight against the darkness that seemed to rise within her out of nowhere. One moment she was cursing herself, thinking she did not deserve to live, she should be punished for her actions — the next, she was filled with bitter anger at Hector and what he had done to her, what he planned to do with her and she rejoiced that she had made him pay for his crimes and then buried him in an unmarked grave. She could find no ground in the middle — it was always one extreme or the other.


    Rhiannon began using the strigil against herself, as if it were a weapon or tool of punishment, scraping it over her skin over and over again, harder and harder — but she could draw no blood.


    She dropped the strigil and sobbed, her tears falling to the ground along with droplets of sweat. She had gone through so much that she barely recognised the young girl who had walked into King Ward’s court so overcome with nerves that she had frozen, to be rescued by Huw’s playing.


    There would be no rescue here. Nobody was going to come riding in and save her. It was up to her to find her strength. She already had the power of magic, she merely needed to link that to her heart and spirit.


    After learning of Sendatsu’s betrayal — and then her father’s betrayal — she had told herself this was a turning point, she had changed and would never make the same mistakes again. But now she knew it was not that simple. It was not just a case of leaping across a gap and landing in a place of enlightenment. Rather, it was a series of steps, a path that you needed to take. Sometimes you went forwards, sometimes backwards. Right now she felt as though she had been walking over particularly rocky ground, with sheer cliffs on either side and no guarantee it would not drop away beneath her feet at any moment.


    She could not go back, only press ahead. She had found a great gift, even if it had cost her almost everything, from her father to love.


    Or had it? She knew Huw was there, just a few paces away and ready to enfold her in his kindness and care if she asked.


    While that was tempting, it would also be a mistake. This was a fight she had to win by herself. Huw had lied and, while he meant well, his lies had forced her to kill her father. If she’d been given a chance to come to terms with Hector’s betrayal before she met him, things might have been different. Then there was the issue of how he had hidden it so well from her — how could she trust him again? That was before it even came to the problem of Huw thinking he knew what was best for her and using her as a weapon against Sendatsu.


    She felt like her thoughts were going around and around in circles. She could not stand to be alone any more. She needed to talk to Huw and Sendatsu. She wiped her eyes on a clean washcloth and then used the strigil to hurriedly scrape off the rest of the oil. Wearing just a towel, she walked into the room with the hot bath and tried the water. It was warm, but felt cool after the heat of the steam room. Again she used her power to heat it up until it was steaming and then slipped in. It was surprisingly deep and she found a stone seat at one end and sat on it, feeling the warmth sink into her. The water came up to her shoulders and she leaned back, finding a shaped stone that served as a headrest.


    ‘Sendatsu! Huw! We need to talk!’ she called.
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      In little ways, so many and so gradual that we did not notice at first, these Elfarans began to show their true colours and were soon taking where once they had asked politely.


      Huw’s song

    


    ‘And you looked forward to this?’ Huw gasped as Sendatsu showed him how to use oil and strigil to scrape himself clean.


    ‘More than you can know. I warn you, a mere splash in a stream will never suffice after this.’ Sendatsu groaned, luxuriating in the heat, feeling the accumulated dirt of the last few moons begin to ooze out of him. The scar across his ribs, courtesy of a Forlish swordsman, was healing well, although he was careful around this area with the strigil. The burns from Broyle were another matter and he avoided them. They still stung, from the heat and the sweat rolling across the reddened flesh, but he refused to let that stop him.


    ‘How can you enjoy this?’ Huw groaned. ‘Every wound feels like a hot coal on my skin in this heat.’


    ‘You’ll feel better afterwards,’ Sendatsu said, flicking more oil onto the tiled floor, black from dirt and sweat. ‘Scrape yourself off, give yourself something to do.’


    Huw busied himself with the strigil for some time.


    ‘Can we trust your friends?’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘As you can me.’


    ‘That is not much comfort,’ Huw muttered, plying the strigil again.


    Sendatsu shrugged. He was not in the mood for giving Huw comfort. His mind was miles away, at his father’s villa. Mai and Cheijun would be getting ready for bed now, if they were not already in bed. For many nights he had gone to sleep imagining the last time he had heard their voices. They had been walking down the corridor in Jaken’s villa, just out of sight. In real life, his father had shut the door on him before he had the chance to see them. But, in his mind’s eye, they came running around the corner and raced into his arms.


    That vision was getting clearer and clearer, yet each time he imagined it, it brought tears to his eyes.


    ‘I wonder how long Gaibun will be,’ he mused.


    ‘Never mind Gaibun — what are we going to do?’ Huw insisted.


    Then they heard Rhiannon call them.


    ‘She must be in the bath.’ Sendatsu stood, giving himself one last scrape with the strigil.


    ‘Shouldn’t we wait until she is finished then?’


    ‘Well, she wouldn’t call us if she didn’t have something to say. Grab a towel.’ Sendatsu threw one at the bard and stepped out.


    The chill of being outside the steam hit him immediately, although the hot water looked beyond inviting.


    ‘Get in. We need to talk,’ Rhiannon said flatly.


    ‘But …’ Huw hesitated at the side of the huge bath.


    ‘We need to speak before Asami returns. That is more important than your modesty,’ she declared. ‘And I will not sit back while you two make plans without me. I will have my say.’ Then she grimaced. ‘Besides, there is nothing you have that I have not seen before.’


    Huw and Sendatsu exchanged guilty glances, then slipped into the other end of the bath.


    ‘What happens if the Magic-weavers do not want to help us, or have other plans?’ she asked.


    ‘Surely it is too early to think about that — we have not even spoken to Sumiko yet,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘We need to think about it now,’ Rhiannon insisted. ‘Or we might run out of time. You said the ruler of Dokuzen was opposed to both your father and the Magic-weavers?’


    ‘Yes, the Elder Elf Daichi.’


    ‘And Daichi — has his clan always ruled Dokuzen?’


    ‘Always.’


    ‘So they were the ones to order the massacre of humans. Then I suppose the Magic-weavers also want power. Why are they not respected more — I mean, I thought you elves all looked up to magic?’


    ‘It is complicated. The Magic-weavers have always been a separate order, dedicated only to the study of magic. The story goes that they betrayed our forefathers and tried to take control, only to be defeated and humiliated. They are not to be trusted because they are seen as oath-breakers and betrayers.’


    ‘And your father? It sounds like he is actually the best of the three.’


    Sendatsu laughed harshly. ‘He would not listen to you — and I will not deal with him.’


    ‘Even though he has your children?’


    ‘The price he will demand for their return will be too high. I know that.’


    ‘So that leaves us in hot water — literally. Not one of the three can be trusted, not one of them cares about us,’ Huw said.


    ‘Don’t give up hope yet. Asami and Gaibun will be able to help us,’ Sendatsu said with a confidence he did not feel.


    ‘What will we be able to do?’ Asami asked as she stepped into the bathhouse.


    Huw started guiltily but Rhiannon stayed unmoved and Sendatsu only smiled.


    ‘Help us,’ he repeated.


    ‘Better get out and dress swiftly,’ she said, holding up a hakama and kimono in a dark blue. ‘Time is precious. I have contacted Sumiko and she will see us later tonight. Gaibun will be back at any moment with news of your children and we still need to eat.’


    Sendatsu had no hesitation in climbing out of the bath, despite the fact he wanted to linger in the relaxing warmth. He reached for the nearest towel and noticed Asami watching him. The last moon spent training the dragons had left him fitter than ever and he reached out to take the clothes from her with a smile.


    Asami glanced towards the two humans, who were still in the bath.


    ‘I see you managed to heat the water up. Your powers must have grown.’


    ‘It was not me. I barely managed warming the brazier in the steam room. No, this was Rhiannon’s work.’


    Sendatsu saw Asami’s eyes widen as she stared at Rhiannon, but then she controlled herself and looked away.


    ‘I have clothes for you as well. Leave your old ones over there. The servants can throw them away tomorrow. Sendatsu can show you how to wear the hakama and kimono and I can help you, Rhiannon, with the robe.’


    Sendatsu pulled on the hakama, feeling strange as he did so. He had not worn one since it had been destroyed by the pigs behind Bedwin’s home. He had become so used to trews that the hakama felt strange; the cotton brushed his legs rather than rubbing against them, like the woollen trousers.


    ‘We were discussing the three different groups all wanting to rule Dokuzen. From what Sendatsu said, it seems like his father, Jaken, might be worth approaching as well,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘You are wrong,’ Asami said impatiently. ‘Jaken has his own plans — he wants to take the elves outside the barrier and use them to rule the humans. He thinks humans should be our slaves.’


    ‘How many other elves believe that?’ Huw asked sharply.


    ‘All who have talked to my father.’ Sendatsu wrapped the half-kimono around him, taking a few moments to remember something that had been second nature to him just a few moons ago.


    ‘How did you find that out?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Gaibun has been meeting with your father, pretending to go along with his plans, in order to find out more,’ Asami explained.


    ‘A dangerous game,’ Rhiannon said wryly, looking hard at Sendatsu.


    ‘If Gaibun has told Asami about it, then he is hardly going to betray us,’ Sendatsu told her, tying his belt into place.


    Huw clambered out of the bath and grabbed a towel. ‘We cannot let Jaken’s plan come true. We will not fight to exchange one tyrant for another.’


    ‘Better to live on your knees than die on your feet,’ Asami observed.


    ‘You have much to learn about humans,’ Rhiannon said softly.


    ‘This is getting us nowhere. We should eat something and I’ll tell you what has been happening since you left, while we wait for Gaibun’s return,’ Asami said to Sendatsu. ‘But you might have to deal with your father somehow. Not only does he have Mai and Cheijun but he also has the books from the tombs of our forefathers hidden in his villa.’


    ‘What?’


    Asami sighed. ‘It is a long story. Come, let us eat and talk.’


    Huw and Rhiannon walked awkwardly in their new clothes. Huw at least had some idea of what to do with his, although Sendatsu had to help him work out where the top went, and how to tie the belt. Rhiannon, on the other hand, had to be dressed by Asami. Even then, the robe finished mid-forearm and halfway up her calves. It was both short and tight, and although it did not look foolish on her, Huw stared.


    Asami led them into a small dining room, where she had laid out plates of rice, seaweed, octopus and shrimp. Sendatsu fell on the food like a starving man.


    ‘You don’t know how much I have missed rice!’ he said through a full mouth.


    ‘How are we supposed to eat this?’ Huw held out two long, thin sticks. ‘Do we stab with these things?’


    Rhiannon experimented, trying one in each hand, then two in one hand — and not having much luck with either.


    ‘There is obviously some art to them but I don’t know what it is,’ she admitted.


    Sendatsu showed them how to hold the chopsticks and scoop food out of the bowl and how to pick up a piece of octopus or shrimp.


    ‘I’m just using my fingers. Much easier,’ Huw said, scooping up some rice and stuffing it into his mouth. ‘Tastes very strange,’ he grumbled.


    Rhiannon tried some seaweed and had to stop herself spitting it out. ‘If this is the secret of elven long life, then I don’t know if I want it,’ she said.


    ‘I don’t see the sense in it,’ Huw declared, after dropping rice all over the table. ‘Fingers, or a spoon, work much better.’


    ‘You’ll get used to it,’ Sendatsu encouraged.


    Rhiannon held up her chopsticks and reached into the magic, turning the wooden sticks into a crude spoon.


    ‘You’re right, I’m much better already,’ she commented, digging into her bowl of rice.


    Huw held out his chopsticks. ‘Can you do that to mine?’


    ‘Asami, can you explain what has been happening while I was away?’ Sendatsu asked hastily.


    As they ate, she told them humans were attacking the barrier.


    ‘It has to be the Forlish. Nobody else could do that. But why?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘This could be perfect. Ward must think the Velsh all but defeated and plans to conquer Dokuzen next,’ Huw said. ‘We can join together to defeat the Forlish!’


    ‘I don’t think it will be that simple. Why has he turned on the elves? Is he not fighting in the south?’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Unless he has won those wars and is looking for new victories,’ Huw mused. ‘But you are right. There is something here we are missing. He has no reason to attack Dokuzen, he must know what he risks in trying that. The elves are the only people capable of defeating his armies. If only we had some way of discovering his purpose …’


    ‘We have enough problems facing us here,’ Sendatsu said gently.


    ‘More than you know,’ Asami said. ‘The Council plans to meet in two days’ time, where it will decide what to do about the human attacks. But both Jaken and Sumiko plan to make their move then. So we shall need to decide who to support.’


    ‘That is simple. Whoever will help my people, and promise to return Sendatsu’s children,’ Huw said.


    ‘No, I need my children before then. I don’t want my children in my father’s villa if it is going to become some battleground.’


    ‘You may not be able to stop that.’ Asami sighed. She quickly explained how she and Gaibun had tried to break into the tombs of the forefathers and steal more of the books of knowledge.


    ‘Jaken burned the tomb — but he must have taken the books out first. We think they are in his villa. Sumiko desperately wants them, because she can use them to convince the people she was right to take power from the Council, if she manages to overthrow Daichi.’


    ‘We also need to get hold of those books,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I found one, protected by magic, in the human world, at the site of a massacre. We think the elves killed all humans with magic before coming to Dokuzen —’


    ‘What?’ Asami gasped.


    ‘I think we might have the answers — if we could but read this book. But it is in a language nobody recognises.’


    ‘Sumiko knows. She has a book that allows them to be translated. With her help, we can read that book,’ Asami told him.


    ‘Then we need to talk to her now. We could hold all the answers here.’ Sendatsu dug through his bag and produced the book.


    ‘The answers?’


    ‘To why the elves left the human world, why they killed those humans — everything! It is exactly what Sumiko wanted from me!’


    ‘It might be,’ Asami said. ‘We can’t read it yet, remember? I’ll contact her and we’ll see what she says. She might already know you are back.’


    ‘How?’


    ‘She is connected to the barrier. You had to pass through it when I brought you here. The barrier has weakened further since I sent you through and I have been breaching it each quarter-moon but she probably knows already that somebody came through. The thing she doesn’t know is how many — or that two are human.’


    ‘Fine, then just you and I shall meet her —’


    ‘No, we have to talk to her as well. I need to learn about magic and Huw needs to gain her support to save the Velsh,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘She has her own plans,’ Asami warned. ‘It might be best to hide —’


    ‘That was not why we came here. Please contact her,’ Huw said gently.


    Asami glanced over at Sendatsu, who nodded.


    ‘I discovered many fragments of information out in the human world. This book might tie it all together. We might finally learn the truth,’ he said passionately.


    ‘I shall send a message to her. She can travel through the oak tree in my garden, the same way you arrived, and be with us almost as soon as she gets the message, if she wishes.’


    Asami stood and walked back into the garden.


    ‘How will she send a message?’ Rhiannon asked eagerly.


    ‘Probably using a bird. That is the fastest method.’ Sendatsu dug into the rice again.


    ‘Do you really eat this?’ Huw complained, holding up a shrimp.


    ‘Forget about the elven food,’ Rhiannon said impatiently. ‘We must be clear on this. We give Sumiko nothing until she has promised us what we want.’


    ‘But she will need to see some of the book. For all she knows, for all we know, it is nothing. Or it might be a prayer book for Aroaril — something intriguing but nothing she can use against Daichi, my father and the Council,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘One page then. But no more. She must promise to help train me, to restore your children and help the Velsh against the Forlish before she gets any more.’


    ‘Nothing much then,’ Huw muttered.


    ‘We have to get her promise, sealed with magic,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I don’t know if just her word can be trusted. She made me many promises before I left Dokuzen but, thinking back, I wonder if she was fooling me even then?’


    Rhiannon snorted. ‘A little late to remember that!’


    Sendatsu shrugged. ‘Better late than never.’


    ‘Speaking of which, how long does it take to send a message by birds?’ Rhiannon asked. ‘Only I felt magic a while ago — and then nothing since.’


    Sendatsu rubbed his face. ‘Don’t start suspecting Asami,’ he warned. ‘She would never do anything to hurt me.’


    ‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ Gaibun said as he and Asami walked back in.


    Sendatsu leaped to his feet. ‘Brother, you are back! Did you see my children? Did you give them my message?’


    Asami and Gaibun exchanged a look.


    ‘I did not get to speak to them,’ Gaibun said awkwardly. ‘Nor could I see them. But there is one way to get news of them.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Your father is here. He is waiting in the reception room.’


    The rice in Sendatsu’s mouth turned to ash, the octopus in his stomach to writhing snakes.


    ‘You told him? You brought him back?’


    Gaibun’s face was unreadable. ‘He already knew. He told me to bring him. He wants to talk to you.’


    ‘You can’t! He wants to rule all humans!’ Huw said.


    ‘I can send you to Sumiko now, if you like. I had already sent the message before they arrived,’ Asami offered quickly.


    ‘No.’ Sendatsu stood. ‘He has my children. I need to talk to him.’


    ‘He will not give you anything easily,’ Gaibun warned.


    Sendatsu managed to find a smile from somewhere. ‘He is my father. I know that better than anybody.’


    ‘He also has books we need,’ Asami reminded him. ‘Try to get yourself into his villa.’


    ‘Was Hanto with him?’


    Again, Gaibun’s face was impossible to read. ‘So you came across Hanto out in the human world?’


    ‘We killed his two companions, although he escaped. Does that mean you knew about Hanto?’


    ‘Well, of course! But I did not see him at the villa. Do you think he told your father you were back?’


    ‘Someone did,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Do not seek to accuse me, human!’ Gaibun hissed. ‘Or I shall have your head!’


    ‘Nobody will be drawing swords in this house!’ Asami snapped. ‘Sendatsu can find out the truth anyway, when he meets his father.’


    ‘We shall see about that.’ Sendatsu walked out, feeling as if his body and mind were not attached.


    ‘What will he offer to get his children back?’ Asami said.


    ‘He has always been his father’s pet. He has never gone against his father before,’ Gaibun warned. ‘Perhaps you should send these humans home. If Jaken found them here, he would not be merciful.’


    ‘We must put our faith in Sendatsu,’ Rhiannon said. ‘He has changed. I cannot believe he will let us down.’


    ‘I hope those words do not return to haunt you,’ Asami warned.
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      But their life with the dragons had changed the Elfarans. While they could not use magic themselves, magic was part of them and they were still immortal, still unchanging, never dying or getting sick or older.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Sendatsu walked through the villa as if in a dream. In some ways, it truly felt like it. The patterned floor, the frescoes on the walls, the hangings and fine furniture all jarred to eyes used to the far cruder furniture and homes of the Velsh. Even the wrecked villas he had stayed in were but an echo of this one.


    Even so, he barely took any of it in. Two things occupied his mind — Mai and Cheijun. He had been forced to leave them with his parents when he fled Dokuzen, what seemed like a lifetime ago. He had promised he would do anything to get them back. Now he was about to be faced with just that choice. He would do anything for his children, always had since his wife, Kayiko, died giving birth to Cheijun, but, deep inside, knew there was a line he could not cross. He would not sacrifice everything and everyone.


    He found his steps were dragging. He had been inside Asami and Gaibun’s reception room more times than he could count and, besides, it was in the same position as his own, the two villas being almost identical in their floor plan. But the knowledge his father was waiting there added lead to his wooden sandals. What would he say? How would he act? While in Vales, Sendatsu had dreamed of confronting his father. There he had been full of bold words and strong ideas. But now he had the chance — and his tongue was tied in knots.


    He waited for a moment outside the reception room. I have faced Forlish swordsmen, torture and losing my children. I can face anything. For them, I will face anything, he told himself, then opened the door.


    His father had his back to the door, holding up a vase to the light, but instantly spun, placing the vase down without a second look.


    For a long moment father and son stared at each other.


    ‘I see you bathed and remembered to dress correctly. I’m pleased to see you did not turn into a gaijin when you were out in the human world, although you seem to have forgotten your manners,’ Jaken said harshly.


    Sendatsu’s first instinct was to bow deeply, to grovel and apologise, to offer Jaken the respect he was owed as father and clan leader. But he remembered all he had done, all the Velsh people depending on him — as well as the two children waiting for his return — and instead he stood straighter.


    ‘I forgot nothing. Including how you ordered my death. So why should I offer you respect?’ Sendatsu felt his hammering heart calm down as soon as he spoke.


    Jaken’s eyes flashed and Sendatsu felt himself automatically move into a defensive position. He had faced his father, with and without swords, often enough to know the warning signs.


    Then Jaken smiled and strode across the room, opening his arms.


    ‘It seems you learned something among the gaijin! At last, you are growing into my son! Come, let me embrace you.’


    Every instinct told Sendatsu to back away, every memory screamed the same thing — but he refused to show fear before his father. So he stepped forwards, holding out his own arms, his back tensed for an attack.


    But his father embraced him, patted him on the back and gestured towards a couch.


    ‘Sit down, we have much to discuss,’ he said with a smile. ‘I am sure you are anxious to hear about Mai and Cheijun.’


    Sendatsu took a seat cautiously, sent completely off balance by his father’s actions. Everything he does is for a purpose, he told himself.


    ‘Your children are fine, although obviously missing you. Your mother has taken care of them and, truth be told, has enjoyed spoiling them. We brought most of their toys and books over from your home when we cleared up the mess you left, so there is something familiar around them. You will be able to see them soon, I am sure. I know it must have been hard for you — but it has also been good for you.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ Sendatsu asked warily.


    ‘Look at you — fitter than ever and returned with enough backbone to stand up to me. Finally! If I had known what it would take, I would have sent you out there years ago.’


    ‘Was that why you sent Hanto out there to kill me?’ Sendatsu growled.


    ‘Did Hanto try to kill you?’


    ‘He did,’ Sendatsu said immediately, although, as he thought about it, he realised Hanto had helped him once and initially tried to harm only Huw and Rhiannon.


    ‘He was ordered to bring you back. Alive. He knew his death would follow yours — although his would be incredibly painful. As for your last night in Dokuzen, Hanto exceeded his orders. He seemed almost possessed, as if someone had magically changed him. There were no orders for your death.’


    ‘Really? That was not what I heard!’


    ‘From Gaibun?’ Jaken said quickly. ‘I question where his loyalties lie. Is he helping you, is he helping me or is he playing his own game? You need to ask him about that night.’


    ‘Are you saying he would break the habit of a lifetime, throw away his father’s teachings and act dishonourably?’


    Jaken shrugged. ‘That is for him to answer. But ask yourself this: if he is so honourable, why does he keep lovers all over Dokuzen?’


    Sendatsu ground his teeth. His father was doing it again, twisting everything around, making it sound like he was the only one with all the answers.


    ‘But let us put that aside. I tell you now that I never sought your death — it was the last thing I wanted. We need to talk about more pressing matters, such as how you came back at the perfect time, even if you bring gaijin —’


    ‘I did not know what was going on here. I came back to help my friends,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Friends? An interesting way to describe them,’ Jaken mused. ‘They are lesser beings, without magic or intelligence. It is our destiny to rule them — I have discovered that truth. Now you have returned, you can give me your knowledge of their world to help make it happen.’


    ‘I came here to help the Velsh, not make them into slaves —’


    ‘Who cares about one tribe of humans? But if they mean so much to you, I shall destroy their enemies and raise them above all others. They can be our trusted allies, answerable only to me,’ Jaken offered.


    ‘They do not want that. They want to be free.’


    ‘And what do you want?’


    ‘Father?’


    ‘That is the real question. I think you can help me and advance the cause of clan Tadayoshi. We already know that you want your children back, and they are in my power. So let us put aside the past and talk about the future.’


    ‘Go on,’ Sendatsu said warily.


    ‘This is what I want from you. You and your humans will persuade Daichi that the gaijin attacking our barrier are the nightmare all of Dokuzen has been trembling about for the last three centuries — even though you and I both know that to be a lie. I want Daichi to give me the clans, so I can lead them out through the barrier and conquer the human world. Again your humans will help me, identifying ways of beating any human opposition. Once they bow down before us, and riches the esemono can only dream of begin flowing back to Dokuzen, there will be no debate about who is to be Elder Elf. And, if there is, the army I have created will be the final answer.’


    Sendatsu licked dry lips, his mind racing. ‘Assuming that we do that, what do we get in return?’


    Jaken smiled. ‘What you want. Your children returned to you, in your home again. Your crimes, which saw you flee Dokuzen — all forgotten. Rather than being a hunted fugitive, wanted for slaying Council Guards, that night never happened. You can pick up your old life, exactly as it was before. And your humans can live in peace and freedom, enjoying all the benefits of being the only humans we trust — as long as they swear loyalty to me.’


    Sendatsu did not know whether to celebrate or vomit. It was almost everything they wanted — but it would mean the elves destroying the human world. Again. While he was happy to see Ward and his brutal Forlish humbled, the other countries had surely suffered enough. Becoming slaves to the elves was hardly a fit reward. The memory of the bodies they had found was too fresh, even if the atrocity was old. And Huw would never agree to it — nor Rhiannon, for that matter. Rhiannon could be the real sticking point as well. How would his father react to discovering humans could perform magic, that they might well be the same as elves?


    ‘Come, don’t tell me you require more than that? What else could you possibly want?’


    ‘Why do we need to rule the humans? Why can we not live at peace with them?’ Sendatsu asked.


    His father gave a short bark of laughter. ‘I see your time in the human world has not entirely cured you of foolishness! It is a fact of life — the strong rule and the weak bow down. We have lived at peace with the humans for the last three hundred years because of the magical barrier. Once that barrier comes down, there is only one choice — rule or be ruled. Tell me, are there not human rulers trying to bring everyone under their control?’


    Images of the dead children of Rheged flashed into Sendatsu’s mind. ‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘The Forlish, the same ones who are attacking the barrier now.’


    Jaken smiled. ‘Perfect! And will the Forlish be content to live at peace with us and their neighbours? Or will they look at what we have and lust for it?’


    Again, Sendatsu had to admit that was possible.


    ‘What were your dealings with them?’


    Sendatsu told something of his adventures in Vales, explaining about building the defences and fighting off the Forlish — but leaving out the parts where he slept with Rhiannon; discovered the burned temple to Aroaril and the book; the massacre they had uncovered and that Rhiannon could do magic. Still, he found the longer he spent with his father, the more he had to fight the feeling to tell Jaken everything.


    ‘What do the Forlish think of us? Do they know we are better than them?’


    ‘They only know stories about us. They think we are magical, wise beings,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Excellent. They will more readily accept us as their rulers. And their armies — how do they fight?’


    ‘The Forlish have the biggest army and they form a wall of shields, all overlapping and bristling with spears.’ Sendatsu saw no danger in this, at least. ‘Up close they switch to short swords, more for stabbing. They try to give their opponents no room to swing a longer sword.’


    Jaken nodded. ‘Good tactics. Yet magic will shatter their shield wall and let our warriors inside. They will be no match for elves.’


    ‘I killed five by myself, during one battle,’ Sendatsu could not stop himself from adding.


    ‘Did you? I would have expected nothing less,’ Jaken said. ‘Once resistance has been crushed, we can bring peace to these troubled lands. We can help the humans live better. They will all benefit, in the long run. They will not thank us for it but their children will. Besides, there will be many who remember the elves with fondness. Most countries will probably welcome us as liberators, rather than see us as conquerors. They will be happy to accept elven rule.’


    ‘What will the priests of Aroaril say about us leaving Dokuzen to crush the human world?’


    ‘The priests will stay out of this, as they stay out of everything,’ Jaken said. ‘They are happy as long as everyone walks into a church on the seventh day of each quarter-moon and gives generously. They don’t want to know more.’


    ‘We should ask more of them. How can they preach doing good in church and then ignore what happens for the rest of that moon?’


    ‘That is ridiculous and not worthy of talking about. Now, do you agree or not?’


    Sendatsu hesitated.


    Jaken sighed. ‘You want to discuss it with your gaijin pets. Understandable, if still foolish. Fine. Send Gaibun with an answer by dawn and you can see your children at breakfast. They are asleep by now and I’m sure you don’t want to wake them.’


    ‘Wait, Father — how have they been sleeping?’


    ‘In the usual manner.’ Jaken shrugged. ‘I do not bother myself with that sort of thing. It is not work for a warrior.’


    Sendatsu felt a chill down his back and a burst of anger in his heart at Jaken’s words.


    ‘One more thing,’ his father continued. ‘Sumiko and the Magic-weavers might try to contact you. They will know you came back through the barrier, after all. Listen to what they say, agree with everything and then come and tell me what they said. There is more happening in Dokuzen than I can tell you about, but all shall be revealed soon. All you need to know is there can be only one ruler in Dokuzen and that will be me.’


    Sendatsu felt like taking another bath.


    ‘I am pleased to see you again.’ Jaken offered him a slight smile. ‘Your return signals the final victory of clan Tadayoshi. Come here!’


    Sendatsu forced himself to go down on one knee, taking his father’s hand and placing it on top of his own head.


    For a long moment he felt his father’s hand rest there, then Jaken reached down and raised him up.


    ‘I shall expect Gaibun with your answer by dawn. But make sure it is a written reply, and sealed.’


    ‘But surely —’


    ‘Do not trust Gaibun. He is playing his own game,’ Jaken warned. ‘I shall only accept a written answer.’


    ‘I am not a fool, Father,’ Sendatsu said stiffly.


    ‘Of course not! You are my son!’ Jaken slapped him on the shoulder and strode out of the room, leaving Sendatsu in more confusion than ever before.
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      We did not realise these Elfarans were building an entire city to the east, although they allowed us in to look on their work, at first. But soon those of us who journeyed to see it never returned.


      Huw’s song

    


    Sendatsu walked slowly back through the villa. His father insisted he should not trust Gaibun. From anyone else it would have been a simple warning. But with his father, things were never simple. Did that mean Gaibun was untrustworthy, or just prepared to betray Jaken?


    Gaibun had always told the truth, even when it earned him punishment or lost him a contest. But his father was right: Gaibun was lying about his mistresses — and either lying to Jaken or to Asami and Sendatsu. Once lying began, it was hard to stop. Something deep inside told him he should still trust Gaibun. They had been friends for as long as he could remember — Gaibun was the brother he never had.


    ‘What did your father say?’ Gaibun asked and Sendatsu realised he had wandered into the garden, where everyone was waiting for him.


    ‘He wants us to have everything we wanted — I get my children, Huw gets freedom from the Forlish —’


    ‘And me?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘You get nothing. He does not believe you are possible,’ Sendatsu admitted.


    ‘And his price?’ Asami inquired.


    ‘To persuade Daichi the elves need to bring down the barrier and march into the human world to stop the attacks. And to help Jaken become the ruler of every land.’


    ‘And what did you say?’ Huw whispered.


    ‘We must give him an answer by dawn.’


    ‘Well, it is obvious. Sumiko will surely be arriving soon and we need to secure a deal with her first,’ Asami said.


    ‘But my children,’ Sendatsu said helplessly.


    ‘We will never agree to becoming slaves to the elves,’ Huw said. ‘I cannot forget the slave markets in Cridianton, when I lived at Ward’s palace. I watched Balians, Landish and others being sold off, families split apart, having been dragged from their home in chains. How those slaves were treated was even worse. To be a young and attractive girl or boy slave in Ward’s castle was to be trapped inside a living nightmare.’


    ‘And what about the magic? Your father is like the elves who killed humans centuries ago — he will not want us to challenge him with magic,’ Rhiannon said hotly.


    ‘I know! I know all that — yet he still has my children. I need to think how to get them back while stopping him.’


    ‘I don’t know if that is possible,’ Gaibun warned.


    ‘Of course it is!’ Sumiko snapped, stepping clear of the oak tree and striding towards them, oak staff in her hand.


    ‘I really must remember to put a ward of warning on that tree,’ Asami muttered to herself.


    Sumiko stopped a few paces away from them. ‘So, do we talk here, sitting on the grass like a pack of humans, or can we go inside and speak like civilised people?’


    ‘Forgive me, sensei — Jaken was just here. But he has left now, so of course we shall go inside.’


    ‘Jaken was here? How did he know Sendatsu had returned?’ Sumiko asked.


    ‘He has an informer among your Magic-weavers. He has boasted of it often enough,’ Gaibun said.


    Sumiko started, then composed herself. ‘Then we have no time to waste. Let us go inside,’ she instructed.


    Sendatsu could see she held a book and the worries about his father were pushed aside by the thought he might be able to read the book he had found in the Velsh church.


    Asami led the way back into the reception room that had so recently held Jaken, all four elves smiling as Huw and Rhiannon could not hold back little gasps of awe and surprise as they took in the beautiful walls and floors of the villa, decorated with pictures of elves and animals, and the finely carved furniture. This part was set around a central courtyard, open to the night air, where a pool rippled among perfect statues. Tall columns held up the roof around the outside of the courtyard.


    Rhiannon nudged Huw angrily. ‘Humans would have had this, should have had this. But, like the magic, it has been taken from us. The elves have sat here for the last three hundred years, living in luxury, while outside, humans struggled and died.’


    ‘It has to change,’ Huw agreed.


    The reception room was huge, a double-height ceiling and enough space for three Velsh families to live comfortably. The six of them would have been squashed in the main room of Huw’s house — here they almost vanished in the scale of the room.


    More amazing still, it was lit by a mixture of candles and lamps, scores of them, providing more than enough light for an entire Velsh village — or this one room.


    Asami gestured. ‘Please, take a seat.’


    Huw and Rhiannon watched the four elves sink onto couches and followed suit.


    ‘Welcome back, Sendatsu. Have you brought me what I need?’ Sumiko asked excitedly.


    Sendatsu produced the book he had carried around carefully for so long. ‘I think so. We found this in the burned-out remains of a Velsh church to Aroaril. This church was definitely made by humans, not elf-built. Not only was it burned but we found evidence of a massacre of humans there. There are memories of such an event, as well as of elves stopping humans worshipping Aroaril.’


    ‘Excellent! What does the book say?’


    ‘We don’t know, because we cannot read it,’ he admitted. ‘I showed it to many humans but none of them recognised the writing.’


    ‘Then how do you know you have the proof I need?’


    Sendatsu swung to face Rhiannon. ‘Because I have the first human who can do magic in three hundred years with me,’ he said softly.


    He worried about putting pressure on Rhiannon but she met every eye on her defiantly.


    ‘Can you do something for us, please?’ Sumiko asked slowly, trying to pronounce each word clearly. ‘Perhaps the flowers in the vase there …’


    Sendatsu groaned inside. He knew that would be the last straw for Rhiannon but, before he could say anything, the vase smashed into a hundred fragments as the flowers exploded into life, doubling then tripling in size and taking over the entire table.


    The elves jumped as the vase burst apart but Rhiannon pressed on, making the flowers keep growing and pushing across to the couch where Sumiko sat.


    ‘You have done enough!’ Sumiko exclaimed.


    But Rhiannon looked around the room, letting all know she could do more, before sending the flowers back to their previous size, where they flopped onto the small table.


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘Do you believe us now?’


    ‘And how do you feel after that?’ Sumiko asked Rhiannon sharply.


    ‘I could do it again, any time you want,’ Rhiannon said boldly, although all could see how she was working hard to keep her breathing even.


    ‘The only elf who has displayed more power is sitting over there.’ Sumiko pointed at Asami, her voice low.


    Gaibun snorted. ‘You are saying she is as good as an elf?’


    ‘No. I am saying she is far better. She is completely untrained and already has the power and imagination to best all but a handful of elves. With a moon or two of intensive training, I think only Asami and I would be able to match her. And in a year — who knows? How many more like this are out there?’


    ‘We don’t know,’ Sendatsu admitted.


    ‘Well, how did you find her?’


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘You could say she found me. We didn’t know she had magic until we were attacked — and then she saved us through magic.’


    ‘Really? So was it physical pain or emotional pain that unlocked the magic?’ Sumiko asked kindly, reaching out to take Rhiannon’s hand. ‘Please, I live to serve the magic and must know everything.’


    Rhiannon naturally held back but Asami nodded her encouragement and she reluctantly admitted it was both.


    ‘I learned the truth about my father’s betrayal, he was hitting me and then everything came alive around me …’


    ‘That must have been terrible,’ Sumiko said sympathetically. ‘What did you do with your new power? Come, you are among friends here.’


    ‘I killed them all,’ Rhiannon said hoarsely, then bowed her head, unable to say any more.


    Sumiko patted her hand gently. ‘You are very brave and I shall be delighted to help you develop your magic, help others like you among the humans. How many others are there? If their talents are not nurtured and developed, perhaps they never use it properly. And you say humans were massacred. Were they the ones with magic?’


    ‘We think so. Magic, or knowledge, or both,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘They were betrayed. They trusted the elves — and were killed as a reward,’ Huw added.


    Sumiko laid down her book on a nearby table.


    ‘Perhaps we should look through your book then, see if it can give us some proof,’ she suggested. ‘I need evidence of what happened three hundred years ago, so I can show the people that the Council lied and they are not to be trusted, that only the Magic-weavers have the answers to the new world that awaits us.’


    ‘And what about me? What about the proof elves are no better than humans?’ Rhiannon asked eagerly.


    ‘Better to keep you out of this. It will only complicate matters. One thing at a time,’ Sumiko suggested. ‘Your evidence?’


    Sendatsu eagerly offered her the Velsh book. ‘How does this work?’ he asked.


    ‘In my book are examples of the forgotten languages — the tongues the different races spoke before they were all merged into one in a massive act of magic. With this we can decipher the old words. It takes some time but I have had great success with it.’ She smiled.


    All waited as she opened Sendatsu’s book and then flicked slowly through her own.


    ‘Aha! No wonder you could not find a human who understood the words — they are written in the old elven tongue, the Nipponese we brought with us to this land,’ she mused. ‘I have made quite a study of this!’


    Again there was silence as she whipped through pages, reading the two books at once. They all leaned in closer.


    Sumiko slammed her book shut, her face ashen. For a long moment she said nothing, then she smiled at them. ‘This is exactly what I have been searching for,’ she said finally. ‘We threw the Council into a panic with one scroll written by an elf named Sendatsu, the first former Elder Elf and obviously beloved of the forefathers. This looks like his book.’


    ‘Looks like?’


    ‘Listen.’ Sumiko picked up Sendatsu’s book and scanned down the page before beginning to read slowly.


    ‘My ancestor and the other forefathers were worried enough to make us seal ourselves away from the other human lands, where we can do no harm. But, before they could finish, they disappeared, crumbled to dust, as though the weight of history caught up with them.


    ‘While some of us mourned them, others planned to take control. It is they who will kill me tomorrow …’ She paused and glanced up before continuing. ‘I shall hide this book, hope one day it shall be found and history can right itself.


    ‘My name is Sendatsu. It means a guide or pioneer in our old language. I had hoped to lead my people to a life of peace but instead I have been led to my own doom.’ Sumiko looked up after a long, long pause. ‘And this is but the first page. Imagine what else is inside here,’ she said. ‘This is more, far more than we ever hoped for. There is no doubt, after reading this, the Council lied and has to go.’


    She stood and began to pace the room. ‘I need to take this with me, get this translated tonight, find the passages that should be sent out to every district, every clan. If we do this right, the esemono will rise as one —’


    ‘On that point.’ Sendatsu reached over and took his book from Sumiko. ‘You promised to get my children and life back. My father was here, promising me much the same. What do you offer us? Before you get this book, we need your word.’


    Sumiko’s smile was wiped off her face in an instant.


    ‘You put your trust in me before — why not now?’


    ‘I had no choice before,’ Sendatsu replied.


    Sumiko took her seat again, slowly and deliberately. ‘What do you want?’


    ‘Rhiannon to be trained properly, by one of your best —’ Sendatsu began.


    ‘By Asami,’ Rhiannon put in.


    ‘By Asami,’ Sendatsu amended. ‘Huw and the Velsh receive elven protection from the Forlish. A few hundred elven warriors and a score of Magic-weavers should be enough. The secrets of Dokuzen need to be opened up as well — those Magic-weavers need to travel around the villages, finding human children with magical potential who can be trained. Priests of Aroaril should also travel through Vales and beyond, teaching all humans how to worship Him. Finally, I want to know how you can give me my old life back — and my children.’


    ‘Is that all?’ Sumiko asked sardonically. ‘Perhaps every gaijin child would like a ride on a dragon as well?’


    ‘Just what I said,’ Sendatsu said levelly.


    Sumiko leaned back, her face blank, although Sendatsu imagined he could see her thinking furiously behind that mask. ‘Here is what I offer,’ she said finally. ‘Rhiannon can train with Asami. The Border Patrol can help your human friends against their enemies. But any other humans found with magic must swear loyalty to me, not to their kings. I must control the magic.’


    Rhiannon and Huw were about to angrily refuse when Sendatsu waved them down.


    ‘And my children?’


    ‘Once Jaken is in my custody, along with the other clan leaders, obviously it will be easy for you to get your children back. Your crimes from earlier will be forgotten. And, of course, you will be free to live a life without responsibility. There will be no more clan leaders.’


    ‘And you will seal this magically? Give us your word, bound by your magic?’ Sendatsu pressed.


    ‘What about the humans swearing fealty?’ Huw blurted.


    But Sumiko and Sendatsu were staring only at each other.


    ‘A magical promise is possible. But not in the time we have to act. I need to take that book with me now —’


    ‘You don’t get the book until we have a deal from you, sealed with magic, that promises everything I asked for,’ Sendatsu said coldly. ‘Everything. Not your offer. What I said.’


    Sumiko stormed to her feet. ‘You dare to throw that in my face?’ she spat. ‘I could take that book and give you nothing!’


    Everyone but Huw could feel the magic being drawn in and instinctively began to gather it themselves.


    ‘If you want to rule Dokuzen, that is the price you must pay. No book without your promise,’ Sendatsu stated, staring her in the eye. ‘You can try to take the book but the price will be too great for you then.’


    Sumiko seemed about to burst then glanced across at Asami and Rhiannon. Abruptly she deflated.


    ‘You will have it. But I need several turns of the hourglass,’ she said.


    ‘Better hurry then. For we must give our answer to my father by dawn.’


    ‘You will get it before then,’ Sumiko promised, then swept towards the doorway. ‘I can find my own way out of here.’


    Asami came to her feet but Sumiko was already gone. She was not even making any noise on the tiled floor as she walked away.


    The other four stared at Sendatsu.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Is this the same Sendatsu?’ Asami asked after a moment.


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Last time, you allowed Sumiko to order you around. You actually stood up to her this time.’


    ‘I thought you would give in and let her have what she wanted,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘Not you as well!’ He turned to Rhiannon. ‘What do you think of me?’


    ‘You haven’t been someone to stand up to the likes of Sumiko since I met you,’ she offered.


    ‘In some ways you reminded me of Jaken. That is how he would have acted,’ Gaibun added.


    ‘Don’t say that! I am not my father!’ Sendatsu snarled.


    ‘I never said you were. I just said what you did reminded me of him,’ Gaibun said mildly.


    ‘Talking of Jaken, what message do we send him?’ Asami asked hastily, as Sendatsu’s face darkened. ‘After all, if we are to ally ourselves with Sumiko …’


    ‘He is expecting our answer by dawn. And he has my children,’ Sendatsu said. ‘We need Sumiko to help me take Mai and Cheijun back tonight.’


    Asami nodded. ‘I’d better send her another message. She will be long gone by now.’


    ‘And are we really going to get everything we want?’ Rhiannon asked. ‘I didn’t like the things she wasn’t telling us.’


    ‘And what does that mean?’ Gaibun said.


    ‘She’s right. Sumiko wasn’t reading everything out of the book. She saw something in there she didn’t like,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Well, do we trust her or not?’ Huw asked.


    ‘If we get a promise sealed with magic, then she cannot get out of it,’ Asami said soothingly.


    ‘So what do we do now?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Well, get some sleep, I suppose. Once we have her promise, then she can have the book and set her plans in motion —’ Asami said.


    ‘First we need to send a message to my father, telling him we agree with him,’ Sendatsu interrupted her. ‘Gaibun will have to take that. We cannot alert him to what we are doing with Sumiko.’


    Asami showed Huw and Rhiannon to a pair of guest rooms, simply furnished but still amazing to them. The beds, with cotton mattresses, cotton pillows and woollen blankets, were a particular fascination.


    ‘I could get used to this,’ Huw admitted, after trying it out.


    ‘We’ll wake you if we hear anything,’ Asami promised.


    After seeing Huw and Rhiannon to their rooms, Asami went to send the message to Sumiko, and Sendatsu took quill and parchment and quickly wrote to his father, sealing it with wax.


    ‘Why are you sealing it?’ Gaibun asked. ‘Why even write it at all? I can tell your father —’


    ‘He asked for it to be done this way,’ Sendatsu said shortly.


    ‘Sealed? He wanted your message sealed?’


    ‘That’s right.’ Sendatsu handed it to him but Gaibun made no move towards the door.


    ‘So is it Jaken who does not trust me — or you?’


    ‘How can you say that?’


    ‘Tell me the truth. I deserve that.’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘I cannot believe we are talking about this now.’


    ‘Just tell me, for Aroaril’s sake!’


    ‘Fine! My father said you were either playing him, playing me or playing your own game. But just because he said it does not mean I believe it.’


    ‘Yet you question me,’ Gaibun said flatly.


    ‘I know you are honourable. But you cannot play both sides without lying to one. And then there are the lovers you take, insulting Asami —’


    ‘Asami! I knew it would be Asami. It all comes down to her, in the end, doesn’t it?’


    ‘I’m not saying I believe him. I know the games he has played in the past,’ Sendatsu said.


    Gaibun stared at him. ‘You have no idea what it is like. You think it was hard having to marry Kayiko?’


    ‘It was difficult! I never loved her and she deserved more —’


    ‘That was nothing,’ Gaibun spat. ‘I loved Asami from the start, just as you did. Only she never loved me back. When we were told to marry I rejoiced, for I thought she would recognise she could never have you, and eventually learn to love me. But she cannot. I am a friend and nothing more. Can you imagine what that is like? Your dream has come true, everything you ever wanted is within your grasp — only you cannot touch it. It is but a finger’s breadth away from you but might as well be on the moon.’


    ‘I can imagine that,’ Sendatsu said hoarsely.


    ‘At first we slept apart because I wanted her to grow to love me, accept me. But then I could take it no longer and went to her —’


    ‘I don’t want to hear this!’


    ‘There is nothing to hear. She used magic to stop me, told me never to come into her bedroom again,’ Gaibun said brokenly. ‘I spent a moon apologising to her, begging forgiveness, but her heart was locked away from me. All she thought about was you. So I looked for comfort elsewhere, for fear I would go mad. I am not proud of it, I hate myself every time it happens — yet I cannot stop. Can you understand that?’


    Sendatsu was reminded of Rhiannon, and how he had seduced her. ‘I think I can,’ he admitted.


    ‘I know Jaken seeks to use me, to corrupt me, because that amuses him. He used my father’s honour against him to win the leadership of clan Tadayoshi. He seeks ways to show his cleverness, prove he is the best at everything. Destroying his rival’s son would be the perfect way. But I have already told Asami everything.’


    Sendatsu nodded solemnly. ‘I don’t want anything to come between our friendship. Remember the time you told Father Hiroka that my bruises were from you, rather than from my father?’


    Gaibun smiled briefly. ‘He made me polish every seat in his church! Although you sneaked in to help me.’


    ‘It was the least I could do. You saved me from a worse beating from my father. If a priest had come around asking questions … But even a priest of Aroaril believed you, because all knew of your father’s honour, and how he had raised his son.’


    ‘It does have its uses,’ Gaibun agreed. ‘Now, give me that scroll and let me take it to Jaken. I want to get back home before dawn. Drag a mattress into my room, down the hall from Asami’s, and we can pretend we are seven again, sleeping over at each other’s home.’


    Wordlessly, Sendatsu handed the scroll to him and Gaibun walked to the door.


    ‘Wait!’ He raced after him. ‘I need to tell you something.’


    ‘Be quick!’


    ‘You are more than a friend, you are a brother to me. And I shall trust you always.’


    Gaibun smiled. ‘I was wrong. You are not your father.’ He patted Sendatsu on the shoulder. ‘I shall be back soon.’


    Sendatsu watched him go. He did not want to cause Gaibun pain — but he could not walk away from Asami either. And he still lacked the courage to say so to Gaibun. He had been horrified by Gaibun’s story — but equally excited by the thought Asami had held true to him, even though he had married Kayiko. It also left him feeling ashamed. She had displayed honour and commitment far greater than his own, for he had not let a lack of love stop him from going to Kayiko’s bed — nor had he been strong enough to walk away from Rhiannon.


    He sighed. Put like that, he did not deserve Asami. And yet he could not stay away from her. He went to find her.


    Captain Edmund urged the troops on. This was the first time many of them had been to the north of Forland — and it was certainly the first time these villages had seen Forlish regiments on the march, men in perfect ranks, banners waving proudly. The south of the country was used to men marching off to war but the north had only heard about this. At every village and town, hundreds, if not thousands, turned out to wave and cheer, to offer food and drink to the passing soldiers.


    ‘No time to waste!’ he ordered his sergeants. ‘No man is to fall out of line!’


    He knew his beloved King Ward was sick, and getting worse. The king’s sons were less than useless, imagining only how they could celebrate taking power from their father. It was up to him to see the king’s dream come true.


    ‘Move it! Do you think the elves will wait for us?’ he bellowed. ‘We march through the night!’


    Down the column, Caelin marched with Ruttyn and Harald. He had decided the pair of them were his lucky charm. Edmund had rewarded him well for the work he had done scouting the barrier and, best of all, thanks to Ruttyn and Harald, he was alive to enjoy it.


    ‘Will we all live forever, when we have taken Dokuzen?’ Ruttyn asked.


    ‘I don’t know,’ Caelin admitted. ‘But we shall all have more gold than we can carry home.’


    ‘I wouldn’t like us to live forever,’ Harald said thoughtfully.


    Caelin nodded. ‘You mean life would lose all sensation, become a meaningless search for amusement?’


    ‘No.’ Harald snorted. ‘If we all lived forever, then the wife’s mother would be able to torment me until the end of time. The thought of that old trout finally dying is all that keeps me going!’


    Ruttyn roared with laughter, while Caelin also chuckled ruefully at walking into such a practised line.


    ‘Why did you marry her daughter then?’


    ‘Well, she came with a dowry of two pigs. And that’s a pretty good deal around Dunholm. Sadly I didn’t see the two pigs came with a bitter old cow!’


    ‘I should turn you two loose on the elves,’ Caelin said. ‘After a moon of this, they’d be begging to surrender!’
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      Their families grew larger and larger, as their Nipponese wives grew old and died and they married again and again, their children growing and marrying as well. But one thing was different about these Elfaran children — they all had magic.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Asami was still in the garden when Sendatsu found her.


    The night was warm and the fragrance from the gorgeous garden beds washed over him.


    ‘I love being out here, feeling the magic of my plants.’ She smiled, running gentle fingers across the many different flowers.


    He joined her, the perfume from the blooms making him feel a little light-headed; so different from the smells in the human world. Or was it Asami having that effect on him?


    ‘Has Gaibun left with the message for your father?’ she asked.


    ‘He has. Any reply from Sumiko?’ he said, stopping himself from leaning in to inhale the gentle fragrance of her hair.


    ‘Nothing yet. I cannot imagine she will be happy about it,’ Asami warned.


    ‘She does not have to be happy. She just has to do it.’


    Asami looked at him sideways. ‘This is definitely a new Sendatsu,’ she said. ‘What happened to you out there?’


    ‘Sit down and I shall tell you about it, while we wait.’ Sendatsu gestured towards one of the many garden seats.


    She paused for a moment and then sat.


    He told her about his time in the human world, how he had met Huw and Rhiannon, the fight against the Forlish, the things he had seen and finally the discovery of Rhiannon’s magic.


    ‘If you and Gaibun could see things out there, you would understand better. The way they live is so crude but, in some ways, it is better than what we have here.’


    ‘To live in filth and die young is better than this? Is this the same Sendatsu who was shovelling rice into his mouth and could not wait to have a bath?’ She grinned at him.


    ‘Even your cooking is better than what they eat out there,’ he said with a wink.


    ‘My cooking?’


    ‘Well, you always manage to ruin the rice. You can make fire with a click of your fingers and water boil with a wink but your rice always tastes like you added Gaibun’s old footcloths to it. It is magical in itself!’


    ‘That’s the last time I cook for you, you ungrateful lump!’ She whacked him on the arm with a laugh. ‘And how do you know how Gaibun’s old footcloths taste like anyway?’


    Sendatsu blocked another half-hearted blow. ‘Well, from your cooking, obviously!’


    ‘That’s it. I am going to send you back to Vales and I am going to leave you there this time.’ She grabbed his arm and tugged but he was able to pull her back easily and she fell onto his lap. Their laughter died and they looked at each other for a long moment.


    ‘We should be careful,’ she said shakily, moving from his lap to the bench. ‘Did I tell you about the work I am doing with the Magic-weavers? I think Sumiko is going to make me one of her deputies soon — already I have surpassed Oroku and Jimai.’


    ‘Do we really have to talk about that right now?’ Sendatsu asked, easing closer to her.


    ‘Gaibun is always happy to hear me talk about my magic, how much I love working with it.’


    ‘Then forgive me, and tell me more,’ Sendatsu said.


    She placed a hand on his chest and glanced around. ‘I have the feeling there are eyes on us.’


    ‘Gaibun won’t be back yet,’ Sendatsu said gently.


    ‘That reminds me. What were you and Gaibun talking about?’ she asked. ‘Did he tell you much about us?’


    Sendatsu thought about lying but she had always been able to read him.


    ‘My father told me not to trust Gaibun —’


    ‘He has already told me of going to meet with Jaken,’ Asami interrupted.


    ‘I know. My father always has a motive behind what he says. But I cannot see what he is up to,’ Sendatsu admitted.


    ‘He seeks discord. It is what he has always thrived on.’


    Sendatsu nodded. ‘He was strange when we spoke. He seemed happy that I was back and safe. Then he comes up with that comment about Gaibun. I walked into the room ready to sink a blade into his heart for what he has done to me — now I don’t know what to think.’


    ‘Which is exactly what he wanted!’ Asami snorted. ‘He has always been the master manipulator. Right from when you were a child —’


    ‘I don’t want to think about that,’ Sendatsu muttered.


    ‘Then what do you want to talk about? More of your time in the human world?’


    ‘How about us — and what happens once the clan system is overthrown by Sumiko? I know you long for that day.’


    Asami sighed. ‘Yes, I hate what we have now. Apart from what happened to us, I look around and cannot see fairness anywhere. It was what drew me to Sumiko and her insistence we can make a better Dokuzen. We should have more freedom and I, for one, am willing to fight for it.’ She looked away. ‘I long for it and yet I fear it as well, for what it will bring. It is easy to dream and hope but harder to live with. You are asking if I will leave Gaibun and be with you.’


    ‘Yes,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I faced death out in the human world, fought in battles and held dying children in my arms. I swore to myself that I would not make the same mistake of not sacrificing everything for you again. I even planned to bring a force of humans here, to seize you and my children, so we could live together in the human world.’


    Asami gasped. ‘You thought I would come with you into the human world?’


    ‘Why not? You were the one who suggested we renounce our position and go and live up north, among the esemono.’


    ‘Living a simple life is one thing — living among the humans is something else.’


    ‘You were the only thing that kept me going,’ Sendatsu said simply. ‘You and the children. I swore my life would have you all in it by the time this was over. Think about what we could do to help the humans. You think Dokuzen is corrupt and rotten. Well, leave it and help me make a better world outside, where we can truly make a difference.’


    She looked in his eyes now and he marvelled anew at how beautiful she was and that she somehow loved him.


    ‘Do you know how long I have waited for you to say that?’ she asked.


    ‘Too long. I want to make that up to you,’ he said, moving closer to her on the seat. She had been in his thoughts for so long, actually being so close to her was driving him wild. He did not care that she was married to Gaibun, or that anyone from Huw to Gaibun to Sumiko could walk in on them. All such thoughts were wiped away by his longing for her and he leaned in to kiss her.


    But her eyes were not on him, instead focused on a spot above his shoulder, her mouth slightly open.


    Sendatsu managed to pull his mind away from carnal thoughts and was about to ask what was the matter when she grabbed his arm and shoulder and threw him on the ground. Caught completely by surprise, he landed heavily and rolled over, angry questions flooding into his mouth — to see a dark-clad figure slam a sword into the bench, right where he had been sitting a moment ago.


    Asami sprang to her feet as their attacker tried to rip his sword free from the wooden bench. She was not carrying a weapon — neither was Sendatsu — but did not let this stop her. Moving smoothly into a fighting stance, she stepped forwards and slammed her left fist into their attacker’s neck. He choked in pain and reeled backwards, letting go of the sword still stuck in the bench but she followed up, pivoting on her left foot to deliver a kick to his head with her right. Their attacker spun and crashed to the ground with the impact.


    ‘What is —’


    ‘Get the sword — there’s more of them!’ Asami snapped.


    Sendatsu risked a glance over his shoulder to see figures dropping from the roof to the ground, racing into the stables and storerooms at the very rear of the villa. A couple were advancing on him and Asami, but slowly, seemingly more intent on keeping them away from the main group. But why would they go to the stables when nothing of importance would be there?


    ‘They’re after Huw and Rhiannon!’ he said.


    Even as he said it, he jumped to his feet and ripped the sword out of the bench, handing it to Asami.


    ‘You take it, we’ll get back to the house and —’


    ‘If we go back there, they’ll know where Huw and Rhiannon are,’ Asami hissed.


    ‘When they don’t find them down there, they’re going to realise anyway — we have to warn them.’


    ‘Too late!’


    The group, all clad in black, was pouring out of the searched storerooms now. Sendatsu tried to count and reckoned there was almost a dozen. Even as he thought that, the two closest charged to the attack, swords held back over their shoulders. Sendatsu and Asami sprang to meet them.


    Asami had the sword and blocked a thunder-strike with ease, then used a figure-eight to come over the top of her opponent’s blade and carve a fearsome wound from shoulder to hip, sending blood in a wide spray. As the elf screamed in agony, she swivelled to see if Sendatsu needed her help.


    Sendatsu went under a tiger-claw cut in a forward roll, coming out to smash the elf’s kneecap with a horizontal kick. The black-clad elf howled and staggered; Sendatsu surged to his feet to snatch the sword and take the elf’s head with a vicious stroke of his own.


    He wiped blood from his eyes and spat the coppery tang from his mouth as he saw the rest of them racing forwards.


    ‘Back!’ He waved. ‘We can use the corridors to hold them off — they can get around us out here!’


    ‘No, wait, we’ll —’ Asami began but Sendatsu had already run and she was forced to follow him, racing back into the main house.


    ‘We should have stayed outside — I could have used magic to stop them out there — in here there is less to work with!’ Asami shouted. ‘You need to listen to me!’


    Too late Sendatsu saw his mistake. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. What now?’


    ‘Protect Huw and Rhiannon. Don’t die.’


    Into the main part of the villa came their attackers, swords at the ready.


    ‘Who are they? Who sent them?’ Asami spat. ‘How dare they enter my house —’


    ‘We’ll worry about that afterwards,’ Sendatsu suggested, leaping to meet them.


    But the attackers had numbers enough that half went to attack Sendatsu and Asami, while the others began breaking into rooms, swords at the ready.


    Huw was having a very pleasant dream when someone burst into his room. He sat up in bed, heart hammering, trying to blink his eyes open.


    He got them working to see Rhiannon — and wondered if he was still dreaming.


    ‘What is it?’ he asked, his heart redoubling its pace at the thought she was going to forgive him, perhaps even seduce him, the way she had done the first time.


    ‘We’re under attack. Get your crossbow!’


    A dozen questions flooded into Huw’s head but he had been through enough fights with Rhiannon now not to waste time on those. He grabbed for his bag, pulling out the elven crossbow and shoving a handful of bolts into the hopper.


    ‘We didn’t bring many — we weren’t planning on doing much fighting,’ he warned.


    ‘Well, we don’t have any choice.’ Rhiannon looked down the corridor and jumped into Huw’s room.


    Huw levelled the crossbow and, a few heartbeats later, a black-clad figure filled the doorway. Instantly he worked the crossbow, pumping three bolts into the chest of the elf and watching him collapse.


    There was a small vase of flowers on a shelf and Rhiannon grabbed a handful and hurled a pair at the door. Huw stopped loosing bolts in surprise, wondering how a few cut flowers could possibly defeat an attacker — then the flowers lengthened, twisted and contorted in the air as they landed on the next elf. One fastened around the attacker’s hands, the other around his neck and then they tightened. The elf desperately tried to pull the tenacious plant from around his throat but another was hauling on his hands and instead he fell backwards, choking.


    A third elf appeared — and this time when flowers flew at him, he held up his hands and they froze in the air.


    Huw watched in anticipation, expecting Rhiannon’s victory to be delayed only by a few heartbeats, but the flowers hung in the air, not moving. He glanced over at Rhiannon and saw her breathing quicken, sweat appearing on her face, and remembered all she had done, as well as Sendatsu’s warnings about trying to do too much. A moment later he brought up his crossbow and put two bolts into the elf’s chest. Their attacker staggered backwards, crying out in pain, then the flowers fastened around his throat and he fell, choking.


    ‘The door!’ Rhiannon sent it slamming shut, then joined Huw in pushing the heavy wooden bed up against it.


    ‘Are you still able to do magic?’ he asked.


    ‘For now. Not sure how much longer,’ she said.


    ‘Who’s attacking us?’ he cried.


    ‘Let’s worry about that after we are safe,’ Rhiannon suggested. ‘Down!’


    She grabbed Huw and pulled him below the solid wooden bedhead, a moment before the door blew inwards in a shower of splinters.


    Sendatsu had become used to fighting Forlish, who used a crude, completely different style based on strength and were easy to defeat. These new attackers were far more skilled and he defended himself for a few moments, feeling a mixture of surprise and almost nostalgia as familiar dragon-tail and tiger-claw strokes came at him.


    Behind him, Asami was taking on another pair of attackers. He had no fears for her. He had sparred with her often enough to know her speed was his equal — and she always had her magic to fall back on.


    As for him, while the attackers were better than Forlish, they were nowhere near the best he had faced. After a few parries to get a sense of their speed and skill, he went on the attack — and they could not stand with him. He ripped upwards with his sword, tearing through cloth and stomach and ribs, turning black clothes a darker shade and spilling long coils of guts across the tiled floor. The elf staggered backwards, screaming horribly, while his neighbour stepped on the mingled blood and guts and slipped to his knees. Sendatsu’s blade whistled around to strike between neck and shoulder and gouge deep into his chest. This one could not even scream through a torn windpipe, instead choked on the floor, spurting blood across the tiles. A third backed away, holding up his free hand. Sendatsu hesitated, wondering if this one was surrendering — and then he was attacked by magic. Ornaments flew off shelves and at his head and he had to defend himself desperately, fend them off with his sword, his own, crude magic no match for his attacker. Seizing the advantage, his attacker took a pace forwards — and stopped short, as his magical assault dried up.


    From behind Sendatsu came Asami, her sword dripping blood. The ornaments in the air hung between them for a heartbeat longer, then converged on their attacker’s head, arriving with sickening force. He crumpled to the floor, his skull smashed.


    ‘Who are they?’ Sendatsu gasped. ‘They seem better with magic than the sword —’


    ‘Find your humans first!’ Asami shoved him down the corridor as a solid wooden door exploding into splinters shook the whole villa.


    Sendatsu and Asami raced across the courtyard to where a pair of elves was pushing their way into Huw’s bedroom, past the wreckage of the door and over the bodies of the three who had tried earlier.


    ‘We’re too late!’ Asami looked around for something she could use to stop them.


    But she had no need, for the two elves backed out of the room, trying to fight off flowers that were attempting to strangle them, then jerking under the impact of small, thin crossbow bolts.


    Sendatsu reached them and finished them off, looking up as a flower flew towards his own head. He instinctively ducked, then Asami made it shrivel in the air.


    ‘It’s us! You are safe!’ she called, looking inside to see Huw lower his crossbow and Rhiannon drop the two flowers she had left in her hand. They were behind the bed, while the fresco along the back wall had been peppered with fragments of door. Chunks of plaster and paint hung off the wall and littered the floor.


    ‘There’s two more of them — where are they?’ Sendatsu looked around.


    ‘Don’t look in here — there’s just us,’ Rhiannon told him.


    He darted next door, to the room Rhiannon had been given — but could see nothing.


    ‘Where are they? Have they run?’ Huw asked.


    They paused, trying to listen over their hurried breathing and the moans and gurgles of the dying elves.


    ‘Footsteps! That way!’ Asami pointed to the wing of the villa with the reception room.


    Sendatsu and Asami began to run — but before they had gone more than a few paces, there was a scream of pain, long and bubbling, followed by the unmistakeable clash of sword on sword.


    Sendatsu skidded around the corner, to see one attacker bleeding on the floor and Gaibun fighting the last one, who was hampered by something under his arm. This elf had no intention of standing and fighting — but Gaibun was too close for him to break away without receiving a sword in the back.


    ‘Surrender!’ Sendatsu called. ‘You cannot escape!’


    The elf glanced back over his shoulder, eyes wide and desperate from inside the dark mask he wore. He might have opened his mouth — Sendatsu could not be sure — but by looking back over his shoulder he had taken his eyes off Gaibun. A fatal mistake. Gaibun’s sword ripped into his chest and he hung on the blade, impaled, blood spurting hotly, then his bowels opened explosively and he collapsed, the thing he had been carrying under his arm sliding across the tiles almost to Sendatsu’s feet, missing the blood and shit he had poured all over the floor. Even before Sendatsu bent down to pick it up, he had recognised it.


    ‘They were after the book I found,’ he said slowly, looking at Gaibun as his friend cleaned his sword.


    ‘Looks like I came back just at the right time,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘The big question is, who sent them?’ Sendatsu strode over to the dying elf and pulled off his mask. There were only two possibilities: his father or Sumiko. Nobody else even knew they were there.


    Unless Gaibun has told someone else, a little voice said.


    Sendatsu looked at the dead elf’s face. ‘I don’t know him. We should have captured him, forced him to talk.’


    ‘He came into my house, stole from me, drew a sword on me! Did you expect me to offer him a drink and a hot bath?’ Gaibun snorted. ‘Besides, there might have been more of them.’


    ‘There was. They are scattered all over the house,’ Asami said grimly, her face a mask of blood and her fine silk robe stained dark and dripping with more. She raised her sword for a moment at footsteps on the tiles, then relaxed when she saw it was just Huw and Rhiannon.


    ‘We have a problem. Maybe two problems. We thought we were trying to get the best deal from the two sides. But it looks as if they have different ideas,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘We need to think about this. But we don’t have much time,’ Asami said.


    They went outside, into the fresh air, Sendatsu pulling the masks off their dead attackers, hoping an answer would reveal itself. But none, not even the two in the garden, looked familiar. At least the smell of blood and opened bowels here was not as revolting as inside the villa, where there were no flowering plants to fight the stench. Gaibun got a bucket of water and towels from the bathhouse and the three elves cleaned the crimson off their arms and faces, although their clothes would be forever stained.


    ‘What do we do now?’ Huw asked. ‘Who sent them?’


    ‘And was it linked to anything we did?’ Rhiannon added, staring right at Gaibun.


    ‘Are you accusing me of something, gaijin?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Don’t use that word!’ Sendatsu snapped.


    ‘I will say anything I want when I am being looked on as a traitor!’ Gaibun fired back.


    ‘Well, you said it yourself. You leave to give a message to Sendatsu’s father and then we get attacked,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Calm down!’ Sendatsu stepped in front of the angry Gaibun. ‘She has a right to ask the question, just as you have to answer it — or not.’


    ‘I am no traitor. I went to Jaken’s house and delivered the message, as I was asked to. He said he expects you at his villa at dawn to see your children. Make of that what you will.’


    ‘I cannot believe Gaibun would betray us. Can you, Asami?’ Sendatsu said hotly.


    All eyes turned to Asami, who shook her head wordlessly.


    ‘Easy for you to say. It is not just our lives but the lives of my people at risk,’ Huw put in.


    Gaibun turned away. ‘I will not help those who don’t trust me,’ he fumed. ‘To think my honour is being questioned by a pair of gaijin! If you were not guests in my home, my sword would already be in my hand!’


    ‘Enough!’ Sendatsu stepped between them. ‘My children are at risk here! I will do anything to get them back — and we need Gaibun. I trust him and that should be enough for you as well!’


    The expressions on Huw’s and Rhiannon’s faces showed they were not convinced, but they said no more.


    ‘I will not do anything to prove myself. My word alone should be enough for that,’ Gaibun warned.


    ‘We don’t need any more,’ Sendatsu assured him. ‘Now, we need to stop wasting time and think what to do next. I don’t think my father sent those attackers. For one thing, they were looking for the book — and Sumiko was the only one we told about that.’


    ‘They also used magic. And they seemed to have some ability with it,’ Rhiannon pointed out.


    ‘Do you recognise any of the attackers? Were any left alive that we might find out?’ Huw asked.


    ‘One that Asami downed took the chance to flee while we were inside,’ Sendatsu said. ‘As to the others, I pulled the masks off all of them. I don’t recognise any. Asami, Gaibun, did you know any?’


    Gaibun just shook his head but Asami reluctantly nodded.


    ‘I am sure I have seen a couple of them before. They were students of Sumiko’s. But they were also clan Tadayoshi — poor families from the north, the sort you would call esemono, willing to hire themselves out to anyone and ready to do the bidding of their clan leader without question,’ she explained.


    ‘Well, that clears things up,’ Huw said disgustedly.


    ‘I think it was Sumiko,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘But why? We were giving her what she wanted!’ Rhiannon could see her chances of learning magic slipping away.


    Sendatsu shrugged. ‘She wanted that book. There was something in there she didn’t read out to us, something that affected her greatly. If she had got it, she wouldn’t have needed the rest of us.’


    ‘I find that hard to believe,’ Asami said.


    ‘Well, someone sent them. Was it Jaken then? Did he send a couple of Magic-weavers to fool us, send us in the wrong direction?’ Huw asked.


    ‘They had little enough skill,’ Gaibun said grudgingly. ‘I cannot see Jaken putting his trust in such as these. He knows how good the three of us are with a blade. He would have sent more warriors, of a better standard.’


    ‘Well, if we cannot agree on who sent them, what do we do now? Do we send a message to Sumiko demanding her answer?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Let her know what happened here and she’ll only try again, except this time send proper warriors and Magic-weavers, not a pack of esemono with a couple of beginners,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Well, we still have another choice. We can go with my father’s plans. After all, he is willing to give my children back,’ Sendatsu offered.


    ‘Never!’ Huw said. ‘He wants to enslave every human in these lands.’


    ‘He will let the Velsh live in freedom,’ Asami said.


    ‘We already agreed that was a condition we could never support. Besides, will he let me use magic? Will he see other humans use magic, or worship Aroaril? I can’t see that happening,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘So where does that leave us? Who do we go to? We have to do something!’ Asami cried.


    There was a long silence.


    ‘There is another way,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Well, don’t say something like that and nothing more — put us out of our misery!’ Asami hit him on the arm.


    ‘We go to Daichi.’ Sendatsu looked around them.


    Gaibun snorted. ‘And say what? We have been plotting against you but now we’ve come to our senses?’


    ‘We tell him both my father and Sumiko are seeking to overthrow him. At the moment both Sumiko and Jaken think we are helping them. We use that to bring them out in the open and Daichi can stop them.’


    ‘And why would he do anything for us?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘More importantly, what would he give us?’ Rhiannon added.


    ‘He will do what we want because we will both save his position and protect Dokuzen from the Forlish. In return he will give us what we truly want: an elven army to help defeat the Forlish; priests of Aroaril to spread the word among the human people; Gaibun’s father to take control of clan Tadayoshi; and Asami to take over the Magic-weavers. For me, my children, nothing else.’


    ‘They can clean up our house as well. Apart from a new door, I need to have most of the walls repainted and the floors scrubbed,’ Asami muttered.


    ‘I think we can add that,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘And my magic?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Asami will be the head of the Magic-weavers. She can make sure not only you but other humans get trained, in secret if need be.’


    There was another pause as everyone examined that idea.


    ‘And the fact you are a fugitive, with Council Guards under orders to kill you on sight?’ Gaibun pointed out.


    ‘We use magic to get in to see him without them knowing.’


    ‘So we’re going to betray both Sumiko and your father to Daichi? I don’t like either of them but I don’t like that idea,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘You don’t have to do it,’ Sendatsu said. ‘But I will do whatever I have to, so I can get my children back.’


    Asami shrugged. ‘Well, if we cannot trust Sumiko and if we cannot accept Jaken’s conditions, there is only one choice.’


    ‘We are not going to ask about magic, for it is too much for Daichi to absorb at once, nor shall we talk about priests of Aroaril going out in the human lands. Those things can come later,’ Sendatsu told them.


    ‘But we can’t forget about them. You elves have kept magic away from us for too long,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘If I am in charge of the Magic-weavers, I shall make sure you are trained, and that we find others like you,’ Asami said.


    ‘But what of Aroaril?’ Huw asked.


    ‘It is too risky. We need to show we are worthy of trust first.’


    ‘Fine,’ Rhiannon snapped. ‘Then ask him this — I want to perform for the elves.’


    Sendatsu and Huw stared at her.


    Asami was the first to speak. ‘Is that a good idea?’


    ‘It is something I have dreamed of, and will be the perfect cover for me being trained in magic,’ Rhiannon said carefully, ignoring Huw’s suspicious glance.


    ‘It stands a better chance than asking for magic, at least,’ Asami said.


    ‘But should we make it a condition of his help?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘We’d better hurry. Sendatsu, your father will know something is wrong if you are not there at dawn for your children,’ Gaibun interrupted.


    ‘I think we should try it,’ Huw said swiftly, offering Rhiannon a smile that she ignored.


    ‘Fine. But if we don’t move now, we won’t gain anything but our own deaths,’ Gaibun snapped. ‘Sumiko could be sending more killers any moment.’


    ‘Be good to get out of here anyway, away from the smell,’ Huw said, forcing a smile. ‘And that’s something I never thought I’d be saying in Dokuzen.’
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      Next to go was our worship of Aroaril. For as long as we could remember, we had prayed to this God and received magical help in return, healing for the old and the sick and injured. The Elfarans hated that we had even this magic.


      Huw’s song

    


    Despite fears of bands of warriors sent by Sumiko or Jaken lurking around every corner, they made their way to Daichi’s expansive villa easily. There were few elves on the streets of Dokuzen at this time of night and those who were around were easy to avoid. The darkness hid much of Dokuzen’s beauty but there was enough of it to have Huw and Rhiannon gawping at tall stone columns, statues and more. Sendatsu looked again at things he had taken for granted, seeing them anew through their awed eyes.


    The villa, as befitting the Elder Elf and leader of a clan that had held sway over Dokuzen for three hundred years, was enormous, set in grounds that included a small lake and a variety of garden areas. Council Guards, and not many of them, patrolled aimlessly or stood around talking, lulled into a sense of security by centuries without trouble.


    ‘No wonder Sumiko is so confident of success. These guards couldn’t stop a baby from walking in there,’ Gaibun said.


    And so it had proved, with Asami using magic to guide them past the bored patrols and into the villa proper.


    Sendatsu looked at the darkened buildings doubtfully. ‘I suppose Daichi will be sleeping.’


    ‘Or in his office.’ Asami pointed to a smaller, lit building.


    ‘What are we waiting for?’ Rhiannon hissed.


    ‘The last steps are often the hardest,’ Asami replied. ‘And, for Aroaril’s sake, please don’t say anything in Daichi’s office unless he asks you. He is the leader of Dokuzen, sworn to protect this place from gaijin. He will not allow you to speak out of turn — and probably not at all. If you say the wrong thing, you could doom us all.’


    ‘I am not a fool. I know when to keep my mouth shut,’ Rhiannon whispered.


    ‘What do we call you, if Daichi wants to speak to you? Do you have clan or family names, like we do?’ Asami asked.


    Huw paused. ‘In Vales I would say I am Huw ap Earwen; it means Huw, son of Earwen.’


    ‘In Forland we add sen for son or dottir for daughter to the father’s name. He was Hector,’ Rhiannon said grudgingly.


    Asami nodded. ‘Perfect. It will make him take you more seriously.’


    ‘If we have all finished.’ Sendatsu indicated a pair of guards not fifty paces away with a jerk of his head.


    ‘Come on then.’ Asami led them onwards.


    They slipped into Daichi’s office without the guards noticing, where they found the Elder Elf going through a series of scrolls. Dressed in a simple golden robe, with his hair slicked back, he did not look like the leader of the elves but his eyes were bright and alert, seemingly holding the wisdom of all his people.


    ‘Who are you?’ he snapped, reaching for a small bell on his desk.


    Asami used magic to move it away from his reach.


    ‘Lord Daichi, apologies for seeing you like this but we bring a desperate warning.’ Gaibun bowed low and talked fast. ‘If you do not hear us, you will no longer be Elder Elf and Dokuzen itself may be destroyed.’


    ‘And you think that excuses breaking into my home?’


    ‘Listen to us and judge for yourself. If we are wrong, then we humbly accept whatever punishment you think we deserve,’ Asami said, then sent the bell skidding back across the desk into his hand.


    Daichi looked at the bell and they held their breath — then he put it aside.


    ‘What is it?’ he asked after a short pause.


    Sendatsu stepped forwards. ‘This is Huw ap Earwen and Rhiannon Hectorsdottir. They are the leaders of the Velsh people and they can tell you why the humans have been attacking the barrier and what it means for Dokuzen.’


    ‘Sendatsu. You dare to come here after your earlier crimes — and bring humans?’ Daichi asked.


    ‘We would not do this unless it was a matter of life and death for Dokuzen,’ Asami insisted.


    ‘I burn with shame that we have done this to you — but there is no other way,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘What is your part in this, Sendatsu? Does your father know you are here?’


    ‘By coming here I am ensuring he will never become Elder Elf,’ Sendatsu said boldly.


    Daichi leaned forwards and they saw his eyes flick across to the bell on his desk — then back to them. ‘Go on,’ he said.


    ‘I am the leader of Vales, a free country to your west,’ Huw declared, putting all his expression into his words, letting them roll across the room. ‘We are fighting against a warlike race from the south called the Forlish. They are the ones who are trying to break through the barrier. They have conquered all other human lands except ours and soon they will come for you. They will not stop until they have broken through your barrier.’


    ‘A sad tale for the human world, although surely it proves why we sealed ourselves away from such troubles. And I fail to see how it affects us. The barrier cannot be broken.’


    ‘Forgive me, Elder Elf. But that is exactly the trap that has been set for you,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Trap? Who set a trap?’


    So Sendatsu began, telling mainly truth but mixing in a little exaggeration as well. Or was it all true? As he told it, it seemed to be more accurate.


    ‘The night I was sent away from Dokuzen, the fight was over a scroll I found. A scroll from the first Elder Elf of Dokuzen, also called Sendatsu —’


    Daichi snorted. ‘What nonsense is this? The first Elder Elf was an ancestor of mine called Naibun.’


    ‘Or so we have been told. But this scroll had the seals of all twelve of our forefathers and had information that both my father and Sumiko desperately wanted. It claims the magical barrier is linked to the amount of magic within us. As our magic dies out, so the barrier will decay, until we are at one with the human world again. Sumiko plans to show that to the people, use it to overthrow the Council. For if the magic is dying out within us, then the only ones who can save us are the Magic-weavers.’


    Daichi’s face was inscrutable. ‘And your father?’


    ‘He read of how the barrier was not to keep the humans out of Dokuzen but to keep us away from the humans. The forefathers were afraid we would enslave the humans. My father wants to do just that. He plans to take an elven army out and bring back an empire for Dokuzen. The people will then acclaim him as their leader and it will be child’s play to overthrow you. They are using the human attacks on the barrier against you.’


    Now Daichi was leaning forwards in his chair and his eyes were burning bright.


    ‘And why do you tell me this? I am sure they would both have offered you something.’


    ‘Yes. But my father wants to enslave the humans. Huw and Rhiannon are my friends, they saved my life when I went into their lands. I would not see that happen. As for Sumiko — she has already tried to kill us all once tonight.’


    Daichi smiled thinly. ‘Typical Magic-weaver. Did not do the job properly. If you are going to kill someone, you have to make sure of it. Your father would not have blundered like that.’


    Sendatsu, Asami and Gaibun exchanged glances.


    ‘The warning is timely but there seems to be a lack of proof. I can certainly question Sumiko but to confront a clan leader such as Lord Jaken with but a few vague suggestions …’


    ‘We have proof. We can end this tonight,’ Sendatsu declared.


    Daichi stared at him. ‘You have grown bold, young Sendatsu. The only person to interrupt me so regularly is your father.’


    ‘My apologies, Lord Daichi. But we can give you all the proof you need that they are both plotting against you.’


    ‘And your price?’


    Sendatsu glanced at the others. ‘My friends, the Velsh, need help from the Forlish. And when the barrier comes down, as it surely must in the next few years, we will need friends to help protect our borders. They don’t need much — say the Border Patrol and another two hundred elven volunteers — and they will be protected and, at the same time, end the attacks on the magical barrier and secure the borders. Asami will take over the Magic-weavers, turn them again into a society dedicated to teaching magic rather than seizing power, and Gaibun’s father will step in as clan Tadayoshi’s leader. Finally, my human friends want to show not all of them are gaijin to be feared and despised. Rhiannon is a singer and dancer whose skills are applauded from one end of the human lands to the other. She begs that she be allowed to stay in Dokuzen, to train here and then perform for you, the Council and the nobility.’


    ‘Have a human perform for the Council?’ Daichi asked with distaste.


    ‘It would be under my name, so any disgrace would be mine. But it is important for the Council to see not all humans are the barbarians we once thought.’


    ‘I am not sure that a song and dance can wipe away three centuries of history,’ Daichi mused. ‘Who would she study with?’


    ‘I would teach her,’ Asami said.


    ‘And your work with the Magic-weavers?’


    ‘I would have time.’


    Daichi appeared to weigh this up for a while, then shrugged. ‘I think it is foolish, and will end in humiliation for this young human. But if you wish it and no blame is attached to me, I am prepared to allow it.’


    ‘I am pleased to hear that.’ Sendatsu bowed. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Rhiannon failing to hide her delight.


    ‘And you?’ Daichi focused on Sendatsu.


    ‘I just want my children back and the chance to live in peace,’ Sendatsu said.


    Again, Daichi considered their words. ‘The price seems quite low,’ he commented. ‘Although, when you think about it, perhaps it will be high. I mean, you will be a traitor to your clan, to your father. Your name will ring down through history as the one who destroyed clan Tadayoshi. Living in peace may not be that easy.’


    ‘I am willing to do that for my children,’ Sendatsu said.


    Daichi watched him for a moment more.


    ‘You are interesting,’ he commented. ‘I thought of you as nothing that would affect Dokuzen — and look at what is happening now.’


    ‘So you will agree?’


    In answer, Daichi pulled a fresh sheet of parchment towards himself and wrote quickly.


    ‘Everything you asked for — provided you give me the proof that I need to stop these plotters in their tracks,’ he said, pushing the parchment across the desk to Sendatsu.


    Sendatsu read it swiftly and then nodded at the others.


    ‘We have an agreement,’ he said. ‘This is everything we asked for.’


    ‘Now, the proof you promised?’


    ‘Remember when the tombs of the forefathers were destroyed by fire?’ Asami asked. ‘The tombs were destroyed but the books were stolen and hidden in Jaken’s villa. There also lies the scroll that began all this.’


    ‘With them you will also find Jaken’s promise to give us power and rewards when we help him become Elder Elf, as well as many additional promises from other clan leaders,’ Gaibun added.


    ‘That is all excellent — if those things are really there. If I raid the villa of a clan leader and cannot find anything, Jaken will have achieved his aim: I shall be overthrown as Elder Elf by every other clan leader,’ Daichi said coldly. ‘I thought you promised me proof? I cannot do anything on this flimsiest of evidence.’


    Asami stepped forwards. ‘Then raid Sumiko’s villa first. If you upset the head of the Magic-weavers, it will lose you no face with the other members of the Council and you will find much of the same evidence within her villa, including translations she has made of books from the tombs and messages to the ordinary people, encouraging them to rise up against the Council.’


    Daichi nodded slowly. ‘As you say, I can raid Sumiko without fear. The Magic-weavers have no supporters among the Council.’


    ‘You can’t raid Sumiko first,’ Gaibun blurted.


    ‘What? Why?’


    ‘Jaken has an informant within the Magic-weavers. Someone high up. I do not know who it is but he used them to send Hanto and two other Council Guards out into the human world. They are also feeding him information. I saw him speaking to the informer earlier this evening but could not see who it was.’


    ‘You waited until now to tell us this?’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Well, there have been a few other things going on,’ Gaibun said sourly. ‘But the point is, as soon as you raid Sumiko’s villa, Jaken will find out. He will either destroy or move anything that proves his plotting — or he might launch his own plans now, seek to seize control in the confusion. Don’t forget he has at least five of the other clans with him.’


    ‘Well, this is wonderful!’ Sendatsu muttered.


    ‘So we cannot raid Sumiko first and you can offer me only vague hope of proof of your father’s treachery. You are asking me to risk a great deal here. What if this is all part of your father’s plans? What if you or even Gaibun here is only pretending to help but really pushing me in the direction Jaken wants?’ Daichi said calmly, although his eyes betrayed his anger.


    ‘I have always been honourable! And yet it seems everyone wants to judge me by their standards! I won’t have it!’ Gaibun raged.


    ‘Calm down!’ Daichi ordered. ‘Or I shall have others calm you down. I have battled Jaken for the last twenty-five years and, if there is one thing I have learned, it is not to underestimate him. He has a mind that jumps ahead, always one step ahead of others. See it from my point of view. You come to me with an extraordinary story and ask me to risk everything on this crazy tale.’


    Sendatsu glanced out at the sky and could feel time slipping away from him, like sands from a broken hourglass. If he did not make something happen, it would be dawn and what would happen to his children then? What would Jaken do to them if they were at the centre of a fight?


    ‘There is another way,’ he heard himself say.


    ‘Let us hear it,’ Daichi said.


    ‘I go into my father’s villa and talk to him. I take him out to the gardens and get him to confess his plans. Meanwhile, Asami uses her magic so his words are heard by you and other clan leaders nearby. When you have heard enough, you strike.’


    ‘Sendatsu — that is too risky. The Council Guards will not be able to break into Jaken’s villa quickly. If he realises what you have done …’ Asami said.


    Huw and Rhiannon, hidden at the very edge of the group, exchanged worried looks. Sendatsu was their guarantee of safety. Without him, what would happen to them?


    ‘Don’t worry about me. Tell us, can you do that with your magic?’


    Asami glanced at Daichi. ‘I can,’ she admitted.


    ‘Then I shall do it. My children are in there — I have to protect them,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Surely there has to be a better way,’ Asami said. ‘What if we get Jaken to meet the traitor in the Magic-weavers in the market or something, overhear them then —’


    ‘There is no time,’ Sendatsu said gently. ‘No, it is better this way.’


    ‘You don’t have to do this alone. I’ll stand with you,’ Gaibun offered.


    ‘A good idea. Two swords are better than one,’ Daichi said. ‘It is settled then. Sendatsu will get us the proof we need. Now I have to get some guards — as many as possible, it sounds like.’


    The next turn of the hourglass was frantic, as Council Guards as well as elves from Daichi’s clan were hurriedly summoned. The grounds of Daichi’s villa were more than large enough to hold so many and swiftly there were more than a hundred armed elves ready, with more arriving every moment.


    Sendatsu, Asami and Gaibun waited together, not talking much but taking comfort from each other.


    ‘Nothing will be the same after tonight,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Good,’ Asami said.


    ‘The only thing is, we won’t break the clan system. That will go on like before,’ Sendatsu pointed out.


    ‘But I shall control the Magic-weavers. I will have the chance to create something special. At last I will be recognised for what I can do, not who my parents are, or which clan I belong to. You two don’t understand, for you are warriors. For elves like me, life is defined by what your father or husband want. I need more than that.’


    ‘What if we all die tonight?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘I won’t die until I have seen my children,’ Sendatsu said.


    Nobody felt like saying much more for a long time after that.


    Gaibun broke the silence with a smile. ‘You remember when we used to hide in a tree, pretend that we were the only ones in the world?’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘We can’t hide any more.’


    ‘But we can still stick together. We can only get through the rest of the night together,’ Asami told them.


    A Council Guard came to collect them then. ‘It is time. Lord Daichi needs you.’


    The three of them embraced briefly, then followed the guard.
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      For many years the rulers of Nippon were happy to have the Elfarans living there but, as their numbers grew and grew and the magic was still strong, the rulers grew afraid of a magical people led by immortals and drove the Elfarans out.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Huw and Rhiannon were left behind in a small room of Daichi’s huge villa, a pair of Council Guards standing outside, making it clear they were not to go exploring. Food and drink was left for them, as well as a pair of beds, but little else.


    ‘What will happen if Sendatsu is killed?’ Huw asked. ‘Will they hold to the deal to help us? Will we even get out alive?’


    ‘I could have us out of here in a moment,’ Rhiannon assured him. ‘They don’t know about my magic.’


    ‘But what about that magical barrier? Can you do that trick of Asami’s to jump us through the trees?’


    Rhiannon paused. ‘Maybe.’


    Huw flopped down onto one of the beds. ‘I wish we could have gone there, seen what was going on. Not knowing is the worst thing.’


    ‘I thought waiting for the Forlish to attack Patcham was the worst thing I’d experienced. That looks like nothing now.’


    Huw looked at her. ‘So is this the worst —’


    She returned his gaze. ‘Not even close,’ she said coldly.


    Huw sat up. ‘Do you want to talk about it, about your father and how you are feeling?’


    ‘No!’


    ‘I can only imagine what you must be thinking …’


    ‘I don’t think about it any more. That happened to a different person,’ Rhiannon told him. ‘It does not bother me.’


    ‘That cannot be true,’ Huw said gently.


    ‘Enough! I don’t want to talk about this!’


    ‘I am not trying to win you back. But I care for you and hate to see you in pain —’


    ‘Don’t lie to me! You seek to win your way back into my bed. Well, it won’t happen. You think kind words and a comforting shoulder are all I need but you are wrong. I know men now, you see. Thanks to you, Sendatsu and Hector, I have learned all I need to.’


    The coldness in her voice sent shivers up Huw’s spine.


    ‘Then as a friend only,’ he said again, trying to keep the sadness and fear and longing out of his voice. ‘I seek to help you —’


    ‘You seek to help yourself. You want to make yourself feel better about what you did. But I shall not give you the satisfaction,’ she told him.


    ‘But —’


    ‘I don’t want to talk any more. Wake me if they come for us and you need my magic to save you.’


    She turned her back on him and threw herself down onto one of the beds.


    Huw could sense the pain beneath her hard shell. She needed to talk, to release her emotions, to deal with her father’s betrayal — and yes, with his own betrayal. If that destroyed their chances together, then so be it. She needed something — but he had no idea how to get inside the barrier she had put up. It was almost like the barrier around Dokuzen. Like that one, it drew on magic for its strength. But, unlike that one, it seemed to be getting stronger, taking Rhiannon further away from him.


    Huw flopped back on the bed and stared at the ornate ceiling, feeling very alone.


    It was a mixed group that approached the Moratsune family home: Council Guards, clan leaders, the Elder Elf, Asami, Gaibun and Sendatsu. There was little talking as they hurried through darkened streets. Sendatsu could feel his heart beating faster the closer he came to his father’s villa.


    ‘How is this going to work?’ he asked Asami, to try to take his mind off what he had to do.


    ‘I’ve never actually tried it before,’ she admitted. ‘I know it is possible, for Sumiko has shown it to me many times. I shall be standing in a nearby garden and send a vine through the ground, to come up in Jaken’s garden and find its way close to you. It will pick up your voices and send them along its length, bringing the sounds back up to me.’


    Sendatsu smiled briefly. ‘Perhaps I don’t want to know all the details.’


    ‘Keep Gaibun close,’ she suggested. ‘I know how good you are but there are few better than he is.’


    ‘I would feel happier if you were at my side,’ Sendatsu replied.


    ‘I am needed to work the magic outside for Daichi —’


    ‘No, I mean afterwards,’ Sendatsu interrupted.


    Asami shook her head. ‘Years ago I prayed every night to hear you say those words. But you did not. Now, when it is too late, you find them within you.’


    ‘Too late?’


    ‘The clan system will be there tomorrow, just the same as it is today. Marriage is for life. We swear to Aroaril to be together until death do us part. I cannot just walk away from that. The shame of it would kill my parents for a start — and what about Gaibun? He would come looking for you with a sword in his hand. One of you would die. What if you were killed? And, even if you lived, how could you come to my bed covered in the blood of our best friend?’


    ‘We go away. Our people betrayed and murdered all the humans with magic. We can help restore the magic to them. Together we can travel the human lands, giving back what our ancestors took away. It will be a fresh start for everyone.’


    ‘So it will be all about helping the humans, not the two of us being together?’ she asked sceptically.


    ‘What is wrong with the two going together?’


    ‘And our responsibilities here? They want me to become the leader of the Magic-weavers. This is what I have dreamed of, and what Dokuzen and the people desperately need. Have you forgotten about the barrier fading? I could be all that stands between Dokuzen and destruction!’


    ‘You can still save Dokuzen. Except from the other side. And we would be together. Tell me you don’t want that and I shall stop asking. But you have to look into my eyes when you do.’


    Asami said nothing for a few paces, such a long time that Sendatsu was almost ready to say something else.


    She sighed. ‘It is not so simple. All my life I have wanted something more than what society has offered me. I never wanted to be just a wife and mother, subservient to my husband. Perhaps I spent too much time with you and Gaibun, rather than other girls my age. Now I have the chance to build up the Magic-weavers, create an order that is respected and help my people along the way. If Sumiko was removed, there would be nobody else in Dokuzen able to lead the Magic-weavers. That is a big responsibility and one I cannot walk away from.’


    ‘I hear what you are saying. But there is a bigger world out there. We can do far more good out there than in Dokuzen.’


    ‘So you say. I have not seen the human lands. I only know what faces us here and it is a challenge I have wanted for so long.’


    ‘Perhaps if you could see the human lands you might think differently.’


    ‘Maybe. Perhaps. I don’t know!’


    Sendatsu walked on in silence, trying to think how to get around this.


    ‘Sendatsu! Walk with me,’ Daichi rumbled from behind them and Sendatsu reluctantly dropped back.


    ‘You should not be walking with another elf’s wife,’ Daichi told him quietly.


    Sendatsu inclined his head, keeping his thoughts on that to himself.


    Gaibun took his place by Asami’s side.


    ‘What were you talking about with Sendatsu?’ he hissed.


    ‘What do you want me to say?’ Asami asked tiredly.


    ‘The truth would be a good start. Was he asking you to become his lover?’


    Asami looked up at her husband, seeing the pain amid the anger on his face, hearing it also in his voice. ‘Yes and no,’ she admitted.


    ‘What was your reply?’


    ‘I said I would not humiliate you as you have me,’ she said. ‘I said I will have other responsibilities with the Magic-weavers. And I said marriage is for life and that I would not have the two of you fighting over me.’


    ‘Why could you not love me, the way you do him?’


    Asami bit her lip at the misery in Gaibun’s voice. ‘Believe me, it was not a matter of choice. I tried to love you. I asked you to give me time. But you were the one to force things.’


    Gaibun said nothing for a long while and she looked again at him.


    ‘I shall give you time now. You are able to make your own decisions, I shall not force you, or hold you to anything,’ he said gently, slowing down so she found herself walking alone.


    Asami did not know how to reply to him. It was the last thing she had expected to hear and it completely wrong-footed her. Gaibun raging and abusing her she could deal with, but when he was reasonable, she was lost.


    ‘Stay in the shadows!’ Daichi rasped and she stopped suddenly, realising they were less than a hundred paces from Jaken’s villa.


    Asami looked around quickly, until she found a bush she could use. All the big villas around this area had small gardens out the front, all immaculate. She murmured to it and a thick vine stretched out of the soil before her, then ducked back below the surface.


    ‘Ready,’ she said.


    Sendatsu looked at the house with its guards out the front and tried to calm his hammering heart. He did not want to do this. But his children were in there and thoughts of them drove away the fear, like the summer sun dissolving the morning mist.


    ‘I am ready.’


    ‘You know, we keep files on all those who might become clan leaders,’ Daichi said conversationally. ‘Nothing I have ever read about you suggested you would do this. I am putting a great deal of trust in you. Don’t let me down.’


    ‘We have an agreement. If we all hold to it, then we get everything we want,’ Sendatsu said stiffly.


    ‘Excellent. As long as we understand each other.’


    Sendatsu nodded, although inside he was churning. Behind his gentle smile and wise eyes, it was easy to forget that Daichi had held Jaken at bay for years, as well as the machinations of every other ambitious clan leader. He was not to be taken lightly. But there was no choice.


    ‘You’ll hear from me,’ he said. ‘When you have enough, don’t wait too long.’ He nodded to Gaibun, then Asami, adjusted his sword in its scabbard and strode around the corner and towards his father’s house, Gaibun at his shoulder.


    The walk down the familiar street took no time and yet forever but Sendatsu took comfort from Gaibun being with him.


    ‘Sure you want to do this, brother?’ he asked softly.


    ‘I’m with you all the way,’ Gaibun promised.


    Sendatsu took a deep breath as he approached the front door, using the thought of his children to keep his feet moving.


    ‘What do you want?’ the guards demanded. Sendatsu did not recognise either of them but that was not unusual — his father used many different guards.


    ‘Tell my father that I am here to see him, and my children,’ he said.


    ‘Run along, the Lord Jaken does not see fools,’ the taller of the two guards dismissed.


    Sendatsu kept walking, making the guards put their hands on their sword hilts.


    ‘I am Tadayoshi Moratsune Sendatsu, son of Lord Jaken and second only to him in the Test of swords,’ Sendatsu spat. ‘Draw your blade and I will cut off your legs, then force you to crawl before my father, whose punishment for attacking his son will make mine seem merciful.’


    The guards glanced at each other in mingled shock and fear.


    ‘Open the door and let me in before someone sees us! Now, or it will be only your heads that stand outside this door tomorrow night!’


    ‘I’ll take you to the Lord Jaken,’ the taller of the pair said in a shaken voice.


    ‘A wise idea.’


    ‘Who is your companion?’


    ‘Tadayoshi Yakatome Gaibun,’ Gaibun replied. ‘Captain in the Border Patrol.’


    The other guard bowed as they followed the taller one inside and Sendatsu took that as no more than his due, where once he would have cringed.


    As expected, the guard led them to his father’s office and knocked on the door gently.


    ‘What is it?’ Jaken demanded from inside.


    ‘Lord Jaken, your son is here, with Captain Gaibun,’ the guard said nervously, glancing at Sendatsu.


    ‘What?’


    ‘I could not wait until dawn, Father,’ Sendatsu called.


    A moment later the door opened and his father slipped out, keeping the door almost closed and then shutting it behind him.


    ‘Sendatsu! A welcome surprise.’ He offered a brief smile. ‘Come, let us talk outside.’ He gestured towards the rear of the villa. ‘Jengo, make sure my other guest leaves as soon as we have gone,’ he told the guard quietly.


    ‘Your will, lord.’


    Sendatsu and Gaibun exchanged glances but Jaken did not appear to be referring to Gaibun, so they followed Jaken through the villa and out into the garden. Sendatsu breathed a sigh of relief. He knew only too well how much his father enjoyed holding all his meetings in his office, where he was comfortable and his guests discomfited. He had been unsure how to get his father to leave that security and go into the garden but he had not needed to come up with an elaborate reason. Better yet, his father seemed distracted. His face was somewhat flushed and his clothes were not in their normal impeccable state. Had he been with a woman? Sendatsu wondered. He had long suspected his father had at least one mistress around Dokuzen.


    ‘I might have guessed you would be unable to wait to see your children. They are still asleep, of course, although I would expect them to be up at the crack of dawn. They usually are, waking your mother too,’ Jaken said conversationally.


    Behind him, around the corner, Sendatsu heard the guard Jengo asking the mysterious guest to follow him out.


    ‘Who were you seeing?’


    ‘Nobody of importance,’ Jaken said. ‘We can go back to my study shortly.’


    ‘I would prefer fresh air. It has been too long since I looked on a garden of Dokuzen,’ Sendatsu said hastily.


    ‘So I imagine. Tell me, is there another reason why you have come here so early — and without your tame gaijin?’


    ‘I wish you would not say that, Father. They are not gaijin,’ Sendatsu said irritably.


    ‘If they are able to help me achieve my aims, then I will call them whatever they want.’ Jaken waved his hand airily.


    Sendatsu cursed himself. They were not quite in the garden yet and there was no way Asami would have got that. He would have to try harder but wait a little. The problem was he had no idea how Asami’s vine would find him, nor what it would look like. Inside, he was panicking, imagining he might unwittingly step on it or something — but the sight of a small toy among the plants, obviously left there by Mai or Cheijun, calmed him.


    ‘You are right though,’ he said, walking out into the centre of the garden, near where planting beds overflowed with blooms. ‘I did have a reason for coming here.’


    ‘Tell me,’ his father invited. ‘We can talk safely here.’


    Sendatsu had to restrain a smile. I hope you are hearing this, Asami, he thought.


    ‘Who is that?’ Daichi hissed as a hooded figure walked out of Jaken’s villa and received the bows of the guards silently.


    ‘I have no idea, nor can I see. Perhaps they will walk this way,’ Asami said. ‘Perhaps it is Jaken’s traitor — the Magic-weaver he is seeing.’


    ‘Aroaril grant that they come this way,’ Daichi breathed.


    But the figure turned in the opposite direction and walked away briskly.


    Daichi signalled to his guards. ‘Should we send someone to stop them?’


    ‘Too far away now. And we risk alerting Jaken’s warriors. We shall be raiding Sumiko’s villa later this night anyway. They will not get far.’


    Daichi nodded. ‘True. Are you in the garden?’


    Asami gestured towards the bush, where several flowers had opened.


    ‘Any moment now,’ she promised.


    ‘Tell me. We can talk safely here.’ Jaken’s voice seemed to echo out of the flowers themselves.


    ‘Aroaril!’ Daichi gasped. ‘Clan leaders — listen to this!’


    ‘What do you want us to tell Daichi?’ Sendatsu asked. ‘Huw and Rhiannon need plenty of rehearsal before they will be ready to appear before the Elder Elf.’


    ‘They need to impress on him what a threat these Forlish are. He has to agree with my suggestion to lead elves outside the barrier for the first time. Once I have defeated the Forlish and begun to bring back slaves and treasure for the elven people, not one clan leader will raise a finger to stop me becoming Elder Elf.’


    ‘But our clan will suffer in the fighting. We will have fewer warriors than the clans loyal to Daichi who will stay here — the Forlish cannot be underestimated.’


    ‘They are merely humans,’ Jaken dismissed. ‘Still, I shall lead only a handful of Tadayoshi elves out there. I shall suggest Daichi send his most favoured clans, weakening him. By the time I have finished, we shall rule an empire and Daichi will be slaving on some fishing boat far to the north. I won’t even kill him after I have removed him from his position. Where would be the fun in that? Far better for him to experience despair every day and know that he was humbled by me.’


    ‘And the Magic-weavers? Will they stop you?’


    Jaken chuckled. ‘The Magic-weavers will not be a problem,’ he said. ‘I guarantee it. I have made sure they will be with us — or at least unable to stop us. You should think about the role you want in the new Dokuzen. With human slaves for everyone, there will be no need for work.’


    Sendatsu marvelled at his father’s words. Normally so careful with what he said, he had just blurted out everything they needed. As long as Asami had it all.


    ‘We don’t need any more,’ Daichi declared. ‘Asami, you can let that go now. Instead get rid of those two guards out the front and we shall attack now.’


    He glanced around at the other six clan leaders, who had all clearly heard Jaken’s words, and they nodded their agreement.


    Asami let the bush close up once more and brought the vine back from the garden — but only as far as the garden beds out the front of the villa. She waited for a moment, building up the magic, then sent the vine soaring out of the ground, where it swept the two guards together, binding them and then ramming them into the stone wall before they even had a chance to cry out. She released the vine and two limp bodies fell to the path outside Jaken’s front door.


    ‘You shall get everything you wanted,’ Daichi promised Asami. ‘You will be the one to bring the Magic-weavers back into society!’


    Council Guards flooded across the street, running silently, swords in hands, four at the centre holding a thick log that they planned to use to smash open the door.


    ‘Who is the traitor in the Magic-weaver ranks?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Jaken smiled. ‘Come now, I have to keep a few secrets.’


    ‘They might have been keeping secrets from you. We were attacked earlier tonight,’ Sendatsu said. ‘They tried to kill us.’


    ‘Obviously they failed,’ Jaken commented, although his face had gone blank, slipping into what Sendatsu remembered as his thinking look.


    ‘We were sure it did not come from you. If you had tried to kill us, you wouldn’t have sent clumsy warriors and esemono.’


    ‘I am pleased you respect me enough for that,’ Jaken said. ‘I see your mind has begun to work as well. The old Sendatsu would never have been capable of such subtlety.’


    Sendatsu did not mention the idea came from Gaibun and Daichi. ‘Their dead bodies lie in Gaibun’s home. But at least one escaped. We might need help in finding them — and discovering why.’


    ‘Indeed,’ Jaken said.


    There was an enormous crash, followed by angry shouts.


    ‘Lord, we are under attack!’ someone bellowed.


    Sendatsu was already backing away from the front of the villa, going instead towards the rear, where he guessed his children would be sleeping.


    The sound of sword on sword and the screams from sword in flesh were already echoing from inside the front of the villa.


    ‘Sendatsu! Gaibun! With me! Watch my back and we shall see off these dogs!’ his father shouted, sword leaping into his hand. He glanced over his shoulder and locked eyes with Sendatsu.


    For a long moment they stared at each other.


    Sendatsu had drawn his sword but now he stopped as the import of his father’s words struck him. Jaken had never once said he thought Sendatsu was worth anything. Now he wanted Sendatsu to stand with him against the attackers. It was still the closest thing to a compliment Sendatsu had ever received. For one crazy moment, even though he had started all this, planned to betray his father, he thought about standing with him.


    Then Gaibun drew his sword and stood by his shoulder.


    While Sendatsu took comfort from his friend’s presence, in the same instant he saw understanding dawn on his father’s face.


    ‘You brought them here?’ Jaken said slowly, disbelievingly.


    Behind him, battling warriors were spilling out into the garden. The Council Guards were flooding forwards, but as each one appeared, Jaken’s warriors took them on, fighting back furiously, giving up ground only reluctantly. The Council Guards did not have the same skill or ferocity but there were far more of them and they used their numbers better in the open ground.


    Sendatsu saw his mother’s carefully tended garden ripped apart by fighting men; brains, intestines and shit staining the paths, blood splattering across the frescoed walls.


    ‘You brought them here!’ Jaken roared and, instead of racing to help his warriors, he ran at Sendatsu and Gaibun.


    Sendatsu held back. He had not come here for a battle, just to see his children. Besides, Jaken’s situation was hopeless — only a handful of his warriors were left, fighting desperately back to back, and soon he would be surrounded.


    But his father did not hesitate, leaping to the attack, sword swinging down in a vicious arc towards Sendatsu’s head.


    Sendatsu reacted a little slowly, raising his sword for the parry — only to realise with horror this was one of his father’s favourite tricks and, sure enough, the sword changed direction in midair, whistling down at his ribs. Sendatsu braced himself for the agony of the impact, even as he screamed in his head for his children — then Gaibun slammed into him, forcing him back and away, taking the force of the blade on his own sword.


    ‘Wake up!’ Gaibun yelled.


    Jaken landed lightly, snarling, and turned on Gaibun with a complex assault that flowed effortlessly from one stroke to another.


    Gaibun defended desperately, his feeble attacks turned back on him in an instant.


    Sendatsu shook off his stupor and charged in to help. But Jaken neatly turned Gaibun, getting them in each other’s way, demonstrating his mastery of the same techniques that Sendatsu had used on the Forlish out in Vales. Whichever way Sendatsu tried to go, Jaken managed to turn Gaibun, so they could not split up and come at him from two sides.


    Then Gaibun, who had been taking the brunt of Jaken’s fury, stepped back into a garden bed, tripped on a large rock and went sprawling, head thumping into a path. Sendatsu jumped forwards to protect his friend — but Jaken was not interested in finishing off Gaibun. Instead he unleashed a new attack on Sendatsu.


    Sendatsu was fit, trained to perfection by the events of the past moon and used to holding off both Forlish in hot blood and several Velsh dragons on the practice field. Besides, his father was an older man now, far closer to fifty summers than forty. But Jaken’s speed and strength astonished him.


    He had to call on all his training and skills to keep his father’s blade out of his flesh.


    Dragging him down was the grim knowledge he had never beaten his father before. It was the one thing that loomed over all he did. And this time his father would not be satisfied with just blood. He wanted Sendatsu’s head.


    He just concentrated on defending himself. His father had to tire soon — he had to ease up! But he did not. In fact, he grew stronger. Sendatsu gasped at the power flowing from his father’s blade and was not sure how much longer he could keep it out.


    Don’t let me die without seeing my children again, he prayed.


    Jaken tested Sendatsu with a series of cuts aiming at the eyes, each one blistering in their speed and aching in their power. Sendatsu’s wrist and shoulder took the impact of his parries and each one sent a shiver through him from top to toe.


    Then Jaken really went to work. Facing his father in the garden was horribly like the training sessions of his past and Sendatsu struggled to empty his mind of those memories, not to mention thoughts of his children. Thinking slowed his reactions slightly and he had no hope of turning defence into attack — and little enough hope of survival.


    Jaken slashed downwards, then whipped his sword across at groin level, up into a gutting stroke and then back at neck level, all four movements happening in the blink of an eye. Sendatsu’s sword rang loudly as he blocked hastily.


    But his father gave him no respite. Jaken stepped to his left then jumped back to his right, sword sweeping down at Sendatsu’s ankles. With no time to bring his sword down, Sendatsu jumped high, feeling the wind as the razor-sharp blade whistled beneath him. Almost before he had landed, Jaken had turned full circle to build momentum and sent his sword at Sendatsu’s neck.


    Already off balance, Sendatsu needed both hands on the hilt to withstand the power of the blow, which forced him back a pace anyway. He stepped left to avoid a lunge, blocked a side-stroke at his ribs and ducked swiftly to keep his head attached to his shoulders.


    He tried a thrust of his own but it was brushed aside and he had to bring his sword down to protect his thigh as Jaken advanced, sword now swinging in a pattern: down at Sendatsu’s head, across from his left shoulder to right hip, back up from left hip to right shoulder and then back down at his head.


    Sendatsu parried each one, gasping with the effort, knowing the death blow would arrive when Jaken changed the pattern, but the blows were arriving so fast that he could do nothing but block them.


    He saw something flicker behind his father’s eyes and ignored a blow at his head, instead moving his sword down towards his heart — and catching the death strike an inch before it impaled him.


    Jaken paused for but a moment before lunging twice more, forcing Sendatsu to skip aside. Sendatsu wanted to look around, see if Gaibun was going to get up and help, or if the Council Guards would surround and stop Jaken. But Jaken did not give him the chance, switching to the zigzag pattern, forcing Sendatsu to block left and right — and then he grunted as his father locked their swords together.


    He looked into his father’s furious eyes — and felt like a child again, knowing the inevitable result of this. Around and around the swords spun, scraping and bristling, as Jaken tried to force Sendatsu’s sword aside and open the way for the death blow.


    Sendatsu used all his strength but his father’s power was unstoppable. The circles were getting slightly bigger with each revolution and the end was near. Once more and he would be unable to hold on. He had almost resigned himself to death — and then he glanced over his father’s shoulder to see his mother at a doorway, staring horrified at how her garden had turned into a battlefield. Holding her hands were Mai and Cheijun.


    Sendatsu bore down on his father’s sword again, holding him for another revolution.


    ‘Lord Jaken! Lower your sword if you want to live!’


    Daichi’s voice snapped Jaken’s head up but he did not step back or lower his sword and Sendatsu had to find something deep within to hold on for yet one more turn.


    ‘Hold!’ Asami’s voice echoed across the blood-drenched garden, and the bushes on either side of Jaken exploded into life, grabbing and pinning him, his sword falling to the ground. Sendatsu staggered back, his wrists and arms aching, his legs trembling with how close he had come to death.


    ‘Excellent!’ Daichi approved. ‘No glorious death for you, Lord Jaken!’


    Jaken thrashed but the plants held him immobile. Sendatsu glanced up, breathing harshly — and was reminded of a deadly snake held in a trap.


    Then he forgot all about his father as familiar voices rang out.


    ‘Papa!’


    Sendatsu dropped his sword and raced to where his mother stood, shocked, holding his children’s hands. As soon as they saw him approach, they wrenched free of her and raced towards him.


    He could barely see them through his tears as he fell to his knees and hugged them close, kissing their cheeks, their heads, whatever he could get close to, while tiny hands held him and tears ran down their faces and mingled with his. He felt as though his heart was being slowly put back into its rightful place as sobs burst out of his chest, the tears of a man driven to the very edge.
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      Humans who prayed to Aroaril were killed and the Elfarans began to tell us we had to pray to the sun instead, that Aroaril was only for them and would punish any of us who dared speak to Him. They were the ones doing the killing, not Aroaril.


      Huw’s song

    


    ‘Where have you been? We were so worried. Grandmother would not tell us what happened.’ Mai was the first of the three of them to recover. Cheijun seemed beyond words; he simply clung to Sendatsu as if he never intended to let him go again.


    ‘Nobody has sung us a song. Grandmother tried to read but it wasn’t the same. Grandfather shouted at us whenever we made any noise. And we never had the food we like.’


    ‘No plums!’ Cheijun pulled his head out of Sendatsu’s neck to confirm, before burrowing in once more.


    ‘I’m back now and everything is going to be fine. We are all going to go home and it will all go back to the way it was,’ Sendatsu promised. ‘I will never leave you again. I am so sorry.’


    ‘But where were you?’


    ‘Did the gaijin get you?’ Cheijun sniffled, poking his head out from Sendatsu’s neck like a snail from its shell.


    Sendatsu hugged them close. ‘I was out in the human world. But they are not scary. Some of them are my friends now and you will meet them.’


    ‘I don’t want to meet gaijin!’ Cheijun hid his face again.


    ‘Can we just go home? We missed you so much! Cheijun was very scared. I tried to look after him but it was very hard.’ Mai kissed him on the cheek.


    Sendatsu wiped his eyes on his sleeve.


    ‘I will make it up to you,’ he swore. ‘We shall never be apart again.’


    He could not stop looking at them, brushing their hair, touching their cheeks and faces, as if to reassure himself this was not a dream. He needed to feel, see and smell them. They responded by hugging him, linking small hands around his neck and arm and chest, refusing to let him go. He kissed them both, time and again, unable to get enough of them. He reached into his belt pouch and produced their toys, the ones he had carried around since the day he had been sent into the human world.


    ‘Here. I kept them safe and I sang to them every night, hoping you would hear the words.’ He handed them back, albeit with some difficulty, as Cheijun was holding tight to his arm.


    Now they clutched both Sendatsu and the toys.


    ‘See, it will all be as it was,’ he promised.


    ‘Sendatsu! What is happening? What is going on?’ His mother, Noriko, had been frozen by the seemingly endless series of shocks. Her son had returned; armed warriors were fighting in her house and garden — and her husband was being imprisoned by the Elder Elf himself. But the surprise wore off and she instinctively turned to her son.


    ‘Mother, it is a long story.’ Sendatsu looked up from where Cheijun was still trying to squeeze the life out of him.


    ‘What have you done?’ his mother demanded.


    ‘What I had to.’ Sendatsu kissed the top of Mai’s head. Now his children were in his arms, everything he had done this night was more than worth it.


    ‘Sendatsu, we still have work to do. The job is only half done,’ Daichi said sternly.


    Sendatsu slowly turned and stood, his arms full of his children.


    ‘You do not need me any more,’ Sendatsu said simply. ‘All that remains is to surround Sumiko’s villa and force her to surrender.’


    ‘It is not that simple. We do not know how deep the plotting goes. I have more warriors of my own clan arriving all the time but Dokuzen is still balanced on a knife edge. It would be more than a shame for you to have done so much and then fail at this stage.’


    Sendatsu had Cheijun in one arm and Mai in the other, grunting a little with the weight, but it enabled him to at least walk over to where Daichi and the other clan leaders stood around a glaring Jaken. Asami left a dazed Gaibun to hurry across to meet him.


    ‘Mai! Cheijun! I am so pleased you are safe and well!’ Asami said brightly, leaning in to embrace Cheijun, who stiffened and clutched to Sendatsu.


    ‘Don’t forget the book Sumiko has,’ she whispered when her head was almost touching his. ‘We need to get that book to translate the rest of the one you found in the human church.’


    That did not seem as important to Sendatsu now and he was reluctant to give up the idea of simply going home with his children and pretending none of this had happened.


    ‘I demand to know what is going on! The Council will never stand for this, Daichi,’ Jaken spat. ‘An unprovoked attack on a clan leader’s home? You will be gone by the next moon. Release me, resign and save yourself the disgrace of what we both know will happen.’


    ‘Silence!’ Daichi shouted. ‘I heard the words of treachery from your own mouth!’


    Jaken managed to move his head slightly, just enough to see Sendatsu holding his children.


    ‘Do not put your trust in magic,’ he hissed.


    Daichi turned to some of his warriors. ‘Search this place. Especially Lord Jaken’s study. We are looking for books and scrolls from the tombs of the forefathers.’


    As the warriors hurried away, Daichi said to Jaken, ‘I want the books you told the Council were all destroyed. We shall find them and, along with the words we heard, that will be more than enough for the people. You have lost, Jaken!’


    Jaken ignored Daichi, speaking instead to his son. ‘Congratulations, my son. At least you played the game. I did not think you had it in you. What was your reward? A seat at the Council? The chance to lead an elven army out into the human world?’


    ‘Just my children.’ Sendatsu hefted them in his arms.


    Now Jaken seemed beyond fury. ‘You went to all this effort for that? Aroaril, if you are prepared to gamble for power, at least do it for something worth winning!’


    ‘We have very different ideas on what is worthy,’ Sendatsu told him.


    ‘Walk away.’ Asami tugged at his arm but Sendatsu was not ready to move yet, not after what had happened over the last few moons — and then his father doing his utmost to kill him.


    ‘This is not over yet. Not by a long shot. The elves are meant to rule humans — it was written centuries ago and nothing you can do will stop it,’ Jaken snarled. ‘You are only delaying our inevitable triumph.’


    ‘Lord Daichi!’


    The shout from one of Daichi’s warriors made all turn to see a group hurrying out, books in their hands.


    ‘We have the books from the tombs of the forefathers, just as you said!’


    Daichi smiled broadly. ‘So now we have proof that you lied to the Council, to go with the words of treachery. Your fate is sealed, Jaken. Take him away.’


    Jaken stared at Sendatsu. ‘Let me die. You owe me that much. Be a true warrior — pick up my blade and finish this. Don’t let me linger on in shame and disgrace!’


    In response, Sendatsu turned away, closing his ears to the threats and shouts as guards replaced Asami’s magic with bonds of rope for Jaken.


    ‘You shouldn’t listen to him. I’ve told you that for years,’ Asami said, helping Gaibun to his feet.


    ‘I don’t have to listen to him any more,’ Sendatsu replied, feeling the truth of those words hammer home.


    ‘How did we survive that?’ Gaibun asked. ‘I thought he had me when I went down.’


    Sendatsu managed to free a hand. ‘Thank you for saving my life,’ he said.


    Gaibun clasped the hand Sendatsu offered. ‘Let’s hope I don’t have to do that again. Aroaril, he was good with the blade!’


    ‘Do you think …’ Asami began, then trailed off as Daichi strode towards them.


    ‘I shall leave Lord Moshin and two squads of guards here to clean up, while the rest of us need to get across to Sumiko’s villa and stamp on that nest of vipers. Only then will we be able to sleep,’ he declared.


    ‘Sumiko will not come easily, and her garden will fight of its own accord,’ Asami warned.


    ‘But we have you,’ Daichi said.


    Asami sighed. ‘It all depends on how many other Magic-weavers are there. If she has Oroku, or Jimai, or both her deputies, then I will be overmatched. Even if it is just Sumiko alone, I don’t think I can do more than hold her back. I could not defeat her. I need some help.’


    As she spoke, she glanced meaningfully at Sendatsu.


    ‘Well, of course every one of us here will offer our abilities, limited as they are —’


    ‘I need a horse or something to help carry my children,’ Sendatsu interrupted, seeing what Asami meant. ‘And I should get the two humans as well. They will be needed for this …’


    ‘What nonsense is that? What use, in the name of holy Aroaril, can a pair of gaijin be?’


    ‘It was one of the conditions from Sumiko. She wants the information the humans have, so she could use it in the Council meeting, against both you and my father,’ Sendatsu said hurriedly.


    ‘There isn’t the time for this —’


    ‘Lord Daichi, it could be the difference. If Asami arrives with the humans, then Sumiko will be lulled into thinking we are on her side. She will let her guard down,’ Sendatsu pressed. ‘Besides, it makes sense to bring the humans out now. If all goes well, then many people will be arriving at your home. To have two humans seen there will only confuse matters.’


    Daichi hesitated.


    ‘It is still dark, Lord Daichi. If we give them robes, nobody will even know they are there. But if the people see them leave your home in full light tomorrow …’


    ‘Fetch them. But hurry!’ Daichi urged. ‘We might need you to go into Sumiko’s home with Asami, like you did your father’s —’


    ‘No,’ Asami said. ‘I am the only one able to go in there and survive. It needs to be me.’


    ‘It’s too dangerous to go in by yourself,’ Sendatsu began.


    ‘It is the only way. No other elf has the power to stand against Sumiko.’


    He could not argue with that.


    Daichi was in no mood for more discussion anyway.


    ‘A horse for Sendatsu! Quick, now! The rest of you — to the Magic-weavers!’


    ‘Wake up!’


    Huw leaped to his feet, heart racing. He had been dreaming, again, of King Ward hunting for him, getting ever closer. In his dream, Ward and his soldiers had tracked him down to his father’s house, surrounded it in the night and were now moving in. Huw had tried to warn the dream Huw, who was slumbering peacefully, but no matter how hard he tried to shout, nothing would come out. He had been forced to watch the Forlish close in, helpless to stop them, witnessed Ward striding into his father’s cottage and sitting in his father’s chair. The dream Huw had been dragged before Ward, who had declared he merely wanted to talk. Both Huws had been struck dumb with terror — until the shout woke him. The mingled fear and frustration of the dream, the desperation of needing to shout a warning but being unable to make a noise, was still thick within him.


    He blinked open gritty eyes to see Sendatsu standing in the doorway, a child holding each hand.


    ‘Are those your children?’ Rhiannon asked from the other bed.


    Sendatsu stepped into the room, a gentle smile on his face.


    ‘This is Mai and this is Cheijun,’ he said. ‘Mai, Cheijun, these are my friends Huw and Rhiannon. They are humans but they are not gaijin.’


    Rhiannon went down to one knee and held out her hand. Cheijun hid behind Sendatsu’s leg but Mai shyly held out her own hand and Rhiannon shook it carefully.


    ‘We have heard much about you,’ she said softly.


    ‘Rhiannon and Huw love to sing and dance, and play music. Perhaps they will play something for you later,’ Sendatsu said.


    Huw stood awkwardly. He had never been good with children — he had never needed to be.


    ‘Please, say hello to Cheijun,’ Sendatsu invited.


    Huw squatted down and held out his hand.


    ‘Look, Cheijun. Huw is not frightening, is he? He’s not a monster?’


    Huw could not help but glance to his right, to see if Rhiannon was tempted to add something, but she was instead sitting on the floor and holding out her hands to Mai.


    ‘No,’ Cheijun admitted.


    ‘Touch his hand. Nothing to be scared of.’


    Slowly, hesitantly, Cheijun stretched out a small hand. Huw held his own steady and smiled when the little boy’s fingers merely brushed his own before whipping behind his back.


    ‘It’s a start,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘What is happening?’ Huw asked. ‘Have we succeeded?’


    ‘Nearly,’ Sendatsu said, then lowered his voice. ‘We must go to Sumiko’s villa. Asami will need your help, but we cannot yet let anyone know about Rhiannon’s magic. Have you slept? Eaten? Are you rested?’


    ‘We ate, as best we could. The food you eat here …’ Huw grumbled.


    ‘We slept little,’ Rhiannon admitted. ‘But I am ready.’


    ‘I hope so, for Asami’s sake.’


    ‘How do we get out of here?’ Rhiannon murmured back.


    ‘Your horses are ready, Lord Sendatsu!’ a guard called from outside.


    ‘That’s how. We persuaded Daichi that you had to go with Asami into Sumiko’s villa, that she was expecting you.’


    ‘And he put his trust in humans?’


    ‘Well, we also persuaded him we needed to get you out of his house while it was still dark. Since he has my father in custody and his own position assured, he was in an agreeable mood,’ Sendatsu explained quickly.


    ‘So it really is all going to plan?’


    ‘Absolutely! By dawn, I think we will have won — and an elven army will go to help fight off the Forlish.’


    Huw stood. ‘Thank the skies above for that! I was having the strangest dream about Ward wanting to talk to me —’


    ‘No time for that now,’ Rhiannon said impatiently.


    ‘Will you help Asami?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘Of course. For without her, who will show me how to use my magic properly?’


    Sendatsu smiled in relief.


    Mai yawned. ‘Where are we going now, Papa? Can we go home?’


    ‘Not yet. One more stop before home,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Where is Sendatsu with those gaijin? We cannot wait much longer!’ Daichi muttered. ‘Sumiko will learn we are here and then all surprise will be lost.’


    They were almost half a mile back from Sumiko’s villa, hiding in the trees, although calling it a villa did not really do the compound justice. Jaken’s home had been a villa, large and expansive. But Sumiko’s was more than just a home, office and reception area. Here were smaller villas for many of the Magic-weavers and their families, as well as classrooms for teaching. All of it was surrounded by a wall — and much of it protected by Sumiko’s garden. The garden did not like visitors and reacted violently to intruders. The surviving birds of the area had long ago learned to stay away.


    ‘We can give them only a quarter-turn of an hourglass more before you should go in there.’


    ‘A little more time — Asami needs the humans to trick her way in,’ Gaibun pleaded.


    ‘I have set my limit,’ Daichi said coldly.


    Gaibun watched the sand trickle through the hourglass and tried to think of a way to protect Asami. The sand was running out and he was still thinking when a warrior rushed over and bowed low.


    ‘Lord, they approach!’


    Daichi turned to Asami. ‘What will be your signal for us to attack?’ he asked.


    ‘I’ll talk to Sumiko and lull her suspicions. Give us a quarter of a turn of an hourglass before moving in. But if fighting begins, come as fast as you can.’


    ‘How will we know?’


    ‘Oh, if it begins, you won’t be able to miss it,’ Asami promised.


    Daichi did not bother talking to Huw and Rhiannon, who joined Asami in walking forwards while Gaibun and Sendatsu stayed hidden, Sendatsu’s hands full of Mai and Cheijun.


    ‘And just what will I need to do?’ Huw asked nervously as he followed Asami and Rhiannon down the path to Sumiko’s villa.


    ‘Stay alive and stay out of our way. The only reason you are here is I could hardly take Rhiannon and leave you behind without Daichi asking questions. We will do our best to protect you when it all starts,’ Asami whispered.


    ‘You might be able to help convince her that our visit is harmless. After all, you are very good at lying,’ Rhiannon said.


    Huw turned to see her staring him down and bit back the words that crowded onto his tongue.


    ‘What has happened between you two?’ Asami asked.


    ‘Nothing to concern you,’ Rhiannon stated.


    ‘It will be if it gets me killed!’


    ‘It will not affect what we have to do.’


    ‘Look, just follow my lead,’ Asami said softly. ‘We’ll get inside Sumiko’s study, past her defences. Once there, we stall her until Daichi attacks. When he does we just have to keep her occupied, so she can’t use the compound’s defences. By the time the other Magic-weavers have woken up, it will be too late.’


    ‘And if they are already awake?’


    ‘Pray to whatever gods you worship that is not the case,’ Asami said.


    The Magic-weaver compound seemed large and forbidding in the pre-dawn light but Asami had been there so many times before that she was able to walk naturally up to the main gate, which was watched rather than guarded by a junior Magic-weaver, a student barely a year past his Test.


    ‘Who are you, to come here at such a time of night?’ he demanded irritably. ‘Do you know where you are?’


    ‘Goshin, it is I, Asami.’ Asami recognised the young man in the light of the lantern he was holding up at them. ‘We are here to see Sumiko.’


    ‘Asami!’ The young Magic-weaver grinned in relief. ‘Of course. Do you need me to escort you there?’


    ‘Perhaps I could take your lantern?’ Asami asked. ‘It is almost dawn — why don’t you head off to bed? I can see myself out again …’


    ‘I wish I could! But Master Oroku told me I cannot leave my post until I am relieved.’


    Asami nodded. ‘Quite right too. But isn’t that him I see now?’


    She pointed over Goshin’s shoulder and, when he obligingly turned, she slammed his head into the wooden gate, then helped turn his fall into something closer to a gentle trip to the ground.


    ‘What was that for?’ Huw hissed.


    ‘If he was still at his post, Daichi’s warriors would have killed him. This way, he will wake with a sore head — but at least it will be still attached to his shoulders,’ Asami explained. ‘Now grab his lantern and hurry.’


    Leaving the main gate wide open, she led the way through the compound, past darkened villas and classrooms, going to the main building. She skirted Sumiko’s garden and came to Sumiko’s door, as she had done so many times in the past few years.


    ‘Do we knock?’


    Asami shook her head. Instead she took a deep breath and pressed her hands on the door. It had a large brass doorknocker but no visible handle.


    ‘Magic is the only way inside here. As soon as I open it, it will wake Sumiko. She might greet us, she might attack us — or she might be so intrigued by you and Huw being here that she decides to find out what is going on. I hope for that — but we still have to be ready for anything. If she attacks us, just concentrate on slowing her down. Don’t attack her — leave that to me.’


    ‘But —’


    ‘Our lives depend on this. Believe me.’


    Rhiannon nodded. ‘I shall follow your lead.’


    ‘Me too. And I’ll try not to get myself killed,’ Huw said.


    Outside, the watchers saw the little group disappear into the compound and then nothing more. All eyes turned to the warrior with the hourglass, watching the sand trickle through.


    ‘I’m bored. Can we go home?’ Cheijun announced.


    ‘Ssh!’ Sendatsu soothed. ‘We shall soon.’


    ‘What are we waiting for?’ Mai asked.


    ‘For a signal to go and rescue Asami and my friends Huw and Rhiannon,’ Sendatsu said. He was beyond happy to see his children but his attention was being distracted by the thought of Asami, Huw and Rhiannon in the compound. He had become used to having some control over events, out in the human world — being reliant on others was a strange feeling.


    He had been sure his children would have blocked everything else out and, while he was eager to hear about Cheijun’s dreams and the strange things Grandmother Noriko had made them eat, he found his mind wandering to what was happening in the compound and his worries about Huw, Rhiannon — and especially Asami. What had she meant by putting leadership of the Magic-weavers over leaving Dokuzen with him? He had been so sure she would jump at the chance to put everything aside for love. Now he was not sure what he should say …


    Gaibun interrupted his thoughts. ‘What have you and Asami been talking about?’


    ‘Brother, is this the right time?’ Sendatsu said meaningfully, nodding both to his children and towards the Magic-weaver compound.


    ‘There is no right time!’ Gaibun hissed. ‘I want to know if you are planning anything with my wife.’


    ‘We already spoke about this,’ Sendatsu said, trying to keep his voice calm and reasonable. The last thing he wanted was Mai picking up what he was saying. She might be only five but she did not miss anything — and she seemed wise beyond her years, able to understand far more than she should.


    ‘She says you want her to run away with you,’ Gaibun said.


    Sendatsu glared at him, trying to carefully cover Mai’s ears. ‘The final decision will be Asami’s. But rest assured I will do nothing that breaks the laws of Dokuzen,’ he said. ‘And that will be the last thing I have to say.’


    ‘Well, it is not the end! If you want me to take over clan Tadayoshi, I shall need a wife beside me, and a son to follow me —’


    ‘I will not persuade her to do that!’


    Gaibun nodded slowly. ‘That’s what I thought. Thank you for finally answering my question.’


    ‘What does that mean?’ Sendatsu growled, but Gaibun had already walked away.


    ‘Welcome, Asami — what brings you out at this time?’ Sumiko asked, the moment they stepped inside her house.


    Light bloomed in a dozen lanterns and Huw and Rhiannon instinctively stopped. But Asami walked on calmly.


    ‘Greetings, sensei. We were anxiously awaiting your agreement to help us. And as Rhiannon here needed to come and talk to you about magic, we decided to combine the two. Apologies for coming so early.’


    ‘I was already awake. Come, follow me.’


    They trailed her into the reception room, where Sumiko only lit the lanterns that were closest to the three of them.


    ‘Where is Sendatsu, and your husband?’ she asked.


    Asami tried to study Sumiko’s face but the Magic-weaver stood in shadow.


    ‘They have little interest in magic. But Rhiannon here would like to learn more. If you would be so kind, I would like to leave her here in the compound to study with some of the teachers while I return with the agreement.’


    ‘And the other human?’


    Luckily Huw had plenty of practice in keeping the fear and nerves out of his voice and always sounding calm and in control.


    ‘I am here to inspect the agreement, ensure that my people are protected,’ he replied.


    ‘And you brought nobody else? Nobody waiting outside, or prowling through my compound?’


    Asami shook her head. ‘Just we three walked in,’ she said carefully. ‘Were you expecting perhaps warriors of Jaken?’ They just had to keep her distracted for a little longer.


    ‘I know you would not go to Jaken,’ Sumiko said. ‘There is no future for the humans in his plans! But did you not receive my word on the agreement earlier?’


    ‘We sent you a message but have received nothing in reply since then,’ Asami said easily. She suspected this was Sumiko’s delicate reference to the warriors she had sent to steal the book but there was no point in saying any more.


    Sumiko strode across to the wide window that overlooked her garden. ‘And have you spoken to anyone else?’ she asked.


    Asami groaned inside. Too late, she remembered at least one of Sumiko’s party had escaped. She would have had word already of their failure.


    ‘No,’ Asami lied quickly, but perhaps not quite quickly enough.


    ‘I shall call Oroku and Jimai,’ Sumiko said, ‘then we can all talk more easily.’


    ‘We came to see that translation book you have,’ Huw interrupted. ‘I would dearly love to sing you a song I wrote for my people, and learn how we might translate that back into our old language —’


    Sumiko spun back once more.


    ‘The old book you have — forget about it,’ she said urgently. ‘It will bring you nothing but pain. The truth it holds is too powerful to be heard. Leave it with me and we shall ensure the right parts of it become known. Trust me, the problems it will bring down on you are not worth it.’


    ‘Let us be the judge of what people should know,’ Huw said defiantly.


    ‘Why don’t you give us the truth? What did you read in that book that so concerned you?’ Rhiannon added.


    ‘Are you trying to show me humans are stupid?’ Sumiko sneered. ‘Listen to what I’m saying. That book is nothing but trouble, the world is not ready for what it holds.’


    ‘We are not ready to walk away, or lie down and die before your warriors,’ Huw snapped back.


    ‘So you are here to steal it from me!’ Sumiko thundered. ‘Where are Sendatsu and Gaibun? Are they preparing to surprise me even now? Well, you shall find you have walked into a trap of your own making, for I shall not be easy to stop!’


    Then bells began to toll, followed instantly by shouts and screams.


    Sumiko listened for a moment, then her eyes blazed. ‘That is not two elves out there! What have you done to us, Asami?’


    The lamps went out a heartbeat later — then Asami brought them all to life again, throwing the large reception room into blazing light.


    Sumiko was darting for the far doorway. Asami reached into the magic and slammed the door shut, then warped the wood, so it would never be opened normally again.


    ‘Fool — you know what I can do. Now I shall have to kill you before I flee,’ Sumiko said, then chairs lifted into the air and flew at Asami.


    Rhiannon instinctively stepped in, helping Asami send the chairs flying to either side of the room, where they smashed themselves into splinters on the walls.


    ‘You’re both fools.’


    Rhiannon brought a bowl of flowers on a table behind the Magic-weaver into life, sent them at her, but Sumiko waved at them and they burst into flame, dissolving into ash. Before she could do anything else, Asami lifted the rug under her feet, trying to make it bind and encircle her sensei. Sumiko shredded the cotton mat, sending a thousand fragments flying into the air.


    ‘Pitiful,’ she said coldly. ‘And I thought you were my best student!’


    Huw instinctively stepped forwards to protect Rhiannon, then a chair flew past his head and sense reasserted itself. Asami had told him the translation book was hidden behind false brickwork next to the chimney in Sumiko’s study. He bolted for the last working door.


    ‘Stop!’


    A chair flew at him but Asami caught it, flipping it upwards so it broke on the wall, rather than on his head. He ducked as chunks of chair bounced around him but made it safely out. His last view was of Rhiannon hurling more flowers at Sumiko — and the Magic-weaver sending them back at her, where Asami burned them up.


    Sendatsu and Gaibun walked forwards with Daichi, who was surrounded by a squad of guards, as well as the other six leaders of clans loyal to Daichi. Mai walked beside Sendatsu but Cheijun had to be carried, and Sendatsu fervently hoped he would not have to draw his sword and try to fight while holding his son. Despite all Cheijun’s complaints about Grandmother Noriko’s cooking, he seemed to have put on weight since Sendatsu had held him last.


    The guard on the gate was unconscious, while the gates were wide open. Inside, all was chaos. A score of nasty little fights were going on across the compound. The Magic-weavers had relied on Sumiko’s defences to guard them but, without Sumiko to set the plants onto the attackers, Daichi’s warriors had broken into villas and stunned and tied many of the Magic-weavers before they could fight back. The few who were left were using magic as best they could — every plant nearby was joining the battle and attacking warriors.


    Daichi’s warriors fought back with their own limited magic, or used their bows to shoot down any Magic-weaver they could see. They did not need to kill — an arrow through the leg was enough to break anyone’s concentration, allowing other guards to rush in and club down the Magic-weavers.


    By the time Daichi and the others walked in, with Sendatsu carefully at the back, almost all resistance had been put down, and groups of stunned yet defiant Magic-weavers were being dragged out and forced to lie on their stomachs. Some still screamed from the wounds they had taken, while a few were limp bundles, their blood and magic draining back into the ground.


    ‘What of Sumiko?’ Daichi asked the question all wanted to hear.


    Almost in answer, a chair crashed through a window of the main villa and flew impossibly far, before smashing on a nearby roof.


    ‘Quick! The main villa!’ Daichi signalled and a score of warriors raced for its door.


    ‘Gaibun — watch them!’ Sendatsu handed Cheijun to his friend. Huw and Rhiannon were in there. Asami was in there. He had to get in and help them.


    Gaibun refused to take Cheijun. ‘What? You hold your children and I’ll go in.’


    ‘No! Papa! Don’t leave us again!’ Mai screamed.


    ‘Papa!’ Cheijun wailed, clinging on to Sendatsu.


    Sendatsu hesitated, torn, then gasped in horror as half of the villa’s roof collapsed.


    ‘You cannot beat me. What do you hope to achieve by this?’ Sumiko paced around the room.


    ‘To stop your arrogant boasting?’ Asami offered, using her words to disguise her efforts to send a large chaise cartwheeling across the room at her sensei.


    Sumiko swept that away.


    ‘We just have to hold you here,’ Rhiannon said, getting her breath back. ‘The Elder Elf and his warriors are here with us.’


    Sumiko lost control. ‘You brought Daichi into my home?’ she screamed. ‘You will pay for that!’


    The remaining pieces of furniture flew at Asami, one after another. Asami reached deep into the magic, feeling the ache in her muscles and bones. Every breath was a fight, while sweat was soaking her clothes; her stomach was growling for food, while her throat was parched, her mouth so dry that her tongue felt swollen. But, with Rhiannon’s help, she deflected or blocked every one of Sumiko’s missiles, Rhiannon sending the last chair smashing out through the window.


    The room was now empty except for the three of them — and the wreckage of fine furniture — and both Asami and Rhiannon were reeling with tiredness, having already used magic that night. Sumiko was obviously affected but was fresher and better rested.


    ‘You should have stood with me. Together, the three of us could rule the world,’ she told them.


    ‘What will you do now? You have nothing left to use against us,’ Asami puffed.


    ‘Have I taught you nothing? Magic is all about the imagination.’ Sumiko looked upwards and pulled the roof down on top of them.


    Huw raced through unfamiliar corridors, fearing he would run into an angry Magic-weaver at any moment. Where was the study in this place? He could hear the magical fight going on in the reception room, which gave him a reference point and allowed him to skirt around it and race into a likely looking room.


    He paused for a moment, awestruck. Shelves were filled with books — something he had never seen before. He had been through King Ward’s library at Cridianton on one memorable day — two shelves of books. It would have disappeared in here. He gazed around in wonder — and dawning horror. Which one would be the translation book he was after?


    He remembered it only vaguely — a black book. But there were several such here and he pulled them down and riffled through the pages anxiously, finding only words he recognised, rather than the different symbols he needed.


    The room was dominated by a huge chimney, which had wood stacked either side of a large fireplace. He looked at it for a moment and remembered Asami saying the book was beside the chimney. He ran his hands over the brickwork, trying to detect something out of place — but nothing seemed different or loose. He ducked under the lintel and into the huge fireplace itself, big enough for him to lie down in, and pressed his fingers against the dirty bricks there — again without luck.


    He stopped, wondering if he should try something else, when the ceiling collapsed.


    This far into the villa, the whole ceiling did not come down but chunks of timber collapsed inwards, smashing books and shelves into paper and matchsticks. Huw cowered at the back of the brick fireplace, covering his face and eyes as things bounced and clattered down around him. But the chimney shielded him from the worst and, when all seemed quiet, he was able to peer out into a cloud of dust and rubble. Most of the study was still standing but, beyond, where the reception room had stood, was merely a pile of timber and brick and glass. Huw stared at it, horrified. Rhiannon had been under there. She had her magic, but would that have been enough to save her?


    He sagged back against the brickwork, fear gripping his heart and tears pricking at his eyes. He knew he should rush out there and try to help, but the destruction seemed so vast, he was terrified of what he would find.


    As the wood settled and crashed, he heard Sumiko’s voice.


    ‘Thought they could match me, did they?’


    She seemed tired, her voice hoarse, as though she had run a great distance — but Huw was firstly consumed with anger at what the Magic-weaver had done, then worry at what would happen if she found him. The size of the chimney, the dust in the air and a few helpful pieces of wood made an effective cover for now.


    A few inches away, on the other side of the chimney breastwork, he could hear scratching and movement — and he understood she must be taking out the book he wanted but had been unable to find. That was the last straw. He found a hefty chunk of timber and stealthily picked it up. While she was busy with the brickwork, he jumped out and swung the timber like a club.


    One turn of the hourglass earlier, this would have been fatal — for Huw. But Sumiko had been left exhausted by her battle with Asami and Rhiannon.


    She instinctively threw up an arm to protect herself but the length of wood was too heavy and swung with too much venom to be stopped like that. It crashed into her arm and head and she collapsed to the floor. Huw dropped the timber and stared at his handiwork. His father had taught him never to hit women — but this was different, he decided.


    He grabbed the black book from the rubble beside Sumiko and stuffed it under his tunic. That done, he walked towards the last place he had seen Rhiannon, hands shaking a little, dreading to think what he would find.


    ‘Are you all right? Are you hurt?’


    Asami opened her eyes reluctantly, to see Sendatsu and Gaibun staring at her worriedly.


    Asami thought about the question, and quickly assessed the rest of her. Apart from a general ache, a raging thirst and a bellowing hunger, everything seemed normal and working.


    ‘I think so,’ she said with difficulty. ‘Rhiannon?’


    She tried to remember what had happened. Sumiko had brought down the ceiling easily enough, forcing the wood to expand until it could not be held any more — but the Magic-weaver had delayed the final fall long enough to allow her own escape. That was scant comfort, as it was set to fall on Asami and Rhiannon and, in their tired state, they were unable to hold it back. She had wasted time thinking of how to get out when Rhiannon blew out a floor-to-ceiling window and grabbed Asami, dragging them both to safety.


    ‘Rhiannon!’ Asami sat up as she remembered. ‘She saved me!’


    ‘No,’ Sendatsu said loudly and clearly.


    Asami was horrified. ‘You don’t mean that she —’


    ‘No!’ Sendatsu leaned closer. ‘You saved her, because she has no magic, remember?’


    ‘Yes, yes — but is she safe?’


    ‘Quite safe. We’re getting food and drink into her. And Huw made it out as well. He’s quite the hero — knocked out Sumiko with a lump of timber as she tried to escape. Even better, he managed to find the book. She was going for it after bringing down the ceiling.’


    Asami accepted water and food from Gaibun, gulping down the liquid and stuffing her mouth with fish and cheese.


    She glanced over to her left, where Huw was hovering around Rhiannon, who was likewise pushing food and drink into her mouth.


    ‘Won’t they be suspicious seeing that?’ she wondered.


    ‘We told them that is how humans eat all the time,’ Gaibun explained.


    ‘So what now?’ Asami asked through a full mouth, looking around Sumiko’s compound.


    Sendatsu gestured to where the guards were cleaning up the last of the Magic-weavers. ‘You were out for a while. It’s all been cleared up. We can go home. Daichi wants to see us tomorrow, or rather later today, for he has too much to do now and little enough time. The Council Guard is rounding up Jaken’s supporters as well as dragging away these Magic-weavers. Sumiko is already in chains.’


    ‘Home?’


    ‘Well, to my home,’ Sendatsu amended. ‘There are still all those bodies in yours. You are free to stay at my home for as long as you need, until that is cleaned up.’


    ‘We shall not be staying long,’ Gaibun interrupted. ‘And let me remind you who is married to Asami.’


    If Asami had more energy, she would have said something to the two fools, but she was so tired she could barely think.


    To her relief, Sendatsu eased back, to where Mai and Cheijun lay on the grass, half asleep.


    ‘Come, we should all go home and sleep,’ he said. ‘And then we can enjoy our victory!’


    ‘Is this really a victory?’ Huw muttered.


    ‘It may not feel like it yet but it is,’ Sendatsu promised.


    ‘Are we really going home?’ Mai asked, yawning, as she sat up.


    ‘We are.’ Sendatsu smiled down at her.
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      The Elfarans, each clan now numbering in the hundreds, left Nippon in a fleet of old ships and had to search for a new land. After months at sea, protected by the magic they all possessed, they found their way to Vales.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Caelin had drawn guard duty for that night. They did not expect to need it, this deep into Forland, but habits were hard to break. He patrolled around the pickets he had set but found himself drawn back to where Ruttyn and Harald watched an empty field.


    ‘It must be strange to do magic,’ Ruttyn offered quietly.


    ‘Not too much danger of you doing anything magic,’ Harald replied.


    ‘It would be magical if you two could keep quiet for a little while,’ Caelin grunted.


    They watched the moonlight fall across a field of turnips.


    Ruttyn broke the silence. ‘How are we going to fight the elves? They have the magic, and bows, and everything.’


    ‘If they bleed, we can kill them,’ Caelin said.


    Harald snorted. ‘You haven’t met the wife’s mother if you think that!’


    ‘We go near Dunholm. We should bring her along — turn her loose on the elves,’ Ruttyn suggested.


    ‘I wouldn’t wish her on my worst enemy!’


    ‘And of course she had nothing to worry about in her daughter’s husband.’ Ruttyn laughed.


    ‘I am the very model of Forlish manhood!’


    ‘If they made it out of dung, rather than clay,’ Ruttyn added.


    ‘Just for that, I’m introducing you to the wife’s sister, so we can share the misery,’ Harald told him.


    Caelin let them argue gently while he looked north. There would be little enough time for jests in Dokuzen.


    Both Mai and Cheijun wanted to sleep with Sendatsu and, while he would have preferred to share his bed with Asami, he was more than happy to indulge them.


    They both wanted to hug him, to reassure themselves he really was there, and he lay in the middle of the bed, two small figures squeezed so close to him that he could not move, and expanses of empty bed on either side. He sang the bedtime song, but Cheijun was fast asleep before he was halfway through.


    ‘Why did you leave us? Why did you stay away so long?’ Mai asked as he finished.


    ‘I did not want to. I had to. One day you will understand.’


    ‘Was it about the fight you had with Grandfather?’


    Sendatsu kissed the top of her head. ‘Yes, it was. But it is more than that.’


    ‘Why was that more important than us? You always said we were the most important.’


    Sendatsu reflected that having a daughter with an amazing memory was not necessarily a blessing. But, as always, he tried to tell her the truth.


    ‘There are things going on in the world. Humans and elves are meeting and learning from each other. I became caught up in that and I could not come back until it was safe. I want to be with you but, more than that, I want you to grow up safe and happy.’


    ‘And that was what you were doing, protecting us?’


    ‘Making sure you could have a safe future,’ he corrected.


    ‘I knew you would be protecting us.’ She yawned, then snuggled into him.


    Sendatsu lay there, listening to Cheijun softly snore, and shifted to avoid Mai’s knee digging into his side. For the first time in several moons, he relaxed and closed his eyes.


    It seemed like barely a moment later when the morning sun had the pair of them bouncing on the bed, wanting his attention. Tired though he was, he was more than happy to give it, to try to make up for the time he had been away.


    So they read, and wrestled, and played, while the others slept, although Cheijun’s shouts of excitement eventually woke both Gaibun and Huw. Asami and Rhiannon were sleeping the sleep of Magic-weavers driven to the point of exhaustion and even Sendatsu’s children could not break through that.


    Huw sat down with Sumiko’s translation book, as well as the one Sendatsu had taken from the Velsh church, and began to work through it. Sendatsu paid little attention to him, merely pointing out ink and paper when he asked for them. The rest of the time he played with his children.


    Gaibun, on the other hand, lay on a couch with his eyes closed, occasionally muttering when Mai or Cheijun got too loud. But when Mai dragged Sendatsu out into the garden, he followed them into the fresh air.


    Mai and Cheijun were quickly lost in exploring the new growth in the garden and seeing where spiders and snails had taken up residence.


    ‘What was it really like out there?’ Gaibun asked as they stood watching the children collecting snails and trying to keep them in a stone circle.


    ‘Why do you want to know?’ Sendatsu kept his eyes on his children. ‘You have never shown the slightest interest in humans before.’


    ‘No, but I have always found you fascinating. And they have had a great effect on you. Three moons ago you would never have done any of this — not in your wildest dreams. Yet you go out there for hardly any time, bring back humans and turn Dokuzen on its head!’


    Sendatsu shrugged. ‘It is like your worst nightmare, in many ways. There are humans living in old elven villas, houses and barns, properties that were abandoned three hundred years ago. They are falling down and yet they are the best buildings in all the lands. The food they eat, the way they live — pissing inside their own houses, keeping animals next to children … it is everything we were taught to despise about them. And yet, there is a spirit there we do not have. I showed them how to protect their villages by building a wall and they put it up faster than we could, with less complaining. I drew them a picture of one of the crossbows from the tombs of the forefathers and they built scores of them, which work perfectly, just from that. I took a group of young Velsh and spent just one moon training them and already they would hold their own against an ordinary elf. Imagine what they would be like if they had the same knowledge and magic as we do.’


    ‘Well, at least one of them has magic,’ Gaibun said thoughtfully.


    ‘Yes, now there is Rhiannon. And where there is one, there will be more.’


    ‘How did you find Rhiannon?’


    ‘She found me, she and Huw did. Finding her power was luck — mainly bad luck for her. It must have been awakened by me using my little magic around her and then when she went through huge trauma, she unlocked it. I tell you, she not only saved us once, she saved us twice! Hanto tried to kill us and she sent him packing — Aroaril!’


    ‘What?’


    ‘I’d forgotten about him! He knows she can do magic and he’s out there, trying to get back to Dokuzen. If he gets back, he’ll tell everyone that she has magic.’


    ‘Calm down. How can he get back? All the Magic-weavers are under lock and key. And Jaken is under guard as well. Hanto will just be another traitorous Tadayoshi if he makes it back here,’ Gaibun said bitterly.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Well, our clan name has forever been destroyed. We shall go down in history as the ones who tried to rebel against the Council. And your family name will be hated even more, by our supporters as well as our enemies. Doesn’t that make you feel sick?’


    ‘My name is my own,’ Sendatsu declared. ‘We worry too much about pride and the past. We should be more concerned about the future. I saw things out in the human world, how we betrayed and murdered humans, to make me think we put far too much stock in our history. It is not the source of honour we imagine.’


    ‘Still, which noble family will be prepared to marry a Tadayoshi now?’


    ‘That is the last of my concerns!’ Sendatsu snorted.


    ‘Aye — because you want to marry my wife!’ Gaibun snapped.


    Sendatsu turned from watching Mai and Cheijun use sticks to keep the snails inside their stone prison.


    ‘Is this what you really wanted to talk about?’


    Gaibun sighed. ‘No. I haven’t seen you for moons and then all we have been talking about is how to get ourselves out of a mess. Now that is all over, I wanted to know what happened to you out there.’


    ‘But you are concerned.’


    ‘Well, can you blame me? The old Sendatsu would never have done anything. But this new Sendatsu, who is prepared to walk into his father’s house and risk his life — he might do anything.’


    Sendatsu looked at his old friend and saw only pain in his eyes.


    ‘What do you want me to say? I have loved Asami all my life. I cannot stop, even for you.’


    ‘There are two of us and only one of her. And we both love her but she is married to just one of us,’ Gaibun pointed out.


    ‘And there is only one of us that she loves,’ Sendatsu said softly.


    Gaibun reacted as if hit. ‘Is that why you and your humans are so determined to make out that I am some sort of traitor? You would like to see me thrown into the same cell as your father, then you would be free to steal Asami from me!’


    ‘That’s not true and you know it! I never said nor thought you would do anything to betray us!’


    Gaibun sighed. ‘I know,’ he said.


    ‘I have always trusted you and I always will. Do you remember how we first became friends?’


    ‘As if I could forget! My father refused to go anywhere near your parents. I knew he hated your father but I’d swear there was something also as bad with your mother. I think your father delighted in inviting me around to spend time with you, because he knew what it did to my parents, how awkward they were.’


    ‘I never knew my mother hated your father,’ Sendatsu mused. ‘She always spoke well of him.’


    ‘Well, there was never any danger of us becoming friends. Until the day I saw those Kaneoki boys attack you and decided I could not let a fellow Tadayoshi be beaten.’


    ‘I had them right where I wanted!’


    ‘Certainly — if lying on the ground having them kick you was where you like to be!’


    Sendatsu laughed. ‘Hard to dislike someone who has fought by your side.’


    ‘It was a stupid thing to do, rushing to help you. But it was one of the best decisions I ever made.’


    Sendatsu clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You still think so?’


    Gaibun grinned. ‘I have had my doubts lately!’


    Sendatsu nodded. ‘And who can blame you? But I promise you this, in the name of our friendship, I shall do nothing behind your back.’


    ‘The humans really changed you, didn’t they?’


    ‘Not that much!’ Sendatsu protested.


    ‘Maybe I need to see what life is like out there also.’


    ‘You should. Aroaril knows they deserve something from us after we betrayed and murdered them, stole magic and kept knowledge for ourselves. And you should think of helping them.’


    Gaibun chuckled. ‘A bit early for that! But they certainly made an impression on you. It seems you fell in love while you were out there!’


    ‘It wasn’t love. It was a huge mistake, which I immediately regretted —’ Sendatsu stopped as he realised what Gaibun meant, and what he had nearly given away.


    ‘What in Aroaril’s name do you mean?’


    ‘Nothing.’ Sendatsu waved him away. ‘I suppose I have fallen a little in love with the Velsh people. It’s hard not to feel something for them, when you are out there. There was one young boy, dying from wounds given to him by Forlish raiders. He could have been Cheijun …’


    ‘You are changing the subject. And you are as bad a liar as always. I talked about love and you said a mistake — don’t tell me there was a human woman out there!’


    ‘Ssh! Keep your voice down! My children are just there!’


    ‘So there was a woman! Aroaril, you slept with a human?’ Gaibun stared at him in disgust.


    ‘What have we been saying? There is no difference between us! And given you’ve been cheating on Asami for years, you don’t have the right to say anything!’


    Gaibun half smiled. ‘All right. I grant you that. So who was she? The daughter of a king? What attracted you? The big breasts, the plump backside?’


    ‘Gaibun!’ Sendatsu nodded towards his children.


    ‘Give me details and I’ll keep quiet!’ Gaibun offered.


    ‘It has been three years since I shared my bed. And they think elves are something like gods out there. It was a moment of weakness and I have regretted it ever since,’ Sendatsu said softly.


    ‘That’s not what I want to hear! What about her hair? Was it that strange red colour, like Rhiannon’s?’


    Sendatsu said nothing but his face answered for him.


    Gaibun gasped. ‘Aroaril! It was Rhiannon!’


    ‘I never said that —’


    ‘It was! You still cannot lie well!’ Gaibun rubbed his hand over his face. ‘This explains many things.’


    ‘What? And for Aroaril’s sake keep your voice down! If anyone else was to hear …’


    ‘Of course. You would not want Asami to hear that.’ Gaibun nodded.


    Sendatsu stared him in the eye. ‘Do not tell her, please? It is not so much for me but more for Rhiannon. She needs Asami’s help to deal with her magic. Nothing can jeopardise that.’


    ‘Oh, it’s for Rhiannon, eh? Of course, I understand.’


    ‘It is about her magic! Asami is the only one who can help her.’


    ‘Is this the magic that you gave her?’


    Sendatsu stopped his pleading instantly. ‘What? How could I give her magic?’


    ‘Well, you slept with her. Perhaps you passed some of your magic on to her that way.’


    Sendatsu was sure this was a joke, but Gaibun did not offer a wink or any other sign it was indeed a light-hearted remark.


    ‘How can I give her magic? It is not some disease! Besides, she has ten times the power I have. Surely it stands to reason — if I take your mad idea seriously — that she would receive a little magic from someone with huge powers?’


    ‘Well, it is a possibility!’


    ‘It’s an impossibility! I slept with her twice and she showed no sign of magic for at least a moon after that.’


    ‘Ah,’ Gaibun said. ‘So it wasn’t just one mistake then.’


    Sendatsu ground his teeth together to keep the angry words from spilling out. ‘It was a mistake, a moment of weakness.’


    ‘I don’t understand it but I’m your friend and I will keep your secret safe,’ Gaibun promised. ‘I am not out to hurt you. But I need you to stand with me, especially if Jaken starts accusing me and Daichi looks like he will add me to the pile of fallen Tadayoshi elves.’


    ‘I was always going to anyway.’


    ‘And Asami?’


    ‘I stay away from her and you keep your mouth shut?’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘I never said that.’ Gaibun shook his head. ‘The two things don’t have to be reliant on each other.’


    They looked at each other awkwardly, a silence broken by Cheijun rushing up.


    ‘Papa! See snails!’


    ‘What is your answer?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘I need time to think,’ Sendatsu replied, allowing himself to be dragged away by a laughing Cheijun. Gaibun watched them for a moment longer, then went inside again.


    Sendatsu did not want to go back inside and continue their conversation but, finally, had to give in to Mai’s and Cheijun’s calls for something to eat. He took them inside in trepidation but found Asami and Rhiannon had finally stirred into wakefulness, and Gaibun volunteering to go out and get some food, for there was nothing in the villa. It had been cleaned up moons ago, while Sendatsu was in Vales, the aftermath of Sendatsu’s battle with Hanto and the Council Guards all removed, the blood scrubbed away and the broken furniture replaced. But it had also been cleaned out.


    With Gaibun gone, all were smiling and laughing, caught up in the relief and joy of having gambled and won.


    ‘It seems strange to be sitting here, after what happened,’ Sendatsu said as they watched Mai and Cheijun taking turns on a wooden rocking horse.


    ‘It seems strange for us to be here at all,’ Huw said, staring up at the towering frescoes along the walls.


    ‘Well, it is all over now. We have done it. You are back, you have your children and we are all to be rewarded by the Elder Elf.’ Asami yawned.


    ‘It feels like a dream,’ Sendatsu admitted. ‘It’s hard to think there is no need for fear, that we can get what we wanted, all we dreamed about, and live in peace.’


    ‘I can bring the Magic-weavers back, restore Dokuzen’s respect for magic, while Rhiannon can even dance for the Council and the nobles — while secretly learning magic.’ Asami smiled. ‘I think it is more like waking from a nightmare to greet a bright new day!’


    ‘Well, after the Forlish have been defeated, I hope we can begin to create a proper relationship with the Velsh and elves. They might not see my magic but once they have seen me dance, they will begin to see us in a new light,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘So you really want to dance, not just use that story to explain why you are studying with Asami and secretly learning to control your magic?’ Sendatsu asked in surprise.


    ‘I have always wanted to dance with the elves,’ Rhiannon said defiantly, her eyes strangely bright and glittering.


    ‘Perhaps you could come and show me outside. And I could show you a few exercises for the magic in return,’ Asami said gently.


    ‘Already? Shouldn’t you rest?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘She saved my life yesterday when Sumiko dropped the roof on us. Believe me, it is the least I can do.’


    She grabbed Rhiannon’s hand and hurried her out of the room.


    ‘What was that about?’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘I’m not really sure.’ Huw picked up what he had been working on. ‘But I need to show you this. I’ve been translating the writing of that other Sendatsu. Sumiko only read out the bits she wanted us to hear. Then she said a strange thing when we confronted her, tried to tell us that the book held too much truth, the world wasn’t ready for it.’


    Sendatsu turned to the bard. ‘What?’


    Huw took a deep breath. ‘Our suspicions were right. There are no elves or humans. We are all the same. Look!’


    Sendatsu felt his good mood disappear instantly. He sat down with Huw and read what he had written, which was tricky with all of Huw’s crossing out and changes and made more difficult by Cheijun trying to climb into his lap.


    He felt a chill go down his spine in the first few sentences alone.


    ‘We need to tell everyone,’ Huw said. ‘Sumiko was right about one thing — this is more than we ever expected! I’ve barely begun and already it looks like it explains everything about why the barrier went up, why you call yourselves elves and not Elfarans, and why my people have no magic nor worship of Aroaril.’


    Sendatsu held up Huw’s shaky translation.


    ‘Are you sure of this? What if Sumiko’s book is not right and we have mixed up a few words —’


    ‘It is right! I know what I did but, more than that, I can feel it in my bones. This is all true.’


    ‘I fear so. But we can’t use it. Not yet anyway.’ Sendatsu smoothed the paper out on the table. He had not forgotten the child’s body he had found murdered at the Velsh church, nor his vow to help the Velsh. But, back in his home, with his children in his arms, it seemed much harder to concentrate on that and not focus on fears of what might happen if he offended Daichi and the remainder of the Council.


    ‘This will turn Dokuzen on its head. We’re not elves but humans with grand ideas? We murdered and lied to keep the magic to ourselves? Daichi might be in our debt today but we’ll find ourselves in unmarked graves if we try to use this. My people are not ready for it.’


    ‘What about my people? They have been suffering for three hundred years because of what you Elfarans did to us!’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘Don’t you understand? This book says Daichi should not be the Elder Elf. His ancestor murdered and stole that right from my clan. His ancestor was the one behind stealing magic, Aroaril and knowledge from the Velsh and Forlish and others. But, if we announce that to the world, what do you think he will do?’


    Huw subsided. ‘Nothing good,’ he admitted. ‘But we can’t just ignore this — otherwise we are just as guilty as every elf that covered up the murder and betrayal.’


    ‘I’m not saying we ignore it forever. But we are on the verge of an alliance between elves and Velsh —’


    ‘Between Elfarans and Velsh.’


    ‘Whatever you want to call us,’ Sendatsu said with a touch of irritation. ‘Do you want to throw that alliance away? Because Daichi will never accept what is in here.’


    Huw sighed. ‘Sumiko was right,’ he said sadly. ‘She told me that the book would bring us nothing, that the truth was too powerful.’


    ‘The truth will come out — but let’s defeat the Forlish first, eh?’


    ‘Yes, we have to do that. But we cannot leave it there. Reading these words makes my blood boil. My people have suffered so much pain and death and distress because of greedy Elfarans. We should have Aroaril, we should have magic.’


    ‘And you will,’ Sendatsu said.


    Huw pulled the paper back towards himself. ‘There is one other thing that cannot be ignored. The first Sendatsu says he was betrayed firstly by the Magic-weavers and then by his best friend. And he writes that he fears history is doomed to repeat itself.’


    Sendatsu undid the ferocious hug Cheijun was placing around his neck. ‘So? That’s the sort of thing you write when you only have a few turns of the hourglass left and want to pretend you are not dying in vain.’


    ‘But the bit about the Magic-weavers came true! He says they killed his wife, who was herself a Magic-weaver. And then his best friend betrayed him …’


    ‘Please don’t talk about Gaibun. He is not a traitor — he helped us last night, many times. He saved my life.’ Sendatsu held up his hand — only to have Cheijun grab it and wrestle it down. ‘Look, we won! We are going to get everything we wanted. Nobody said Gaibun was working with Sumiko, and she was the one sending warriors after us. And he admitted to Asami he was trying to fool my father. Yes, the Magic-weavers turned on us but we beat them. As for my wife, she never had magic and is long dead —’


    ‘Well, I am talking about Asami here. You cannot deny your feelings for Asami. You have told me of them, many times.’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘It is not the same,’ he insisted.


    ‘Well, at least watch Gaibun. Who knows what he is doing or who he is seeing out there?’


    ‘There is nobody left for him to see. We have won,’ Sendatsu repeated.


    ‘He married the woman you love and it is obvious to all that you and Asami want to be together. Where does that leave him? He can’t compete with you but, if you were dead, who would Asami turn to for comfort?’


    ‘You don’t know him.’


    ‘Fine!’ Huw threw up his hands. ‘You never seem to listen to me anyway. Well, don’t blame me if he sees you dead in order to finally get Asami for himself.’


    ‘They are married!’


    ‘In name only. The two of you have eyes only for each other.’


    ‘Like you are with Rhiannon, you mean. Has she forgiven you yet?’


    ‘Nice attempt to change the subject but I can’t see that happening soon. If ever.’


    ‘Perhaps Asami can help her.’


    ‘Maybe. If she’s not mourning your death at the hands of Gaibun.’


    ‘Enough!’ Sendatsu cried. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I have to take care of this bear cub!’


    ‘I am not a bear!’ Cheijun told him, growling, and grabbing his hand fiercely.


    Huw let them wrestle while he turned back to the other Sendatsu’s writing. He needed to know what happened next.
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      Then they decided to keep all the magic to themselves. Humans with magic were killed, or tricked, and the Elfarans lied and betrayed, did whatever they could to stop us having that power.


      Huw’s song

    


    Asami took Rhiannon out into the garden. ‘Do you really want to dance for the Council? They are used to seeing only the best, most graceful performers. The slightest slip will be evidence, in their eyes, that humans are gaijin. I thought this was just a story, to allow you to stay here and learn about your magic with me.’


    ‘I want to dance as well,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Why?’


    ‘You don’t need to know why. You just have to help me. I saved your life, remember? You owe me.’


    ‘I know. That’s why I am trying to help you now. We fought together, we saved each other last night. Please, tell me what is wrong.’


    Rhiannon was about to dismiss her, walk inside and force her misery down deep, when she was struck by Asami’s eyes.


    They were almond-shaped and dark, so unlike her own, yet the concern in them was real, and Asami’s words hit home. She had never had a female friend before. Huw had been her first friend and she desperately missed being able to talk, since he had betrayed and lied to her. The pain inside welled up and she felt the tears begin to leak out.


    ‘Talk to me.’


    Rhiannon burst into tears and Asami wrapped her arms around her.


    ‘I am here for you,’ she said.


    Rhiannon allowed herself to relax for the first time since she had killed her father with magic. She began to talk, more and more, everything spilling out. She spoke about her early days with her father and the dreams he had put in her head — the ambition to dance for the elves — and about meeting Huw. She spoke about the final, fatal meeting with her father, where he had revealed the full extent of his lies and she had killed him.


    The only thing she kept hidden was her foolish infatuation and affair with Sendatsu. That could come later but, for now, it would just complicate things.


    Asami listened with sympathy, soothing Rhiannon and easing her fears about opening up.


    ‘I killed my own father with magic. I wanted him dead and it happened!’


    Asami embraced her. ‘You didn’t kill him. He did it to himself. It was not your fault.’


    ‘So why do I feel so guilty?’


    Asami looked into her eyes. ‘You will always regret that act, but that is a good thing.’


    ‘How?’


    ‘Because every time you are tempted to let your magic loose, that will be a chain on your power. You have so much strength within you, it is frightening. But together we shall work on your control and you will see yourself for what you really are — a force for good in this world.’


    Rhiannon sniffed back her last tears. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.


    ‘No, it is my pleasure. And we shall even work on your dancing, if you truly want to dance for the Council.’


    ‘I do,’ Rhiannon admitted. ‘It was a dream of mine for so many years, it was the one thing my father and I agreed upon. It’s foolish, I know, but I feel if I can make that happen, then my childhood was not all a lie. He spoke about dancing with the elves so often, by making that dream come true then I can remember something about him without pain — do you understand?’


    ‘Of course. Now, shall we see if Gaibun is back with some food?’


    ‘I would like that even more!’ Rhiannon laughed, feeling as though a heavy weight had been lifted off her shoulders.


    They found Sendatsu still rolling on the floor with his children and Huw reading the ancient book.


    ‘Should we work on magic?’ Rhiannon asked Asami.


    Asami nodded but they had barely begun when Gaibun returned with bread, cheese and fruit.


    ‘What is the news out there?’ Sendatsu asked, handing food to Mai and Cheijun.


    ‘The marketplace is abuzz,’ Gaibun said. ‘There are Council Guards everywhere and they are quick to anger. More than I have ever seen. I would say most of them are Daichi’s clan, pressed into duty. All know that the Council has cracked down on the clans supporting Tadayoshi, as well as the Magic-weavers. Anyone with connections to Jaken is keeping their head down, while the others are agog with the news.’


    ‘It will probably calm down in a few days,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Should we still go and see Daichi? He will have many, many people wanting to speak to him …’ Asami said.


    ‘We need to. We should make sure he sticks to his agreement, while the memory of what we did is still fresh,’ Sendatsu decided. ‘Huw, Rhiannon, you need to stay here.’


    ‘Why?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Sendatsu’s right. With the atmosphere outside, it is even less safe for humans to be walking the streets of Dokuzen than usual. Yesterday we could have used Jaken’s or Daichi’s name to talk you out of trouble. But the way people are acting today, you could be dead before we can say anything,’ Gaibun warned.


    ‘Are you sure?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Trust me — it’s madness out there. It’s not safe to take Mai and Cheijun either.’


    Sendatsu looked at the two of them sitting on a chair together, Mai helping to feed her younger brother.


    ‘I don’t want to leave them. They won’t like it.’


    ‘They’ll like it even less if something happens out there,’ Gaibun warned. ‘Remember — all think you are a traitor and a killer, as well as the son of Jaken, the clan leader just arrested.’


    Sendatsu turned to Huw and Rhiannon.


    ‘I’ll need you to look after my children while we are gone. We shall be as quick as we can.’


    ‘Well, I’ll try my best but I’ve never done anything like that,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘Good man! We’ll be back in a turn or two of the hourglass, carrying the start of an alliance between men and elves.’


    ‘Elfarans!’


    Sendatsu grinned. ‘We might even get used to saying that.’


    Hanto waited in the cold, shivering and hungry. He was in the right place, he was sure of it. But, again, no gateway had been opened for him. He feared something had gone very wrong in Dokuzen. Had the Magic-weavers been killed? Had his lord been killed? Fears filled his head and it took all his discipline to stay calm.


    He would wait here. Lord Jaken would not forget him. A gateway would be opened and he would be able to return home and give them the vital news. Every elf had to know that the humans had magic. And, once they did, they would join Jaken in wiping the scourge of humanity from these lands.


    Hanto used the days to catch food and build a crude shelter — and the nights to wait for a gateway to open. A little voice in the back of his head was saying he should find another way home but he was not ready to listen to it. Not yet. His news was too important to risk and he was sure Lord Jaken would save him. He did not know the meaning of defeat.


    Mai and Cheijun did not take the news well, and cried as Sendatsu, Asami and Gaibun left, wrapped up in cloaks to try to hide their faces. The lack of sleep, an overdose of tears and Gaibun’s veiled threats left Sendatsu in a foul mood, so they walked in silence through seething streets. The trio kept to side streets where possible, or lost themselves in crowds, always dodging around the little knots of Daichi’s warriors, who stood on each corner.


    ‘Anyone would think going outside was now a crime,’ Asami muttered.


    Gaibun shrugged. ‘Well, after what Daichi saw last night, it is not surprising.’


    ‘They are looking for you,’ Sendatsu told her.


    ‘Me? Why?’ Asami gasped.


    ‘They heard your first act as head of the Magic-weavers would be to make everyone cook like you,’ Sendatsu said, trying to look serious but by the end unable to keep the smile from his face.


    Asami punched him on the arm. ‘I can’t believe I fell for that — or that you would make that joke at a time like this!’


    ‘If you two have quite finished, we have an important task,’ Gaibun said icily.


    Sendatsu and Asami smiled sheepishly at each other before following Gaibun down another quiet street. They avoided as many people as possible until they were close to Daichi’s villa — where they stopped in shock and horror.


    Last night the villa had been surrounded by extensive grounds, spacious and beautiful. Now it was a mass of elves, from greybeards down to infants smaller than Cheijun. All were under guard — a mass of Border Patrol, Council Guard and Daichi’s hand-picked clan warriors.


    ‘I thought he said he was finding the other leading suspects. This looks like he has the families of every noble in five clans!’ Gaibun gasped.


    ‘Come, we need to find out what is going on.’ Sendatsu led the way to the front gate, where a thick line of warriors stood.


    ‘Who are you? Move on now!’ the leader challenged.


    ‘We are here at the command of the Elder Elf, told to see him this morning.’


    ‘Go away and come back later!’


    Sendatsu moved closer and lowered his voice.


    ‘We are the ones who saved him last night,’ he hissed.


    The officer looked them up and down, then understanding dawned.


    ‘Ah, it’s you three! Well, the Lord Daichi will see you. Show them in.’


    They were taken to the same office they had been in last night — although this time it was empty.


    ‘I shall tell the Lord Daichi you are here. But he might be some time,’ the officer warned.


    Food and drink was brought to them but time dragged slowly and Sendatsu found himself dozing off when Daichi walked in, flanked by a pair of clan leaders.


    ‘Welcome, my friends — my apologies for keeping you waiting. I’m sure you know Lords Moshin and Konetsu.’


    Sendatsu jumped to his feet, to join Asami and Gaibun in exchanging bows with everyone.


    ‘No need for apologies, Lord Daichi — we know how busy you must be.’


    ‘Please, walk with me.’ Daichi gestured and they followed him out and into the garden, where a squad of guards fell into place behind them.


    ‘My apologies for this but they feel it is necessary after the events of last night. Rest assured it is not a judgement on you.’


    While the courtyard area was deserted, they did not go there, instead heading out onto the main path of the garden.


    Sendatsu, Gaibun and Asami exchanged worried glances.


    ‘My apologies, Lord Daichi, but what are we doing?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘There are a few things you need to see,’ was all Daichi would say, as they walked around a carefully manicured series of bushes. ‘Do not ask questions until we get back to my office.’


    Sendatsu now exchanged mystified looks with Asami and Gaibun — then it all became clear.


    ‘Father!’ Gaibun blurted. ‘What are you doing here?’


    Sendatsu and Asami bowed to Gaibun’s father, Retsu, who sat awkwardly on a stone bench, surrounded by the rest of Gaibun’s family — and a pair of guards.


    ‘I was hoping you would tell me what I am doing here, and the reason for this disgraceful treatment,’ his father replied stiffly.


    ‘You are a Tadayoshi. That is reason enough, Retsu,’ Konetsu spat.


    Daichi waved them on. ‘Come, we must keep moving. There is more to see.’


    ‘Why is my father here? All know he has hated Jaken for years. He is the elf who should take over the leadership of clan Tadayoshi,’ Gaibun protested. ‘And my mother, my sisters … they have done nothing!’


    ‘Keep silent unless you want to join them! The Elder Elf told you to keep your questions until we are finished here!’ Moshin barked.


    The path curved around, hiding Gaibun’s family — and revealed Asami’s parents, as well as her younger sister and elderly grandparents, this time sitting uncomfortably on the ground.


    ‘What are they doing here?’ Asami instinctively went to rush to their side, only for Sendatsu to hold her arm.


    ‘This is what he wants. He will use this against us later. Give nothing away,’ he murmured.


    ‘But that is my family! Why are they under guard?’


    ‘Time is pressing, we must move on,’ Daichi said remorselessly.


    Sendatsu steeled himself as they walked further, to a small rise with views across the garden. The full extent of the night’s work was exposed, showing hundreds, if not thousands of elves, of all ages, clustered together and watched balefully by armed warriors.


    ‘Magnificent sight, is it not?’ Daichi asked.


    None replied.


    The path back to the house had one final twist — one that Sendatsu was now expecting and, sure enough, nestled behind carefully trimmed trees was his mother, as well as his aunt and her three young children, his cousins.


    They stared at him pleadingly as he walked past but he said nothing. His father had shown him over the years that there was always a reason for everything. Daichi had a plan and he had to be ready for it.


    Behind him, Asami and Gaibun were whispering, wanting him to join them in a protest, but he waved them down until they were almost back in Daichi’s villa.


    ‘Thank you for the tour, Lord Daichi,’ he said. ‘It was most instructive. But we are hardly worthy of a private stroll around your gardens. After all, we are just ordinary elves of Dokuzen.’


    Daichi stared at him as they returned to the office and were shown to their seats. Sendatsu was careful to keep his face impassive and, finally, Daichi broke the silence.


    ‘As you can see, the plotting against me went further than even you imagined. And the ones you saw in my gardens are the small fry. The big fish are being safely held in my cellars, awaiting my judgement, as well as the decision of the Council.’


    ‘Forgive me, Lord Daichi — but was it necessary to bring in so many? Surely the elderly and the children were not going to do anything? In fact, most of the ordinary people would do nothing without the orders of their clan leaders,’ Asami said hesitantly, glancing at Sendatsu, who nodded fractionally.


    ‘That is where you are wrong,’ Lord Moshin rumbled. ‘All are guilty of treason.’


    ‘My father’s plans should never be underestimated but, surely, the Council will be merciful to them?’ Sendatsu suggested.


    Konetsu laughed, while Moshin shook his head, and Daichi sat there unmoving.


    ‘This is not a time for weakness,’ Konetsu said. ‘This can never happen again. The people must be taught a lesson they will never forget.’


    ‘But surely —’ Gaibun stopped then began again. ‘Do you mean to execute them?’


    Daichi frowned. ‘The full Council will make that decision.’


    ‘The full Council will do whatever you want of them!’ Asami said.


    ‘I shall be recommending to the Council that the leaders of the Magic-weavers and all rebellious clans be executed. Their families shall likewise die, down to the last child. All members of rebellious clans shall have their rank removed, so they are no better than the esemono, and all their wealth shall be redistributed among the loyal clans,’ Moshin said. ‘Clan Tadayoshi will no longer exist, and all mention of it shall be removed from our histories. All survivors will become part of Lord Daichi’s clan, Kaneoki, and must swear allegiance to him personally.’


    ‘You cannot be serious!’ Gaibun gasped.


    ‘An example must be made. We cannot have rebellion inside Dokuzen. We have enemies enough outside and, unless you forget, our barrier is fading. We only have one Magic-weaver we can trust and need to find more, quickly. Those who fought against us, except the most junior students, will likewise need to be executed,’ Konetsu said.


    ‘Lord Daichi, I beg you not to do this. Most of these people had no knowledge of what Jaken or Sumiko planned!’ Asami pleaded.


    ‘Do you truly mean all the leaders of the clans? Surely our parents deserve mercy after what we did to protect you?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Regrettably they must die.’ Moshin shrugged. ‘We know you are loyal but we cannot say the same for them.’


    ‘You can’t do this!’ Asami protested.


    Sendatsu felt sick inside. They had not thought this through last night or indeed this morning. While they had played and talked and laughed, thinking they had Daichi’s agreement to protect them, Daichi had been planning and plotting. Now their friends and family would pay the price. Even if his mother’s life was spared, she had none of the skills needed to survive exile from her comfortable home.


    Daichi finally spoke. ‘I understand your distress, but you must see it from my point of view. I do not know how far or how deep the conspiracy against me has gone. And, according to our agreement, you wish to take an elven army out into the human world to save one gaijin tribe from another. And I cannot break an agreement I have used the official seal of the Elder Elf on.’


    Sendatsu looked up sharply. There was a tone to Daichi’s voice that he recognised from his father. It was the sort of voice his father used when he planned to offer Sendatsu a choice that was no choice at all.


    ‘But with the leaders under lock and key, the ordinary people are no danger to you. Order has been kept with just a handful of Council Guards before this,’ Asami said.


    ‘It is a risk I cannot take.’


    ‘You cannot do this!’ Gaibun cried.


    ‘Worm! You dare to speak to the Elder Elf like that?’ Konetsu roared. ‘I have half a mind to call for the guards to add you to the crowd outside!’


    Sendatsu let that wash over him while his mind raced. He stood abruptly, so fast that the two lords reached for their swords — only to stop when they saw him standing, hands open.


    ‘Lord Daichi, may we speak plainly?’ he asked.


    Daichi nodded, motioning for the two lords to relax. ‘You have earned that right.’


    ‘I propose that we create a new agreement. My father and the other rebellious clan leaders, as well as Sumiko and the leading Magic-weavers, should be imprisoned. They plotted but they actually did nothing against you. We acted before they could. Their families shall be allowed to live, and stay in their homes, although withdraw from public life. Leadership of the rebellious clans can be given to the opponents of the former leaders, respected elves such as Gaibun’s father, who have no love for what happened to their clan and would never think of rebellion. The rest of the prisoners, the old and the young, be allowed to return home, where they will have learned a valuable lesson. As for the Magic-weavers, they swear an oath to you and be put to work on the barrier. This can be done because no elf need leave Dokuzen. Your guarantee to help the Velsh against the Forlish is removed.’


    He ignored the gasps from Asami and muttering from Gaibun, even as he felt his heart sink at the thought of what this would mean for the Velsh. But there was no other choice. This way he might get something out of Daichi.


    ‘If you have every Border Patrol and Council Guard warrior on the streets, you can release some of the lesser Magic-weavers to help Asami hold the border for you. And nobody need die — beyond those who already have, of course.’


    ‘They must be punished! All Dokuzen must know of their shame!’ Konetsu insisted.


    ‘All Dokuzen already knows,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Have the leaders pay a fine of half their estates. Send them to work in the mines, if you wish — to grub in the dirt like esemono.’


    ‘I would like to see the proud Jaken wielding a pick and pushing a barrow of mud,’ Moshin admitted.


    Daichi glanced across at Konetsu, who also nodded.


    ‘It will be a fitting punishment,’ Daichi said. ‘The likes of Sumiko will be unable to plot or use magic if they are half starved and forced to work from dawn to dusk. The disgrace will be far more terrible than a quick death. I shall see it done.’


    Sendatsu forced a smile. ‘The agreement, lord?’


    Konetsu snorted at his impertinence but Daichi merely smiled.


    ‘I am glad you are not planning to take the leadership of clan Tadayoshi. I have no wish to be tied in knots during Council debate!’ Daichi said as he pulled a piece of parchment towards himself and wrote quickly, his quill scratching on the heavy paper. ‘By the way,’ he said absently, while writing, ‘what will your gaijin say about this new deal?’


    ‘What does it matter? They are only human,’ Sendatsu forced himself to say.


    ‘Indeed. So the ridiculous part about one of them training with Asami and performing for the Council? That is also gone?’


    ‘No, Lord Daichi. With respect, that will still happen,’ Asami said swiftly.


    Daichi paused in his writing, dipped his quill in the ink and shrugged. ‘Well, I suppose it can do no harm and might even prove amusing,’ he said.


    He dusted down the paper with sand, then dropped a thick blot of warm wax on the bottom and pressed his signet ring in.


    ‘The mark of the Elder Elf.’ He pushed the parchment across the table.


    Sendatsu read swiftly, before handing it over his shoulder to Asami and Gaibun.


    ‘And the elves outside?’ he asked.


    ‘Shall be home by nightfall,’ Daichi promised. ‘I want to thank the three of you again. The service you have done for me and the Council, and for the people of Dokuzen, is outstanding. Without your intervention, who knows what would have happened?’


    ‘We did what we needed to do, Lord Daichi.’ Sendatsu bowed his head.


    ‘Thank you again. You may return to your old lives with pride, although I shall require Asami’s help again in rebuilding the Magic-weavers.’


    ‘I shall be honoured to do so.’ Asami bowed.


    Sendatsu and Gaibun joined her in a deep bow, then backed out of the room, where guards were waiting to escort them out of the villa.


    They said nothing to each other until they were safely on the street — and could see the mass of elves still sitting in Daichi’s gardens.


    Gaibun cleared his throat. ‘Sendatsu. I thank you for saving the lives of my parents. I know the humans mean a great deal to you, no matter what you said in there to Daichi. It took great courage.’


    ‘It took nothing,’ Sendatsu said bitterly. ‘We had no choice.’


    ‘What are Rhiannon and Huw going to do? How will you tell them? They pinned their hopes on an elven army rescuing them from their enemies,’ Asami said.


    ‘Daichi was prepared to kill our families. Are you saying gaijin families are more important than ours?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘We have to tell them the truth,’ Sendatsu said.
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      The north of this land was empty, with few people living here, and the ones the Elfarans met were both friendly and peaceful. These Velsh were happy to let the Elfarans live with them, as well as let them build a beautiful new city to the east.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Rhiannon had not wanted to look after Mai and Cheijun but her heart had gone out to them as they sobbed when Sendatsu left — they didn’t want to be left alone with a pair of gaijin. She had used a little magic to catch their attention and win them over, until they were more than happy to follow her around, let her find them food and even let her read them a story as they prepared to have a nap, exhausted by the previous night and the excitement of the morning.


    ‘You’re not like the gaijin we were told about,’ Mai informed her as Cheijun yawned.


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘I am not a gaijin. I am just like you,’ she said gently. ‘I have magic, remember?’


    Mai nodded. ‘When will my father be back?’


    ‘Soon,’ Rhiannon said. ‘Would you like to lie down?’


    ‘I don’t want to go to sleep. I don’t need to sleep in the daytime. And I want to be awake when Papa comes home,’ the little girl whispered.


    ‘You love your father very much,’ Rhiannon said, thinking she might be able to slip out soon.


    Mai yawned. ‘I don’t remember my mother. Papa has always been there. He’s always looked after us.’


    ‘He is your whole world,’ Rhiannon said, feeling the weight of those words.


    ‘Did you love your papa? What was he like?’


    Rhiannon had to swallow hard. ‘I thought he was my whole world too.’


    ‘What happened?’


    Rhiannon was lost for words.


    ‘You can tell me. I can keep secrets. I won’t tell anyone,’ Mai promised, rolling across the bed until she was beside Rhiannon.


    ‘He lied to me, only pretended he loved me,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘He was bad then. I hope he got punished,’ Mai said fiercely.


    ‘He was.’


    ‘Good. Now you need to find someone else to love you.’


    Rhiannon tried to wipe away a tear without Mai seeing. ‘And why is that?’ she asked, putting as much brightness into her voice as she could.


    ‘To make up for what your papa did. You deserve that.’


    ‘But what if it was my fault he was punished, what if that means I deserved what he did?’


    Mai shook her head. ‘It was his job to look after you. Papa says that and I know he is right. When I asked him if I or Cheijun had anything to do with Mama dying, he said it is never the child’s fault. We are not to blame.’


    Rhiannon wanted to believe that, desperately, but could not.


    ‘And why do I need someone else to love me? Why can I not just be by myself?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice light.


    ‘Because we are better with love. Papa told me that. We are not supposed to be by ourselves. Love makes you grow, like a flower in the sun. We need love like we need magic.’


    Rhiannon patted the girl’s back, unable to say anything, getting herself under control and wondering if she should say any more to Mai. Finally she cleared her throat — and realised the little girl was asleep.


    She wiped away her tears and placed a blanket over Mai before walking out. She needed some fresh air. The garden was close and she breathed deeply until she could look at the plants without her eyes watering.


    Huw had translated more words from the book found in the Velsh church. It alternately horrified and delighted him. He was horrified at what had been done to his people — and to every other human in these lands — by the so-called elves. But he was delighted to learn that there had been humans with magic, humans worshipping Aroaril, humans with the knowledge to build and farm and heal. The future was not set in stone — magic did not have to be just for elves. Knowledge did not have to be just for Elfarans. Humans had enjoyed it before, they would do so again. He could see, in his mind’s eye, how the world could change and his people enjoy a life they only dreamed of now.


    He had to share this knowledge with someone — and Rhiannon was not only the natural choice, she was the only choice. When things seemed to be quiet, he went looking for her, holding his notes, finding her in the garden.


    ‘Rhiannon!’ he called.


    ‘I don’t want to talk,’ Rhiannon said instantly as he hurried across to her.


    ‘Then read this. Look! What those elves did was monstrous. And it could have been even worse. If it was not for this old Sendatsu, the elves had planned to rule over us, turn us all into slaves! With this book, we can see what went wrong in the past — and we can change it!’


    ‘Don’t put too much stock in that old book. It might tell us what happened but it doesn’t show us the way forwards. We have to find that ourselves,’ she warned.


    Huw held out the papers towards her, covered in his scruffy handwriting, and she relented a little.


    ‘Come then, show me,’ she invited.


    Huw sat down tentatively and prepared to take her through his notes but it seemed she had other ideas.


    ‘Wait, Huw, there’s something I need to say first,’ she said quietly. ‘I blamed you for everything on the day my father died. You were to blame for some of it, but not all.’


    Huw said nothing as he tried to keep the hope and excitement off his face.


    ‘Even if you had told me the truth about my father, I would not truly have believed it, until I heard it from his own mouth,’ she continued. ‘I can even see how you needed to lie to get me away from Cridianton.’


    Huw opened his mouth hesitantly, a smile on his face.


    ‘But — I can’t forgive you yet for keeping the lie for so long, and then using it against me, to try to get me away from Sendatsu. I promised myself I would never let another man lie to me. Yet I did. And, even if I did forgive you, things have changed.’


    Huw sank down, but she pressed on.


    ‘I am not just a dancer or singer. I have a duty not just to the Velsh but to all humans. I cannot be defined by who I marry. I cannot be the wife of Huw ap Earwen, of Vales. The Forlish, the Breconians and everyone else will not believe me, nor respect me. I need to be more than that.’


    Huw licked his dry lips. ‘But, when that is done …’


    ‘Huw, I cannot give you any hope. I must find a new path, my own path. Perhaps, one day, our paths may cross again. But I cannot promise that and it would not be fair to let you wait and dream. I will not lie to you.’ She smiled in apology. ‘I need to discover myself and my place in this world. You know who and what you are. Now is my time to find out.’


    Huw put the translations down, careless of the words that had seemed so important to him a little while ago.


    ‘I understand,’ he said harshly. ‘You have seen the beauty of Dokuzen and the wonder of the elves and it is far more than anything I could ever give you.’


    ‘It is not about you!’ she snapped. ‘Don’t you see? It is about me. You think you are in love with me but that was a different person. Until I find out who I really am, I can’t tell what I will do.’


    Huw nodded. It was time to get away from here, away from the hurt. He had tried to keep his pain hidden while there was still hope she could forgive him. But to have that snatched away cut deeply.


    ‘Huw, I would still like us to be friends. I want to help the Velsh.’


    He dearly wanted to throw that back in her face — but the worst thing was, his people needed her desperately. He could not hurt them to gain a little satisfaction for himself. He forced a smile.


    ‘They would be glad of your help,’ he managed to say. ‘Here, read these. All humans need to know the truth of what happened to us.’


    Somehow he got away from there and threw himself down on one of Sendatsu’s couches and closed his eyes, hoping the darkness would swallow him.


    ‘What’s the matter?’ A little voice forced him to open his eyes. He saw Mai standing there, head askance, looking at him.


    ‘I’m just resting,’ Huw said carefully.


    ‘Your eyes are red. Have you been crying? Are you sad?’


    ‘No.’


    Mai looked at him critically. ‘You’re not a very good liar. You’re as bad at it as Papa. Do you want Rhiannon to come and give you a hug? She is good at hugging.’


    Huw forced a laugh that sounded like a sob, even to his ears. ‘I don’t think that will happen.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘It’s hard to explain.’


    ‘I can understand. I understand lots,’ she said loftily.


    ‘It is an adult thing,’ Huw said feebly.


    ‘Ah, like Papa and Asami,’ she said.


    ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘When you love someone but they are not allowed to love you back. Or they would like to but,’ she hesitated, ‘duty? Yes, duty doesn’t let them.’


    ‘That happens.’


    ‘Adults are silly. If you love someone, you tell them. Why do you need to go around being unhappy? Rhiannon is sad too. She cries about her papa. She needs someone to love her.’


    Huw sat up swiftly. ‘Did she tell you that?’


    ‘No, but I can see it. I see many things adults can’t. Their eyes are open but they can’t see what is right in front of them.’


    Huw had to smile. ‘You are a very clever girl.’


    ‘I know. But you are very silly, like the others, if you don’t tell Rhiannon how you love her.’


    ‘How do you know I love Rhiannon?’


    ‘Well, you are the only two gaijin here,’ she said, then clapped her hands to her mouth. ‘Sorry, you are not gaijin. You are like us.’


    Huw sighed. ‘I told her how I feel. But I did a bad thing and she is upset with me.’


    ‘Well, you don’t give up! When I am tired and angry, Papa doesn’t walk away. He stays with me.’


    ‘Maybe I should,’ Huw admitted. ‘Have you given your father this advice?’


    ‘Yes, but he doesn’t listen to me. He should.’


    Huw smiled. ‘Well, thank you for telling me that. I am in your debt.’


    ‘Good. Then you can tell me and Cheijun why your eyes look like that.’


    Huw blinked. ‘Because I was born like this.’


    ‘Do they see differently? Can you see me? Can you see Cheijun hiding over there?’ She pointed to where Cheijun was under a couch, levelling a toy sword at him.


    Huw chuckled. ‘I can see just as well as you. In fact, I am just the same as you, although I look a little different. We are all the same inside.’


    ‘Good. I am glad you are the same inside. I wouldn’t want you to be filled with spiders inside.’ She smiled.


    He was spared from trying to work out an answer for that strange statement by the return of Sendatsu, Asami and Gaibun.


    ‘Papa!’ Cheijun appeared from under the couch and he and Mai threw themselves at Sendatsu.


    Laughing, Sendatsu staggered over to a couch and went down under their attack.


    Hearing the commotion, Rhiannon rushed into the reception room. ‘What happened? Was Daichi delighted with you? Were you showered with gold and jewels?’


    The grim looks the three of them offered were more than enough to wipe off her smile.


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘You had better sit down.’


    ‘Just tell us!’ Rhiannon demanded.


    ‘There will be no elven army coming to the rescue of Vales,’ Sendatsu said heavily.


    ‘I thought you went there to get our reward, not sell us out,’ Rhiannon hissed.


    ‘You know we would not do that,’ Sendatsu said roughly. ‘Please, just listen for a moment.’


    ‘We risked our lives for you last night — and this is what we get! The elves have betrayed us again, just as they did three hundred years ago,’ Huw said.


    ‘Shut up and listen to me!’ Sendatsu shouted. He stared at them, breathing harshly. ‘Daichi never intended to honour his agreement. He said what we wanted to hear last night. There was no way an elven army was going to help you. He tricked us and, today, showed us what he wanted.’


    ‘But you had an agreement in writing, sealed with the mark of the Elder Elf. You said that was binding, there was no way he could get out of it!’ Huw protested.


    ‘Now you are back in Dokuzen, do you think us gaijin again? Was our reward just the easiest thing to give up, in order to save yourselves?’ Rhiannon asked spitefully.


    ‘You don’t understand. Daichi had our families and was going to kill them,’ Asami said in a strangled voice.


    Huw’s anger dissolved. ‘What?’


    ‘They showed us around the gardens. They had all our families there, as well as hundreds of children and elderly from our clan. Distant relatives, cousins and friends, elves we have known all our lives. He was going to kill many of them, and force the rest to work in the mines or in the fields. A death sentence for the young and old alike,’ Asami said heavily.


    ‘If we didn’t agree to what he wanted, then he would have gone through with his threats. There was nothing we could do,’ Gaibun said.


    Huw stormed to his feet and kicked a chair across the room.


    ‘That book was right. History is doomed to play itself out over and over again,’ he said.


    ‘This is not the same. We were tricked and betrayed also,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘What now?’ Huw asked. ‘We came here to save my people and we’ll return with nothing! The Forlish are going to roll over Vales like the sea!’


    Sendatsu was tempted to point out that Huw had really only come here because he distrusted Sendatsu and suspected him of tricking Rhiannon — but now was not the time.


    ‘We have nothing to lose any more. We need to tell your people the truth about the barrier, about what happened three hundred years ago,’ Huw said. ‘We need to get them to rise against Daichi, or shock them into agreeing to help us, to make amends for what they did —’


    ‘That’s not going to happen,’ Gaibun interrupted. ‘You’ll end up dead, and we will too!’


    ‘Well, we have to do something! You can’t just leave us to die.’


    ‘And we won’t,’ Sendatsu declared. ‘Rhiannon can stay here and learn magic — although they think she is learning to dance with Asami.’


    ‘That is not enough,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu rubbed his face with his hands.


    ‘I am sorry,’ he said sadly. ‘Perhaps you should not have come here. Everyone we turned to for help wanted to use us for their own means, or betray us.’


    ‘Sendatsu, you have walked the hills of Vales, you have seen the farms and families. You can’t leave them to die! Think of the children of Rheged!’ Huw implored.


    Sendatsu looked at Gaibun and Asami helplessly. They had discussed this endlessly on the walk back and came up with nothing useful. Ideas of Gaibun bringing a company of Border Patrol out through the barrier with Asami’s help had sounded fine but they all knew it was impossible — Daichi would be watching them.


    ‘Papa will save you,’ Mai said into the silence.


    ‘Mai.’ Sendatsu looked up swiftly but she jumped onto one of the couches.


    ‘Papa is the greatest blade in Dokuzen. He will save you. No gaijin can stand against him,’ she declared. ‘And he never lets his friends down.’


    ‘Die, gaijin!’ Cheijun bounced up and stabbed a cushion with his wooden sword.


    Sendatsu looked from Mai to Cheijun and back to Huw. Mai was smiling at him, so sure that he would have the answers. He looked at her and an image of the dead child back at the Velsh church popped into his mind, along with his pledge to avenge them. Suddenly he knew what to do.


    ‘Gaibun and I will travel with Huw back to Vales and help train the Velsh dragons, finish the job that I started,’ Sendatsu said slowly.


    ‘What?’ Gaibun cried.


    ‘Oh, two elves training us now. Well, that should make all the difference. Hooray! We are saved!’ Huw threw up his hands.


    ‘With two of us, we can train twice as many,’ Sendatsu said. ‘And it is not just two elves. Asami can watch the south, sending us word of the advance of the Forlish. When they move against you, Asami and Rhiannon will join us.’


    ‘And don’t forget I shall be the head of the Magic-weavers. I could bring as many as a score of them along with us. The magic we bring will be what you need to hold off your enemies,’ Asami vowed.


    ‘Did you think to ask me before saying that?’ Gaibun said angrily.


    ‘I saved your family before and you said you would never forget it. A moon or two in the human world is worth their lives, don’t you think?’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘I’m not doing it and that is the end.’ Gaibun folded his arms.


    ‘Gaibun! Will you do it for me?’ Asami asked, before Sendatsu could come up with anything.


    Gaibun’s face showed his struggle, then he sighed. ‘Fine. I’ll tell the Border Patrol I need a moon of leave. But don’t expect me to like it. One moon and I am gone!’


    Huw glanced at them, then across to Rhiannon, whose face was shining at the thought of not just learning how to use the magic but also dancing before the elves.


    ‘It is no elven army but better than nothing,’ he admitted grudgingly. ‘It might even be enough, if we can get all those Magic-weavers to help us and you and Gaibun can train a thousand Dragon Warriors.’


    ‘Huw, I am sorry for this. But Gaibun and I will do everything we can to save your people,’ Sendatsu promised, smiling at Mai.


    ‘I hope it will be enough,’ Huw muttered.
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      The Elfarans smiled at us, telling us they were our friends, telling us how wise they were, how good they were. They spread lies about themselves, boasting about their abilities, until we believed them.


      Huw’s song

    


    King Ward looked out across the city at dawn once more. He still insisted on this morning ritual, although, these days, a pair of burly guards was needed to help him reach the top of his watchtower.


    For once he was not looking at the buildings either. Instead his eyes were fixed on the last of his army as they marched north.


    It filled him with pride. This was the final stage in his grand plan. This was the march that would end in Dokuzen, would transform the world of men and give them riches undreamed of. The people had to see it. He had to see it.


    And they made a proud sight, a long column of men with banners fluttering above their heads. His banner, the black wolf on a white background. They would march north, pick up the rest of the men and then split. His cavalry would strike east, ready for the diversionary attack on the barrier around Dokuzen. They would flee into the eastern hills when the elves, as expected, boiled out of Dokuzen like ants from a disturbed nest. Then the way would be clear for the bulk of his army, under Edmund’s leadership, to strike at the heart of Dokuzen, strip its treasures and bring back the secret of immortality.


    Ward leaned on the battlement and watched his men with a smile. The pain had grown within him, despite the best efforts of his Landish doctors, but he tried not to let it show. Besides, it only needed to be borne for a little longer.


    ‘My queen.’ The rasping greeting of one of the guards snapped him out of his reverie and he turned to see his wife, Queen Mildrith, and his sons Wilfrid and Uffa. He forced the smile to stay on his face, although his pleasure at the day was gone. His sons were both big men, in their early twenties, used to being around armies and fighting. They had received the best tutors in battle skills. But their broad, flat faces revealed their lack of thought. Neither of them knew where the castle library was and they cared little for the hard-won knowledge the Forlish armies had brought back to Cridianton, instead focusing on the slaves and treasure that came with it.


    In her youth, Mildrith had been a great beauty but age, and the slow poison of seeing Ward’s attention fall on younger, prettier women, had destroyed that. Now she made no secret of wanting to see him dead, and her sons take the throne.


    Mildrith came straight to the point. ‘Wilfrid should be leading that army, not one of your captains.’


    ‘It is a pleasure to see you also,’ Ward replied sourly.


    ‘The treasures of Dokuzen are not for common men. The true secrets should stay within the family. If you seek the elven immortality, far better for your son to deliver it into your hands, rather than a crude soldier.’


    ‘Or perhaps it will go to you first?’ Ward suggested. ‘Captain Edmund will command, because we have not fought elves before. None of us know how well they will fight or even how they will fight. The reports out of the north say that one elven warrior took care of five of our men. We may have to adjust strategy at a moment’s notice. Edmund is the best man for that.’


    ‘Are you saying you do not trust your own son?’


    Ward stared at Wilfrid, who watched him sulkily from beneath heavy eyebrows.


    ‘Wilfrid, you are a stand-up brawler. But this needs someone who thinks,’ Ward said sharply.


    ‘I think, Father,’ Wilfrid grumbled, his voice strangely high for such a big man.


    ‘Really? And did you think how it would look, getting your mother to fight your battles for you?’ Ward snapped.


    Wilfrid fell silent and Ward glanced over at his brother. ‘And you, Uffa. Do you also seek to lead my army into battle?’


    ‘Yes, Father!’


    ‘The way you led troops at the wall of Pevensey, and had to be replaced to stem the losses you were causing?’


    ‘You told me the town must fall. Losses do not matter, results count,’ Uffa whined.


    ‘Mindless frontal attacks at the main gate is not what I meant,’ Ward told him. ‘Edmund needs to find the elven secrets and bring them back to me, for I dread what will happen to Forland with one of you on the throne.’


    ‘And what will we do if you become an immortal, never to leave the throne?’ Mildrith demanded.


    ‘Learn,’ Ward said simply. ‘Learn from me, so that we can take this knowledge and travel across the seas, bring the whole world under Forland’s rule.’


    He looked at the three unsmiling faces and sighed.


    ‘I have made many mistakes over the years but you are my biggest. Mildrith, when we have the elven secrets, we can both turn back the hourglass, rule as we did in the early days. My boys, there are many countries in this world. With the wisdom and power of Dokuzen behind us, we can carve out a kingdom for each of you that is far greater than what I have now. You can find lands of your own, away from my shadow and the rule of your mother — learn to become men. Can you not see my vision?’


    For a moment he thought they were won over; a half-smile passed across Mildrith’s face and he dared to hope. But then her face hardened again.


    ‘If you were not dying, you would never say that. But you will be dead soon. And I looked after your sons when you were more interested in sacking countries and chasing maids and dancers! You have not been a husband to me for years, nor a father to your sons. You will pay the price for that!’


    At her signal, Wilfird and Uffa fell in behind her and swept away.


    Ward sighed and leaned on the battlement once more.


    ‘By the stars above, you need to hurry back, Edmund,’ he murmured.


    Sendatsu’s last two days in Dokuzen had been strange indeed, so by the end he was longing to be back in Vales.


    Daichi had been true to his amended word, releasing the mass of elves he had ordered captured, including some of the Magic-weavers, who were now under Asami’s command.


    As for Jaken, the other clan leaders who had conspired with him, as well as any traitorous Border Patrol or Council Guard, and Sumiko and her leading Magic-weavers, they were all being shipped off to the northern mines. Sendatsu had heard they all went in chains, Sumiko and the other Magic-weavers half starved so they did not have the energy to try anything.


    He had no wish to see any of that.


    His father’s spy within the Magic-weaver ranks had not been identified but, with all the senior ones in chains, it hardly seemed worth finding out.


    Once his mother was home, he visited her, to check she was all right after her arrest and make sure she was going to be all right with him gone and Jaken effectively in exile. He’d arrived to find Gaibun’s father there.


    ‘Lord Retsu, this is a surprise.’ He bowed.


    ‘Sendatsu.’ Retsu had leaped to his feet and bowed back.


    Noriko had also been quick to her feet. ‘To what do I owe this visit, my son?’ she’d asked.


    Sendatsu had stood awkwardly. He had never been comfortable around Retsu. ‘I wanted to make sure you were all right after Father’s disgrace.’


    ‘I shall be fine. Your father left me very much on my own anyway.’


    ‘I was just here asking the same thing, since I am now the clan leader of Tadayoshi,’ Retsu had added.


    ‘Well, I shall be keeping quiet for a moon or two after what happened. Do not expect to see much of me. Lord Retsu, I believe Gaibun is trying to find you to say the same thing.’


    ‘Very wise of you both. Lady Noriko, please excuse me. If you need anything, you have but to ask.’


    Sendatsu had watched him go, before turning back to his mother.


    ‘Is everything all right? What was he saying to you?’


    ‘You have nothing to worry about! Retsu is honourable beyond words. He came here from that sense of honour,’ Noriko had said.


    Something had not rung true to Sendatsu; his mother had acted strangely, even for her. But he hadn’t had the time to investigate it.


    ‘I am glad you are coping well. I must go now. I shall call back when I can.’


    ‘Thank you, son.’ Noriko had waved him out.


    Again, Sendatsu had been struck by how eager she seemed for him to go, but he’d also been pleased to leave and relieved she had not attacked him for betraying his father. At least she would provide an excuse for him if Daichi inquired about him over the next moon, although Sendatsu did not think that likely.


    He’d had no interest in seeing Daichi. The Elder Elf’s betrayal had been revolting but the last straw was reading the words of the first Sendatsu. Hearing how the elves had lied and murdered humans, how they had created a false history and endless tales about elven prowess was too much. On top of the bodies he had seen, the promise he had made to the dead child, it was the last straw. Where once he had yearned to return to Dokuzen, now he longed to get back and help the Velsh. He had no idea how he could go about changing history, bringing the truth to light. He wanted to rage at his people, shout the truth in their faces, although he knew that would do nothing. The task was too much for one person but, he told himself, with some help from Asami and Gaibun, they could make a difference. Particularly Asami. When she and Rhiannon and the other Magic-weavers came to help the Velsh, he hoped she would stay and they could work together on making up for the past. He had not said as much to her, in fact they had hardly spoken. Part of that was getting ready to leave, part of that was her being busy. She had flung herself into the Magic-weavers, embracing the role as their leader and working to rebuild what was left of the shattered group. She spent far more time at the compound than at her own home. He had also stayed away because he was concerned what Gaibun might say. This made the farewell more than awkward.


    ‘It will not be long. No more than a moon and then we shall see each other again,’ she told him as they prepared to leave.


    He hid his face in his hands for a moment, then whipped his hands away, as if playing peek-a-boo.


    ‘There you are again!’ He smiled. ‘That was no time at all!’


    She hit him on the shoulder with the back of her hand. ‘I can’t believe you still think that is funny.’


    ‘Well, I’ll keep doing it as long as you keep smiling at it.’


    ‘Do I look as if I am five summers old?’


    ‘Definitely not,’ he whispered, looking into her eyes. ‘Although I would be happy to tuck you into bed every night.’


    Her eyes widened and she flushed a little under the heat of his gaze.


    ‘You should not talk like that,’ she chided but there was a smile playing on her face as she said it.


    ‘What are you talking about?’ Gaibun called.


    Sendatsu had been thinking about kissing her but, with Gaibun watching, he restricted himself to brushing his fingers across her cheek, a moment before Gaibun stepped between them.


    ‘I am doing this for you,’ Gaibun told her. ‘Don’t forget that.’


    ‘I won’t.’ Asami gave Sendatsu one last, lingering look before she stepped backwards.


    Gaibun leaned in but she turned her head so his lips struck her temple rather than her lips. He straightened and turned away.


    ‘Hurry up!’ Gaibun pushed past Sendatsu. ‘I cannot carry this pack for much longer. What have your children put in here?’


    Sendatsu smiled. Mai and Cheijun had been reluctant to leave any toys, which meant he, Gaibun and Huw all carried huge packs.


    ‘I hope to Aroaril we can find some horses in the human world. If I have to carry all this across Vales, I’ll never have the energy to fight,’ Gaibun grumbled.


    ‘Watch for enchanted birds to arrive at Patcham,’ Rhiannon told Huw. ‘Asami is showing me how. I shall send messages to you that way. You can tell everyone.’


    ‘If everyone turns up — and if they still agree to anything I say. They think I shall be arriving with an army of elves. They might not listen to me when I get there with two and don’t even return with you,’ Huw confessed.


    ‘Of course they will listen to you. They trust you. And I shall be there, with Asami. You can tell them I am staying to learn magic and to dance for the elves.’ She was almost dancing on the spot with excitement as she said that.


    ‘Time to go.’ Asami pushed her oaken staff through the tree, opening the gateway for them all. Sendatsu went first, clutching tightly to the staff, while Mai and Cheijun clutched tightly to him, then came Huw and finally Gaibun. In a matter of moments they were standing on the hill overlooking Pontypridd.


    Sendatsu sighed, setting Mai and Cheijun on the ground. ‘So much has changed since I stood here last — and yet it looks just the same.’


    ‘Are there gaijin down there?’ Mai asked cautiously.


    ‘No, they are humans. And they are friendly. Mostly,’ Sendatsu replied, thinking of the two-fingered man he had fought in the village inn the first time he had been here.


    ‘Only one way to find out,’ Gaibun said, hefting the pack on his shoulders.


    ‘They are the same as us. We are like them, inside, even though we do not look like them,’ Sendatsu told Mai, thinking of what he had read of the first Sendatsu’s words. He decided he needed to tell his children the truth about elves and humans.


    The smell of Pontypridd did not seem to have improved, although at least it was not raining. Mai and Cheijun picked their way carefully through the mud and the various kinds of animal dung, eyes wide at the animals and the crude houses. Gaibun said nothing, although his expression spoke loudly.


    Cheijun pointed. ‘What is that?’


    ‘That’s a sheep. You cut off its wool to make clothes and you can also eat it,’ Huw explained.


    Cheijun watched as its tail lifted and it deposited a pile of black droppings.


    ‘What you do with those?’ Cheijun asked, before he and Mai exploded with laughter.


    ‘There are far finer villages than this, up north. And don’t forget, things are like this because the elves stole our knowledge,’ Huw said.


    ‘We know,’ Sendatsu assured him.


    But seemingly every animal they walked past was either in the process of relieving itself, or had just done so, each one provoking fresh laughter from Mai and Cheijun. Sendatsu tried to keep them quiet but it was hopeless.


    The village headman greeted them politely, smiling down at Mai and Cheijun. ‘Welcome to my village — and who are you?’


    ‘I am Cheijun. Are you the Big Poo?’ Cheijun asked, then fell about laughing.


    ‘He is in charge of the poo. All the poo is his.’ Mai giggled helplessly.


    The headman looked askance at Sendatsu and Gaibun.


    ‘They have not seen many animals before,’ Sendatsu explained.


    The headman snorted. ‘Oh really? Where have they been living? With the elves?’


    ‘Well, actually yes.’ Huw smiled hastily. ‘Any chance we can buy some horses?’


    Once they had explained things, they managed to buy three horses, as well as a pack pony, and rode out of the village with relief. Sendatsu put Cheijun in front of him and had Mai sit behind, because he trusted her to hold on — and because he could picture Cheijun trying to lift up the horse’s tail.


    ‘Can we go home now?’ Mai asked as they rode west.


    ‘Maybe we are home now. Would you like to live here?’


    ‘Too smelly!’ Cheijun declared. ‘Too much poo!’


    ‘Would we have to live in that muddy place?’ Mai wanted to know, when they stopped laughing.


    ‘No, we would find a nice spot, build our own home.’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Mai said. ‘Do you already have a plan, Papa?’


    ‘Perhaps. We are the same as these people. It is just we stole things from them, kept the knowledge for ourselves.’


    Mai gasped. ‘We stole from them? What did we steal?’


    ‘Never did it!’ Cheijun said immediately.


    ‘Not us. But our ancestors, hundreds of years ago.’


    ‘Then we need to give it back. We have to say sorry and make up for what we did,’ Mai said.


    Sendatsu reached back to hold her hand but his mind turned over her words. She always seemed able to cut through to the heart of things.


    ‘What’s that?’ Cheijun pointed and Sendatsu swung back the other way, hoping it was not another animal’s droppings. He wanted to say more to Mai but, with Gaibun right there, he could not tell them of his plan for Asami.


    Sendatsu tried to use the journey to Huw’s village as best he could, explaining to Gaibun what he had done to protect the Velsh from the Forlish raiders. While they had not visited this part of Vales, the word had obviously spread and every village they passed was surrounded by a new stockade, crude dragon flags flying overhead.


    They also passed a couple of isolated farms. One had been burned out by raiders, while the other had been deserted, the family presumably fleeing for the dubious safety of a village.


    ‘You were lucky to find humans who could understand your drawings and turn them into crossbows,’ Gaibun commented. ‘And that the Forlish did not bring their body armour.’


    ‘It was less luck and more hard work,’ Huw remarked.


    ‘Well, when the Forlish army marches north, we’ll see how much hard work gives you. I would rather be lucky.’ Gaibun sniffed. ‘How are you going to defeat a shield wall?’


    ‘Isn’t that how are we going to defeat a shield wall?’ Huw asked.


    ‘I am a trainer only. I’m not here to fight gaijin.’


    Sendatsu signalled at Huw. ‘I said much the same thing when I first came here.’


    ‘Yes, but you always were soft-headed,’ Gaibun said with a grin.


    Sendatsu ignored him. ‘Well, my dragons proved that, if we can get inside a shield wall, our skills are far greater than theirs.’


    ‘Again you talk about ours and theirs! Do you know how strange that sounds?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘We are all the same. We are all humans — we just look a little different, as this book proves,’ Huw insisted.


    ‘Speak for yourself. The day I call myself human is the day I die!’


    ‘Is that really how you feel? Even after seeing Rhiannon in action?’


    ‘Perhaps we were the same once. But we are very different now,’ Gaibun argued. ‘We behave and think differently.’


    ‘Because your people betrayed and murdered mine!’


    ‘Do you want me to help you or not?’


    Sendatsu calmed them both and directed the conversation back onto how they might train the young dragons. Much to Sendatsu’s relief, Gaibun was eager to offer his thoughts.


    ‘We need to split the recruits into small groups, no more than ten or so, put a couple of the dragons you already have in charge of them. Then they can back up our instructions, help those who are struggling, spot what we miss, as our eyes cannot be everywhere. Of course, you know they will not be ready in just one moon.’


    ‘They need years to stand against you or me — but don’t forget the Forlish have little individual skill,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Their strength comes from their shield walls. Besides, autumn is almost upon us. In another two or three moons, the Forlish will be unable to do anything. The weather will defeat them far easier than the Velsh could. We might have as much as six or seven moons to get them ready.’


    ‘Leaving aside the thought that I cannot see myself living here for six moons, my point still stands. One moon or six moons, they will be half trained at best.’


    ‘But half trained by elves. That will make them think they are better than our enemies. And isn’t that worth something?’ Huw interrupted.


    Gaibun nodded grudgingly. ‘For a human, you sometimes make sense,’ he admitted. ‘But don’t think that means I like you.’


    ‘You don’t have to like me. You just have to save my people.’


    Sendatsu was pleased they had reached some sort of understanding. The memories of his last trip through these lands were still fresh, the despair and hunger and struggle — but this was very different. For one he had familiar food, but mainly because he had Mai and Cheijun with him. He tried to make a game of everything, from sleeping out and eating to looking after the horses. Cheijun found much of the trip hilarious, while Mai was happy to listen — and they both enjoyed Huw singing for them each night. He hoped it meant they would be willing to stay here.


    They steered clear of villages but any travellers they met on the road were delighted to see elves, and left Gaibun in no doubt that the humans loved the idea of elves.


    ‘Yet they do not know the truth,’ Huw said.


    ‘Maybe wait until we save them before you tell them,’ Gaibun suggested.


    This was all very encouraging — but then they rode into Patcham, to be greeted by a seething mass. They had been spotted from miles away and people rushed in from the fields and out of the huts to see them.


    ‘What’s happening?’ Mai cried at the wall of sound and crowd of people pressing forwards.


    ‘Aroaril, was this what it was like for you?’ Gaibun gasped.


    ‘We need Rhiannon to use some magic on them!’ Huw cried.


    ‘That might have been the worst thing,’ Sendatsu replied, thinking of how they had been forced to leave the village.


    It was not just the villagers who were pushing forwards. Hundreds of young Velshmen were there, as were dozens of headmen and their families.


    The only thing keeping them back, as on the day Sendatsu, Huw and Rhiannon rode out of the village, was a line of Dragon Warriors, led by Cadel, Tadd and Bowen.


    ‘Leave this to me,’ Gaibun offered. ‘Quiet!’ he roared, his magically enhanced voice echoing across the village.


    It had no effect.


    But he did it twice more and, by the third time, the Velsh had settled down enough for Huw to address them.


    ‘My friends, I have with me Sendatsu, who you all know, and his friend Gaibun, here to help train more dragons for us. But I have a great deal of important news and little time. I ask you to return to your homes, and for all the headmen and leaders of the dragons to meet with us in the magnificent new building you have put up. There will be plenty of time for all to meet an elf!’


    For a moment Sendatsu was worried the people were not going to listen to Huw but they at last parted, allowing them to ride into the village through the gates, past the fresh wood that showed where the battle damage from the Forlish catapults and ram had been repaired. The empty area in the village, where they had pulled down huts to draw the Forlish onto their defences, had been filled by Kelyn’s magnificent new hall. Well, magnificent by human standards, of course. It also seemed to lack a whole wall but Sendatsu decided not to mention that.


    There they handed horses over to waiting dragons and met an eager Kelyn, who could obviously not wait to show them what he had done.


    ‘We put it up in just a few days — not quite finished, of course, for we still need to plaster the walls. We’ll have that done with wattle and daub soon — if we don’t get it done before the frost sets in, the whole thing will just crack and fall away — but I think you can get the idea,’ Kelyn gabbled as he showed them around.


    ‘It’s wonderful,’ Huw said, looking up at the soaring roof.


    Usually the Velsh huts were round, with low roofs and the chance to stand up straight only in the central area. This hall was long and square.


    ‘We had plenty of help — your boyos have been bringing in extra dragons every day. We’ve had hundreds of hands.’ Kelyn grinned. ‘They’re going to be needed when we have to mix the pig shit into the mud for the wall plaster!’


    Behind him, Gaibun shuddered, while Mai and Cheijun fell around laughing.


    That seemed to be the perfect introduction for the dragons, so Sendatsu brought the three leaders across to Gaibun.


    ‘We did just as you said — each of us found five more to bring here. We have been training them as best we can over the last half-moon, just the basic strokes, as you showed us —’ Cadel began.


    ‘How well can you fight with those straight swords?’ Gaibun interrupted.


    ‘Why don’t you show him?’ Sendatsu offered. He would have drawn a sword himself but he had Mai and Cheijun to watch.


    ‘Do they have bokken? I would not like to hurt them.’ Gaibun stretched his shoulders.


    ‘No need.’ Sendatsu signalled to Cadel and Bowen.


    The two dragons drew their swords and took up position opposite Gaibun.


    ‘These boys have been using a sword for less than three moons,’ Sendatsu reminded him.


    ‘I’ll do my best to see they survive then.’ Gaibun stood loosely, balanced perfectly.


    But Cadel and Bowen were also in position and attacked swiftly, at the same time, forcing Gaibun to block and back away.


    As Sendatsu expected, Gaibun tried to get them entangled in each other and negate their advantage of numbers. But they split apart and came at him again, forcing him to block and fend as he fought for space. Angry now, Gaibun pressed forwards but Cadel spun to the side and he had to step back or expose himself.


    Gaibun paused for a moment and then sprang at Cadel, raining blows at the young Velshman, who blocked and covered, backing away. It seemed as though the next blow would crash through his defences but somehow Cadel kept it out, until Bowen came to his rescue, making Gaibun break off his attack.


    ‘Not as easy as you thought, eh?’ Sendatsu called, signalling for the dragons to sheathe swords, bow to Gaibun and step away.


    Gaibun took longer to put his blade away but he returned the bow cautiously.


    ‘You trained them reasonably well,’ Gaibun admitted. ‘But they have a long way to go.’


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘That is why we are here.’


    Huw was only slightly distracted by the ring of steel on steel, although many of the village headmen watched and applauded the work of the two Velsh dragons.


    He warmly greeted all the headmen he remembered — and gave an even warmer greeting to the few he did not know.


    ‘Where’s that dancer who was with you? We heard tell she can use magic — or is that another one of those tales, like the one about the flying elves?’ Llewellyn of Catsfield asked. ‘Weren’t you two going to Walk The Tree?’


    Huw forced a smile. Thoughts of Rhiannon were still raw.


    ‘No, we never got to Walk The Tree. She is back in Dokuzen, learning to use the magic properly,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you more about that later. Now, is everyone here?’


    ‘There are more coming in from Rheged and also from northern Powys and far western Gwent,’ Kelyn answered. ‘But they are on their way — we heard that from the dragons. Another day or two and they shall all be here.’


    ‘When all get here we shall meet, and I shall tell you how we can make a united Vales, how we can hold off the Forlish — and how magic is going to make the lives of all our people better!’ Huw declared.


    ‘And these are the clan leaders of Vales?’ Gaibun asked Sendatsu as they joined the headmen, looking around at those assembled, many of them dressed in crude outfits, usually dirty, and almost all wearing scruffy beards. Most had obviously not bathed recently. ‘They are going to form some sort of council and elect Huw as their Elder Elf?’


    ‘Yes,’ Sendatsu agreed.


    ‘Aroaril help us all.’


    ‘Concentrate and reach into the magic. Feel the rhythm of the world around you and how you can change it to your own tune,’ Asami said gently.


    Rhiannon took a deep breath and reached into the magic.


    ‘Take the tree and use it. Jump to the next and keep its memory fixed in your mind before you move to the next.’


    Rhiannon’s breathing was deliberate and calm, Asami noted with approval, watching with the magic as Rhiannon moved through the trees, following Asami’s instructions and keeping them in order, not letting them break free, no matter how they strained against her. She had begged Asami to show her how to open a gateway and Asami had finally relented, won over by Rhiannon’s extraordinary talent.


    ‘You have it now, you are past the barrier. Place the staff through to hold the gateway open,’ Asami instructed her.


    Rhiannon took the oaken staff and pushed it through the gateway she was keeping open, using it to help hold the trees in place.


    ‘And now all you have to do is step through,’ Asami said. ‘You have done it!’


    But, instead of stepping through, Rhiannon withdrew the staff and let the trees slip away. Asami nodded approvingly. Travelling long distances was tiring — and wasted energy that could be spent on other magic.


    ‘Excellent! You are ready to enter the highest ranks of the Magic-weavers already.’ Asami smiled.


    Rhiannon grinned back. ‘What else shall we do today?’


    ‘Well, it would be nice to take a break. I’m starving and have been working since before dawn,’ Asami said. ‘I have to deal with the other Magic-weavers before helping you.’


    ‘Of course. I forget the passage of time when we’re doing magic!’


    Asami nodded. In the days since Huw, Sendatsu and Gaibun left, she had worked from dawn and long into the night, first with the young Magic-weavers and then Rhiannon. Opening a gateway was one of the final tasks she had shown the human girl. She had been around magic for many years but never had she met anyone with such an appetite for it — or a mind that saw all the possibilities in the world and sought to make them happen.


    Rhiannon had mastered working with birds in the first day, sending them ranging far south in search of the Forlish. Asami guessed the human army would not be in sight yet but Rhiannon was able to describe the borderlands around Dokuzen so well that Asami knew she was able to control the birds perfectly.


    It was thrilling for Asami. The remaining Magic-weavers were the young and limited of talent and it took huge amounts of time and enthusiasm before they responded. To leave that and work with Rhiannon, to find her equal, albeit from a different race, made it worth all the effort.


    But it was more than just magic. For a start, both came from societies where your worth was defined by who you married — but they had sought to break free of that. Rhiannon had not had a female friend before, while Asami had spent more time with Gaibun and Sendatsu than other elven girls her age. Although she loved their company, they did lack something in the conversational stakes.


    Asami and Rhiannon found themselves talking about anything and everything — from growing up to ordinary life, to magic and their hopes for the future.


    ‘I did hope for Sumiko to hold to her word, for that was our best chance of breaking the clan system. Sendatsu and Gaibun do not see it but I feel it all around me, like a net, pulling me back at every opportunity. I was given away like a prize, unable to choose who I wanted to be with. If that was all torn down, if your life could be decided on your skills, on what you could do, not who your parents were, then this would be a better place,’ Asami said passionately. ‘I have more magical power than any elf but Sumiko, I can change the world around me — but am blocked at every turn by family and duty and responsibility, told I must go back into the little box society has made for me. No wonder I listened to Sumiko’s words and believed them. I heard the words but not the meaning behind them, to my regret.’


    ‘And what would you do, if you could choose?’


    ‘A good question. I should say Sendatsu without thinking about it, for I always thought we would be together. And yet, when the moment came, he put his father above me. Sometimes I wonder why I still love him. Aroaril knows he makes it hard enough.’


    ‘Then Gaibun?’


    Asami made a face. ‘He listens to me, is happy to talk and we have always been friends. But there is something missing. Everyone says he is better looking than Sendatsu but I look at him and my heart does not beat faster, nor do I have a feeling in the pit of my stomach.’


    Rhiannon seemed about to say something, then closed her mouth.


    ‘What is it?’ Asami asked.


    ‘Nothing.’ Rhiannon smiled. ‘How did you marry Gaibun when you love Sendatsu?’


    Asami sighed. ‘You know, nobody has dared to ask me that question. It is hard to explain. Sendatsu had already married and it had been made clear to me that there was no chance I could ever marry him. Of the others I could have married, Gaibun was perhaps the most obvious. We were friends, after all. I thought it better to share my life with someone I liked, rather than someone I did not know — or hated. I love Sendatsu but could not imagine what it was like for Kayiko to marry him and know his heart was elsewhere. I thought, if I gave it enough time, I would come to love Gaibun. But he could not wait. When he tried to force me to his bed before I was ready, I had to use magic on him. He swiftly got the idea to leave me alone but, instead of giving me space and the time I needed, he walked away and began finding mistresses.’


    ‘So, you have never —’


    Asami gasped. ‘You humans are very forward!’


    ‘We are both human,’ Rhiannon reminded her.


    Asami smiled. ‘I am sorry. Sometimes things slip out and I forget the truth. When you have been told a lie often enough, sometimes it becomes a kind of truth.’


    ‘So, have you?’


    ‘Rhiannon!’


    They laughed together for a few moments.


    ‘Sendatsu and I came close. Very close. But sex before marriage is a terrible crime in our culture. I stopped Gaibun — and then he stayed away from me. We have talked more in the last few moons, since this all began, than we have in all the years we were married. And I did not look elsewhere either. That always disgusted me, back from when I was young. The other elfmaids only wanted to talk about who they could marry, how they could raise their family’s standing, seeing it not as love but a way of life. I hated that, so spent more time with Sendatsu and Gaibun. I was never going to act like those elfmaids and take other lovers.’


    ‘And you weren’t tempted by Sendatsu?’


    ‘So many questions! Yes, I was. But it would have torn apart Sendatsu and Gaibun, as well as our entire clan. I could not be so selfish. Besides, for the first few years, Sendatsu was married to Kayiko, and then had his children with him always. And let’s not forget, he was the one who agreed to go along with his father and give me up for Kayiko, who he barely knew, let alone loved. I loved him, and yet resented him as well.’


    ‘And now?’


    ‘We shall see! Things have not grown easier, although he has grown stronger. Strong enough to go against his father, something I never thought I would see. Perhaps we can be together — but there is still Gaibun. He is known almost as well for his pride as he is for his honour.’


    ‘But shouldn’t love always win out?’


    Asami laughed. ‘I can see you have listened to too many of the songs you performed for your king! I just have to look around Dokuzen to see that is not true. Perhaps for the lower classes, as well as the traders and the ordinary warriors, perhaps they can marry for love. But the clan leaders determine who marries whom — and love very rarely comes into it.’


    ‘That is so sad.’ Rhiannon sighed.


    ‘Enough about me.’ Asami waved. ‘What about you? That Huw, he never takes his eyes off you.’


    Rhiannon’s face darkened. ‘I do not know if we will be together. I was going to Walk The Tree with him — but I did not know the truth then, did not know myself. He lied to me. Simple as that. He was my first friend, I trusted him beyond everything — and he threw all that in my face. I told him that he must not hold out hope for me. Perhaps we shall be together but I need to learn more about magic, more about myself first. I am not ready to be just another wife, another mother. If for no other reason than because my skills are too important to the people. I cannot risk dying in childbirth until I have found others with magic, made sure the rest of these lands have magic once again.’


    ‘So we both feel the same! The magic is strong within us, we have more power than the warriors and yet they want us to sit at home, play at being a wife and mother.’


    ‘Sometimes it feels like the fate of the world rests on our shoulders,’ Rhiannon confessed, ‘yet nobody else can see.’


    ‘I can. Together, we can make a difference.’
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      The Elfarans used their magic wisely at first, learning with and from the Velsh, who had magic of their own. But the Velsh were fascinated by the Elfarans and the way they looked — the ears they had inherited from their forefathers and the golden skin and almond-shaped eyes from the Nipponese.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Huw sat at the long table and gazed around at his fellow Velshmen, getting back a few nods of encouragement from his supporters. This was it, the start of his gamble that would either win over the opposition and ensure there would be a Vales — or when his people lost their chance for survival.


    He looked down at his hands, saw they were shaking and closed them into fists. He had performed so many times that one more should seem like nothing — except this one really counted. At stake was not just his dinner for the night but the future of his people. He looked at the plans in front of him, a mixture of elven paper and the traditional Velsh scraped and chalked lambskins. Rhiannon’s handwriting caught his eye and calmed him a little. He pushed himself to his feet.


    ‘There is no elven army coming to save us,’ he admitted right away, which threw the headmen into an uproar.


    ‘Why are we here then? You promised us elves and you give us nothing!’ Griff of Merthyr was the first to speak.


    ‘I cannot give you elves — but I can give you magic.’ Huw pinned all his hopes on that. ‘We do not want the elves, nor do we need the elves. The elves would do us more harm than good!’


    That silenced them, giving Huw enough time to keep talking.


    ‘Inside this book —’ and here he waved Sendatsu’s book at them ‘— is the truth about elves and humans. There is no such thing as elves! It is all a lie! They are men, just like us. They hid away because they wanted to keep the knowledge and the magic for themselves. Only a few days’ journey from here is the remains of a Velsh church to Aroaril, surrounded by the unmarked graves of men and women. Men and women killed by the so-called elves! They were murdered because they had magic, they worshipped Aroaril and because they had the knowledge the elves wanted to keep for themselves!’


    He gazed at the headmen, who were staring back at him like so many stunned sheep. With nothing to lose, he pressed onwards.


    ‘We found out the truth in Dokuzen. All we have been taught is a lie and the elves are not to be trusted. They murdered our people before, they could do so again if they think we are a threat to them. We do not want them, nor do we need them. Instead I offer the best from Dokuzen, without the treachery. There are a handful of elves who are like us, who understand the wrongs done to our people three hundred years ago. Rhiannon is learning magic from one of them and will return to us in a moon or so, ready to go out and find and train others with magical power. Sendatsu, who helped me create the dragons, and another elf warrior called Gaibun, have come here to show us how to fight like they do. If we join together, I can promise you a country where there is magic, where we worship Aroaril and live better than any humans since the so-called elves left these lands three hundred years ago. That is what I offer you. Human magic, not something borrowed from those so-called elves but from within our communities. Magic, knowledge and safety. That is what Vales will mean.’


    ‘So the elves cannot lead us to a golden future, as you promised?’


    ‘The elves would rather lead us to an early grave. We shall make our own golden future. Join with me and you will receive magic from humans,’ Huw declared.


    He could see the doubt on faces and took a deep breath.


    ‘You need to make your choice now,’ he told them. ‘On this side there will be safety from the Forlish, an army of elven-trained Dragon Warriors to protect us, healing magic and the magic that will change all our lives. Or —’ and here he pointed at the far wall ‘— you can stand over there and have nothing, live in mud and misery until the Forlish arrive and kill you, rape your wives and sell your children into slavery. Choose now.’


    He held his breath but it was not much of a choice — no man in his right mind would give up what he was offering and there was no time for others to come up with an alternative. The ones who wanted to argue some of the points were swept away in the rush. The headmen whose villages he had saved, men like Kelyn, Dafyd and Llewellyn, leaped up and stood behind Huw, followed swiftly by the headmen of Rheged villages, eager for anything that might improve their life. The ones who were slowest to their feet were headmen from Powys, which had the wealth and was the furthest from the danger of the Forlish attack. But none felt strong enough to walk away from the rest.


    ‘Good.’ Huw surveyed the headmen. ‘We are all agreed there should be a Vales. Now we just need to work out the details.’


    Of course it was not as easy as that. Each morning, before they talked, Huw led them in singing ‘Land of My Fathers’, then the Velsh flag was raised and a squad of dragons marched through the meeting hall, showing their new-found skills. It got the headmen in the right mood.


    But there was a core group of opposition, which seemed to coalesce around the headman of Merthyr, Griff. Most of these men were from Powys but a handful were from Gwent and there was even two from Rheged, although Huw suspected they were just disagreeable, rather than against his plan for a good reason.


    At first they opposed everything Huw suggested. He began by trying to work through each issue but that proved unworkable. After talking for an entire day just about the flag, and the way the dragon looked, he realised this was never going to work. Appeals to their better nature, to the Forlish threat, were going nowhere. Besides, his heart was not really in it. These were ideas he and Rhiannon had written down and worked on together. He was sure that if she was by his side, then these grumpy old headmen would swiftly change their tune. Nobody could resist her smile, let alone her arguments. When he spoke they just muttered into their beards.


    But a dinner with Sendatsu, Gaibun and his biggest supporters — Kelyn, Dafyd of Crumlin, Aled of Brynmawr and Llewellyn of Catsfield — changed things.


    ‘What are we going to try to get agreement on tomorrow?’ Dafyd asked.


    ‘The site of the Velsh capital. It has to be in Gwent. Powys will act like Gwent and Rheged are not even part of the same country if the capital is there, while Rheged is too close to Forland and too rugged to put it there.’ Huw shrugged. ‘I’m thinking we need to build a new settlement, not take over one. That way nobody can say it is favouritism.’


    ‘Well, you know Griff and his cronies will fight for it to be in Powys,’ Aled warned. ‘Even if the ones from Gwent and Rheged don’t want it there. Especially the Rheged boyos. If you told them it was raining, they would disagree and say they’re dry at the moment.’


    ‘I don’t understand why they can’t appreciate what we are trying to do. Recreating the glory days, the days when the elves walked among us!’ Dafyd grumbled.


    Huw sighed. Even among his supporters, persuading people that elves were not good and kind and wonderful was proving a struggle.


    ‘The real problem we have is that Griff has managed to bring them all together. Some might have agreed with us on things like the flag but he’s convinced them to stick together and oppose everything,’ Kelyn muttered.


    ‘Maybe we should just march the dragons in there and have them sign it at swordpoint,’ Llewellyn suggested.


    Huw shook his head. ‘We can’t force them. We are only as strong as our weakest part.’


    ‘In Dokuzen, the clan leaders and Elder Elf have no reluctance in using fear and threats to get what they want. It is very effective,’ Gaibun announced.


    ‘We could threaten not to let them sell their goods,’ Llewellyn offered.


    ‘Why don’t you speak to each one, one at a time? If they are scared, you can change their minds,’ Mai piped up from the end of the table.


    Everyone looked at her. Mai and Cheijun had been playing with Sendatsu, the three of them taking little part in the discussion, beyond making them all laugh when the two children tried to say Llewellyn’s name and became stuck on the rolling Ls.


    ‘Were you talking to them, or me?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘To Huw, and Gaibun, and Roowelly.’ Mai nodded.


    ‘Sorry, I know you were discussing something important.’ Sendatsu smiled. ‘I’ll keep them quiet …’


    ‘No,’ Huw said thoughtfully. ‘She is right. We have to work on them one at a time. Together they oppose everything but if I can solve their concerns, they will leave Griff.’


    ‘Out of the mouth of babes, eh?’ Llewellyn said. ‘There’s wisdom for you!’


    ‘Well, who do you want to see first?’ Aled wiped his mouth with his hands, then his hands through his beard. ‘Keeps my clothes clean,’ he explained as everyone looked inquisitively at him. ‘Couldn’t bring many with me.’


    ‘I think it’s worth a try.’ Kelyn got the conversation back on track.


    ‘That is a smart little girl you have there. Are all elven children like that?’ Aled asked.


    ‘No, they aren’t,’ Gaibun mused. ‘She is something different.’


    ‘Well, thank the stars above she is on our side!’ Llewellyn chuckled.


    So Huw began talking to each headman, thrashing out deals with them one by one. Many were uneasy at the idea of change. They were happy enough to form a Great Council, as their forefathers had done in times past, during the Great Dry and Great Flood. But the idea of keeping that working all the time, of taking one more step, had them nervous and upset. Some were worried about paying taxes, others about their young men all wanting to go off and become dragons, while others had concerns about where the capital was and even Huw’s idea they should all speak Velsh again, the language he had discovered in the back of Sumiko’s translation book. It was not complete but it was close, and he hoped to begin teaching the children soon. As his father used to say, a country without a language of its own was a land without a heart.


    With a combination of persuasion, flattery and, on occasion, threats, he overcame them all. None could match the fire of his arguments, nor the steel of his conviction.


    He worked from before dawn to well after dark, slowly whittling away the opposition to his plans. Not only was it thrilling to watch things come together but it even helped him sleep. He was so tired, his thoughts and dreams were not haunted by losing Rhiannon. Although it was always there, the slight taint in everything he did. It would all taste so much sweeter if only she was beside him.


    As Huw gained the support of each headman, he instructed them not to give away their change of heart to Griff, to keep working with him in public — and pretend to have rebuffed Huw’s approaches.


    ‘I shall give you the signal when it is time to join me,’ he told them, hoping they would stick with their word.


    It was a risk but he hoped having them all reveal as having changed sides at the last moment would stop Griff from fighting back. After all, he needed to be part of Vales. Huw did wonder if he was trying to be too clever by half, if these men were playing him for a fool and laughing about it back with Griff. But they all seemed genuine enough and he had to press on and hope.


    Finally the time had come and he was ready to spring his trap on Griff. He stood, his hands balled into fists, and nodded towards the door where a squad of dragons, led not by the usual Cadel or Bowen but this time by an expressionless Gaibun, took up position along the back wall.


    ‘I would like to welcome Gaibun, an elf of Dokuzen, to our discussion this morning. Truly, this is the signal we have been waiting for,’ he said significantly, looking at the men seated near a glowering Griff.


    ‘Finally we come to the issue that will define Vales, a country where we help each other, rather than turn away from people in need. The wealth of Vales is to the north, while the south, Rheged, struggles to survive. If every village were to give one part in ten of their gold earned and goods grown each year, then have that shared out equally, it will be much fairer and the wealth will be spread around.’


    Griff jumped to his feet. ‘This is outrageous! Why should we give the sweat of our brow to those who have done nothing? Those fools in Rheged will get to sit back during spring and summer, doing nothing, knowing that they will dine through the winter on the food we grew!’


    He looked around at his supporters, expecting the usual torrent of agreement — but now none would meet his eye.


    ‘Come, my friends, tell this fool why it cannot work!’ He nudged his neighbour, who happened to be one of the Rheged headmen so recently labelled a fool.


    ‘If you think we do no work in Rheged, I invite you to come down and live with us,’ the man told Griff sourly, ‘then you can enjoy a life like ours.’


    Griff sat down slowly. ‘So that’s the way it is, eh? You have all fallen for the sweet words and false promises of this silver-tongued liar! Well, I shall never agree and you will all rue this day, if you sign up to his mad idea!’


    ‘Why don’t we talk about the real reason you don’t want a united Vales?’ Huw challenged. Now was the time to make his move. ‘Isn’t it true you would rather bend the knee to Ward than be a part of our new Vales?’


    Griff’s face flushed. ‘I am a proud Velshman! But I have a duty to my people. If we are to pay taxes, to you or this Forlish king, what is the difference?’


    ‘All the difference in the world! Your money will go towards letting Velsh children eat every night, rather than making a foreign king even richer!’ Huw cried.


    ‘But for how long? Those Velsh children will die when the Forlish ride north. You forget, I have seen your dragons in action. I know that they cannot turn back the might of Forland. If we go to Ward and offer him allegiance — one part in five of what we own — we will be spared destruction.’


    Huw spat on the floor. ‘There is your agreement with Forland! Ask the children of Rheged, and the mourning widows and orphans of Gwent and Powys, if the Forlish are to be trusted!’


    ‘Have you seen those boys who’ll protect us? Not one of them is older than twenty summers. They get a few lessons from an elf and all of a sudden think they can take on a massive army that has destroyed almost every other country in these lands. It’s madness and it will see the Velsh people wiped out!’


    Huw could see Griff’s words hitting home but he was happy to have this out in the open.


    ‘Griff, do you think Ward will allow Velsh headmen to stay in control of villages — let alone ones like Merthyr, which have the iron and the coal and the tin and the copper that he lusts after? No, Forlishmen will rule in your village, send half to their king and take everything else for themselves.’ Huw looked around the table and marked the faces that nodded at his words. ‘We have a choice here, my friends. We can crawl to Ward and give up everything, watch the children starve because our Forlish masters are growing fat off our backs. Or we can stand together. Remember, we do not stand alone. We shall have elven help, as well as elven magic. And we have the terrain in our favour. The Forlish shall march north, thinking to meet and crush us in one battle. But we shall melt away before them, lead them a merry dance through the hills and valleys that make up Vales. The Forlish defeated the other countries because they tried to protect their cities. We have no cities. We send our women and children safely north, then take the Forlish, one slice at a time. After two moons, the weather will be their enemy and they shall be forced to slink back to Forland. By the time they return next spring, we shall have thousands of young dragons and they won’t stand a chance.’ Huw paced around the table, unable to stay still. His father’s tales, Rhiannon’s encouragement and suggestions, as well as his own ideas, came together as one and he tried to give them the greatest performance of his life.


    ‘We have a chance to change history and give our people the future they deserve. Walk away now and you shall regret it to the end of your days. Stand with me, stand with Vales, and we shall turn back the Forlish and give our people back hope, heart and magic!’


    He thundered his words to the roof and the dragons drew their swords as one, shouting out, ‘For Vales!’ just as they had been told to do.


    Many of the headmen leaped to their feet, led by Kelyn, Llewellyn and Aled.


    ‘Death to the Forlish!’ Powell, the defiant young headman from Dale Hill, who Sendatsu had pushed into the role because the rest of the village had given up fighting, jumped onto the table itself.


    The remaining headmen, a dozen or so, slowly got to their feet, leaving only Griff slumped in his chair. Huw walked across to him.


    ‘Join with us,’ he begged him. ‘Join with us and we shall create a Vales for everyone to be proud of!’


    ‘How can you be sure? How do you know we are not all going to die?’ Griff protested.


    ‘You could die tomorrow. A cut could make your arm rot off, sickness take you away in a moon. If one of us lives to be fifty summers, then we rejoice. Half of our children never make it past their first year, while so many of our women die in childbirth. And now we want to bow low and lick King Ward’s boots, just to earn the right to keep on living the life we have now. But I offer new hope, the chance to take back what the elves stole from us, the chance to have magic in our lives once more. I say we can go on like this no longer. We must fight for what is ours.’


    The rest of the table roared its approval; even those slow to their feet were now waving their fists at the thought.


    ‘Promise me we will win,’ Griff said quietly.


    Huw did not hesitate for a moment. ‘I promise you. I shall not let us lose, no matter what it takes.’


    Reluctantly, Griff offered his hand and Huw held it up, to resounding cheers.


    ‘Now, my friends, to work!’ Huw shouted.


    Sendatsu could hear the cheering inside the hall — it could probably be heard across the border in Forland. He hoped it meant Huw had won and they were ready to make Vales into a real country. The noise certainly disturbed the young Velsh dragons, made them pause in their training, and he had to shout at them to get them back to work, marking the ones who had been distracted — and the ones who had seen that as an opportunity to get in a sneaky hit with their wooden swords. Those were the ones to be in the first line of battle.


    He wished Gaibun was with him to help him spot those ones with promise, but Huw had asked for one of them to be inside the hall for a demonstration and Sendatsu had let Gaibun take that. Part of that was wanting Gaibun to feel a part of the Velsh and part was not really wanting to take Mai and Cheijun in with him. They went everywhere else. The Velsh Dragon Warriors, both the ones he had trained before and the new recruits, were used to looking after small children — it was what they had grown up doing — and were delighted to adopt Mai and Cheijun as their lucky charms.


    They were also the secret weapon that Sendatsu and Gaibun used on the new recruits.


    The training was brutal. All the dragons Sendatsu had trained, especially the ones who had made it through the battle at Patcham, were given a small group of new recruits to help, while Sendatsu and Gaibun worked everyone from dawn until dusk. Groups ran until they dropped and practised the basic strokes and blocks until they could do them in their sleep.


    When the new recruits collapsed, Gaibun and Sendatsu worked on the half-trained dragons, polishing their skills and pushing them harder, giving them the extra tips and techniques that might just keep them alive in a battle.


    The unrelenting work might have broken some of them but Sendatsu and Gaibun brought in Mai and Cheijun. They used them to demonstrate a sword stroke or move, they used them to race against exhausted dragons and they even let Cheijun attack a couple of them with his wooden sword, making the dragon defend himself. That always brought a big laugh — but also a few surprises, as Cheijun inevitably launched himself in ferocious attacks at their ankles and any dragon who thought it merely a joke was often left hopping with pain and the subject of rude comments from his mates.


    Just when it looked as though the Velsh would break, the children made them laugh — and they were able to carry on.


    Every one of the Velsh dragons pushed themselves to the limit — and none of them shirked any task Gaibun and Sendatsu gave them. At first Sendatsu wondered if Gaibun was pushing them to see when they would break. But when they refused to give in, even after vomiting with the effort, he seemed to back off a little.


    Sendatsu had loved the way the Velsh responded to him the first time he had been out here and he had been prepared to bet his children’s lives on their skills by taking them into Dokuzen. He was delighted to see Gaibun obviously experiencing something similar.


    The whole experience out here was good for him, good for them all, he felt. Mai and Cheijun were enjoying themselves, loving the attention of so many people, enjoying the singing and, above all, being with Sendatsu again.


    As for him and Gaibun, away from the cares and concerns of the rest of the world, worrying only about training the young dragons, it felt as it had when they were young and the world was full of golden possibilities.


    At night, after the children were asleep, he and Gaibun sat together, drinking the green tea they had brought with them, talking about how the training was going at first but then about anything. The only subject off limits was Asami.


    ‘Did you see that recruit go crazy today?’ Gaibun had asked the previous night as he poured the tea and handed Sendatsu a cup.


    ‘Was it Gareth again?’


    ‘That was the name! Sent him flying and he went mad, just rushed at me without a thought for defence or footwork, tried to knock my head off. I swear if he hadn’t had a sword, he would have tried to bite my leg off! I had to knock him out just to get him to stop.’


    ‘Cadel was telling me about him yesterday. Same thing happened to me. The strange thing is, he is perfectly normal the rest of the time, eager to learn and listen. But when he fights, he loses control.’


    ‘We’re going to have to send him home. We can’t have someone like that. One warrior losing control could doom us all,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘We can’t send him home. He wouldn’t stand the shame. Would you?’


    Gaibun grunted and sipped his tea.


    ‘Don’t let him fight anyone until the Forlish come and he’ll be fine. There could be a time when we need someone like that,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘For entertainment value, if nothing else.’ Gaibun chuckled.


    ‘Some of the new recruits are coming along very well. If only they could all have real swords!’


    ‘Indeed. I hear Huw has sent messages around to every village, asking each smith to make three swords. Even with those, and the ones you captured from the Forlish, it will leave us short of what we need. Perhaps we can get Asami and the other Magic-weavers to help speed the process.’


    ‘They need everything. Swords and some sort of protection.’


    Gaibun shrugged. ‘Well, that is what a sword is for. If you can’t protect yourself with that, then all the armour in the world cannot help you.’


    ‘Some are almost ready.’


    Gaibun nodded thoughtfully, drank more tea. ‘I never thought I’d say it but they are good. Of course, most of that is because of the quality of the teachers.’


    ‘Well, we used to practise every day, for perhaps two turns of the hourglass. You and I did more than that, but probably no more than four turns of the hourglass. We’re training these boys for ten turns a day. No wonder they are coming along fast.’


    ‘They need to be, if we are to defeat the Forlish.’


    ‘I noticed you said “we” and “us” when you talked about fighting. So you have begun to believe that we are one and the same?’ Sendatsu winked.


    ‘I’m not so sure about that. The day I eat some of that roasted sheep is the day you can call me human. And I’ll have to eat a plate of pigs’ wings first!’


    ‘I’m sure we can find some for you.’


    Gaibun shuddered. ‘Even the thought of that is revolting! Thank Aroaril there are a few fish around, and we thought to bring rice.’


    ‘You should have tried it the first time I came out here. I asked for vegetables and they offered me raw turnips!’


    Gaibun laughed briefly then went silent.


    Sendatsu nudged him. ‘What is it? Do you feel like crunching on a turnip?’


    ‘Not likely. But what if we are the same? What if everything we were taught about our history is a lie? How do we go about changing that?’


    ‘We are the same. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. And we change history by helping out the Velsh, just as we are doing now. But what has brought this on with you? I never thought to hear you talk like this.’


    ‘Believe me, it is a surprise for me as well! But everything seems so much less complicated among the humans. Everything seems clearer.’


    ‘That’s what I found the first time I was here. It’s as if, when you have nothing, you can concentrate on the things that really matter.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ Gaibun said. ‘You know, I had the strangest conversation with my father just before we left. He had been around at your mother’s, which was strange in itself: I thought he hated her — always refused to go anywhere near her. Anyway, I told him I was going to keep out of sight for a moon or so and he agreed that was a wise idea. Then he just went on about the importance of honour and how I should not say that he had been to see Noriko, not that I was planning to do so anyway.’


    ‘Funny, my mother was equally strange after she had spoken to your father,’ Sendatsu remarked.


    ‘You don’t think that the two of them …’


    Sendatsu looked at Gaibun and then they laughed.


    ‘Of course not. It’s crazy,’ Sendatsu insisted.


    ‘Well, you never know. You think you know your parents but you only know what they show you,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Still.’


    Gaibun chuckled. ‘Indeed. You know, we haven’t laughed like this for years!’


    Sendatsu paused for a long moment. ‘It’s because Asami is not here. Without her around, we can just be the friends we always were,’ he said.


    ‘I have enjoyed that,’ Gaibun admitted. He said nothing for a long while, staring into his tea, then abruptly looked up.


    ‘I would like to be able to say I’ll walk away from Asami. Sometimes I want to give you the greatest gift of our friendship, to say you can have the one you love, the one I am married to.’


    ‘Gaibun —’


    ‘Let me finish. I want to say that, but I can’t. Even though you are both my dearest friends and I know it will make you happy, I can’t say it. Because I love her too and cannot stop thinking about her. I still hope she will fall in love with me, the way she always has with you. My head knows three into two does not go but my heart still says there is hope —’


    ‘We should talk no more about that,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Asami is not here. It is just the two of us and we have a job to do.’


    ‘All right. I shall say no more. I have enjoyed this time with you too much. It does remind me of the days when we were young, before everything got complicated.’


    Sendatsu clapped him on the shoulder. He too was tempted to make some grand gesture, to tell Gaibun that he would stay away from Asami forever more. But that would be a lie.


    They went to bed with a laugh but both lay awake, thinking of Asami.


    Sendatsu had to drag his mind away from her now, and back onto the training. He called Mai over and had her demonstrate how to flow from a block into a cut.


    ‘If my little daughter can do it, there’s no excuse for you not to!’ he told them. As always, that had the desired effect — they doubled their effort.


    Mai joined Cheijun, making mud cakes under the amused eye of one of the young dragons wounded at Patcham and not yet ready to be back at full training.


    To Sendatsu’s left, Tadd was running several groups through a course, making them race from side to side, touching the ground with their hands before getting up and racing to the other side. To his right, Bowen had them darting between tightly spaced wooden pegs, forcing them to use their feet, even when tired. Beyond him, Cadel had others working on the basic strokes until the sweat poured off them.


    Sendatsu turned to his front and the score of young Velsh watching him nervously, standing in three lines. These were some of the most promising, the ones selected by Cadel and Bowen as future squad leaders. Their confidence was up, although a few of them were nursing bruises as a result of taking their eyes off their opponents when the huge roar had gone up from the meeting hall.


    Sendatsu hefted his wooden practice sword, his bokken, and gave them a grim smile.


    ‘Front rank, show me what you have learned,’ he ordered.


    One by one they rushed at him, determined to show their new-found skills. They were fast, they were eager and they all had farm-bred strength honed by hard training.


    Sendatsu went through them like a hot knife through butter.


    The first tried a dragon-tail cut but he blocked that and winded the youth with a return blow that he turned into another block, cut low and then high and sent a second spinning away. The third managed to block one strike but not the second, while the next two were despatched by the zigzag style, a blow to the chest and then to the stomach of the other. The sixth slashed furiously at Sendatsu’s head but he ducked under one cut and sliced up to send the young man flying. On he moved, always in perfect balance and always half a step ahead of the dragons. He sidestepped one last rush and helped the dragon on the way with a kick to the rump.


    He inspected the groaning group and offered them a grim smile.


    ‘Not too bad. But you need to keep your balance. An afternoon with Tadd on balance exercises, I think,’ he told them, to universal groans.


    He laughed at their reaction then called them out individually, took them slowly through their mistakes and invited them to try it again. This time they were able to hold their positions and their practice swords for twice as long.


    ‘I defeated five Forlishmen by myself,’ he told them.


    ‘I heard it was nearer to twenty!’ someone called out.


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘Five is enough. So don’t feel bad about falling to me this time. Work hard and soon you’ll be killing Forlish by yourself!’


    He let them go, marvelling that they could smile at the thought of an afternoon being tortured by Tadd, and turned to his children.


    ‘When will we defeat the gaijin and be able to go home?’ Mai asked.


    Sendatsu paused. The Velsh were willing but not ready. He hoped the Forlish gave them more time. ‘We hope we don’t have to fight until we are ready,’ he said slowly.


    ‘They are ready now. Besides, they have you. Nobody can beat you. You will save them,’ Mai said confidently.


    Sendatsu chuckled but her words left him feeling uncomfortable. Apart from his children, he had always sought to avoid responsibility. But now he had to embrace it so he did not disappoint them. For that was far worse than anything else.


    ‘Can we fight you now?’ Cheijun asked, brandishing his wooden sword.


    Sendatsu mock-growled and assumed a defensive stance as they rushed at him.
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      It was not just us who were fooled by these Elfarans. They travelled south, to other countries, making sure the lies spread before them, all the time behind the smiling face of friendship.


      Huw’s song

    


    The fishing boat rocked gently from side to side. The sweating, groaning crew pulled their catch aboard, encouraging each other.


    Jaken ignored the activity and looked out towards the sea. North and east of Dokuzen lay the huge lake that led their river out to the sea. From here up to the northern coastline were hills and mountains, as well as the iron and coal mines that kept the city supplied. Magic, as well as three hundred years of hard work, had turned the surrounding lands into rice paddies, while the lake that fed out to the sea was a rich source of fish, the rocky edge to the far north ideal for octopus, seaweed and shrimp. But the boats never went beyond the rocky heads that guarded this lake, and the elven lands behind it. The cliffs made the entrance to the sea treacherous, turned it into a natural barrier as strong as the magical one to the south and west. The passage to the sea was narrow, and the volume of water leaving and entering the lake so high, that it created a current no boat could hope to steer through. The rocks would destroy anyone foolish enough to try. Magic could get you out — but would leave the Magic-weaver so drained that a second would be needed to bring the boat home again.


    Given the lake was full of fish, that seemed pointless.


    Jaken had once owned a fleet of fishing boats, which were now the property of Daichi, and he had been ordered to work aboard them, as punishment for plotting.


    But while he had chains on his wrists and ankles, making it impossible to escape, he had no intention of labouring like a slave. And the crews of the boats, formerly his workers, were not going to order him to do anything.


    Each morning, guards took him to a new boat, but they had no intention of going aboard a smelly, small fishing boat, and with feet chained, he obviously could not swim away. So they left him aboard in the care of the crew. Jaken found a warm, or dry, spot to sit, depending on the weather, and relaxed while the crew worked.


    ‘Do you require anything, Lord Jaken?’ the captain asked nervously, sidling up close.


    ‘Something to eat, and also a cup of lake water and a small, dead fish,’ Jaken instructed.


    ‘Lord?’


    ‘I am hungry. Afterwards, I need to splash myself with lake water and fish guts, so it appears to my captors that I have been working aboard this boat, and will be too tired to plot anything once ashore,’ Jaken explained.


    The captain did not understand but it was more important to merely obey. To a humble fisherman, the plots and workings of the lords were a mystery anyway. Far better to keep out of it.


    Jaken looked again towards the sea. At first, after his capture, he had wanted to end his shame. But this exile had given him time to think and hope. The pieces of his plan were scattered but they still existed, as did the possibility of revenge. And Daichi had made the mistake of giving him the time and space he needed. There were plenty of guards watching him now, but that would change. And while they were supposedly the only armed warriors for miles around, calling fishermen unarmed when they all carried long knives and gaff hooks — and had been trained to fight, as all elves had — was drawing a long bow, so to speak. Especially as they were all loyal to the only clan leader most had known, despite the proclamation about his disgrace. He merely had to be patient.


    Edmund called a halt.


    ‘Get the camp set up. We shall rest here for a day before splitting the army in two,’ he ordered.


    They had made good time travelling north but he wanted the horses to be fresh, as well as ensuring the wagon train did not lag too far behind. Progress had been swift on good roads but that would all change soon enough. Up here, there were no towns and few villages and the roads would deteriorate into mud and dirt. Once they cut into Velsh land, it would get even worse, for the hills would slow the baggage train. The two thousand cavalry would not have it much easier than the foot soldiers as they had to swing off to the east and into almost deserted territory. Their progress would be slow, both because of the terrain and also because the officers there needed to know the ground for when they were running from the elves.


    ‘The Forlish army has been too used to victory, and driving our enemies before us. None of us are used to defeat. But you are going to have to be prepared for it. Nobody has even seen an elf for three hundred years, let alone fought one. We know they have magic, bows that can loose arrows ten times faster than a crossbow and reach just as far. You have to draw them far enough away from Dokuzen that we can smash through and seize the city before they realise their mistake.’ Edmund paused and looked around the tent. He dearly wanted to command the cavalry, make sure this was done properly. But his dying king had sworn him to seize Dokuzen and find the secret of elven immortality. Edmund would do anything for his king, the man who had raised him out of a gutter, put a uniform on his back, gold in his pockets and land to his name.


    ‘You may want to fight the elves. You might think this is the challenge the Forlish army has been waiting for. But that is not your job. If you try to fight them and they defeat you with magic, or bows, or superior numbers when we are too close to their city, it will all have been for nothing. Your deaths, the rise of Forland — everything will be gone because of you. And you better hope the elves kill you cleanly because if you survive and I catch up with you, I’ll make your deaths something to keep small children awake at night.’


    He looked into their eyes and hoped he had said enough. He had chosen the steadiest, most sensible officers he had. They would be led by a friend and trusted comrade, Captain Wulf. But keeping men in order during a retreat, even a planned retreat, was the hardest thing for an army to do. He had seen it often enough from the other side. Force even a proud, confident army to retreat and they often became a rabble.


    ‘You have to keep your men in check and keep clear of the elves, while making it look convincing. Turn and fight but break contact as early as you can, draw them out. Once you are safely clear, we shall smash into Dokuzen and destroy any resistance. If we have swords at the throats of their families, the elves will do anything we say. The gold, the magic — it will all be ours and we can share it out back in Cridianton.’


    He left them drinking to success and went for a walk around the camp, trying to guess the mood of the men he would take into Dokuzen. Unlike those who needed to draw out the elves, these soldiers needed to be ready to fight and everything he heard filled him with relief. The men saw this as a chance to show how good they were and have bards write songs about them for a hundred years.


    ‘The elves won’t know what is going to hit them,’ he told his aide, Orsa, with a smile. ‘Another half-moon and we shall be at the gates of Dokuzen itself!’


    Caelin had come to a different conclusion.


    ‘Have you found a latrine that needs digging?’ he asked Ruttyn and Harald.


    Ruttyn grinned. ‘Why, have we got to go on another patrol where we will probably die?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘So why the need for a new latrine?’


    ‘We’re going on two patrols where we’re going to die.’


    ‘Come on, sarge, we’re the ones who are supposed to do the jokes,’ Harald protested.


    Caelin shook his head. ‘I’m serious. When the army splits in two tomorrow, we’re going into Dokuzen with Captain Wulf and then, if we survive that, we have to ride round to join Captain Edmund’s force that will take Dokuzen. He asked for us specially.’


    ‘Bugger digging a latrine. I need to find one — quick,’ Ruttyn said.


    ‘Well, look on the bright side. We’ve got the best chance of meeting a beautiful elven maid,’ Harald suggested.


    ‘And why would she be interested in us?’


    ‘They’ve not had a man in three hundred years — they’re probably bloody desperate by now.’


    Caelin shook his head. ‘Another jest like that, my lad, and I’ll leave you for the elves to find!’


    Every day Rhiannon found a new way to use her magic. Asami had been given years of special lessons by Sumiko and other top Magic-weavers and now she passed that on to Rhiannon. It seemed that controlling your magic was not about limiting what you did — rather it was about testing yourself to see how far you could go, so you knew you would succeed even before you tried something.


    ‘I think you are ready to go out into your world and search for others like you,’ Asami told her.


    ‘Do you really think so? Isn’t there more I should be doing?’


    Asami smiled. ‘There is nothing more. Besides, you are to dance for the Council later today. After that, we might struggle explaining why a gaijin is still here in Dokuzen.’ She winked, to take any sting from the words.


    ‘Gaijin, is it, pointy-ears?’ Rhiannon pushed her friend.


    ‘Careful where you put those huge human hands! They could squash me,’ Asami protested.


    Rhiannon patted her on the head. ‘Well, you are almost too small to see,’ she teased.


    They laughed until Asami held up her hand.


    ‘Seriously, you pick up magic faster than any elf I have met.’


    ‘That’s because I had the best teacher,’ Rhiannon said.


    Asami made a face. ‘You won’t say that when you see how far the rest of my students have advanced. Anyone with real ability was taken off to work in the mines. No matter how hard I work with them, they don’t seem to get better.’


    Rhiannon chuckled. ‘Then that is the fault of the student, not the teacher. You can’t give people what they never had.’


    ‘I shall miss you.’ Asami hugged her friend.


    ‘And I shall miss you — more than I can say. But we both have magic, we can visit each other whenever we want.’


    ‘I would like that,’ Asami admitted.


    ‘And you’ll come and join us when the Forlish march.’


    ‘True.’


    Rhiannon was looking forward to returning to Vales. The magic she had learned filled her with a buzzing sense of exultation. She felt everything was going her way. Best of all, she was also going to dance for the Elven Council, the highest elves in the land!


    For her, magic would always be tied up with her father. It was through him she had found and learned about the power she possessed. Of course it had been used to kill him but once she had danced for the elves, completing the dream they had together, she was sure she could resolve that. Talking to Asami made things easier, learning magic made it better, but only when she had done this could she really lay her father to rest.


    ‘We were supposed to be working on your singing and dancing but never did. The summons from the Council could arrive at any moment — do you want to run through anything with me now?’ Asami offered.


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘There is no need. I have practised my singing and dancing so much in my life, it is second nature to me.’


    ‘Are you really sure you don’t want to go through it with me? I am not the most skilled dancer by any means but I have employed some of the best at the parties I held and I know what they look like —’


    ‘What are you trying to say?’ Rhiannon demanded. ‘If you are my friend, talk to me truly!’


    Asami sighed. ‘Well then, I don’t think you should do this. I think you should leave for Vales now.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘The Council will expect only the very best. I don’t know what has survived in your world of our culture but they have become used to a certain style, in both singing and dancing. It is very particular to us.’


    Rhiannon bristled. ‘So you’re saying the gaijin is not good enough?’


    ‘I would never say you were a gaijin — or that you were not good enough. Just you may not give the Council what they expect. They think you have been trained in the elven style for the past moon. You want their approval, I understand that, but they may not give you what you seek. I know you have issues with your father but you have powers far beyond what they imagine, are better at magic than every clan leader combined. You don’t need to do this —’


    ‘But I do,’ Rhiannon interrupted. ‘I have to.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘I have told you about my father, and how I killed him with magic —’


    ‘You didn’t!’


    ‘Please. I killed him with magic. But if I do this, then I can move on with my life. I can say my years with him were not a waste,’ Rhiannon explained, almost in tears.


    Asami took her hand. ‘You don’t want to hear this but you are my friend, so I have to tell you. His death will always haunt you and you need to find a way to accept it, a little at a time. A grand gesture is not going to wipe away what you went through. And, deep down, you know that’s true.’


    Rhiannon bit her lip and squeezed Asami’s hand. ‘But I have to try,’ she said hoarsely. ‘I cannot come so close to this dream and then walk away. I will never forgive myself.’


    ‘That is the problem,’ Asami said urgently. ‘You think you need to forgive yourself. But it is your father who should have begged forgiveness for what he did to you. He is gone. One day you might be able to come to terms with killing him with magic but that day is not now. It is too soon. Maybe if you had a daughter of your own …’


    ‘Just what I need.’ Rhiannon tried to sniff back tears.


    Asami opened her arms and embraced Rhiannon until the tears dried up. For a moment Rhiannon felt she should tell Asami the truth about Sendatsu, that the elven maid had earned the right to the full truth. But she could not.


    ‘I still have to try,’ Rhiannon said finally, in a small voice.


    ‘I know,’ Asami sighed. ‘But first, send a couple of birds south to see how that Forlish army is moving.’


    ‘It’s hardly a challenge,’ Rhiannon grumbled.


    A few days ago they had discovered a huge Forlish army stretching back more than ten miles along the road, moving slowly north. They had monitored its progress but it was crawling — the baggage train at the end barely reached the vanguard’s position by the end of the day.


    ‘Look, they are still a moon away at least at their rate of advance but Sendatsu and Huw need to know about their progress, in case they launch their cavalry forwards or something.’


    ‘How do you know about that?’ Rhiannon asked.


    Asami smiled a little. ‘We all had to learn such things. And then I spent too much time with Gaibun and Sendatsu!’


    ‘Well, if I am leaving tomorrow, yet the Forlish are still a moon away, what are you going to do?’


    ‘Train my new students as best I can — and join you when they cross over into Vales. At least with the magic, we can keep in touch easily enough.’


    Rhiannon summoned a pair of crows to search for the Forlish army once again. The simple magic task relaxed her and she felt ready, and eager, for what the day would bring. She played with the birds for a short while, having them obey her every command.


    ‘Rhiannon! Send them now!’ Asami called, walking across to her, a scroll in her hand.


    Rhiannon sent the birds south then turned to her friend.


    ‘They want to see you within the turn of an hourglass,’ Asami said grimly.


    ‘Come on, you will see how I can dance and sing!’ Rhiannon told her.


    ‘I wouldn’t miss it for anything,’ Asami said.


    Huw knew he should be afraid, knew he should be sick at heart, but still, he had to restrain a shout of triumph. After he had won over Griff and the rest of the opposing headmen, everything had begun to fall into place. Details still needed to be worked out but progress came fast, given fresh impetus by the news from Dokuzen. A Forlish army was marching north. It was moving slowly, would take perhaps another moon to arrive, but it was on its way. Even the headmen most determined to argue whether the tax should be one part in ten, or twelve, or eight, were prepared to compromise in the face of the approaching storm.


    But, of course, while the Forlish advance helped finish the discussions quickly, it also created far greater problems, which they needed to address now.


    ‘I welcome you all to the first meeting of the Great Council of Vales.’ Huw relished the words as they rolled off his tongue and out across the crowd.


    Around the table sat the various headmen, as well as Sendatsu, Gaibun and the three leaders of the Dragon Warriors, Tadd, Bowen and Cadel, while behind them were not just the people of Patcham but of Crumlin, and many others from nearby villages, who had travelled to see this historic event.


    They had sung along with ‘Land of My Fathers’, then cheered as the flag was raised, even though there was no wind and it hung limply against the flagstaff.


    But that cheer was nothing compared to the one that erupted now, as headmen shook each other’s hands, patted backs and waved to the crowd.


    ‘And, as the Great Council’s first act, we call on Huw ap Earwen to lead this new country!’ Kelyn shouted.


    Again there was a roar, interspersed with chants of ‘King Huw!’


    ‘My friends!’ Huw waved his hands but it took some time to calm them all down. ‘We have never had a king in Vales. And nor should we. I do not want to be a king — I shall be the High Councillor, nothing more, to serve only as long as this Great Council wants and needs me.’


    ‘He can call himself what he wants, but he has the army and he has the power. I would call that a king,’ Gaibun muttered.


    ‘Names are important.’ Sendatsu shrugged. ‘At least he didn’t call himself the Shepherd, as Dafyd was suggesting as late as last night.’


    Gaibun shuddered. ‘And I thought Elder Elf sounded foolish!’


    Huw walked among them, shaking hands, patting backs and embracing allies and former foes alike. His handshake with a smiling Griff raised huge cheers before he returned to his seat at the head of the table.


    ‘There is a feast prepared outside the village and I would invite anyone not part of the Council to enjoy what the good people of Patcham and Crumlin have made!’


    As expected, the crowd rushed off, until just a handful remained.


    ‘Should we not leave the rest of the business until all have gone?’ Kelyn asked meaningfully, gesturing to the dozen or so lingerers.


    ‘It cannot wait,’ Huw said. ‘And all will know soon enough. Our first act must be to deal with the great threat facing us, the Forlish army advancing from the south. I call on our elven allies to tell everyone here what is going on.’


    Sendatsu nudged Gaibun. ‘You do it.’


    ‘Why can’t you?’


    ‘I can’t leave Mai and Cheijun!’ Sendatsu hissed, gesturing to where they shared a seat next to him, and beside an amused Llewellyn. The grey-bearded, usually grim-faced, headman was pulling faces at Cheijun and making him laugh. It was only a matter of time before he learned half the other headmen were calling him Roowelly behind his back, thanks to Mai.


    Gaibun sighed, then stood.


    ‘The latest information we have is they were moving north slowly, no more than ten miles in a day and sometimes less. And that is travelling on good Forlish roads. When they reach the border and the roads run out, we can expect that to slow down further. However, they seem to have two thousand cavalry with them. It seems likely they will send those out to raid and burn and kill, far ahead of the slow-moving column. No doubt they expect those two thousand will be enough to crush all resistance and then the infantry can be used to suppress you and control the country.’


    ‘How many soldiers are they bringing?’ Powell asked.


    ‘Hard to tell exact numbers. But it is around ten thousand.’


    That deflated the excited mood around the table.


    ‘How can we hope to stop that many?’ Griff demanded.


    ‘Two things.’ Huw held up his hand. He had talked this over with Gaibun and Sendatsu the previous night. ‘First, we need to evacuate the people away from the Forlish attack. They are definitely aiming at the eastern part of the country —’


    ‘Why is that?’ Griff interrupted.


    ‘We’ll ask the Forlish king, next time we’re having drinks with him in Cridianton!’ Powell snorted.


    That brought a ripple of laughter and quieted Griff down.


    ‘Perhaps they have reports of an elf fighting with us at Patcham and elsewhere. The raiders we defeated would have reported back to King Ward. Perhaps they seek to separate us from any possibility of elven aid. Perhaps they know of the location of Patcham and think that is the centre of our defence. Remember, they are used to attacking cities. We cannot know for sure. But they have to go into Rheged first. From there the obvious route is Patcham — and the good news is they cannot travel very fast, no more than a few miles each day.’


    ‘And that’s the good news?’ Griff called.


    ‘Surprisingly, yes. It means we can see where they are going and clear away the people. For that is what we need to do. We have to give ourselves the time and space to let Vales itself join us in the fight. We have to send the people west and north, away from the Forlish. The people of Powys must help by sheltering them. It should not be for long — certainly by midwinter the Forlish will be gone. This land feeds us and shelters us but each winter we have to fight it to survive. We know how to live here — the Forlish are about to find out. If they stick to the valleys, the rain will turn them into bogs and they shall never get out. If they try the higher ground, they must leave their wagons behind and they shall starve. And all the time our dragons will be striking at them, taking a slice at a time. Our pit ponies can run all day on a mouthful of rough Velsh grass and climb any hill this side of the sea. Their battle chargers need oats and hay, coats and pampering, and are too heavy to follow us up the hills of Rheged and Gwent.’


    He looked around the table and saw heads nodding everywhere — but still many doubtful looks.


    ‘They are strung out over ten miles. They cannot have guards everywhere at once. We can strike in different spots, on different days, use both magic and fighting to disrupt their march. With a little luck, we can slow them down to a crawl and they will never get further than Rheged before winter sets in,’ Gaibun told them.


    Now the whole table approved Gaibun’s words and Huw reflected bitterly that although he was trying to tell them the real truth about elves and humans, they still all believed what an elf said. He hid his displeasure to stand once more.


    ‘We have no time to waste. You need to leave today, get back to your villages and spread the word of what happened here today. If you live in Powys or northern or western Gwent, you must prepare your people to help their brothers and sisters coming soon. If it is Rheged or southern and eastern Gwent, prepare them to leave. The Forlish are moving slowly — we need to be faster. If we do, I promise you we shall return here on Midwinter’s Day and celebrate Vales’s victory!’


    ‘And what if they send their cavalry to strike far from their route of march? What if they split apart and strike through the west as well?’ Griff demanded.


    Huw fixed his smile in place. He had wanted to get the headmen away and moving when they were still excited about Vales. Clearing out most of Rheged and at least half of Gwent was going to be an enormous undertaking — and there was no guarantee everyone would leave. The last time he had ridden through Rheged, many of the people were happy to stay and take their chances with Forlish raiders. This was no raiding party, this was an army — but persuading people of that was not going to be easy. Each of these headmen was going to have to convince their people this really was the best thing for Vales.


    ‘We can’t predict anything. But we can be certain they are not going to travel anywhere without their food and supply wagons. And those cannot move fast. So whatever they do, we shall have plenty of warning, thanks to the elven magic and the magic of one of our own, Rhiannon.’ Huw managed to say her name without it catching in his throat.


    ‘They think themselves unstoppable. They will not try to be clever,’ Sendatsu assured the headmen. ‘They will roll in, expecting an easy victory. It is up to you to spoil that for them, by clearing out the land, bringing in any crops and livestock you have.’


    ‘This will be a nightmare,’ Griff warned. ‘You are talking about thousands of animals and people, struggling through autumn rains, searching for warmth and shelter.’


    ‘And the alternative, leaving them behind for the Forlish to enslave and kill, is better?’ Huw challenged.


    ‘I never said that. I’m just warning you that it won’t be as easy as you’re making out.’


    Again, Huw was forced to paste a smile over his face. ‘Then we are wasting time here. To your villages, and spread the word of what has happened!’


    It was not quite the enthusiastic rush he had imagined but surely there was enough time to clear the people away from the Forlish advance. They had at least a whole moon, for sky’s sake!


    He shook hands and patted backs, sending off the men he had worked so closely with over the last moon. But always he was looking for Sendatsu, Gaibun and the dragon leaders and he circled across to them.


    ‘How many dragons do we have ready?’ he asked.


    ‘That is the real question,’ Gaibun said. ‘There’s only a handful who I’d judge as really ready. But, given another moon, we should have close to the full fifteen hundred at least able to wield a sword.’


    ‘Sendatsu? You’ve seen how the Forlish fight.’


    ‘What else do you want to hear? If we had more to train, then things would go even slower. They benefit best from close training. The more recruits we have, the less we can work with each one. I’d say they will be ready to fight but we will lose many of them in the first battle they face. The ones who survive that will be ready for anything though.’


    ‘Don’t forget, we have the crossbows as well,’ Cadel pointed out.


    ‘I haven’t forgotten but nor will I rely on them.’ Huw sighed. ‘They are best from behind walls — and the Forlish are too good at bringing those down. Besides, these Forlish will have armour and shields and we saw at Patcham how the crossbows are not much use against those.’


    ‘We need Asami, Rhiannon and every Magic-weaver they can bring,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘To help get the people to safety, if nothing else,’ Huw agreed. His mind was racing. Rhiannon would surely be returning soon. Perhaps she had come to terms with what had happened to her. Perhaps she would be interested again in the new High Councillor of Vales — even if he did not have a crown or a cloak or even a clean set of clothes.
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      Some of the younger Elfarans began to think they were something special, began to call themselves elves, and think they were better than the Velsh, Forlish and other humans.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Asami walked beside Rhiannon, wondering how she could possibly change her friend’s mind. Every step closer to the Council Chambers made her surer this was a mistake.


    Even though it had been more than a full moon since the night of arrests and drama, all knew of Asami as a Magic-weaver and gave her suspicious stares. Rhiannon wore a long cloak and hood but her height marked her out as something different. Asami found herself sweating, wondering if they would be stopped by guards or, worse, surrounded by some sort of mob. The guards could be dealt with, as she had the official summons from the Council, sealed by Daichi himself. A mob might be harder to stop.


    But they made it to the Council Chambers without much more than a few angry comments, which were easy enough to ignore. The guards at the front door accepted the summons without question and showed them inside, where they were met by a minor noble of clan Kaneoki.


    ‘This way. When the Council has finished its debate, you will be shown inside and allowed to begin.’


    ‘So you have someone who can play music for me?’ Rhiannon asked.


    The noble looked affronted. ‘How dare you talk to me without the proper respect, gaijin!’


    ‘Apologies,’ Asami said swiftly, noticing Rhiannon clenching her fists and knowing that now was definitely not the time to demonstrate her magic powers. ‘She does not understand proper manners. I understood Lord Daichi was going to have musicians here?’


    The noble unwound a little. ‘There is a group waiting. I would suggest you be the one to speak to them, however!’


    ‘I shall be sure to remember that,’ Asami said, dragging an outraged Rhiannon behind her. ‘You have to calm down,’ she warned her friend. ‘They are all going to be like that.’


    Rhiannon took a deep breath. ‘You are right. I forgot. But I shall be calm. After all, what I am doing is for my people. If the Council sees and acknowledges that humans can sing and dance with the best of Dokuzen, then our races will grow closer.’


    ‘Perhaps,’ was all Asami was willing to say.


    ‘Think of it,’ Rhiannon told her. ‘Once they have seen what I can do, they will be able to appreciate that humans can do magic. This could be the first step in changing relations between our peoples. The thought of that being lost might even mean Daichi will send an army to help the Velsh against Ward’s army!’


    ‘You are hoping for too much,’ Asami warned.


    ‘You have not seen me dance, nor heard me sing.’ Rhiannon laughed. ‘Audiences have always been captured as soon as they see me. Father always said …’


    She trailed off and Asami pounced. ‘Don’t do this for him. He does not deserve it.’


    ‘I do nothing for him any more,’ Rhiannon insisted.


    ‘Are you so sure?’


    ‘It is for me only. This is what I want.’


    ‘I wish I could believe your words,’ Asami said softly.


    ‘I will change history with my dance.’


    ‘You can do that with your magic. There is no need for this.’


    ‘You will see.’


    Asami sighed.


    Things only grew worse when they met the musicians. Asami knew them all, by reputation rather than person, and the idea of playing a tune for a gaijin to dance to went down about as well as if they had asked the three elves to play naked for a crowd of esemono. Only the promise of gold was enough to get them to agree.


    ‘What shall we play?’


    ‘“The Song of the Elves”,’ Rhiannon said immediately. ‘It tells the story of the day you left our lands.’ She smiled at Asami. ‘Huw played it for me when we performed for King Ward.’


    ‘What song of the elves? We know more than a hundred. You need to tell us its real name,’ the leader said slowly and insultingly to Rhiannon.


    ‘Can you sing a little for us?’ Asami suggested.


    So Rhiannon cleared her throat and sang and Asami felt a little better about the whole thing. Even the musicians admitted they could play a tune like that.


    ‘See, nothing to worry about.’ Rhiannon smiled.


    Asami dared to think this would be all her friend hoped — but that was dashed when they were called into the chamber.


    It may have been a celebration of the power and majesty of the elves but it was also huge, echoing and draughty — and not even the full Council waited for them, while the public galleries were almost deserted, just a couple of bored-looking older elves slumped over the wooden rail.


    ‘I thought this was going to be full. I thought Daichi told you he would make your people attend,’ Rhiannon whispered hotly, looking around the empty hall.


    ‘It seems not,’ Asami said worriedly.


    The musicians had barely taken their spots when Daichi waved to them.


    ‘Begin! And hurry now — we are finished for the day,’ he ordered.


    Cautiously the musicians began to play and Rhiannon joined them, her first few notes reaching up to the very roof. The Council, minus at least three clan leaders — presumably ones working in the mines or in the northern fields and not replaced from within their clan — turned to watch and Asami smiled encouragingly at Rhiannon. She had a wonderful voice, different from an elf’s and with a much lower pitch but still easy on the ear.


    But then she began to dance and Asami’s heart fell. It was close to elven dancing, a few of the steps were even the same, but it looked as though it was a clumsy copy. To Asami’s eye, Rhiannon was strong and skilled but, to those who watched the best elven dancers all the time, it was laughable.


    ‘Who is she? Is that a gaijin?’ an elf in the gallery asked in an enraged whisper that carried around the chamber.


    A couple of the Council did laugh, while others went back to the business of clearing up their papers. Even Rhiannon’s song, which was still the equal of many Asami had heard, failed to move them. Two even got up and walked out, still talking, almost right past Rhiannon.


    Asami bit her lip and died a little for Rhiannon with every heartbeat, every tiny insult.


    Finally Rhiannon reached for one last pose and her song stopped. A few moments later the musicians also finished, a little doubtfully.


    Daichi looked up from the table.


    ‘All over now? Good!’ he declared. ‘This meeting is now closed.’


    And they picked up their papers and walked out, without acknowledging a bowing Rhiannon.


    As soon as they had gone past, Asami rushed over and grabbed Rhiannon’s arm.


    ‘We need to go,’ she said firmly, although her heart went out to her friend when she saw the stricken expression on Rhiannon’s face.


    ‘But he said I was the best since the elves, that I could dance for the elves …’ she mumbled.


    ‘We really need to go.’ Asami pulled Rhiannon along. Rhiannon was bigger but Asami would not be stopped and hurried her back to the room where her covering cloak waited.


    By the time they had got back to the dressing area, Rhiannon’s emotions had changed from shock to indignant fury.


    ‘I should go back out there, force them to sit and watch me with the magic,’ she snarled. ‘They did not even give me a chance!’


    ‘That was what I was afraid of,’ Asami told her quietly. ‘You could have given them the greatest show they had ever seen and they would have ignored it, for you are a human.’


    ‘Well, they are about to learn just what a human can do!’ Rhiannon dropped her cloak on the floor and made for the door.


    ‘Wait!’ Asami grabbed her arm. ‘You can’t — they must not know what you have been doing here. They will hunt us both down.’


    Rhiannon hesitated.


    Asami pressed her advantage. ‘I thought you were wonderful and, with a moon or two training with some of our top dancers, you would be able to dance for the Council again. But for now they were only seeing a human, not a dancer.’


    ‘I so much wanted to change things.’ Rhiannon bit back tears that threatened to replace her fury.


    ‘You still can. But not here, not now. Come, we need to go back to my house, and think what to do next. Here, put your cloak on.’


    Rhiannon slumped down into a chair. ‘That’s the sort of thing my father would say. I can’t believe what happened. He told me the elves would want to see me dance but even that was just a lie.’


    Asami picked up Rhiannon’s cloak and then dropped it again when she saw her friend’s tears.


    ‘You are better than them. You are not just a dancer or a singer, you are a great Magic-weaver who can also sing and dance,’ she said soothingly.


    ‘He is truly dead to me,’ Rhiannon managed to say.


    ‘Good! He should be! After what he did to you, he deserves to die a dozen more times!’


    Rhiannon was incapable of answering, so Asami just hugged her until the tears died down, searching for the right words. ‘You discovered that almost all of your life had been a lie. That is not something you can just forget about.’


    ‘But I want to!’


    ‘As anyone would. I wish it were so easy. There are many things in my life that I regret, things I wish had been done differently. But you cannot go back; you make your choice and then you live with the consequences.’


    ‘But I did not know I was making the choice!’


    ‘Then make it now. Choose not to let him win. Choose to be happy, however you want. You can’t do it overnight. But you don’t have to. Beat him, one day at a time.’


    Asami had no idea if that was going to help or not but she was conscious time was running out. Soon guards would come looking for them and just what Rhiannon would do if called a gaijin again …


    ‘Are you ready?’


    Rhiannon wiped her face on the corner of the cloak. ‘I am more than this,’ she said. ‘I will put him behind me, one day at a time. Let us go.’


    Hiding her relief, Asami helped her to her feet.


    ‘Good idea. Come, I think I have some sweet sticky rice and plums at home. We can both have a bowl of that — everything feels better after that!’


    She kept up her flow of nonsense all the way through the streets. Once again Rhiannon’s height drew strange looks, while Asami’s clothes attracted mutters, so when a pair of young elves tried to approach them she summoned down a pair of magpies to swoop and slash at their heads until they ran away. It was the first time she had used her magic in such a manner — the first time she had needed to — and she had to admit it felt surprisingly satisfying.


    Perhaps because of the magpies, perhaps because of the look in Asami’s eyes, nobody else came near them.


    ‘Go and sit in the garden, I’ll bring some plums out to you,’ Asami suggested when they arrived at the villa.


    Rhiannon walked out into the open air and threw back the cowl of the cloak. Part of her had taken in Asami’s suggestion to get over this one day at a time. But while it was easy to say such things, it was much harder to make them happen. She had enjoyed this dream for the last moon — that she would be hailed by the Elven Council and be able to lay to rest her father’s ghost. She had it all planned. When they asked her where she had learned to dance and sing like that, she could tell them her father — and then her debt to him would be over. Hector would have gladly given his life to be acknowledged before the Elven Council of Dokuzen. In her own mind, that would have made everything right again.


    It had not gone like that. In fact, it could not have gone much worse.


    But, she reluctantly admitted, even if they had stood and applauded, could she have forgiven herself? It made for a fine dream but that was the problem with dreams: you have to wake up from them eventually.


    She bit her lip, holding back more tears. Asami’s suggestion was the only way forwards. Expecting one dance to make everything all right was foolish. There was magic but there were no magic solutions.


    Suddenly she felt the need to talk to Huw, something she had not done since that fateful day. He was her only link to that part of her life now, the only one who had known what it was like for her. She hoped he would still listen.


    Absently she reached up and brought down the birds she had sent south. This little magical exercise would do her good. Perhaps afterwards she could send a message to Huw. She eased into the magic and saw what the birds had found.


    Next moment she was running back inside, her father, Huw, even sticky rice and plums forgotten.


    The timing of this assault had to be perfect. Edmund’s column had to be close enough to Dokuzen that he could wheel west and strike swiftly when he received word from Wulf that the elves were chasing him, break through the barrier and reach the city before the elven army returned.


    With the baggage train, his men were marching less than ten miles a day. But that was all to the good. They were still fit and strong, eating well every night and in high spirits. He wanted them to be in the heart of Dokuzen within three days, when the word came, leaving behind the baggage train, carrying just enough food to let them reach the elven city and then live off what they captured.


    It left no margin for error. At the double-march his men could make twenty-four miles a day and keep going at that pace for a full quarter-moon and still be able to fight at the end of it. He could push them to a forced march, where they could cover thirty miles a day — but more than three days of that pace and they could not fight. If they could not take Dokuzen before the elven warriors returned, they would all be dead. This was a gamble the likes of which Edmund, and Forland, had never made before. If he dwelled too long on it, the sheer size might overwhelm him. So he refused to worry about it.


    The Forlish had sent ships up the coast for years, looked at the forbidding cliffs around the north-east tip of the continent and the seething, white-capped maelstrom of tide and wind that was the entrance to the elven lands and moved on. Any captain foolish enough to try it soon ended up at the bottom of the ocean, his ship smashed to pieces on those vicious rocks and pitiless cliffs. But while they had not sailed inside, it did give them an idea of the size of the elven lands.


    If Dokuzen was not in the centre, then surely it was close to it.


    Edmund looked again at the maps and called a halt for the night. It would not do to get too far ahead. The timing had to be perfect. Deliver the men in good shape, well fed, to the right point and then turn them loose. It would work. It had to work. King Ward depended on him.


    More than a hundred young dragons, as well as Mai and Cheijun, sat in a wide circle as Gaibun and Sendatsu fought. The pair of them had bokken and were demonstrating a range of techniques — as well as showing off a little.


    Cheers, gasps and claps flew from the crowd as they battled around the circle. Gaibun was stronger but Sendatsu was faster, as well as slightly more inventive. Time and again he managed to get an extra angle on a tiger-claw stroke, or a double dragon-tail strike in, when there should be only room for a single. The difference between them was slight but, at that level, it was also extreme.


    Red marks on Gaibun’s chest and ribs showed where the wooden practice sword had penetrated his defences, while Sendatsu was untouched.


    Gaibun pressed his attack, leaping high and swinging low, using the cartwheel and zigzag cuts to great effect, but Sendatsu was able to block and cover up, then he stepped inside and struck once, holding back his blow so it just touched Gaibun’s neck.


    The dragons cheered as a rueful Gaibun held up Sendatsu’s hand — and then playfully whacked him in the stomach with his bokken.


    ‘So there’s two lessons for you today,’ he told the laughing Velsh. ‘Never fight Sendatsu. And never relax your defences, even when you are dead!’


    Sendatsu slapped Gaibun over the head in response and the two of them roared with laughter — laughter that died away as Huw raced across to them. At a snapped order from Cadel, the dragons leaped to their feet and saluted, but Huw ignored them.


    ‘Is it the Forlish?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘Message from Asami. She wants to come through to speak to us tonight. It is too important to entrust to a message,’ Huw said, puffing. Sitting down at a table and talking had done little for his fitness over the past moon, although the worry and late nights had actually seen him lose weight.


    ‘But the last message said the Forlish were still half a moon away,’ Gaibun hissed.


    ‘I don’t know any more. She said we are to meet her at the oak tree nearest to the village. She is bringing Rhiannon with her.’


    ‘Oh wait.’ Sendatsu had to bend over to pick up Cheijun as his children raced over to him. ‘She can’t bring Rhiannon through there! Not after what happened —’


    ‘Believe me, I don’t think it any better an idea than you,’ Huw said grimly. ‘But we have no way of talking to them. Her message was not a question but an instruction.’


    ‘So we need to meet them tonight. Who should we bring? What would make her come through already?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Nothing good,’ Sendatsu predicted.


    ‘If we are not able to get even a little magical help from Dokuzen …’


    ‘No sense in worrying now. And no point in alarming people. We’ll keep them training for the rest of the day, and bring Cadel and Bowen and a score of the best dragons, just in case,’ Sendatsu said.


    Gaibun wiped his brow. ‘Back to work, all of you! The slowest one back to the drills gets to face me!’ he roared.


    The dragons scattered.


    Sendatsu nudged him. ‘You have a way with them all right.’


    ‘They respond to my superior intelligence and skills,’ Gaibun said with a smile. ‘You try to show them you have a similar-sized brain, so you fit in better.’


    ‘It will be good to see Rhiannon again,’ Huw said wistfully as Sendatsu was prevented from retaliating by a ferocious hug from Cheijun.


    ‘And Asami,’ Sendatsu added, picking up Mai as well.


    ‘You mean my wife,’ Gaibun said.


    The smiles were gone and there was tension that had not been there for more than a moon now.


    There were few smiles but plenty of nerves as they waited by the tree, a ring of dragons holding torches and lighting the clearing.


    ‘Do you think Daichi has reconsidered, and is willing to send elven warriors to help us?’ Huw asked.


    ‘No,’ Sendatsu said shortly.


    ‘Maybe the Forlish army has sent its cavalry north already? Maybe they have begun sacking villages —’


    ‘Will you just wait? Wild guesses aren’t helping us,’ Sendatsu hissed. ‘And you don’t want word of that getting out back at the village, if it is happening.’


    ‘It’s easy for you to stay calm. It is not your people who might be dying even now,’ Huw spat.


    ‘They are more my people than you think,’ Sendatsu told him. Gaibun was saying nothing, had said very little since the news Asami and Rhiannon were coming through had arrived. It had Sendatsu thinking again of living out here, exchanging Dokuzen and its bad memories for the chance to help the Velsh.


    Still, thinking of bad memories, there were plenty of those in this clearing — and he had the scars to prove it. He had ordered a handful of dragons to bury the remains of the Forlish that Rhiannon had killed, as well as the pair of elves. As for her father’s grave, there was no marker, nor any way to truly tell what had happened here — and he had positioned the dragons so she could not see the spot, even if she wanted to. They also had horses ready for the ride back to Patcham, as well as food, to help them recover from the long magical journey.


    ‘Here they come.’ Gaibun pointed at the tree, which now sprouted a staff from the heart of its trunk.


    Asami pulled herself clear of the tree, then held the end of the staff as Rhiannon came through, supporting Rhiannon as she leaned heavily on the oaken staff.


    ‘Food and drink! Quick!’ Asami ordered.


    Sendatsu was already moving. He had thought Asami would be the one to bring them through — that it was Rhiannon proved how far her magic had advanced. They supported her while she gulped down honeyed water, then meat and cheese.


    He held Rhiannon’s arm but he only had eyes for Asami. It seemed like it was so long since he had last seen her — and she looked more beautiful than ever. His promises to Gaibun, the fact she was married — none of that mattered now. He felt, more than ever, they should be together. He tried to catch her eye but she was only looking at Rhiannon.


    ‘Are you ready to travel now? Feeling light-headed? Remember what we talked about and how we trained.’


    ‘I am fine now,’ Rhiannon assured Asami, getting her legs under her.


    Even by the torchlight, they could see colour back in her cheeks, and her eyes, which had appeared sunken, had returned to normal.


    ‘Here are the horses.’ Huw signalled for them to be brought closer. ‘What is the news from Dokuzen that brings you out here like this?’


    ‘The Forlish have not attacked anyone yet. Any more must wait until we can talk in private,’ Asami said firmly.


    Huw sighed with relief and impatience. ‘Then let us get back to Patcham swiftly,’ he said.


    Huw managed to get his horse next to Rhiannon on the ride back.


    ‘To bring you both through the trees like that — your powers must have grown immensely,’ he said carefully.


    ‘My powers are the same — but my ability to use them has grown,’ she admitted, still chewing on cheese and very glad to be riding a horse. The trip had been both a thrill and a shock. She had begged Asami for the chance to bring them out through the tree near Patcham. Part of it was to prove her powers to herself and any who were waiting on the other side — and part was so she had something else on her mind when she came through. That was the tree she had used to kill her father. She had hoped the magic would distract her — and it nearly did more than that.


    As she stepped through, her veins had been alive with magic’s thrill; she had been glorying in the power of holding nature at her mercy. The trees were in her hands and mind and she could use them to cross a hundred miles in a heartbeat. But when she stepped out at the other end, the effects of the trip hit her with enough force to drive her to her knees. The energy required to travel all that distance was taken from her in an instant and it was all she could do not to pass out.


    To feel that weak was frightening but they had worked on it often enough she was able to deal with it. The only blessing was she was in no fit state to look around her when she arrived and, by the time awareness returned, they were riding away.


    ‘What happened in Dokuzen? Did you dance for the Elven Council?’


    Rhiannon looked quickly at Huw but could only see genuine concern and curiosity there. She relented a little. Only Huw might understand what had happened and how she felt.


    ‘I danced for them,’ she said. ‘But they did not want to watch or listen. It was the worst I have ever felt on stage. Always people have been captivated by my singing and dancing. Even Sendatsu watched with wide eyes when I danced. But they talked, or worse, laughed, at what I did.’


    ‘No!’


    ‘It is all true. Asami said my dancing was too close to theirs — it looked like I was copying them and had not mastered the steps Asami was supposed to be teaching me.’


    ‘If I had been there, I would have made them watch,’ Huw insisted.


    Rhiannon was about to dismiss that but glanced at him and thought he might, at that.


    ‘You are still the best dancer I have ever seen, the best I have ever worked with,’ Huw told her.


    ‘You are too kind,’ Rhiannon said with a rueful smile. ‘But I have found that I am a far better Magic-weaver than I am a performer.’


    ‘That makes you great indeed!’


    Rhiannon said nothing for a long time, trying to decide what to say next and ignoring the worried look on his face.


    ‘Huw, I am sorry,’ she said.


    Huw turned in his saddle, unable to keep a smile from his face.


    ‘I thought I had made things clear but I see you still hold hopes for us. I have not forgiven you for lying to me and keeping the truth hidden for so long. All I can offer is my help to save the Velsh and restore magic to our people, restore that power to humans and break the hold of the elves. That is all for now.’


    ‘That is all I ask for,’ Huw said carefully. She could see there were things he was not saying but she did not want to ask too many questions. Not yet, at least.


    Sendatsu and Gaibun rode with Asami, one on each side.


    ‘Have there been questions asked about our absence?’ Gaibun inquired.


    ‘There is far more going on in Dokuzen than the whereabouts of you two. If Jaken was in charge, then I would be certain you would have been noticed, and others sent to bring you home. But Daichi has bigger problems. If he has noticed you are gone, nothing was said to me.’


    ‘How is the training of the Magic-weavers going?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Asami pulled a face. ‘Few have much talent. It’s not like training Rhiannon. She’s got as much ability as the rest of them put together.’


    ‘So you might enjoy teaching magic to the humans then?’ Sendatsu asked lightly but she glared at him.


    ‘Sorry,’ he apologised. ‘I won’t mention it again. Like your cooking.’


    Now there was a small smile playing about her lips.


    ‘You’ll find it reassuring here. Their idea of a fine meal is not burning a roasted sheep,’ he continued.


    ‘Are you ever going to stop making jokes about my cooking? When was the last time I cooked for you?’


    ‘Too long — and not long enough!’


    ‘Has Daichi still kept his bargain and let my father and the others live?’ Gaibun interrupted.


    ‘Dokuzen is under Daichi’s complete control. Sendatsu’s father and the other plotters were sent to work in mines, or fishing boats, in chains. Even your father is almost under house arrest and clan Tadayoshi has not been represented on the Council this moon. Those who are known to be high up in our clan keep to themselves and out of sight. That has helped disguise your absence.’


    ‘So why are you here? And where are the rest of the Magic-weavers?’


    ‘That is a question for later,’ was all Asami would say.


    ‘How long are you here for?’ Sendatsu asked. ‘I want to show you that human church where we found the massacre.’


    ‘I don’t think there will be time for that,’ Asami warned. ‘Our news is serious indeed.’


    They pushed their horses hard for the two-mile trip to Patcham until they were back in the huge meeting hall, along with the three dragon leaders and Kelyn. Dafyd, summoned from Crumlin earlier in the day, hurried in as they were about to begin.


    ‘I am sorry for the mystery but part of the Forlish army, the cavalry, has broken away and is heading east and north,’ Asami said loudly.


    There was a short pause while everyone tried to work out what that meant.


    ‘North and east? But I thought they were already on the most easterly road in Forland? Did you mean west?’ Huw spoke for them all.


    ‘East. They are going away from you and into the deserted hills in the north-eastern tip of Forland,’ Asami confirmed.


    All eyes turned to the crude map that Huw had pinned up onto a log.


    ‘But there’s nothing out there. What is going on?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Asami nodded. ‘There is only one possibility — but it is so crazy we could not put it into a message.’


    ‘We don’t think this army is going to attack Vales at all. We think they are going to try to hit Dokuzen,’ Rhiannon said.


    That brought silence, as everyone looked at the map and tried out her theory.


    Gaibun was the first to speak. ‘Attack Dokuzen? But the barrier is still in place. They will be unable to get through and will be thrown back, just as they were before.’


    ‘The barrier is weak, and getting weaker by the day,’ Asami corrected. ‘Every time we pass through it successfully, it shrinks.’


    ‘The Forlish are used to solving such problems, finding a way through even the stoutest defences,’ Rhiannon warned. ‘I was there, at the war council meetings with the king. He would not have stopped attacking the barrier until he knew how to defeat it.’


    ‘Defeat the barrier? That is not possible,’ Gaibun protested.


    ‘They could attack the plants. That is the weakness,’ Asami said quietly. ‘That is the way I would do it.’


    ‘But they cannot hope to take Dokuzen with just two thousand men. They would be slaughtered,’ Sendatsu mused.


    ‘Exactly,’ Rhiannon agreed. ‘This is the diversion, and the body of the Forlish army is the main attack, which will strike once the elven warriors have been drawn out and away.’


    ‘Impossible!’ Gaibun sneered.


    ‘Then give us another explanation!’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘They are trying to surprise you with a flank attack —’


    ‘But Vales is not in that direction. And why would they need this elaborate move? They don’t know we can watch them, nor do they fear us,’ Rhiannon fired back. ‘You don’t understand the Forlish, how determined they are and the depth of King Ward’s ambition. I sat there in his war council while he told his captains of his dream to unite the world and raise mankind from the mud. Huw, you were there — tell them!’


    ‘She’s right. He seeks the knowledge that was left behind when the elves disappeared from our lands. Dokuzen will draw him like a moth to the flame. He would risk anything and everything to seize what the Elfarans have.’


    Sendatsu rubbed his eyes.


    ‘I hear what you are saying but the barrier is still a formidable protection. And then there are the warriors. Ward has sent perhaps ten thousand soldiers north. Daichi will be able to meet him with as many. It would be madness. The elven bows will cut the Forlish shield wall apart,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ Rhiannon cried. ‘Put aside all you have been taught and give us the credit for being able to think for once! Ward has crushed most of the other countries using a variety of tactics, and is used to breaking into stone cities. There is nothing he fears. He has found, or thinks he has found, a way through the barrier, or he would not be trying this. Look at the direction of these two armies, the ground they are going on. If the cavalry were to strike here, in the south, then flee, what would happen?’


    ‘Daichi would pursue, eager to teach them a lesson,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Leaving Dokuzen undefended. Then this army could strike in from the western side and reach Dokuzen before Daichi and the warriors can return. What would you give up, in exchange for your families? And you don’t have to answer that, for I already know. You were happy to abandon us to save your families before. You will give Ward whatever he wants if he seizes Dokuzen.’


    They looked at the map in silence.


    ‘It is the only thing that makes sense,’ Asami stated. ‘Ward has brought far too many men north to merely take Vales. He could do that with half as many.’


    ‘But why send the army towards Vales?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘It is the easiest way for him to reach Dokuzen from the west. And while he will never imagine the Velsh can watch him through magic, he would suspect the elves might have some way of observing what comes up to their borders.’


    ‘I find it all very hard to believe,’ Gaibun said.


    Huw spoke up. ‘Rhiannon is right. Ward is not just a mindless warlord. I despise his methods but he has the right idea, to raise men back up to the level we were at before the Elfarans stole everything from us. If there is a way into Dokuzen, he will find it.’


    ‘This is merely a guess. We are trying to see too much in Ward. He has an army pointed at Vales. That is all we need to worry about,’ Gaibun insisted.


    ‘We could talk about this all night and not get any further,’ Sendatsu interrupted, seeing Asami and Rhiannon preparing to continue the argument. ‘The question is, what do we do with this knowledge?’


    Gaibun snorted. ‘What knowledge?’


    ‘Well, we know there are thousands of Forlish soldiers marching north, and another two thousand riding towards Dokuzen’s southern border. I think we should tell Daichi. He will need to know.’


    ‘And how do we explain it?’ Asami asked. ‘I was supposed to be teaching elven dancing to Rhiannon while preparing a new generation of Magic-weavers to be loyal to the Council, not watching out for Forlish armies. If he thinks I have been trying to help the Velsh, I could end up alongside Sumiko in the mines.’


    ‘If you go to Daichi with this, he will laugh you out of his office and never listen to you again,’ Gaibun said. ‘You accuse us of looking down on humans but we have been working with them for the last moon. We have some idea of what they’re capable of. Daichi will never believe Ward can think like that.’


    Rhiannon took a deep breath but Asami laid a hand on her arm and she subsided a little.


    ‘Gaibun is right,’ she said slowly. ‘Daichi will not believe us.’


    ‘So what do we do?’ Asami asked. ‘We have knowledge, how do we use it?’


    ‘First, you can tell Daichi you have detected an army of humans approaching your southern border. He cannot say anything about that. If, as we expect, the Forlish then attack the border, you can tell him about the second army,’ Huw suggested.


    ‘Won’t work,’ Gaibun said tiredly. ‘If this is Ward’s plan, then it is brilliant. Daichi will never believe a human could do that. Nothing will stop him from gathering the clans and racing south to destroy the Forlish cavalry. He will pursue them until he has caught them and taught them a lesson. To do otherwise will make him appear weak in the Council’s eyes and, after what we showed him, he already fears there are more plots against him.’


    ‘So you believe that now?’ Rhiannon challenged.


    ‘I did not say that. I just said if it is a trap, then Daichi will fall into it.’


    ‘Surely he cannot ignore a second army on his western border?’ Huw said.


    ‘He can if it is not threatening him. If the Forlish are just grinding their way north, attacking Velsh villages along the way, he will see that as separate. He will not make the link until it is too late. He has no regard for humans.’ Gaibun shrugged.


    ‘Nobody could be that blind to the truth.’ Huw shook his head.


    ‘Watch and you will learn.’


    ‘We have to show him the truth,’ Sendatsu said. ‘When the Forlish hit from the south, we have to persuade him to only send a small force out to pursue.’


    ‘Good luck with that,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘You are the one who has to do it,’ Sendatsu continued.


    ‘What?’


    ‘Well, you are a captain in the Border Patrol. And your father is known to be an honourable elf. He is the one person Daichi might listen to.’


    ‘What of you?’


    ‘I shall stay here, to keep training the dragons. No matter what, the Forlish will attack villages through Rheged. We have to watch them, protect as many as we can.’


    Sendatsu kept his thoughts hidden as he spoke. An idea had popped into his head while he was talking about Gaibun’s father. While Daichi would not listen to them, Jaken might. He forced his mind away from that thought and back to the conversation.


    ‘So Rhiannon stays here, to help communicate?’ Huw suggested.


    ‘Gaibun and I return.’ Asami looked hard at Sendatsu as she spoke.


    ‘For now,’ Sendatsu agreed.


    ‘And if Daichi does not listen? We cannot let Ward get his hands on Dokuzen. The thought of what he would do to these lands, the revenge he would exact on Vales, with that power in his hands …’ Huw said.


    ‘There is one thing we could do,’ Sendatsu heard himself say.


    ‘What?’


    ‘We use the dragons we have trained. And we free my father and put him in charge of the Council.’


    He regretted it as soon as he spoke, as everyone turned on him.
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      Some of them were not as evil as others and tried to help — but many of those were killed, by their own kind. Elfaran homes among us were burned out and the blame put on us, making it seem as if we were the evil ones.


      Huw’s song

    


    Sendatsu had to speak to Asami before she left.


    The talk about installing Jaken as Elder Elf had not gone well. It had not so much been a discussion, more everyone else coming up with reasons why it was madness.


    ‘We would have to be desperate indeed to even think about it,’ Asami had concluded.


    Sendatsu had not disagreed with them. He merely tucked the idea away, hoping he would never need it.


    Asami and Gaibun had decided to leave that night, so they could speak to Daichi as early as possible in the morning, although promising to stay in touch thanks to Rhiannon’s and Asami’s powers.


    ‘While we work together, there is always hope,’ Huw said.


    Sendatsu did not care about that, only about Asami. Using Mai and Cheijun as a pretext, he managed to get her to stay behind.


    ‘Asami, I want you to stay here with me,’ he said softly, knowing he had to be quick, for Gaibun would get suspicious and return at any moment.


    ‘What do you mean? I thought we agreed I was going to watch things from Dokuzen,’ Asami replied.


    ‘There is too much to do here. These people need our help and we owe them, for what was done to them in the past. I can teach them how to defend themselves and you can show them how to use the magic.’


    ‘They have Rhiannon now. She can show them magic.’


    ‘Not the way you can. Besides, she would not be accepted in other countries the way we would be. We could change these lands, give them back what was taken from them, make up for the evil that was done by Daichi’s ancestors. We could devote our lives to this task.’


    ‘It would be a life away from our friends, from responsibilities — from everything we have worked to achieve!’ Asami pointed out.


    ‘None of that matters. It is all built on lies. We have to start again and this is the best way.’


    ‘Is it the humans you care about or the thought that we can be together, away from Gaibun and Dokuzen?’ Asami asked suspiciously.


    ‘Of course I want to be with you. Of course we should be together. But our first duty would be to the people of these lands.’


    Asami shook her head. ‘I am the leader of the Magic-weavers now. My first duty is to our people. I am the guardian of elven magic. If I was to leave Dokuzen, it would be a disaster!’


    ‘If you don’t, it will be a disaster for these people. Asami, I swore an oath to a murdered child, killed by elves. If you had seen what I had …’


    ‘But I have not seen that, nor sworn any oaths to them. The only oaths I am thinking of now are the ones I said in the church to Gaibun and offered to Daichi to lead the Magic-weavers. I can talk to the Elder Elf. I have clan leaders listening to me now. Soon, the ordinary people will respect Magic-weavers again and embrace our use of magic. Thanks to me!’


    ‘Don’t you see? You are working for the wrong people! The elves have always had magic. Giving them more power will just see Daichi and the Council crush the humans. But come with me and we can build a new life while we build these people up again.’


    ‘But I can’t see how we can build a new life out here? Away from everything and everyone we know? We don’t like the food, we would forever be the source of curiosity and then there is Gaibun. He would never live down the disgrace. He would come looking for us and I could not bear the thought of the two of you fighting over me. I never want to see that.’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘You don’t understand what happened three hundred years ago and what I want to do to make up for it.’


    ‘I think I understand what is happening now. You want me to run away with you and are using ancient history to try to win me over.’


    ‘It’s not like that. Being out here has changed me. Yes, I want you by my side. I would be lying if I said otherwise. But is that such a bad thing? We have wanted to be together for years. Why cannot we have happiness for ourselves while we help the humans?’


    ‘Because things have changed. Things are changing around us even now,’ Asami said gently. ‘Your idea might work if there was peace here. But there is a war raging around us. Do you think the Velsh will let us go off and help other countries, when they need us to survive? Do you think the Forlish will ignore us? Do you think our people will let their one magical hope walk away? Does that not give you pause?’


    ‘No!’


    Asami threw up her hands and turned away. ‘You don’t know how frustrating you are!’ she cried. ‘Just when I think you are changing, you return to the old Sendatsu.’


    ‘I am doing what is right, by us and by the people of this land,’ Sendatsu argued. ‘I cannot be happy without you. These lands will never be happy until magic is returned to them.’


    ‘But I cannot be happy like this. So why are my feelings less important than yours? Why do I have to give everything up for your plan?’


    ‘That is not what I am asking —’


    ‘Yes, it is!’ Asami buried her face in her hands. ‘You say you want to help the humans but it comes from selfish reasons. As always,’ she said in a muffled voice. ‘All these years, I cherished a little hope and it has been growing these past moons. To have it dashed is somehow worse than to have never had it at all.’


    ‘Selfish? Is that what you think of me?’ Sendatsu snarled. ‘Come with me now and I will show you how elves massacred every human with magic. I’ll show you how these poor people live, how they suffer because of us. And then tell me wanting to make up for that is selfish. Tell them that! I can’t believe I am telling you the truth and you think I am lying!’


    Asami held up her hand. ‘I cannot do this any more,’ she said. ‘There comes a time when you have to stop dreaming. We always joke together but this is no laughing matter. I thought we always knew each other’s minds but it seems we don’t understand each other.’


    He opened his mouth to heatedly disagree when she simply turned on her heel and walked away. For a moment he considered running after her but swiftly realised that would do nothing. He cursed and wished there were Forlish nearby, so he could take out his frustration and anger. How could she have misjudged him so badly?


    Gaibun and Asami were waved off — as well as escorted — by a score of Gaibun’s favourite students. Sendatsu did not watch them, let alone ride with them. He could have done so but did not want to face Asami after she had refused him.


    Mai and Cheijun had been asking for extra stories, so he sat with them and read.


    Mai picked up on his mood. ‘Why are you sad, Papa?’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘I had hoped Asami would stay with us.’


    ‘Do you need her to fight the Forlish?’


    Sendatsu closed his eyes for a moment. ‘I asked her to stay with us but she had more important things to do in Dokuzen. I thought we could all go away together, I thought we could bring the magic back to these lands.’


    ‘But what about the Velsh? We cannot leave our friends Huw, Daffy and Roowelly! What would they do without you?’


    Sendatsu opened his eyes to see her staring at him seriously. ‘Our duty is to help all these people, not just the Velsh,’ he said.


    ‘But we have to help our friends. We cannot leave them.’


    Sendatsu smiled. ‘And we will help them. But I had hoped we could be a family.’


    ‘We are a family. We are everything you need.’


    Sendatsu stroked her hair. ‘You are the best. But now you need your rest.’


    Sendatsu watched Mai and Cheijun lying in the bed, so peaceful and innocent, and wondered what sort of world they would want to grow up in.


    He could not stand to think of disappointment in Mai’s eyes or, worse, that she would look upon him the way Rhiannon had come to regard Hector. Mai thought he was the best, so he had to live up to that. If he could do that, then surely Asami would see him in a better light.


    ‘Where is Sendatsu? I thought he would have wanted to offer you a kiss goodbye,’ Gaibun commented as he and Asami rode across the meadows.


    ‘He is sulking because I refused to run away with him,’ Asami said.


    Gaibun said nothing for a long time, so long that she glanced across at him.


    ‘I thought you might have said yes. That is what you want, after all,’ he said mildly.


    ‘I don’t want to leave my people without magic, leave my responsibilities and my ambitions behind,’ Asami corrected. ‘He has this crazy idea about bringing magic back to every human land. But it is all about him. He could not see that anything I do is more important than his ideas, his happiness.’


    Gaibun sighed. ‘How could he not understand what you are doing with the Magic-weavers? It is more important than anything for our people. I know you won’t want to talk about Sendatsu with me but, for what it is worth, I am always here for you. After all, I know you two best of all.’


    Asami laughed shortly. ‘The crazy thing is, I feel I can talk about this with you but when I try to speak to Sendatsu, we end up in an argument.’


    ‘He is a fool. How could you run away when the whole of Dokuzen depends on you?’


    ‘Exactly. Why could he not see things as you do?’


    Again he said nothing for a long while. ‘Perhaps because I have had longer to understand my mistakes. I spoiled my chances with you and have learned from that. Still, perhaps there is hope that Sendatsu will understand better what he has done. I wish with all my heart I had not made so many mistakes in our marriage. I was trying to forget about you, and all I did was make it worse by trying to find solace in mistresses. But of course finding another lover did not work, no more than it did for Sendatsu out here.’


    Asami’s head whipped around. ‘What?’


    Gaibun looked away. ‘I am sorry, that slipped out, I should not have said that, I swore not to say a word.’


    ‘Did Sendatsu sleep with a human?’ Asami hissed.


    ‘You have to look at it from his point of view. He did not know if he would ever come back, they were hurling themselves at him, he was the first elf they had ever seen — do not judge him too harshly,’ Gaibun pleaded.


    ‘No wonder he wanted to come and live out here among the humans!’ Asami spat. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I really know him at all.’


    ‘Please, say nothing to him, I promised him.’


    Asami snorted.


    ‘Look, this is not about him. I wanted this to be about my apology to you. Please, ignore what I said about Sendatsu. I just wanted to apologise to you for my behaviour, nothing else.’


    Now it was Asami’s turn to say nothing for a long time. She was searching Gaibun’s words for a hint of another plan but all she could detect was honesty.


    ‘Apology accepted,’ she said finally.


    Neither had anything else to say for the rest of the ride.


    ‘Remind me why we are out here again?’ Ruttyn asked, stretching thighs that burned like fire after a full day in the saddle.


    ‘Captain Wulf needs scouts to lead him into the forest — and we’re the only ones who have seen the barrier and survived.’ Harald sat down gingerly.


    ‘But do we have to be strapped to a galloping torture machine? Honestly, we don’t need a fire tonight, I reckon you could cook bread by slapping a lump of dough between my thighs,’ Ruttyn complained.


    ‘Remind me never to eat your cooking,’ Caelin muttered.


    ‘That’s good advice any time.’ Harald chuckled.


    Caelin sighed. ‘I have seen sacks of turnips that ride better than you two. You need to relax in the saddle.’


    ‘Great. Can you let the turnips ride for us tomorrow? We’ll just dig a latrine instead,’ Ruttyn suggested.


    ‘Funny you should mention that. It’s our turn on duty tonight.’ Caelin smiled.


    ‘But how are we going to scout a forest where all the birds and animals are the friends of the elves? Fighting elves will be bad enough, but what if they send bears and wolves after us? And, if we shoot a deer to eat, it might be a personal friend of the elven leader,’ Harald said.


    ‘If we find an animal that’s a friend of the elves, we should bring it along. Because it would spout less nonsense than the two of you,’ Caelin told them. ‘Now get some food into you. We have to stand guard and then it’s another early start tomorrow.’


    ‘Bread?’ Ruttyn offered Harald.


    ‘If you’ve cooked that between your legs, I’d rather walk into the elven barrier.’


    The next day, Asami was still thinking about Gaibun’s apology and Sendatsu being with human women. She had never seen Gaibun as anything but a friend and, she had to admit, when she really needed one, he was there. Daichi kept them waiting for nearly half the day and to keep her occupied, Gaibun wanted to know about her triumphs and struggles while leading the Magic-weavers. He never seemed to lose interest, asking questions until Daichi finally summoned them to his office.


    Once again Daichi was flanked by his two most loyal clan leaders, Konetsu and Moshin.


    ‘Hurry up. The Elder Elf’s time is valuable. And you already wasted it yesterday, with that disgraceful display in the Council Chambers,’ Konetsu said harshly.


    ‘We must agree to differ on what was disgraceful about the display yesterday,’ Asami said coolly, still burning for Rhiannon and the way she had been treated. Konetsu had been one of the two clan leaders to walk away from the table and right past Rhiannon.


    ‘What is it, Magic-weaver?’ Moshin sneered.


    Gaibun laid a hand on Asami’s arm and she relaxed a little.


    ‘I have been watching our border, as you requested, and I have important news. There is an army of Forlish soldiers approaching our southern border. These are the same ones who tested our barrier a couple of moons ago. Now they are back. They must believe they have found a way through the barrier.’


    ‘Impossible!’ Konetsu snorted. ‘Humans cannot do such a thing.’


    Asami wished she could tell him the truth. ‘They have destroyed the other human countries and now rule them. They would not come here, risking our wrath, if they did not think they could have success,’ she said coldly.


    Daichi spoke for the first time. ‘How could they break the barrier? It withstood them last time and has protected us for more than three hundred years.’


    ‘It is based around the trees and bushes, uniting them and giving them the will and desire to stop anything passing through it. But it is weaker, far weaker than it once was. I have read the studies Sumiko performed and the barrier was roughly twice as deep barely one hundred years ago. Also, it is nowhere near as powerful as it was before. The fact that we can now use the oaken gateway magic to pass through it proves that.’


    ‘But it stopped them before,’ Konetsu pointed out.


    ‘Yes but it is tied to the plants. If you were to take away the trees, the barrier would be gone. Maybe they have found a way to do that,’ Asami insisted.


    Konetsu opened his mouth but Daichi merely held up a hand and he subsided.


    ‘We shall send a strong force of Border Patrol down there. Konetsu, you shall lead them. Gaibun, you can accompany them. I do not believe they can breach the barrier but, if they do, we shall be ready.’


    ‘Your will, lord.’ Gaibun bowed his head.


    ‘Elder Elf, there is a second army, which is travelling past our western border. It may be they also intend to attack the barrier. Perhaps the one to the south is but a feint to draw us away from Dokuzen,’ Asami said boldly.


    Moshin roared with laughter. ‘One mindless gaijin attack I might believe but to think they intend to outwit us and sack Dokuzen — these are gaijin you are talking about! They cannot find their own backsides without using both hands!’


    ‘They might surprise you,’ Asami warned.


    Moshin snorted. ‘And my dog might begin talking to me.’


    ‘This second army, is it on our border?’ Daichi interrupted.


    ‘Not yet. It approaches the land of Vales, but it is close enough to turn on us.’


    ‘They are not bothered with us. This would be the army you and your human friends wanted us to go and fight for them. No doubt you still wish for the elves to fight and possibly die to save your human friends. Well, this will not happen. You will watch and report and do no more. And if I hear you have been spreading nonsense about a human army planning to sack Dokuzen, then I shall ensure you join your predecessor in the mines.’


    ‘And if this army turns east and attacks our border while we are occupied with the one to the south?’ Asami challenged.


    ‘I will wait to see if the humans can even break through the barrier before I begin to indulge in speculation. Now, leave us. I must give Lord Konetsu orders for his march south. He will send those on to your home, Captain Gaibun.’


    ‘Yes, lord.’ Gaibun bowed his head again and hustled Asami out.


    ‘Of all the stiff-necked, foolish, prideful things to say …’ she muttered furiously as they were led out of the villa.


    ‘We did not really expect him to listen to us.’ Gaibun sighed. ‘But he was right about one thing. The humans need to break through the barrier to the south before we can take this seriously. If they cannot do that, talk of second armies and tricks is pointless.’


    ‘I’ll let Huw, Rhiannon and Sendatsu know what is happening,’ Asami said. ‘I hope I am wrong about this — but I almost wish I was right, so Daichi could see his own folly and learn an important lesson about humans.’


    ‘That is a lesson that would come at too high a price,’ Gaibun warned.


    ‘How many warriors do you think Daichi will send to the southern border?’


    Gaibun shrugged. ‘Many of them are now serving as guards to Sumiko and Jaken up north — I doubt he will find more than a hundred free to go south. I cannot see him leaving Jaken unguarded when he does not believe the Forlish can break through the barrier anyway.’


    ‘And what if they do? If they get inside, there will be thousands of them, and only a hundred of you. You won’t stand a chance!’


    Gaibun smiled a little. ‘We know the woods and they do not. Not even Konetsu would be so foolish as to try to take on ten times his own number. We will merely watch and report.’


    ‘Be safe. I would hate for anything to happen to you.’ Asami laid her hand on his arm. ‘I fear for you.’


    Gaibun turned and enfolded her in his arms suddenly. She stiffened, then he whispered in her ear, ‘I am also afraid.’


    She held him, feeling his strong arms encircle her, while her own hands pressed against the long muscles of his back, until he relaxed his grip, leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips.


    ‘Thoughts of you will keep me alive. I shall return to see you again,’ he said hoarsely, before hurrying off.


    Asami watched him go, thinking not of Sendatsu, Daichi or advancing gaijin, but of how his lips had felt on hers.


    ‘How goes things in Rheged? Will the Forlish find many of our people or are they moving?’ Huw asked urgently.


    Cadel gulped down water then cleared his throat and spat.


    ‘Not well,’ he admitted. ‘Perhaps half of those we spoke to are heading north and west. The rest — either they do not believe us or think they can simply run into the trees when the Forlish approach and escape that way.’


    ‘Have you explained it properly to them? Perhaps I should go down there.’


    ‘Most of them have never been out of the village they are living in. Some of them don’t believe Powys even exists.’ Cadel shrugged. ‘The ones who survived the Forlish raiders think this is more of the same.’


    ‘Huw, we knew this would happen,’ Rhiannon said gently. ‘That part of Powys is sparsely populated. And there are no big villages — the Forlish will find little to interest them.’


    ‘If Rhiannon is right, then they are not there to attack us anyway but will turn east and strike the elves,’ Cadel offered.


    ‘I have no proof yet,’ Rhiannon admitted. ‘We know the Forlish cavalry has entered the Tregarth Forest and will soon attack the barrier. But the infantry is just moving slowly into Vales. We still don’t know for sure what they are planning to do.’


    Sendatsu cleared his throat. ‘Whatever they do, we have to prepare. Huw, our best dragons have spent the last moon trying to get people out of the path of the Forlish. We can do no more there. We need to bring them together, get ready to start taking slices out of the Forlish army.’


    ‘My people —’


    ‘When the Forlish burn their first village, the smoke will do more to make people move than anything we can say now. The ones who have stayed will not listen,’ Sendatsu said firmly.


    ‘We have to think about the next stage,’ Rhiannon agreed. ‘I will tell Asami what is happening out here. She told me she is in constant contact with Gaibun, who is down on the southern border, and we will hear soon enough if the Forlish were really able to smash through the magical barrier.’


    Huw said nothing, thinking of the dead children and burned houses they had found the last time the Forlish had rampaged through Rheged. But they were right. They could not save everyone, much as he wanted to. It was strange to think but he hoped the Forlish were after the elves and knew how to breach the magical barrier.


    ‘Lord Konetsu. I have had word from Dokuzen. The Forlish are in the forest and will encounter the barrier today. With your permission, I shall lead patrols down to the barrier and watch for any activity,’ Gaibun said stiffly.


    Konetsu yawned. ‘Who is in the forest?’


    ‘The Forlish. The human army,’ Gaibun said, struggling to keep his temper under control. He did not know whether Konetsu was being rude or arrogant. Either way, he went out of his way to insult Gaibun.


    ‘Oh, you mean the gaijin? You were calling them some other name.’ Konetsu waved him away.


    ‘There are different types of humans —’


    ‘There is only one. And none of them can get through the barrier. Go back to sleep and leave me in peace.’


    Gaibun stamped out of Konetsu’s tent, wanting to draw his sword and teach the arrogant fool a lesson. Sadly, Konetsu’s viewpoint was the same as many of the other one hundred Border Patrol camped here, three miles back from the barrier. He found it baffling. These warriors had trained all their lives to protect the border and yet now, when they might actually be needed, they were convinced they were safe.


    He let out a long breath. If he had not met Huw and Rhiannon, and helped Sendatsu train the Velsh dragons for a moon, he might think the same way. The barrier had protected them for so long it was perhaps natural they had come to believe in it too much. Dokuzen needed the barrier swept away, Gaibun realised. It was holding them back, blinding them to the truth. But when it happened, he would have liked to be holding the border with more than just these few. Their skills were great but the Forlish outnumbered them twenty to one.


    Captain Wulf had marched to war against the Breconians as a fresh-faced recruit in the first Forlish army to leave its borders. Over the next twenty years he had risen through the ranks and for the last six had led his own company against the Landish. He was an old comrade of Edmund and devoted to the king, which made him the obvious choice to lead the diversion attack. He was famous for his steadiness in battle and refusal to panic.


    Despite Edmund’s repeated warnings and insistence on care, Wulf believed this should be easy enough. Get through the barrier and then use the traditional Forlish tactics to bring the other side out to battle. Burn, rape and kill until their leaders could not take it any more and sent their army out. Normally, of course, he would destroy the enemy army. But instead he would run from it, draw out the elves and leave the way clear for Edmund to seize Dokuzen. Wulf was sure his men would obey his every order instantly and had the discipline necessary to make this trap work. Besides, how often did you get to fool the elves?


    He had a pair of riders standing by with the message they were through the barrier and the next stage could begin. He just had to see it happen.


    The horses had been held back while scouts moved forwards. The tales of what happened to those caught in the elves’ magical barrier had spread through the army like wildfire and nobody wanted to be the first to discover the edge of the barrier.


    Wulf clapped Caelin on the shoulder. ‘Are you and your men ready, sergeant?’


    ‘As ready as we’ll ever be.’ Caelin nodded to Ruttyn and Harald, standing nervously behind.


    ‘Just get me close to the barrier,’ Wulf instructed.


    ‘Anyone can do that. Getting you away safely again will be the trick,’ Caelin warned.


    He, Ruttyn and Harald crept forwards through the undergrowth — there was nothing resembling a path through here.


    ‘Do you think the elves can get through the barrier?’ Harald muttered.


    ‘How?’ Caelin replied absently.


    ‘That’s my question. We all know they like making up poems about autumn leaves and singing to the trees. Maybe they sing their way through.’


    Ruttyn snorted. ‘Oh, and you’re suggesting all we need is to belt out a few verses of “The Merchant’s Daughter and the Cavalry Company” and the trees will let us through?’


    ‘Well, not the way you sing,’ Harald told him. ‘You’d have every animal in the forest running for cover. The only thing that could turn milk sour faster than your singing is the face of my wife’s mother.’


    ‘If you have quite finished, some of us are trying to stay alive. I like my arms and legs attached to the rest of me,’ Caelin hissed.


    They moved onwards, conscious of every noise they were making, as well as the men following behind, who were thinking the scouts had proved it was safe to walk there. Ahead the undergrowth melted away, turning into a thick barrier of trees. Instinctively, Caelin slowed down.


    ‘See anything, sarge?’ Ruttyn asked.


    ‘No, but I can feel something.’ Caelin took a swig of water worriedly.


    Captain Wulf ran to them. ‘Are we close?’ he hissed.


    ‘Not far now. The first thing you notice is when everything goes quiet,’ Caelin warned.


    ‘Like that?’ Wulf gestured.


    Everyone froze and they all listened hard. Nothing stirred, not even the wind.


    ‘This is the place,’ Caelin said. ‘Go further and the trees will tear us apart.’


    Wulf signalled to the men behind. ‘Pull back — oil and fire squad to the front!’


    One of the first battles Wulf had ever fought in had been against the Breconians and their use of slingers, rather than archers, had impressed him then. While the Forlish shields had prevailed, he still vividly remembered seeing men with smashed skulls, their heads caved in by stones hurled from more than fifty paces away. When he had his own battle company he had trained a squad of men to use the Breconian slings. While they were more of a curiosity than a genuine weapon, they had come in handy over the years — and never more so than now.


    A dozen slingers now whirled their weapons and sent pottery balls flying through the air to crash into trees, spraying a dark liquid in all directions.


    ‘Forgive me, sir, but what are we doing?’ Caelin asked.


    ‘Lamp oil. The balls are full of lamp oil,’ Wulf explained. ‘We shall destroy this barrier with fire. If the trees are dead, there is no barrier.’


    The slingers worked swiftly. Each slipped a fresh pottery ball into their sling, whirled it around their head and released. Some missed trees and fell, or crashed into the wrong tree — although it was hard to tell which trees might be part of the barrier and which were merely ordinary trees. Thanks to the slings, they were able to get better accuracy and distance, working on a front of more than fifty yards wide.


    ‘What if this does not work?’ Caelin ventured.


    ‘We have another plan,’ Wulf replied.


    Warning creaks were now coming from the trees being hit, and they were swaying, their branches thrashing around as if in a high wind, although there was not a breath of air. The noise of the groaning wood seemed like the warning growl of some animal.


    ‘I think it is working, sir,’ Caelin said.


    ‘One thing is certain, we are not going near them unless they are piles of smouldering ash,’ Wulf said.


    The pile of pottery balls was diminishing rapidly as the sweating slingers continued their assault on the trees. Finally their sergeant, stretching tired shoulders, saluted.


    ‘We are done, sir,’ he said with a smile.


    ‘Good work. Head to the rear and rest. Crossbows!’


    A score of the army’s best crossbowmen headed forwards, their cases filled with a different set of bolts from the usual. These were much thicker, bound with cloth. As soon as they loaded, they were lit and then loosed into the trees.


    ‘More! Quickly!’ Wulf waved.


    Some of the crossbows missed, vanishing into the greenery, but others struck the dark patches on the trees that showed where the oil stained the bark. Flames took hold instantly, flames that grew as more crossbow bolts were added to the fires.


    The sight of the fiery bolts flickering into the green, striking in showers of sparks and then creating new balls of fire was amazing enough. But the reaction of the trees had Wulf and even the most hardened Forlish veteran watching, open-mouthed.


    They were swaying, writhing as flames crept up their trunks and devoured their branches. Instead of groaning, the wood sounded as though it were screaming. But, as they swung and thrashed, the fires spread and jumped from branch to branch, burning hotter and fiercer.


    ‘Pull back,’ Wulf said through dry lips. He found himself half expecting the trees to leap out of the ground and pursue his men, reaching down with flaming limbs to tear his crossbowmen apart. ‘Let them burn in peace.’


    The Forlish released one last volley, sparking fresh fires, and then edged back through the trees. No birds flew, no animals ran from the burning trees — for the trees would suffer nothing to live among them.


    The fires were visible even a hundred paces away, while the noise of the burning trees was almost painful to hear. Wulf had listened to wounded horses screaming on a battlefield and found that worse than listening to his own men’s pain — but this was another level above that.


    One tree fell with a crack that echoed through the woods, crashing into its neighbours and bringing them down in showers of sparks. The oil sent fire racing through the branches and ate up the trees in quick succession.


    ‘By the stars above, I have never seen the like,’ Caelin breathed.


    ‘If this is but the barrier, what waits for us on the other side?’ Ruttyn muttered.


    ‘Everything we have ever dreamed of,’ Harald said slowly.


    ‘But there was this one dream I had —’


    ‘Not those sorts of dreams! I was trying to set the mood, that was all. Speaking portentiously.’


    Caelin and Ruttyn looked at him and he shrugged.


    ‘I think that’s the word anyway.’


    They were saved from replying by Wulf stalking past.


    ‘I think this is going to work,’ Wulf said to them. ‘Get ready to go through when the fire dies down!’


    Gaibun heard the noise even before the bird reached him. The sound of the fire did not reach that far but the screaming of the trees did.


    ‘What in Aroaril’s name is going on?’ he asked nobody in particular.


    ‘It is the sound of the gaijin learning the power of our magic.’ Konetsu joined him. ‘Listen to their screams!’


    ‘Those don’t sound like human screams. It is a sound I have never heard before — nor do I want to hear it again,’ Gaibun said with a shudder.


    ‘You talk foolishness. It is the sound of our victory!’


    Konetsu walked away, leaving Gaibun to watch and wonder what was going on. He could see smoke rising but what that meant — beyond some sort of fire — was a mystery. He waited for as long as he could before the feeling of uncertainty grew too much to bear and he ordered a young warrior to climb up a large oak tree. The warrior managed to get at least twenty feet off the ground, where he clung to a branch and peered southwards.


    ‘What do you see?’ Gaibun called.


    ‘Flames! Lots of smoke and flames!’


    Gaibun hesitated. His head told him to grab a patrol and head down there, see what was going on. But Konetsu had not given him permission and would see it as a clear disregard of his orders.


    The arrival of a bird from Asami changed all that.


    The crow flew straight to Gaibun, landing on his arm, where he was able to tug the message off its leg in a moment. It flew off — northwards — as soon as it was freed of its burden. Gaibun opened the tiny roll of paper with shaking fingers.


    ‘Barrier has been broken. Nothing to stop them coming in. Asami.’ He read the words aloud and was running for Konetsu’s tent as soon as their meaning sank into his head.


    ‘Message from the north.’ He held out the scrap of paper to Konetsu.


    The clan leader read in silence, then dropped the paper.


    ‘They can only have a small hole in the barrier. We shall advance down there and throw them back,’ he declared.


    ‘Lord Konetsu, would it not be better to send word back to Dokuzen that we are following their advance, and then shadow their path northwards? There is nothing of value in these woods. We can watch them, see their weakness and be prepared to reveal it to Lord Daichi when he arrives with the rest of the warriors. They may only be human but they outnumber us twenty to one and have all tasted success against other armies.’


    Konetsu stared at him. ‘They are gaijin. We are elves. We would sweep them away if we had but half of our number. We march to meet them. Now!’


    Gaibun seethed silently as he joined the company of Border Patrol as they hurried through the trees, to where smoke hung over the treetops.
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      The forefathers tried to keep the peace. They remembered being driven out of their first home and they wanted to stay here, in this beautiful new land. But then they died. These supposedly immortal forefathers crumbled to dust. Time had run out for them.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    The fires had died down, having reduced the undergrowth to ash and most of the trees to charred sticks. Like everything else about the barrier, it had happened unnaturally. The speed and ferocity of the flames had consumed the trees then died off, also as if by magic. While the trunks still stood, almost all the branches had been burned off. Small flames still burned on the few remaining branches or on the ground and smoke hung thickly but the screaming had stopped and all seemed peaceful.


    ‘Caelin, take your men forwards and check it is safe,’ Wulf ordered.


    The sergeant saluted and tried to hide his horror. Ever since he had seen his men ripped apart by this barrier, he had dreaded this fate. Normally he would have got rid of two jokers like Ruttyn and Harald but having them around helped bury those memories of gruesome deaths. Now there was no escape.


    ‘Good luck, lads.’ He shook them both by the hand. ‘Stay close to me and I’ll see you on the other side.’


    It was as much an instruction as a farewell, he knew. Without waiting for an answer, he led them forwards. Now was not the time for laughter.


    The fire had restricted itself to the barrier, as if something magical had kept it trapped there. It was not natural, but then nothing was natural about this place, he decided. Rather than let his fear get the better of him, he ran ahead, Ruttyn and Harald close behind. His boots crunched on ash and charred bark, the warmth of the fire still enough to make him sweat, above and beyond what the fear had already inspired. He closed his eyes, expecting the first tree to reach down and rend him limb from limb — but it did not. It groaned, it tried to move but it could not bend, could not move the charred sticks that were its branches. In a flash, Caelin was past it, then the other two.


    To his left, a tree tried to reach down and strike — but instead it cracked in the middle and fell to the ground in an explosion of ash, right behind the running men.


    Others creaked and groaned as they passed, then, within a dozen paces, they were through the band of black and grey and back into green undergrowth again.


    They stopped, panting, faces smeared with soot and sweat, looking at each other in disbelief and joy.


    Caelin slapped their backs with delight, then Ruttyn fell to his knees and vomited. Harald, meanwhile, was trying to wipe his eyes on his dirty tunic sleeve.


    ‘Just some ash in my eye, sarge,’ he said hoarsely.


    Caelin felt like screaming with happiness that he was still alive. He looked back the way they had come, where dust and ash still billowed up from the fallen tree.


    ‘Sergeant Caelin! Are you through? Are you safe?’ he heard Wulf bellow from the far side.


    ‘We are through! It is safe!’ Caelin shouted, waving his sword above his head.


    The Forlish on the other side let out a roar of triumph.


    ‘It worked! It really worked! Send riders to Captain Edmund and then start pushing through. And get scouts forwards. The elves could be coming to meet us at any moment!’ Wulf shouted, clapping slingers and crossbowmen on the back, watching his men grin back at him delightedly. ‘Next stop is Dokuzen!’


    The young warrior Gaibun had sent up a tree was leading the way through the forest but came racing back to report.


    ‘The gaijin are just ahead. It looks as though they have scouts out.’


    ‘Scouts, eh? Are you still so sure they are little better than animals, Lord Konetsu?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Form up here. We shall pick them off as they come through the trees and, when they run, we drop bows and draw swords,’ Konetsu ordered.


    ‘We don’t know how many have come through and this area is too open. They can use their numbers against us,’ Gaibun argued.


    ‘One more word. Just one more and you shall be sent back to Dokuzen in disgrace to labour in the mines with the other dogs of your clan. Now string your bow!’ Konetsu told him.


    Gaibun took his place in the middle of the line, wishing he could loose a few arrows at Konetsu. The fool was going to get elves killed today.


    The elven line melted into the undergrowth, finding hiding spots and using the available cover. But, of course, when they stood to loose their arrows, they would reveal themselves.


    The humans were pushing forwards fast and Gaibun picked up the movement easily enough as they approached. But they looked like they knew what they were doing, darting from tree to tree, covering each other. Gaibun’s lips tightened as he realised they carried crossbows. In this sort of ground they were probably better than bows, as they could be loosed while kneeling or lying down.


    ‘Loose!’ Konetsu shouted, giving the Forlish scouts a moment to dive for cover before the elves could stand and release the arrows, even though they held them ready on the strings.


    Gaibun spat a curse at Konetsu’s foolish arrogance but had picked his target and sent an arrow into his chest, while several other Forlish were also down, screaming. But not enough. And now the elves were the ones standing and the Forlish were loosing crossbows and it was the elves’ turn to start dying.


    Gaibun ducked behind a tree as a bolt whistled past. This was ridiculous. They were achieving nothing other than getting warriors killed.


    He placed an arrow on his string but stayed where he was. To release it, he would need to show himself, spot a target, draw and loose. It would take less than ten heartbeats but, in that time, the Forlish could pick him off.


    But several Border Patrol tried it anyway — and fell back dead, or screaming, which was somehow worse. The noise of their pain was affecting the other young warriors; Gaibun could see them loosing too fast, not aiming properly, and recognised the wide eyes and fear in their voices as they called to each other. And Konetsu was doing nothing to get them back under control.


    ‘Come on, get us out of here,’ Gaibun growled to himself.


    Then the crossbow bolts stopped.


    Gaibun risked a quick look around his tree but could not see any movement in the bushes opposite. He looked for longer, glancing around the other side, but all seemed clear. That was ominous.


    ‘They have run away!’ Konetsu called, stepping out of his hiding place.


    Gaibun stayed where he was. From what Huw had told him of the Forlish, they were too good to be so easily defeated.


    ‘They must be running for home! Draw swords! Forwards! We shall chase them away!’ Konetsu ordered, walking out in the open.


    Gaibun cursed the fool and waved to those nearest to him to stay where they were. Of course they ignored him and followed the clan leader in a rush into the open.


    Then the Forlish reappeared, a solid line of big humans in metal armour, with heavy wooden shields locked side by side. And they kept coming, three lines of them, a solid block that overlapped the elven line and crashed implacably through the bushes.


    Konetsu waved his sword at them. ‘Kill them!’


    Instantly Gaibun saw the danger. These Forlish had been taught to fight together while each elf saw himself as a warrior alone — part of a team, certainly, but not used to working together.


    ‘Send them back to the pit they crawled out of!’ Konetsu howled.


    Some elves, Gaibun along them, loosed arrows, snapping the big shafts in flat and hard, picking out the small targets they could see behind the thick shields. Gaps appeared in the first line and elven warriors swarmed in, swords flashing. At first they had success, using their superior skills to rip open throats and chests and bellies. But their steel quickly blunted on the wood and metal. Meanwhile, the Forlish pushed in close, used their shorter stabbing swords and closed up the gaps and now elves began to fall as well.


    Man and elf cursed and sweated and bled, all a few inches away from each other, then the Forlish began to back off, stepping away and using the bodies of their own fallen, as well as the dead elves, to slow down the Border Patrol’s advance.


    ‘Don’t let them get away! Kill them all!’ Konetsu urged elves forwards but the Forlish line had reformed and presented a smooth wall of wood and metal and even the bravest elves hesitated a moment before throwing themselves at it.


    Gaibun drew back his bowstring and looked for a target. He did not want to waste it but, more importantly, the pause in the noise of battle allowed him to hear a new sound. Hoof beats.


    ‘Watch right!’ he shouted, his voice lost in the din.


    Then the Forlish swept in from that side, big warhorses racing out of the trees and into the elves, armoured riders grimacing as they attacked.


    The lead rider slashed upwards, sending an elven head flying high into the air, the blood spraying across his horse’s chest and the elven warriors behind.


    Gaibun watched in horror as another half-dozen elves were ridden down, knocked aside by the big horses, heads and shoulders laid open by the cavalry swords. He reacted without thinking, drawing and loosing, sending a Forlishman tumbling from his saddle. Many of the other elves were not so fast. Some ran for cover, diving for safety, while a few fought back, darting aside and slamming swords into horses’ mouths or into men’s arms and legs, anything they could reach. But most were too slow to react, while the Forlish were remorseless.


    ‘Get away! They can’t follow deep into the trees! Use your bows!’ Gaibun shouted and those closest took his advice, darting away before they could be ridden down. For a moment Gaibun dared to think they could survive this attack — but then he heard Konetsu roaring for the Border Patrol to stand firm and send these gaijin back to the hell they had raced out of.


    ‘No!’ Gaibun cried as the big horses thundered past and slammed into the thick knot of elves around Konetsu.


    Elves tried to fight back but they were easy targets for Forlish swords. They dodged and ducked but each horse was a weapon in itself, kicking and biting. Gaibun watched as one ripped the face off an elf, the warrior staggering away, screaming through the bloody mess until a Forlish sword took his head and ended his terror and agony.


    ‘Back! Get back!’ Gaibun could see there was nothing but death here for them. ‘Fall back!’


    Behind the charge of the cavalry came a new rush of Forlish soldiers carrying sword and shield, swamping the few elves that had avoided the cavalry. Elves fought by themselves or back to back, swords flashing in desperate, bright patterns of steel and blood. But they were too few and Forlish surrounded them, dragging them down one at a time. Gaibun had a glimpse of Konetsu driving back a pair of Forlish with extravagant sword strokes.


    ‘Come on, they are only gaijin!’ Konetsu’s bellow rose above the shouts and screams of fighting. But one man bashed him with a heavy shield and, as he staggered, two more rammed their short iron blades repeatedly into his chest and stomach, each one drawing a fresh spurt of blood, until Konetsu collapsed.


    The last elves were now running, heedless of anything else, chased by cheering soldiers.


    A Forlishman raced at Gaibun, lips drawn back over blackened teeth, sword ready to take his head. But Gaibun did not want to be killed. He locked his wrist and thrust, feeling the impact as his blade sliced open the man’s throat, sending hot blood splashing across his face. Another swung furiously at his chest but he stepped aside and thrust down, driving his sword deep into the man’s thigh and then ripping the blade out. The man fell, screaming, his lifeblood spraying through his fingers.


    Gaibun wiped it off with a forearm then raced into the woods, confident his speed and woodcraft would enable him to get clear easily enough. Behind him, the battle — if it could be called that — was coming to a close, as the last few elves, those who refused to run, were dragged down and butchered. The Forlish victory cry echoed through the trees, brutal and savage in the same breath.


    Gaibun found a handful of terrified elves — two of them wounded — on his run and gathered them, leading them north.


    ‘Did others get away?’ one asked.


    ‘Who knows? But we did. And we can gain revenge,’ Gaibun promised.


    ‘We must return with the clans and destroy these gaijin, down to the last one,’ the elf agreed.


    The others took heart from this but the words stopped Gaibun. This was exactly the reaction the Forlish wanted, if Rhiannon was right, and from what he had seen of the Forlish, he had the nasty feeling she was. Daichi’s desire for revenge would lead him right into a trap.


    Asami searched the bird’s mind desperately. She had seen the aftermath of the little battle, the bodies in the forest, but she could not tell if any were Gaibun. Sadly, she had been able to see what the Forlish had done with the elven dead: heads had been taken and were now being carried on long spears as the Forlish army pushed through the forest, heading north.


    She feared for Gaibun. A few moons ago she would have been sad to hear of his death but also a little relieved. Now things were more complicated.


    She sighed and sent another dozen birds south to try to find Gaibun, as well as any other survivors, all with a message they should make for a central oak tree, where she could bring them home instantly. After that, she sent one west, to Rhiannon. Then she set out for Daichi’s villa. She did not want to, but she had to tell him what had happened.


    Wulf inspected the dead carefully. All knowledge was vital in war and Edmund wanted to know the way the elves had fought. To Wulf’s eyes, they had been skilled and brave yet foolish. Exactly what he had hoped. This was vital information and Edmund would need all of it. Their leader should have pulled back, used his bows and the thick woodland instead of moving into one of the few open spaces where Wulf could send in horsemen. The elves used a strange sword style, dangerous and effective when one-on-one but they had struggled to break through the shield wall and were vulnerable to cavalry. That was the way to fight them.


    He ordered heads taken and mounted on spears. In a few days their stink would make them more trouble than they were worth but they had a purpose. He had stung the elves and needed to draw them out, have them chase him away from the city to open the way for Edmund.


    ‘Sergeant Caelin! Get scouts out! The elves are going to be looking for us and we don’t want to be near when their real army arrives,’ Wulf ordered.


    He had lost nearly fifty men in that scrappy little fight but had killed far more elves. That was almost more than he could hope for. It was almost a shame he had killed that elven leader. He was the sort of officer Wulf wanted to see leading the elven pursuit.


    The horses were all lined up ready at the camp, waiting for owners who would never come back. Gaibun had picked up more stragglers along the way, so he now had a dozen, although two were badly wounded and another three had taken cuts.


    ‘Stay strong. Once back in Dokuzen, you’ll be healed in a moment,’ he told them, helping lash them into their saddles. One of them, he suspected, would not make it. They had bound his wound as best they could, used the little magic they had, but it looked like a sword had hit something vital. The bleeding was down to a trickle and the warrior’s pale face said that was not because they had stopped it.


    ‘How could that happen? How could the gaijin do that to us?’ one of the wounded elves asked softly. ‘My ancestors will scorn me if I go to them, killed by a gaijin.’


    ‘You were wounded by a warrior,’ Gaibun corrected. ‘Those Forlish have been fighting wars for twenty years and many of them have been training as long as you.’


    The wounded elf smiled a little. ‘I hope they believe me when I tell them,’ he said.


    Behind them, horns were sounding, chilling in their tone.


    ‘Time to move! Back to Dokuzen!’ Gaibun ordered.


    Rhiannon hurried to Huw’s home, where a pair of grinning dragons stood guard.


    ‘I need to see Huw,’ she told them simply.


    ‘Rhiannon, the High Councillor is bathing and asked not to be disturbed,’ the taller of the pair said formally.


    Rhiannon glared at him, racking her brain for his name. ‘Arval,’ she said. ‘I remember when you joined us from Brynmawr, a snivelling lad barely able to wipe his own arse. Now, unless you let me in, I shall turn you into a little child once more.’


    The dragons’ smiles faltered.


    ‘But Huw ordered us —’ Arval began.


    ‘This is important. Move!’


    ‘This is not the way it is supposed to work,’ Arval grumbled but the pair of them edged aside and let her push open the door.


    ‘Huw, I have heard the latest news from Dokuzen and seen the progress of the other Forlish army …’ she began as soon as she was inside, then stopped in her tracks.


    Huw was sitting in a wooden tub, lying back with eyes closed.


    ‘Where did you get that?’ she asked.


    Huw’s eyes flew open and he sank down into the water as far as he could go.


    ‘What are you doing in here? I gave orders not to be disturbed!’


    ‘But you’ve got a bath! What are you doing with it?’


    ‘Bathing?’ Huw ventured.


    ‘Very funny, Huw ap Earwen! That is not what I meant and you know it.’


    Huw shrugged. ‘After we got back from Dokuzen, I found myself remembering how good a hot bath felt. I had Kelyn’s boys make one up for me.’


    ‘And you intended on keeping it to yourself?’ she asked.


    ‘Well, this is only the second time I have used it,’ he said defensively.


    ‘And you didn’t think of me? I have not had a bath either — and you were the one who always said he thought bathing was against nature!’


    ‘I always think of you,’ Huw said.


    His words caught Rhiannon by surprise and she found herself locking eyes with him. He did not look like much, sitting in a crude wooden tub, skinny shoulders above the water, his upper arms not rippling with muscle the way those of Sendatsu, Gaibun or even most of the dragons did.


    Yet there was something about him that set him apart. The strength was all inside him. She felt like sitting down with him; she felt like forgiving him.


    To cover her confusion she quickly asked, ‘So I can have it after you have finished?’


    ‘Of course.’ He smiled.


    ‘Good.’ She pulled up a chair and forced herself back to the reason she had come. ‘You’re going to have to get out soon. I have news from Dokuzen. The Forlish have indeed found a way past the barrier. Their cavalry broke through in the south and have smashed an elven patrol near the border. Gaibun was with them —’


    ‘Is he safe?’ Huw interrupted.


    ‘Nobody knows. Most were killed, the others are making their way back to Dokuzen. Asami will let us know as soon as she finds out. I didn’t know you had grown so close to him.’


    ‘I had not,’ Huw admitted. ‘But many of the dragons will be devastated if he is dead and, worse, will also lose confidence. Having an elf teach them how to fight gave them hope but, if their trainer can be so easily killed by Forlish, that will leach away.’


    ‘I’m sure he is fine,’ Rhiannon said, knowing no such thing.


    ‘And the Forlish approaching us?’


    ‘They have slowed down a little. They have burned anything they came across but they do not stray from the path of their march. Cadel and Bowen are shadowing them but staying hidden. They have seen people from Rheged fleeing into the trees but the Forlish are not pursuing.’


    ‘Sounds like they have bigger fish to catch,’ Huw mused. ‘If they can break through the magic barrier around the elves so easily in the south, then they can do the same in the west. Yet all the elven attention will be on the south — as you predicted.’


    ‘Asami will be talking to Daichi, telling him that,’ Rhiannon assured him.


    ‘But will he listen? I need to talk to Sendatsu.’ Huw prepared to stand and then stopped. ‘Do you want to pass me that woollen blanket or do you plan to scrub my back for me?’ He smiled and she was not sure if he was really joking.


    ‘I’ll go,’ she told him. ‘But I’ll be back to get the bath later.’


    She turned, hiding a slight smile. She thought he would turn away from her but he had been nothing but friendly, thoughtful and kind. Perhaps he had learned something. She felt her anger and hurt shrinking around him. She pushed the door open, nearly hitting Arval on the other side.


    ‘Are your ears big enough, Arval? Would you like them bigger — perhaps the size of a donkey’s?’ she asked him.


    The young dragon clamped his hands over his ears.


    ‘Fine as they are,’ he assured her.


    ‘Good. See that I don’t learn of any reason to change them.’

  


  
    

    24


    
      Finally the Elfarans took our language as well, tearing the heart out of each and every human country. We became the same, holding on to little of our history, keeping only our names as something special.


      Huw’s song

    


    Asami was shown into Daichi’s office almost immediately, although this time only Lord Moshin accompanied the Elder Elf. And Daichi took the lead in the questioning.


    ‘What has happened down south?’ Daichi demanded. He was obviously concerned, which made her words loaded with danger for not just herself but for the whole of Dokuzen.


    ‘The Forlish managed to breach the barrier,’ she said. ‘They used fire to burn a hole through the trees that made up our protection. The barrier is thin enough now that they can do that. They are pouring through and have thrown back the patrol led by Lord Konetsu.’


    ‘What?’ Moshin was unable to contain himself.


    ‘Lord Konetsu was massively outnumbered,’ Asami said. ‘The remainder of the patrol is making its way back to Dokuzen and will be here soon, with a full report.’


    ‘Lord Konetsu would never run from gaijin,’ Moshin declared.


    Asami steeled herself. ‘Lord Konetsu was killed by the humans.’


    ‘What?’ Daichi started up from his chair, while Moshin staggered back and sat down.


    ‘He was outnumbered twenty to one,’ Asami said. ‘I shall find out far more soon. I have told the survivors to make for a particular oak tree and I shall bring them back into Dokuzen as soon as night falls.’


    ‘Why not sooner?’


    ‘Because they will not reach the tree before nightfall,’ Asami replied.


    ‘Isn’t there a better use for your time? We need to know what happened but, even more, we need the barrier rebuilt. You must throw a new barrier across the front of the human advance —’


    ‘Lord Daichi, such a thing is impossible. The barrier was created by a score of the finest Magic-weavers Dokuzen has seen, back in the days when all had magic. None of the apprentices I have would be able to help. By the time I create a new barrier, the Forlish would be in Dokuzen. And they would simply ride around anything else I tried to place in their path.’


    ‘We shall summon the clans. Every one. Not one of these humans shall live to return south. No — I shall let one go back, so he can spread the tale of the terrible revenge we wreaked on these impudent creatures. None shall dare come near us for another three hundred years!’


    ‘Lord Daichi, what if that is what they want? There is a second army to the west of us —’


    ‘What are they doing?’ Daichi asked immediately.


    ‘They are advancing through Vales, burning villages as they go. But they could easily turn east.’


    Moshin snorted. ‘You give the humans too much credit. You would make out they are almost like us!’


    ‘Agreed.’ Daichi nodded. ‘Asami, we shall accompany you when you bring the survivors home. We need to speak to them and see what happened with the humans, how Lord Konetsu was defeated, before we make any decisions.’


    Asami knew she could not hope for more and merely bowed her head.


    ‘Keep going!’ Gaibun urged. ‘We shall be home within the turn of an hourglass, with food and healers waiting for us.’


    The oak tree in Asami’s note was well known to all Border Patrol, being one that many used to begin their journey south. Alone, on the top of a small hill, it was easy to find. Whether Gaibun could get everyone there alive was another matter.


    The Forlish had given them a head start but now three-man patrols were riding in all directions. Gaibun had no doubt they could take out one of those — but that would only bring others in and they would gather, like wolves around a wounded stag.


    Normally outpacing even mounted scouts would be easy but Gaibun had found four other survivors, all on foot, as he rode north and now he did not have enough horses for everyone; although the badly wounded warrior had died, Gaibun could not leave his body to the gaijin. He was lashed across a saddle and the five wounded rode but the others had to take turns walking, and that slowed everyone down. He would have been happy to run alongside the horses but several of the younger elves looked exhausted just maintaining a fast walk. Once or twice Gaibun had been tempted to scream at them, the way he had at the young Velsh recruits he had worked with. But he could see it would do no good. They were on the verge of giving up. Instead he had to encourage them, do whatever he could to keep them moving.


    It was strange. Training with the humans had left him in peak condition, although he always prided himself on his fitness. But many of the Border Patrol were in no shape for this. They were strong enough, having worked on their bows and swordplay. But the hard work to build up fitness had been neglected. Gaibun watched a pair of them puffing, holding desperately to a stirrup as they reeled along beside a wounded comrade and realised he would have rather had a dozen Velsh dragons with him. They lacked the full range of skills but they never wasted their breath on useless complaints or whined about the time they were spending in the saddle.


    He forced himself to pat one of the warriors on the back.


    ‘Nearly there! You can sleep once we are home,’ he said.


    The prospect of being saved, rather than inspire them, seemed to take the legs away from them.


    ‘Can’t they come and get us here?’ someone grumbled.


    Gaibun turned to see it was a plump elf called Tokosai. He had been a constant source of complaints. More disturbingly, he had been found the furthest north, suggesting he had been the first to run from the gaijin.


    ‘We’re not the only ones to get away! They had to pick a place where all could meet,’ Gaibun told them. ‘Would you rather leave our brothers out here, so their heads can be placed on spears?’


    ‘Damned gaijin! They will pay for that. We shall scour these woods clear of them!’ One of the wounded elves, his left arm hanging limply by his side, a crude tourniquet just below his shoulder, roused himself from where he was slumped over a saddle.


    ‘That’s the spirit!’


    Gaibun cajoled and encouraged them up to the oak, where the complainers flung themselves to the ground and lay, groaning. Another pair of elves emerged from the surrounding bushes and they greeted each other.


    ‘Is this all there is?’ Gaibun looked around. ‘Surely more got away than this?’


    But nobody had seen any more. Gaibun was tempted to grab a couple of horses and go looking for them. But would the Forlish have reached this spot by the time he returned? He decided he needed to talk to Asami first, then come back.


    ‘The staff!’ someone yelled and he turned from where he had been watching out across the woodland, to where an oaken staff protruded from the tree.


    ‘Form a line and get through. Help the wounded,’ he ordered.


    He nearly drew his sword as several of the complainers, led by Tokosai, suddenly discovered a burst of energy to get to the front of the queue. Only the fact they were in no danger stayed his hand.


    There were few enough of them and they filed through quickly, no more than a few heartbeats between each one. Gaibun had one last look around, making sure nobody else was coming, before pulling himself through.


    He stepped through into the garden of Daichi, where several priests were tending to the wounded and family members were embracing returned warriors, or crying with fear and despair when their son, husband or brother did not return.


    Asami rushed over and embraced him. ‘Gaibun! Thank Aroaril you are safe!’


    He kissed her and was thrilled that she did not pull away.


    ‘No thanks to that fool Konetsu. He got many of us killed,’ he whispered, stroking her face.


    ‘I have been imagining the worst,’ she confessed. ‘How did you get away?’


    ‘Because of you. I knew I had to get back to you. No human was going to stop that from happening.’


    Asami held him tight and he enjoyed the feeling.


    ‘I must return. There are brothers out there I need to find. The Forlish will hunt them like dogs otherwise.’ He kissed her forehead and moved away a little.


    ‘Do you have to go? We need to talk to Daichi and persuade him not to commit everyone to this small group of Forlish, to leave enough here in case the main body comes at us as well.’


    ‘There is nobody else who can do it.’ Gaibun sighed. ‘But how will I get back? How will we communicate?’


    Asami took off the silver necklace she wore, handing it to him.


    ‘Birds will find this. We can communicate that way.’


    ‘I shall keep this safe,’ Gaibun promised, tying it around his own neck.


    ‘Keep yourself safe.’


    ‘I shall think of you and that will keep me warm,’ he told her, then leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips. ‘Thoughts of you will keep me alive. As they have always done. Now, you must send me back.’


    Asami reached out with her staff and her mind into the magic, forcing herself to think about creating a gateway for him with a head suddenly awhirl. What was Gaibun doing? What was she doing? She was a little surprised at how happy and relieved she had been to see him again.


    ‘I shall be back, for you,’ Gaibun said, then stepped through the tree once more.


    She reached out a hand to him but he was gone. She felt three knocks on the staff, the signal he was clear at the other end, and withdrew it, closing the gateway. She leaned on the staff, the exertions of the magic leaving her exhausted as usual. Her tired mind tried to work out what had just happened, and whether she wanted to be kissed by Gaibun again. His touch had lacked the passion of Sendatsu but had seemed gentler, warmer somehow. She very much wanted to talk to Rhiannon.


    She had to drag her thoughts away from that as she heard Daichi roar. With difficulty, leaning on her staff, she went to him, gulping down rice balls and fresh apple juice on the way, anything to restore her strength. But the tiredness was deep in her bones and it was a struggle to focus on what Daichi, surrounded by many of the clan leaders, was saying to the survivors.


    ‘Where is Gaibun?’ Daichi demanded.


    ‘He has returned to look for more survivors. He knows they must be out there but perhaps do not have horses. We shall be in regular contact and I will be able to get them back easily enough,’ Asami said.


    ‘This is an outrage!’ Moshin seethed. ‘Konetsu betrayed and killed, filthy gaijin carrying his head on a spear!’


    ‘And not just his head. The heads of all the fallen,’ a plump elf declared. ‘I saw it with my own eyes, before I was forced to flee or join them.’


    Asami narrowed her eyes. Tokosai was a notorious braggart from Daichi’s own clan.


    ‘They took the heads of the fallen? We must teach these gaijin a lesson they will never forget,’ Moshin said.


    ‘There were thousands of them, with crossbows, armour, shields and horses. We did not stand a chance. As good as we are with sword and bow, we would need thousands to defeat them,’ Tokosai announced.


    ‘There are not tens of thousands of them. There is no more than two thousand. We can defeat them easily,’ Asami interrupted.


    ‘So says the female Magic-weaver,’ Tokosai sneered.


    ‘You saw two thousand earlier. But who knows how many there are now,’ Daichi said. ‘Lord Konetsu would not have been defeated easily by mere gaijin.’


    ‘But they are not mere gaijin!’ Asami protested. ‘These are warriors from an undefeated army.’


    ‘They were like the autumn leaves or fish in the sea,’ Tokosai declared. ‘We slew them until our arms were too sore to lift our swords and still they flooded forwards. Lord Konetsu must have slaughtered a hundred by himself and was only overcome when the others had to clamber over a wall of bodies to reach him from the back.’


    Asami stared at Daichi and the other clan leaders, who were nodding in agreement.


    ‘Lord Daichi, wait until you have heard from Gaibun. He was Lord Konetsu’s second-in-command and will have a better idea of what happened —’


    ‘Do you suggest I am lying?’ Tokosai blustered.


    Asami stared at him with loathing. ‘If you are insulted, Tokosai, I am happy to meet you with swords at a time and place of your choosing. And I shall beat you again, as I did when we were learning the sword together.’


    ‘I cannot fight a Magic-weaver and an elfmaid! It would be beneath my honour,’ Tokosai informed her loftily.


    ‘There will be no fighting among ourselves when we have such a threat to our south. We shall marshal the clans and go to defeat the hordes of gaijin flooding through our southern borders,’ Daichi announced.


    Asami tried one more time. ‘Lord Daichi! Please, let me show you through magic how many humans there are. The number is below two thousand and they can be defeated easily. The real threat, the real horde, will come from our western border —’


    ‘We cannot let this challenge go unanswered. The humans must know our strength and our people must know they have a powerful leader. If we send a small force south, everyone will be talking about it. They will say you cannot protect them,’ Moshin said persuasively. ‘And, if there is another army to our west, when they see how we have utterly destroyed their southern force, they will turn and run. We have more than enough time to destroy those to our south and then get back to cover Dokuzen if there is a second attack.’


    ‘We must be strong,’ Daichi agreed.


    ‘Word of this is flying through Dokuzen. All know a horde of gaijin is to our south. They have to know they can trust in you, that you will protect them,’ Moshin continued.


    ‘Please, listen to Gaibun, he can tell you —’ Asami interrupted, seeing Moshin’s words strike a chord with Daichi.


    ‘Muster the clans!’ Daichi roared and the clan leaders echoed his call. ‘We shall march south and send these gaijin back to the pits they came from.’


    Asami felt her shoulders slump as the Council hurried away. She wanted to run after them, force them to listen to her, but she did not have the energy, or the will, for such a hopeless task. They would never believe the truth, when lies were what they wanted to hear. She would have to send a bird after Gaibun — but she already knew he would not return unless he was sure there were no other elves left behind. And, even if he did get back before the clans left, Daichi was not going to change his mind. Nothing short of seeing the full Forlish army marching into Dokuzen would achieve that.


    She needed to talk to Rhiannon. But first she needed rest.


    The horses had stayed where they were left at the base of the hill and Gaibun took the freshest-looking six. He did not know how many others he would find and would have liked to take them all — but there was no way he could control so many horses, especially through the woodlands.


    He hoped to find more survivors. He could not bear the thought four in five had died — and certainly not the thought of leaving others behind to the Forlish. And the way it would impress Asami was a pleasant bonus.


    Huw looked at the map and groaned.


    ‘Are you sure of this message from Asami?’ he asked.


    ‘No, I thought I’d waste all our time by telling you something else,’ Rhiannon snapped.


    Huw glanced at Sendatsu. ‘I deserved that.’


    ‘So Daichi has fallen into the Forlish trap and will send every able-bodied elf south, just as we feared.’ Sendatsu sighed.


    ‘We don’t know for sure if the Forlish have a trap planned. They might think they can take Dokuzen with just two thousand,’ Huw said hopefully. ‘Or the elves might defeat the Forlish cavalry and get back to Dokuzen before the rest of the Forlish arrive.’


    ‘Do you really think the Forlish will make it so easy for them?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘No.’


    ‘If they are looking to crush us, then they are not taking it seriously,’ Cadel warned. ‘They have been making little progress through Rheged and they barely send out any scouts. We ambush any that we find but it is a good day when we can pick off three.’


    Huw poked at the map, trying to measure distances on something that was hand drawn and not to any particular scale.


    ‘They are barely making five miles a day,’ Bowen said. ‘At that rate they won’t even get to Gwent before winter sets in.’


    Huw opened his hands. ‘So what do we do?’


    ‘Send messages to Daichi. Tell him there is an army on his western border, prepared to invade,’ Rhiannon suggested. ‘He has to acknowledge that and keep most of his warriors to protect the city.’


    ‘And what if he ignores us, as he has ignored Asami’s warnings? We can’t let Ward get his hands on Dokuzen. Imagine what he would do with the magic and the knowledge there.’ Sendatsu looked at the others. ‘We must be ready to go to Dokuzen’s aid.’


    Rhiannon snorted, while Huw shook his head.


    ‘I had to work hard to get my people to agree to become a country. Many already doubt the benefits. They were hurt and angry when the elves refused to come to our aid. I told them we didn’t need the elves, that they were betrayers and murderers. Now I must tell them to go and help those who turned their backs on us?’


    ‘I didn’t say it would be easy. I said we need to be ready for it.’


    ‘I shall send word to Daichi. That is the best approach,’ Huw said. ‘But we must keep a close eye on those Forlish. The only good thing is their slow progress is allowing our people to get away.’


    He did not add that many of the villages who were taking in Rhegeders were doing so with only the greatest reluctance. The fear their southern cousins would want a slice of the richer farmland of Gwent and Powys was becoming a major concern.


    ‘Rhiannon, you’ll need to use magic to get the message to Asami. Daichi must take notice of what we say,’ Huw said, with more hope than belief.


    Sendatsu reached out to his children and they were quick to snuggle in close, one on each side.


    ‘What story will you tell us tonight, Papa?’ Mai asked.


    ‘A special one. Our true history, what brought us here and why we are helping the Velsh.’


    ‘Will there be battles?’ Cheijun asked.


    ‘There is magic, and betrayal, and death. It is a sad story but you need to hear it.’


    Mai wriggled around until she could look up at him. ‘Papa, I heard Huw telling some of the village children something like that today.’


    Sendatsu kissed the top of her head. ‘I know. I heard it as well. That is why I am telling you our history now, so you can understand what happened and what Huw is saying.’


    ‘Is his story wrong?’


    Sendatsu hesitated. ‘Not wrong,’ he said carefully. ‘But told from a different view.’


    ‘Won’t be as good as yours. You tell the best stories!’ Cheijun declared.


    Sendatsu chuckled. ‘Then listen carefully and I shall tell you what I learned about our real history, what even some of the elders in Dokuzen don’t know.’


    Gaibun arrived at the oak tree Asami had picked out, longing for a hot meal and a bath. He had been out in the forest for the last day and a half, searching for stragglers and avoiding Forlish patrols. The latter was remarkably easy. He had expected them to flood forwards, seek to find and kill as many elves as possible, but their advance was careful, and slow.


    In fact, on every occasion, the first reaction of the Forlish was to retreat rather than press forwards, which allowed Gaibun and the ragtag group he led to evade them every time.


    Asami had been in contact regularly, the birds flying down to him twice a day, drawn by the necklace. He did not know if that was some more of her magic or because they could see the shiny necklace from a long way up, and he did not care.


    He had collected just seven others, four of them wounded, and was reluctantly convinced that was all that remained from the one-hundred-strong patrol that had marched to meet the Forlish with such arrogance. Three out of four of that patrol was now dead. At least there were no complainers among this group — all were delighted that someone had returned for them and that they had been found.


    Once again he stepped through the gateway last, arriving in the main park of Dokuzen. He looked around for Asami, wanting to hold her in his arms — but the sight that confronted him made him stop dead. ‘What is happening?’ he gasped.


    On every side, as far as he could see, elves were lining up. It looked as though every male elf in Dokuzen aged between twenty and forty was there. Some were obviously coal miners, others fishermen or farmers. As well as the warriors in their clan blocks, their families were there to bid them farewell. Gaibun had not seen so many elves in the one place since the last Testing Day, when the entire nation gathered as one to celebrate elves coming of age.


    ‘Daichi has fallen into the Forlish trap. He intends to take every clan south,’ Asami said.


    ‘But you must have told him —’


    ‘More than once. But he chose to believe Tokosai’s lies about an uncounted horde and could not accept that Konetsu was killed by anything less than an overwhelming force. Then Moshin told him the people would think him weak if he acted sensibly, so he mustered the clans. He thinks he can smash the Forlish and get back here before any more Forlish attack, if it even comes to that.’


    Gaibun groaned. He wanted a bath. He wanted to slip between the sheets of his bed, preferably with Asami beside him. But he forced himself to walk over to where Daichi and a thick knot of clan leaders stood talking. This time his father was with them, albeit on the outside. He was surprised to also see the buffoon Tokosai standing there, although Tokosai cowered behind Lord Moshin when he saw Gaibun.


    He bowed to Daichi and also to his father, although Daichi took much longer to acknowledge him.


    ‘Greetings, young Gaibun. Welcome back. I understand you have been finding stragglers from the disaster that struck Lord Konetsu. You are a brave warrior and it gives me pleasure to tell you that we shall avenge the deaths of Lord Konetsu and your comrades.’


    ‘Lord Daichi.’ Gaibun bowed again. ‘With respect, you have not been told the truth. The Forlish number no more than two thousand and you do not need half of the warriors assembled here to drive them back. What has Tokosai told you?’


    ‘You must be tired and confused from your brave ride,’ Moshin said immediately. ‘Lord Retsu, please take your son home and let him rest. He has done Dokuzen great service.’


    ‘You are doing what the Forlish want!’ Gaibun said. ‘Tokosai did not see their numbers because he was running too hard —’


    Moshin swelled with anger. ‘Enough!’


    Next moment Gaibun’s father had taken his arm and was steering him away.


    ‘They do not want to hear sense,’ Retsu hissed. ‘Do not give them reason to turn on you.’


    Gaibun let himself be carried along. ‘What do they plan?’


    ‘Moshin will lead just about every warrior we have south. The defeat of Konetsu and your patrol has shaken Dokuzen. Daichi already fears the people do not respect him after the rebellion of Jaken. He cannot let this go unpunished, or he is finished. Tokosai has told them what they wanted to hear, that there were more gaijin than leaves in the forest. Nothing you can say can change their minds.’


    Gaibun wrestled his arm free of his father’s grip. ‘And the bigger army of Forlish on our western border? What of them?’


    Retsu shook his head. ‘They are not moving towards us but instead heading north into other human lands. The humans there sent Daichi a warning, claiming they were not the targets and offering to come to our aid — and that was the last straw.’


    ‘How do you mean?’


    Asami joined them, bowing low.


    ‘Lord Retsu,’ she greeted him. ‘It has been too long.’


    Retsu snorted. ‘With good reason. Thanks to you two and Sendatsu, our entire clan is in disgrace!’


    ‘Father, Jaken plotted to kill half the Council and then depose Daichi,’ Gaibun pointed out.


    Retsu glared at him. ‘By your actions you have made things worse, not better, for our people. Daichi has ultimate power but he looks over his shoulder and fears what is being said behind his back. If Jaken was still on the Council, we might have a chance to make him see sense. Not now. Asami brought a message from your human friends to the Council and only succeeded in convincing Daichi that this was all a plot by those humans to get elven help in their war.’


    Gaibun glanced at Asami, who nodded slowly. That was a bitter memory indeed. She had been so hopeful in presenting Huw’s warning to Daichi but he took it as another attempt by the Velsh to secure elven help in their fight against the Forlish. In that context, Huw’s offer to help the elves fight the Forlish made it even worse. Daichi had flown into a rage.


    ‘So what do we do?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘We survive,’ Retsu said bleakly. ‘He is sending all but a company of Council Guards south.’


    ‘I thought he wanted to keep warriors around him at all times?’


    Retsu shrugged. ‘He is sending every male from clan Tadayoshi south to lead the attack on the gaijin, so he has little to fear from a group of greybeards and mothers.’


    Horns sounded behind them and they turned to see the mass of warriors moving off, some on horseback, most on foot.


    ‘Aroaril help the Forlish who meet them,’ Asami muttered.


    ‘Aroaril help the rest of us,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Go home, the pair of you. Go home and do something useful, like making me a grandchild. You are obviously not cut out for this thinking and strategy. Be like Sendatsu and worry about family, not politics.’


    ‘What are you doing, Father?’


    ‘Me? I am marching south with the rest of them. You don’t think Daichi would trust the leader of clan Tadayoshi to stay here in Dokuzen with him, do you?’


    He strode away, leaving them staring at each other.


    ‘What do we do now?’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Talk to our friends. It is the only thing.’ Asami sighed.


    ‘What can they do?’


    ‘Little more than we can,’ Asami admitted. ‘It is all up to the Forlish. At least Moshin has elves like your father with him. When they see how small the Forlish force is, they will realise the truth.’
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      Without the wisdom of the forefathers, some of the elves began to do bad things to the other human tribes, thinking they were somehow better. They even began calling them gaijin.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Sergeant Caelin was more convinced than ever that Ruttyn and Harald were his lucky charms. Since they had joined his squad, men had been dying around him all the time — yet he survived, as did they. So he kept them close, for what he was doing now was just as dangerous as crossing the barrier. He had spent the last three days patrolling forwards, searching for the huge elven army they all knew was going to come roaring out of Dokuzen, eager for revenge.


    Wulf had not pushed too far north, fearing being cut off and slaughtered in the elven woods. Instead he had prepared a series of defensive positions, where he planned to hold up the elves and enrage them even further. But he was relying on Caelin and the other scouts to detect the elves before they got too close.


    That all sounded fine while sitting in a warm tent enjoying a goblet of the captain’s wine. Out here, in the woods, with every tree potentially hiding an elven archer, it was a different story.


    Caelin had come to know this part of the woods well over the last couple of days of patrols and liked the way the old oak tree on a small hill gave a great view of the surrounding countryside.


    ‘The first we will know of it is when the arrows start pinning us to the trees,’ Ruttyn said, yet again.


    ‘We’ve been over this. A large army cannot move unseen through woodland,’ Caelin told him.


    ‘But this will be no normal army. They’re elves, able to move silently and see in the dark,’ Ruttyn declared.


    ‘You’re thinking of cats. It’s easy to tell the difference. Elves don’t have whiskers and tails,’ Harald said wisely.


    ‘No, elves can do that as well,’ Ruttyn insisted. ‘They could be ready to spring out of the trees around us even now!’


    ‘That’s enough,’ Caelin said. The rest of the squad were glancing around nervously and he suspected a couple of them might run at any moment. ‘There’s no way they can just step out of a tree! It’s not possible! We shall see and hear them long before they get here —’


    ‘Sarge!’ Harald surged to his feet, pointing at the oak tree.


    ‘Harald, I am not in the mood,’ Caelin warned but Ruttyn and another man also jumped up and backed away from the tree.


    Spinning around, Caelin saw a curious sight — a piece of wooden staff protruding out of the centre of the oak trunk.


    ‘It just appeared there! And I swore I saw a face with it!’ Harald exclaimed.


    Caelin felt a ripple of fear up his back. Ruttyn had been regaling them all with tales of the elves using the plants and animals themselves to fight. He opened his mouth to order his men away when an elven warrior stepped out of the tree itself, holding on to the staff with one hand, a long, curved sword in the other.


    Someone screamed, others shouted but Caelin lifted his crossbow and shot a heavy bolt into the elf’s chest. The warrior was lifted up and tossed back by the impact, his blood bursting across the tree as the arrow’s chunky metal head tore through flesh and bone.


    The warrior fell, only to be replaced by another, then a third, drawing swords and advancing on the frightened scouts. Every moment another elven warrior appeared out of the tree.


    ‘Draw your swords! Stay together!’ Caelin roared, tossing aside his empty crossbow.


    An elven warrior leaped at him, sword whistling down for his neck and he blocked the blow, feeling the shock shudder up his arm, only for the elf to slice back rapidly at his chest. This strike he only just parried and the force spun him around. Caelin saw the flare of triumph in the elf’s eyes and braced himself for the end — only for the elf to be flung back by the impact of a crossbow bolt.


    ‘Come on, sarge — let’s get out of here!’ Ruttyn grabbed his arm, dropping his empty crossbow.


    Caelin glanced around but the rest of the squad was either screaming their last on elven swords or running. He raced after Ruttyn and Harald. They had to get back to Captain Wulf. The elves were coming and the dying had begun.


    Wulf inspected the first line of defence carefully. He expected the elves to take his men seriously, after being slaughtered the first time. That meant a scouting force coming in first. He planned to offer a token resistance before falling back but he was prepared to lose the company of men he had placed here, as well as the companies he had ready at the second and third lines. The bulk of his troops were near the breach in the barrier, which had been widened in the days since they broke through. If these men could make it all the way back, then it would be a triumph. But he had planned for them to die.


    Of course he had not told them that, instead carefully explaining they should give the elves a bloody nose before falling back. If they could do this, he would welcome them with open arms. But his fear was the elves would use magic or some other trickery. The experience of Caelin and his patrol only confirmed those fears.


    ‘As soon as you see elves, send a squad back to warn us. Hold this line. We shall come and rescue you but the king is relying on you to stop them here,’ he told the young officer in command.


    ‘I won’t let you down, sir!’


    Wulf shook the man’s hand and patted him on the back, hoping the man’s spirit would forgive him. He had a duty to these men but his duty to the king was far greater.


    Sendatsu walked away from the training field itching with frustration. The Dragon Warriors were almost ready. The constant training had left them stronger, fitter and far more skilled. They could run all day and fight all night. And they were eager for that, wanting to attack the Forlish army slowly moving through Rheged. Sendatsu was worried what they would think when asked to go to the aid of elves. As yet they were saying nothing to the dragons, or even to the village headmen, about that possibility. After the way Huw had said the elves were betrayers and killers and the Velsh did not need them to have magic again, nobody knew how the Velsh headmen would react.


    Daichi rejecting Huw’s warning, on top of going back on his word to help, had hardly helped. Asami was telling them not to worry, that Daichi would beg for help and offer the world once it was shown to be a trap and the Forlish army was striking in through the west.


    Sendatsu was not so sure. Not only was Daichi incredibly stubborn but also, thanks to them, terrified of looking weak before the people. To turn around and admit he was a fool who needed help from the gaijin … Sendatsu could not see the Elder Elf stooping to that. He would rather die.


    That was the one thing Huw and the others could not understand. The massive pride, the importance of honour and the need to preserve reputation was not something the Velsh worried about but it was everything to the elves.


    ‘Are we going to go home?’ Mai asked him one night.


    ‘Why? Do you want to?’


    ‘It would be nice, although I like it here. The animals are cuddly and the Velsh are funny. But you keep talking about Dokuzen.’


    Sendatsu half smiled. Nothing seemed to get past her.


    ‘We have a problem. Dokuzen is in trouble and Lord Daichi doesn’t want us to help.’


    ‘What about Grandfather Jaken? He is on the Council. You could ask him.’


    ‘He is not on the Council any more,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Then ask him to come back.’


    ‘It is not that easy.’


    ‘But he would listen to you, because he is your papa. You always listen to Cheijun and me.’


    ‘He will not listen to me. He is very angry with me,’ Sendatsu said, thinking of the way Jaken had attacked him in the garden.


    ‘But he would not be angry if you made him Elder Elf. He would forgive you then.’


    Sendatsu smiled but that was hard to get out of his thoughts. He told himself he was thinking of Jaken because it was the only way to save Dokuzen, because Jaken would do anything to gain victory, even make an alliance with gaijin. But the lure of forgiveness ran thick beneath that. He remembered how Jaken had invited him to stand against Daichi’s guards and, more importantly, how that felt. Saving Dokuzen from Ward was important but the image he kept returning to was his father embracing him, thanking him for making him Elder Elf.


    When he tried to banish that, Asami swam into view and the hope that putting Jaken back in power might give Asami a new reason to leave Dokuzen. She hated Jaken and would do almost anything not to serve him as leader of the Magic-weavers. And Sendatsu’s idea to help bring magic back to the humans would seem far more attractive.


    Or so he hoped.


    Thoughts of Jaken and Asami chased each other around his head until he could not take it any more and went to see Rhiannon.


    He found her testing a group of children and waited impatiently until she had finished.


    ‘Any luck?’ he asked.


    Rhiannon shook her head. ‘Not one. But it is early days. Asami told me only about one in one hundred elves becomes a Magic-weaver, so I thought it might be the same proportion in us. But I haven’t found any — in this village anyway.’


    ‘When did you last speak to Asami?’


    Rhiannon looked at him. ‘Is there a purpose to all this? If so, could you just tell me what it is — I have much work to do and little time left in the day.’


    ‘It is Asami,’ he admitted. ‘I miss her and wanted to talk to her.’


    ‘You could have spoken to her when she left here. But you let her ride away with Gaibun,’ she reminded him.


    ‘I know. Will you help me speak to her or mock me?’


    ‘Who says I can’t do both?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Please.’ Sendatsu spread his hands.


    Rhiannon rolled her eyes. ‘I can send her a message for you. What do you want me to say?’


    ‘Did you talk much when you were in Dokuzen? Did she say anything about me? Did you say anything about what happened between us?’


    Rhiannon grabbed his arm and pulled him into the empty meeting hall.


    ‘No, I did not. And if you want me to help you, you won’t talk about that again!’


    ‘I have said sorry for my actions and I will say it again if you want …’


    ‘What I want is for you to shut up about it! I have not told Asami. It would hurt her too much.’


    ‘But I thought you had sworn never to lie —’


    ‘I know!’ she snapped. ‘But this is not a lie, just not telling her the truth to protect her.’


    ‘Which is what Huw tried to do —’


    She held up her hand and he saw the fury in her eyes. ‘If you want my help, you will not say another word about that! This is totally different!’


    Sendatsu sighed and bit back the words he wanted to say. ‘I am sorry. All I can think about is Asami. I would do anything to be with her. Please, I need your help.’


    ‘But Gaibun is a stumbling block,’ she reminded him. ‘I saw the way he looks at her. I am sure he is not just waiting for you to come in and sweep her away.’


    ‘I know. Please, just tell her I am missing her, I love her and want nothing more than to make a life with her.’


    ‘I’ll talk to her,’ Rhiannon said soothingly. ‘She loves you, that much is obvious. But Gaibun is still there. And he loves her as well.’


    ‘I know,’ Sendatsu said gloomily. ‘But that is not the real problem. I want her to join me in helping these lands find the magic again but she wants to think about the elves first, instead of your people.’


    ‘Well, there are other issues for her to worry about. If she leaves Dokuzen, Gaibun will follow her. He will not forget her that easily. And have you forgotten how Asami has long dreamed of being acknowledged for her magic in Dokuzen? You ask a great deal in wanting her to give that up for you.’


    ‘I never said that!’


    ‘You are asking her to forget her dream to help you fulfil an oath you made, to a child neither of you met. I appreciate what you are doing and I want to return the magic to my people but look at it from Asami’s point of view. By asking her to come here, you said you don’t care about her magic — you think the work she is doing trying to save magic in the Elfarans and bring back the Magic-weavers is worth nothing.’


    ‘I would never say that!’


    ‘But you did. You put her in an impossible position. She loves you and loves magic. It’s like asking her to choose which arm she wants to lose. Then, when she did not want to lose an arm, you sulked and pouted and refused to talk to her.’


    Sendatsu was about to heatedly deny all of that, when he saw the truth in what Rhiannon said. He deflated slowly and felt like hitting himself.


    ‘You are right. I did not see it like that. How can I have been so stupid? What can I do to get her back?’


    ‘Well, in answer to the first question, stupidity comes naturally to you. As for the second, you might have to wait until Gaibun is dead to truly be together. Even if that comes at your hand.’


    ‘Never!’


    Rhiannon shrugged. ‘I’m just warning you. It will not end happily between the three of you. But you need to send her a flowery apology, tell her you lost your senses and plead forgiveness and we will see from there.’


    ‘Can you do that for me?’


    ‘Do you mean it?’ she asked sharply.


    ‘Of course! I only want to make her happy.’


    Rhiannon shook her head. ‘I never thought I would want to help you, but I will do anything for Asami.’


    ‘Thank you,’ Sendatsu said with relief. He paused. ‘And how are you?’


    Rhiannon chuckled. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Well, after what you went through … and Huw …’


    ‘It’s complicated. Huw and I are talking again, at least. As for my father — Asami showed me it is not something I could bury, the way I did with his body. It might be out of sight but it is not out of mind. I am getting over it, one day at a time, giving myself permission to forget it. I will not be defined by his actions, nor my own that day.’


    ‘Well, if I can help in any way …’


    ‘You cannot. But thank you for saying it. Now get back to your children, or your training, and let me finish my work.’


    Lord Retsu stretched his aching back and cursed the gaijin for invading. He was too old to be riding through the woods on a horse. Then he cursed Daichi and Moshin for making clan Tadayoshi take the lead. After Jaken’s disgrace and imprisonment, he was the clan leader and he took his duty seriously. If his clan was to be the first to find the humans, then he would lead them. He would not ride at the rear, like Moshin and the other clan leaders. He would be out with the scouts, even if it meant risking his life. He was disappointed in his son for his actions but perhaps, even in death, he could set an example to follow.


    ‘Lord, we have found the gaijin. They have felled trees and formed some sort of barricade,’ a scout reported, breaking his train of thought.


    Retsu grunted. A barricade? If the humans were as numerous as the leaves in the forest and determined to rampage through Dokuzen, why had they taken up a defensive position? Perhaps if he could make Moshin see this —


    ‘Lord, what should we do?’


    ‘Take one company and move to the left. I want a second company to hook around to the right. The rest of us will loose arrows until the jaws of our trap shut, at which point we shall all close in. And get me prisoners. I need to take them back to Moshin and find the truth of what is going on here.’


    ‘Lord!’


    Clan Tadayoshi, even with many of its senior elves slaving in the mines or on the fishing boats, still had almost a thousand warriors and they hurried to do his bidding. Once in position, he rode gently forwards, wanting to see this for himself.


    He had not even spotted the human barricade when the first crossbow bolt flew at him, missing narrowly.


    ‘Lord! Please get down! The gaijin have some skill with those things!’ someone pleaded.


    ‘Kill them for me and they won’t be able to attack me,’ Retsu replied.


    Instantly his elves began loosing arrows, concentrating on a tangle of undergrowth perhaps one hundred yards ahead. Bolts flew back out, but nothing near the number of arrows going in. Either the gaijin were not that good, or they were few in number.


    ‘Flanking companies!’ he ordered.


    Flags were raised and Retsu heard the war cries and shouts as his warriors crashed in from either side, joined by the company at the front. By the time he had ridden forwards it was all over — he did not even need to draw his sword.


    A breathless warrior, blood spattered on his body armour, raced to a halt in front of him. ‘All clear, lord.’


    Retsu walked forwards to inspect the human defences, finding a tangle of felled logs, covered in arrows, as well as piles of dead and dying humans.


    Dead elves were being laid in a neat line, the wounded helped back towards the horses.


    ‘Prisoners?’ he barked.


    ‘They fought to the last, lord, throwing themselves on our swords.’


    Retsu spat. ‘I thought I ordered some taken alive?’


    The warrior bowed. ‘Lord, the tales of what happened to Lord Konetsu and the others of the patrol the gaijin slaughtered have spread through the clan. Their blood is up and they want revenge. Then Lord Moshin ordered all must die —’


    ‘Does Moshin rule our clan? You can tell every warrior here that if my orders are disobeyed then I shall send that warrior back to Dokuzen in disgrace.’ Retsu raised his voice so all could hear.


    He glanced around but some did not meet his eyes. That was bad enough but there was barely one hundred dead humans here. Not exactly a numberless horde, more like what his son and Asami had been talking about. But could he persuade Moshin of that? He watched some of his warriors begin to hack off the human heads.


    ‘What in the name of Aroaril are you doing?’ he roared.


    They straightened. ‘Lord, we are taking the gaijin heads to hurl back at them, as Lord Moshin ordered.’


    ‘Stop that. They fought and died honourably and we shall treat them that way. We are elves and shall not stoop to barbarian ways.’


    He stared at the warriors as they sheepishly cleaned off their blades and left the humans where they lay.


    ‘I shall speak to Lord Moshin myself,’ he announced to nobody in particular.


    It took him two turns of the hourglass to find Moshin, where he and the other clan leaders were enjoying food and drink, surrounded by a laughing pack of sycophants.


    ‘Lord Moshin, is it true you have ordered all gaijin encountered to be killed and their heads be taken?’ he demanded.


    ‘What of it?’ Moshin sniffed.


    ‘That should be stopped. We need prisoners for information and it brings us no honour to behave like barbarians —’


    ‘Enough!’ Moshin barked. ‘They invaded our lands and took the heads of our warriors, of Lord Konetsu himself! They must be taught a lesson. Now, if you have nothing more useful to add, we need you leading the advance —’


    ‘There is something very wrong here,’ Retsu interrupted. ‘If they have more men than the autumn leaves, why are they preparing defensive positions?’


    ‘They are gaijin. Who can say why they do anything? These are obviously warning posts. We can expect to find the main body of them charging now. Lord Retsu, take your warriors forwards and give us warning when they strike.’


    ‘But why do they need defensive positions if they are so many?’ Retsu insisted.


    ‘Enough of your foolishness. You babble about treating them with respect and do not want to punish them! Get out of my sight!’


    Retsu threw up his hands. There was no point in arguing in the face of such pigheaded stupidity. Perhaps if he had not begun by talking about taking the human heads — he snorted. The two were linked. The human attack had to be treated with respect and dealt with properly. But Moshin was not the elf to do that.


    Wulf rode back out through the burned remnants of the elven magical barrier. It was a point of honour to be the last man out of Dokuzen.


    ‘Well, lads, that was the hard part,’ he told the closest troops. ‘Now we just have to run!’


    They cheered him as he rode on, shaking hands and patting backs, stopping beside an exhausted group of scouts.


    ‘No more forests for us. It’s open hills and valleys, nowhere those elves can spring out at a man,’ he told them. ‘I bet you won’t be sorry to see your last tree for a while!’


    ‘Didn’t think we would get out of there once or twice,’ Caelin admitted.


    The last few days had been a nightmare. The elves had rushed forwards, overwhelming each position with a storm of arrows. Caelin had been on the third line, which had been a nasty little fight. They had run as soon as the arrows began falling but then Wulf had sent them back in with two companies of cavalry when the elves relaxed, thinking the position taken. They had surprised and killed several dozen elves but had then been counter-attacked themselves, losing half of their men in a vicious battle among the trees. The elves were unstoppable when fighting in broken formation, as their sword skill was far greater. But, if the Forlish could form a shield wall or use their cavalry, then the elves could be held, or even pushed, back.


    ‘I wish I could give you a rest because, skies above, I know you’ve earned it. But I want you to join a squad of my best riders and make it as fast as you can to Captain Edmund. As soon as you arrive with the message, Edmund will strike. He’s going to need some good scouts to guide him to Dokuzen and there is none better than you and your men.’


    Caelin bowed his head. ‘Thank you, sir.’


    Wulf rode on, waving to grinning men, who thought the worst was over. He found it harder to smile. He had left more than three hundred good men behind in that cursed elven forest. It had better be worth it. Worse, if the elves did not follow him out then he would have to go back and do it all over again. And he was under no illusions as to how that would turn out. But he had to keep the elves’ attention down here, no matter what.


    Caelin, Ruttyn and Harald watched Wulf ride off.


    ‘So, we clamber out of one pile of shit only to fall into another,’ Ruttyn said after a few moments.


    ‘That’s about the smell of it,’ Caelin admitted.


    ‘And Edmund won’t have any cavalry,’ Harald mused.


    ‘There’s a cheery thought,’ Ruttyn muttered.


    ‘Look on the bright side. You could get beheaded by an elf and then your wife’s mother would have to find another fool to marry her daughter.’


    ‘Well, put it like that and it does have its good points. If I can annoy her by dying, it’s almost worth it.’ Harald smiled.


    Caelin patted them on the shoulder. ‘Come on. You two are my lucky charms. With you near me, I can’t be killed. I’ll live as long as an elf!’


    ‘I’d settle for making it to next year,’ Ruttyn said.


    ‘We have achieved what we were sent to do. We have driven the humans out and made the borders safe once more,’ Retsu said firmly. ‘We can leave a couple of clans here to secure the border, until the Magic-weavers have repaired the barrier. But the rest can return to Dokuzen —’


    ‘Let the gaijin get away?’ Moshin snarled. He had been beyond fury since discovering the bodies of Konetsu and the rest of Gaibun’s patrol. ‘They have taken the heads of Lord Konetsu and the other warriors with them. Do we let them think they can walk in here, kill and maim elves and get away with it? No, we shall pursue this horde and take back the heads of our friends, then create a new barrier, of human heads, as a warning to any who think to try to threaten us again!’


    Retsu knew it was useless but he tried anyway. ‘But this is not some numberless horde. They did not try to fight us, only delayed our advance a little, stung us but never seriously attacked.’


    ‘Never seriously attacked? What about our losses yesterday?’ Moshin snarled.


    Retsu sighed. He had thought the third position secured and sent for Moshin to see what the gaijin had done to Konetsu. The humans had attacked at that point and killed dozens of Moshin’s clan before Retsu’s warriors had driven them away. That had been the final straw for the clan leader.


    ‘We ride out and we don’t stop until the last gaijin is dead! Retsu, your warriors shall lead the way!’
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      Their plot was to rule us all but they were stopped by one of their own. He managed to save the rest of us from being ruled by these Elfarans, although it cost both his life and the lives of every human with magic — betrayed and murdered by these ‘good, honourable and kind’ Elfarans.


      Huw’s song

    


    Edmund sat in his tent and stared at the map. The last few days had been some of the worst of his life. Without any way of knowing what was happening in Dokuzen, he had to sit and wait, and hope. Had Wulf been able to control his men and get out of there alive, with the elves hot on his heels?


    His mind had not been eased by the surprising resistance of the Velsh. Edmund was not concerned with them, expecting them to scatter before his men and run for the hills. But arrows kept killing his guards and, when he sent out foraging parties, they were being ambushed and slaughtered.


    He had formed a fighting column five hundred strong to sweep these pesky Velsh away, sending it out to scour the nearby hills and valleys. They had come running back with their tails between their legs, nearly one hundred of them missing after being hit from three sides.


    If he had more time, and more men, he would have applied himself to removing this problem. The failure of the raiders the king had sent north was more understandable now and he thought dealing with the troublesome Velsh might be next on the king’s list, once the treasures of Dokuzen were his.


    As the days dragged and there was no word from the south, Edmund felt the temptation of taking out his frustration on the Velsh. Then Wulf’s riders arrived on sweat-lathered horses, bringing the news he had longed to hear.


    ‘Captain Wulf retreats south and east, with the elven army after him. They are on foot and horse and covering plenty of ground each day but Wulf reports he can stay ahead of them and string out the pursuit for at least the next quarter-moon. The elves are not using magic to close the distance either.’


    Edmund exhaled in relief. No magic meant his attack could work. He stared at the map, calculating distances and times in his head, factoring in how long it had taken for these riders to circle around north and west. No point in attacking too soon, nor waiting too long either. It had to be timed right, a lightning strike to take the elven city and then force the elves to give up all their treasures in order to get back their females and young.


    ‘Good work. How did they fight?’


    A vaguely familiar scout sergeant was pushed forwards and saluted.


    ‘Sergeant Caelin, sir.’


    Edmund nodded. ‘The man who helped me see how to break through the barrier. Glad to see you are still alive. What of the elves?’


    ‘Deadly with arrows and their swords. One-on-one we don’t have anyone to stand against them. But they struggle to break a shield wall, nor could they handle cavalry. And they die like any man.’


    ‘Excellent!’ Edmund grinned. ‘You can travel with us. We shall rest and eat today and then leave in the dawn.’ He glanced around at his officers. ‘Tell the men to take three days of food with them, no more. We shall march fast and travel light.’


    ‘But the wagons, sir. If we are held up, then we shall be unable to force a siege,’ his aide, Orsa, suggested.


    Edmund waved away the concerns. He had heard them all before. ‘We must risk everything. Fortune favours the brave. Remember that! Now, tell your men to relax. No foraging parties, no night patrols, except for the companies who will stay here to guard the wagons on the journey back south. We shall march hard and then dine on the finest that Dokuzen has to offer!’


    Wulf looked back, shading his eyes from the setting sun.


    ‘Are they still coming, sir?’ an officer asked.


    ‘They are,’ Wulf confirmed. ‘They are closing the gap a little but we have slowed as well. Pass the word for the men to march for an extra turn of the hourglass tonight. We need to put more space between ourselves and them, in case they try a sudden rush.’


    Wulf watched the advancing elves. They were mostly on horse, but many were also on foot, including the lead group. They were moving fast but must be tired — they had been pursuing him for four days now and had to be running out of food, unless they could create it by magic. He had ordered his men to walk beside their horses as often as possible, to kick up even more dust and make it appear as though they had far more men than the reality.


    If they had been a normal enemy, such as the Breconians or Landish, he would have been tempted to turn around tonight and try to take them by surprise. In the open, two thousand cavalry was a match for ten times that number of infantry. But these were elves and anything could happen, so he was content to keep moving. Actually, he was more than content. Even if they caught him now, his role was done. The elven army had been dragged away from its home and was at least a quarter-moon away from Dokuzen, while Edmund was, at most, three days’ swift march. That was all the help Edmund would need. Dokuzen was at his mercy.


    ‘Lord Moshin, this is foolish. The humans are leading us a merry dance through this country and we are getting no closer to catching them. At least we should send riders forwards to see how many there are and if we can cut them off somewhere,’ Retsu said quietly. ‘Dokuzen is safe. But the further away we get, the more at risk it becomes.’


    ‘I will not listen to your defeatist talk any longer,’ Moshin said. ‘The gaijin run from us and soon shall lead us back to their cities, where we can have our revenge and teach them a lesson that will keep them away for another three hundred years.’


    ‘But there is nothing out here. We have not seen any human villages or towns since we passed through the barrier,’ Retsu said reasonably. He had hated Jaken but at least he was no fool. He would have smelled a rat a long time ago. But Moshin refused to accept that he was wrong or that anyone else could be right.


    ‘Enough! We do not stop until we have the heads of Lord Konetsu and the others. We shall double our efforts tomorrow.’


    ‘But our warriors grow tired and the food grows short, even using magic to help replenish our supplies each night.’


    ‘We stop when the humans are no more and that is the last I shall say on the matter.’


    Asami woke with a start, her heart pounding. The magical barrier around Dokuzen, which she could sense and which had grown as familiar to her life as her right arm, was all wrong. She could not hear it but she knew the trees were screaming in pain as they burned, just as they had when the Forlish had burst through in the south. Except this time it felt even worse.


    Hands trembling, she called down birds, sent them winging west as fast as they could fly.


    ‘What is it?’ Gaibun padded into the garden, yawning, watching her send another bird to the west. ‘I heard you run past my bedroom.’


    ‘The Forlish. They are breaking through the barrier again. It must be to the west.’


    Gaibun came fully awake then. ‘Exactly as we feared. How many Forlish, how wide is the break in the barrier?’


    ‘I’ll know soon.’ Asami shivered in the cool dawn air of autumn. She was wearing only a thin robe and, in her haste, had not bothered to grab anything warmer.


    ‘Come inside. You’ll freeze to death out here. Let me prepare you some tea.’ He put his arm around her and pulled her gently back towards the house, rubbing his hand down her back for warmth.


    ‘I need to wait for the birds …’


    ‘You can wait just as easily inside. They will not be back for a turn of the hourglass. With hot tea inside you and a warm robe, you will be prepared to wait for them. It will do us no good if you catch a cold and cannot use magic properly.’


    It all made sense, so she allowed herself to be guided inside and wrapped in a warm robe while he boiled water for tea.


    ‘We are just waiting for confirmation from the birds,’ she said tiredly. ‘We have known since we saw them half a moon ago what they were planning. They will have thousands of soldiers marching as fast as they can towards Dokuzen and there is no way our warriors can get back in time to stop them.’


    ‘What about magic?’


    ‘There are no oak trees near where Lord Moshin has led our warriors. The nearest are back in the forest but the army is days away from the forest. By the time they reach it, it will be too late.’


    ‘It cannot be too late. There are still many elves here, all of whom were trained with sword and bow …’


    ‘We won’t stand a chance,’ Asami said. ‘Old men, children and women. Oh, we shall fight but these are not ordinary humans. They are hardened warriors. And most of our people have not picked up a sword since they passed the Test, nor drawn a bow except for the once-a-moon compulsory sessions.’


    He poured her tea and they took their cups back outside, to wait for the birds to return.


    ‘Sendatsu will come to our help. There’s fifteen hundred Velsh dragons that I helped train. They could make the difference,’ Gaibun offered.


    ‘And do you think Daichi will ask for their help? And, even if he did, would they come? They would be massively outnumbered and they have no reason to love us.’


    ‘Then we shall persuade him!’


    ‘And I’m sure that will go well,’ she mumbled.


    They drank their tea in silence.


    ‘We have to try. We have to try everything. You have more magic than any elf in our generation. You have been telling me of your work with the new Magic-weavers — you cannot just let that go!’


    Asami shook her head, unconvinced. It had become their habit to sit and talk each night. She had enjoyed that but then last night had come a message from Sendatsu, sent through Rhiannon. She doubted it had been all Sendatsu’s work but it had still made her think. A heartfelt apology, as well as a promise he would never run away from the two of them again. It made her heart beat a little faster and, at the same time, took the edge off her enjoyment of talking to Gaibun. She feared she was being pushed towards a decision between the two of them and, whichever way she went, pain would follow.


    ‘We are not without power,’ Gaibun continued, interrupting her thoughts.


    Asami smiled. ‘Not enough, I fear.’


    ‘I won’t accept defeat,’ he warned. ‘I have too much to live for. You, for one. The thought of not seeing you ever again is worse than death.’


    ‘You seem to have discovered a new talent for poetry, and pretty words.’ She chuckled.


    ‘Well, it worked. It got you to smile.’ He grinned.


    She nodded ruefully.


    ‘Are you still cold?’ He eased closer to her on the bench, sliding his arm across her shoulders. As he leaned in to kiss her, she was vividly reminded of how she had so nearly kissed Sendatsu like that, on this very bench. She hesitated — and heard the beat of wings.


    ‘The first of the birds are back,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘Come, we must see Daichi.’


    The Elder Elf was less than impressed to be woken but his displeasure faded into disbelief as Asami outlined what was happening.


    ‘It is hard to judge numbers at night, in a forest. But from what the bird saw I would say there was eight thousand of them, all marching towards us. They will reach here in less than three days,’ she finished.


    ‘Impossible!’ he croaked.


    ‘I can show you what the bird saw, if you want,’ she said impatiently, lifting up the crow that sat tamely on her forearm.


    Daichi nodded jerkily and she reached out, placing the crow on his desk. She took Daichi’s hand, pressed it gently to the top of the bird’s head and reached into the magic.


    Instantly they were both flying west, soaring above the trees, to where smoke billowed into the dark sky and flames licked above the treetops. They circled, their vision strangely distorted by virtue of seeing through a bird’s eye. Asami was used to it but it left Daichi feeling even more sick to his stomach.


    Beyond where the trees thrashed and moaned as the fire ate them, a huge mass of humans stood, a glittering array of metal spears and shields lit by the flames. They roared and cheered as the trees burned, their faces alight with bloodlust, their shields raised into the air until it looked like an entire valley of shields.


    ‘Enough?’ Asami released the magic and Daichi had to clutch at the arms of his chair for support as he dropped from high in the air back into his office.


    ‘They are through the barrier,’ Daichi said shakily.


    ‘And will be at the outskirts of Dokuzen within three days,’ Asami said.


    ‘We have to call back Moshin and the clans. Send a bird immediately.’


    Asami shook her head. ‘There are no oak trees near him. By the time he marches back close enough, the humans will be inside this villa.’


    Daichi leaned back in his chair and Asami restrained the urge to hit him, scream at him that she had warned this would happen days ago.


    ‘We need to delay them, give Moshin time to get back. Can you use your magic?’


    ‘I can use magic to slow them down but they will be able to march around any barriers I create — and then I will lack the strength to bring our warriors home through an oaken gateway,’ Asami said. ‘What about Sumiko and the other Magic-weavers to the north? If you told them what we face, they would put aside what happened to protect Dokuzen —’


    ‘Free the traitors? Are you mad? No, we can slow them down ourselves, buy ourselves at least two days to allow Moshin to return. I shall summon every remaining warrior in the city, even those to the north. Gaibun can lead them.’


    ‘And how many will that be? You emptied Dokuzen to give Moshin every warrior we had. We’ll have some greybeards, youngsters not even close to their Test and mothers. They will die and the Forlish will not even pause in their advance!’ Asami shouted. ‘Why will you not even consider something else?’


    ‘Lower your voice,’ Daichi said warningly. ‘I understand this is a dangerous time but I will not be disrespected in my own home!’


    Asami had no intention of apologising but Gaibun nudged her arm and mouthed ‘Sendatsu’ at her and she reined in her outrage.


    ‘There is a way to slow them down. Ask Huw for help. The Velsh have an army trained by Sendatsu and Gaibun. They can use the forest and their new skills to delay the Forlish.’


    ‘Ask gaijin for help?’ Daichi started forwards, his eyes almost bulging from his head.


    ‘It is the only solution. The Velsh do not want to see the Forlish in Dokuzen any more than we do.’


    Daichi shook his head emphatically. ‘I would sooner die!’


    ‘But that is exactly the choice!’


    ‘No. I shall not be the first Elder Elf to invite gaijin into Dokuzen. Our ancestors would roll over in their graves!’


    ‘There won’t be a Dokuzen to worry about such things —’ Asami tried again.


    ‘That is unacceptable.’ Daichi slammed his hands on the desk. ‘You will send a bird to Moshin now, and prepare to bring his warriors back through the oaken gateways. Gaibun, you shall report here at dawn tomorrow and take command of as many warriors as we can find. It will be up to you to give us the time we need.’


    ‘You can rely on me,’ Gaibun promised.


    ‘We should at least evacuate Dokuzen, send everyone north, make the Forlish chase us, waste more time that way. We have nearly two days; we can buy an extra day if we leave now.’


    ‘Flee Dokuzen? Abandon our home to gaijin? Watch as our treasures, our books, our artwork, everything that has made us what we are is burned to the ground or looted by mad humans?’ Daichi spat. ‘Death would indeed be preferable.’


    Asami said nothing. She tried to lock eyes with Daichi but the Elder Elf refused to meet her gaze.


    ‘Hurry! We don’t have much time! Now leave me, I must prepare!’ he shouted at them.


    She was not ready to go but guards hustled her out of the room and Gaibun escorted her out of the villa and back towards their home.


    ‘I cannot believe he was so pigheaded. How is death better than asking for help?’ Asami raged.


    Gaibun shrugged. ‘He cannot accept he was wrong.’


    ‘And you! Promising him that you will give that other idiot Moshin the time to return here!’


    ‘What was I to say?’ Gaibun asked. ‘Besides, I would gladly give my life to protect Dokuzen, my home, and the people here that I love.’


    She looked up at him, taken aback by the intensity in his voice and eyes.


    ‘I don’t want to see you die,’ she said, letting him open the door to their villa.


    ‘Come, we’ll have more tea,’ he suggested. ‘Everything feels better after tea.’


    ‘I don’t think this is one of those times …’ she began, but allowed him to guide her through to the kitchen and sit her down at the table.


    ‘I need to contact Huw and Rhiannon and Sendatsu, let them know what is happening,’ she said.


    ‘What can they do?’


    ‘Come and help us!’


    Gaibun snorted. ‘Daichi will never agree to that, even if Huw could take back all he said about the treachery of the elves and persuade his people to come here. Why would they? No, we must accept we are alone.’


    ‘And Sendatsu?’


    ‘Is more interested in the humans than his own people. Did he not want to go and live with them? By all means tell them but we cannot expect them to save us.’


    ‘What if we ignored Daichi and brought the Velsh through anyway?’


    Gaibun placed a pot of water over the fire. ‘I am sorry but that is a terrible idea. Daichi would order everyone in Dokuzen to attack them and the Forlish would probably arrive here to find us already dead, their job done for them.’


    ‘He would,’ Asami agreed reluctantly. ‘But we can’t just sit here and do nothing!’


    ‘I can fight. I will fight. I’ll find as many others as I can and go out and meet the Forlish, slow them down enough to give our warriors a chance to get back.’


    Asami looked up from the table to see him staring at her, his eyes blazing. ‘Nothing is ever hopeless,’ he declared. ‘If my death buys us a few more turns of the hourglass, then I shall be proud to fall beneath the Forlish blades.’


    Asami felt tears prick her eyes, and her throat grow full. ‘I don’t want you to die,’ she said again, even softer than before.


    He crossed to her and held her close.


    ‘No Forlish will get near you while I can still lift a sword,’ he swore. ‘I have loved you from the very start and I will do anything for you.’


    ‘Please don’t die.’


    ‘I cannot promise that. But I will go to my death happily, if that can help you.’


    He held her and she clutched at him, horrified by the thought.


    ‘But I do wish for one thing on this, what will be our last night together in this world,’ he told her, just as gently.


    She gasped. ‘Don’t say that!’


    ‘It is true. Tomorrow I march away and I shall not come back.’


    ‘I can’t stand the thought of that …’


    ‘Then grant me one wish.’


    ‘What?’ She looked up as he leaned down to kiss her forehead.


    ‘Well, two. Don’t let me die in vain. Use your magic to get away. Find Sendatsu, live a happy life.’


    ‘Sendatsu! I don’t know what he is thinking any more. I don’t know what I am thinking any more …’


    ‘I want you to be happy,’ he insisted. ‘I know I will die. I have accepted that. But I wish that we could have one night as husband and wife, one true night as a couple, before the end.’


    ‘Gaibun —’


    ‘Please, hear me out. I have regretted my foolishness for many years. I would not like to die with that regret inside me.’


    ‘Will you please stop talking about dying?’


    He let her go. ‘Of course. I am sorry. It was a foolish suggestion, born of looking at my own death. I always thought I had enough time to persuade you to forgive me. Sadly, that has run out.’


    Asami felt lost. The thought of Gaibun being cut down by Forlish blades made her feel sick. Worse, the trees still screamed in her head and she could imagine that sound echoing up and down the fine streets of Dokuzen as Forlish warriors rampaged through the city. Her mind was full of blood and death and she needed some sort of comfort.


    ‘We can have that one night,’ she said, her mouth dry with a mixture of fear and excitement.


    The tea forgotten, Gaibun moved in and embraced her, tipping her head up to kiss her lips.


    Sendatsu could not sleep. His dreams were filled with Asami and his thoughts with frustration. He had done so much, driven by the need to get his children back. But once he had them, he had lost that feeling. Things were happening in the world and happening without him. He wanted to make things better, he wanted to change the world for his children, he wanted to win Asami — but he was not sure how.


    He stared into the fire, lost in thought, until a knock on the door had him on his feet in a moment, hand flying for his sword. He opened the door swiftly to see Cadel standing there, breathing heavily.


    ‘Sendatsu! Huw and Rhiannon need you,’ he said urgently.


    ‘Stay with my children,’ Sendatsu ordered. ‘I do not want to wake them.’


    Cadel hesitated, then nodded. ‘Hurry,’ he warned.


    Sendatsu knew what it was even before he reached the meeting hall and heard it for himself. He had known this was coming since Rhiannon had warned of it, half a moon ago. The Forlish were too smart — or at least much cleverer than Daichi and the rest of the elves gave them credit for.


    ‘They marched east today and are tearing a hole in the elven barrier. As we speak, they are probably pouring through into the elven woods,’ Huw announced as soon as Sendatsu stepped inside.


    ‘What does Asami say?’


    Rhiannon hesitated. ‘I have sent her a message but have not received anything back.’


    ‘There is but one choice. We have to go to their aid,’ Huw said.


    ‘How?’ Sendatsu asked. ‘They despise you. Why would your people help them when you teach them that elves are betrayers and murderers and thieves?’


    Huw half smiled. ‘Because we have no choice. If the Forlish take Dokuzen, how long before they turn their attention to us? And with elven magic on their side as well, we do not stand a chance. No, we have to stop them now.’


    ‘How?’ Sendatsu asked again. ‘They have eight thousand soldiers and we have about fifteen hundred, as well as however many old and young elves they can find who can hold a sword or pull a bow.’


    ‘We don’t have to defeat them, we just have to slow them down for a day or two. Then they’ll have to retreat.’ Huw smiled.


    ‘You talk as if that is an easy thing,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘It’s not going to be. But the reward could be everything we hoped for. Even Daichi cannot deny our value when we save Dokuzen.’


    Sendatsu bit his tongue. In his experience, Daichi would not necessarily do the sensible thing. His pride was too much to allow him to bend, even a little.


    ‘I think we three need to travel to Dokuzen once more and speak to Daichi. The dragons can assemble and be ready while we are away, then Rhiannon and Asami can bring them through the oaken gateways into Dokuzen,’ Huw declared.


    ‘And the rest of the village headmen? Will they agree to this?’ Rhiannon asked.


    Kelyn and Dafyd were the only ones there but they both nodded.


    ‘We all see there is no other choice,’ Dafyd said. ‘If the Forlish get their hands on elven magic, then there will be no stopping them. And, as you say, it will also win us friends in Dokuzen. They may not like humans but how can they ignore the ones who saved them?’


    ‘You may get nothing from the elves, even if you stop the Forlish,’ Sendatsu advised. ‘They have short memories when it comes to gratitude.’


    ‘Skies above, you don’t think they could still sneer at us after we saved them?’ Kelyn said. ‘When wolves threaten, even sheep will work together. Look at us — I never thought we would sit down with a Crumliner!’


    ‘We have to go. And we must go now. There is no time to waste — it might take the best part of a day to bring all the dragons through gateways,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘I need to get my children.’


    ‘And what are you going to do with them?’ Huw asked, exasperated. ‘Can’t you leave them behind?’


    ‘No,’ Sendatsu said simply.


    Huw sighed. ‘Well, wake them and get back here. We have little time.’


    Hanto had been living rough for more moons than he cared to remember. Each night he had waited by the designated tree but nothing had happened and no gateway had opened. He had begun to doubt he was in the right place and searched unsuccessfully for another oak, finally, reluctantly, admitting this was the right place. Even after all this time, he still could not believe his lord had abandoned him. Jaken would come back for him, would return him to Dokuzen and glory. He knew Jaken must be furious with him, for he had failed spectacularly in his mission and his clan leader never accepted failure. But he had a secret that could change his lord’s heart, restore him to good favour. That thought had kept him going all this time, although the weight had dropped off him and he was now a shadow of the elven warrior who had left Dokuzen confident he could capture Sendatsu and return home within a moon.


    Then the trees started screaming.


    Hanto was like most elves in that he rarely used magic. He had some ability with it but spent more time working with the sword than his mind. But living out here, focusing his attention purely on the tree, feeling for magic each night, seemed to have sharpened his ability. Some nights he even felt the barrier, sensed it on the edge of his awareness. He was no closer to getting home but it allowed him to still think he was connected to Dokuzen.


    So when the trees began burning he could see the smoke rising above the treeline to the north of him, some ten miles away, at least. But he could also feel their pain, as if something rough was being rubbed across his skin.


    Ignoring the tree that had been his sole focus for so long, he hurried north, to where the sound of screaming plants grew louder.


    He slipped through the trees like a wraith, coming at last to a stop as he saw a mass of armoured humans waiting patiently. Without thinking he leaped into the trees, clambering swiftly up to the top. He had being doing this for more than a moon, raiding bird’s nests or even taking them as they slept, anything to survive.


    From up in the tree he had a much better view. It was the middle of the night by now but the dull blaze of the fires and the torches allowed him to see the huge host of humans jostling among the trees and pushing forwards into Dokuzen, trampling over the burned remnants of the magical barrier that protected the elven lands.


    Hanto watched them file past with mingled fury and shock. What was going on? Who were these humans who dared to invade Dokuzen? He had no doubt Jaken would destroy them for their impertinence but it was still horrifying that humans would try such a thing.


    He watched them march on, a seemingly endless wave of men in bright armour, carrying heavy shields over a shoulder and spears in their hands.


    When they had left, he climbed slowly down from the tree. This was a mystery and he wanted to grab a human, drag him into darkness and find the truth. But his duty was clear and the way ahead was finally open. There was no need to wait any more. The barrier was gone and he slipped inside and then cut south, aiming to loop around the humans and beat them to Dokuzen. He would find Jaken and tell him everything he knew. All would be well then.
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      They stole the magic from the humans, killed humans with magic and killed those who were worshipping Aroaril, wanting to be greedy and keep all this magic for themselves.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Gaibun had left in the dawn, leaving Asami with a lingering kiss and even more confusion than before.


    He was marching off to die to protect her, leaving her with declarations of undying love and a plea to find Sendatsu and live happily.


    Everything felt different this morning and she did not know the way ahead. If Gaibun and Sendatsu both stood before her, which would she choose?


    ‘Asami!’


    She sat bolt upright in bed. She could have sworn that was Sendatsu! Yet how could he be here? Had she brought her dream to life?


    ‘Asami!’ It was Sendatsu!


    ‘Where is she?’ she heard Rhiannon ask.


    ‘She must be asleep. Mai, Cheijun, go and find her.’


    She leaped out of bed, heart racing. Had he come here to apologise in person? She realised with a sick start that she had not replied to his message. Coming here was exactly the sort of foolish thing he might do. She had to pretend nothing had happened — it took but a moment to realise she was not only in Gaibun’s bedroom, but also without a stitch of clothing. They could not find her like this. Hurriedly she grabbed a robe from the foot of the bed and wrapped it around herself, then raced to the door, peeking out into the corridor. Her bedroom was ten yards away — but might as well have been a mile. She could hear Mai and Cheijun already walking down the corridor.


    She ducked back. Should she just walk out? Should she stay in there? What shame was there in a wife being found in her husband’s bedroom?


    ‘Maybe I should go and see if Gaibun is here. Perhaps Asami is out at the Magic-weaver compound,’ Sendatsu said distantly.


    Asami thought of Sendatsu walking into Gaibun’s bedroom to find her there and could not bear it. She glanced down the corridor and saw an old vase on a shelf. It had been a present from Gaibun’s father and she had always hated it — but it could have been her favourite piece for all she cared now. Reaching into the magic, she sent it flying down the corridor, where it smashed into something large from the shouts of surprise and alarm. She raced out of Gaibun’s bedroom and towards her own, then heard the children running. Grabbing hold of the nearest door, she jumped inside until they had gone past, then raced out and into her own bedroom, slamming the door shut and pushing a chair up against it for good measure. She quickly rumpled her perfect blankets, tore off Gaibun’s robe and threw it under her bed, pulled on one of her own and finally stepped out.


    She hurried around the corner to find them picking up pieces of vase. ‘I am here — but what are you doing?’


    ‘It wasn’t us!’ Cheijun said immediately.


    ‘I know.’ She smiled. ‘It was my warning, when people arrive without letting me know. Sumiko told me to place a ward of warning on that oak tree, so of course I did.’


    ‘We must have woken you, I am sorry,’ Sendatsu said stiffly.


    ‘You look like you were busy all night,’ Huw said sympathetically.


    Asami felt herself flush a little as she looked at Sendatsu and had to fight to keep her gaze from Rhiannon, sure her friend would realise what she had done. For some reason she felt guilty, even a little dirty, although she had merely been with her husband, sworn before Aroaril — she hastily gestured towards the kitchen.


    ‘Come, my friends. Sit and have tea. I shall be but a moment.’


    She rushed into her room and dressed properly, wishing she had time to bathe as well. She contented herself with brushing her hair and hurried off to the kitchen, where she found Huw and Rhiannon regarding a bowl of rice doubtfully and Sendatsu’s children tucking into theirs.


    ‘I heated some up,’ Sendatsu explained.


    ‘What are you doing here?’ Asami asked again, reaching into the magic and boiling water for tea in an instant.


    ‘We have come to speak to Daichi, to offer him our help and then work with you to bring my dragons through to protect Dokuzen. We have seen for ourselves that the Forlish have left their supply wagons behind. In fact, they have sent them back south. They will have left Vales in a few days, without us even loosing a crossbow bolt,’ Huw said. ‘So we know all they have to eat is what they are carrying. They must have pinned all their hopes on rushing here and seizing Dokuzen. If we can slow them for a few days, they will be forced to retreat.’


    Asami buried her head in her hands.


    ‘What is it?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘We have already spoken to Daichi about it. He says he would rather die than accept gaijin help. He would also rather die than leave Dokuzen and head north to safety. And no doubt he would be happy for others to die, for he has sent Gaibun and every warrior he can scrape up to the west, to try to hold back the Forlish.’


    ‘No!’ Sendatsu gasped.


    ‘There are so many things he is willing to die for. Is there anything that he is willing to live for?’ Huw asked.


    ‘If you try to bring the dragons through, it is likely Daichi will order everyone left in Dokuzen to attack them. I shall do what I can but I fear it is hopeless.’


    ‘Nothing is ever hopeless. You taught me that,’ Rhiannon said stoutly.


    ‘I cannot see a way forwards. You need to stay clear, do what you can to prepare for when the Forlish come for you.’


    ‘It cannot be that bad!’


    Asami shrugged. She could not see another option.


    ‘I shall stay to the end, try to use my magic to get as many away as possible. I shall come to live with you, see if we can turn back the tide of the Forlish a little longer together.’ She smiled hesitantly at Sendatsu. ‘Sendatsu wanted me to come and live among you. Now I shall.’


    ‘And you would be very welcome, all of you would,’ Huw promised dully.


    Sendatsu looked up at Asami, his heart stirring. It sounded as though it was everything he’d ever wanted and all his for doing nothing. Gaibun would be gone and he would be safe with his children and Asami, away from the judgement and anger of Dokuzen. They could help protect the human lands, fulfil his oath and live out his dream with Asami.


    ‘Papa knows how to save Dokuzen,’ Mai piped up.


    Sendatsu looked away from Asami and back to his daughter. She was right. He could not live with those deaths on his conscience. Even his dream was not worth sacrificing his friend, his family and Dokuzen for. Mai nodded at him, her expression one of pure trust.


    ‘What? Don’t tell us your mad idea about Jaken …’ Huw groaned.


    ‘It is the only way,’ Sendatsu replied harshly. ‘Asami, Huw and I need to travel north, to the fishing villages, where my father is being held. We must free him, strike a deal and then return here to overthrow Daichi.’


    They stared at him.


    ‘And your father — he will go along with this?’ Huw asked doubtfully.


    ‘He has no choice. He is slaving on a fishing boat. I will give him the chance to rule Dokuzen, as long as he promises to protect the Velsh. Whatever else he is, Jaken is a loyal son of Dokuzen. He will do anything for it.’


    ‘I thought we risked everything to get rid of your father so we could be safe. Now you are saying we would be safer with him?’ Rhiannon snorted.


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘Of course not but I am saying he is our last choice. Nobody else would be able to command Dokuzen. We could overthrow Daichi ourselves but nobody in Dokuzen would listen to us. But my father, all know him as the leader of clan Tadayoshi. They will obey him. Besides, things are different to when we were here last. He has no power now.’


    ‘But we shall also need to free Sumiko and the other Magic-weavers. If we are to bring the Velsh dragons into Dokuzen, then bring back your warriors; we will need more who can open gateways,’ Rhiannon said. ‘What happens then about the magic, when Asami is no longer head of the Magic-weavers? Will humans be allowed to use magic?’


    ‘If Sumiko is restored to her old position, it means Asami is not required to stay in Dokuzen. She can travel around with us and discover those humans with magic and train them. Jaken will be concerned by the Forlish to the south, so the Velsh will be safe to develop the magic,’ Sendatsu explained, relieved that Gaibun was not there to question this part of the plan.


    ‘And what happens afterwards? Daichi will be furious and he will have all the warriors he needs to do his bidding,’ Asami reminded them. ‘We could save Dokuzen and find ourselves being put to death afterwards.’


    ‘First of all, Daichi will be at our mercy. They will do what he tells them and he will tell them what we want, or else.’


    ‘What —’


    ‘Or I will kill him,’ Sendatsu said quietly.


    That silenced the others.


    ‘This is the only way I can see of saving Dokuzen. If you have a better idea, then say it now.’


    Their silence was eloquence itself.


    ‘Then follow me,’ he said.


    ‘I still think there has to be a better way,’ Asami muttered.


    ‘You still have time to come up with one,’ Sendatsu told her as they walked down to the fishing village. He had only been here a few times, mostly when he was a boy, accompanying Jaken on one of his regular inspection tours, back when he thought his father was the greatest elf alive and worshipped the ground he walked on. A collection of small, neat, brick-and-wood homes in tidy lines, as well as the long wooden boats dragged up on the mud, nets hanging to dry, it had changed little, although he had changed greatly. The smell was the same as well, the reek of rotting fish and the seabirds that flocked to the village in the hope of finding tasty titbits. Soon the boats would head out for the day’s fishing but it was still early enough that none had set sail yet.


    ‘Who is going to do the talking?’ Huw asked nervously, as a pair of armed guards loomed out of the dawn light.


    ‘Leave it to me,’ Sendatsu said confidently. Now he had set himself on this path, he was determined to stick to it.


    ‘Who are you and what are you doing here?’ one guard rasped.


    ‘I am Tadayoshi Moratsune Sendatsu, here to speak to my father, Tadayoshi Moratsune Jaken, to see if he is still willing to take over Dokuzen and save us from a horde of invading gaijin,’ Sendatsu said conversationally. He was confident these would be the only guards, after Daichi had stripped Dokuzen twice over for warriors to fight the Forlish.


    The two guards looked at each other, as well as Asami and Huw, then back to Sendatsu, before smiling uncertainly.


    ‘Most amusing. Now, what is your real reason?’


    ‘As I told you,’ Sendatsu replied, unsmiling.


    The two guards hesitated again, looking at each other for reassurance, then drew their swords.


    ‘Be off with you! Nobody is to see Jaken!’ one roared, using volume to replace their lack of numbers. Behind them, curious fisherfolk were coming out of their homes to see what the fuss was about.


    ‘That is Lord Jaken to you,’ Sendatsu told them, then signalled to Asami.


    Plants exploded into life behind the two guards, wrapping and pinning them, holding them tight and helpless.


    ‘We’ll be back,’ Sendatsu told them, as their swords clattered to the ground. ‘We will have a use for you.’


    He led the way into the village, where the fisherfolk did not exactly bar his way but did not move aside for him either.


    ‘Where is Lord Jaken?’ he shouted.


    For a long moment nobody moved, then a corridor opened among the people, leading to a small hut on the edge of the water.


    Sendatsu, a worried Asami and a nervous Huw following, unlocked the door and pushed it open to see his father sitting cross-legged on the floor, eating a bowl of octopus and rice.


    ‘Sendatsu. What brings you here?’ he asked calmly, putting down his bowl.


    The certainty that had propelled Sendatsu this far seemed to be draining out of his boots and down through the wooden floor. The last time he had seen his father, Jaken had tried to kill him. He took a deep breath.


    ‘We need you to save Dokuzen,’ he said, a little surprised at how calm his voice sounded.


    Jaken raised an eyebrow. ‘Why?’


    ‘The Forlish have outwitted Daichi. They broke through the barrier in the south with a small force and Daichi sent every warrior in Dokuzen after them, to prove his strength. But the real attack was to come from the west, and they broke through the barrier there last night. Thousands of Forlish soldiers are marching on Dokuzen and there is nobody to stop them, for Lord Moshin has pursued the Forlish out of the forest and is too far away to return in time to save us.’


    ‘I need to see this,’ Jaken said instantly.


    Asami stepped forwards and offered him a crow, which had been sitting quietly on her arm.


    ‘You need to lay your hand —’ she began.


    ‘I have done this before,’ Jaken said mildly, so Asami reached into the magic and showed him, just as she had Daichi.


    When he released, he did not stagger or lose his sense of where he was, the way Daichi had done.


    ‘And you showed this to Daichi?’


    ‘Yes, but he saw only what he wanted,’ Asami said bitterly.


    ‘That sounds like Daichi. He never had the wit to grasp subtlety,’ Jaken said grimly. ‘But what is the rest of your plan? I do not have the power to create warriors out of fresh air.’


    ‘We need you to make a treaty with Huw, the High Councillor of the Velsh.’ Sendatsu gestured and Huw stepped forwards. ‘He has more than fifteen hundred warriors, trained by myself and Gaibun. They will help whoever is left in Dokuzen hold off the Forlish long enough to get back Moshin and the other warriors.’


    Jaken looked hard at them all. ‘And I suppose Daichi has already rejected this idea. Have you asked him to free Sumiko and the other Magic-weavers to use their power to hold back the humans?’


    ‘Yes, and he refused. But even Sumiko and every Magic-weaver cannot stop so many Forlish. We need swords and bows. Yet if we tried to bring the Velsh in now, Daichi would order everyone to fight them, not fight with them. You are the only one with the authority to command the people and get them to accept the Velsh.’


    ‘Last time we spoke, you betrayed me to Daichi — for nothing. Why do you come here now?’ Jaken asked sharply.


    Sendatsu met his gaze levelly. ‘You told me to risk all for something worth it. Dokuzen is worth it. You are the only one who can save the people.’


    Jaken stroked his chin. ‘I appreciate the dire need in Dokuzen but what is in this for me? I overthrow Daichi and then, when the warriors return, I shall die for my troubles.’


    ‘Daichi is the wrong elf to lead Dokuzen. We shall make him leave for his estates in the north, where he can live in comfort, away from power and responsibility.’


    ‘And he will agree to this?’


    ‘Yes, or I shall kill him. When we return the warriors, we shall bring home our clan first. Then, as each new clan comes through, they will be surrounded by Tadayoshi warriors, as well as the Velsh dragons, and will have no choice but to swear loyalty to you.’


    ‘And I become the ruler of Dokuzen. I thought that was unacceptable to your human friends,’ Jaken mused.


    ‘Not if you have signed a treaty to protect the Velsh.’


    Jaken chuckled. ‘Why should I do anything? I can sit here, quite safely, then take over when the warriors return to Dokuzen. There is no way the people will allow Daichi to continue after this.’


    ‘They will return to a burned Dokuzen. And there will be no elven rulers here any more. The next ruler of Dokuzen will be King Ward of Forland. They will capture every child and mother and parent left. You and everyone else will do Ward’s bidding in exchange for their lives.’


    Jaken nodded. ‘True enough. So how do we take over from Daichi? I assume he still has guards …’


    ‘No more than a handful. The rest have either been sent south or west to fight the Forlish. We shall bring in a squad of Velsh and just walk in there —’


    ‘No,’ Jaken interrupted. ‘No humans. If we are to do this, then you and I can take care of any guards.’


    Sendatsu hesitated, remembering the last time his father had held a sword — and how close Jaken had come to killing him.


    ‘Come now, you are not afraid of seeing me with a sword again, are you?’ Jaken said with a half-smile.


    ‘Of course not,’ Sendatsu lied smoothly.


    ‘Although you should be. I thought I had trained you better than that. You did not even look like getting close to striking me,’ Jaken continued.


    ‘I was not trying to,’ Sendatsu said defiantly.


    Jaken merely laughed.


    Sendatsu forced himself to remain calm. ‘So, will you help us?’ he asked.


    Jaken stopped laughing. ‘Good. You are learning,’ he said approvingly. ‘This is what I shall do. We shall take over Dokuzen and I will lead the defence. But I will not have humans within the bounds of the city. Ideally we shall hold them in the forest but, if that cannot work, then we shall make a stand at the tombs of the forefathers. After they have been defeated — if they have been defeated and your human friends, the Velsh, have held up their end of the bargain — I shall sign a treaty protecting them. As for the Forlish, I will give no such promises. They have invaded us twice, killed our people and threatened our very city. I intend to repay the favour. That is what I shall agree to. Are you willing to go along?’


    ‘What about Sumiko?’ Asami asked. ‘We shall need her and the other Magic-weavers, but she hates you and, now, me as well.’


    ‘Leave Sumiko to me,’ Jaken promised. ‘I shall make her see sense.’


    ‘How?’


    ‘I shall give her what she wants. Trust me, she will agree to help.’


    Asami looked doubtful.


    ‘Either you trust me or you don’t,’ Jaken said sharply. ‘Do we have a deal?’


    Sendatsu glanced at Huw, who nodded.


    ‘We have a deal,’ he said.


    Jaken jumped to his feet and held out his chained hands towards Asami.


    ‘Good. Now, get these off me and give me a sword. We are wasting time here.’


    Asami gestured towards the metal links, which bent and popped open under the pressure of her magic.


    ‘About time.’ Jaken rubbed his wrists, which showed the marks of the chains. ‘And I am glad you are listening to me at last. If you are going to take risks, take big risks and do it for yourself.’


    ‘I want this to be a better world for my children. That is why I am doing this,’ Sendatsu said stiffly.


    Jaken slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Worry about yourself first,’ he advised.
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      But when they sealed themselves away from the rest of the world, they left behind the legacy of lies. The truth was deeply buried and, over time, we came to believe the tales they had left us about how good they were.


      Huw’s song

    


    ‘Drop your swords and walk away. I need every warrior Dokuzen has to defeat the gaijin but I swear by my ancestors that I shall kill you both if you do not step aside now,’ Jaken ordered, levelling his borrowed sword at the two guards on the gate to Daichi’s villa.


    The pair glanced nervously behind Jaken, to where Sendatsu drew his sword and stepped in front of Huw and Asami.


    ‘Lord Jaken. We are sworn to defend the Elder Elf with our lives,’ the taller said defiantly, stepping back and drawing his own sword.


    ‘A pity. I love loyalty,’ Jaken said conversationally, then leaped to the attack. He struck low then high, flicking the guard’s sword aside and taking his head with a vicious return cut.


    The second guard was drenched in blood and took a moment to recover, by which time Jaken was on him, sword poised an inch from his throat.


    ‘Are you just as loyal?’ Jaken inquired.


    The guard could not move his head but blinked and tried to leap back. He never had the chance, Jaken killing him with a straight thrust.


    ‘We could have used them,’ Jaken said sadly, stepping over the twitching body of the second guard. ‘Follow me.’


    They stalked through the deserted corridors until they arrived at Daichi’s office, which was familiar now to Asami, although less so to the others.


    ‘I do hope he is in.’ Jaken pushed open the door and strode inside.


    Daichi stared up from his papers in shock, grabbing for the bell on his desk and shaking it furiously.


    ‘What are you doing here?’ he blustered. ‘Guards! Guards!’


    ‘Already dead.’ Jaken shrugged. ‘Now, I am here to discuss the future of Dokuzen and how we might save it from the gaijin horde pouring through our western border even as I speak.’


    ‘You are a traitor and a liar! I will see you blinded and humiliated for this!’ Daichi raged. ‘And as for the rest of you, death is too good for you!’


    ‘Enough.’ Jaken drew his borrowed sword with an explosive snap of the wrist and held it a few inches from the tip of Daichi’s nose, where it dripped blood onto his papers. ‘You have no power here. You have broken the trust the elven people placed in you and I am here to restore order. You can go along with this and retire to your country villa, relax and enjoy life away from politics — or you can die right here.’


    Daichi’s eyes bulged with fury. ‘If you think I will hand over stewardship of Dokuzen to you, then you are as mad as a gaijin!’ he roared. ‘You are a traitorous dog and —’


    His voice was cut off as Jaken took a half-step forwards and rammed his blade into his mouth, up into his brain and out the back of his skull.


    The Elder Elf was lifted almost to his feet and hung there for a moment, eyes bulging, feet scuffling on the floor as he hung on the length of steel, gouting blood onto the metal and the desk below, then Jaken ripped the blade out and Daichi slipped off the end and fell to the floor.


    ‘Skies above!’ Huw swore.


    Jaken snapped the borrowed blade back into its sheath and spun on his heel. ‘We didn’t have the time to argue with the fool.’ He swept the top blood-spattered parchments onto the floor then grabbed a handful of clean ones, before leaning down and pulling off the signet ring from Daichi’s dead hand, rescuing it from the spreading blood. ‘This is all we needed. Make yourselves useful. Sendatsu, write orders freeing all prisoners from the mines and fishing villages of the north, then mark them with the seal of the Elder Elf. Asami, you write orders for Lord Moshin, telling him to give his best horses to clan Tadayoshi and our allies, then send them back to the forest first. Then you can write orders for Gaibun, telling him to wait for the Velsh to arrive before fighting the Forlish. He can loose arrows from behind trees but he is to preserve all the warriors he has left.’


    ‘What about you, Father?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘I need something to eat. Those fisherfolk might have been polite but their idea of a good meal was to put vegetables in the rice. Get those messages out and then, Asami, I need you to take me to talk to Sumiko.’


    ‘This is the chance you have been waiting for. At the end of this, the Magic-weavers will once again be honoured in elven society. If you help me save our people, they will listen to me when I tell them to respect you. You shall be restored to your former position and your home rebuilt at Council expense, while the people will be encouraged to become Magic-weavers and learn magic.’


    ‘And all I need to do is help save Dokuzen from an army of gaijin?’


    ‘You know what you need to do,’ Jaken said levelly. ‘We have spoken of it before.’


    Sumiko smiled thinly. ‘Then we have a deal.’


    Jaken stepped outside and waved to Asami.


    ‘Release her,’ he ordered.


    Hesitantly, Asami did so then stepped back, half expecting Sumiko to turn on her, but her former sensei merely nodded her thanks before heading off to a table of food, where the other Magic-weavers, led by Oroku and Jimai, were stuffing their faces after so long on short rations.


    ‘As soon as they have eaten, they shall return to Dokuzen and begin bringing the Velsh through,’ Jaken told Asami.


    ‘And we can trust her?’


    ‘Without question,’ he declared. ‘Now I need you to send me back to the city.’


    She obeyed but did not follow him through the gateway. Instead she walked over to Sumiko.


    ‘Sensei, we need to talk,’ she said levelly.


    Sumiko looked up from her bowl of fish and rice. ‘I thought you would. Come then, over here.’ She filled her bowl to the brim again and ate as they walked, chopsticks flashing.


    ‘I do not expect our relationship to go back to what it was before,’ Asami said stiffly.


    ‘Wise of you,’ Sumiko commented.


    ‘But I need to know a few things. We will have to work together if we are to save Dokuzen. The last time we saw each other, we were trying to kill each other with magic. I need to know my enemies are the Forlish, not those I thought were on my side. I only acted because you sent warriors into my home, trying to kill me and my guests and steal the book we had. I am willing to put all that aside in the battle to save Dokuzen, if you are also.’


    Sumiko stopped eating. ‘Well, at least we know where we stand.’ She finished her mouthful and lowered the chopsticks. ‘Agreed. We can count ourselves even on that score, since you arrived at my home with warriors and stole a book of mine. The gaijin are the real enemy and I shall happily work with you to defeat them.’


    ‘And Rhiannon?’ Asami said, determined to push Sumiko until she was satisfied with the answers.


    ‘What about your human friend?’


    ‘You know as well as I that she can do magic. But if that information was to reach Jaken, become widely known, then there would be no chance for an alliance. He would see the Velsh as much of a threat as the Forlish.’


    ‘And you think I will reveal this and destroy Dokuzen?’ Sumiko said. ‘What do you take me for? I know just as well as you what is at stake here.’


    Asami relaxed. ‘I was not sure what to think,’ she confessed.


    ‘There is nothing for you to worry about.’ Sumiko waved her chopsticks airily. ‘I have spoken with Jaken and all will be well.’


    ‘You have allied yourself with Jaken? You trust him?’ Asami could not keep the incredulity out of her voice. ‘But you hate him!’


    Sumiko bent over her bowl once more. ‘My feelings are irrelevant. I will do what I must to restore the Magic-weavers to power. There is no price too high to pay. After the victory, nobody remembers how it was achieved, or what was sacrificed — they only remember who won. Yes, we have done a deal. He will make the Magic-weavers the saviours of Dokuzen out of this. After all, he can hardly say that humans saved us from other humans. We shall be the heroes and the Magic-weavers shall be honoured above all the clans. For that I shall keep my silence about your human, work with you and even deal with Jaken. Now, is there anything else?’


    ‘No,’ Asami said. ‘Thank you.’


    She watched her former sensei walk away, still eating furiously, and sighed. Sumiko had said all the right things and she should feel relieved. Why, then, was there still a thread of disquiet?


    Sendatsu was amazed at how fast Jaken took control. The handful of Council Guards still left in the city were without officers and the leaders of every other rival clan were down with Moshin, chasing a handful of gaijin around the countryside to no good purpose. Faced with Jaken brandishing the ring of the Elder Elf, as well as scores of Tadayoshi elves and Magic-weavers, all freed from the mines, they said nothing. Of course the threat of an army of gaijin advancing towards the city also helped. It was Dokuzen’s collective nightmare, sprung to evil life, and everyone was willing to put aside political concerns to stop the humans.


    Once the city was his, Jaken brought the leaders, making a point of Sumiko being among them, out to the remnants of the tombs of the forefathers. It was a ragged ruin, blackened and spoiled, its overgrown gardens charred and stinking. But it was the very outskirts of Dokuzen, had a wide stream running through the centre and, even better, sat at the bottom of a gentle slope that protected the rest of the elven city from view.


    ‘Asami, I want you to bring the Velsh through to here. I cannot bring them into the city when the people are like this. It will cause a panic,’ Jaken said.


    ‘And what then?’


    ‘Sendatsu, you have led these Velsh before. They will follow you again?’


    Sendatsu hesitated and glanced at Huw.


    ‘Of course they will,’ Huw said immediately.


    ‘Good. Then you take command of them; Gaibun will command every warrior I can scrape up from the city and surrounds.’


    ‘Will we try to fight them in the woods?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘No,’ Jaken said. ‘We have many different elements to our forces, and it will be too easy to lose touch. If I had five thousand elven warriors, we would hit them from all sides in the trees and use our greater skills to drive them back. But they have all the discipline and we do not. I fear our young and old archers will get lost and be helpless and I do not know if the Velsh will handle the trees. We just need a few hundred of the Forlish to get past us and they will be loose in Dokuzen — and we have lost. I do not take this decision lightly — I know the woods are our friends and our Magic-weavers can bring them to life. But too many things can go wrong. Instead we shall use the ruins. The Forlish are used to taking defences — they will see it as an irresistible target. I want them to come here, rather than seek to go around. Sumiko, we need your Magic-weavers to do what they can to stop them outflanking us.’


    ‘You don’t want us to try to create a barrier that stops them completely?’


    ‘I would love that but can you encircle the whole city? Otherwise they will split their forces and march around it — and we could only stop one half.’


    Sendatsu dearly wanted to ask how they were even going to stop one half, let alone the whole army, if it came in through there.


    ‘We need to summon every elf who can bend a bow here at dawn,’ Jaken announced, ‘bringing every arrow they have. See to it.’


    While Council Guards rushed back to the city and the Magic-weavers walked down to the ruins, Jaken put his hand on Sendatsu’s shoulder and steered him a few paces away.


    ‘Are you going to stick with it this time, Sendatsu?’ he asked.


    Sendatsu bristled. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Well, in the past you have begun something but have not been able to see it through to the end. You’ve always gone back to your children, gone back to letting others do the hard work for you. Even what you did earlier, betraying me to Daichi — what hurt me most was not the betrayal but the way you refused to take the final step. If you are going to risk everything, then for Aroaril’s sake make sure the prize is worth it!’


    ‘It was for my children — so of course I thought it was worth it,’ Sendatsu said harshly.


    Jaken sighed. ‘We are playing for higher stakes now. If the Forlish get in here, then our whole culture will be destroyed. There is nothing I would not do, nobody I would not sacrifice to save Dokuzen. That is why I will make an alliance with gaijin, turn to Sumiko and her Magic-weavers. I need the same commitment from you. Half of you will not be enough. I need all of you.’


    ‘I shall do whatever I have to,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I have learned you have to do things you hate to give your children a better future.’


    ‘I want a better future for me, not just my grandchildren.’ Jaken snorted. ‘Do you want to leave them with your mother again? She has missed them, these past moons.’


    ‘Of course.’ Sendatsu nodded.


    They stared at each other in awkward silence for a few moments. Sendatsu turned to go.


    ‘You did the right thing,’ Jaken said suddenly. ‘It was dangerous, it was risky, but you saw this was the only way forwards.’


    ‘You don’t hold it against me, the way I went to Daichi before?’ Sendatsu blurted.


    ‘I would have been happier had you placed your trust in me but I underestimated you then, so it was partly my fault. I never thought you would take a stand. But you did and we both learned something. And now I am Elder Elf, so it has all been worth it. Particularly if the Velsh fight as you say and we can indeed turn the Forlish back!’


    Sendatsu was a little bewildered by this new, friendlier Jaken. It was as if a man-eating bear had rolled over and wanted its tummy scratched.


    He wanted to say something more, wanted to explore this new relationship he and his father were seemingly developing, but Jaken was already off and moving, trying to sort out a hundred problems that nobody else seemed willing or able to tackle. When nobody else wanted to make a decision, he was snapping out orders left, right and centre.


    Sendatsu watched him for a few moments. If he did not know better, he could have sworn this was all as Jaken had planned it. He had dreamed of being Elder Elf for so long, worked so hard to achieve it, that his face seemed aglow with the excitement of the challenge. If Jaken could pull this off, he would be not just Elder Elf but the saviour of Dokuzen. Perhaps achieving his oft-stated dream was enough to change him. Sendatsu’s thoughts ran ahead, to what life would be like here with Jaken as Elder Elf, and whether he could stay or not. That immediately led to thoughts of Asami and he turned to where she waited with Huw.


    She hurried over to his side. ‘Come, we have to get Rhiannon and then get the Velsh ready to come through.’


    ‘Although we have to do that without anyone realising Rhiannon can do magic,’ Huw said.


    ‘Are you still happy to do this?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘I am. Not so sure about some of the other headmen.’ Huw shrugged. ‘But your plan is certainly working. Your father will give us what we want — all we have to do is defeat the Forlish. Then we can worry about whether Jaken will let us use magic.’


    ‘If we win, things will change. My people will see how valuable you are,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘As long as we defeat them.’


    ‘We don’t have to defeat them. Just hold them back for a day or so,’ Asami reminded him.


    ‘That will be hard enough,’ Huw said.


    ‘You head back to Vales; I need to see my children safely to my mother and then I will meet you down by the mustering area, near the tombs of the forefathers,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Are you still happy with your choices?’ Asami asked him softly.


    ‘It was the only way to save Dokuzen. Daichi was never going to make the right decisions. And, you have to admit, it has been working well so far.’


    ‘But this means you are now the son of the Elder Elf. With that comes many responsibilities, not least in marriage.’


    Sendatsu’s face darkened. ‘I shall not marry for politics again. I only want you.’


    ‘But I am married to Gaibun. And the scandal if the son of the Elder Elf was to run off with the wife of another …’


    ‘I don’t care about any of that. I just know I shall only be happy with you.’


    ‘Please don’t tell me this is all some elaborate plan to free me from my responsibilities in Dokuzen so we can run away together and spend our lives bringing back the magic to the human lands. Or, more likely, that we can find some quiet part of Vales to hide from Gaibun.’


    ‘No! This is the only way to save Dokuzen!’ he cried. ‘Why don’t you believe me when I tell you about the human massacres, the dead child and the oath I made to help the humans?’


    ‘You have to admit, it sounds like you have just come up with a plausible reason for me to leave Gaibun and be with you.’


    ‘I don’t admit that at all. If Gaibun said something like this, you would believe him,’ he accused.


    ‘Perhaps I would. But even from his mouth it would sound like he had another motive in mind.’


    Sendatsu opened his mouth to release angry words, then remembered how badly that had gone last time. So instead he smiled at her. ‘Let us get through these next few days,’ he said. ‘Sumiko will want the Magic-weavers back again, while Jaken will want to march on Forland. We can talk again then, when we know what will happen. I just know I love you.’


    ‘But it’s not that easy,’ she protested.


    ‘It should be,’ he insisted.


    ‘Things never go that smoothly,’ Huw said gloomily.


    ‘Once my father is Elder Elf, anything is possible,’ Sendatsu insisted. ‘What he has made, he can unmake. After all we have done for him, he must reward us.’


    ‘You have too much faith in him. After all he has done to you, I can’t believe you will place all your hope in him,’ Asami warned.


    ‘Things have changed, you will see.’


    He led Huw back to his home, through the rush and bustle of Dokuzen as it tried to prepare for the Forlish attack. Some families were packing and leaving, some were saying farewells as grandparents waved off their families before shouldering arrow bags, picking up bows and heading towards the tombs of the forefathers. In other families, teenagers were the ones taking up the bows, or housewives and mothers. Servants, merchants and nobles — all were answering the call. Their numbers would be impressive but Sendatsu knew most only practised once a moon, as ordered by the Council, and would be left exhausted by loosing just one bag of arrows. There were many tears now, as those fighting bid farewell to their families. Seeing that only made Sendatsu stride out faster, fearing there would be far more tears to come.


    He led the way through the door of his home and kneeled down as his children raced into his arms.


    ‘What happened? Did it all go to plan?’ Rhiannon demanded.


    ‘Surprisingly, yes. We have everything we want — as long as we can defeat the Forlish,’ Huw said. He had to stop himself from enfolding her in his arms.


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘Well, should be easy then!’


    Sendatsu hugged Mai and Cheijun and knew it would not.


    Gaibun had received the orders from Asami with a mixture of shock and hope. Jaken was the new Elder Elf? The Velsh were coming to help save Dokuzen? While he had meant what he said to Asami — that he would be prepared to die for her and for Dokuzen — he would be much happier to keep on living. Especially if it meant living with Asami.


    He had spread the word among his little command. Daichi had given him a score of guards, the last class of students judged too young, at sixteen, to go south, as well as the first group judged too old to go with Moshin, all of them over forty-five. All up they had made only a few hundred warriors and he had been dreading leading them into battle. The older ones knew they would not, could not, survive, while the young ones were blithely confident, believing Daichi when he said they could easily hold back eight thousand gaijin.


    Now Jaken sent replacements out to the camp Gaibun had made, a day’s march from Dokuzen. It meant Gaibun could release his young and old warriors back to the ruins and replace them with Jaken’s fresh elves, Tadayoshi warriors who had been imprisoned, as well as the guards who had been watching them. A few more warriors had also been found, those sick or away when Daichi summoned the clans. He had lost numbers but gained quality. While he had barely two hundred warriors, all of them were in their prime, rather than a mix of teenagers and greybeards.


    Released from a sentence of certain death, Gaibun was excited to lead them forwards. This was ground he knew well, having patrolled through here so many times before. The Forlish would not know what hit them.


    Edmund looked at the map, looked at the sun and demanded speed, always more speed. Normally he liked to conserve the men, let them march well within themselves so they were ready for anything.


    Not now. The officers yelled at the sergeants, who shouted at the men. Nobody was allowed to fall out, except for a short rest period every other turn of the hourglass. They had to press forwards, always forwards. The elves had thoughtfully left a rough dirt road and they hurried along that, the long column spilling to either side and a swarm of scouts hurrying ahead. They were making good progress but it was not enough for Edmund. It was never enough.


    He had not been this nervous since his first battle. And this was a different feeling. Then he had been afraid of letting his mates down, letting his king down and, of course, afraid of dying. Now he was terrified for all he was risking. Not only was his king’s life at stake but the whole of Forland itself. He had the pick of the Forlish army. If it went wrong, if they were lost, then not only would King Ward not receive the elven magic he needed to survive but everything he had won, all that had been achieved, would be put at risk. The elves might invade — the Balians and Landish would certainly rebel, as indeed might their earlier conquests, for the troops now watching those countries would have to be recalled to protect Cridianton.


    The fear sat uneasily on Edmund’s shoulders. For so long he had been in control, never doubting what he was doing. Now he was second-guessing himself, not knowing where he was going or who he would be facing — and he took it out on the men, demanding ever more from them.


    Certainly there had been no opposition yet but, instead of reassuring Edmund, it made him feel worse. The elves were out there and planning something, he knew it.


    ‘Faster!’ he ordered, yet again.


    ‘Do you think we’ll all carry back a sack of gold?’ Harald wondered as they sat around panting during one of the short rest breaks.


    ‘I don’t want one, if we have to march like this back down this road,’ Ruttyn grumbled.


    ‘You want to worry about winning the battle first and dividing the spoils later,’ Caelin warned them. ‘We know how the elves can fight and just appear out of the bloody trees.’


    ‘And we don’t have any cavalry, like Captain Wulf had. Those elves don’t like cavalry,’ Ruttyn said.


    ‘I’m going out on a limb here but we should have brought the wife’s mother. She’d guarantee us victory. Not even a magical elf could stand against her nagging. They’d give up within a moon,’ Harald offered, but his heart was not really in the jest.


    ‘On your feet, lads.’ Caelin levered himself up. ‘The rest of the boys are getting up.’


    ‘Already?’ Ruttyn groaned. ‘Honestly, if I never see another bloody tree again I’ll be happy. How those elves can sing poems about them, I don’t bloody know.’


    ‘Oh, leaf it alone, would you!’ Harald nudged him.


    Ruttyn stared at him. ‘One more tree joke and I swear I’ll stuff you inside one of the bloody things for an elf to find.’


    ‘Oh, you wood, wood you …’


    Caelin had to hold Ruttyn back.


    ‘Just eager to get to the elven city, sir,’ he explained to a glowering officer.


    ‘Scouts, eh? Well, if you’re so eager, get forwards! Quick now!’


    Caelin led the other two up the column, swearing. Neither Ruttyn nor Harald said anything.


    Gaibun crept through the trees. His orders were not to sacrifice his warriors and, Aroaril knew, he had few enough of those. But he also needed to slow down the Forlish advance and give Dokuzen the chance to prepare. After that disaster down south with Konetsu, he had no intention of trying to ambush a few scouts. All that had achieved was to show the Forlish where the elven positions were and then they used their greater numbers to smash the elves. Here, the gaijin force was even bigger.


    His original idea to slow down their advance had been to strike at the head of the snake, hide and wait until the Forlish commanders came past then launch an attack on them, hoping to kill or wound enough to throw the Forlish into disarray. That idea required the sacrifice of every warrior he had, so obviously could not work this time around. But he liked the idea of avoiding the scouts and striking at unsuspecting men behind.


    So he had led most of his warriors in a wide loop around the thick screen of scouts that guarded the Forlish advance. Never had his time in the Border Patrol been more useful. Many of his erstwhile comrades had been happy to sit and gamble, or sneak back to the city rather than patrol properly, secure in the knowledge that the barrier kept them safe and there was no need for such vigilance. Gaibun had never made that mistake and he used his knowledge now.


    The Forlish scouts were skilled, working in small groups and covering each other as they pushed forwards. They were also ranging far ahead, half a mile in front of the main column and a mile further out. But they were not elves and they did not have any magic. Gaibun watched them go past and then led his warriors closer in to the road. He planned to let the first few companies go past, as they would be ready to respond to an attack on the scouts and could probably withstand an attack on themselves.


    The next companies, thinking themselves safe in the middle of the advance — they would be the target.


    So he lay there in the bushes, unmoving, watching the Forlish march forwards. He had heard much about them from the Velsh when he had been training them — but even the likes of Cadel and Bowen and Tadd had only ever fought the Forlish as raiders. This was something else again. Gaibun watched carefully as they strode forwards in tight lines, shields on their backs and spears over their shoulders, while short swords sat at their hips. All wore mail shirts made up of interconnected links, which covered their chests and bellies, over the top of thick leather tunics that stretched to their thighs. Their ranks were neat and they marched in silence, the only talking the calls of the corporals and sergeants, as they kept the lines moving and in perfect order.


    It was completely different to anything he had seen before. He hated them for their order and discipline but above all for stamping their filth into his land. He was tempted to order an attack but then a new company came into view; these ones had their spears on their backs and carried bags slung on carrying poles over one shoulder.


    Gaibun tapped the elves nearest to him on the shoulder, and they passed the message on. About half of his warriors were to stay back and loose arrows. The rest would join him. He expected the Forlish column to coil back on him, like a wounded snake, and he anticipated a fast pursuit through the forest. But he had a few tricks ready for that as well.


    ‘Ready!’ the elf to his left whispered, a signal echoed a moment later by the one on the right, letting him know the message had been passed down the line.


    Gaibun came to his feet in one lithe move and drew his sword. Saying nothing and making little noise, he raced at the lines of marching Forlish.


    For long moments, nothing seemed to happen. The Forlish were not looking off into the trees but at each other, or straight ahead.


    Then the first arrows whipped in and the Forlish began to drop, thrown backwards by the force of the longbows. Screams and shouts rang out down the column as men were struck, or jostled by hurt comrades, while the injured howled.


    All eyes snapped to their right flank, where the arrows were pouring in. The first instinct of the Forlish was to duck away, to cover up, and they fumbled for shields, looking to see where their attackers were — and how many. They peered into the trees — to see Gaibun emerge at the head of a band of grim-faced elves, long swords in hand.


    A Forlishman thrust his spear at Gaibun but it was simple to twitch his sword and flick the point aside, then his speed took him past the spearhead and the terror on the Forlishman’s face was almost comical. Gaibun used the dragon-tail cut to remove the man’s head, then he was among the disordered ranks, cutting and slashing as though crazed. The Forlish tried to swing their spears around, but did not have the room to wield the weapons properly. Others grabbed for swords, and their shields, but the precious heartbeats needed to get them around and onto the arm were often the last that soldier had before an elf cut them down.


    Even if they did get their sword out, the short sword they all carried was no match for the longer, curved elven sword.


    Gaibun ducked under a spear butt and used the windmill stroke to take an arm; a shouting Forlishman rushed at him from the left but he sidestepped and used zigzag strokes to befuddle the soldier. His sword cut deeply into the man’s mail-clad chest, but the mail and leather backing slowed it enough that he knew it was not a fatal blow. The Forlishman reeled away a couple of paces and then pressed forwards again, mouth open to scream hatred. Gaibun picked his spot and drove his sword into the rent he had cut into the mail shirt and deep into the lungs beyond. All the long lessons, the years of practice, made this seem like second nature as he twisted the blade to break the flesh’s suction and rip his sword clear, spraying blood over his face and the surrounding fighters.


    He pivoted smoothly, keeping himself in balance and picked out his next target, cutting him down with the tiger-claw stroke across the neck. He was close enough to smell the breath of the men he was killing, the odour of rotting flesh coming from their filthy teeth, while the coppery tang of blood and the foul stench as the bowels of the dead opened was thick in his nose and throat. The road was turned to mud by a revolting mixture of blood, shit, piss and brains to make the footing even more slippery. The Forlish ranks were all mixed up and Gaibun’s elves pressed their advantage, hacking and slashing. They fought alone but so did most of the men.


    Gaibun felt his sword bite into the edge of a shield and he overpowered the man, using a series of high blows. Then, while the man was dazed and his shield up in the air, Gaibun plunged in low and ripped up, hearing the man’s bubbling scream cut through the battle sounds as the steel bit into his groin. The horrid noise brought Gaibun back to his senses and stopped the battle lust.


    ‘Enough! Back!’ he called, waving his sword high. Better to leave now, before the Forlish cut off his escape.


    His band heard him and followed him back, although he had to grab a couple of them and drag them away, they were so caught up in the fighting.


    Some of the Forlish pursued them, but the elven archers were still out there and the bows sang once more, picking off men as they rushed forwards.


    ‘Back! Follow me!’ Gaibun waved them away. He glanced left and right to see fresh companies of Forlishmen hurrying around to catch him, shields in a tight wall, spears bristling out the front. If he had stayed more than a few heartbeats extra, they would have swooped around him and all the skill in the world would not have saved his warriors.


    ‘Faster! Don’t slow down! We can’t wait!’ he told the puffing members of his little band. All carried bloodstained swords, the evidence of their victories painted red across faces and hands. He could also see they had left a dozen behind and he hoped they had been killed quickly, for he dreaded to think what the Forlish would do to them if they were just wounded. Three more were stumbling along, being helped by friends and comrades, after being cut themselves.


    ‘Keep moving. If we stop, we die,’ he warned them but there were more than enough hands to help them.


    The angry shouts of the Forlish were behind them, evidence they were being pursued, and he kept up the pace, heading south and then cutting back east in a wide loop that he hoped would again take them past the Forlish scouts. The real battle was still to come.


    ‘How could this happen? I thought we had a wide screen of scouts out?’ Edmund raged.


    ‘Half a mile ahead and a mile wide,’ the scout captain confirmed. ‘We saw and heard nothing.’


    ‘And how many dead for your mistake?’


    ‘A company was gutted. They will need to go back to the rear and plug holes elsewhere,’ someone replied.


    Edmund took a deep breath. He was tempted to rage and shout but it had been his orders that sent the column marching fast, far faster than they usually advanced. And to expect the elves to let them walk into Dokuzen unopposed was foolish to the extreme.


    ‘Keep the scouts at the same distance. But I want another screen down our flanks, fifty yards from our main advance. This time it was just a probe but next time it might be a full-scale attack.’


    Nervous officers breathed again, and nodded enthusiastically.


    ‘Get the men moving again. We have already lost more than a turn of the hourglass searching for the elves who ambushed us. And every time a bloody twig cracks, whole companies are dropping into shield walls and refusing to move until they are sure there is nothing there. We’re miles behind where we should be today. Tell your sergeants — keep the men moving. If we can’t get to Dokuzen before their army gets back home, we really will be dead.’


    ‘How are we going to find elves in these woods, on their own land?’ Harald protested when the orders came through.


    ‘We won’t. They find us. But our deaths will give others warning,’ Caelin said grimly.


    ‘Oh, well that’s all right then. I wouldn’t want to die pointlessly,’ Ruttyn snorted.


    Asami was at a loss, waiting for word from Vales that Huw, Rhiannon and the dragons were ready to come through. Until she heard from them, she had nothing to do. For want of something better she wandered over to where Sumiko was directing the efforts of a small group of Magic-weavers.


    ‘Sensei, do you need my help?’ She bowed respectfully, ignoring the glares from Oroku and the other Magic-weavers.


    ‘Aren’t you to bring through our human allies?’ Sumiko asked.


    ‘Yes, but I wanted to help the other Magic-weavers. So far nobody wants to work with me,’ Asami said levelly.


    Sumiko smiled briefly. ‘Well, you were the cause of them working in the mines and nearly being starved to death. You can hardly expect them to embrace you. But they will accept you again, as I do, once we have been hailed as heroes.’


    Asami watched her return to the others and speak to Oroku and Jimai and shivered a little.
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      They even stole all the languages from the other human tribes, using magic so that everyone spoke the same words and there was no difference between the other humans. They plotted to rule the humans, who they called gaijin.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    ‘Do we have to stay with Grandmother?’ Mai grumbled.


    ‘She has missed you, and it will not be for long. Just a day or so — and I hope to be back this evening, to put you to bed,’ Sendatsu said gently.


    ‘That was what you said last time — and then you didn’t come back!’


    ‘This is different,’ Sendatsu insisted. ‘I will never leave you. Whatever happens, I shall come back for you.’


    He looked into her eyes and she nodded slowly. ‘I know that but Cheijun won’t understand,’ she warned.


    ‘Well, I need you to keep him calm, to tell him I will be back. I have to go and fight the Forlish, to protect you all.’


    ‘I help!’ Cheijun announced, brandishing his toy sword.


    ‘We helped you train the Velsh,’ Mai reminded him. ‘And you told us how good we were!’


    ‘And you are. But I need to look after the Velsh, and I can’t do that and watch over you as well. I don’t want to do this but I have to, if we are going to live happily.’


    ‘That wasn’t what you said earlier. You said we would always be together and all the danger was over,’ she reminded him.


    ‘Yes, I did,’ he said. ‘But it just shows that I can be wrong sometimes.’


    She patted his face. ‘I can forgive you. And I will look after Cheijun. But I cannot promise he will be good for Grandmother Noriko. He doesn’t like her stories.’


    ‘I’ll speak to her,’ Sendatsu promised. Holding Mai’s hand and with Cheijun in his arms, he walked across the city to his father’s villa. There were no guards on the front and he walked through to where his mother was supervising a pair of elderly gardeners.


    ‘Sendatsu! What are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘As you can see, I am still trying to clean up the mess left by your last visit. But my gardeners have gone off to fight the gaijin and those I have left are not up to the task.’


    ‘Mother.’ He bowed slightly. ‘I need you to look after Mai and Cheijun while I lead the Velsh against the gaijin horde approaching.’


    Her mouth tightened. ‘I have heard from your father what you have done to make amends for your betrayal.’


    ‘Mother, I did not come here to fight with you. I have much to do if we are to save Dokuzen. Will you please look after Mai and Cheijun?’


    ‘Of course.’ She nodded. ‘Although I am not sure who I can find to cook for them. I might have to do it myself.’


    Sendatsu kneeled and put his children down, along with the bag of toys he was carrying.


    ‘See if you can catch me a butterfly,’ he suggested and Mai took a reluctant Cheijun’s hand and they raced off through the garden.


    ‘They should be able to wreck most of the progress we have made by the time they leave,’ Noriko observed.


    ‘I hope to return for a turn or two of the hourglass this evening. But I cannot promise it. I do not yet know Father’s plan for defeating the Forlish.’


    Noriko stepped closer and placed her hands on his shoulders.


    ‘My son, do you know what you are getting yourself into?’ she asked gently.


    ‘What do you mean?’ Sendatsu had grown used to not having much to do with his parents. Now both of them wanted to talk with him. It was a little disturbing.


    ‘You have never wanted to play a game of power, never wanted to risk everything on a single decision, the way your father does. Now I see you doing all sorts of things. You betray your father, then you rescue him and help him become Elder Elf —’


    ‘I do what I have to,’ Sendatsu said defensively.


    ‘I have often wondered if there was something I could have done differently,’ she said thoughtfully.


    ‘What do you mean?’ He turned from watching Mai chase Cheijun through the new flower beds, much to the consternation of the elderly gardeners.


    ‘I have never interfered with what your father wanted to do. He is the head of the household, as well as our clan, and I have always obeyed him. But you are my son, my only child, and I stood back as he tried to mould you into something you are not. I knew you would rebel against him. But perhaps, had I tried, he might have listened more.’


    ‘Why didn’t you try?’ Sendatsu blurted. ‘I would do anything for my children. I could never abandon them to Father’s training.’


    Noriko said nothing for a long time and he wondered if he had gone too far.


    ‘We are from different generations. I was taught to obey my husband always —’


    ‘Mother, that is not true. It is the same today. But some, like Asami and even older elves like Sumiko, chose a different path!’


    Noriko smiled wanly. ‘You are right. The truth is I am not brave enough to face Jaken. That is why I agreed to marry him, although I loved another, why I have tolerated the many mistresses he has had over the years and still enjoys. I am a wife to him in name only.’


    A memory stirred in Sendatsu then, of when he and Gaibun had left Dokuzen.


    ‘You loved Lord Retsu,’ he said.


    ‘How … when did you …?’


    Sendatsu took hold of his mother’s hand. ‘In the last moon only. And he felt the same about you?’


    Noriko grimaced. ‘He is too honourable to say anything. When your father was disgraced and his death was a possibility, we began to talk again. But that cannot happen now. The Elder Elf can have lovers but his wife cannot.’


    Sendatsu squeezed his mother’s hand. It was hard to think of your parents as people with loves of their own but this was disturbing on several levels. The parallels between himself and Gaibun, and their fathers Jaken and Retsu, were too obvious.


    ‘So you were the prize between Father and Retsu?’


    ‘The leadership of the clan was the real prize. I was what came with it,’ Noriko said bitterly. ‘Once he had an heir, all his interest was in his mistresses.’


    ‘He still flaunts them in front of you?’ Sendatsu asked hurriedly, not really wanting to go into details of his parents’ sex life.


    ‘I thought he had finished with all that a few years ago. There was more than a year there when I know he was seeing nobody. But something happened and he began again. There is someone he has been seeing, although I do not know who, or wish to know …’


    ‘But if you did not love him, why did you not stand up for me?’ Sendatsu tried to get the subject onto something a little less embarrassing. His mind was already having enough trouble with the thought of his mother and Lord Retsu. If that had happened, would he have been Gaibun?


    ‘I am sorry,’ she said simply. ‘I regret it, of course. But I found it easier to just go along with things, let the stream carry me onwards, rather than try to stand up myself. Only now do I see the harm I did, by doing nothing at all.’


    Sendatsu opened his mouth and then closed it again slowly. That was close to the accusations Asami had levelled at him many times over the years.


    ‘Take care of Mai and Cheijun. I shall try to be back some time later tonight. If not, pack bags and be ready to flee. If we cannot hold the Forlish off, we shall have no choice but to run.’


    He called over Mai and Cheijun and hugged them both close.


    ‘I shall do my best to be back to put you to bed. But I may be too busy. If not, I shall see you tomorrow. Don’t worry, nothing will stop me getting back to you,’ he told them.


    Predictably, they both burst into tears and clung to him and it was a long time before he could calm them down enough to prise little arms from around his neck and legs.


    ‘I love you and I shall see you soon,’ he promised again, but that only had them crying more.


    He walked slowly towards the tombs of the forefathers, until he could get his cursed eyes under control again. Leaving them behind was the only thing to do. They could not see the battle. But it was hard, so hard to leave them again. Especially after hearing his mother talk about her regrets. But what he was doing now would secure their future.


    That was what he told himself anyway.


    Huw stepped through the gateway, out of the oak tree near Patcham. Cadel was lying nearby and jumped to his feet as Huw appeared out of nowhere.


    ‘What’s happening?’ he asked.


    ‘We need to get back to the village. Are many of the headmen there? What about the dragons?’ Huw demanded. He turned to see Rhiannon step out of the tree right behind him.


    ‘The dragons are there. As for the headmen — we’ve got as many as we can.’


    They clambered onto horses and began to ride back to Patcham.


    ‘Are we going to help the elves?’


    ‘We are,’ Huw confirmed. ‘Ride ahead and start bringing the dragons to the oak tree.’


    Rhiannon watched Cadel gallop off and sighed.


    ‘How are we going to hide my magic and still be able to do everything we need to stop the Forlish?’ she asked.


    ‘We’ll just have to be careful. Asami will be able to help us.’


    ‘But Sumiko knows I can do magic. And she has no reason to help us,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘She has no reason to love Jaken either. But she can put that aside to help Dokuzen against the Forlish,’ he argued.


    ‘And what happens afterwards? If we do beat back the Forlish, what then? We shall be in the heart of the elven lands, surrounded by their warriors, at their mercy. And we both know how ruthless the elves are prepared to be. Have you forgotten what they did to our people three hundred years ago, when they left our lands?’


    ‘I have not forgotten. There is still a reckoning to come for that but if we don’t stop the Forlish we are all dead anyway. At least this way we can win the elves’ gratitude. That could be worth much.’


    ‘But what about me? They might be willing to tolerate you, even the dragons, as some kind of useful pets but they will not want a human who can do magic. What if I am the price of peace between the races?’


    ‘I will never allow that. Never!’ Huw spat. ‘They will touch you over my dead body.’


    Rhiannon paused in her next objection and looked at him anew.


    ‘You should know I would do everything in my power to protect you. Not that you need all that much protection,’ he added hastily.


    ‘I had forgotten that,’ she said softly.


    They rode on in silence, although it was a warm one. Rhiannon felt the last of her anger towards Huw melting away. Putting him with her father was not fair. And, while she loved her magic and the feeling it gave her and enjoyed her friendship with Asami, she missed Huw. More and more each day.


    ‘We just have to be careful when we are in Dokuzen,’ Huw said.


    ‘I know.’


    Gaibun waited until night had fallen. The Forlish were too watchful during the day and he had sheered off twice rather than risk an attack that led to his small band of warriors being trapped. But although the Forlish threw up a rough camp and had a strong ring of sentries around it, it was still an inviting target.


    Fires showed where the Forlish were sitting and eating, and where they were sleeping and resting.


    He split his little band into two, leaving one group to turn their bows on the camp while he led the rest around to the other side of the huge Forlish campsite. One of the older warriors had some ability with magic and he sent an owl soaring around the camp to the archers with a message to begin the attack. Then Gaibun settled down to wait. He had resharpened his sword and was eager to test it against the Forlish armour once more.


    They did not have long to wait. Arrows dropped from the sky, striking men and horses around the fires, throwing the peaceful camp into disarray. Men thrashed around, screaming, or dropped bowls of food and grabbed weapons.


    All was confusion as their attention focused on the direction from which the arrows still flew, clearly expecting an attack there. Even the sentries on Gaibun’s side had their attention on what was happening back at the camp, rather than out in the forest.


    It was a fatal mistake.


    Gaibun led his warriors forwards and used the shouts and screams from the camp to cut down half-a-dozen sentries. He had six of his warriors pick up the human spears and wear human helms, and stand there as if they were still sentries, as he walked brazenly into the camp, sword in hand.


    The men at the back of the camp were the ones who had been slow to rush to trouble, the ones who were the weakest fighters, the newest soldiers and those who feared the elves in the dark. Gaibun led his warriors in a rush, slicing and hacking at any they could reach. It was a few moments before anyone realised what was going on, before the screaming and shouting told the camp they were under attack from another direction. Gaibun beat aside one sword and cut left and right, aiming at the legs, knowing wounded would slow the Forlish up more than dead men.


    But he could see men with shields approaching, pushing through the crowd and knew it was time to go. He went down on one knee and sliced out in the cartwheel stroke again, cutting open legs and calves.


    ‘Back!’ he roared, turning and running.


    One or two elves were slow to obey, and were swallowed by the mass of Forlish pushing forwards, but the rest followed him in a race back to the trees.


    The ring of sentries was rushing to cut him off — but then one group shed their helms and spears and attacked the others, revealing themselves to be the elves Gaibun had left behind. Confused and dismayed, the sentries fell back, distrusting other groups, allowing Gaibun to race through the gap and his band to disappear into the trees again.


    He paused. Arrows were still falling and the whole Forlish camp resembled a disturbed ants’ nest. Perfect.


    ‘Back to Dokuzen,’ he told his warriors.


    ‘We must send all of our warriors to Dokuzen, to help the elves,’ Huw said, looking around the table at the assembled Velsh headmen. The ones from western Gwent and northern Powys were absent, but more than half were seated there, staring up at him. ‘It is risky but the only way to stop the Forlish. If we save the elves, then we shall win their friendship and help.’


    ‘What are you talking about? You were the one to tell us the elves were not to be trusted and they had killed our kin three hundred years ago, made sure we had no magic. How can we trust them now?’ To Huw’s dread, this was not Griff speaking but one of the other headmen.


    ‘We have no choice. The Forlish will take Dokuzen and use the elven magic against the rest of us if we do not,’ Huw answered.


    ‘But all of the dragons? What if the Forlish are turned back and decide to take out their defeat on us? We shall be helpless,’ Griff pointed out.


    ‘By then the elven warriors will be back, and they can help us,’ Huw said quickly.


    ‘They refused to, before.’


    ‘Yes, but that was before they were invaded. They want revenge for the Forlish attack and that is a stronger, more certain, motive than helping us.’


    ‘Do we have a choice?’ Dafyd asked.


    Huw did not hesitate. ‘No,’ he said. ‘If the Forlish win, we are all dead.’


    ‘And if we succeed? What will the elves offer us?’


    ‘Friendship, help, protection — the Forlish have shown the magical barrier around Dokuzen can be broken. There is no sense or reason for the elves to stay hidden away any longer. If they are going to live among us, it is better to be on their side than against them.’


    Not even Griff could argue against that.


    ‘I just hope the elves will keep their word. You cannot be right that they are betrayers and murderers and right that they are good friends to have. It will be one or the other,’ Griff warned.


    ‘There is a new leader in Dokuzen. He has promised me we shall have an alliance with the elves,’ Huw said, secretly crossing his fingers and hoping Jaken kept his promises better than Daichi. ‘And it is better to fight the Forlish in the glades of Dokuzen than in the valleys of Gwent.’


    Lord Retsu had always held himself to be a warrior of honour, dedicated to truth and integrity. But he could not hold back a touch of vindictive pleasure when he saw Lord Moshin’s ashen face as the clan leader read a despatch from Dokuzen. Despite all his warnings, they had pursued the humans with increasing futility. They never got closer than a longbow shot to the human rearguard, who were able to stay tantalisingly ahead of them. Retsu had been telling Moshin it felt like a deliberate act, that they seemed more interested in leading the elves on than breaking clear. Of course, he had been ignored.


    ‘We must return to Dokuzen at once. An even larger human army has broken through the barrier to the west and is advancing on Dokuzen,’ Moshin announced in a shaking voice.


    Retsu enjoyed the satisfaction of being right for a heartbeat, but that was wiped away by horror when he realised what that meant. He was the first to grasp how bad their position was. ‘We are many days away from Dokuzen and at least three days from the edge of the forest and even the possibility of using an oaken gateway.’


    ‘We must turn and make for the edge of the forest immediately, where an oaken gateway will be used to bring us home,’ Moshin continued.


    Retsu strode away, shouting orders. There was no time for discussion if they were to save Dokuzen.


    ‘The Elder Elf knows what he is doing. He will have a plan to save our families,’ Moshin was telling the rest of them.


    Retsu ignored him. Every moment was vital and certainly too precious to waste on Moshin’s pathetic justification for his stupidity.


    The news their families were helpless before a gaijin horde added wings to the feet of the warriors. But they were tired and hungry and progress through the country was difficult. Retsu was one of many who chafed at the lack of speed.


    ‘Should we not send the few thousand warriors with horses forwards, while the rest of us make the best time we can?’ he asked Moshin, only to be dismissed out of hand.


    But then a new message arrived, written in a different hand but bearing the seal of the Elder Elf.


    ‘Clan Tadayoshi is to be given horses and sent forwards as fast as possible, with any remaining horses filled by warriors of clan Chenjaku,’ Moshin read.


    ‘But why?’ Tokosai, who had been by Moshin’s side since they left Dokuzen, asked.


    ‘No time to argue. We must obey the Elder Elf!’ Retsu snarled, unable to take any more of these fools.


    Even Moshin did not argue as Tadayoshi warriors, as well as warriors from the clan that was their closest ally, took the horses and galloped for the forest.


    Retsu was relieved the Elder Elf had finally seen sense, although the delay had cost them the better part of a day — and they had many miles to cover. One thing did make him wonder, amid the fear for Dokuzen and all they had left behind: Why had the Elder Elf chosen clan Tadayoshi to be the first to return? Surely he would have called on his own clan? There had to be a reason for it but, try as he might, Retsu could not divine it in the little time he could afford to spend on it.


    It was a mystery that would have to wait for his return to Dokuzen.


    ‘Where is the Elder Elf?’ Sendatsu asked, time and again, as he searched around the chaos that was the tombs of the forefathers.


    But nobody seemed to know. After the way Jaken had been the centre of attention earlier, it was strange nobody could point him out. His absence did not seem to have slowed the pace of activity, however, and all appeared to have their tasks to complete.


    They would make a stand along the line of the broad stream that ran past the ruins and looped around before running into the centre of Dokuzen. To encourage the Forlish to come in where they wanted, the ruin of old tombs was being transformed into a small fortress, using pulleys and muscles, as well as magic, to move stone blocks and create a wall. Around the area, Magic-weavers were also moving trees around, and causing thick thorn bushes to grow, creating a funnel effect in the surrounding area. Elsewhere, a mass of elves were practising with bows, using straw targets to mark out ranges.


    Sendatsu shook his head. Their numbers were impressive but these archers were a mass of teenagers, mothers and grandparents. Their first few volleys would be fearsome but there would be little more after that.


    ‘Have the humans arrived yet?’ He tried a new question and received terrified looks in return, until he explained he meant their human allies, the Velsh.


    But nobody seemed to know anything about that and none of the Magic-weavers knew where Sumiko was. Finally he managed to find Asami.


    ‘What is happening?’ he asked.


    ‘No idea.’ Asami shrugged. ‘None of the other Magic-weavers will work with me, so I have been standing around doing nothing much all day. I thought Sumiko might speak to them but then she disappeared and nobody else will even talk to me.’


    ‘So where are Sumiko and my father?’


    Asami shrugged and then pointed. ‘Look! Gaibun’s returned!’


    ‘The Magic-weavers will get the respect they want,’ Jaken said enticingly. ‘Once Dokuzen has been cleansed of humans, we can get back to remaking society into what we want it to be. There will be a new emphasis on identifying and teaching magic and you will receive a seat at the Council, with all its accompanying privileges. No more will the Magic-weavers have to languish on the outskirts of Dokuzen. Instead you shall receive Daichi’s old estate, in the heart of the city, to make into your training centre, and the centre of your power. Your advice will be the one I shall listen to first and wealth and power will flow to the Magic-weavers.’


    ‘You offer much, but then you need a great deal from me,’ Sumiko said.


    ‘I know you had your own plans for Daichi and I am sorry that I finished him off before you had your chance. But time was running out —’


    ‘That does not concern me.’ She waved it off.


    ‘I need to know you will help us. For that you shall be well rewarded.’


    ‘And all I have to do is help you defeat the Forlish?’ Sumiko said.


    Jaken smiled. ‘Well, there is something else,’ he admitted.


    Sumiko laughed throatily and reached into the magic, releasing it into Jaken.


    Jaken felt himself swell and grow and he chuckled as he reached for Sumiko, kissing her hard on the lips.


    ‘I thank Aroaril every day that you can do that for me,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I never thought it would happen again.’


    ‘I love that we can help each other,’ Sumiko said, twisting around so that she landed on top of Jaken as they hit the bed together.


    ‘Were the mines terrible?’ he asked softly, brushing her face.


    ‘Not being able to use magic was worse. And even that was nothing compared to the disrespect the guards gave us. When this is over, they will pay. I memorised all their faces.’


    ‘I am sorry you had to go through that. I had no idea my son would go to Daichi —’


    ‘He betrayed you also, while Asami betrayed me, and I thought she was as close as a daughter.’ Sumiko smiled thinly.


    ‘This was not how we saw ourselves taking power. But can you work with this? Are you going to be able to work with Asami again?’


    ‘I will do whatever it takes to defeat the Forlish and protect Dokuzen,’ she said.


    ‘We will be able to finally stop living in the shadows and seeing each other in secret,’ Jaken said. ‘Daichi would have pulled Dokuzen down if he had known his enemy was working with the Magic-weavers. I thought it was chance that led me to you but now I think it was Aroaril himself.’


    ‘We don’t have much time. Do you really want to waste it on talking?’ Sumiko asked.


    ‘It’s just we have not … spoken … since that night we were both betrayed. Much has happened and I want to know if there is anything you have discovered about the humans since then …’


    ‘No,’ she declared, leaning down to kiss him. ‘Are we going to keep talking? For I cannot hold the magic within you forever …’


    ‘No need,’ he said, rolling her over.


    ‘Gaibun!’ Asami called, waving as he and his band of blood-spattered warriors stood staring at the frantic preparations going on around them.


    He saw them and waved back, splashing through the stream to stride across the clearing, a broad grin on his face.


    ‘I can’t tell you how good it was to get that message from you! I was ready to go out there and die but I would much rather stay with you and live!’ he called as he approached, then, without stopping, picked up Asami, engulfing her in his arms and kissing her hard on the mouth.


    Sendatsu watched in shock. He had known how Gaibun felt about Asami, of course, but he had never seen them display any affection — and certainly not like this.


    Asami extricated her lips carefully from his and squirmed but he did not let her go, instead holding her close.


    ‘What are you doing?’ Sendatsu asked roughly, unable to stand it any more, as Gaibun tried to kiss her anew.


    ‘What do you mean?’ Gaibun looked up. ‘I left here expecting to die and have come home learning that not only will I live, but Dokuzen should be saved. So I am greeting my wife.’


    ‘That was not just a greeting,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘We are married. What is your problem?’ Gaibun demanded.


    ‘You know what,’ Sendatsu snarled. ‘You have been man and wife in name only, you have flaunted mistresses in front of her and you know only too well of how Asami and I feel about each other —’


    ‘Enough! Both of you! I am here, you know!’ Asami snapped.


    But they ignored her, staring at each other.


    ‘You can feel what you want about my wife. But we are married in more than just name now. Your chance has come and gone,’ Gaibun spat.


    ‘What?’ Sendatsu demanded.


    ‘I said enough!’ Asami pushed Gaibun back and faced Sendatsu. ‘Go and do something else. Gaibun and I need to talk.’


    ‘But this is something we all need to talk about, something we should all sort out together,’ Sendatsu argued.


    ‘There is nothing to sort out. We are married and you are not,’ Gaibun said.


    Asami gestured and they were both pushed backwards by her powers.


    ‘I am not going to be fought over!’ she cried, glaring at them both.


    They both tried to talk at once and she silenced them with another gesture.


    ‘I am not your property. Sendatsu, walk away now!’


    ‘At least tell me this — are you and Gaibun now sharing a bed?’ Sendatsu asked, unable to keep the thought out of his mind or the words from spilling from his mouth.


    Neither said anything but Gaibun’s triumphant smile told him most of the story — and the fact Asami could not meet his eyes explained the rest.


    ‘I do not have to answer that question and you should not have asked it.’


    ‘No matter. You have answered it,’ he said roughly.


    ‘You have no right to judge me! You have hardly been faithful!’


    ‘I was married!’ Sendatsu protested.


    ‘As am I,’ Asami reminded him.


    ‘And then there were the human women as well …’ Gaibun interjected.


    Sendatsu turned on him furiously. ‘You call yourself my friend and you say that?’


    Gaibun pointed at him. ‘Be very careful what you say next. I have done nothing but help you, all my life. Now you wish me dead and seek to take my wife for your own. Apologise now, take my hand and admit your mistakes and you shall keep my friendship —’


    ‘My sword take your friendship!’


    Gaibun smiled coldly. ‘Any time, brother. Just say the word.’


    ‘Stop!’ Asami clapped her hands and the two of them were knocked to the ground. ‘Sendatsu, walk away now or I swear by Aroaril that I shall never speak to you again!’


    Sendatsu forced himself to his feet. ‘With pleasure,’ he said bitterly.


    ‘He is a fool.’ Gaibun stood as Sendatsu stalked off.


    ‘Don’t talk to me any more,’ Asami told him.


    ‘What? Was anything I said wrong?’


    ‘Yes. And no,’ Asami said, her eyes on Sendatsu.


    ‘We don’t need him.’


    She whipped around. ‘That is for me to decide. I can walk away from you both, you know.’


    Gaibun’s face whitened. ‘We are married,’ he said stiffly. ‘I meant every word I said to you before I left. I love you and would make a life with you.’


    ‘If that is what I want,’ she reminded him.


    ‘So you tell me you are really considering leaving Dokuzen, your work with the magic, everything and everyone you know and living in some filthy hut with Sendatsu in a grubby human village?’


    ‘I never said that either,’ she said. ‘But I shall not be used as some piece in a game between the two of you. Get your warriors fed and rested, for we shall be fighting the Forlish here tomorrow.’


    She walked away, not looking back, needing space and time to clear her head. Gaibun would never let her go, while Sendatsu was hurt and jealous. Suddenly the Forlish did not seem like the biggest problem she faced.


    She sighed. At least it was time to bring through the Velsh. The task would force her to clear her mind and would also bring Rhiannon through. She needed to talk to her about Sendatsu, and about Gaibun. Rhiannon would be able to help.


    Sendatsu seethed as he walked. He had spent three years with Kayiko and then there had been Rhiannon — but that was not the same! How could Asami not see what Gaibun was up to? He was not doing this because he loved Asami, he was doing this because he wanted to hurt Sendatsu.


    Deep inside, he could see the double standard in his feelings. But they were still his feelings and he could not put them aside. His life would not be complete without Asami. How could Gaibun hope to keep them apart?


    ‘Sendatsu! Where have you been?’ his father boomed.


    Sendatsu turned slowly. Jaken was the last person he wanted to talk to now.


    ‘Looking for you,’ he said sourly.


    ‘Well, you have found me!’ Jaken seemed unnaturally ebullient and strangely happy for someone who was about to face a huge army of gaijin. ‘Get Gaibun and I shall talk you through our strategy for tomorrow.’


    ‘I’ll send someone to get him,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Cheer up! We are about to become heroes, and beloved of Dokuzen!’
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      So we lived in mud and blood, struggling to survive, lost without magic or Aroaril, our young and old and women dying for the lack of magic. The Elfarans stole so much from us.


      Huw’s song

    


    Edmund chafed at every delay but, after the attacks yesterday, he accepted they could not press on like before. But Dokuzen had to be close, he could feel it. The rough road they were following was looking more used, while his scouts could see the smoke from a large settlement rising above the trees, still some distance ahead.


    His men were hungry and tired, for rations were short, while few men had slept well, fearing more attacks out of the darkness. While most of the victims of the first attack had been killed, this time it seemed the elves had tried to wound as many as possible. He had not wanted to waste time and effort bringing along the wounded, so had left a small guard with them back at the campsite. It might have doomed them to a swift death at the hands of the elves but he could have his revenge once Dokuzen was in his hands.


    ‘Push on! We have to take the city today!’ he ordered.


    This was the third day. The elven army had to be hurrying home and might somehow use magic to get there faster. He had heard nothing more from Wulf, no warning that the elves were using magic to speed up their progress, so he could only hope the man had done his job well, led the elven army far from its home.


    Retsu urged his warriors on. They had the pick of the horses, and maintained a fast pace, while behind them the rest of the elven host hurried as fast as they could. That host was fading fast from sight, while the elven forest was growing larger. But not large enough. They would not make it that day — and he had to leave a little in reserve for when they arrived. It would do nobody any good if they walked into Dokuzen and did not have the energy to fight.


    He thought of his wife and son, as well as friends and family left behind. There was no need to encourage his warriors. They all had the same thoughts and his main job was keeping them in hand, preventing them running or galloping back as fast as the horses could move.


    Huw stepped through the oaken gateway once more, marvelling that such a strange way of travel, something he would never have considered just a few moons ago, was now becoming commonplace.


    ‘High Councillor Huw! On behalf of Dokuzen I welcome you!’ Jaken stepped forwards. ‘Your warriors will be right behind you?’


    Huw gestured for an answer, to where Cadel, then Bowen, Tadd and more dragons stepped out of the tree, letting go of the oaken staff that held the gateway open and was being propped up by Asami — and Rhiannon, on the human side.


    All had swords and the first few had the bows they had cut and shaped at Sendatsu’s direction, although the rest would be carrying elven-style crossbows. Huw was not sure they would be of much use but they were better than nothing. Some of them were even better than the earlier versions — a Powys carpenter had worked on Kelyn’s original design and turned it into a twin crossbow, which loosed two bolts instead of one each time the lever was pulled. It was even more impressive in the number of bolts it pumped out, although they had no more power than the single crossbows and the range was even less. Still, at ten yards or so, they were deadly. Huw hoped they might prove the difference, although only about fifty of his dragons carried them.


    ‘We are here to help you defeat the Forlish,’ Huw said loudly.


    ‘And your help will be most welcome. Lord Huw, I want you and Sendatsu to array your warriors along the wall we have built. Once that has begun, join me and we shall discuss how the battle will go on the morrow.’


    Huw bowed, something he had mastered at the court of King Ward, and Jaken inclined his head, before walking away.


    ‘Well, all seems to be going well,’ Huw said, edging across to Sendatsu.


    ‘That’s what you think,’ Sendatsu said bitterly, staring at Asami as she kept the gateway open.


    ‘What is it?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Nothing,’ Sendatsu replied curtly. ‘Nothing you need to know about anyway.’


    ‘Is it your father? I know you two have not been close —’


    ‘If it were only so simple!’


    ‘Talk to me! Come now, we have been through enough together to earn trust, have we not?’


    ‘It doesn’t matter. Follow me.’ Sendatsu led Huw, as well as Cadel, Tadd and Bowen, down to the fire-blackened shell of the old tombs.


    ‘Does everything appear all right with the deal we made? Do you think your father will go back on his word, or use us to weaken and slow the Forlish?’


    ‘He has said nothing to make me worry,’ Sendatsu admitted. ‘Which is strange in itself!’


    ‘It’s just the way you were behaving, it seemed as if there was something terribly wrong,’ Huw said.


    ‘It is nothing to worry about,’ Sendatsu insisted. ‘It is between Asami and myself.’


    ‘Ah.’


    ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’


    ‘Well, have you spoken to Gaibun at all?’


    ‘No, and nor will I,’ Sendatsu spat.


    Huw sighed. ‘It would be nice if things went simply, for once,’ he said. He thought of Rhiannon, using her powers to secretly help Asami bring the Velsh through the gateway, and of the growing thaw between them. They were talking more and surely that had to be a good sign?


    ‘This is it,’ Sendatsu told him, breaking Huw’s daydream.


    Sumiko, Asami and the other Magic-weavers, helped by several hundred elves, had reorganised the stones so now, instead of a jagged rubble, it formed a rough wall that stretched for nearly one hundred yards along the edge of the stream, about chest height on a man, while behind it they had raised the earth, so you could stand on the earthen bank and reach over the wall.


    ‘The Forlish will have more than enough men to wrap around either side of this wall,’ Huw warned as they walked across to it.


    ‘I know.’


    ‘And the Forlish love attacking walls. It is their expertise.’


    ‘We know.’


    ‘Well, do you know what the plan is? Because we’re in the middle of nowhere here and it looks to me like those Forlish will storm out of the trees and roll over the top of us.’


    ‘From up here,’ Sendatsu told Cadel. ‘Keep two companies in reserve — you take one and watch the left side, Bowen will do the same on the right, in case they look like breaking through.’ He glanced over at the dragons taking up places along the wall and swore softly.


    ‘Who brought Gareth? I thought he was supposed to be left behind?’ He pointed to the young dragon who flew into a berserk rage every time he fought.


    ‘We might need him,’ Cadel said.


    ‘And he might get good men killed,’ Sendatsu replied. ‘He will stand with me and Huw. We need to keep him away from the Forlish.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Cadel said, without sounding it. ‘But we might need him.’


    Sendatsu glared at the young dragon. ‘I hope not. Tell him yourself. He’s not going in the front line. I have to take Huw to see my father, and then we might get all our questions answered.’


    Asami breathed carefully, trying to pace herself. Keeping the gateway open for so long would normally have been impossible, but Rhiannon was on the other side, effectively halving the effort. Still, the sweat was beginning to drip off her head and she could feel the tiredness steal through her. She forced herself to concentrate. Not much longer, surely? A seemingly endless stream of Velsh had been pouring out of the tree.


    ‘We are the last group,’ one of them told her, in his strange accent. It took her a few moments to understand him, then she nodded gratefully.


    Finally Rhiannon stepped through, her face flushed and her chest heaving as though she had run a race.


    ‘Well done!’ Asami hugged her and let the gateway close with a sigh of relief.


    ‘It is so good to see you again,’ Rhiannon told her warmly.


    ‘Come, sit, let us rest.’ Asami tottered around the other side of the tree, where she had left food and water.


    They ate and drank hungrily, until their bodies were not crying out for food.


    ‘Let’s not do that again in a hurry,’ Rhiannon said with a groan.


    Asami sighed. ‘Agreed.’


    ‘Do we need to see anyone or be anywhere?’


    ‘Not for a while. I’ve hardly done anything else, telling the others I have to open the gateway for the Velsh by myself. All will expect me to be so exhausted I cannot do anything else this night,’ Asami explained.


    ‘And what of Sumiko? Do you think she will betray my secret to Jaken? Will she try to get revenge for what we did to her?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Asami said. ‘She said all the right words to me, made all the right promises. Jaken has certainly not said anything, so she obviously has not told him. But I am sure she plays her own game. She will not have given up all her plans so easily. She will hope to turn something here to her advantage. I cannot see her allowing Jaken to rule over the elves without a fight.’


    ‘What shall we do? What shall I do?’


    ‘First, we need to defeat the Forlish. All of us are agreed that they must be stopped before anything else. They are the greatest danger.’


    ‘It is strange,’ Rhiannon said. ‘I am Forlish and I was proud of it. And yet I fight against my own people and would do anything to see them defeated.’


    ‘It goes to show there are good people everywhere. It all comes down to the leaders. They are the ones who decide how a nation behaves.’


    ‘So what does that mean for you, with Jaken to rule?’


    ‘A good question,’ Asami said.


    ‘Is there a way to change things? Do we have to do what our elders expect, what our leaders want?’


    Asami laughed. ‘Now that is too deep a question to consider, especially after what we have just done!’


    ‘Well, what do you wish to talk about then?’


    Asami grinned. ‘Enough of this talk of politics! I want to talk about something more important. Like you and Huw.’


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘He is very careful to be both kind and considerate. We talk more about the Velsh, and the way they are going, and the past, than about ourselves.’


    ‘But you have forgiven him?’


    ‘Mostly. When it happened I never thought I could look at him again. I know he is sorry. I know he did it to protect me. The part I am struggling with is why he took so long to admit everything.’


    ‘So there is hope?’


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘I find I miss him, and what we had together.’


    ‘And he is the High Councillor of Vales. If all goes well here, he will be named Elf Friend and many benefits will begin to flow into Vales. He will become a powerful man indeed and many women will seek his hand — and not just those from Vales.’


    ‘I know all that,’ Rhiannon snapped. ‘But I am not going to make a decision based on others. That was what I did all those years with my father, what I did with Huw the first time. I will do something because it is right for me.’


    Asami smiled and patted her friend’s shoulder. ‘As you should. Well said. But don’t wait too long or you might lose your chance at happiness. That doesn’t come around too often.’


    ‘Oh, you mean like with you and Sendatsu?’ Rhiannon teased.


    Asami’s face fell and Rhiannon hugged her quickly.


    ‘What is it? I thought to make a funny comment, not have you crying.’


    ‘It is not you. It is my own choices that have led me here.’ Asami sniffed, wiping her eyes on her sleeve.


    ‘Tell me.’


    So Asami explained. ‘And we both knew he was going out to die and his last wish was to share a night with me,’ she finished. ‘He had been so kind and considerate, when Sendatsu was infuriating and unthinking, I could not say no.’


    Rhiannon squeezed her shoulders. ‘I know only too well about that,’ she said grimly.


    ‘Now Gaibun is acting as though we truly are married, while Sendatsu is wild with jealousy.’


    ‘How did he find out?’


    ‘Gaibun arrived back apparently so happy to survive that he could not help but taunt Sendatsu,’ Asami said bitterly. ‘It was almost as if everything was designed towards that end. I do not know if I can trust him, while I fear Sendatsu is so angry that I don’t know what he will say or do …’


    She dissolved into tears, the exhaustion of so much magic on top of everything else sending her over the edge.


    Rhiannon hugged her. ‘You have nothing to feel guilty about. Gaibun has been a dear friend to you, as well as a husband. And Sendatsu does not have the right to be angry with you. He did not hold back when he was married to that other elf, Kayiko, now did he? He has two children from that! He needs to open his eyes. You did not take an oath to stay pure for him when you both married other people. You could have slept with Gaibun every night and he could say nothing about it. He was the one who refused to run away with you when he had the chance.’


    Asami wiped her eyes clear and smiled. ‘You are a good and wise friend. I needed to hear that, although I knew it already. I don’t know what I would do without you. I have no other friend like you.’


    ‘Or I you.’ Rhiannon smiled.


    ‘And as for Sendatsu, Gaibun told me he admitted to sleeping with humans while he was out there!’


    Asami felt Rhiannon go rigid beside her and looked at her friend, seeing her horror-stricken face. For a moment she did not understand why this was so terrible, then she made the connection.


    ‘It was you, wasn’t it?’ she said softly, hoping Rhiannon would deny it.


    ‘Asami, please, listen to me, it’s not what you think —’


    ‘Then what is it?’ Asami asked, eyes shiny and hard. ‘Tell me, friend, have you been laughing behind my back when we talk of Sendatsu and the joys you have experienced but I have not?’


    ‘Sendatsu nearly destroyed me!’ Rhiannon hissed back, her worry and fear and concern melting away in her anger. ‘He seduced me and tricked me and I was ready to cut off his elfhood, or his tongue, or both!’


    Asami jumped to her feet. ‘So why didn’t you tell me?’ she demanded. ‘I thought we were friends, I thought there were no secrets between us?’


    ‘I wanted to tell you but did not want to hurt you. We are friends! I regret everything about my time with Sendatsu. I was a young fool, with my head stuffed full of nonsense about the elves, and he took advantage of that. What happened was to a different Rhiannon. You and Sendatsu were so happy to see each other that I could not destroy that for you. Not after what I had gone through.’


    ‘Oh, so lying to me was for my own good, eh? Well, that explains a great deal! I suppose I should thank you!’


    ‘Yes, you should! Because I am a friend and have tried to do what is best for you.’


    ‘If that is what a friend does, then I would hate to see what an enemy does to me.’


    ‘You would not want me for an enemy!’ Rhiannon yelled.


    ‘Well, I don’t want you for a friend!’ Asami stormed away, leaving Rhiannon seething.


    Neither saw the other’s tears.


    ‘The Forlish have to know that time is running out for them. Our warriors are racing back to the forest, every turn of the hourglass brings them closer. That means several things,’ Jaken said calmly, his voice carrying clearly to all seated around. It was a mixed group: the Velsh leaders, a few elven warriors, Magic-weavers, Gaibun, and Sendatsu sitting as far away from him as possible. Asami sat somewhere in between the two of them and Rhiannon sat with the Velsh, as far away from Asami as possible.


    ‘First, the Forlish will not try any elaborate manoeuvres. They are going to use their numbers to roll over the top of us and storm into Dokuzen. We have blocked up the forest to either side but left this as an enticing target. They want to finish us fast. That gives us an advantage. That is the good news. The bad news is we cannot exhaust our Magic-weavers in fighting the Forlish, or we will have nobody able to open gateways to bring our warriors home. So while we can use magic, and will use magic, we cannot use as much as we would like. Much of this will come down to the bow and sword.’


    Jaken paused for a moment, looked around to see all were following him, then used an arrow to point at a rough map scratched into the dirt.


    ‘The road they are following leads them right to us. Beyond us, behind this ridge we stand on now, is Dokuzen. If we let them get over the ridge, then all is lost. So we have to stop them here. They will see the wall we have built and be drawn to it, like bees to honey. There the Velsh will wait for them. Their shield wall cannot march through solid stones, so we shall use the stream and the height of the wall to break up their lines. We shall draw up every elven warrior we have to the right of the wall, use the stream and stakes to again break up the Forlish, where our warriors will cut them to pieces. Behind us will wait the elves who can draw a bow but are not able to wield a sword. Those arrows, as well as the crossbows the Velsh have brought, will hold the Forlish back.’


    ‘And to the left of the wall? What there?’ Sumiko asked.


    ‘That is where you and every Magic-weaver you can find must stop the Forlish. We don’t need to defeat them utterly, we just need to hold them long enough to bring more warriors through. And we can do that easily enough.’


    Nobody spoke as they looked at the rough map, imagining eight thousand Forlish storming out of the trees and at them.


    ‘And we have another advantage. Archbishop Fushimi and his priests will be here with us. Not only will their prayers strengthen our warriors but they will be able to heal our wounded, so they can return to the battle.’ Jaken gestured and the old priest, dressed in golden robes, bowed slowly. ‘The Forlish will think it impossible to kill an elf and lose heart!’


    The elves rumbled their approval at this but Huw prepared to stand, only for Sendatsu to hold his arm and keep him down. ‘Leave it for afterwards. My father will not want to be contradicted in public at a time like this,’ he hissed.


    Jaken glanced at them but when nothing more seemed to be happening, he continued. ‘They might have four times our number of warriors but only a few of them can attack at any one time. And we can throw back those who come. This is our land, left to us by our forefathers, and we shall teach them a lesson tomorrow, show them that the barrier was there not to keep them out but to keep us in!’


    The elven warriors, led by Gaibun, roared with approval.


    Jaken waited until that had died down, then turned to where the Velsh sat.


    ‘And after tomorrow, you shall enter the pages of our histories. What you do shall not be forgotten,’ he told them. ‘We shall change your lives for the better and your children, and their children, will thank you for it!’


    The Velsh cheered also, but Huw stayed silent.


    When the various warriors and Magic-weavers streamed back to their fires, Huw stood and, with Sendatsu, hurried over to where Jaken was talking quietly with the archbishop.


    ‘Lord Jaken, what of the Velsh wounded? Can they not be healed as well?’


    Archbishop Fushimi was the first to react. ‘I am sorry, young human, but such a thing is impossible. Aroaril is not God of humans, only elves. It would do your men no good.’


    ‘You could try,’ Huw said, itching to use the knowledge he had about humans and magic, and the treachery of the old elves.


    Fushimi shook his head doubtfully. ‘It may kill your men, not heal them. They are not used to magic.’


    ‘They were able to walk through an oaken gateway without harm,’ Huw said. ‘Lord Jaken, this could be the difference between winning and losing the battle.’


    Jaken, who had been silent until then, stirred himself. ‘Huw is right. What if you were to try, with one human who was to die anyway?’


    ‘We cannot waste our time and efforts on foolishness.’ Fushimi snorted.


    ‘Not even to save Dokuzen?’ Huw challenged.


    ‘Leave it with me,’ Jaken said. ‘I shall talk to the archbishop and we shall decide. If it means the difference between victory and defeat, we could try something.’


    Huw saw he was going to get nothing more, so offered a short bow before turning away.


    Jaken beckoned to Sendatsu.


    ‘Walk with me,’ he said.


    Sendatsu felt his heart beat faster, as if he were a small child caught out doing something wrong. It irritated him and he forced himself to look impassive as his father waited for him to catch up.


    ‘You have done well, my son,’ Jaken said, a slight smile around his face.


    Of all the things Sendatsu had been told over the years by Jaken, this was the most surprising. He did not know what to say, so said nothing.


    ‘Thanks to your actions, we have brought together a force with a chance of saving Dokuzen. Tomorrow will be bloody and desperate and we could still lose but I wanted you to know, no matter happens, you did the right thing and I am proud of you.’


    Sendatsu felt as though somebody had slammed a heavy weight on his head. His mouth opened and closed but nothing came out.


    Jaken patted him on the shoulder. ‘I suppose we have both been waiting a long time to hear me say those words. But better late than never, eh?’


    ‘Indeed, Father,’ Sendatsu managed to say, his voice raspy.


    ‘The Velsh will be the key. The first stroke, the heaviest stroke, will fall on them. We have given them the wall but they must hold it against a horde and, although I know you trained them, they are still very young. Can they hold?’


    Sendatsu found his voice then. ‘They held against the Forlish before — they have beaten a Forlish force that outnumbered them, rode into them after me without question.’


    ‘Good. That is what I needed to know. And of course you will lead them. I know I can depend on you.’


    Sendatsu nodded. ‘We shall not let you, or Dokuzen, down,’ he vowed.


    ‘I know.’ Jaken patted him once more on the shoulder. ‘It will be a pleasure to draw swords with you tomorrow.’


    Sendatsu walked away, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. He desperately wanted to talk to Asami, but she was nowhere in sight and he did not want to see, let alone speak to, Gaibun. But he had to talk to someone about this.


    Edmund reluctantly called a halt. He had hoped to reach Dokuzen as night fell, break into the city in the dying light and then use the darkness to his advantage, send forwards ten columns to ravage and destroy, so the remaining defenders would not know where the attacks were coming from. Then he could have the city in his grasp when dawn broke and impose his will on the elves. It would be the dawn of a new day for not just the Forlish and elves but for all the lands.


    But the attacks had slowed them down and they were going to fall just short. He did not want to blunder through the trees and into a trap in the dark, on land he did not know. He would camp for the night, rest his men after the frantic pace of the march and take Dokuzen in the morning. The night was the time of greatest danger, so he ordered swarms of patrols and scouts to surround the camp and probe into the woods, looking for elves — and Dokuzen itself — anything that would help them tomorrow.


    ‘Why are we doing this?’ Harald whispered as they crept through the woods.


    ‘Because these woods are probably full of elves thirsting for our blood and the captain doesn’t want to wake up tomorrow with his throat cut,’ Caelin hissed.


    ‘Well, I don’t want to wake up tomorrow with my throat cut either, which is what will happen if the elves find us out here,’ Ruttyn muttered.


    ‘Would you like to wake up with my boot stuck up your backside?’ Caelin asked him.


    ‘Not really, sarge, no.’


    ‘Then shut up! You’ll bring every bloody elf down on us!’


    Silence fell again.


    ‘Sarge!’


    ‘I warned you! This is going to hurt you more than it hurts me …’


    ‘There’s something moving out there!’


    Instantly Caelin lifted his crossbow and signalled to the other scouts in his squad. They kept low and kept quiet, eyes scanning the dark woods.


    ‘Why are we back out here again?’ someone whispered.


    ‘Because there is nobody else to do this,’ Gaibun replied without looking around. ‘Count yourself lucky. The Elder Elf has sent us out first, which means we shall sleep while other patrols keep watch for the gaijin.’


    ‘Well, if we find the gaijin, we shan’t be the lucky ones,’ the same warrior muttered.


    Gaibun looked back and the warrior fell silent, abashed. Gaibun stared at the rest of the patrol, just a dozen of them.


    ‘You are out here because you are the best that is left. Do not let me, your families, your Elder Elf or Dokuzen down.’


    They all nodded, every one of them and, satisfied, Gaibun turned back to the darkness. He did not think the humans would have rushed forwards in the dark, especially after what he did to them the previous night but the stakes were too high to take any risks. The last reports from the previous patrols said the humans were making a camp for the night. Gaibun was tempted to raid it yet again but he did not have the numbers — and they would be ready for tricks this time.


    He led his warriors in a loop, seeking to find the edge of the human patrols. These were easy to spot, for they carried flaming torches and crashed through the bushes and undergrowth as though they wanted the elves to know they were there.


    Each patrol was a score of men and they were a tempting target. But behind each one was another and Gaibun feared being hunted through these woods by more and more humans, especially as none of them seemed to be pushing towards Dokuzen. He circled out farther but could see no way of getting closer to the human camp without going through the ring of patrols.


    ‘Back! We go back!’ he ordered. No sense in risking their lives out here, when every blade would be needed tomorrow. Besides, he had to show he was the true hero, not Sendatsu. No matter what Jaken said, Gaibun knew the real battle would not be with the Velsh but out on the flanks, where he had to hold back the Forlish without any help from walls. The stream was wide enough but, at this time of year, was barely knee deep. It would slow the Forlish but not stop them. Then all would see who was the better warrior. And by that that he meant Asami would see.


    He needed to talk to Asami. She was upset, and needed comforting. And, of course, this could be the last night any of them saw. Not a time for a husband and wife to be apart.


    His thoughts were on that until a hissed warning made him instinctively drop. Awareness returned and he could hear someone stumbling through the undergrowth towards them, the sort of crashing they had come to associate with humans.


    ‘Take him alive!’ Gaibun whispered.


    The patrol melted into the trees, waiting patiently. Not that they had long to wait. A scruffy figure stumbled out, clad in rags and with a long beard. Gaibun sprang on him, stunning him with a blow from the flat of his sword, and then two other warriors pounced on the fallen man, flipping him over.


    ‘Don’t these gaijin ever bathe?’ one complained.


    Gaibun levelled his sword at the man’s throat and then nearly dropped it in surprise.


    ‘This is no gaijin,’ he said.


    ‘What?’


    They crowded around, looking down at the fallen figure.


    ‘This is Hanto,’ Gaibun said, his mouth dry with shock. His mind raced, trying to think what this meant. Should he even bring Hanto back? The warrior had tried to kill Sendatsu and knew Rhiannon had magic. He could ruin everything.


    One of his warriors screamed in shock and agony and he spun to see him staggering back, clutching at a crossbow bolt buried up to the feathers into his chest.


    ‘Down!’ Gaibun ducked behind the stunned Hanto as another bolt hissed past his head.


    The rest of his warriors leaped for cover as more bolts flew in. Gaibun drew his sword but there was no sign of a rush of gaijin attackers. They seemed content to wait in hiding and loose bolts at anything that moved.


    ‘Can you see the gaijin?’ Gaibun called.


    Nobody answered and he swore.


    ‘Back! Bring this fool as well!’


    They melted into the trees, pursued by several bolts, two of the warriors dragging Hanto along.


    ‘They ran, sarge!’ Ruttyn exulted.


    ‘Thank the stars above they did,’ Caelin agreed. ‘But who was that one they grabbed, running through the forest? He wasn’t one of ours.’


    ‘Who cares? We met the elves and survived!’ Harald grinned. ‘Did you see? I got one! Put a bolt right into his heart!’


    ‘It was a fine shot. Now, as long as we’re around to say that we survived tomorrow night, I’ll be happy.’ Caelin buffeted him on the head. ‘Stop boasting and reload. Who knows if they will be back?’
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      But a brave Tadayoshi elf called Sendatsu stopped the bad elves. He put up a barrier around our city of Dokuzen, named by the forefathers, to keep the bad elves in and protect the humans.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Hanto slowly came back to consciousness to realise he was being hustled along, dragged by two strong warriors, and his first thought was he had been captured by the gaijin.


    ‘Let me go, Aroaril curse you! Let me go or I shall use my magic on you! I swear you will all die horrible deaths unless you release me now, foul gaijin!’


    They did not pause for a moment, so he swept his legs to the left, then right, bringing both warriors down in one move. He pounced on the one to his left, trying to draw a sword. Once he had a sword, he would show these gaijin a thing or two.


    It was a moment or two until he realised the sword he was trying to draw was in fact of elven design. He looked in the face of the angry warrior and gasped in surprise and delight.


    Next moment someone grabbed his long hair and hauled him to his feet.


    ‘Hanto! There are gaijin all around us and if you yell like that again I shall have you gagged with your own foul clothes!’ a familiar voice hissed.


    Hanto managed to focus on the speaker — being away from everyone from so long made all faces seem strange and it was a few moments before he recognised who was talking to him.


    ‘Gaibun! So I am home then?’


    ‘You are home.’


    Hanto fell to his knees in gratitude, tears streaming down his face. ‘My torment is over,’ he sobbed, then looked up. ‘There are thousands of gaijin marching towards us!’


    ‘We know,’ Gaibun said irritably. ‘Can you walk?’


    ‘I shall walk,’ Hanto said, pushing himself to his feet. ‘I must see the Lord Jaken. I have vital news for him about his son and the gaijin.’ His tiredness and hunger was forgotten. The end of his duty was close.


    Gaibun watched him, thinking furiously. Once Hanto had delivered his message, Jaken would have no choice but to take action and the Forlish would not have to do a thing to take Dokuzen. By the time they arrived the elves and Velsh would have killed each other. There was only one thing to do. Gaibun reached into the magic and pushed it at Hanto. He did it carefully and didn’t meet any resistance, for Hanto was at the edge already. He had obviously been eating badly for some time and had probably had almost nothing in the last few days as he raced the Forlish to Dokuzen. When Gaibun had seen Hanto last, he had been a proud, muscular warrior. Now he was a shadow of his former self. It was obviously only willpower keeping him on his feet, so Gaibun used the magic to make Hanto feel as though he were still fresh.


    ‘Can you run back to Lord Jaken?’ Gaibun asked.


    ‘Of course!’ Hanto snorted.


    ‘Then we shall run,’ Gaibun ordered and they followed him as he set a pace that only a fit warrior could maintain. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Hanto keeping pace and smiled to himself. This was a trick Asami had showed him and Sendatsu just before their Tests, allowing them to perform better for a short period of time — but the penalty was far greater exhaustion afterwards.


    He did not let the pace slacken until they were hurrying over to Jaken, ignoring stares and pointing fingers as elves first wondered at the ragged figure running with his patrol, then recognised Hanto.


    Gaibun held up a hand as Jaken approached, at the same time removing the magic help from Hanto. The dishevelled warrior staggered to a stop and nearly fell — only the steadying arm of Gaibun saving him.


    ‘What is this?’ Jaken demanded.


    ‘We found him wandering in the forest, trying to reach you. Aroaril knows how long he has been out there,’ Gaibun said, removing his arm from Hanto’s grasp.


    Jaken stepped forwards, to where Hanto bowed — and then fell flat on his face.


    An elf bent down and turned him over, but Hanto’s eyes had rolled back in his head and not even a slap across the face could revive him.


    ‘What did he want?’ Jaken asked.


    ‘He wanted to warn us that there was an army of gaijin approaching,’ Gaibun said with a straight face.


    Jaken snorted with disgust. ‘Take him back to the city. I will talk to him after tomorrow.’


    Gaibun signalled and four of his band picked up Hanto and carried him away.


    ‘I thought he was dead,’ Jaken mused.


    ‘As did I, lord.’


    ‘See that he speaks to nobody before I get the chance to talk with him.’


    ‘I shall arrange it,’ Gaibun promised, breathing a sigh of relief.


    Cadel was the first to notice the little patrol’s return.


    ‘Who is that running with Gaibun? Have they captured a Forlishman?’


    Sendatsu peered at the group, seeing something familiar about the ragged figure but it did not register with him until the group had nearly reached Jaken. Then he surged to his feet.


    ‘That’s Hanto!’ he spat.


    ‘Hanto?’ Huw asked.


    ‘The elf who was sent out after me. The one who would have killed you and Rhiannon — and who knows that Rhiannon has magic after she stopped him and killed his companions,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Has he come back to ruin everything?’


    ‘It’s likely,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Where’s Rhiannon?’


    After resting by the tree, she had joined the Velsh, but was lying down near the remains of what had been the main building housing the tombs.


    Huw nudged Cadel. ‘Go and get her.’


    While he raced off, they watched nervously as Hanto arrived in front of Jaken — and then collapsed and was carried away.


    ‘He didn’t get the chance to say anything,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘But he is going to,’ Huw replied. ‘He will recover and then he will tell your father that Rhiannon can do magic.’


    Cadel rushed back, without Rhiannon.


    ‘She says she is too tired to move,’ he reported.


    Huw and Sendatsu exchanged looks. ‘We have to talk to her,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘I won’t allow her to be sacrificed,’ Huw warned. ‘There will be no repeat of the way the elves stamped out humans with magic three hundred years ago.’


    ‘It won’t come to that,’ Sendatsu insisted, not sure if it was true.


    They found her facing one of the tombs, her back to the rest of them.


    ‘Rhiannon, we need to talk. Hanto has returned,’ Huw began, but she did not respond and he kneeled and touched her shoulder — only to have her shy away from him.


    ‘What is it?’ He moved around to see the tears still running down her face.


    ‘I don’t want to talk about it!’


    Huw sat down beside her. ‘It is upsetting you. Please, tell me. If you don’t say anything, then how can I help you?’


    She shook her head and he gently stroked her long hair back from her face. ‘Please, let me help. I cannot stand seeing you like this.’


    Rhiannon said nothing for a long time, then visibly gathered herself.


    ‘Asami. I did something terrible … just like you,’ she trailed off and wiped her eyes angrily. ‘Mai was right.’


    ‘What?’ Sendatsu and Huw exchanged baffled looks.


    Rhiannon waved her hand, unable to speak coherently to them. Finally she held out her arms to Huw.


    ‘Hold me. Just hold me,’ she managed to say.


    Huw stopped staring at Sendatsu in confusion and jumped in quickly, holding her close. ‘It’s all right. Whatever it is, we can deal with it,’ he said. He looked up at Sendatsu, who was gesturing furiously, and glared at the elf.


    ‘Don’t you realise this is important?’ he whispered.


    ‘More important than the death of us all?’


    ‘Much more!’


    Slowly Rhiannon got herself under control.


    ‘It seems foolish to be upset when we could all die tomorrow but Asami and I are not speaking.’


    ‘Why? We need her help now,’ Sendatsu blurted.


    ‘Why do we need her help?’ Rhiannon pulled away from Huw a little.


    ‘That’s not important now. We should talk about you,’ Huw said comfortingly.


    ‘Hanto has returned. He is obviously sick, and exhausted, but he will speak to my father soon, and tell him that you can do magic. My father might be grateful for your help in saving Dokuzen but I can assure you that gratitude will disappear like fog in the morning sun once he learns humans have magic — and when the warriors of Dokuzen return.’


    ‘He will come for me?’ Rhiannon asked, a trace of fire returning to her voice.


    ‘Over my dead body,’ Huw assured her. ‘We will never let him take you.’


    Sendatsu sighed. ‘We need Asami to help us stop him, or at least prepare to get the Velsh away to safety,’ he said.


    ‘What happened between you two?’ Huw asked. ‘You were so close.’


    Rhiannon bit her lip. ‘We were talking about Sendatsu, about how she is drawn to him but does not want to betray Gaibun either — and how you cannot accuse her of betrayal with Gaibun when you slept with your wife — and then me.’


    Huw and Sendatsu stared at her, stricken. ‘You told her I had slept with you?’ Sendatsu gasped.


    ‘That you had tricked and seduced me,’ Rhiannon said.


    Sendatsu wanted to curse, to throw something, to hit something. He spun away so she could not see his face.


    ‘It is better to know the truth,’ Huw said with some feeling. ‘She did not like to hear it but she will understand, and accept it with time.’


    ‘Except that time is the one thing none of us have,’ Sendatsu said in a strangled voice. His heart told him to find Asami and beg her forgiveness — but his head warned him that would be a huge mistake.


    ‘How could you tell her that?’


    ‘Well, it wasn’t deliberate! I wouldn’t destroy my friendship with her just to spite you and I wouldn’t want to spoil what you have either! If you listened to her once in a while, rather than trying to tell her what she should do and how she should live her life, then this wouldn’t have happened!’


    Sendatsu snorted in disgust.


    ‘You need to talk to Gaibun,’ Huw said calmly. ‘He brought in Hanto. He knows where he has gone.’


    ‘I don’t want to talk to Gaibun. He and I are fighting for Asami and, as he reminded me all too happily, he is the one married to her.’


    ‘Too much is at stake for some foolish feud!’


    ‘Foolish! It is everything to us!’


    ‘And Rhiannon means the same to me,’ Huw said quietly. ‘If you don’t stop Hanto, then the Velsh and elves will fight over her, for we shall not give her up to your father. And you are going to have to do it — because it seems Asami won’t be helping us.’


    Sendatsu cursed, loudly and fluently, then kicked a chunk of rock for good measure.


    ‘I’ll go and see him now,’ he said finally. ‘Are you coming?’


    Huw glanced at Rhiannon, seeing the need she would never admit to. ‘No. I have to spend this time helping Rhiannon. And she has done enough already.’


    Sendatsu stamped off angrily. As if there was not enough going on, he had to lose Asami and beg for help from bloody Gaibun in the same night! He found his former friend getting a big bowl of food. Being so close to the city, huge bowls of rice mixed with fish, octopus and vegetables had been brought out and Gaibun was wolfing some down now.


    ‘What do you want? Come to fight with real warriors?’ Gaibun said through a full mouth.


    ‘We need to speak about Hanto. And we need to do it quietly,’ Sendatsu said.


    Gaibun’s eyes flashed and his chopsticks did not pause as they shovelled food into his mouth but he nodded once, abruptly. He chewed for a few moments, then swallowed.


    ‘Let us walk,’ he said, putting down his bowl.


    ‘We need to silence Hanto,’ Sendatsu said as soon as they had cleared the firelight.


    ‘What?’


    ‘He knows about Rhiannon. We cannot let him speak to my father.’


    ‘I already saw to that. Why else do you think he collapsed before he could say a word? Nothing will be said before Dokuzen is safe.’


    ‘That is not good enough. The Velsh have sacrificed too much to see that wasted because of one warrior’s hate. Do you want to fight off the Forlish and then have to fight the Velsh as well?’


    Gaibun shook his head. ‘Well, of course not. But how do we buy his silence?’


    Sendatsu rubbed his face. ‘We can’t. He hates me as well. There is only one way to keep him quiet.’


    ‘Kill him?’


    ‘Well, I didn’t mean inviting him back to Patcham to sing a few songs.’


    Gaibun’s face tightened. ‘But he is a brother Tadayoshi. He was following his orders, nothing more, and merely intends to report back to his clan leader. Any one of us would do the same. Yet you want not to just kill him but murder him in his sleep. It is no death for a warrior.’


    Sendatsu shook his head. Everything Gaibun said made sense. Worse, his plan was something his father might do. But he could not see any other way around it. ‘We don’t have time to argue this. We owe the Velsh for what they are doing to save Dokuzen. One elf’s life is worth Dokuzen, is it not? Hanto would happily give his life for Dokuzen.’


    ‘But you are talking about murder, against everything we have been taught and an offence to Aroaril.’


    ‘And is there such a huge difference between killing a man in battle and in bed?’


    ‘Yes! Hanto cannot fight back. And he is in such a state, even if you put a sword in his hand, he would not be able to fight.’


    Sendatsu grabbed Gaibun’s arm. ‘It has to be done. Or Velsh and elves will fight. And I will not see that happen. I will do anything to stop that. Will you help me?’


    Gaibun hesitated, then half smiled. ‘I have never refused to help you before. I am not about to start now.’


    Sendatsu began walking. ‘Quickly then, before one of us changes our mind.’


    Asami felt lost and alone. Gaibun and Sendatsu were brawling over her, both professing love and yet more concerned about beating the other than winning her. Sendatsu’s behaviour was impossible to explain. How could he have rutted with Rhiannon and then hidden it from her? Rhiannon’s betrayal was just as hard to stomach. Asami had never had a friend like that. How could she have sat there and listened with a straight face while Asami babbled on about Sendatsu? She could not bear to see the human girl again.


    Then there was Gaibun. Had he really changed or was all this an elaborate game, yet another competition of his against Sendatsu? For the long years of their loveless marriage she had felt staying pure had kept her love for Sendatsu alive. Deep down, she had harboured dreams of the two of them finally being together, of being able to say to him she had kept faith, kept their promise to be only with the other. Of course it was foolish; a teenage pledge of love could not hope to survive in the face of political marriages and adult realities. But it had been nice to dream.


    While her choice to sleep with Gaibun had felt right at that moment, thinking Gaibun was going to his death, now it felt sour, left a bitter memory. She had lost the dream; it felt like she had lost everything.


    And she had nobody to talk to.


    ‘Asami! What is the matter?’


    She turned, lost in misery, to see Sumiko striding towards her.


    ‘There is nothing wrong. I am merely tired,’ she lied brightly, thankful it was dark here, under the trees. She would never have got away with it in the daylight.


    ‘Why aren’t you with the humans?’


    ‘I just needed some time alone.’


    Sumiko stopped a few paces away. ‘Please, do not lie to me. If everything was as you wished, then you would be with your friends, not sitting over here by yourself in the dark. You don’t have to tell me what is wrong — I don’t really care anyway. But I need you tomorrow. Dokuzen needs you tomorrow — and your human friends will need you tomorrow.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘You are the best Magic-weaver, after myself, in Dokuzen. And your human friend is close behind. The pair of you are certainly better than anyone else we have. But Jaken must not know that humans can do magic. We shall need Rhiannon to help, but you have to be near her, so we can plausibly explain it was all you. Jaken is too clever — he knows your abilities, as well as those of the likes of even Oroku. He will not believe Oroku capable of such great feats. And, believe me, we shall need great feats from everyone to live through tomorrow.’


    Asami just wanted to be alone. ‘Fine. I shall do so.’


    Sumiko sighed. ‘You should have trusted me, you know. I could have stopped all this long ago, given you everything you ever wanted. If you desire Sendatsu, or Gaibun, or even both of them, then they can be yours. If everything seems very complicated now, remember I can make it all become very simple. Power and reward for those with magic. Come and see me when you are ready for those of us with magic to take our rightful place in the world. Bring your human friend. There is a place for you both. All you have to do is pledge yourselves to me, now and forever. I’ll leave you to think about that this night. Talk it over with Rhiannon. Come and talk to me tomorrow, after our victory.’


    And with that she was gone, leaving Asami alone with her thoughts, in the darkness.


    ‘I had Hanto taken back to my house. It is the last place people will look, and means he is under my control,’ Gaibun said as they rode back through Dokuzen’s quiet streets. Many people had taken Jaken’s advice and packed everything they could and rode away, heading north for the dubious safety of the farming and mining villages that supported Dokuzen. Others had stayed — those who refused to run from gaijin and those who could not run — although almost all of those were at the many churches, praying fervently. It was by far the best attendance the churches had seen for two hundred years, although no priest would say that. The streets were deserted, more so than when Daichi had put out a curfew.


    ‘We will make it seem as though he has died in his sleep, his heart unable to take the strain of the past few moons,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘This is wrong,’ Gaibun muttered. ‘What about Sumiko? She knows about Rhiannon’s magic and doesn’t have any love for us, or the humans. We could do this thing and have her betray us tomorrow.’


    ‘Yes, but Asami spoke to her and says she won’t be a problem. Everyone knows Sumiko and Jaken hate each other — always have. She wouldn’t offer him a glass of water if he was on fire. But, to make sure, I’ll speak to Asami.’


    ‘You’ll speak to Asami? I should be the one speaking to Asami. After all, she is my wife.’


    ‘Because I wasn’t available.’


    Gaibun stopped. ‘So you think,’ he said. ‘You have always imagined I was second best and, worse, that I was happy being second best. Well, you are wrong — and Asami has made her choice to prove it.’


    Angry words crowded into Sendatsu’s mouth and it was only with a huge effort that he stopped them from tumbling out. ‘We have a task to complete. We have to hurry.’


    Gaibun stared at him before grudgingly nodding. ‘I do wish only one of us had fallen in love with her,’ he muttered. ‘It would make life so much easier.’


    ‘In the last few moons, that has been the least of my problems.’ Sendatsu offered a ghost of a smile as they pushed open the front door and walked in.


    ‘He’ll probably be in a guest bedroom,’ Gaibun said.


    ‘Well, Sumiko’s killers smashed up two of them, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find which it is.’ Sendatsu led the way with a confidence he did not feel. The closer they came, the more he wanted to walk away. He had promised to see his children, after all. They would nearly be asleep, probably sitting up waiting for him. And a visit to his father’s villa would be the perfect explanation for his absence from camp as well. He slowed and almost turned around, before Gaibun pushed him on.


    ‘We can’t turn back now. There’ll be a priest of Aroaril coming to look at him soon. The services will end within the next turn of the hourglass and then it’ll be too late to explain his death as anything other than a murder.’


    Sendatsu gritted his teeth and walked on. They could hear a faint snoring coming from one of the bedrooms down the hall and Gaibun signalled to it, unnecessarily. They both wrinkled their noses — it was obvious Hanto had not bathed since returning.


    ‘Wait here, unless I call for you,’ Sendatsu whispered. He felt it would somehow be better if nobody saw what he was about to do.


    ‘And what if he wakes? I’ll be right there with you. I wouldn’t leave you at a time like this.’


    Sendatsu wanted to argue more but feared that, if he did, he would lose the will to go through with this. He strode forwards and into the simple guest room, where Hanto slumbered on a bed. In here, his smell, a mixture of sweat, leaves and urine, seemed to overwhelm the senses.


    ‘How are you going to do this?’ Gaibun hissed.


    Sendatsu did not answer; instead he picked up a cushion from the couch and strode forwards, pressing it down onto Hanto’s face in one move, putting all his strength, his disgust at such an act and his self-loathing into the downward pressure. He hoped with all his heart that Hanto would never wake up, and just slip away without a murmur.


    But the Council Guard woke up violently, thrashing his arms and trying to flip his body up.


    ‘I thought he was almost dead anyway,’ Sendatsu said, his hands slick with horrified sweat, as he pressed down. Hanto’s feet came up and cracked into Sendatsu’s back and shoulder with enough force to push him off the bed, while Hanto rolled away and to his feet, breathing harshly.


    ‘You bastard!’ he shouted. ‘Don’t even have the guts to face me with a sword in hand?’


    ‘I’d love to,’ Sendatsu said grimly. ‘It was thanks to you that I spent two moons without seeing my children, hunted like an animal!’


    ‘Then face me — prove you are half the man your father is!’


    Sendatsu put down the cushion. ‘You will die,’ he promised. ‘But you don’t deserve an honourable death.’


    ‘All because I did my duty?’ Hanto circled around the bed cautiously, moving towards the door, but Gaibun loomed in the doorway, and his sword leaped into his hand.


    ‘You will die so that elves and Velsh will not fight,’ Gaibun told him.


    Hanto released a short bark of laughter. ‘Is that the reason? Why do you care about the gaijin?’


    Sendatsu jumped over the bed, backing Hanto into a corner.


    ‘You can try to kill me, boy, but even if you succeed, the truth will come out. Gaijin don’t deserve magic — it belongs to the elves. They are thieves and will pay for it.’


    Sendatsu had had enough and moved in. Hanto rammed his hand at Sendatsu’s eyes, the fingernails crusted with dirt. But exhaustion had slowed him and Sendatsu grabbed his wrist, turning the arm easily, then striking Hanto under the ribs, punching into his liver and kidneys, so he shook with pain.


    Hanto swung with his other arm and tried to break free but Sendatsu used his armlock to control the Council Guard, defusing his blow and then striking back, driving stiffened fingers into Hanto’s throat. Hanto fell back against the wall, choking and gasping helplessly and Sendatsu flipped him across and onto the bed, before grabbing another cushion and slamming it over Hanto’s face once more. The Council Guard struggled desperately, clawing at Sendatsu’s arms, but this time Sendatsu ignored his weakening fight, pushing down until the arms fell limply and there was no movement.


    When he finally straightened up, gasping, it felt as though he had left a part of himself behind, burned away in that sweating, grim murder.


    ‘Is it done?’ Gaibun asked nervously.


    ‘It is finished. The Velsh are safe — for now, at least.’ Sendatsu threw the cushion back onto the couch and walked out, refusing to look at the face of Hanto, dead eyes staring up accusingly. He needed a bath and then he needed to see his children, needed to hold them and prove to himself that he was not evil.


    ‘I’ll wait here then, before going back and telling your father that Hanto is dead.’ Gaibun stepped aside.


    Sendatsu did not reply, walking to the front door. He shut it and shuddered. Was there nothing he would not do now?


    His children were asleep so he rushed to the bathhouse first, sweated and cleaned, then washed and did it all again, trying to get the smell of Hanto out of himself and the feel of death from his skin before he saw Mai and Cheijun.


    ‘Is everything all right?’ Noriko found him scraping a strigil across his arms furiously.


    ‘Of course,’ Sendatsu lied.


    Noriko sighed. ‘It was something for your father, wasn’t it? Many times I have wanted a bath after just hearing about what he has done.’


    Sendatsu said nothing, just scraped harder at his skin. How could he tell his mother that this was nothing to do with his father but all his own doing?


    Noriko gently took the strigil from his hands. ‘That is enough. Go and see your children.’


    Numbly, he wrapped a robe around himself and went to wake up his children.


    ‘Papa!’ Mai and Cheijun fell upon him, rubbing sleep from their eyes, and refused to let him go. Every hug from them, every kiss, seemed to do more to wash the stain from him than all his work in the bathhouse.


    ‘We waited as long as we could, then Grandmother said we must sleep,’ Mai explained.


    Sendatsu held them close, the smell of them, warm and soothing, wiping away the stench of Hanto, the scent of death that had stayed in his nostrils.


    ‘Are all the gaijin dead?’ Cheijun demanded.


    ‘Not yet. Tomorrow we fight them,’ Sendatsu said gently.


    ‘Come back to us. Don’t leave us,’ Mai begged.


    ‘I promise. No matter what happens, I shall be back,’ Sendatsu vowed.


    ‘Stay here,’ Cheijun insisted.


    Sendatsu knew he should get back. But what he had done to Hanto still made his skin crawl. He stretched out on the bed and felt Mai and Cheijun cuddle up, one to each side. He kissed the top of their heads and hoped he would not dream of Hanto’s face. But sleep would not come. Instead he lay there, feeling the tears trickle down his cheeks, wondering if he had done the right thing. Forget about the shade of Hanto forgiving him — would his children ever forgive him?
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      The barrier that protected the Elfarans began to break down and one of them came out from their city of lies, himself a liar, yet searching for the truth.


      Huw’s song

    


    It had been a nervous night for Caelin, Harald and Ruttyn. After driving off the elven patrol, they had been part of a huge push forwards just before dawn, seeking to find where the elves were setting up their defences.


    ‘You know, it would have been easier to be killed quickly,’ Ruttyn observed. ‘Every time we survive something, they just give us a more dangerous job to do. If we had died horribly, we would have had a much easier time of it.’


    ‘Don’t worry, there’s still time for a gruesome death,’ Harald assured him.


    ‘Ssh!’ Caelin waved them down and crept forwards, until he could see what lay ahead.


    ‘What is it, sarge?’ Ruttyn whispered.


    ‘The elven city. Or at least the part of it they want to defend. Come on, everyone fall back.’


    They reported to Captain Edmund, who immediately went forwards in the dawn light, surrounded by a company of men.


    ‘This is dangerous, sir. Every tree could be hiding an elf and we are one arrow away from losing you,’ Caelin told him.


    ‘But I must see where I am fighting, the ground we face and the defences the elves have mustered. I cannot lead us to victory otherwise.’ Edmund smiled.


    No elves tried to loose arrows at him as he reached the treeline, where Caelin pointed out where the defenders waited. Edmund kept low, having scouted enemy positions for years, and ignored the nervous looks from his guards.


    The ground opened up after the trees ended, with just a stream running past to break it up. Behind a stone wall, which seemed both too low and short to be a city boundary, a crude road ran over a ridge. Further on, the smoke of many fires was rising, which told Edmund that Dokuzen waited just beyond the rise.


    He looked at the wall carefully, noting the banner featuring a crude red dragon that rose behind it. Defenders seemed thick along the wall, which would be an interesting obstacle. With siege engines and time to spare, he would not have given it a second glance. But he did not have engines nor time here and would have to use force, rather than guile. At first glance it made sense to simply go around the wall but Edmund noted the two camps of elves on either end of the wall.


    ‘Sir. They might see us,’ Caelin murmured.


    ‘I have seen enough,’ Edmund whispered, squirming back on his stomach before rising and hurrying to the camp, much to the relief of those around him.


    ‘Summon the officers. I know how to defeat them,’ he declared.


    Every time Sendatsu closed his eyes he saw Hanto lying lifeless on the bed — but this time his eyes were at first closed, only to snap open as Sendatsu stepped away, blazing with a lust for revenge for his murder. Finally he could take it no more. He slipped out of bed, leaving Mai and Cheijun sleeping. He kissed them one more time, watched them until he stepped out of the room, and picked up his sword. He did not feel ready for a desperate battle with thousands of ruthless Forlish. But they were waiting for him, nonetheless.


    Huw and Rhiannon sat together against one of the tombs of the elven forefathers. It was not a cold night but he had his arm around her shoulders anyway. She marvelled that she could not only allow it, but enjoy it.


    ‘Have you seen the faces of these forefathers?’ Huw asked.


    ‘No.’ Rhiannon snorted.


    ‘They don’t look like elves. Yes, they have the ears and their cheekbones seem strange — but they look more like we do. I wonder why the rest of the elves have not realised that.’


    ‘Perhaps they have but have been persuaded it was natural?’


    ‘Yes but —’


    ‘Huw, now is not the time to talk about our lost history,’ she told him.


    ‘Sorry.’ He kissed her ear. ‘What did you want to talk about?’


    Rhiannon paused. ‘I have missed you,’ she admitted finally.


    Huw breathed again. ‘And I you —’ he began before she shushed him.


    ‘I have not forgotten what happened to me, how you lied to me. But I found myself doing something similar to Asami — and it turned out badly. So while I cannot pretend it never happened, I understand it better. And I feel you have learned a lesson, that I can trust you again. I think we should make a new beginning.’


    Huw struggled to get the words out past the lump in his throat. ‘Nothing would make me happier,’ he finally said.


    She leaned in and kissed him, long and lingering.


    ‘I wish there were not so many people around,’ he said thickly.


    ‘What did I say about a beginning only?’


    ‘Then let us sit here and talk,’ he said.


    ‘I would like that.’


    Gaibun found Asami sitting alone.


    ‘Go away, I do not want to talk to you,’ she told him.


    ‘Is that any way for a wife to treat her husband?’


    Asami controlled her temper with the greatest of difficulty. ‘I could say the same thing to you, for a hundred things over the last few years.’


    ‘Agreed. I am sorry. That was a foolish thing to say. I just wanted to see how you were.’


    ‘I am fine. Now leave me.’


    ‘If I could believe that, then I would leave. But you are not fine.’


    Asami just glared at him.


    ‘Please, talk to me. I have had a difficult night already and cannot sleep. I would not like to see you suffer the same way as I.’


    ‘And how was your night difficult?’ she snapped.


    Gaibun looked away for a moment. ‘Hanto returned, bearing with him the news that humans can do magic and your friend Rhiannon is as powerful as any elf.’


    ‘What? If Jaken finds out, then the alliance is doomed!’


    ‘I know. So Sendatsu and I took care of it.’


    ‘Took care of it?’ she repeated in horror. ‘What did you do?’


    ‘Sendatsu killed Hanto. I told him not to but he would not listen, he forced me to help him. Held Hanto down and smothered him, so it would look as though he merely died in his sleep.’


    Bile rose up her throat. ‘How could he do such a thing? Murder someone as they slept?’


    ‘He was a man possessed. Said he had to protect Rhiannon, no matter the cost.’


    Asami held up her hand. ‘He wanted to protect Rhiannon?’


    ‘That was what he said.’


    Asami’s first reaction was anger that he could do that for his human lover — then she thought again. She had seen Huw and Rhiannon sitting together earlier, cuddled close in the firelight, and remembered the many talks they had enjoyed about both Huw and Sendatsu. Never had Rhiannon sounded like she felt anything for Sendatsu. And the way Rhiannon had given away the truth so quickly said those other words were not lies. How could someone lie so well and then so badly? Asami stared at Gaibun, a terrible suspicion rising within her.


    ‘Why would you tell me that about Sendatsu?’ she demanded.


    ‘You are my wife. I had to tell someone.’ Gaibun shrugged.


    ‘Or you sought to make Sendatsu look bad in my eyes, as you have done several times now,’ she said slowly.


    ‘That was not my intention —’


    Asami held up her hand. ‘Leave me. I need to think and I don’t want to talk to you.’


    ‘But —’


    ‘Go!’ she shouted.


    Gaibun opened his mouth, then shut it again at the expression on her face and walked away, leaving Asami feeling as if she had to talk to Sendatsu. She wanted the truth but was scared what it might bring.


    ‘They have human allies. Somehow there are Velsh waiting there with them — or at least they want us to think there are Velsh there,’ Edmund explained, marking out the elven positions in the dirt. ‘They have a strong central position, held by the Velsh, their flanks secured by two groups of elves, the whole thing protected by a stream. It does not seem very deep but it will slow us up and then we will run into a low stone wall at the centre and wooden stakes to each side.’


    A hulking captain filled the silence. ‘The obvious thing is to attack the flanks, then we can sweep around the back of their central position.’


    ‘It is the obvious thing. But they are not fools. Their flanks are too much of an invitation. They want us to attack there, so we shall strike at the centre first. The wall is no more than chest height and it is defended by Velsh. The elves can fight — we have seen that. They have skill with their strange swords. But the Velsh? They hold no fears. If we take out their centre, then we split their two sides and can push them back as we drive on to the heart of Dokuzen.’


    ‘Let me have the honour of leading the attack,’ the same captain blurted.


    ‘It is agreed.’ Edmund nodded. ‘Captain Osmund’s company shall lead the way. Keep your shields up, for they will have those elven bows. Leave the wounded and keep attacking. Do not stop until the Velsh are destroyed.’


    ‘Sir,’ his aide Orsa asked softly. ‘Would it not be better to send out a bigger attack?’


    Edmund smiled briefly. ‘If this was a normal enemy, then I would say yes. But these are elves. We do not truly know what they can do. I will not risk everything on one throw of the dice.’


    ‘Where have you been?’ Jaken demanded. ‘They could attack at any moment and I am relying on you to lead the Velsh.’


    ‘With my children. I wanted to see them at least one more time,’ Sendatsu replied sourly, the memory of last night’s work still haunting him.


    Jaken’s face tightened. ‘There will be time after the battle. Hurry. Those humans need you.’


    Sendatsu paused. ‘Has anything happened while I was away?’


    ‘Forlish scouts were seen in the trees, no doubt marking our positions. We have scouts watching them now, seeing when they break camp. And Hanto returned last night, after Aroaril knows how many moons wandering around looking for you.’


    ‘He found me — twice — and tried to kill me both times,’ Sendatsu said before he could stop himself.


    ‘Did he now? Well, you don’t need to worry about him any more. He was exhausted when he arrived and died during the night. Looks like his heart just gave out.’


    ‘I cannot say I am sorry,’ Sendatsu said, burying his real feelings.


    ‘No matter. He had failed me and he was not going to be much use today, I fear.’


    Sendatsu said nothing, letting the silence grow, until he could stand it no more. ‘Was there anything else?’


    Jaken hesitated, then held out his hand. ‘Good luck, my son. Hold the centre. That is the key. Force them onto our flanks and we shall destroy them there.’


    Sendatsu took the proffered hand with a sense of wonder.


    ‘Make me proud. I know you can,’ Jaken said. ‘I see you changing every day now, a new purpose and strength there. There is much of me I see in you now.’


    Sendatsu walked away to rejoin Huw and the Velsh, feeling as if he were in a dream. He had spent so much of his life trying not to be his father, while at the same time seeking his father’s approval. Now every deed that he hated was bringing him closer to his father. Worse — a part of him liked it.


    Asami saw Sendatsu walking over to join Huw and Rhiannon and raced across to intercept him. She felt so full of emotion that she had to let it out, or it would consume her.


    ‘Asami!’ He saw her coming and smiled broadly.


    ‘What were you doing? What were you thinking?’ she demanded.


    He steeled himself. ‘This is about Rhiannon, isn’t it?’


    ‘Yes of course it’s about Rhiannon! You slept with her and never told me. And now I hear you are murdering to protect her!’


    ‘What?’ Sendatsu stepped closer, lowering his voice. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Hanto! Did you kill him to protect your human lover?’


    Sendatsu glanced around but Gaibun was nowhere in sight. Only one other person knew what had happened — but if Gaibun was going around telling everyone …


    ‘Answer me! I need some truth and, by Aroaril, I will have it!’


    ‘I killed Hanto not to save Rhiannon but Dokuzen! Huw said he would never surrender her to my father and we would have repaid the Velsh for their help by starting a new war with them,’ Sendatsu spat.


    ‘And the fact she was your lover had nothing to do with it?’


    Sendatsu had never been furious with Asami before but now he was barely able to speak.


    ‘That was a huge mistake on my part and I have regretted it every day since. But you have spoken to Rhiannon since then — did she give you any indication she loves me?’


    Asami hesitated.


    ‘And look over there — what do you see?’ Sendatsu grabbed Asami’s arm and spun her, pointing to where Huw and Rhiannon sat together, asleep, their heads touching, hands intertwined. ‘She loves Huw, not me. Never me. And I was never in love with her. How could I be, when you fill my head and heart?’


    Asami felt herself weakening but she still had too much hurt and anger inside her.


    ‘But you did murder Hanto as he slept?’


    ‘Yes, I killed Hanto! But don’t think it was easy. I did what I had to, to protect my friends, my home and my family.’


    ‘I really don’t know you any more,’ she said. ‘The old Sendatsu would never have done that.’


    ‘Well, you kept telling that Sendatsu to take action, to do something, to stand up and control his destiny. You can’t turn around now and tell me you don’t want that,’ he said.


    ‘I don’t know what I want,’ Asami admitted.


    ‘Well, I do. I want you and I shall do anything to make that come true. And the way I am feeling, that includes facing Gaibun over blades.’


    Asami shook her head. ‘No. I will never let you fight over me.’


    ‘Gaibun is working to his own designs. He is trying to turn you against me,’ Sendatsu said furiously. ‘It is the only way to solve this.’


    ‘Oh no, it is not.’ Asami shook her head. ‘Leave it to me. I have the truth from you and now I will get the truth from Gaibun. Once I have it, I shall decide what to do — not you two fools.’ She spun to go and find Gaibun that very moment but stopped when horns sounded, a harsh, blaring noise that had everyone springing to their feet.


    Next moment, a pair of scouts raced out of the trees, horns in hand.


    ‘They are coming!’ one shouted.


    Jaken felt the panic coming off nearly every man, woman and elf under his command and raced to stop it.


    ‘To your places! Remember your training! We are elves, and they are but gaijin!’ he shouted. ‘Remember who you are! You have magic, you have skills they can only dream of! You are fighting for your families, for your friends, for everything our forefathers left us!’


    To the Velsh his message was a little different.


    ‘This is the day when you become friends of the elves. This is the day when you give your children, and their children, a better life. Stand with us and write a new page of history!’


    Wherever he went, calm followed. He surveyed their positions with satisfaction then turned to Gaibun.


    ‘Find those two scouts and tell them if they ever try something like that again, I’ll give them a sword and send them out to take on the gaijin hordes by themselves.’


    ‘Yes, lord.’ Gaibun bowed.


    ‘Then get to the right wing. I think they will try the Velsh first but you never know your luck.’


    By now they could hear the noise of the Forlish advance, the crash as thousands of men trampled new paths through the undergrowth, as well as the shouted orders from the sergeants.


    ‘Hand me my bow,’ Jaken ordered. ‘I hope not to draw my sword but I can still loose an arrow better than anyone here.’


    Huw and Sendatsu made awkward conversation while Asami and Rhiannon pointedly looked in opposite directions.


    ‘Will we be able to hold?’ Huw asked.


    ‘We’ll have plenty of help. There’s a couple of thousand elven archers back there. They might not be in the best of practice, they might be no good if it came to blades, but the Forlish are about to give them the perfect target. We’ll save the crossbows for up close. The stream will break up the Forlish lines and then they will have to lower their shields to clamber over this wall. When they do, it’ll be close enough that you can’t miss,’ Sendatsu said with a confidence he did not entirely feel.


    ‘And the other problem?’


    ‘Is taken care of,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Here they come!’ a dozen Velsh called and pointed.


    Through the trees they could see a horde of men. Forlish sergeants stood at the edge of the trees, a solid mass in a huge shield wall, at least three hundred warriors long and maybe ten deep.


    The Forlish began beating sword hilts and spear hafts against their wooden shields, a frightening, thumping beat that echoed across the clearing. Behind that deep, rhythmic note they were also shouting threats and curses. The words were lost against the staccato thump of metal on wood, but the meaning was clear.


    Sendatsu nudged Huw. ‘Sing.’


    ‘What?’ Huw was watching the display open-mouthed. He had thought the Forlish advance against Patcham scary enough, but that whole attack would not have formed one of those ranks.


    ‘They need to sing, need to drown out what they’re hearing.’


    Huw glanced left and right, at the white faces and open mouths, and nodded. ‘Rhiannon, are you ready?’


    Their powerful, beautiful voices began ‘Land of My Fathers’, thin and tiny against the din coming from the Forlish. But then other Velsh began to join in, first the dragon leaders, then the oldest dragons, the ones who had fought and beaten the Forlish at Morpeth and Patcham, then all of them. Louder and louder they sang, taller and taller they stood, until they were booming back at the Forlish and even the elves were watching them.


    For a long moment the two sides faced each other, making the same amount of noise, but then the Velsh began to strike the stones in front of them with the hilts of their swords, in time to the song, a deeper, sharper sound than the one the Forlish were making.


    Almost as if that were a signal that the Forlish could not bear to lose even this battle of voices, the shield wall went silent and began advancing, each man in perfect unison, feet stamping into the ground at precisely the same moment.


    ‘Keep singing!’ Sendatsu bent his bow and swiftly strung it. There was no shortage of arrows — the city had been scoured for them and sheaths of arrows waited behind the Velsh lines for their bowmen, a fraction of the piles that waited with the elven archers. But, best of all, the elves had made sure all the Velsh had swords, the longer elvish swords going to the best-trained dragons and the older Forlish swords passed down to the new recruits.


    The Forlish were barely one hundred paces away, an easy distance for Sendatsu, and the sheer size of the shield wall made it impossible to miss. He drew back, exhaled, then in between breaths, loosed.


    Everyone watched the arrow soar high and then drop steeply. Shields went up in the Forlish second and third lines but Sendatsu had aimed at the back of the Forlish wall. The arrow vanished into the midst of them and he had no idea whether it hit a man, was blocked by a shield or landed between. But it was a signal.


    Bows were bent by every dragon who knew how to use them — which were only about fifty — as well as every elf that carried one. By the time Sendatsu had grabbed a new arrow and bent his bow again, hundreds of shafts were arcing through the air.


    Some arrows were snapping in flat and hard, others soaring high and dropping steeply. The Forlish advance slowed as men tried to cover up, the front rank tilting shields up while the other ranks held them high, over heads.


    Sendatsu loosed four arrows in quick succession and then paused to see what was happening. Gaps were appearing here and there in the Forlish line at the front; gaps that were filled swiftly because they attracted arrows the way wasps flocked to honey. The sound of arrows striking shields had replaced the beat of swords against shields. There were endless little ripples in the rear ranks as men fell and their neighbours shuffled together, knowing that to stay close and link shields was the only way to survive.


    Sendatsu clambered up onto the stone wall for a much better view and laid an arrow on his string, but did not bend his bow just yet. This time he waited until an arrow knocked a hole in the careful line of the shield wall and then he drew and released, snatched another, drew and loosed as fast as he could, sending three arrows into the space before it could be closed up. Two more Forlish went down and now Cadel and several other dragons followed his lead, directing their arrows into that weak spot.


    The Forlish wore chainmail vests and thick leather boots, none of which offered the slightest protection against a longbow arrow. Their solid wooden shields and metal helms held out the long shafts but they could not protect a man’s whole body. Men were struck in the legs and arms by the low arrows and fell, dragging others down with them, or were hit in the shoulders or necks by the ones coming in from high.


    Their advance was slowed, as they hunched over like men advancing into a heavy storm, but it was not stopped. For every arrow that struck, three sank quivering into shields or fell uselessly to the ground. The Forlish were hurting, leaving behind scores of dead and wounded — but they were getting closer and closer.


    ‘Should we use magic?’ Rhiannon asked Huw, who was hefting one of the new double crossbows and checking its large hopper was full of the short, wicked bolts.


    ‘Not yet. Wait until we really need it,’ Huw shouted back.


    The noise of steel tips hitting shields, the shouts and cries of men and the hiss of arrows was already loud but, from bitter experience, Huw knew this was nothing. Only when men fought hand to hand did the battle reach its crescendo.


    Sendatsu loosed one more arrow, watching it vanish behind a shield and knock a Forlish soldier over, then jumped back down. His back was aching, while his arms and shoulders were sore from loosing so many arrows so quickly. He stretched and flexed, trying to get ready for when he would need his sword.


    ‘Here.’ Asami laid a hand on his arm and he felt some of the tiredness vanish.


    ‘Thank you.’ He smiled at her and they both began to say something, grinned and then invited the other to speak.


    ‘Sendatsu!’ Huw shouted and they split apart instantly.


    The Forlish shield wall was now inching into the stream. One rank, then two, then three wading forwards, barely ten yards from the Velsh, all struggling to keep their formation. This close to the Velsh lines, they were protected from the elven archers and their lines became ragged as men fought through the fast-flowing water. It was no more than knee height at its deepest but that was enough to disrupt them.


    ‘Now!’ Sendatsu shouted, his words echoed by the dragon leaders a moment later.


    Huw surged onto the wall, the rest of the dragons with crossbows a heartbeat behind him, and bolts soared into the mass of Forlish. At that range the bolts flew flat and true, a massive cloud of them. Like a swarm of biting insects, they found the gaps between shields and armour and burrowed in, sinking half their length into arms, faces and necks. They bounced off helms, armour and shields but made the Forlish duck and flinch, just when they wanted to charge home.


    ‘Stay off the wall — make them come to us!’ Sendatsu shouted, repeating what he had told them all before. They were used to following orders but, in the heat of battle, anything could happen.


    The Forlish let out a huge roar and raced at the wall, desperate to close with their tormentors.


    Sendatsu let them come. The stones of the wall were not right on the edge of the stream but there was no room for more than one man to stand on the space between the water and the wall.


    The first Forlish arrived and tried to swing up at the Velsh but they only had their short swords, perfect for the close confines of a grinding battle but useless now. They tried to clamber up but the Velsh hacked at any arm and hand that came across the wall. Sendatsu sliced down, opening a man’s sword arm to the bone. The Forlishman reeled back, howling, and Sendatsu used his sword’s extra length to lunge at the soldier next to him, the tip of his blade sinking into the man’s eye. He heard the scream above the clash of swords.


    The second rank of Forlish arrived, carrying spears. Trained to push the front rank onwards, over and across any resistance, they hustled the first line forwards, thrusting their spears up, creating some space as Velsh dragons ducked away from the threat of the sharp points. Some of the front rank used this opportunity to jump or clamber onto the stone wall, trying to take the fight to the Velsh.


    But they were easy meat there. Velsh dragons thrust and slashed at Forlish legs. Burdened with shields made heavy by arrows and bolts sticking into their surface, weighed down by the armour and wet boots they wore, they were slow and couldn’t dodge. All were brought down swiftly, either to fall back into their comrades or onto the Velsh side, where shouting dragons found the gaps in their armour at the throat and groin and thrust swords home, soaking the ground in blood. The screams and pleading of the fallen Forlish were echoed by the Velsh shouts now. The Forlish line was disordered and more crossbows were triggered, dragons pumping bolts into men just one or two paces away. At that distance, they could almost aim accurately and even the small area of undefended Forlishman was an easy target.


    Huw was right behind Sendatsu, crossbow at the ready. To their right, a Forlishman clambered up onto the wall and prepared to jump down. Before he could, Sendatsu used the cartwheel stroke to take the man’s leg off below the knee, the sharpened steel tearing through leather boot, flesh and bone as if they were straw. Shrieking, spraying hot coppery blood in all directions, the Forlishman toppled backwards, knocking others down behind him. Huw jumped forwards and worked the crossbow’s lever like a madman, pumping bolts into the space. Forlishmen cried out as the bolts gouged into faces and hands, one silenced in an instant as a bolt disappeared into his eye, sinking deep into the brain beyond.


    Beneath them the stream ran red with blood and brown with shit as dead men clogged the water and live men used their bodies to climb closer to the Velsh.


    The third rank of Forlish arrived then. Held back from the wall, some of them hurled their spears in anger and frustration.


    Some found their mark, for they arrived out of nowhere, Velsh falling screaming or simply dead as the wicked spearheads ripped through clothing and flesh.


    ‘Let me at them!’ Gareth surged forwards but Sendatsu, blood covering his face and arms, pushed the frustrated dragon away.


    ‘Use the spears back on them!’ Sendatsu heard Bowen shouting and stepped back, risking a look to see what was happening.


    Each spear was nearly the height of a man. Dragons picked up fallen weapons or pulled them out of the corpses of friends and turned them back on the Forlish. Trapped by the crush of men behind, the front rank had no hope of avoiding them and barely any chance to get their shields up. Not that those did any good. The heavy iron heads splintered shields and crushed armour, impaling men and leaving them dangling like bloodied dolls.


    All the time the crossbows were finding chinks in armour, burrowing into faces and necks and eyes and hands, or taking fingers.


    That was enough for the Forlish. Horns sounded and they backed away, not running but keeping their lines, still losing men to bolts as they retreated, leaving a thick tangle of dead and wounded — far more wounded than dead, screeching and moaning as they bled and thrashed and splashed in the water, some men drowning faster than they bled to death.


    The stream was horrid with bodies, blood and shit, the dead men’s bowels opening to stain the water and foul the air.


    ‘Stay where you are!’ Sendatsu ordered. The noise was hard on the young dragons and distressing to listen to — but it would be worse for the other Forlish.


    The problem was the dead and wounded were making it easier for the attacking force to get up to the wall. Blood and brains covered the stones and made them more slippery but, in places, two or even three Forlishmen lying on top of each other at the edge of the stream reduced the height of the barrier.


    ‘Don’t throw any Forlish bodies out in front of the wall!’


    The Forlish who had fallen or been dragged across the wall were left where they lay, although the Velsh picked up their shields, helms and swords.


    Sendatsu and Huw walked down the wall, patting dragons on the back and exchanging grins with the delighted Velsh.


    ‘We beat them!’


    ‘For now — they will be back,’ Sendatsu warned.


    ‘How many are hurt? How many dead?’ Huw demanded as they walked.


    The dead were being laid out by friends, while the wounded were helped away from the wall.


    Sendatsu and Huw looked back to where Jaken stood surrounded by every priest of Aroaril in Dokuzen.


    ‘We need their help,’ Huw said angrily, looking down at one choking dragon, whose stomach had been opened by a Forlish sword.


    ‘Come, let us try now,’ Sendatsu suggested, glancing to where the Forlish were falling back in disarray. They used the break to hurry back to where Jaken stood, surrounded by elven boys who were running messages for him, as well as the priests.


    ‘Lord Jaken, we need priests to help our wounded. We defeated that attack but we have suffered dearly,’ Huw said.


    ‘Father, the dead and wounded are our most experienced fighters. Without them, I doubt we can stand another attack like that,’ Sendatsu added.


    Jaken looked at the thinner Velsh line and nodded. ‘Father Hiroka, take three other priests and tend to the Velsh wounded,’ he ordered.


    ‘But they are humans, not elves,’ Hiroka objected.


    ‘They are our allies — and we shall need every one of them,’ Sendatsu said.


    Hiroka glanced towards the archbishop and Jaken looked at him too.


    ‘The threat is not dire enough yet —’ Fushimi began.


    ‘Archbishop Fushimi. Remember the talk we had last night? Unless you want me to speak to the rest of your priests, I say it is time.’


    Fushimi flushed but reluctantly nodded.


    ‘Obey the Elder Elf,’ Fushimi said. ‘Choose one who will die anyway, so when it goes wrong and Aroaril refuses to help a human, there is no blame.’


    Jaken inclined his head. Not for the first time, the papers he had in his office, the truths those like Fushimi thought buried away, had been useful.


    Hiroka bowed before grabbing three other priests and hurrying to the Velsh.


    ‘Thank you, Father,’ Sendatsu bowed.


    ‘Magic will not work on humans but at least your men will know we tried.’ Jaken waved him away, putting the debate out of his mind. The Velsh had taken the first stroke — now the Forlish would try again.


    ‘We shall try a flank attack this time,’ Edmund ordered. ‘I was wrong. The Velsh position is too strong to fall easily.’


    ‘At the elves, sir?’


    ‘Test them out — I want to see how they fight. And I want to see if they still have enough arrows to cover the whole battlefield. Split those companies that faced the Velsh and send them out again. Keep everyone else in reserve for our real attack. No sense in tiring any more men than we have to.’


    The four priests walked stiffly across with Huw and Sendatsu.


    ‘Hurry — my men are bleeding to death with every moment that passes,’ Huw urged them.


    ‘You must realise that this will not work,’ Father Hiroka warned. ‘We have never asked Aroaril for the power to heal humans. He will not allow it. After all, elves are the chosen ones, beloved of the dragons and the only ones possessing the magic —’


    ‘Just try,’ Sendatsu interrupted.


    Hiroka shrugged and kneeled beside a white-faced Velsh dragon with a wicked-looking wound in his chest that would surely kill him soon. Already his breathing grew short.


    Hiroka closed his eyes and held the dragon’s shoulder, his lips murmuring a prayer of healing.


    All watched anxiously, not least the wounded man — who gasped with surprise and relief as the wound closed up, vanishing before their eyes.


    ‘How do you feel?’ Hiroka asked. He helped the dragon sit up, pressing his fingers to his chest and wiping away clotted blood to reveal unharmed skin.


    ‘What happened? It still hurts but I can breathe again,’ the dragon gasped.


    Hiroka patted him on the shoulder. ‘You will live, my young friend. But no more fighting for you today. You have lost much blood and need to rest.’


    The dragon lay back down and Hiroka looked up at Sendatsu.


    ‘You were right and I was wrong,’ he said solemnly. ‘Aroaril obviously sees them just as much as his children as we are. It is a humbling experience for my brothers and me. We shall remember this.’


    He and the other priests moved swiftly from one wounded man to another, working first on those who could fight again, before moving on to the more severely wounded; men they could save but who would not be ready to fight again that day.


    Huw watched, tears in his eyes, as dragons stood and embraced friends and brothers. Men who had been close to death now talked and laughed again. He sighed. ‘If only we could have this all the time — if only we had our own priests.’


    ‘You will. It is only a matter of time,’ Sendatsu assured him.


    Cadel and Bowen went around counting the dead and the wounded who could not fight again.


    ‘We lost about thirty dragons then — but it would have been far more had the priests not helped us,’ he reported.


    ‘Not good. But far better than the Forlish,’ Huw said.


    ‘They were testing us. Next time will be the real attack,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘What about this one then?’ Cadel pointed to where the Forlish were reforming into two groups, aimed at either side of the wall.


    ‘It’s Gaibun’s and Sumiko’s turn,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Cadel, get everyone with a bow or crossbow out onto the right flank to help Gaibun’s warriors.’


    ‘What about Sumiko, on our left?’ Huw asked.


    ‘The Magic-weavers won’t need any help. Not this time anyway.’
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      Trapped inside their beautiful city, the Elfarans told themselves they were the best people in the world — they were actually elves, not humans, and better than everyone else. They held up a mirror to themselves and told each other how beautiful they were, every day.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Gaibun had nervously watched the Velsh turn back the first wave of Forlish. Even though he had trained many of the Velsh dragons he did not know how they would fight against the Forlish. Worse, he worried that the young men he had known and liked would be killed. When the Forlish horns called back the shield wall he joined in the Velsh cheers, feeling as though he had helped win that victory himself.


    Now he would have the chance to win one, as the Forlish advanced, a shorter shield wall this time and not quite as deep, thanks to the losses they had suffered in the first attack. He had barely three hundred warriors, elves in full battle armour, most in their prime but reinforced by the best of the young and old warriors Daichi had originally selected for him to lead. Gaibun wore a thick leather jerkin, reinforced with thin ribs of steel, with similar pieces on his lower and upper arms, legs and thighs, while there were more steel strips in his boots. Around his throat was a circlet of steel and his helm was tall and peaked, bearing long horns that swept up and back. Yet, despite the protection, he could move as easily as ever.


    To take advantage of their ability to move well despite the armour, they had placed sharpened logs in a random pattern in front of the stream. As the Forlish got out, their careful ranks would be broken — and Gaibun’s warriors would push them back into the stream.


    Behind him, the elven archers were ready, although perhaps half of those already looked exhausted from helping out the Velsh. If the Forlish got to them, Gaibun knew they had lost. It was down to him and his three hundred to hold back a Forlish shield wall about six times bigger.


    Gaibun slid the first few inches of his sword out of its scabbard and noted the sharp edge with satisfaction. He wished he could fight alongside Sendatsu today. With Sendatsu by his side, he knew no Forlishman could get past. But, sadly, they seemed to be fighting against each other rather than with each other. He wished he could speak to Sendatsu, make things better. If only they were not both in love with Asami, things would be so much simpler.


    ‘Here they come!’


    Gaibun looked at the Forlish but dismissed them.


    ‘Let the archers do their work,’ he said. ‘Stand firm until they get closer.’


    The arrows were hailing down on the Forlish, who again covered up as best they could, forcing most of the arrows to be wasted on shields. Gaibun noted that more arrows were coming from the Velsh and he approved what they were doing, striking at the open side of the Forlish shield wall. Men carried shields on their left arms, which meant the right side of the wall was undefended — and that was the side closest to the Velsh.


    It made the Forlish alter their lines, curl the edge around and slow down even further — as well as leaving yet more men lying in puddles of their own blood.


    He was amazed at the amount of punishment the shield wall was able to absorb. The lead rank was hunched over, trying to make themselves as small a target as possible behind their shields, while every few moments, another was struck by the never-ending hail of arrows. They marched forwards as if knowing the only way to escape this punishment was to close with the elves. The archers did not slacken off, teenagers, mothers and greybeards driving themselves to exhaustion to protect their city and drive back the hated invaders.


    The Forlish jumped into the stream and began wading across, getting so close that Gaibun waved his arm to tell the archers to stop releasing. He would have liked to see them loose right until the end but could not trust their accuracy, even though he did not doubt their heart.


    ‘Ready!’ Gaibun drew his sword, relishing the noise it made.


    The first rank of the Forlish clambered out of the water, running into the wooden stakes arranged to channel the Forlish away from each other and into the blades of Gaibun and his warriors.


    Gaibun led the way, pouncing on the first Forlishman to step onto the bank. His shield held two arrows and it seemed to slow him as he raised it high and thrust low with his short sword. Almost contemptuously, Gaibun parried the blow and used the tiger-claw stroke to lop off his sword hand. As the man staggered backwards, howling, spraying blood in all directions, he distracted the man behind him, who never had time to recover. Gaibun finished him with a straight thrust to the throat. Hot blood spurted over his arm as he shook the dead Forlishman off his blade, like a dog shaking a rat. Before the man had splashed back into the stream, Gaibun was on the next one, using the zigzag style this time to befuddle and behead the man.


    Now they were coming thick and fast, striking at him but he moved easily, confidently. One veteran slashed at his lower leg but the steel strips in his boot held and he ignored him for a moment, instead using the dragon-tail strike to kill another before turning on his attacker and repaying the favour with the cartwheel stroke. Unlike Gaibun, the Forlishman had no steel in his boot and fell to the ground, his leg hanging by a thread, his lifeblood painting the wooden stakes red.


    To either side of Gaibun, elves cut and thrust, using superior skill and speed to destroy the first line of Forlish who made it onto the bank. In their fearsome helms they looked half a head taller than the Forlish, while the attacking army’s short swords struggled to make an impact on their armour. Gaibun grunted as a blade struck his ribs but he was able to turn and kill the man, giving himself a few moments to catch his breath. It felt like he had a cracked rib or two but the iron had done its job, protecting his vitals.


    The other ranks of Forlish were arriving now, trying to use spears — and these were able to smash through the elven armour and into flesh beyond. An elf was hoisted into the air, screaming, a long spearhead protruding bloodily from his back. The sight infuriated Gaibun and he waded forwards, dealing blows left and right. He was close enough to see the fear in Forlish eyes as his sword bit home, close enough to smell their breath, the tang of spoiled meat they all carried with them; close enough to see the black teeth and filthy faces of the men he killed.


    His ribs burned every time he swung the blade but he had no time to worry about that. There seemed no end of Forlish pressing forwards, and he had to be conscious at all times of where the rest of the warriors were. They needed to keep an unbroken chain along the bank or the Forlish would split them apart, surround them and drag them down.


    But the stakes, as well as the Forlish formation, meant his warriors could fight the Forlish one-on-one — and they were holding them back, although it was getting harder. Better still, bodies and blood made the footing treacherous, turning the edge of the stream muddy and slowing the Forlish down further.


    He wished he could speak to them, tell them to use fewer thrusts and more extravagant strokes, like the windmill or cartwheel. The Forlish armour resisted thrusts but could not stop those horizontal cuts.


    And the Forlish were still pushing onwards hard. Hearing a scream, Gaibun glanced to his left to see one Forlishman drop shield and sword and dive at the legs of an elf, bringing him down. Other Forlish pressed forwards and ripped the elf apart. Furious, Gaibun slipped between a pair of stakes and attacked three of them. Chainmail parted before his sword as he drove it deep into an armpit and the chest beyond. Twisting the blade and ripping it free, sending blood spraying high, he brought it back in time to parry a low thrust and use the windmill stroke to come over the top and into the side of the man’s head. This time he had to haul his sword clear, scattering teeth and brains in a wide arc. The last Forlishman rammed his large shield at Gaibun’s face, the broken arrows on its surface nearly as deadly as the metal boss that was the size of a clenched fist. Gaibun swayed backwards, feeling the wind of the shield, grunting as a broken arrow splintered on his chest and made his ribs scream with pain.


    But he ignored all that to straighten and thrust in the one movement, his sword vanishing into the Forlishman’s mouth and exploding out the back of his skull, knocking the helm high into the air. He tore his sword free, cursed at the protest from his ribs and looked around. His warriors were easy to spot, bright colours against the uniform grey of the Forlish armour. Almost all were fighting, for there were many on the ground, and he realised a few more deaths would allow the Forlish to spill out to attack the young and elderly archers.


    But Jaken had also planned for this. The best of the archers had advanced and now stood with bows drawn. At less than twenty paces it was easy to spot targets and the Forlish armour was almost useless against the power of the longbow. Arrows sank through chainmail as if it was the thinnest paper.


    It checked the attackers again but there were still so many of them — and now they were using spears to keep the elves back. They were adapting to the elven tactics and using their own, ripping out the stakes and trying to stay together, making elven attacks ineffective. Gaibun backed away for a moment, fighting for breath and wondering how he was going to do anything other than die with honour.


    Sendatsu had his bow out again, picking off as many Forlish officers and sergeants as he could see. The arrows and bolts from the Velsh were making the Forlish keep their distance from this side, pushing them across to the right. But while Gaibun and his warriors were fighting magnificently, they were massively outnumbered. When the Forlish began pulling out the stakes, allowing them to stay together as they advanced, he could wait no longer.


    ‘Follow me!’ He dropped his bow and drew his sword and led a charge into the Forlish flank. These men were cowering behind shields and, by the time they looked up to see why the missiles had stopped, the Velsh were upon them. Dozens went down and the Forlish advance faltered as men turned to their side rather than pressed forwards.


    Sendatsu braced himself for the expected Forlish response — then the Forlish horns sounded again, making their shield wall pull back for the second time.


    Again the Velsh cheered but Sendatsu could not understand why the Forlish had retreated. Then he heard another sound. He spun, looking across to their left flank, where the Magic-weavers and a few hundred elven archers waited. And he shuddered at the screams.


    Sumiko was receiving regular reports from the south, birds flying to her hand every half-turn of the hourglass. Lord Retsu and two thousand elven warriors were nearing the forest. They were still six turns of the hourglass away from being returned — and it would take at least another turn to get them through an oaken gateway and back to Dokuzen. That meant she was free to show some of her power to the Forlish and would still be able to recover in time to bring home the warriors.


    ‘Scatter them. Show them, show everyone the true power of the elves,’ she ordered Oroku.


    They let the Forlish shield wall march close, within fifty paces, then let loose. With loud cracking noises, branches from the trees snapped away and raced through the air, slamming into the mass of Forlish, impaling men, not stopping until they had torn a bloody path right through the tight lines.


    Plants reared into life from beneath the Forlish feet, encasing men whole, or bringing them crashing to the ground, or ripping them limb from limb.


    Birds flew down from above, relentless in their attacks as beaks and claws tore at eyes. Insects of all types came out of the trees and the grass, too numerous to count, biting and stinging.


    Forlish soldiers dropped their shields and swords to beat and slash furiously at the air to fend off winged attackers.


    And then the arrows came in, picking off the disorganised mass, sending more to the ground.


    The screams were endless.


    Sumiko watched in satisfaction as the Forlish horns called the retreat. A glance over to her right showed her that Gaibun and his warriors, the vaunted strong right arm of the elves — which Jaken had thought would slaughter the Forlish — had been thinned out and only survived thanks to help from the Velsh. And, of course, all could see the Forlish had only retreated because of the Magic-weavers.


    ‘Sensei, many of our people are exhausted. We cannot do that again unless we have more help from yourself and Asami,’ Oroku interrupted her gloating. ‘Can we at least ask the priests to help our people recover?’


    ‘We need no help to win,’ Sumiko insisted. ‘If they come at us again, then I shall teach them to truly fear us.’


    ‘What now, sir?’


    Edmund inspected the battlefield carefully before answering.


    ‘The elven magic is strong — but is there a limit to how much they can use? Will they not exhaust themselves somehow?’ he mused.


    ‘Sir?’


    ‘The Velsh and the elven warriors on our left can only stop us by helping each other. That is the weakness. I want one regiment to keep those magical elves on our right busy. Send out one company at a time, in open order, see how they go. If one is being destroyed, send out another. We’ll see how long their magic lasts. The rest of the men will strike at the centre and elven warriors on the enemy right, to our left. This time we do not stop, we do not sound the horns.’


    ‘Sir!’


    Caelin, Harald and Ruttyn had waited with the other scouts, the ones who had stood awake all night, while the first shield wall went forwards.


    ‘I thought we had the short straw of the deal when we stood awake last night but now I think we got the better part,’ Ruttyn said sombrely as they watched the ferocious fighting, then the flight of the shield wall as it was dispersed by magic.


    ‘On your feet! Everyone is to go forwards this time! We won’t stop until every one of those pointy-eared bastards is choking on their blood!’ a captain shouted, pushing the scouts up.


    ‘But, sir, we stood guard all night. We were told we would not fight today —’ Caelin began.


    ‘Everybody fights now. If we don’t get through this time, then we’re all dead men. On your feet and into line!’


    Caelin found himself in the fourth rank, Ruttyn and Harald to either side.


    ‘Stick with us, sarge, we might get lost when out scouting but we know about this sort of fighting,’ Ruttyn said.


    ‘Fourth line? Surely we are safe enough here?’


    ‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Harald said.


    Priests were healing as many as they could, although any of Gaibun’s warriors that had fallen had been hacked to pieces. Only those who had stayed on their feet had stayed alive.


    ‘Are you hurt, my son?’ one asked Gaibun, as he drank water.


    ‘Think I have broken ribs,’ he said, grimacing.


    The priest took his hand, stained with blood and brains, and closed his eyes, muttering a prayer of healing. Gaibun felt his ribs grow warm, then relaxed as the pain slipped away.


    ‘Thank you, Father.’ He bowed his head.


    ‘Gaibun! Lord Jaken approaches!’


    The shout made him turn and he picked up his helmet, sighing with relief that there was not agony with every movement, then went to see what was happening.


    ‘They’re going to attack with everything they have this time,’ Jaken predicted. ‘But if we can hold them off then they will doubt, they will wait and Retsu will be here with thousands more warriors. So we cannot hold back anything. We must use all the magic we have, every arrow, every man and every elf.’


    ‘But what about Retsu —’ Sumiko began.


    ‘If we do not hold back this attack, he will arrive to find Dokuzen aflame and the rest of us dead,’ Jaken said bluntly. ‘The people will be told who saved them, how the Magic-weavers proved the difference and how the Velsh came in our time of need. But we have to be here for that to happen.’


    ‘We shall need magic to help us,’ Gaibun said. ‘They would have been through us if the Magic-weavers had not sent the other attack backwards.’


    ‘No thought to boast of your abilities?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Gaibun shrugged. ‘All saw how well my warriors fought. But there are not enough of us. It is too important to risk losing the battle for foolish pride.’


    ‘Well said,’ Jaken agreed. ‘Sumiko, who can you send over?’


    ‘Oroku and four others are all I can spare,’ she said.


    ‘Then that will have to do. I shall also stand with you.’


    ‘Father —’ Sendatsu began, while the archbishop and others also looked ready to protest.


    ‘The Elder Elf is not too important to fight. Besides, my blade is worth at least three others, as the Forlish shall find out. And that will be the end of it.’


    The blare of Forlish horns ended any more discussion.


    ‘Go, all of you. And may Aroaril be with us,’ Jaken said.


    ‘Wait until the Forlish are close before you use magic on them. We need to disrupt their lines and that’s the best weapon we have,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘What should we do?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Well, we have plenty of old stone left here, including some large pillars,’ Asami said.


    ‘Leave nothing back. We must do whatever we can to stop this attack,’ Sendatsu insisted.


    ‘Sir, does that mean I can fight?’ Gareth, who had been at Sendatsu’s back during the first attack, asked eagerly.


    ‘I think everyone will need to fight this time.’ Rhiannon pointed towards the trees.


    This time the Forlish did not wait but advanced steadily, banging their swords and spears on their shields, a steady, loud noise that grew deafening as more and more lines of Forlish emerged from the trees. This shield wall was twice the size of the first one, five hundred shields long and twelve ranks deep, a mass of men that trampled everything underfoot and advanced implacably, most of them fresh, compared to the Velsh and elves, who had already exhausted themselves.


    The end of the shield wall matched up with the end of the stone wall, stretching across to outside of the last of the timber stakes protecting Gaibun’s warriors.


    ‘Arrows!’ Sendatsu signalled, a gesture repeated a moment later by Gaibun and Jaken.


    ‘They’re going to hold us then try to loop around our flank and finish us off that way,’ Jaken decided, staring at the Forlish formation. ‘Oroku, I’ll need you to seal that off for us. Gaibun, warn the archers to protect that side as well.’


    He watched as the archers began loosing.


    ‘Order half the archers helping Sumiko to come over here. We shall need them more,’ he said, watching the Forlish end their noise, stop banging sword on shield and hunch down and put shields up.


    ‘And the Magic-weavers?’


    ‘Look, they are not seriously threatening them, just trying to hold them in place.’ Jaken pointed to where a light line, no more than one hundred men, advanced loosely at Sumiko, watching the trees nervously.


    Gaibun raced off, allowing Jaken to watch the Forlish advance. They were packed tight together, which made them impossible to miss, but their armour made them difficult to hit. Arrows struck shields or helms and, while gaps appeared all the time, they were quickly filled. It was obvious they were not going to be stopped by arrows alone.


    ‘Time for magic yet?’ Rhiannon asked nervously as the Forlish marched closer.


    ‘Wait,’ Asami said. ‘When we do this, we work together, so none can see you are performing magic.’


    Sendatsu could feel every arrow now as he drew and loosed. Even though the distance was down to less than fifty yards, he still needed to pull the arrow all the way back to his ear to give it the power to punch through the chainmail. Each time was harder and harder and only the brutal lessons in his father’s garden, with Jaken standing over him, prepared to thrash him with a bowcord if he faltered, kept him going. Each draw of the longbow was the equivalent of lifting Asami over his head and it hurt.


    Behind him, the elven archers were dropping like flies, muscles tearing or simply giving up as they found themselves physically unable to bend a bow one more time. Perhaps half were down, while the others had slowed considerably, having to work themselves up to draw back the cruel bowcord one more time.


    But it was hurting the Forlish. The never-ending stream of arrows was nibbling holes in their long lines, men falling as they were struck. Sendatsu ignored the discomfort and looked for a target. The closer they came, the easier it was to pick your spot. To his left an anxious face looked up from between shields and his arm twitched, changing his aim so the arrow leaped across and vanished into an open mouth. A stumble to his right exposed an arm, so he flicked back that way and put a shaft through an elbow, which would never wield a sword again. He forced the pain of drawing the big bow to the back of his mind and hauled on the cord again, taking up the strain.


    ‘Crossbows!’ Huw bellowed and Sendatsu was about to order them to wait when he realised the Forlish were preparing to jump into the stream one more time.


    The cloud of crossbow bolts enveloped the Forlish, looking more impressive than the arrows but doing less damage.


    ‘Get ready!’ Sendatsu loosed one last arrow and then laid down his bow and drew his sword, stretching sore muscles in his back and shoulders.


    The Forlish let out a roar and charged — and then the magic hit them.


    Part of the wall was one of the big columns that had fallen when the tombs of the forefathers had burned. Asami and Rhiannon stood behind this and now reached into the magic, making it roll forwards. It hit the edge of the stream bank and took off, soaring at the Forlish.


    Horrified soldiers looked up from behind their shields to see tonnes of stone flying at them. They were packed so tightly they could not get out of the way. Some tried, pushing to the sides, others attempted to jump over or dive under the pillar but it crushed and smashed its way through those unable to get out of the way. A wide hole was punched through the line and the whole Forlish advance paused at the impact.


    The crossbows concentrated on the gap and for a few moments it seemed like the sheer number of vicious little bolts would stop the Forlish line sewing itself back together. But they pushed in from the back and sealed the gap finally, forced to step over the bodies of the dead and wounded.


    Asami and Rhiannon used the time well, moving down to where a pile of rubble waited. These stones had broken when the tombs fell and ranged from the size of a man’s fist to the size of a man’s head. Standing over the pile were Cadel and a squad of dragons.


    ‘Pick them up and throw them,’ Asami ordered.


    ‘But they are too heavy,’ Cadel said.


    ‘We wouldn’t tell you to if that was the case,’ Rhiannon said impatiently.


    Cadel picked up a foot-sized stone and gasped in surprise. ‘It weighs nothing at all!’ he exclaimed.


    ‘To you. But when it lands on the Forlish it will be a different story,’ Asami said.


    The Velsh grabbed and threw the rocks high, laughing as even something as big as their head seemed to weigh no more than a pebble. But as they crashed down among the Forlish, crushing arms and shoulders and heads, the stones returned to their proper weight.


    While Asami kept them going, Rhiannon turned her attention to a pile of weapons collected from the first Forlish attack. Sending swords and even broken spears raining down on the Forlish carved new holes in their lines and slowed them still further.


    But that was just a distraction and next moment, the Velsh were fighting again with the Forlish all along the length of the wall.


    Caelin marched towards the elves, keeping his shield high as arrows dropped down with every heartbeat.


    ‘Close! Keep the shields close!’ other sergeants yelled every time there was a scream and someone went down — which was often.


    Caelin, Ruttyn and Harald kept knocking their shields together, the solid sound a reassuring noise. An arrow sank into Caelin’s shield and he grunted with the force of the impact, which drove him almost to his knees.


    ‘Close up!’


    Caelin knew he should be calling something similar but he did not know enough about shield wall fighting, so he kept silent, for fear of saying something wrong.


    Every few paces they had to step over a body, or worse, a man thrashing and writhing as his blood poured out from an arrow wound.


    Then, blessedly, the arrows slowed down.


    ‘First three ranks forwards! Next three wait for my command!’ an officer roared.


    Caelin and the rest of the fourth rank lined the stream bank, shields high, watching with a mixture of defiance and fear as the front three ranks splashed through the muddy, bloody water towards the waiting elves.


    Jaken was proved correct when several hundred Forlish swung out to his right, looking to loop around his open flank and then roll up the defensive line that way.


    But he was ready. Nearly three hundred archers drew and loosed, knocking down the Forlish with a steady stream of shafts. Then the grass and bushes around the side grew impossibly tall, forming an instant barrier.


    The Forlish fell back immediately, fearing the same fate that had befallen their comrades at the hands of the Magic-weavers earlier and Jaken was able to turn to the danger to his front.


    The Forlish jumped into the stream again, heedless of the bodies, blood and screaming wounded left there by the previous attack.


    ‘Ready to send them back to the pits from where they came?’ Jaken asked Gaibun.


    ‘I shall be right behind you, lord,’ Gaibun said.


    Jaken pulled on his blue helm and drew his sword.


    ‘For Dokuzen!’ he bellowed, and led the charge forwards, meeting the first of the Forlish as they clambered out of the stream.


    Worries about saving the city, Retsu arriving in time, what was happening elsewhere and even Sumiko, all vanished as he carved his way through the Forlish, Gaibun at his side. The two of them were like engines of destruction — no Forlishman could face them.


    Jaken rejoiced with every blow, enjoying even the human blood spraying across his face and fine armour. This was why he had trained so hard for so many years. The gaijin horde was at the gates of Dokuzen and he was the warrior to stop them.


    Humans thrust swords or spears at him and it was child’s play to flick them aside or slide past them, then flick his sword out to skewer chests, open throats and take heads. The Forlish shields were a problem but he was faster than these humans, who were half his age but lacked his speed, skill and strength.


    Gaibun marvelled at the way Jaken moved. He made the Forlish look foolish and clumsy as they tried to match him. Nothing was wasted, every movement led to another stroke, zigzag flowing to cartwheel, dragon-tail to tiger-claw, leaving behind a trail of dead and maimed humans.


    Dismayed, the Forlish fell back and Jaken stood his ground, blood soaking his blue armour, dripping from his blade, painting his face.


    ‘You were magnificent, lord!’


    ‘Now I shall leave it to you and check elsewhere,’ Jaken said and Gaibun glanced at him, seeing him trying to hide the fact he was breathing heavily and sweating.


    Abruptly Jaken snapped his blade back into its sheath and stalked back slowly, stepping over the moaning, flopping bodies of the men he had felled.


    Gaibun beckoned to the Forlish, who surged forwards again, only to be met by flashing swords.


    Once again the stone wall proved its worth to the Velsh. The Forlish seemed content to thrust spears across the wall, rather than surge over it.


    Anywhere they tried to gain a purchase, they were counter-attacked furiously. Bowen, Cadel, Tadd and Sendatsu all led small groups, who raced to any weak point and threw themselves at the press of fighting Forlish. The Velsh line bent but it did not break.


    For a while Sendatsu dared to hope but then the numbers of Forlish built up. The ones at the back pushed the front ranks on and they used the bodies of the fallen as a step to clamber onto the wall.


    Where Asami and Rhiannon met them. The rocks and scavenged weapons all used up, they stalked behind the Velsh line instead. The idea had been for the two of them to stay together but this was no time to be prudent. This was a time to do anything necessary to keep the Forlish back.


    Asami raced to where one Forlishman had jumped over the wall, created enough space for two more to follow and now those three threatened to let more through. Velsh dragons desperately tried to close the gap but the Forlish had linked shields, while more of them scrambled onto the low wall and were about to fling themselves into the battle. To their right, Tadd and his group were sealing off another such attack and there were no reserves to stop the Forlish.


    But Asami did not need them. She reached into the magic and lifted the thick stones of the wall, sending the Forlish climbing across them flying back into the massed attack. The three Forlish who had broken through heard the screams and instinctively turned, opened their defences for a few moments, long enough for Velsh swords to cut them down. Asami felt her vision swim and gulped down honeyed water, following it up with fruit, until everything steadied and she could feel the strength back in her legs. Then she ran off to the next crisis.


    This time she sent a broken hunk of pillar bouncing over the Velsh, then made it scrape across the top of the wall, smearing the Forlish off as blood and bone, then crushing those behind.


    ‘On your left!’


    A warning shout made her turn to see two Forlish crash past a Velshman and race at her, swords high above their heads and lips drawn back to reveal snarling teeth. A quick glance told Asami there was nothing to use for magic but that was not her only defence. She unsheathed her blade in an instant and darted forwards. Using muscle instead of magic was almost a relief and she locked her elbow and wrist, driving her blade through the first man’s throat before he could bring his sword down, then she ripped the sword clear and went down on one knee, ducking under a wild cut and thrusting up into the second man’s groin, going underneath and inside his mail shirt.


    The man’s high-pitched shriek echoed across the battle, cutting through the shouting and the noise of steel of wood, steel on steel and steel in flesh. The Forlishman drew in a shuddering breath to give voice to his agony once more as Asami ripped her blade free in a spray of blood and then cut down to end his howling.


    She wiped blood off her face with her sleeve and looked for the next target.


    Rhiannon watched Sendatsu carve a bloody path through the Forlish, while behind him Huw triggered crossbow bolts into Forlish faces and eyes.


    But the Forlish pressure was non-stop and they could not be everywhere. The Velsh line gave way for a moment, Forlish flooding through, and she was the fastest to react. She reached into the magic and heated the armour they wore, making it blisteringly hot. Men dropped swords and shields, screaming, trying to rip off their chainmail shirts as the metal burned through the leather backing and into flesh beyond. In an instant the attack was stopped, other Forlish falling back in fear and dread at the sight, many of them clutching at their own armour, ready to rip it off.


    Bowen and his group finished off the screaming Forlish for nobody could stand to hear their cries.


    Rhiannon shuddered as their noise ended, tried not to look at the bodies and moved away so she could pretend the burning smell was not her work. I will not do that again, she vowed. Not unless I really have to. Then she pointed and sent another group writhing and screaming, thrashing around on top of the wall, unable to do anything other than yammer their pain. The Velsh left them there, for they were a more effective barrier than the stone; no Forlish wanted to go near them, for fear of suffering the same fate.


    Sendatsu, finishing off another Forlish breach, saw a gap appear to his right. A glance told him there were no reserves, while Rhiannon was too far away. In desperation — and shame — he pointed to Gareth, waiting a dozen paces behind the line, as he had done the whole time.


    ‘Stop them!’ he shouted, gesturing towards the Forlish.


    He gained the wall once more and glanced right, to see Velsh and Forlish alike fall back as Gareth lost control, lashing out at anyone and anything close to him. He closed the gap but did not stop there. Instead Gareth jumped onto the wall and then into the Forlish on the other side, hacking and screaming until he was finally cut down by the mass of Forlish.


    Sendatsu bowed his head for a moment. He had known that would be the result but the breach had to be sealed — and now it was.


    There was no time for regrets as there were no Forlish horns sounding this time, no offer of relief. Every line that was pushed back was replaced by another.


    Behind the Velsh lines, the wounded were dragged before the priests, who healed them as fast as they could, a steady stream of young dragons making their way back into the fight once their wounds had been sealed.


    But nothing could be done for the dead, while the more grievously wounded were in no condition to fight again that day, even though they would not die.


    Where the Velsh line had been two or even three deep at the start of the battle, now it was down in some places to just one. Young and fit though they were, the dragons were also getting tired. Sendatsu and Gaibun had worked them hard and this kept many of them alive now but arms and shoulders were on fire, the weight of swords and the extravagant strokes they had been taught taking their toll. Worse, their swords were blunting on the Forlish shields and armour and there was no time to step back and sharpen them. Blunted blades could not rip open chainmail.


    The Forlish also grew tired but they could slip back, allow fresh men to take their place.


    Sendatsu retreated for a moment, trying to catch his breath. His back ached from using his bow and his right shoulder burned. He had stopped using the cartwheel and dragon-tail strokes a while ago — they had lost their speed and effectiveness. He knew the Velsh could not hold on much longer. They had done everything he could have asked of them, and more, yet there was a limit.


    Worse, the Forlish could sense it. They were probing now, pushing at different places, seeking a weak spot. Soon, they would find one and be through.


    Asami and Rhiannon were stopping many of these attacks, using magic to hurl the Forlish back, but they were growing more tired. If one went down, that would be it.


    Sendatsu glanced across to his right, to where Gaibun and his father fought, wondering if there was any help to come from that quarter.
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      He did not find what he wanted — he found much more. Yet his tricks actually dug up the truth, showed us the way forwards.


      Huw’s song

    


    Gaibun fought on, sweat dripping into his eyes. When he first donned his armour, it had seemed wondrously light and there was no drag to his movements, now it seemed like he was carrying a horse on his back. Where he had been able to string together three or four different strokes, astound and befuddle the Forlish he killed, now he was restricting himself to one strike, for that was all he could muster.


    Then Jaken was there again, driving the Forlish back, giving the elven warriors new heart and fresh strength to tired arms. Jaken carved a bloody path through the humans and Gaibun, puffing and panting, could only admire his skill. It was unstoppable. He did not think he would have stood against such an attack — and the Forlish certainly could not.


    But Jaken stepped back after tearing men to shreds.


    ‘Hold here. We shall need magic if we are to survive much longer. I must see Sumiko,’ he said, his face a mask of Forlish blood.


    Gaibun nodded. ‘Yes, lord,’ he puffed.


    But looking around, his armoured warriors were down by half. Some were making their way back from the priests, ready to fight again, but many more were down on the ground. He realised he was probably going to die here, and Dokuzen would be destroyed. It made his fighting with Asami and Sendatsu seem foolish and petty, and he wished he could see them both one more time.


    A shouting Forlishman made him turn and he blocked instinctively, rolling his wrist and tearing out the man’s throat before he could roar another challenge.


    ‘Come and die, gaijin!’ he bellowed, thoughts of everything else dismissed from his mind.


    ‘Next three ranks — at them!’


    Caelin hefted his shield and jumped into the water ahead of his men, splashing through and keeping his knees high as he hurried to join the fight. Before they were halfway across, they hit the first bodies, wounded and dying men bleeding to death or drowning in the shallows. Caelin kicked an arm out of the way and dully noted it was not attached to its former owner. The water here was stained foully, with both shit and blood, while the far bank was crowded with Forlish trying to keep their ranks and fight the elves.


    The noise of the fight, the ringing of sword on sword and shield and, above all, the screams of the wounded and dying, had sounded bad enough from across the stream. The closer they came, the more horrifying they got.


    ‘We can’t get tangled up in that. We need to hold our ranks,’ Ruttyn warned.


    Caelin glanced along the line and saw that the Forlish were simply throwing themselves on the elven swords, letting the elves dictate the battle to them.


    ‘We need to pull out those stakes, give ourselves room to use our numbers.’ He pointed with his shield, feeling certain of something for the first time that day. ‘The men who were supposed to clear those stakes away must be either stupid, or dead. We have to do the job ourselves. The stakes!’ he bellowed.


    Soldiers heard his words and obeyed, hauling the stakes out of the muddy ground and creating more room to get up onto the bank.


    ‘If we can link shields, they won’t stand a chance,’ Caelin said confidently.


    ‘We need everything you have,’ Jaken declared, struggling to control his breathing after running across to Sumiko.


    The Magic-weaver was watching her charges casually destroy the limited Forlish attacks coming her way.


    ‘But what of Retsu and the warriors he is bringing back? My birds tell me he is less than three turns of the hourglass away.’


    ‘We will not last that long. We need everything you have now. We could break at any moment and then it will be all over for Dokuzen,’ Jaken warned.


    Sumiko nodded. ‘And all will know who the true winners of this battle were?’


    ‘As long as we are still around to say so!’


    Sumiko swept away, grabbing her other deputy, Jimai, as well as a dozen of the best remaining Magic-weavers.


    Jaken watched as they pointed towards the mass of Forlish and quietly prayed they would be in time. Then he raced back to the right flank, where barely one hundred warriors were keeping twenty times their number at bay — for a time, at least.


    Caelin and a thick knot of Forlish made it up the bank, shields tight together. An elf raced at them and slashed over the top of the shields, opening the throat of one soldier in an explosion of hot, coppery blood.


    ‘Close up!’ Caelin bellowed and the shields knocked together again, the men crouching down to block the elf’s next attack. He wasted a pair of strikes on shields, then Caelin saw his chance and took half a step and thrust viciously with his blade, feeling it bite into the elf’s side.


    The elf shuddered and spun, sword flashing for Caelin’s head. But Ruttyn was there with his shield and then Harald sliced deep into the elf’s thigh. With blood spurting from two deep wounds, the elf staggered back and fell to his knees, eyes blazing. Caelin led the Forlish on a few steps and they blocked one last, feeble blow before the elf went down under their swords.


    ‘Stay together! We’ll kill them one at a time!’ Caelin shouted, flicking blood off his sword.


    Rhiannon was heating the armour of any Forlishman who tried to get over the wall near her when she felt the surge of magic. Insects poured out of the ground, out of the trees and from the air, while birds joined the attack, swooping and diving at the Forlish. Tired though she was, Rhiannon found Asami.


    ‘It’s Sumiko, she’s helping us,’ Asami gasped, her face drawn and tired, still spotted with Forlish blood.


    Rhiannon did not say any more, just reached into the magic and released what she had left.


    All along the line, the Forlish stopped fighting and started stamping, swatting and slapping at themselves as hundreds and then thousands and then tens of thousands of insects attacked them. And more and more were racing to the attack every moment, while, from above, hundreds of birds wheeled and swooped and struck at eyes and heads.


    In an instant, the pressure was released on the Velsh and on Gaibun’s warriors. The Forlish could not fight while they were under attack themselves and their inexorable advance was stopped.


    Ruttyn used his shield to deflect a swooping crow’s claws, then Harald cursed as another scraped across the top of his helmet. Caelin, meanwhile, swatted a cloud of wasps with sword and shield.


    ‘Back! Back!’


    Nobody knew who first called it but they all heeded the cry.


    ‘Come on!’ Harald dashed a gull to the ground with his sword, while the soldier next to him howled in agony, clutching at the bloody holes that had been his eyes a few moments before an eagle had torn them out.


    They joined the rush for the supposed safety of the forest.


    Now the remaining Velsh and elves surged forwards to cut the Forlish down in scores. Tired though they were, blunt though their swords might be, they attacked furiously.


    It was the last straw for the Forlish and they broke, fleeing to the safety of the trees, still under attack the whole way from birds and insects that stung and bit.


    This time the Velsh and elves were too tired to cheer.


    Asami and Rhiannon clung to each other, barely able to stand, while on the left side, Sumiko inspected the fallen bodies of her Magic-weavers. Most had used magic until they dropped. She could feel the tiredness deep in her bones and wondered if she had enough to bring through Retsu and his warriors. And could they arrive before the Forlish were able to reform and try again.


    Edmund raced around furiously, officers by his side, trying to bring the men under control. Some got past and kept running, terrified beyond control, but most responded to the familiar calls and trumpeted orders.


    ‘When can we attack again?’ he demanded of his captains. ‘We were almost through and we can all see for ourselves what we’ve done to them. Half their magicians are flat on their back. One more attack and Dokuzen is ours.’


    ‘We have been hit hard. There are many wounded,’ one reported. ‘And we shall have to walk across the bodies of our dead and wounded men this time. It is a hard thing to see your friend eaten alive by ants, or burned to death by their own armour.’


    ‘The men are all mixed up. Regiments are jumbled together and it will take turns of the hourglass to sort them out,’ another warned.


    ‘These magical attacks have the men worried. They will face any man or elf with a sword or bow but when the birds and insects are fighting against you —’


    ‘Enough!’ Edmund barked. ‘I don’t want to hear what we cannot do. I want to know when we can attack next. Dokuzen is within our grasp. Are we to give up now, when only a handful of elves and a pack of Velsh are in our way?’


    ‘Let the men rest and reorganise for two turns of the hourglass. And then we can send them again,’ one captain said and the others rumbled their agreement.


    ‘Agreed. But make it one turn of the hourglass,’ Edmund said coldly.


    The Velsh wounded were dragged back to where the bloodied priests waited, while the dead were laid out together. The living did not have time to mourn the dead. The Velsh were passing around the sharpening stones and even those pale and freshly brought back from death, saved from a killing wound by the work of the priests, were moving up to the line, clutching elven crossbows so they could at least help their mates. Sendatsu walked along the line of dead dragons, mourning familiar faces, stopping for a long moment to see the body of Tadd, one of his favourites. Sendatsu was tired in body and spirit, every muscle ached and blood had dried on his face and hands. Not all of it was Forlish either. He had taken several small wounds, two of which still leaked blood slowly, down his ribs and on his left forearm. The stench of blood and shit was thick in his throat and burned his nose. If he’d had anything in his stomach, he would have vomited by now.


    ‘If they come again, we cannot hold,’ Huw told him.


    ‘I know.’


    ‘We have done everything we could.’


    ‘And more.’


    They watched the Velsh for a few moments, in silence.


    ‘Do you think they will be back?’


    Sendatsu shrugged, although even that movement hurt.


    ‘I shall spend whatever time I have left with Rhiannon,’ Huw said. ‘I was never good with the sword. I always wanted to be but, after seeing that, I am a little glad I never learned. I don’t like seeing the expression on their faces as they die, as they realise you are killing them. I think it will forever haunt me.’


    ‘I never wanted any of this,’ Sendatsu said, ‘although I dreamed of it as a child and played with Gaibun, pretending to be great heroes defeating the gaijin. Now I have done it, I never want to fight again.’


    ‘I wish we could say the same of the Forlish.’ Huw tried to smile.


    ‘Go and see Rhiannon,’ Sendatsu advised.


    Huw half turned, then pointed.


    ‘Maybe not just yet. Here comes your father and Gaibun.’


    Gaibun looked at the faces of the dead, of the warriors he had led. Some he had known only a couple of days, others almost all his life. They lay together now, rent and torn by Forlish spears and swords. They had done all they could, all that could be expected of them. They were being honoured but who would honour the rest of them, after the next attack? There was no hope from the archers. Many of them simply could not draw a bow once more. They had given it their all and it was not enough. There were still arrows but he doubted if more than a few hundred could be loosed before the mixture of elderly and young archers were finished for good.


    ‘Gaibun!’ Jaken called and he turned, reaching for his sword. ‘We need to talk to Sumiko, Sendatsu and the Velsh leader.’


    ‘We cannot hold any more,’ Gaibun said dully.


    ‘I know. But I have an idea.’


    Jaken and Gaibun walked over to where Huw and Sendatsu waited for them behind the gore-stained wall, drinking water. Jaken took a waterskin and drank deeply while they waited for Sumiko to join them. Nobody had the energy for small talk and even Sumiko looked drawn and tired. Jaken rinsed out his mouth and spat, then looked around at the others defiantly.


    ‘If we have a little time, we can still win this,’ Jaken said.


    ‘There is nothing left. The Forlish could send a squad of grandmothers and they would win,’ Gaibun said.


    Huw nodded. ‘My men have given all they can.’


    ‘My birds tell me Lord Retsu is still two turns of the hourglass away, at least. And then it will take us another turn to bring through enough warriors to make some sort of difference. Another one hundred warriors or so will do nothing to stop the Forlish advance.’ Sumiko sighed. ‘And while we saved you all before, the Magic-weavers lack the strength to do more.’


    ‘I don’t want us to die. But there is a way to create a new army,’ Jaken said. ‘We shall pull back to the ridge, so the Forlish have further to advance —’


    ‘But then we don’t have the wall to protect the Velsh,’ Gaibun objected.


    ‘Listen to me!’ Jaken roared. ‘Strip the dead of their amour, while every surviving warrior takes off his. We go through the city as well, so we can dress those archers who can no longer draw a bow in the armour we find. Now, when the Forlish next come forwards, they will not be able to tell what is behind us, so will assume we have our archers there, a deceit they will believe to be true when all those who can begin loosing arrows at them from behind the ridge. And then we shall bring the archers in armour up on our right flank. To the Forlish —’


    ‘It will look as though our warriors have returned,’ Sendatsu breathed.


    Although he had been interrupted, Jaken did not erupt. He nodded. ‘Exactly. And then Sumiko needs to make it seem as though we have thousands of warriors approaching from either flank. But if it is to work, we have to act fast.’


    Nobody else had anything to say.


    Edmund chafed at the delays. He knew it took time to organise a shield wall, especially when you were trying to do it in trees, and even more so when the men were injured and demoralised.


    But, after all the losses they had suffered, there were still more than five thousand healthy men ready to advance. More than enough to crush the last, lingering resistance.


    ‘Sir, they have pulled back to the ridge, leaving the defensive positions,’ a scout reported.


    Edmund went forwards himself, knowing this was more time wasted but he had to see what was happening.


    ‘Are they giving up?’ someone whispered. The field was deserted but for the carpet of dead and dying men, their constant moaning and the occasional scream the only noise echoing across the eerie space.


    Edmund licked dry lips. There were only two possibilities to this withdrawal. Either they were defeated and feared being caught and slaughtered out in the open — or they had some sort of trap prepared. Given what his men had faced so far, the magic that had attacked and defeated them, he was afraid to think of what the trap might be. For all he knew, the trees themselves might come to life and attack, as they had done across the border before he had worked out how to burn through that.


    ‘What do you think, sir?’


    Edmund cleared his throat and spat. There was no choice here. His king needed the magic the elves protected. His country depended on him.


    ‘Send a company to test them, then a full advance,’ he said decisively. He was not sure of this, he had been sure of little since arriving here but to show hesitation or weakness was fatal.


    ‘Here they come,’ Huw said grimly.


    The Velsh were grouped tightly around the dragon flag, a handful of Magic-weavers on one side and more than a hundred elderly elves dressed awkwardly in armour on the right. From a distance they looked impressive, but up close it was a different story.


    ‘Scouts only. They want to see if we have a trap planned,’ Sendatsu said, turning and waving to the archers behind him, hidden by the crest of the ridge.


    Beyond them was Dokuzen, lying like a jewel in the road, helpless and open to attack.


    To his far left waited his father and a mass of elves wearing armour, more than a thousand of them. They looked wonderful, until you got closer and realised half were barely able to stand due to the weight of the armour and the other half either had it hanging loosely or fitting too tight.


    To his far right were Gaibun and another mass, fewer this time but still an impressive number. At least they would look good from a distance, although only a handful had a weapon.


    ‘Scouts are in range,’ Cadel called and Sendatsu jumped guiltily, lost in thought when he should have been watching the advance.


    He turned and waved to the archers, who bent their bows, even the ones barely able to pick up an arrow without wincing.


    ‘Give me one last arrow. One more and you shall all be heroes,’ Jaken had told them.


    Now a thousand arrows rose high in the air and rained down on the Forlish scouts. They crouched, shields held high, desperately trying to make themselves a smaller target. The arrows turned, dropping down violently, slashing into the ground, bouncing off shields and sinking deep into flesh. In a heartbeat, a score of the scouts were screaming and the rest were backing off, dragging their wounded with them.


    ‘The real test comes next,’ Huw said.


    Edmund was conscious of time running out. The elven army must be racing back to their city. He had to swat away this last line of defence and take the elven city before the warriors returned.


    ‘They obviously think their arrows will have a greater effectiveness from that ridge. Well, we shall prove them wrong,’ he told his officers. ‘Full attack!’


    He managed to get the words out but had to struggle to contain his fear as he watched his men go forwards. If he had believed in anything other than himself and his king, he would have offered up a prayer for victory.


    On marched the Forlish, splashing through the reddened stream, stepping over the bodies and wounded of their comrades without flinching. The stone wall that had checked them for so long proved little of an obstacle now as they flowed over it, while the few remaining stakes caused barely a ripple in the lines.


    Caelin, Ruttyn and Harald were in the fifth line but had no doubt they would be called into the fight, no matter where they stood. Ruttyn was nursing a scratched cheek from a bird, while Caelin had three wasp stings and Harald two.


    ‘See you on the other side, sarge,’ Ruttyn whispered as they strode across the bodies of dead and wounded comrades.


    ‘There’s still enough of them,’ Huw muttered.


    ‘That’s all they have left, every man from their previous attacks and every one of them has run away from us before,’ Sendatsu said.


    It was a fearsome sight and, again, they began to bang swords on shields, making a harsh challenge that echoed across the ground.


    In response Huw began to sing, followed by every other Velsh dragon, even those unable to stand, their deep, rumbling voices making the hair on the back of Sendatsu’s neck stand up. He listened for a moment more and then signalled to the flag bearer, Bowen, who began to wave the dragon from side to side.


    To his left and right, Gaibun and Jaken led their strange groups to the top of the ridge, surging up in a powerful display. One moment there was nobody there, next a mass of brightly armoured elves filled the ridge.


    The Forlish advance checked, the men in the front rank instinctively knocking shields together to make an unbroken wall.


    ‘Come on. Fall into the trap,’ Sendatsu urged. He glanced across to his left, to the trees. This part of the plan had gone exactly as Jaken wanted. Now it was up to the Magic-weavers.


    Edmund raced out of the trees and scanned the ridge wildly. The small force that had blocked his way had miraculously turned into a large force. Still much smaller than his but he had seen only too well how those armoured elves could fight. Just three hundred of them had ripped apart a regiment of his men. Now there were two thousand of them up there. As he stared up at the ridge, wondering how he was going to punch through that many elves backed by those damned archers, the trees to the left and right began to shiver and then he heard the noise of thousands of feet on his left, followed by just as many on his right.


    He watched first one side, then the other. The sound of marching feet and the echo of shouted orders could be clearly heard on both sides. Although there was not a breath of wind, the trees themselves swayed with the force of their passing. It sounded as though thousands of warriors were advancing.


    With a sinking heart, Edmund realised the elven army must have arrived. Worse, his men also knew that. He and his officers had drummed into them the need for speed, kept telling them they had to take Dokuzen before the elven army returned. Now they could see and hear that it had returned and, although the Forlish were holding in place, he could sense they did not have the heart to take on a bigger force of elves. For a moment more he was tempted to draw his sword, lead his men forwards in a desperate race to get into Dokuzen before the trap closed around him but then sense reasserted itself. It would be death for every man under his command and leave Forland defenceless against an enraged elven army.


    He felt like vomiting. He had taken his army right to the gates of Dokuzen and been unable to finish the victory. He had let his king down and betrayed his country. He could not finish his disgrace by killing his men as well.


    ‘Sound the retreat,’ he croaked, then cleared his throat and forced the words out once more. ‘Pull them back. Do it! Now, before it is too late!’


    The horns sounded and the Forlish turned and began marching back hurriedly.


    ‘They believed it! They’re going!’ Huw crowed.


    ‘We have to chase them away, not let them regather themselves.’ Sendatsu drew his sword and began to walk down the ridge. ‘After them!’ he bellowed.


    As they had been told to do, the Velsh followed, giving a full-blooded roar as they advanced.


    That was enough for the Forlish. The sounds from either flank were getting louder, trees closer were quivering as if a great host was marching past and the Forlish broke. One moment there had been an orderly wall of men, the next there was a mob running for their lives.


    ‘Stop! Stop by the wall!’ Sendatsu jumped on top of the stone, stained with the blood of Forlish and Velsh, and the Velsh checked there, falling to the ground, too tired to even cheer.


    The last Forlish disappeared into the trees and, from the noise they were making, would not stop until they were clear of the elven forest.


    The trees all around stopped shaking.


    On the left Rhiannon and Asami appeared, along with a squad of Velsh. To the right Sumiko and Oroku walked out, followed by six elven warriors.


    Jaken had ordered horses brought to the rear of the ridge, in case it all went wrong. Now he galloped over on one of them and watched the last of the Forlish vanish into the trees.


    ‘We’ve done it! Dokuzen is saved — and the people shall not forget your human friends.’ He grinned, offering his hand to Huw, who took it with a smile. ‘We shall never forget what you did. We are in your debt. Our two people will be forever linked.’ Jaken hurried off to congratulate others.


    Huw staggered across to Sendatsu’s side, dropping his crossbow along the way, and offered his hand.


    ‘I did not think we would survive,’ he said.


    Sendatsu nodded, unable to speak. He ignored Huw’s hand and embraced him instead.


    Father Hiroka approached them next, his hands and arms stained with the blood of the men he had saved.


    ‘There are many who still need my help but we shall talk more about what happened here. The fact we could heal humans says there are mysteries we have not yet understood about Aroaril. It may be that today was a message, for us to spread the word of Aroaril among the human lands. I must talk to my archbishop but I want to return with your people and see what I can do to begin the worship of Aroaril,’ he said solemnly.


    ‘You would be most welcome,’ Huw said enthusiastically.


    Sendatsu patted him on the back. ‘It is all coming true. All you wanted.’


    ‘It is almost too good to be true,’ Huw agreed. ‘Rhiannon, elven friendship, worship of Aroaril — I feel like I am dreaming!’


    ‘Except for the smell,’ Sendatsu pointed out.


    ‘Indeed.’ Huw turned to see dead Velsh wherever he looked. ‘We have paid a high price for this.’


    The two of them walked across to where Asami and Rhiannon stood awkwardly with Sumiko and the two squads of warriors who had proved so effective in fooling the Forlish.


    ‘Magic saved us here today — none should forget that,’ Sumiko said loudly, smiling as the warriors nodded agreement.


    She stepped closer to Asami and Rhiannon.


    ‘So, now we have won, have you considered my proposal? Are you willing to pledge your obedience and absolute loyalty to me?’ she asked gently.


    Rhiannon stared at her in surprise and dislike. ‘Never!’


    ‘Wait, we have not spoken about this yet,’ Asami said urgently.


    ‘But I think I have my answer anyway.’ Sumiko smiled at her. ‘And now I have business elsewhere.’


    ‘What was that about?’ Rhiannon asked as they watched her walk away.


    ‘I don’t really know. But I hope it was not important.’ Asami yawned. ‘I shall speak to her tomorrow, when we have had time to rest. We shall be able to work it out, whatever it is.’
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      But the barrier was linked to the magic and, as time went by, it got weaker and weaker. And while the truth about who could use magic might have been hidden, the truth always comes out in the end.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    Edmund rode back through the forest, a black gloom around him. He had never failed before, never had to go in front of his king and admit defeat. He was tempted to draw his blade and end it all here but he could not leave it to another man to tell the king what had happened.


    That sent Edmund off into another spiral of depression. Without King Ward on the throne, what would happen to Forland? He had little confidence in either of Ward’s sons. They were good brawlers but poor leaders. He had seen their type many times in the armies of the king. They were fine to fight beside but you wouldn’t want them planning a war. He would have made them sergeants but never captains in the king’s army. King Ward’s vision of a united land, peace and prosperity for all was beyond them. They wanted conquest and plunder. They would doom Forland to endless war, for they would never be satisfied.


    But, after this, Edmund doubted he would be around long enough to see that happen. His fate would be swift and certain. In the meanwhile his duty was to his men, and getting as many of them home as possible. He had hundreds of wounded, who were dying all the time, as well as little supplies.


    He still had their obedience and discipline. A hundred or so had broken for good and run off into the forest, where no doubt the vengeful elves would hunt them down, but the rest had returned to orders once they had got out of that terrible clearing. He also had plenty of supply horses, and these were being used to carry the wounded out. Starvation seemed a real possibility — except the forest animals seemed strangely tame. Obviously they had never been hunted before, because the scouts reported they seemed unafraid of men. Certainly they stayed still long enough for men to put a crossbow bolt into them.


    He believed he could get almost all of them back to Forland, as long as the elves did not swoop down on them out of the forest. That seemed a real possibility. Edmund insisted on riding at the rear of the column. If the elves did attack, then he would die fighting. It was the least he could do.


    Caelin, Ruttyn and Harald led the column. They were scouts, after all, and that was the safest place.


    ‘What do we do now, sarge?’ Ruttyn asked.


    ‘Buggered if I know,’ Caelin admitted. ‘We’ve never lost like this before. Let’s get back to Forland first and we can worry about it then.’


    ‘Even the wife’s mother is going to look good to me if we make it back,’ Harald said.


    Nobody had the will to even smile.


    Lord Retsu waited at the oak tree impatiently. He had heard nothing more from Dokuzen and he was deathly afraid that meant he would arrive to find the city in flames and his family dead. Behind him, several hundred Tadayoshi warriors stood, ready and eager to fight but also terrified of what they might find on the other side.


    An oaken staff appeared out of the middle of the huge oak tree.


    ‘At last!’ Retsu said, relieved.


    ‘Lord, let me go first.’ A warrior stepped forwards but Retsu merely stared at him until he bowed his head, abashed.


    ‘There are still elves on the other side,’ Retsu said loudly. ‘I shall go first and you shall follow, and keep following until Dokuzen is safe or we are all dead.’


    The warriors roared their approval as Retsu grasped the staff and pulled himself through. As always, he experienced a moment of darkness and disorientation, then he stepped into the gardens around the lake at the heart of Dokuzen. He glanced around swiftly, his hand slipping down to his sword hilt, ready to draw and fight at a moment’s notice.


    Instead he looked into the grinning face of his son Gaibun, as well as the smiling face of his bitter rival Jaken. Behind them were a mass of elves, many of whom he recognised, all cheering and embracing.


    ‘Gaibun! My son, what is going on?’ Retsu demanded.


    Gaibun bowed his head. ‘Father, the gaijin have been defeated and are running for their lives!’


    ‘That is glad news indeed, but Lord Jaken — I thought he was imprisoned. Where is the Elder Elf?’


    Behind him, another elven warrior stepped through the gateway and relaxed when he saw the cheering crowd waiting for them.


    ‘I am the Elder Elf, Retsu,’ Jaken said. ‘I took over when it became obvious Daichi could not make the decisions necessary to save Dokuzen from the gaijin.’


    ‘You are the Elder Elf?’ Retsu asked.


    ‘I am. And I need to know if you will support and obey me. I offer a clean start for all, a fresh beginning not just for Dokuzen but for all of these lands. If you are willing, you shall be the new clan leader of Tadayoshi and a trusted adviser on the new Council.’


    More elven warriors were spilling through the gateway and looking around in wonder.


    Retsu saw Sumiko and the other Magic-weavers standing close by.


    ‘I see things have already begun to change,’ he commented.


    Behind him, the arriving Tadayoshi warriors recognised Jaken and Retsu could hear the muttering. He knew without hearing the words what they would be saying. There were some who still saw Jaken as their rightful clan leader, as well as others who had suffered under his rule and preferred their chances with Retsu. Of course he had no way of knowing how many of each faction were coming through. With Dokuzen at stake, he had not given a thought to politics.


    ‘Please, Retsu, there has been too much death here already, too much suffering. We cannot have elf fighting elf,’ Jaken said seriously. ‘Daichi is already dead and the old way of doing things almost led to our destruction. Should our feud lead to bloodshed in Dokuzen, when there are already many grieving families?’


    Retsu stared at Jaken for a long moment, before glancing around. All he could see were elves of his own clan, Tadayoshi elves he had known all his life, waiting for his decision.


    ‘You have never given me a reason to trust you, yet now you demand it?’


    ‘Father, things have changed,’ Gaibun said.


    Retsu smiled briefly. ‘As I can see. Well, Lord Jaken, this is your lucky day. It seems you are Elder Elf and I shall be your loyal right hand.’


    Jaken stepped forwards and embraced him as the elves around them cheered. ‘You shall not regret this,’ he whispered.


    ‘Oh, I have no doubt I will,’ Retsu murmured back. ‘What happens now?’


    ‘Now we need to make sure there is no bloodshed from the other clans,’ Jaken said.


    Sendatsu watched as the takeover of Dokuzen was completed. Like the other Tadayoshi elves, he stood near the trees that were bringing Lord Moshin’s army home. At first it was easy, for the clans coming through were supporters of Jaken anyway, starting with clan Chenjaku, their loyalty so famous that Jaken had chosen Kayiko, the daughter of their clan leader, to be Sendatsu’s wife. These clans were used to being on the bottom of the social scale in Dokuzen and the news they were about to rise to privileged positions, coming on top of the news that Dokuzen was saved, had them rejoicing.


    On and on it went, Jaken taking aside clan leaders and other nobles to promise rewards and obtain promises of obedience until word came through that Lord Moshin and the lords of the other clans loyal to Daichi had arrived, on the last of the horses. Jaken snapped out orders so, when Moshin and the others finally stepped through, it was to see Jaken standing there, flanked by Retsu and four other lords, while behind them were more than a thousand elven warriors.


    ‘What is the meaning of this? Jaken, you are a traitor! What are you doing here? Where is Lord Daichi?’ Moshin demanded.


    ‘Daichi is dead. As you will be in a few moments if you do not stop talking and listen.’ Jaken stepped forwards a pace, while behind him, a hundred bows were raised.


    ‘Go ahead.’ Moshin glanced nervously to his left and right. More bows waited there.


    ‘I did what must be done to save Dokuzen. Daichi was not willing to make the necessary sacrifice to protect the people, so he betrayed us all. When I offered him the chance to make amends, he tried to have me killed. He is now dead and you have a choice: join me in a new beginning for Dokuzen or join Daichi in death.’


    ‘And you ask this question with a hundred arrows pointed at me?’


    ‘Make no mistake. I have seen too many elves die today. I want to see no more bloodshed. But I will kill you all, as well as your families, down to the last baby, to protect Dokuzen. There will be no more plotting. The gaijin have been driven away but they were not defeated. They have proved our barrier is no more and they will be back unless we stop them. Join me and see Dokuzen rise to greatness undreamed of since our forefathers died and the barrier went up. Or join your ancestors. Choose now and choose quickly.’


    Moshin also took a pace forwards.


    ‘You come to us with blood on your hands and threaten our families, backed by a hundred bows and a thousand swords, expecting us to fall on our knees before you?’


    ‘Yes,’ Jaken said.


    ‘What you ask is the height of dishonour! Any promise extracted now will count for nothing —’


    Jaken drew his sword and leaped in a blur of motion, his blade whistling around to take Moshin’s head. Moshin’s body stayed upright for a few moments, spouting blood from his ragged neck, then it collapsed on itself. His head, its mouth still open, rolled back to the feet of the other shocked lords.


    Jaken pointed his bloody sword at them.


    ‘Can you make a promise now — or is it beyond your honour?’ he demanded.


    For a long moment nobody moved and Sendatsu found himself holding his breath.


    Then one lord fell to his knees, followed a heartbeat later by a second, until they were all down on one knee, just outside the puddle of blood that marked the end of Lord Moshin.


    ‘Swear to me,’ Jaken commanded.


    Haltingly, they promised to serve him as Elder Elf and then he raised them to their feet, one by one.


    ‘I did not want to kill Moshin. I will spare his family,’ he announced. ‘There should be no more elven blood spilled. Send your people home, let them see their families again. Tomorrow we shall meet back here and you shall discover the glittering future awaiting the elven people!’


    The Magic-weavers let the gateway close and the other lords looked back at it nervously.


    ‘The Magic-weavers exhausted themselves defeating the gaijin,’ Jaken explained. ‘The rest of the warriors can make their way home on foot. They will be back within a quarter-moon.’


    ‘And meanwhile we are without our warriors,’ one of the lords muttered.


    ‘Do you think you will need them, Lord Ichiro?’ Jaken said instantly.


    ‘Of course not, Elder Elf,’ the chastened lord said hastily. ‘I just meant for the defence of Dokuzen —’


    ‘Dokuzen will be safe,’ Jaken said. ‘That is my first promise.’


    The clan leaders left, uncertainly, with many a glance over their shoulders.


    ‘Will they stay loyal?’ Retsu asked.


    Jaken smiled thinly. ‘A good question. Will you?’


    ‘My word is my life, as well you know!’


    Jaken nodded. ‘My apologies, Lord Retsu. You are quite correct. Now, I need you and a few hundred warriors to shadow the retreating gaijin. We do not have the numbers yet to pursue and destroy them — the cost would be too high. But we need to make sure they keep moving, and run back south as fast as their legs can carry them. Kill any stragglers you find and make sure they leave with a deathly fear of elves and woods.’


    ‘And this also gets me out of Dokuzen.’


    ‘I do not trust anyone else to make this happen. Others would press too hard, or not hard enough. I have a dozen warriors keeping an eye on them but they fought all day and will be falling asleep in the saddle.’


    Retsu bowed his head briefly and hurried away, calling to warriors he knew.


    Sendatsu approached, wanting to go back to his children, as well as wash away the blood that he felt was still covering him, yet knowing he needed to speak to his father.


    Jaken turned to a pair of elves near him.


    ‘I want two warriors to watch each of the lords. If they attempt to visit each other, I want to know immediately,’ he ordered.


    ‘Your will, lord.’ They bowed and hurried away.


    ‘What was that about?’ Sendatsu asked.


    Jaken smiled. ‘Good. Finally, you are taking an interest! I have their promise but that is mere words. It is their deeds that will determine their loyalty. They have no warriors, no numbers to challenge me today but, if they talk to each other, then that means they plan to seize power, if not tomorrow then the next moon, when their warriors get here. That will not happen.’


    ‘What will you do to them if you find them talking?’


    Jaken smiled. ‘Exactly the same thing you did to Hanto.’


    ‘What?’ Sendatsu started. ‘I never —’


    His father chuckled. ‘You truly need to control your facial expressions. I thought it strange Hanto died after managing to make it back here but there were no obvious signs of violence. Still, I have a suspicious mind, so thought to ask a few questions of those who might want to see him dead, such as yourself.’


    Sendatsu exerted all his will to keep his face still. He could not reveal why Hanto was dead.


    ‘Hanto had outlived his usefulness and I doubt I would have kept him alive much longer. His failure in the human world could not be forgiven. Still, there is always a place for someone with his ruthlessness and he would have been useful. Of course his having tried to kill you, in direct opposition to my orders, was difficult but I have to say I am impressed you acted so quickly and decisively. Almost what I would have done.’


    ‘It gave me no pleasure,’ Sendatsu said, holding the relief out of his voice.


    ‘Nor should it. But it makes me happy to know you are now ready and willing to take these steps.’ Jaken clapped him on the shoulder. ‘It makes me proud to see you behaving like a true son.’


    Sendatsu forced himself to nod and smile.


    ‘Now, you are to thank for this. The people are acclaiming me for saving Dokuzen, while tomorrow I shall thank your human friends and of course the Magic-weavers for saving us, have the people cheer them. But none of this would have happened without you. You came back here, brought your human friends and defied Daichi and the Council to free me and save Dokuzen. Everyone will get their reward — what about you? What is it you want?’


    Sendatsu shook his head.


    ‘Talk to me — I am the Elder Elf now and I can make anything you want happen.’


    Sendatsu opened his mouth and closed it. ‘There is nothing,’ he said finally.


    Jaken smiled briefly. ‘Well, let me tell you what I think. You have your children, and I have my heirs. But you want Asami. I made you marry Kayiko from clan Chenjaku instead and you have always resented that. I understand. Now your thoughts turn in Asami’s direction once more yet she is married and all you can hope for is to become lovers, never to be seen in the open together.’


    Sendatsu nodded.


    ‘But I am Elder Elf. I can change whatever I want in elven society, because the people are used to obeying orders. I can end the practice of forced marriages for political gain — and talk to the archbishop about those who were forced into marriage being granted the right to marry again, if they wish. After all, the vows we speak are to seal our love before Aroaril. And if there is no love, well, there is no vow.’


    Sendatsu’s heart was filled with a mixture of wild hope and disbelief and he did not trust himself to speak. Was this really his father?


    Jaken chuckled. ‘I can see that is what you want — you never could hide anything from your face! I shall make it happen. I owe you a great deal for my eventual triumph. I am the hero of Dokuzen and can do no wrong. The tale of how I escaped from a fishing boat and led a handful of warriors and a few humans to defeat a gaijin horde is already growing in the telling. The people will do anything for me. This did not arrive as I planned but that does not lessen the taste of it.’ He placed an arm around Sendatsu’s shoulders. ‘You know, this might have been Hanto’s true purpose. He has managed to bring us together.’


    Now Sendatsu could not speak, because the words would destroy everything his father was offering. He was revolted beyond measure that murdering Hanto had been the key to his father’s affection. As far as he was concerned, it was the lowest point of his life and something never to be mentioned again. He wanted to scream that into Jaken’s face — except a small part of him was rejoicing so much at the thought of a fresh chance with Asami that he could not.


    ‘Go now — relax. See your children. We shall talk again tomorrow. There is much to be done before the rest of Moshin’s army returns — and of course there are the humans to deal with.’


    Sendatsu kept his smile in place until he was safely away from Jaken and then he hurried back to Mai and Cheijun. He had agreed to talk with Huw, having given the bard the key to his home, but he had to see his children first.


    Huw lay back in Sendatsu’s bath. He and Rhiannon had checked on the Velsh dragons and made sure they had food and shelter. Many of those who had been healed were still weak, while those with light wounds were being cared for by their comrades. The uninjured were just exhausted by the fighting and what they had been forced to do. They were camped out near the tombs but Huw had made sure they had plenty of food, while Father Hiroka was sitting with them, helping them. Huw wanted to talk to Sendatsu, decide on a strategy for how they should secure the alliance but he had not found him at home, so had decided to try and wash away the battle.


    He closed his eyes and shuddered as images of death and blood flashed through his head, seeing men trying to stuff their intestines back inside themselves, hearing them crying and begging for mercy, for their mothers, for an end to the agony. He had watched so many die — had killed several himself. He had been sending his crossbow bolts into faces and necks, seeing the impact on human flesh. It all grew too much and he opened his eyes with a curse — to find Rhiannon standing there.


    ‘Are you all right?’ she asked gently.


    Huw shifted in the bath, conscious he was naked.


    ‘Remembering today. I close my eyes and the battle plays itself out once more.’ He shrugged.


    ‘Me too. I was trying to rest but all I can see is men broken and bleeding.’ She sighed. ‘I burned up Forlishmen to keep them back.’


    Huw nodded sympathetically. ‘You did what you had to, no more. Now you need the rest more than me. Do you want the bath?’


    ‘Yes. But not yet. First I want to talk, to say something to take my mind off what we did today.’


    ‘What do you want to talk about?’


    Rhiannon sat down on the edge of the bath, dangling her feet in the water. ‘What about tomorrow? Are you going to get Jaken to insist that there are no elves, we are all humans and that we can do as much magic as they can?’


    Huw gaped at her before closing his mouth with a snap. ‘I don’t think that is a good idea just yet,’ he said hastily.


    ‘But the priests of Aroaril proved it! They healed our men, just the same as the elves. Dokuzen will have to believe —’


    ‘And they will,’ Huw said soothingly. ‘But we have to take it one step at a time.’


    Rhiannon’s face darkened and he floundered across the bath to grab her foot.


    ‘We are so close,’ he said. ‘Jaken will acknowledge the great debt the elven people owe us. Their priesthood will begin to tell the truth and they will soon see how we have magic, when they join with us to make the north safe from Forlish ambition. We have come so far, these things take time. The elves have spent the last three hundred years telling themselves they are the best, the only ones with magic, the only ones that can worship Aroaril. We can’t change that overnight. But I promise you we will change it and they will see us differently. This time next year everything will be different.’


    Rhiannon smiled and ran her fingers through his hair.


    ‘I hear your words. It’s just that I remember when I tried to dance for them, and the way they treated me …’


    ‘At least three of those elves are dead now, and the others are mostly disgraced,’ Huw reminded her.


    ‘I hope so. We thought we were close last time, imagined Daichi was ready to make a deal with us, only to have him weasel out of it at the last moment.’


    ‘Jaken is different. From what Sendatsu said, I thought him to be a monster but he is on our side now.’ He looked up at her. ‘I will not let it happen again. Not after what we went through today. Those poor boys — I brought them out of their villages, forced them to come here and so many of them died or were wounded.’


    ‘They knew what they were doing. They wanted to fight the Forlish. And better to fight them here than in the heart of Vales.’


    ‘I know. But I will not let their sacrifice be in vain. I owe them so much, it is the least I can do.’


    She nodded fondly. ‘All true. I am just tired of hiding my magic away. I want to show them all what I can do. I fought as hard as any of you in today’s battle — yet none really knew what I did.’


    ‘I know what you did,’ Huw said. ‘The rest of the dragons know as well. You truly are something special, in so many ways.’ He looked up at her wistfully for a long moment before looking away. ‘And I know you must be exhausted. Can I make you something to eat?’ he asked with forced cheerfulness.


    ‘Huw, I can see what you are thinking. And even if I trusted you that much, I am too tired to do anything more than sleep in bed. No, I am more concerned about what will happen tomorrow and that we will get everything Dokuzen owes us.’


    Huw made himself smile. ‘There is nothing to worry about.’


    ‘I hope you are right.’ She shrugged. ‘Now hurry up and finish. I need to wash out the blood and stench of battle as well.’


    ‘Can you help me with this?’ Gaibun asked.


    Asami helped undo the leather straps that held his armour in place, many of them stuck together with dried blood.


    ‘How much of this is yours?’ she grunted, forcing tired fingers to work.


    ‘Some down by my right side, but not much. Almost all is gaijin,’ Gaibun said. ‘I never thought there would be so much blood. I don’t think I’ll ever get the smell out of my nostrils. I had to keep wiping my face clean. And if you opened your mouth to breathe, you were tasting their blood.’ He shuddered.


    ‘I killed a pair of them with my sword and can still smell their death, hear their screams,’ Asami said. ‘I expected the noise, the fear and the rest — just not the stench.’


    She helped Gaibun pull his armour away, to reveal his bloodstained under-tunic.


    ‘Now, that is mine. But the priest healed me. Still, I feel like I need to soak in a bath for a week to get this blood off me.’


    He pulled off his tunic to reveal a crust of blood on his side but no wound beneath it, while his shoulder and thigh were heavily bruised where his armour had stopped blows but not the impact. He held out his arms to her.


    Asami hesitated and he stepped forwards.


    ‘After what we have just been through, I just want my wife to hold me,’ he said softly.


    ‘It is not that simple. Not after what you have done. I don’t feel I can trust you any more, the way you lied to me about Sendatsu, used me as a weapon against him.’


    ‘I am sorry. I let my feelings for you take over my mind —’


    ‘Words are easy,’ she told him. She felt like she had no energy for this now but neither could she walk away from it. ‘You have given me many fine words since that night Sendatsu fled Dokuzen, about how you wanted a fresh start and a chance to make amends. I believed you for a while but now I wonder if this was all a game to you.’


    ‘I never lied about my love for you,’ Gaibun said. ‘I thought you were falling in love with me at last — then Sendatsu starts trying to take you away. How should I react? Everything I wanted was coming true — and then Sendatsu is there, trying to steal it away from me.’


    ‘I cannot be stolen. I am not an object!’ Asami cried.


    ‘Of course. A poor choice of words. But you can see my point — I love you and cannot face the thought of losing you yet again, when it finally looked as though we could be happy.’


    ‘And yet you make decisions for me, try to force me into a corner. I want the right to choose.’


    ‘So you want Sendatsu?’


    ‘I didn’t say that! Don’t put words into my mouth! I am too tired and angry to think straight now. Give me time.’


    ‘I will give you whatever you want.’


    Asami regarded him doubtfully. He said all the right things and yet he tried to be too clever by half with his actions. ‘There you go again,’ she said tiredly. ‘I don’t think I can go through this any more.’


    ‘What do you mean? You will go to Sendatsu?’


    ‘Perhaps. I need time,’ she said, but she had already made up her mind. With Sumiko back in charge of the Magic-weavers, Jaken ruling the clans and the Velsh saved from the Forlish, walking away from Dokuzen seemed like the right choice. Maybe it was time to see if Sendatsu was really serious in his desire for them both to travel the other lands, bringing magic back to the humans.


    Mai and Cheijun raced to see Sendatsu.


    ‘Are you hurt?’ Mai cried, seeing the blood caked across his armour.


    ‘It is not mine. I am safe — we are all safe.’ Sendatsu took them into his arms.


    ‘Is it all over?’ his mother asked, hovering nearby.


    ‘Lord Moshin will not be a problem any more — and Father is watching the other lords, who have all sworn allegiance to him,’ Sendatsu said. ‘I do not know if he will be returning here this night, however. There is much for him to do.’


    ‘That is what I expected.’ Noriko nodded. ‘Are you hungry?’


    ‘He needs to wash first,’ Mai announced.


    ‘Can I hold your sword?’ Cheijun asked.


    Sendatsu changed and bathed, scrubbing and sweating away the blood, feeling himself shed the stench of battle as Mai and Cheijun chattered and laughed. He tried not to watch Cheijun pretending to slaughter dozens of Forlish with his toy sword.


    Did you kill hudrens, I mean hundreds, Papa?’ Cheijun asked eagerly. ‘I could have helped!’ He slashed his wooden sword around furiously.


    Sendatsu forced himself to smile. ‘I killed many. Too many. I did not keep count. I did what I had to, no more. It is never an easy thing to kill another man, especially when you are close enough to see his face.’


    ‘Another man? But they are gaijin?’ Mai asked.


    Sendatsu smiled wanly. ‘They may not look exactly as we do but they are just the same as you or me on the inside.’


    ‘What do you mean?’


    Sendatsu scraped away more dried blood and flicked it off the strigil. ‘I need to tell you more of our story, about our real history and who we are.’


    ‘Can we have it now?’ Cheijun cried.


    ‘At bedtime,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Tell me about what you did today.’


    He made himself nod and smile as they babbled on about finding snails in the garden and collecting them. The burden of telling his people that they were not elves but humans hung heavy on him. Tomorrow would see elves and humans come closer together than before. That was enough for now. Perhaps it would happen naturally.


    He needed to sleep, yet he was afraid he would see the faces of the dead when he closed his eyes, although that would be better than seeing Hanto again. He dressed and went to eat with his family, not realising how hungry he was until he began to wolf down fish and rice.


    ‘Can we have that story now?’ Mai asked.


    With a start, he realised they had stopped talking and he was sitting there with chopsticks halfway to his mouth. Suddenly he was no longer hungry.


    ‘Of course.’ He dropped his food back into the bowl.


    He tried to remember where he had finished to make it understandable for them. He promised to give them more another day then joined them in bed, desperately hoping to sleep. But although every part of him ached, his mind would not stop replaying the battle and the many desperate fights. He could see the dragons dying, young men he had worked with and trained, falling to Forlish swords and spears, saw again the way he had sent Gareth to his death to buy a little more time, as well as Forlish attackers choking their last on the end of his blade. He could not take it any more and slipped out of bed, wondering if perhaps he could ask the servants if they had any rice wine.


    ‘Are you all right, my son?’ Noriko asked gently.


    Sendatsu pulled himself straighter. ‘I am fine, Mother.’


    ‘Come and talk to me.’


    ‘I need to go and talk to Huw, the leader of our human allies.’


    ‘Who is probably asleep. Talk to me.’


    Sendatsu unwillingly followed her into a reception room.


    ‘This is the second night you have tried to sleep with your children and failed,’ Noriko told him. ‘And don’t try to deny it, for I have seen you twice now. Tell me what is the matter.’


    Sendatsu chuckled humourlessly. ‘You don’t want to hear it.’


    Noriko stood abruptly and walked across to stand in front of him. As he looked up at her, she slapped him across the face.


    He jumped to his feet, standing a full head taller than her, while she was half his size. ‘What was that for?’


    ‘I am your mother. I have done little enough to help you these past twenty years but that does not mean I do not care, or haven’t been thinking of you.’ She took his hand and then sat down, forcing him to sit beside her.


    Sendatsu looked at her but she met his gaze squarely. He laughed, a short bark of sound. ‘If you want to know what is wrong, then here it is. But you cannot breathe a word of it to Father.’


    ‘This is just between us,’ Noriko promised.


    So he told her about the book he had found in the human lands, the way humans could do magic, that elves were no different to humans, except in the way they looked — and how he had killed Hanto to preserve the secrets and the alliance.


    ‘My son!’ Noriko exclaimed, hand flying to her mouth.


    Sendatsu smiled grimly. ‘So now you know. What do you say? Will you be able to sleep?’


    ‘You need to talk to your father.’


    ‘He will not understand. He plans to rule the humans. The last thing he wants to hear is that his dreams of elven superiority are based on lies.’


    ‘He is the Elder Elf,’ Noriko said. ‘He may not like it but he will accept the truth. Look what he did with the humans to save Dokuzen. Few others would have agreed to do that.’


    ‘It is one thing to accept help when there is no other choice. This will be too much for him.’


    ‘You need to give him the chance,’ Noriko insisted.


    ‘I don’t know! I can’t think!’ Sendatsu buried his head in his hands.


    Noriko’s arm went around his shoulder and drew him down into an embrace.


    ‘Sleep, my son. I shall watch over you.’


    Sendatsu settled down on the couch, feeling her small hand brush through his hair, the way he often did to his children.


    ‘No matter what happens, I love you, and Mai and Cheijun love you,’ she told him. ‘You do what you think is best. Don’t let guilt deprive you of sleep.’


    ‘I have to feel guilt — or I am like him,’ Sendatsu said sleepily.


    ‘Good — find your own way. But don’t let guilt rule your life either.’


    ‘What if I tell Father and he does not listen or, worse, turns on the humans? What if it all goes wrong?’ he asked.


    She stroked his face, seeing the small boy deep inside the man and the new lines etched into his familiar face. She watched his eyes close. ‘Then you must be our Sendatsu,’ she whispered, unsure if he heard it or not.


    ‘Are you ready for tomorrow?’ Jaken asked gently.


    Sumiko laughed. ‘Ready? This is what I have been working towards for all these years! The Magic-weavers have been ignored and humiliated for so long — and why? The reasons for us to be shunned and despised have been forgotten by all. It is time for us to take our rightful place in Dokuzen.’


    Jaken smiled. ‘Your help today saved Dokuzen. It will be the way back for you. Perhaps we should look at the old books from inside the forefathers’ tombs. The answer to why the Magic-weavers were outside society might be found there —’


    ‘No need,’ Sumiko interrupted. ‘It is not important to find out why. Making people accept the Magic-weavers, giving us the respect we deserve — that will be enough.’


    ‘It will not happen overnight. People’s attitudes will take time to break down — it will be the work of moons, even years.’


    ‘But you will tell the people to treat me like a clan leader?’


    ‘Of course! The Magic-weavers shall be the thirteenth clan, with a seat at the Council table from tomorrow, as we agreed.’


    ‘No thoughts of going back on your word?’


    Jaken chuckled. ‘Well, I am not Lord Retsu, who goes out of his way to tell everyone how he is the most honourable elf in Dokuzen, but why would I betray you? Apart from everything else, you gave me back my elfhood, when even the priests of Aroaril could not.’ He stroked her face gently. ‘At first we were using each other but, over the past couple of years, it has become more than that. As Elder Elf, I can do whatever I want and the people will follow. I spoke with my son before. As you know, he longs for Asami, your best Magic-weaver. I told him I would end the forced marriages among our people and then make the archbishop allow any who had been made to marry without love to set aside their wife or husband. I pretended it was for him, a reward for what he did to free us and overthrow Daichi, but I really did it for you. I shall set aside Noriko and then we can rule Dokuzen together.’


    ‘That is dangerous,’ Sumiko warned.


    ‘How do you mean?’


    ‘You have the power but it is not wise to make such a change so soon. You need to be sure of your support before moving. The most important thing is for you to make the people respect the Magic-weavers. You need everyone behind you if you still plan to march into the human lands.’


    ‘Oh, everyone is behind me.’ Jaken smiled. ‘I am the saviour of Dokuzen. The people cannot stop themselves falling over to thank me, even those from Daichi’s clan! And when we march out to make the Forlish pay for what they tried to do today, even my enemies will stand with me.’


    ‘Still …’


    Jaken shook his head. ‘My decision about marriage will not lose us support — it will gain us support! There are few elves who think it a good thing.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Is this less about your concern for us and more about Asami and Sendatsu? Does that mean you have not forgotten what they did to you, siding with Daichi against us and then Asami coming into your home and attacking you? Because they are still important. He is finally showing signs of being my son while she is the most powerful Magic-weaver you have.’


    Sumiko waved him off. ‘I have spoken with Asami already. I understand they did what they think best and, of course, we would not be here without their actions over the last few days.’


    ‘Good. I would not wish that to spoil things. I shall speak to the archbishop.’


    ‘Do it quietly, before saying anything to the people. And not right away. Keep things simple for the people. We still need to keep ourselves secret, or some of the other clan leaders might start whispering that you are in the pocket of the Magic-weavers.’


    Jaken chuckled. ‘None will think that of me! Not of the gaijin slayer! If anything, they will think it the other way around!’


    ‘Yes, indeed,’ Sumiko said quietly.


    ‘I want the people to know about us. I am tired of hiding in shadows and meeting secretly. Tomorrow I shall end the forced marriages and speak to the archbishop. It is the perfect time, for the day will be a celebration, a new beginning for the elves!’


    Sumiko looked into his eyes. ‘I understand. You know, I wish my father could have seen this day, the Magic-weavers restored to their former glory. Do you remember meeting my father?’


    Jaken shook his head. ‘I don’t think I ever did. I am sure I saw him at a distance, at festivals, and of course he gave me the Test in magic. But I never spoke to him.’


    ‘Really? Not even a word?’


    ‘Not that I remember,’ Jaken replied. ‘Why?’


    Sumiko smiled again. ‘No reason. I thought you might have spoken to him, that is all.’


    ‘Sorry, I never did. But he would be proud of you.’


    ‘Oh yes,’ Sumiko agreed. ‘That he would. And he would have loved to see what will happen tomorrow!’
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      We have magic once more, so of course these Elfarans fear us. Again they have showed themselves to be liars and betrayers. We cannot trust anything they say or do. We must forget what we have been told and see them for what they are.


      Huw’s song

    


    The Council Chambers were packed, elves spilling outside and clustering thickly in the streets.


    Elves had flocked in not just from Dokuzen but from the north, wanting to celebrate their great victory over the gaijin hordes and honour Jaken, the saviour of Dokuzen. The press of people heaved and surged down the wide streets, armed guards trying to keep them in order. Gaibun and the warriors he had led on the battlefield the day before served as crowd control as the Council Guards were almost all south, still with the main elven army that was making its way back to Dokuzen. The lords were given an escort into the chamber, as were the Magic-weavers, Sendatsu and, most intriguingly to the gathered crowd, a group of hooded and cloaked figures. Gaibun and his warriors had to struggle to keep a passage open but the crowd was well behaved. Any orders were instantly obeyed and it was only the sheer number of people that caused problems. When the group of cloaked figures went past, everyone tried to see who they were — without luck. The crowd surged but Gaibun was equal to the task, shouting at the front row to stand fast until the group was safely inside.


    Once through the big doors, Huw pushed back his hood and opened the cloak.


    ‘Feels better to be in here,’ he said, a little shakily.


    ‘I don’t like being here at all,’ Rhiannon said.


    Asami walked over with a smile, just in time to hear her. ‘It won’t be like last time.’


    Cadel tossed back his hood. ‘What happened?’


    ‘It doesn’t matter. You are valued guests this time,’ Asami said.


    ‘Good thing. There’s a few too many elves out there for us to handle if they decide to throw us out,’ Bowen said.


    ‘That won’t happen,’ Sendatsu said, greeting them with a smile. ‘We have seats up the front but keep your hoods up until my father introduces you.’


    He had slept well last night; several times he had stirred with the fear from the battle coming out in his dreams, yet a gentle hand had stroked his hair and a calm voice had soothed him back to sleep. Of course, his children had rushed in to wake him not long after dawn but he was rested and looking at his parents in a new light. First his father was embracing him, next his mother was watching over him at night.


    ‘What are you thinking?’ Asami asked.


    ‘Just about my mother.’ He smiled.


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes.’ He let the others get slightly ahead. ‘What about us?’


    Asami rolled her eyes. ‘I have Gaibun also wanting to know exactly what our relationship is. Do you care about me, or about making yourself look better over Gaibun?’


    ‘You! Don’t tell me you believe his story that I am doing all this for Rhiannon?’


    ‘No, I accept Gaibun has been careful with the truth.’


    ‘So we should be together? Come with me into the human lands and we can help create a new world, change everything around us.’


    ‘Well, unless your father comes out and announces that all rules of life are overturned and marriages are no longer recognised before Aroaril, I don’t see how things will change. Gaibun will not let us leave together.’


    She brushed past him but he grabbed her arm.


    ‘What if I was to tell you that is exactly what my father will say?’ he murmured.


    ‘What?’ Asami spat. ‘If this is a joke —’


    ‘No joke. He spoke to me yesterday, promised me. He says he would not be Elder Elf without us and wants to reward us both. He will end forced marriages. We shall be able to marry!’


    Asami stared at him. ‘Gaibun —’ she said.


    ‘He cannot go against the archbishop and the Elder Elf. He will be free to marry whoever he loves.’


    ‘He loves me. He would have meant the vows he spoke before Aroaril.’


    ‘But your half of the vow meant nothing, which means you are free!’


    ‘I will not be free of Gaibun that easily. Neither of us will. Not here.’


    ‘Then out in the human world, as I have been saying.’


    Asami was about to reply when she caught sight of Gaibun looming in the doorway, glaring.


    ‘Let us hear what your father says before we get our hopes up?’ she pleaded.


    Angry words, hurt words, crowded into Sendatsu’s mouth but he managed to swallow them down. ‘All right,’ he said reluctantly and followed her into the chamber.


    A pair of elves were guarding the last bench in the chamber, right at the front. Every other bench was packed full of elves, the cream of Dokuzen’s nobility crammed tightly in like so many esemono.


    ‘Thank Aroaril you got here. We have had a dozen nobles threatening we would be banished if we did not let them sit there and it was only Lord Jaken’s name that protected it,’ one of the sweating elves grumbled.


    ‘Your work is done,’ Sendatsu told them, gesturing for Huw, Rhiannon and the others to take a seat.


    He squeezed onto the bench and looked across the chamber, to where Sumiko glowered at them from a similarly positioned bench, flanked by Magic-weavers.


    ‘Why do you think Sumiko is glaring at us like that?’ Sendatsu whispered to Asami.


    She glanced across the room and then gulped.


    ‘I have not spoken to her yet about yesterday and the things Rhiannon said to her.’


    ‘Perhaps you should go over there now, judging by the expression on her face.’


    ‘You worry too much. She rarely looks happy. Why would she threaten everything she is about to get by starting a fight with us? After all, you are the son of the Elder Elf. Besides, she worked with us all yesterday against the Forlish. I shall speak to her afterwards and all will be well.’ She too was disturbed by the way Sumiko was staring at her but was sure her old sensei would relax when she knew both Asami and Rhiannon would be leaving Dokuzen.


    ‘What can you say to her that will stop that glare?’ Sendatsu muttered. ‘And her mouth looks like a cat’s backside.’


    Asami snorted with laughter and had to turn her head towards Sendatsu to hide it. ‘Since when have you been looking at cats’ backsides?’ She poked him on the arm.


    ‘There’s all sorts of treats like that in the human world. Mai and Cheijun call it the land of poo.’


    ‘You make it sound so attractive.’


    ‘Still, at least their cooking is better than yours, so it can’t be all bad.’ He nudged her.


    ‘Will you ever stop making jokes about my cooking?’


    He grinned. ‘Perhaps when you learn how to do it properly.’


    She hit him on the arm again and he grabbed her hand.


    ‘Let go or I shall be forced to use magic on you,’ she threatened with a smile.


    He tightened his grasp. ‘Whatever you do to me can’t be any worse than having to eat one of your meals.’


    ‘That’s it!’ Asami drew back her free hand and opened her mouth, only to close it with a snap as she saw Gaibun hurrying across the chamber to join them.


    Sendatsu stopped laughing and let go of her hand as Gaibun glowered down at them.


    ‘Shouldn’t you be out there, watching the crowd?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘We’re using Magic-weavers so that all the people outside can hear what is going on,’ he said. ‘That’s calmed them down a little. I wanted to hear what was said. After all, we were the ones who made it happen, not to mention how we held the line against the Forlish.’


    He looked at Sendatsu and Asami sitting together.


    ‘Are you going to move over and let me sit down?’


    Sendatsu instinctively shuffled across to be closer to Asami, leaving a space at the end but Gaibun glared at him.


    ‘I would rather sit next to my wife.’


    ‘She can sit next to whoever she wants,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘For Aroaril’s sake!’ Asami spat. ‘I shall sit between the two of you, because you cannot be trusted to sit together!’


    They moved along so Gaibun could sit down between Asami and Huw. Gaibun stared hard at Sendatsu, who returned his gaze levelly.


    ‘I should send the two of you out to sit with the esemono,’ Asami snapped.


    Sendatsu took a breath to reply but it was drowned out by the blast of horns.


    ‘Rise for the Elder Elf, Lord Tadayoshi Moratsune Jaken! Saviour and protector of Dokuzen, defeater of gaijin invaders!’ someone bellowed and the entire chamber came to its feet.


    Jaken, resplendent in a silken kimono, pale gold in colour, his sword tucked into a beautifully intricate black obi, stalked into the chamber.


    For a long moment all was silent, then came clapping and cheering, the noise doubling and redoubling as those outside heard what was happening and joined in.


    Jaken stood with arms outstretched, turning slightly to acknowledge all corners, letting the cheers and applause go on and on. Finally he let his arms drop and all inside the chamber stopped immediately, although those outside went on for longer.


    ‘Welcome, my friends, to a new beginning!’ he shouted.


    Again they cheered, celebrating Dokuzen’s survival, although Sendatsu noticed that while the clan leaders around the table were all standing, their clapping was far more subdued. There also seemed to be a few too many empty seats.


    Finally the cheers died and the audience responded to Jaken’s signals to stop and sit down.


    ‘Thank you, my friends — we have indeed come through hard times and suffered grievous losses but we shall emerge stronger for it,’ he said.


    More cheering erupted.


    ‘Is it going to be like this every time he says anything? We shall not be done until nightfall,’ Sendatsu murmured to Asami, who kept the smile off her face only with difficulty.


    ‘First, however, I have some sad news.’ Jaken crossed over to the Council table and prowled around the seats. ‘Lords Hito and Itasaki have been arrested on my orders for plotting against Dokuzen. Yesterday they swore oaths of allegiance but last night they met secretly to plot against me — and against Dokuzen.’


    There was silence so complete that some hardly dared breathe.


    ‘They will be tried and, if found guilty, executed. Make no mistake, I offer a glorious future for all in Dokuzen. But only for those who are loyal. To those who plot, who seek to thwart our glorious destiny, death will follow swiftly.’


    Jaken spun around, glaring at the elves in the room, who shrank back as his eyes passed over them.


    ‘But I did not come here today to threaten. Today is about rewarding those who saved Dokuzen!’


    The outpouring of relief dwarfed the audience’s earlier efforts.


    ‘My friends, please calm down.’ Jaken eventually managed to quiet the chamber.


    ‘Firstly, all know that yesterday we turned back a huge army of gaijin, who planned to destroy Dokuzen. Thanks to the foolishness of Lords Daichi, Konetsu and Moshin, Dokuzen was left almost defenceless against them. We were saved by the bravery of the few elves who remained, as well as those elves who were judged too old or young to join Daichi’s ill-fated army, but who picked up bows and used their remaining strength to save their families. Later today we shall all meet at the central park, where each and every one of those elves shall be honoured.’


    Jaken paused for the expected cheers and applause.


    ‘Also valuable beyond words was the work of Archbishop Fushimi and the other priests of Aroaril. There are many elves here today who would be under the ground without their help. But that bravery and sacrifice would have been nothing without help from two unexpected corners. Firstly, we have looked down on the Magic-weavers for many years. For reasons forgotten in the dust of time, they have not held a position of honour in society. Instead they have lived on the outskirts, entrusted with guarding our barrier but little more. Today that must end. For, without the Magic-weavers, we would not have won the battle. The truth was, we were beaten. All the courage in the world could not have turned back one more attack from the gaijin. Only their magic saved us. The Magic-weavers deserve our thanks and more than thanks. Whatever crimes, real or imagined, they committed far in the past, they have made amends for. As such, I decree that the leader of the Magic-weavers should take a seat at the Council table for now and ever more. I call on Sumiko to join the other clan leaders in a position of honour!’


    This time there were few cheers — more gasps of shock and amazement.


    ‘Do you not understand? We only won because of them! Without the Magic-weavers, Dokuzen would be in flames now! You should be bowing down before them!’ Jaken roared.


    Now the applause came, hurried and overly enthusiastic.


    Yet Sumiko was happy to acknowledge it, Sendatsu noted, and took her seat at the Council table with a broad smile, looking the happiest he had seen her in years.


    ‘When you see a Magic-weaver in the street, or they walk into your shop, or you talk to them, they should be given the same honour as the direct family of a clan leader,’ Jaken decreed. ‘Anyone showing disrespect to a Magic-weaver shall pay the penalty. And children shall be encouraged to develop their magic more, see becoming a Magic-weaver as a valued career.’


    Sendatsu could see heads close together as elves whispered amongst themselves, the words lost in the outpouring of applause.


    ‘There is one other group that is deserving of honour. All know that an army of gaijin burst through the barrier that once protected Dokuzen. Few know that these gaijin came from a country called Forland, one of many countries that we share these lands with. Standing shoulder to shoulder with our warriors against the Forlish were the Velsh, a tribe of humans who are the enemies of the Forlish. In our time of need they came to our aid — and their leaders are with us now!’


    Jaken pointed towards the bench where Huw, Rhiannon and the others sat.


    ‘That’s it — stand up and throw off your cloaks!’ Asami hissed at them.


    Huw stood proudly, throwing off the hooded cloak he wore and turning to see what the elves were doing and saying. Cadel and Bowen were a moment behind him, raising their hands to acknowledge non-existent applause.


    Rhiannon glanced up to see Sumiko staring angrily at them and used her own surge of anger to stand, throwing back her hooded cloak.


    ‘They fought and died for us and deserve our thanks,’ Jaken said sternly, crossing over to Huw and holding out his hand.


    Huw took it, looking into Jaken’s eyes.


    ‘The Velsh shall be named Friends of Dokuzen and hold a special place in our society. They will be welcome to visit, when no other human will. We shall also help them to live a better life, a life more like our own,’ Jaken announced.


    Again, there was no delight.


    ‘They died for you — show them the honour of the elves!’ Jaken roared.


    Instantly the chamber applauded but it was even more contrived than the acclamation for the Magic-weavers.


    ‘It is but a first step,’ Jaken said softly.


    ‘I understand and appreciate that.’ Huw smiled.


    Jaken held Huw’s arm aloft once more, to lukewarm acclaim, except for where Sendatsu and Asami were cheering and Gaibun was applauding with twice the vigour of any other elf in the chamber, then Huw led the others back to their seats.


    ‘You should have said something about the shared history we have and the truths we have learned,’ Rhiannon murmured. ‘About how there are no elves and we are all humans —’


    ‘One thing at a time. Let’s not spoil what we have achieved — the Elder Elf acknowledging us and promising to help us,’ Huw said out of the side of his mouth.


    ‘This is a thing unheard of,’ Sendatsu whispered. ‘Humans acknowledged in front of all, the promise of a debt that must be paid. It is the start of everything you wanted.’


    ‘I hope so.’ Rhiannon flopped back into her seat. ‘It all reminds me a bit too much of the time I tried to dance for them and they sneered at me.’


    ‘The real work will be done later. This is just a demonstration. This is what the rest of the elves will remember,’ Huw said.


    Jaken did not have to call for quiet this time — the applause stopped the instant he raised his hand.


    ‘The barrier is down and we are a part of this world once more. It is up to us to take a leadership role in these lands. Countries like Forland, who seek to threaten and rule others, will be stopped. We must punish them for what they did to us, make these lands safe for us to live in.’


    Jaken looked around the chamber, seeing the heads nod, the fists shake in approval.


    ‘Especially as the humans have magic!’


    The words echoed around the chamber and all turned to see Sumiko standing beside the Council table, a strange look on her face, her finger pointing at Rhiannon.


    Every eye was drawn to her and the muttering began a moment later.


    ‘You dare to interrupt the Elder Elf?’ one of the other clan leaders rumbled.


    ‘I am now part of the Council and I have to warn you. The humans are not the easy conquest Lord Jaken believes. They have magic and dreams of power. That is what these humans are really doing here. They came not to help us but to steal from us. They want the books from the tombs of the forefathers, to use them to develop their magic, and then they will gather together humans from across all the lands, come back and destroy us!’


    The muttering had been stilled by Sumiko’s speech and now every eye was fixed firmly on the bench where Huw, Rhiannon, Cadel and Bowen sat.


    Asami and Sendatsu exchanged worried glances.


    ‘What do we do?’ Huw whispered urgently.


    ‘We should tell them the truth. Prove to them what we know happened — and then explain that we plan to live together with the elves, not rule them,’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘Look around. I don’t think they will listen to that — not after an army of Forlish nearly burned the place down around their ears,’ Asami hissed.


    ‘These are strange and disturbing things you say, Lady Sumiko,’ Jaken boomed into the quiet. ‘Do you have proof for these words? We all understood that only elves have use of magic — and humans have never been able to control the magic that is around us.’


    ‘That human has magic.’ Sumiko pointed at Rhiannon again. ‘And Asami taught her how to use the magic. That was what she was doing here for more than a moon. Asami pretended it was dancing but the real purpose was magic. They came to me asking for my help but when I refused to aid humans destroy my own people they turned on me, betraying me to Daichi.’


    ‘We can’t sit here and listen to this.’ Huw rose to his feet.


    ‘People of Dokuzen! I am Huw, the leader of the Velsh people. And I can promise you we do not seek to challenge the elves, let alone rule you! We want merely to live in peace and friendship with Dokuzen. My people fought and died so your city and your families would be safe. Ask yourselves why would we do this if we planned to betray and destroy you? Wouldn’t we just join with the Forlish? Without us, your city would be in flames even now.’


    His voice was powerful yet persuasive and he spun around to look at the room, keeping his arms open and wide, a light expression on his face. Sendatsu knew he should stand, add his voice to Huw’s, but all he could think about was how his father was never going to let him marry Asami now.


    ‘Fine words. But words are easy to say —’ Sumiko called.


    ‘My people died to save yours! That is more than just words!’ Huw called.


    ‘This is not the time nor the place for such a discussion,’ Jaken said firmly. ‘These are serious accusations and as yet we have had no proof of anything —’


    ‘That human girl over there can do magic! She is a greater threat than the Forlish ever were!’ Sumiko accused.


    ‘Say nothing. Show nothing,’ Asami cautioned Rhiannon.


    ‘Why can the elves not learn about my magic?’ Rhiannon asked out of the side of her mouth, keeping her eyes on Sumiko.


    ‘This is not the time!’ Asami insisted.


    ‘Who remembers her dance for the Council?’ Sumiko challenged the table.


    ‘I watched her dance in here, not two moons ago,’ one clan leader rumbled. ‘She was not anything special. I cannot believe such as she would have magic.’


    ‘Indeed. I do not know what this Magic-weaver is trying to achieve but the notion that humans have magic is ridiculous. All know that we are the only ones who can feel or use the magic. Anything else is an affront to Aroaril!’ another lord snorted.


    ‘She’s trying to bait you. Ignore her,’ Asami hissed. But she was not next to Rhiannon — thanks to the foolishness of Sendatsu and Gaibun, there was the bulk of Gaibun between her and Rhiannon.


    ‘You call on Aroaril?’ Sumiko challenged. ‘Archbishop Fushimi can swear that he and his priests were able to heal the humans at the battlefield. Aroaril was happy to have magic used on the humans.’


    All eyes turned to the lean archbishop, who stood slowly in response.


    ‘That is true. Against my wishes we attempted to heal the humans — and Aroaril granted us the power to do so,’ he said.


    ‘See!’


    ‘Lord Jaken — we had an agreement to help you. My men lived and died to make that come true. I ask you to please end this and let us talk in private,’ Huw implored.


    ‘Indeed. I will see the full Council, as well as the humans, in my private chambers,’ Jaken said. ‘Now!’


    ‘Say nothing for a few more moments and Jaken will silence her,’ Asami advised.


    Sendatsu glanced at his father but Jaken, although his face was like thunder, was making no move to silence Sumiko, beyond turning to lead the way out of the chamber. It was disturbing — Sendatsu was certain no other elf, noble or otherwise, would have received this much freedom to defy him. What hold did Sumiko have over Jaken?


    ‘She is Forlish! She is the same race that came to destroy us!’ Sumiko cried.


    Jaken turned back and stared at Rhiannon. ‘Is this true?’


    ‘My Lord Jaken, she is a fugitive from Forland. The king has ordered her death, has sent men to capture or kill her. Just because those soldiers came from Forland does not mean all from there are bad. We have many such living at peace among my people,’ Huw said. ‘She fought against the Forlish when they came to destroy the Velsh and again when they came to destroy you.’


    ‘Yes — she fought with magic. She’s dangerous. Did you know she killed her own father with magic?’


    ‘Enough!’ Rhiannon stood, the last words too much to take. Asami stretched across Gaibun in an attempt to stop her, but missed.


    ‘See? She challenges us!’


    ‘No, she merely seeks to stop this unprovoked attack on her.’ Huw stepped in front of Rhiannon. ‘Rhiannon, please sit down. We shall have our say —’


    But Rhiannon was not ready to listen. ‘They will not humiliate me again in here,’ she stormed, shoving past the shocked Huw. ‘And how dare she use him against me!’


    Huw tried to stop her but she was too fast.


    ‘Silence!’ Rhiannon roared at Sumiko.


    ‘Or else? Are you going to do magic on me? Kill me like you slew your own father?’


    All could feel the magic building in the room, then the flowers that decorated the centre of the Council table rose up and flew at Sumiko, the stems suddenly looking like arrows. Dozens of them whipped across the table, destined to pierce Sumiko in a score of places.


    But Sumiko, a faint smile of triumph on her face, raised her hands and deflected them, sending them hurtling towards Rhiannon and Huw. Lost in the magic now, Rhiannon clenched her fists together and the flowers burst into flame, falling into ash in midair.


    ‘Hold!’ Jaken bellowed. ‘Seize them!’


    The chamber erupted into an uproar as Gaibun’s guards raced across the floor from their positions by the main door. They came from everywhere, a dozen of them converging on the humans. Cadel and Bowen threw off their cloaks and produced long knives, stepping to either side of Huw and Rhiannon, while she stepped forwards, hands clenched into fists. Huw moved in front of her, waving down his dragons then grabbing and holding Rhiannon’s hands.


    ‘Now is not the time,’ he told her softly.


    ‘You dare to draw weapons in here?’ Jaken’s voice rose above the hubbub.


    Elves on all sides were on their feet, pointing and shouting, some even clambering across benches to join what looked like the start of a fight on the chamber floor.


    ‘Throw down your weapons! I am charged here to keep the peace and I will not allow fighting in here!’ Gaibun surged up from the bench, hand going to his sword.


    ‘Stop this!’ Sendatsu stepped in front of him. ‘These are our friends!’


    ‘They are humans and I am obeying the orders of my Elder Elf,’ Gaibun warned. ‘Get out of my way.’


    ‘No,’ Sendatsu said simply. ‘Father! Stop this! We need to talk, not to fight!’


    Jaken strode forwards. ‘Agreed. Put up your weapons, all of you.’


    Behind him, Sumiko sank back into her seat, a smile on her face.


    Jaken pushed past the guards who had ringed the small group of humans. ‘Silence!’ he roared across the chamber, and the elves began to calm down, some even taking their seats once more.


    ‘Huw, what is the meaning of this? I saw for myself that your companion here has magic. And not just a little magic — enough to defy the most powerful Magic-weaver in Dokuzen. How did this happen?’


    ‘Is this the place to have this discussion? Could we not go somewhere less threatening?’ Huw asked.


    ‘Is there an explanation for this?’ Jaken asked. ‘Dokuzen owes you a debt but there are questions here that must be answered. My people want to know they will be safe. The idea of a human army of Magic-weavers makes the Forlish invasion look like a fight between small children.’


    ‘My Lord Jaken, Rhiannon is the only human we have found who can do magic. My people — indeed all humans — believe only elves can do magic. And we are no threat to you. We are not like the Forlish, who seek to rule other lands. We desire only peace.’


    ‘And the secrets of magic and the worship of Aroaril? Are those things you want as well?’ Jaken asked sharply.


    ‘Obviously my people want the benefits of magic — but will be happy with what you are prepared to offer us. Likewise the worship of Aroaril. Your priests healed my warriors, proving that Aroaril is willing to embrace us. It will be up to you and the archbishop to decide how that would work.’


    Jaken nodded slowly. ‘Go on,’ he said.


    ‘It is true that Rhiannon stood with Asami against Sumiko, and helped defeat the head of the Magic-weavers. Clearly Sumiko desires revenge. That is an understandable emotion but let us not forget what my people did for Dokuzen. You and I both know we would not be standing here now without the sacrifice of my people. We should be above such petty emotions. The elven people need friends among the humans and we will be the best friends you could ask for.’


    Jaken inclined his head. ‘You speak wise words. I like the way you think, Huw of Patcham. I agree that there is no need to sacrifice our people’s friendship.’


    Behind Jaken, Sumiko stood and strode forwards until she was almost behind him, glaring at them.


    ‘They are lying to you, Lord Jaken. They plan to teach magic to as many humans as possible, because they believe they are as good as us. They think we are one and the same — that there is no difference between elf and human!’


    Jaken whipped around. ‘This is not Council business — this is between two leaders!’ he snapped.


    ‘How can this not be Council business? This is about the survival of Dokuzen! These humans seek to deceive you. They stole a book from me, allowing the secret languages of the forefathers to be translated and they claim to have proof of what happened three centuries ago, when the magical barrier went up and sealed us away from the human world.’


    ‘That may be Council business but it is for no other ears,’ Jaken stated. ‘We shall continue this elsewhere —’


    ‘It is simple. The girl Rhiannon should be put to death and then we are safe, with no danger of magic threatening us. They must give up Rhiannon, as well as abandon all thoughts of magical help from us. If they do that, then we can indeed form a special alliance with them — as long as they acknowledge us as their masters,’ Sumiko continued loudly.


    Rhiannon surged forwards but Huw stopped her, holding her back with some difficulty and flashing her a look that was half warning and half pleading.


    Jaken took half a pace towards Sumiko, his face furious but his voice still low.


    ‘What game are you playing? What is it that you seek to achieve?’ he hissed.


    ‘I want Dokuzen to be safe. But it will always be at risk while that girl walks around free. She must be kept here, where she can do us no harm, at the very least. If the Forlish were able to capture her and use her power …’


    Sendatsu saw his father clench his fists, a familiar move he had seen too many times to remember. It always presaged violence, or at the very least a furious outburst. Sendatsu smiled to himself. Sumiko would be put in her place now.


    Then he heard the rumbles of agreement from the chamber. Glancing over his shoulder, he could see many elves on their feet, nodding agreement with Sumiko.


    Jaken glanced around as well. His face betrayed little but Sendatsu saw the muscles tighten in his jaw and around his eyes.


    ‘Lord Jaken, I think Lady Sumiko is right,’ Chenjaku’s clan leader called, a sentiment echoed a moment later by the other clan leaders.


    Jaken turned slowly back to Huw.


    ‘You want me? Come and get me,’ Rhiannon invited. ‘But before you do, I’ll make sure that your worst —’


    ‘You will not have Rhiannon,’ Huw interrupted her, gripping her hand firmly.


    ‘Be reasonable, Huw. You must see my position. I promise no harm will come to her. She will be treated with honour, allowed to live among us —’


    ‘No.’


    Jaken sighed. ‘And you believe there is no difference between elf and human?’


    Huw straightened his back. ‘There is no difference. Your own ancestors wrote that. The magical barrier was the result of a power struggle in Dokuzen, between those who believed you were elves and those who knew you were humans. I am sure you can guess who won. You are not elves, you are a tribe of humans called Elfarans and soon you shall have no more magic than any other race of men. You look a little different from us but we are the same inside.’


    ‘And you read all this in a book?’


    Huw nodded. ‘By a man called Tadayoshi Sendatsu. He detailed how it all happened, how the Elfarans betrayed and murdered many Velsh, Forlish, Breconians and others, stole from us our languages and our worship of Aroaril. But, even knowing all this, we were still prepared to help you, to save you from the Forlish. We still offer the hand of friendship but make no mistake, it is not the hand of a servant, but of an equal.’


    His voice, loud and strong, echoed through the chamber. Before he had finished, the assembled elves roared in anger, baying for human blood. Many surged forwards and now Gaibun’s guards were forced to turn the other way to hold them back.


    ‘Enough! Return to your seats or by Aroaril I will have heads!’ Jaken cried.


    He stared around the chamber, chest heaving, and the ferocity of his gaze was enough to cow everyone there. Shamefaced, they hurried back to their seats, leaving the chamber clear once more.


    Jaken turned back to Huw. ‘I wish you had not said that, for now my hands are tied,’ he said.


    ‘They do not have to be. Everything I said was true. This can be the new beginning you talked about. You are now part of these lands again — become an equal part. There is a valued place for the Elfarans. The past can be forgotten and a new future forged together,’ Huw said earnestly. ‘What you can do for the human lands will make up for the evil done in the past and ensure centuries of peace and prosperity here —’


    Jaken held up a hand. He could hear the sincerity in the young bard’s voice but he closed his ears to the words. They were unimportant.


    ‘We are elves and we have magic — you are humans and do not. There can be no deals between us if you persist in peddling such lies,’ he said firmly. ‘I offer you one last chance — surrender Rhiannon to us and acknowledge the elven people as your betters and you will be protected.’


    ‘That will never happen,’ Huw said immediately.


    ‘So be it.’ Jaken nodded. ‘As acknowledgement of the way you fought beside us to defeat the Forlish, you shall be allowed to leave Dokuzen in peace. But when you do, the debt between us shall be cleared. We shall give you no special treatment. You will be like all other humans to us.’


    ‘It is too dangerous to let them go —’ Sumiko began.


    ‘Father, this is dishonourable! The Velsh saved us and now we are betraying them!’ Sendatsu cried.


    ‘There will be no further discussion,’ Jaken said. ‘The next person to talk, no matter who they are, will lose their head to my blade.’


    He glared around the chamber, which was quiet as a tomb.


    ‘Gaibun. Take Huw and his party to where the rest of the Velsh have made camp, and then escort them out of Dokuzen and out of the forest. If they attempt to return, then they shall be treated like any other human in our forest.’


    Huw looked at Jaken for a long moment, but Jaken’s face betrayed nothing, so he spun on his heel.


    Sendatsu caught him by the arm and whispered into his ear, ‘Don’t give up hope. I shall speak to my father.’


    ‘I think it is too late. I have gambled on the elves and lost.’ Huw tried to smile bravely but it was a fragile thing.


    ‘We don’t need them,’ Rhiannon insisted.


    Huw sighed. ‘I am afraid that we do.’


    The chamber watched silently as the small group of humans was escorted out by Gaibun and a dozen warriors. Nothing was said but Sendatsu shivered a little at the hatred the elves directed at Rhiannon.


    Sendatsu glared at Sumiko, only to see her smile triumphantly back. He glanced towards his father but could see nothing on his face, although the way he clenched his hands betrayed the tight anger within him.


    Huw, Rhiannon and the others left the chamber, the door banging shut behind them, and Jaken spoke once more.


    ‘This audience is over!’


    Sendatsu hurried across to Asami’s side.


    ‘Come on, I need to get you away from here,’ he said.


    She sat slumped on the bench. ‘Why did it all go so wrong? I was sure Sumiko was satisfied with her victory over Jaken, becoming part of the Council … Why was she so determined to destroy an alliance between men and elves?’


    ‘Sumiko might be after you as well. She has been frustrated in her attempt to kill Rhiannon — surely you are next,’ Sendatsu insisted.


    ‘I feel sick.’


    ‘Clear this room!’ Jaken shouted and the elves stirred themselves. He stared at them, seeing elves locked in conversation as they discussed what had happened. He cursed softly.


    ‘My Lord Jaken. You need to arrest Asami. She taught a human magic, showed her forbidden texts belonging to the Magic-weavers. She is too dangerous to have walking around Dokuzen. She needs to be imprisoned, for the safety of Dokuzen,’ Sumiko said loudly.


    Jaken looked at Asami and Sendatsu, seeing Sendatsu glare at him.


    ‘Asami risked her life for Dokuzen to defeat the Forlish. She is no risk to us,’ Jaken said.


    ‘So you think it acceptable for one of our own to teach magic to humans, encourage them that they are our equals, give them the weapons to defeat us?’


    ‘Lady Sumiko. We need to talk in my chambers. Now.’ Jaken signalled and, after a few moments, Sumiko followed him to the end of the room, where another set of doors led to meeting rooms and offices.


    ‘That is our chance.’ Sendatsu helped Asami to her feet.


    They lost themselves in the crowd, joining the mass of elves waiting patiently for their chance to get outside into the crowded streets.


    ‘We should never trust humans,’ someone said loudly, to mutters of general approval.


    ‘They need to be taught a lesson. They have forgotten to fear us. If we do not show them our power, then we shall have every gaijin seeking to try their luck with us,’ the speaker went on.


    The mutters became a powerful rumble of agreement.


    ‘How could this have gone so wrong, so fast?’ Asami asked. ‘I thought our people would see what the Velsh did and gain a new appreciation and respect for humans. Poor Huw and Rhiannon.’


    ‘I shall see my father. He is listening to me now,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Sumiko is the problem. While she rules the Magic-weavers and sits on the Council, there is no chance. My father has to remove her. Perhaps he is already doing so — I know only too well how he hates to have his plans spoiled by someone opening their mouth at the wrong time.’


    ‘And you can stop this?’ Asami asked.


    ‘I don’t know. But I have to try.’
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      We learned the truth and went outside the barrier to find out that humans had suffered while we lived in luxury — but they have bravery, and they have magic as well.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    ‘Do you want to tell me what happened there?’ Jaken said as soon as the door was shut behind Sumiko.


    ‘What do you mean? I was protecting Dokuzen and upholding my duties as a member of the Elven Council,’ Sumiko said mildly, taking a seat.


    ‘And you did not think to tell me about any of this earlier? Did you think of how it would look when I offered the hand of friendship to a human, only for you to tell everyone they have magic and think themselves at least our equals, if not our betters? That they believe some old book claiming there are no elves, that we are some sort of strange-looking gaijin?’


    Sumiko was unmoved. ‘I was helping you,’ she said.


    Jaken paused, his face reddening. ‘Helping? How in Aroaril’s name can that possibly be called helping? This morning I was the unchallenged hero of Dokuzen, now half the people think I don’t know what is going on under my own nose!’


    Sumiko leaned forwards suddenly. ‘I have exposed the human plans. And I have provided you with the perfect excuse to marshal the army and lead them out into the human lands.’


    Jaken stopped pacing. ‘Go on,’ he said.


    ‘If that confrontation had taken place out of the people’s sight, perhaps in this very room, Huw would have lied about magic and his belief we are all equal. The girl Rhiannon would have sat quietly and said nothing, even if asked. I brought them into the open. If I had told you the truth in private and you confronted them the same way, you would have been forced to quietly remove them from the city. Everyone would have been asking questions.’


    ‘And they are not now?’


    ‘Not at all. They are telling each other that the humans tried to trick us and cannot be trusted. That there are humans out there who are trying to learn magic and we have to act quickly. So when you announce the army will march west and south to bring the human lands under our control, there will be no disagreement, only cheers.’


    ‘But my authority — you made me look foolish.’


    ‘I did nothing of the kind!’ Sumiko snapped. ‘I showed that you had been betrayed. If the humans had vanished from the city, there would have been sympathy for what they did. All who fought with them yesterday — and there were thousands of elves, from families across the city — would have felt the humans had not been treated fairly. They would not have been happy marching out to conquer the humans. Now they will be.’


    Jaken sat down and poured tea for them both.


    ‘And along the way, you made it look like the Magic-weavers were the ones who discovered the human treachery and saved Dokuzen, enhancing your standing,’ he said, pushing a cup towards her.


    ‘Of course.’ Sumiko smiled brightly. ‘You said it yourself — it will take moons for people to overcome hundreds of years of despising us and accept us as part of the Council, give us the honour we are due. I have merely sped up the process a little.’


    Jaken sipped his tea. ‘This cannot happen again,’ he said. ‘I must know about everything. I can understand why you did this but there was a better way —’


    ‘A way that made you look like the hero of Dokuzen, rather than me?’ Sumiko interrupted.


    Jaken slammed his tea down, slopping it over the wooden desk.


    ‘I am the Elder Elf. I am the ruler of Dokuzen,’ he warned. ‘Do not forget that.’


    ‘Oh, there is no danger of that.’ Sumiko smiled and toasted him with her tea.


    ‘Do not presume too much, Sumiko. Just because of our — special — relationship, I shall not treat you any differently.’


    ‘But I think you will. For nobody can give you what I do,’ she said, leaning across the desk and sending out a tendril of magic into his body.


    He felt himself stir in response to the magic and had to fight furiously to regain control of his own body.


    ‘Nevertheless, you agree to bring everything to me first, then we can decide together how to bring it to the public?’


    Sumiko paused for a mouthful of tea. ‘Agreed.’ She smiled warmly. ‘We shall work together for the glory of Dokuzen. I shall be your most trusted adviser, you will see.’


    ‘As long as we are clear on who is the real ruler?’


    ‘There is no doubt in my mind,’ she assured him.


    ‘You need to gather your men and leave right away. We shall escort you out of the forest, so nothing happens if you run into my father and his warriors — and so that you do not also run into the Forlish,’ Gaibun said stiffly.


    ‘Gaibun, things don’t have to end this way. Perhaps I could talk to your father. After all, he is now on the Elven Council —’


    ‘The decision has been made. I warned you that your strange beliefs about equality would come back to hurt you.’


    Huw sighed. ‘We need food. We did not bring much with us and the journey back to Vales will take time.’


    Gaibun nodded slowly and pointed to one of his warriors. ‘Return to Dokuzen. Bring me a dozen sacks of rice. Payment is on authority of the Elven Council.’


    ‘Thank you,’ Huw forced himself to say. ‘Now what about our wounded? They are not going to be able to march for days.’


    ‘That is not my problem.’


    ‘Gaibun — they fought with you. Some of them died so that you and your warriors could live. Surely we deserve something for that?’


    Gaibun sighed and gestured to another warrior. ‘Back to the city and get us two score of horses. The wounded can ride, or at least take turns riding. Now, if you have no other requests, my warriors and I shall wait here.’


    Huw, Rhiannon, Cadel and Bowen walked slowly back to where the rest of the Velsh dragons waited.


    ‘What are we going to tell them?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘Cadel, Bowen — tell them to be ready to march home,’ Huw ordered.


    ‘What are we going to tell the village elders when we return?’ Rhiannon persisted, watching Cadel and Bowen hurry across to their comrades.


    ‘I don’t know!’ Huw snarled at her.


    ‘Don’t take it out on me!’ Rhiannon said.


    ‘A portion of the blame is yours. Sumiko deliberately baited you, tried to get you to use magic. If you had kept silent and done nothing, then maybe we could have saved the situation.’


    ‘So it is all my fault?’ Rhiannon asked.


    ‘I never said that. But why couldn’t you have kept quiet for just a little longer? Jaken was trying to shut down the discussion and take it somewhere quiet. Now, after all we went through yesterday, all the dragons we lost, we have gained nothing. In fact, we have lost. Now the Elfarans see us as a threat to them.’


    ‘So you think I should have sat there, in the room where I was humiliated before, and taken her insults about my father?’


    ‘Yes!’ Huw exclaimed. ‘She only said that to get a reaction from you. She knew your history and she used it against you. You fell into her trap. You defeated her before but she won this round.’


    ‘This was not my fault,’ Rhiannon spat. ‘Even if I had sat there and ignored her, she would have kept going until she had broken apart the alliance with us. What if she had used magic on us? That would have been her next move, without a doubt.’


    ‘And maybe we could have pretended Asami saved us — all know they are no longer friends.’


    ‘And maybe the moon is made of cheese! The alliance was doomed from the start. They would have turned on us eventually. Or were you planning to pretend that everything we found out about the elves and humans, the answers we sought for so long, the memory of the humans they murdered three hundred years ago — all that meant nothing?’


    ‘One step at a time,’ Huw said. ‘First an alliance and then we could have brought the truth out, slowly and carefully. They were not ready to accept they are not elves and are merely Elfarans …’


    ‘They will never accept that, the arrogant bastards!’


    ‘There might have been a chance, had we been able to work with them for longer. Sendatsu believes us, as does Asami —’


    ‘Two of them! You need to accept your plan failed and we have nothing to show for it. You are trying to put the blame on me when it was your idea to come here and try to make an alliance with the Elfarans.’


    ‘I am not blaming you!’ Huw yelled. ‘Maybe you are right and the alliance was doomed the moment Sumiko decided to break it apart. But we owed it to those poor boys who died yesterday to do everything we could to make it work.’


    ‘Well, it sounds like you’re trying to blame me!’


    Huw took a deep breath. ‘I am worried. For Vales and for you. The Elfarans will deal with the Forlish first — but how long before they come for us? How long before they come for you? Sumiko wanted you to stay here — for your own safety. We got you away now but surely they will not give up that easily. Sumiko wants revenge for you defeating her, and the other Elfarans won’t want a human with your power running around outside of their control.’


    Rhiannon checked more angry words as Huw’s tone softened. ‘You are right,’ she said. ‘So what do we do? Do you want me to stay here, to live in Dokuzen as the price of the alliance?’


    ‘No,’ Huw said. ‘I won’t put you at Sumiko’s mercy while there is breath in my body.’


    Rhiannon smiled. ‘Very noble. But, given the Elfarans will come after us with magic, I think I might be the one protecting you!’


    ‘We need to find more of our people who have magic. It’s impossible to guess how many that might be. We found many bodies of humans murdered by the Elfarans but did they all have magic? Even though the magic is disappearing from the Elfarans, still they have far more than we do, so that’s not an accurate prediction either.’


    ‘Asami told me that the Magic-weavers always ask the new class of magic students if any of them dreamed about dragons. Maybe that is a place to start?’


    Huw thought about it. ‘Send out a message saying anyone who has dreamed of dragons as a child should come to Patcham? I think many Velsh will think we are crazy.’


    ‘Perhaps, but others will remember their childhood dreams and wonder. And it is as good a place to start as any.’


    ‘That can be your task. As for me, I need to get our eastern villages ready, in case the Elfarans decide to ignore the Forlish and come for us first.’


    ‘Maybe we should think about an alliance with the Forlish.’


    Huw gaped at her. ‘An alliance with Ward? After what he has done to us? He killed my father!’


    ‘No stranger than our alliance with the Elfarans — after we knew what they had done to us in the past.’


    ‘But still — alliance with that murdering bastard? The dead children of Rheged would hate me forever more. I cannot see the day when that will happen.’


    Sendatsu took Asami home and saw her into the care of the servants.


    ‘I will go back and speak to my father. I cannot believe Sumiko was able to manipulate him so easily. I expected her to be thrown off the Council for her behaviour, not rewarded.’


    ‘Be careful.’


    ‘Of course. But we are talking now, at least. Besides, I have to make sure you are protected. Sumiko is obviously after revenge. She failed to remove Rhiannon — you will be the next target.’


    ‘I can take care of myself,’ Asami said.


    ‘But I would never forgive myself if I did not intervene with my father for you.’


    Asami smiled. ‘If only you had said that ten years ago!’


    Sendatsu hesitated, his father’s words about reward and marriage flooding onto his tongue. ‘I hope to make that up to you,’ was all he said.


    ‘A little late now,’ she said with a smile, ‘but perhaps better late than never.’


    Sendatsu turned back at the doorway. ‘Are you going to be fine here?’


    ‘Yes! I feel a little strange, that is all. Probably a reaction to all that went on.’


    ‘Probably.’


    She was about to call him back, tell him how she was willing to help the Velsh now, how she would make sure the humans had magic, the way he wanted, but he had already gone. She shrugged. There was no hurry.


    Sendatsu could not find his father at the Council Chambers, so he walked to the Moratsune family home. Guards at the front door told him his father was home. He recognised the two of them as the ones who had been on duty the night when he had arrived to trick and betray his father — but that gave him no pause.


    ‘I am here to see my father,’ he announced to the pair of them.


    ‘Lord Sendatsu, the Elder Elf is busy,’ the taller of the two said carefully, looking up and down the street nervously.


    ‘I have brought nobody with me,’ Sendatsu said with a trace of amusement. ‘You are safe.’


    Neither of the two guards smiled back.


    ‘Tell my father I am here and will be with my children until he is ready to see me,’ Sendatsu continued, stepping forwards.


    After a moment’s hesitation, the guards glanced at each other and then opened the doors.


    His father’s office door was shut and Sendatsu did not linger there, instead walking through to where he knew his mother and children would be.


    ‘Papa!’ Mai and Cheijun stopped their game in the garden and raced over to him. He felt some of his worries drop away as they engulfed him.


    ‘What are we doing today? Where are we going?’ Mai asked.


    ‘Are we killing more gaijin?’ Cheijun asked.


    ‘I have to talk to my father,’ Sendatsu told them. ‘Then we shall go home.’


    Mai looked at him while Cheijun raced off to find his sword. ‘What is the matter, Papa?’


    ‘Nothing.’ Sendatsu tried to smile.


    Mai cocked her head to the side. ‘You were never any good at lying, Papa. What happened?’


    So Sendatsu found himself telling her how everything had gone wrong, how the Velsh had been forced to leave and many elves feared them more than the Forlish now — in between wrestling Cheijun.


    ‘Father could have stopped it but he did not. Now I don’t know what will happen.’


    ‘Are you going to tell your father he is being silly and needs to be friends with the Velsh, like I would with you?’ Mai asked. ‘Are you going to tell him the bedtime story you told us, the truth about our history?’


    Sendatsu chuckled. ‘Me, tell your grandfather that?’


    ‘Why not? What were you going to tell him?’


    ‘Well, I wanted to make sure Asami was safe from Sumiko —’


    ‘But what about our friends? What about Daffy and Roowelly? We have to help them! You promised to help them!’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘But I can’t.’


    ‘Yes, you can! I know you can! You will make Grandfather listen to you and see sense.’


    Sendatsu met her fierce gaze and was reminded of Jaken for a moment. He wanted to tell her that was impossible, Jaken would never listen to him, then he paused. He had risked his life yesterday, seen his young dragons, from the likes of Tadd, one of his first students, to Gareth, the berserker he had sacrificed, fight and die for Dokuzen. He owed them. The least he could do was talk to his father.


    Mai smiled and patted his face. ‘I know you will do it, Papa,’ she told him.


    Sendatsu grinned and reached out to lift her up.


    He was just thinking of finding some food for them when a guard announced Jaken was ready to see him.


    ‘You can do it, Papa. Tell him the truth, make him help our friends,’ Mai told him and he gave her a hug before following the guard into his father’s office. Mai was right and he would stand up for the Velsh.


    The guard opened the door and Sendatsu strode in, a new determination within him.


    ‘Come in, Sendatsu,’ Jaken said. ‘There are so many things I need to catch up on. We are missing several clan leaders and I have to make sure the right ones take over — ones who will be beholden to me. If we are to send an army out to punish the Forlish, then we cannot leave trouble behind at home. I have to know Dokuzen is secure.’


    ‘Father, we need to talk,’ Sendatsu said.


    Jaken put aside the scrolls he was going through.


    ‘What about?’


    ‘What happened today.’


    Jaken paused for a moment, then grimaced. ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘Events got away from me. I have spoken to Sumiko and rest assured, that will not happen again.’


    ‘Good!’


    ‘I shall have to find the right time to raise the matter, of course.’


    ‘Well, as quickly as possible!’


    ‘What is the rush? It has been like this for years, surely a few days more will not matter?’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘But they will leave today!’


    Jaken looked at him. ‘What are you talking about? Who leaves?’


    Sendatsu fought through the sudden confusion. ‘Huw and the Velsh! We have to speak to them, make them understand that the alliance will eventually —’


    ‘That was not what I was talking about,’ Jaken interrupted. ‘I thought you were speaking of your reward, and the chance for arranged marriage to be put aside and for you and Asami to be together.’


    Sendatsu shook his head. ‘Yes, I want that — but it is far more important that you speak to Huw. Father, the Velsh fought and died to save us. They deserve better than to be sent out from Dokuzen without anything to show for it.’


    Jaken’s face tightened. ‘They lied to us! They have magic — and they believe they are our equals. There can be no alliance based on such lies.’


    Sendatsu met his father’s gaze steadily. ‘Those are not lies!’


    ‘Do you really mean that you believe we are not elves but merely humans with magic? Would you deny your own birthright?’


    ‘It is all a lie. We are Elfarans. I know the truth and we must all accept it —’


    ‘I will never accept that. We are elves and we are superior in every way to humans. We were put here for a reason. Aroaril wants us to rule the humans, take our natural place as leaders of these lands.’


    ‘That is all wrong. None of that is true. We have been lied to.’ Sendatsu tried to put every last scrap of persuasiveness into his voice. ‘The Tadayoshi clan were selected to rule the Elfaran people by the forefathers themselves but were betrayed by clan Kaneoki, who seized control of Dokuzen for three hundred years and used the lies about being elves to keep themselves in power. We don’t have to believe what we were told, when the truth is right before us.’


    Jaken looked at him for a long time and Sendatsu dared to hope his father would listen. Then Jaken shook his head.


    ‘I do not believe that. We have let slip our magical abilities, that is true. But I am convinced this is because we did not respect the Magic-weavers enough. With their new position, more elves will devote themselves to magical study and we can regain the power we had —’


    ‘That is impossible!’ Sendatsu shouted. ‘You can’t make that sort of ability. I could have trained for another ten years and I would not have half the magical talent Asami had as a child! You cannot turn back the tide and you cannot make magical ability where none exists. Who has convinced you of this foolishness? Sumiko? What hold does she have over you?’


    ‘Do not question me, boy!’ Jaken snarled.


    Sendatsu surged to his feet. ‘Stop calling me boy! The days when you could frighten me into agreeing with you are long gone.’


    Jaken leaped up a moment later and they faced each other.


    ‘I am your father and I am the Elder Elf. You will do what I say,’ Jaken said.


    Sendatsu stared back at him. Everything inside him was cold; it felt as if he were outside of himself, watching from a distance. He had dreamed of this for so many years but had never thought it would really happen, let alone that he would be so calm. He had begun this because he could not go back and tell Mai he had done nothing, but it was more than that now.


    ‘No,’ he said.


    His father’s face contorted in anger. ‘You dare to defy me?’


    ‘Yes, I do. You are wrong and leading the elves — our people — to ruin. Putting your faith in Sumiko and ignoring the truth of our history will be the end of Dokuzen.’


    ‘Is that a threat?’ Jaken asked, astonished.


    ‘Not at all,’ Sendatsu said. ‘The truth is there for anyone to see. We can read what the forefathers wanted, learn our true history and the real reason we came to these lands. With that knowledge, we can find our rightful place in this world and finally be at peace with these lands. We cannot defeat the humans with strength of arms alone, for there are too many of them. And to rely on magic will be the biggest mistake of all. Using magic around the human lands will only awaken those among them with the power. You can take the countries from our fellow humans but you’ll never hold them.’


    ‘And you expect me to listen to you, above all others?’ Jaken asked.


    ‘You should. I am the only Elfaran who really knows the humans and what is out there. And I am your son. Everyone else wants something from you. Sumiko knows more than what she is telling you. She read some of the book, she is playing her own game.’


    ‘Do not speak about her to me. I control her. She obeys me,’ Jaken insisted.


    ‘You are wrong. She is leading you to ruin. What hold does she have over you?’


    Jaken’s eyes bulged. ‘How dare you! I will not be insulted like this. I know what I am doing.’


    ‘Do you?’ Sendatsu fired back. ‘You need to use this chance. The people hail you as their saviour. You need to use that to change Dokuzen, build something new, something better —’


    ‘Your head is stuffed with foolishness still!’ Jaken interrupted. ‘My decision is made. Now it is time for you to leave.’


    Sendatsu paused. ‘Maybe it is,’ he said carefully.


    ‘Good. Shut the door behind you.’ Jaken turned back to the pile of scrolls waiting for him. ‘Come and see me when you have come to your senses.’


    ‘No — it is time to leave Dokuzen. I thought I was doing the right thing, making changes that will help Dokuzen — but now I see everything I tried just made it worse,’ Sendatsu said.


    ‘Leave Dokuzen? What nonsense is this now?’


    ‘Make a new alliance with the Velsh. Tell the people the truth. Find a new beginning for Dokuzen, as you said. You need to do all these things. But you would rather listen to Sumiko than me. I would rather live among the Velsh than live in a Dokuzen ruled by Sumiko.’


    Jaken leaped to his feet again. ‘I am the ruler here — not Sumiko!’


    ‘But you do not act like it.’


    ‘You go too far, boy!’


    ‘And once again you resort to calling me that, when you know I am right. Thank you, Father. This has been most instructive.’


    Sendatsu turned and began to walk out, his insides clenched around a knot of ice.


    ‘Don’t turn your back on me, boy!’


    Sendatsu instinctively spun, memories of childhood beatings making him wary. Jaken, however, had not moved, although his eyes were full of fire.


    ‘If you leave, then you renounce your position — everything. You will no longer be my heir.’


    ‘And you think I care about that?’


    ‘You will regret this!’


    ‘I regret I did not do it earlier.’ Sendatsu offered his father a short bow, keeping his eyes on him throughout. ‘Farewell, Lord Jaken.’


    He shut the door to the study and waited there for a few moments, partly to see if his father would come storming out but mainly to calm his heart. How had he done that? Had he really said all that to his father? Slowly he walked back to where his children waited. He did not know if they would be happy with leaving Dokuzen again but it was his only choice. He felt as though he would be leaving the old Sendatsu behind when he walked out of here. It was time to control his own destiny. His children would go along with him. Now he just had to get Asami and all would be complete.
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      There is no barrier any more and these evil Elfarans are part of the human world. They still seek to rule us but must pay for what they did three hundred years ago.


      Huw’s song

    


    Captain Edmund broke out into the sunlight and allowed himself the luxury of enjoying its warmth and light, after the darkness, damp and fear of the retreat through the woods. Elves had pursued them the whole way, arrows flickering out of the darkness to take the slow and the wounded. Any who fell, or even fell behind, were dead men. It had spurred his men to keep pushing on far better than anything Edmund and his surviving officers could do. Now they were paying the price for it, however. The exhausted column rushed out into the open, urged on until they were comfortably clear of the threat of the woods, then collapsed onto the grass, unable to go any further without rest.


    ‘You have done well, leading us out.’ Edmund clapped Caelin on the shoulder. ‘You and your men have served the king well.’


    ‘We just did our duty, sir,’ Caelin said.


    ‘If only all of us could say the same thing.’ Edmund sighed.


    ‘Shall we scout out wider, see where we need to go and make sure there are no elves waiting for us, sir?’ Caelin asked.


    ‘No, you can rest. We can all rest for a while. I doubt the elves will follow us out here, where we can see them and use our numbers against them,’ Edmund replied absently, scanning the horizon.


    ‘Are you expecting the Velsh to strike us, sir?’ Ruttyn asked, although Caelin tried to wave him down.


    ‘On the contrary. I am expecting supplies and fresh horses. I sent for them but we marched so fast through the forest that I fear they will not arrive until tomorrow.’


    ‘Fresh horses, sir?’


    ‘You can begin the march home. I need to get back to Cridianton and explain to the king what went wrong,’ Edmund said grimly.


    A look passed between the two of them and Caelin drew himself up and saluted.


    ‘It has been an honour serving with you, sir,’ he said softly.


    Lord Retsu held up his hand as they reached the edge of the forest.


    ‘We go no further. They will not be back,’ he stated. His warriors had pressed the humans hard, keeping them moving and killing more than a hundred of them over the last day. But he did not have enough warriors to pursue any further. Outside of the trees, they would be revealed as a small band — and vulnerable to the humans. From what he had heard from Gaibun’s warriors, whose duty he had taken over, the Forlish were more than capable fighters.


    ‘We return back to Dokuzen,’ he told his warriors.


    ‘Lord, will you challenge Jaken for leadership? You were appointed clan leader of Tadayoshi by Lord Daichi. If Tadayoshi is to provide the Elder Elf, it should be you,’ one said.


    ‘I shall be happy to stay clan leader of Tadayoshi, while Lord Jaken is Elder Elf. Dokuzen does not need more fighting — it needs to be united behind one, strong leader,’ Retsu said loudly, knowing his words would reach Jaken’s ears.


    In truth, he had not decided what his course of action would be. Of the twelve clans, only five were loyal to Jaken, although he had no doubt Jaken would be replacing many of the other clan leaders with elves belonging to him. He was certain of one thing — Jaken was the wrong elf to lead Dokuzen into this new world, where there was no magical barrier and humans lusted after the wealth and knowledge of the elves. But until he had spoken to some of the other clan leaders, he did not have a clear path ahead. Especially as many of them had a similar mindset to fools like Moshin. It was hard to think clearly as well, when Noriko kept intruding into his mind. He told himself he only acted for the good of Dokuzen but the lure of Noriko was always there, an insistent pull that he had to fight. If Jaken was dead and he was Elder Elf, then they could finally be together — he forced his mind back to the task at hand.


    ‘We shall watch the gaijin from the trees and when we are sure they have indeed gone, we shall return home. We have been away from our loved ones for too long.’


    Asami looked up at the priest of Aroaril.


    ‘And you are so sure? So early?’ she asked. ‘It is not merely a cold, or a stomach upset?’


    Father Hiroka stared at her. ‘I do not lie,’ he said stiffly. ‘You asked for my help and I have told you. Most people are happy with such news.’


    Asami sank back on her couch, mind working furiously. ‘My apologies, Father. Thank you for your help.’


    Hiroka bowed. ‘My congratulations to you and Gaibun. I hope to see all three of you in my church soon.’


    Asami closed her eyes as he left. Why now? For years she had kept Gaibun out of her bed and the one time they had been together she was pregnant. She had known something was different, felt it in the magic — and now Hiroka had confirmed it. Gaibun would be overjoyed and Sendatsu, devastated. As for her … she just felt empty. She needed time to get her head around this, come up with a way forwards.


    She desperately wished she could talk to Rhiannon and even considered sending a bird to her — but then her need for help was swamped by her anger at Rhiannon’s betrayal. She would never ask for help there.


    ‘My lady, Lord Sendatsu is here,’ her maid announced.


    Asami sat up. What was it with Sendatsu and arriving at the worst possible moment — might he have seen Hiroka leaving?


    ‘Tell him I am resting and to come back tomorrow,’ she instructed.


    But, a few moments later, she could hear Sendatsu shouting at her maid, demanding to see Asami immediately.


    ‘I am in here,’ Asami called. ‘There is no need to bully my maid.’


    Sendatsu hurried in, although she stayed on the couch.


    ‘Are you sick? What is the matter?’ he asked.


    ‘It is nothing.’ Asami waved him away. ‘It is not important. A reaction from too much magic yesterday. Or perhaps some of my own cooking.’ She offered him a ghost of a smile but he did not smile back, even at their favourite joke. ‘What happened with your father? Were you able to make him understand the truth?’ she asked.


    Sendatsu shook his head tiredly. ‘He will not listen. He plans to rule all these lands and will use the lie of elven superiority to bring all of Dokuzen, even the clans that hate him, behind his idea. There is no way he will acknowledge we are human under those circumstances. And maybe he never will. It is against everything he believes in. Worse, he is completely under the thumb of Sumiko. I never thought to see the day.’


    ‘There is something very suspicious about that. Every time I spoke to her, her voice dripped with venom when she spoke of Jaken. She told me a story of how Jaken humiliated her beloved father and she swore revenge on him.’


    ‘It is strange indeed.’


    ‘You should tell your father about that — he obviously does not realise that whatever she has agreed to with him, she is playing a longer game. Like the way she promised me that she would not hold a grudge over our fight, only to spring the trap on us in front of everyone. The offer she made to Rhiannon and myself — I fear she plans to depose your father and rule.’


    ‘He will not listen to me — and I do not care whether he is brought down by Sumiko,’ Sendatsu said. ‘Although how can that happen? He is the saviour of Dokuzen. It would take something extraordinary for the people to lose trust in him.’


    ‘How can you not care? Don’t tell me this is a return to the bad old Sendatsu, who let everyone else push him around and went along with whatever was decided for him —’


    ‘No. I have had enough of going along with whatever my father thinks. I am leaving Dokuzen, rather than stay here.’


    Asami gasped. ‘What?’


    ‘If my father will not acknowledge the debt we owe the Velsh, if he will not accept the truth of the past and what we have done to these lands, then I will. I shall do what I can to help the Velsh and make up for the betrayal and murder of the past. And I want you to come with me. Together we can right this wrong and restore magic to the world out there.’


    Asami stared at him in shock.


    ‘It makes perfect sense. It is not safe for you to stay here any longer. Sumiko seeks revenge for her humiliation and she will not stop until she has it. You will be her next target — and it is obvious that my father will let her do what she wants. For all we know, your death was the price of her cooperation.’


    Asami shook her head. ‘She will not do that to me. I am no threat to her.’


    ‘It is too much to risk.’


    ‘I don’t think so.’


    ‘If you will not leave for your own sake, then leave for my sake,’ Sendatsu said, taking her hand.


    ‘Sendatsu …’


    ‘You once said it did not matter where we were, as long as we were together. This is our chance! The old order is gone — you can leave Gaibun, you can leave Dokuzen and we can create a new future for ourselves.’


    Asami looked into his eyes and managed to hold herself together only with the greatest of effort. Meanwhile, her mind was racing. Father Hiroka would tell Gaibun he was to be a father. Gaibun would never give her up, never leave her. If she travelled to Vales with Sendatsu, Gaibun would come hunting for them, determined to have his wife and child back. He would never let them go.


    ‘I cannot go with you,’ Asami said.


    ‘What?’


    She forced a smile. She had to do this. Gaibun would not stop until he had revenge and she did not put it past him to arrive with a dozen warriors at his back. Leaving with Sendatsu would be a death sentence for him. And, she admitted, perhaps for her and the child she carried. If Sumiko thought Asami and Rhiannon were working together again, she would do anything to destroy them, for they were the only ones who threatened her. But Sendatsu would not understand that, would insist he could protect them all, when that was impossible. No, this was the only way.


    ‘After the way you slept with humans — with Rhiannon — do you really expect me to trust you again and give up everything to help the Velsh?’ she said.


    Sendatsu’s jaw dropped. ‘I thought I explained that! And I thought you respected the Velsh.’


    ‘Well, you thought wrong!’


    ‘Asami, you cannot be serious!’


    ‘I will not leave Dokuzen with you. Now, you should leave. You are no longer welcome here.’


    ‘Asami, please.’ He kneeled beside her, tears rolling down his face, and she felt her heart break. But she managed to keep it from her face. She turned away, so she did not have to look at him.


    ‘Goodbye, Sendatsu.’


    ‘I don’t accept this, I can’t believe we could end like this,’ Sendatsu pleaded.


    ‘It is time for you to go,’ she told him. ‘I need to rest.’


    Slowly he got to his feet and walked out. She kept her face pressed into the back of the couch and only when she heard the front door close did she allow herself to cry.


    ‘We need to think about dealing with the Velsh,’ Sumiko said.


    Jaken poured her tea and sat back in his chair. ‘The Velsh? They are no threat to us. We can finish them off whenever we want — it is the Forlish I want to punish. We drove them back this time. I don’t intend to give them a second chance.’


    ‘The Forlish are nothing, able to be snapped up in a moment. We faced their finest soldiers and defeated them with just a few hundred of our warriors. They will be too scared to face us again, when we have our full strength. Our arrows will slaughter them and then the magic will send them running. They are not the real threat to Dokuzen.’


    Jaken sipped his tea, an amused look on his face. ‘So that little invasion was nothing?’


    ‘The Forlish are mindless fools, driven by the sword. But the Velsh have dangerous ideas that could destroy us all.’


    Jaken shook his head. ‘Just because they have one girl with a little magic, and an old book that says we are all the same? Nobody will believe them. And, even if they did, there are not enough Velsh to stop us.’


    ‘Exactly!’


    Jaken raised an eyebrow. ‘So what have I missed?’


    ‘There are few Velsh, which means they must seek help. They have the knowledge of magic and how to find it in other humans. Imagine the reaction of other human tribes when the Velsh come calling. A message that there is no such thing as elves, that magic is there for all. A tale of how the elves have hoarded the magic behind their borders in Dokuzen, how it is there for any human, now that will spread like wildfire through the human lands. And the Velsh know the elven style of fighting thanks to your son and Gaibun. Every gaijin will want to know those secrets. While you are trying to destroy the fools of Forland, the other human lands will be arming themselves and learning magic. By the time we have finished taking our revenge on the Forlish, it will be too late for Dokuzen.’


    ‘Surely you exaggerate. Even if there are more humans with magic out there, they will not be able to find enough to threaten us, nor train them in time.’


    ‘They don’t need many more. Rhiannon has as much power as Asami and she has only been working with magic for a few moons. Give her a few more and she will be ready to challenge me. And you forget how many humans there are. There could be another dozen of them as powerful as her. And how would your warriors go against a human army ten times our size that can use magic on them?’


    Jaken drank more tea, his eyes narrowed slightly. ‘You assume a great deal there,’ he said finally. ‘I don’t agree that it will be so easy for the humans to find others with so much magic.’


    ‘It will, when their survival depends on it! We face two foes at the moment — a wounded wolf and a young snake. Of course you seek to finish the wolf off first, it seems to be the bigger threat. But turn your back on the snake and you will feel the bite of its poison and the sting of realising your mistake.’


    ‘What do you have against the Velsh? Why do you want to destroy them so much?’


    Sumiko leaned back and sipped her tea, a slight smile on her face. ‘My concern is for Dokuzen, not for the humans. You are a warrior, so you see the Forlish as the greatest threat. As well, all Dokuzen is talking about marching out to punish the Forlish and you want to lead your warriors to glory. I am a Magic-weaver, so my first thought is to defeat the magic arrayed against us. Rhiannon may only be young but she is our enemy. She thinks she is better than us. And the Velsh leader Huw does what she wants. The humans pose no threat to us with sword and bow — but an army of humans using magic is another matter.’


    Jaken inclined his head. ‘Assuming I agree with you — and your thoughts make sense — it exposes us to danger. If we deal with the Velsh first, not only will we suffer losses but we will give the Forlish time to regroup and build up their armies once more. While we stamp on the small snake, the wolf will be healing — and we shall turn around to find its teeth at our throat again.’


    ‘I completely agree.’ Sumiko finished her tea and placed the cup back on the table deliberately.


    ‘So what are you saying?’


    ‘We use our enemies against each other. Make the wolf eat the snake, then we shall finish off the wolf once it has been bitten and weakened further.’


    Jaken smiled. ‘Go on. I am fascinated to hear how we can possibly achieve that.’


    ‘The Forlish want something from Dokuzen. Magic, probably. They planned an elaborate and dangerous trap for us that only failed because I and my Magic-weavers stopped them in their tracks. We must make the Forlish king an offer he cannot refuse. He gets the magic he wants, as long as he destroys the Velsh. He will jump at the chance, for the Velsh are his enemies as well. They fought against him, after all. Once he has crushed the Velsh, we shall destroy his men and we will have removed both our enemies with less effort and harm to our own warriors.’


    Jaken looked at Sumiko over the lip of his cup for a long time.


    ‘It seems unnecessarily complicated,’ he mused. ‘Surely it is simpler to launch an overwhelming attack on the Forlish, finish them off within a couple of moons and then we can turn our attention to the Velsh, before they can find and train other humans with magic.’


    ‘Yet it will cost the lives of many warriors. The people hail you now but imagine how they will be if you can give them the world?’


    Jaken said nothing, instead pouring more tea.


    ‘The Forlish outwitted us,’ Sumiko said harshly. ‘It was not you or I but they fooled Daichi, Moshin and Konetsu, made elves look stupid — and possible to defeat. Just punishing them is not enough. We need to turn the tables on them.’


    ‘I am still not sure …’


    Sumiko stood. ‘If you do not trust me, then I shall step back and merely work as part of the Council. You can find others who can help you, supply you with the knowledge and the power to stiffen your resolve and harden your grip on power.’


    As she spoke, she released magic on him then, when he reacted, took it back just as swiftly.


    ‘I did not say that!’ Jaken surged to his feet.


    ‘Then you will listen to me?’ Sumiko stepped closer to him, weaving sinuously forwards and brushing her hand down his face.


    ‘Of course I listen to you. You are a trusted counsellor.’


    She pouted. ‘Is that all I am? If I do not feel that we are a partnership, both working together towards the same thing — the glory of Dokuzen — then I should pull away.’


    ‘Let me think about your plans,’ Jaken said.


    ‘Think hard,’ Sumiko whispered into his ear, releasing the magic once again and smiling to herself as he shuddered at the power. He was helpless in her hands. Sumiko helped Jaken slip the robe off her shoulders, her mind elsewhere. Those with magic were blessed by Aroaril, marked apart as something special. Her father had told her that, many times. The elves thought they were better than humans, imagined they deserved control but she knew the real truth. Those with magic were the race apart and the ones destined to rule. Once all others had been removed, there would be nobody to challenge her.


    Huw brooded in silence.


    They had passed Retsu and his warriors a few turns of the hourglass earlier, the elves staring balefully at the Velsh as they passed by. Gaibun had spoken to his father briefly, then continued his task of escorting the Velsh out of Dokuzen. Gaibun was ahead of them now, riding with a couple of warriors, just in case they met elves coming the other way, while a few other warriors rode at the rear, again so no mistakes could be made. The elves were massively outnumbered by Huw’s dragons but that did not make it feel any less like being prisoners, escorted away from the scene of the crime.


    His dragons, for once, were silent. Usually they talked and laughed and sang while they marched or rode. Not now. They had lost too many friends to want to laugh and now all that seemed to have been for nothing.


    He did not know what to say to them. As much as he tried to tell himself the Elfarans would leave them alone, that they wanted to punish the Forlish for daring to attack Dokuzen and thinking they could destroy the elven city, he worried they would come for Rhiannon first. Magic was all that set apart Dokuzen from any other human city. The Elfarans guarded their superiority jealously and Rhiannon was a threat not just to Dokuzen but the whole illusion they had built up, the myth of the elves. That was their greatest weapon — and Rhiannon took that away from them. He remembered what his father said once: it is easier to hate someone you fear.


    ‘What are you thinking?’ Rhiannon asked.


    Huw sighed. ‘I fear the Elfarans will ignore the retreating Forlish and instead come after us. Come after you, in fact. And I wonder if I should still be the leader of the Velsh. It was my decisions that led us to this.’


    ‘You had no choice. If Ward had got his hands on magic, he would have used it to crush us. We had to stop him, had to take that chance.’


    ‘But we failed. I have led my people to disaster —’


    ‘We are not defeated yet!’ Rhiannon blazed.


    Huw groaned. ‘We were so close! We had paid a high price for Dokuzen’s good will but they were going to give us everything we wanted. Once they got to know us, we could have shown them the evidence, persuaded them that they were Elfarans, not elves — humans just like us.’


    ‘Still the romantic.’ Rhiannon sniffed. ‘They would never accept that. It was a matter of time before it all broke down.’


    ‘What do I tell the Velsh?’


    ‘We tell them the truth. That the Forlish are defeated and the threat of destruction is gone. We thought the Forlish army was going to burn and slaughter its way into Powys. It’s now running for home. Then we tell them the Elfarans showed their true colours and we need to go about finding people with magic, as soon as we can. We have time. The Elfarans will punish the Forlish first before turning on us — and then they will run into the same problems everyone else faces trying to invade Vales in winter. We have many moons of freedom to find those with magic and train them. When the Elfarans come for us, we shall show them they were right to fear us.’


    ‘You make it sound so easy,’ Huw said with the ghost of a smile.


    ‘It’s not easy. But we have no choice. Who is going to be strong enough to defy the Elfarans? Griff? He will be bowing down before Jaken has the chance to say one word. Kelyn, Dafyd and Llewellyn aren’t going to do it. You are the only choice.’


    ‘Maybe it should be you.’


    ‘You’re right. Except I am Forlish — and I’m going to be devoting all my time to training Magic-weavers and working out a way to defeat Sumiko.’


    Huw reached out and she took his hand. It was comforting to have that contact but he felt so tired. Maybe somebody else would be a better choice to lead Vales.
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      Now we are going outside the barrier once more, to right the evil that was done to the humans by the bad elves. We don’t know how it will end but we will not give up on our friends.


      Sendatsu’s song

    


    King Ward slumped in his chair, watching over the battlements to the north. The pain had grown within him over the last moon, to the point where even the herbs from those Landish doctors did not dull its lash. He could feel the final prize within his grasp, yet death was threatening to cheat him of it. Each night he was afraid to go to sleep, in case he did not wake. He had forbidden the doctors to give him any herbs for the nights, preferring the pain to keep him awake rather than slipping silently away in his sleep. Each morning he thanked the stars above he had a little more time. That was all he needed — a little more time.


    In his desperation he had sent for his sons Wilfrid and Uffa. Much as they hated it, he had forced them to sit with him while he spoke of Forland, of ruling the country and his dreams of the race of men united.


    ‘A king has no friends, only followers and enemies. And you will never know when one will become the other,’ he explained. ‘You have to read the hearts of men. You have to learn what they want and give it to them. And you need to inspire fear. Love will never let you rule for long. Love is too close to hate and can jump from one to the other too swiftly for you to follow. Fear lasts. You have to make them realise that the penalty for failure is far worse than the reward for success.’


    He spoke passionately, staring into his sons’ eyes but he could see his words were going in one ear and passing out the other. He did not know their hearts or, rather, he knew them too well. They were simple, wanting little more than blood and violence.


    ‘We have sacrificed much to gain knowledge. This must be spread to the other countries. The Landish knowledge of healing should go to Balia, Breconia, Nevland — everywhere.’


    ‘But shouldn’t we keep it for ourselves? We took it!’ Wilfrid asked. ‘The Balians are our slaves …’


    ‘The knowledge is for all men, not just us. We are more than that,’ Ward said, but his heart was not in it.


    He had spoken some more, told them how to hold on to the empire he had fashioned — but he had eventually trailed into silence and they had taken their leave. The gap between them was too wide. He had succeeded as a king but failed as a father. With death looming, that was his biggest regret.


    So now he was reduced to staring out across his city, to the north, hoping to see evidence of elven magic coming back to Cridianton. Riders had told him about the success of Wulf’s diversion and how Edmund had smashed a hole in the elven barrier and marched thousands of men inside. It was a huge risk but he could not imagine them failing. It was all he had to cling to.


    ‘Sire! Riders from the north!’ one of his guards shouted, jerking him out of his dark thoughts.


    He peered into the distance, cursing the age that had twisted his bladder and dimmed his sight.


    ‘Sire, I think it’s Captain Edmund!’ the guard said excitedly. ‘He’s riding with just a pair of scouts!’


    ‘Get me to the throne room — and bring him straight to me,’ Ward said, his heart leaping.


    But less than a turn of the hourglass later, his excitement turned to ashes. Word of Edmund’s return had spread like wildfire through the court and the throne room was packed with people. Even Queen Mildrith and his sons were there, watching from the side nervously. Edmund entered the throne room, his clothes stained with travel, stinking of dirt, sweat and horses, and flung himself down.


    That was unusual enough but Ward restrained himself.


    ‘Welcome back, captain — what news?’ he asked.


    ‘The worst kind, sire. We made it to the outskirts of Dokuzen but were held back by magic — and then the elven army returned. We were forced to retreat and the army is straggling back south now, leaving some two thousand of our finest soldiers lying dead in Dokuzen.’


    The news burst through the court like a thunderclap but Ward merely raised his hand and it dropped to a whisper, as neighbours muttered to each other but dared not raise their voices.


    ‘Leave us,’ Ward said, his voice not loud but there was compressed fury in every word.


    The courtiers scattered, guards holding open doors so they were able to escape without being crushed. The court emptied rapidly, leaving only a scatter of guards — and Mildrith, Uffa and Wilfrid — standing in the gallery. Ward glanced at them, seeing the gloating smile on Mildrith’s face and, even worse, on his sons’ faces.


    ‘When I say to leave, I expect to be obeyed.’


    ‘These are your sons and heirs. Surely they deserve to hear what happens to the country now —’ Mildrith began.


    ‘Go!’ Ward roared and they fled also, guards bowing to them as they left.


    Ward looked around the court, checking nobody was left, then stood with a little difficulty, shrugged off a guard’s helping hand and walked down to where Edmund kneeled on the floor.


    ‘Get up, Edmund,’ he said irritably.


    Edmund rose and Ward looked at him critically, seeing him sway with exhaustion.


    ‘Bring food and water for Captain Edmund. And chairs for us both. Now,’ he ordered.


    ‘Just bring me a sword, sire, and when I have finished telling you what happened in Dokuzen, I shall fall on it,’ Edmund told him.


    ‘Don’t be a fool, Edmund. I don’t want you dead,’ Ward snapped. ‘Fall on your sword and I shall make sure you die slowly and horribly. I still need you.’


    ‘Sire?’


    Guards were rushing over with chairs, while another had a plate of food and a jug of water.


    ‘Sit. Eat and drink.’


    Edmund wolfed down the food, while Ward watched him critically. The one benefit the pain gave him was a clearer mind; the herbs eased the body but dulled his thoughts. Wilfrid and Uffa were not fit to rule Forland. His sons were no good. Anyone who could rejoice at the news Forland had been turned back and thousands of its sons were lying dead in the elven forest did not deserve to rule Cridianton.


    Of course, that was the easy part. He could make any decrees he liked but Mildrith would sooner die than see someone other than one of her boys on the throne. Once he was gone, his chosen successor’s life would be measured in hourglasses rather than moons. This situation was his fault. He had allowed the boys to turn out like this, so it was up to him to protect Forland and his life’s work.


    ‘Tell me what happened in Dokuzen,’ he said.


    Edmund’s pace of eating had slowed now most of a loaf and chunks of cheese and onions had disappeared. He drank deeply, belched loudly, then began.


    Ward listened critically as Edmund told of the arrows out of the trees, the Velsh fighting alongside the elves, the storm of arrows that fell from above, the way the elves fought — and the magic they used.


    ‘We thought we had beaten them, we had driven them back from their defences and one more attack would have seen us in Dokuzen itself. Then new armoured figures appeared on the ridge where they stood, while in the trees to the left and right of us we could hear a great host marching. If I had pressed home, we would have been surrounded and cut to pieces.’


    ‘And how did you escape?’


    ‘We retreated the way we had come. They harassed us every step of the way until we were out of the trees, then they let us go.’


    ‘They let you go?’


    ‘I believe so, sire. I left my officers to bring the men south while I rushed here to give you the bad news and take responsibility.’


    Ward rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘And you are sure they did not chase you once you were out of the trees?’


    ‘Certain, sire. We were moving fast — faster even than when we marched in there. Obviously they sent a mounted force to shadow us on our retreat, archers to keep us moving, prevent us from turning and reforming —’


    ‘Yet I would have expected them to pursue with everything they had. They chased Wulf’s men hard, gave them no respite as they tried to punish them for daring to invade. You were the greater threat and they let you go,’ Ward mused.


    ‘They must have force-marched at a frightening pace to get back from where Wulf had taken them. I thought they were probably exhausted —’


    ‘Or they were not there at all and they used magic to make you think their army had returned,’ Ward pointed out.


    ‘But why wait until then to try that? Why not use that on us immediately?’


    ‘Because the pivotal point of the battle had arrived. They had no other choice. If they had done that at the start, it would not have worked, for you would not have retreated without even testing the elven warriors out.’


    ‘True, sire. I would have at least tried to punch through them.’


    ‘It is still possible they did have their army return in time and were too tired to pursue. But I think it more likely they used magic.’


    Edmund looked down at his plate. ‘I am sorry, sire. I have failed you. If only I had pressed on …’


    Ward slammed his fist on the table. ‘We do not have time to complain and cry. Forland is about to face its greatest test and we have to be ready.’


    ‘What do you mean, sire?’


    ‘The elves let you get away this time but our challenge cannot go unpunished. They will march on us, with their army and their magic. They will want to make sure no human ever dares threaten them again. If we are not ready to be as ruthless and inventive as they were, then the towers of Cridianton will fall and everything I have worked for these last twenty years will be consigned to dust. Sit up.’


    Edmund sat straighter, his back naturally stiffening.


    ‘That’s better. My sons and wife. Do you think they can outwit the elves and defend Cridianton against ten thousand warriors using sword and magic?’


    ‘Well …’


    ‘Relax, my friend. That was not a question requiring an answer. You have faced the elves, seen their magic. You will know how to deal with it now.’


    ‘It is hard to defend against,’ Edmund warned.


    ‘Good. See, you are thinking. I cannot guarantee that I will be alive when the elves come south. This cursed body is letting me down and could fail at any time. I need you to be Forland’s shield.’


    ‘Sire, I shall give my advice and fight to the best of my ability as always.’


    ‘You mistake me. I shall make you the next King of Forland.’ Edmund stared at Ward, his mouth sagging open slightly.


    ‘Close your mouth and stop looking like one of my sons,’ Ward said.


    ‘Sire, I am not noble born! Your sons are the rightful heirs, while there are dozens of nobles with better claim than mine!’


    ‘No,’ Ward said simply. ‘You are the best man. I will not let everything I built be destroyed through stupidity and greed. You are the one who discovered the way into Dokuzen — you will be the one who can find a way to hold them off.’


    ‘And what will your sons say?’


    ‘We shall not tell them, until it is too late for them to do anything about it. The army will be with you and that is all you need to hold the throne.’


    ‘Sire, I need far more than that.’


    ‘True. You need my advice. Bring more food and wine,’ Ward ordered the guards. ‘We can eat and drink while I tell you what you must do.’


    Sendatsu looked back over his shoulder at Dokuzen. This time there would be no instant step through an oaken gateway; they would have to ride into Vales. He had Mai and Cheijun on the horse with him, while two other horses followed, all weighed down with food, clothes — and toys. Soon the city would be out of sight but his thoughts were still back there.


    They had packed swiftly with help from Noriko and he had asked if she wanted to join them in Vales.


    ‘You don’t have to do this. Go and see your father,’ Noriko told him softly, folding up robes neatly and placing them into a thick leather pack, slipping in a book with a blue cover as well.


    He sighed. ‘No, Mother, it is better this way. Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?’


    ‘My place is here.’ Noriko tied up the top of the pack. ‘And I am done now.’


    Sendatsu handed his mother a small scroll. ‘When I leave, I would ask that you look after my villa. I don’t know if I shall be back, so I have left it in your name.’


    ‘Why? I shall be living with your father, as always.’


    Sendatsu hesitated. ‘Just in case,’ he said carefully. On the way back from Asami’s, he had been thinking about his father’s plan to dissolve arranged marriages. What if his father was secretly planning to use it for his own ends? He had other lovers — perhaps he wanted to set Noriko aside.


    ‘There is no need,’ his mother insisted.


    ‘Please. Just keep it safe then.’ Sendatsu pressed the scroll into her hands.


    She relented. ‘I shall take it for you to keep it safe, no more.’


    He nodded. ‘I had better go, before Father decides to make me stay.’


    ‘Son, wait.’ Noriko reached out and enfolded him in her arms. ‘Don’t blame Asami,’ she whispered in his ear.


    Sendatsu stiffened. ‘What?’


    ‘I know her. She would not easily give you up. There must be more to it than she is saying.’


    ‘You don’t know what you are talking about! She has chosen Gaibun over me and that is the end of it!’


    ‘You are wrong. I know too well what I am talking about,’ Noriko told him sadly.


    Sendatsu had wanted to ask her more but then Mai and Cheijun had raced into the room and he had dared not, in case Mai heard too much. Besides, what could possibly explain Asami’s actions? She had chosen Gaibun over him and it was his own fault. End of story.


    ‘We are doing the right thing,’ Mai said, interrupting his thoughts.


    ‘What?’ Sendatsu asked.


    ‘Our friends need us. We had done all we could at home. Grandmother and Asami need to make their own choices. They have to realise they are being silly and they can be happy too.’


    Sendatsu forced a laugh. ‘Where do you hear all these things?’


    Mai shrugged. ‘Nobody notices me. And my ears work well.’


    ‘Do my ears work?’ Cheijun asked.


    ‘Yes, they do.’ Sendatsu rubbed him on the head.


    ‘We love you, Papa,’ Mai said softly.


    Sendatsu leaned down and kissed the top of her head, but he felt as though he had left his heart behind in Dokuzen. Perhaps that was a good thing. His head was in control and he had the same sort of determination flowing through him that he had felt when he had first been sent into Vales. Nothing was going to stop him. It was time to fight for what he believed in, time to help make a better world for his children. He had enough of lies, of always doing the careful thing. Now he would do the right thing.


    The people turned out to cheer the dragons’ return to Patcham.


    But the cheers slowly died as they saw the faces of the dragons. There was no singing or laughing in the ranks, and their numbers were reduced.


    Huw had been hoping for a chance to relax and think about his next move but he saw, with a sinking heart, that almost all the village headmen were waiting for them. More had obviously arrived while he had been away.


    ‘So when will the elves be arriving, laden down with our rewards and bringing magic?’ Griff called.


    Huw felt his shoulders slump. ‘We shall discuss this in the meeting hall,’ he announced. He turned to Cadel and Bowen. ‘Do what you can for the wounded and then join me in the hall. You might be taking orders from a new chief.’


    ‘We take no orders from anyone but you,’ Cadel said firmly.


    ‘Well, maybe Rhiannon and Sendatsu or Gaibun.’ Bowen shrugged.


    ‘You will take orders from the leader of Vales. You are Velsh dragons and not my private army,’ Huw snapped.


    They nodded and turned away to fulfil his instructions.


    ‘They won’t replace you,’ Rhiannon told him.


    ‘I don’t deserve to be their leader. I have to face that. I made a serious mistake in helping the Elfarans.’


    ‘You did the only thing you could,’ Rhiannon insisted. ‘Do not give up now — the Velsh need you more than ever.’


    Huw smiled wanly. ‘That’s up to them, is it not?’


    And, barely a turn of the hourglass later, it seemed that Huw was right. The headmen had been relieved to hear the Forlish were defeated and running for home but aghast to learn that their promised of elven magic and help had turned to nothing, they had lost more than two hundred dragons — and now the elves saw them as a threat.


    Griff was the first to say what many were thinking. ‘If they wanted Rhiannon as the price of an alliance, then what is she still doing here?’


    ‘We will never give up Rhiannon. She is the first human to do magic in three hundred years and the hope for us all.’ Huw showed fire for the first time since he had told them how the Dokuzen expedition had gone so wrong.


    ‘But she’s Forlish. And with the elves on our side, we would have all the magic we wanted.’


    ‘We would have only the magic they were prepared to give us. Nothing more. And they still think of themselves as elves. They refuse to accept they are Elfarans and just the same as we are.’


    ‘So why did we go to help them in the first place? You were the one who said this would secure our future. All you have managed to do is anger the Forlish and make enemies of the elves, Elfarans, whatever they are.’ Griff looked around the room, emboldened by the nods of agreement he was getting.


    ‘That is true,’ Huw said. ‘But it is even more reason to keep Rhiannon close. She is our best — indeed our only — hope.’


    ‘But why should we keep you as our leader? We listened to you and it has got us nowhere. When all’s said and done, you are nothing but a lad,’ Griff declared.


    Huw raised his hands. ‘If anyone thinks he can do a better job, he is welcome to step forwards, and then those here can vote for who they want.’ He knew Rhiannon, Cadel, Bowen, all the dragons, wanted him to continue but his heart was no longer in it. He was happy to see someone else take up the responsibility.


    ‘No!’ Rhiannon cried. ‘I will not stay if you get rid of Huw!’


    ‘That might be a way out for all of us. If you make me leader, I will negotiate with the elves, do a deal with them using Rhiannon,’ Griff announced.


    Huw’s head snapped up and his despair melted away in his anger. ‘She saved us! And you would throw her to the elves?’


    ‘I would do what’s best for Vales,’ Griff replied. ‘You are willing to do anything that gets her into bed with you, no matter the cost to the rest of us.’


    Huw stared around the table. ‘This is unworthy of a Velshman,’ he said slowly. ‘And I will not allow this to happen. I got us into this mess, I shall get us out.’


    ‘If you are no longer leader, then you will be doing nothing.’


    ‘Then let us vote — and see what happens,’ Huw challenged. ‘I know no true Velshman would sacrifice a woman to save themselves.’


    Again he looked around the table and, this time, was horrified to see only a handful of headmen were willing to meet his gaze.


    ‘Time to take a vote,’ Griff announced. ‘All with me, come over here.’


    ‘Wait!’ Cadel cried and all turned to see him, Bowen and another dozen dragons walk in, all looking tired but, equally, like the grim-faced warriors they were now. ‘We shall not serve anyone but Huw!’


    Griff surged to his feet. ‘You are sons of Vales and will do what this council tells you to!’


    ‘Hold!’ Llewellyn clambered onto the table just as another dozen headmen jumped to their feet to add their voices to the argument. He stared around coldly. ‘I say we need to cool our heads for a day, think about what we are about to do. All we shall do today is argue. We need to think, then come back tomorrow and vote then.’


    ‘You just want to give your friend time to wriggle out of this!’ Griff accused.


    ‘Wrong. I want to preserve Vales. We have created something special here. I would not throw that away in the heat of the moment.’


    Griff looked around the table but, this time, few would meet his eye.


    ‘All agreed raise your hand!’ Huw called.


    A forest of hands went up and Huw smiled coldly at Griff. ‘Then we shall consider things tonight and vote tomorrow.’


    ‘You only put things off for a little while,’ Griff warned as he stalked out.


    ‘He is right,’ Rhiannon murmured.


    ‘Then so be it. But while I am leader, we shall send the healthy dragons out to search for people who dreamed of flying with dragons.’


    ‘Would it not be better to keep them here, to win you support?’


    ‘Vales comes before me,’ Huw said. ‘But one thing is certain, I will not let them take you. I must talk to Cadel and Bowen.’


    ‘He needs to speak to the other headmen, explain what happened and win them over. The dragons are already behind him,’ Kelyn told Rhiannon.


    ‘That is why he should be leader. He thinks of Vales before himself,’ Rhiannon replied.


    ‘Look, do you want to leave tonight, get clear in case Griff does become leader?’


    Rhiannon shook her head. ‘My powers are too great for Griff and his allies. But we have to stop Griff from taking power. Huw has to lead the Velsh, magic has to be restored to the human lands and the elves broken. I will do it but I need Huw’s help.’


    ‘One battle at a time, eh?’ Kelyn suggested.
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      No matter what happens to us, we must spread this news across the lands, so all humans know the truth. We have magic, and the Elfarans are just the same as us. If we all know what really happened, they cannot go back to how it was. We shall be free.


      Huw’s song

    


    ‘Have we made the right choice?’ Asami asked. ‘Maybe Sendatsu was right and we should go out and help the humans.’


    Gaibun gasped. ‘What? We should leave Dokuzen as well, go and live among the humans? Are you serious?’


    ‘But did you not feel anything when you escorted Huw and Rhiannon out of Dokuzen? What about those dragons? You helped train them, you fought alongside them! They saved Dokuzen, no matter how Sumiko tries to pretend otherwise.’


    ‘They are not like us.’


    ‘Not true and you know it!’


    ‘You know what I mean. This is a new beginning for Dokuzen. Do you really want to miss that? Do you want to live in a muddy hut?’


    ‘They don’t have to live like that. They do so because of us.’


    ‘So they say. A convenient excuse. They have had three hundred years to learn better ways of doing things. That they have not found any tells me all I need to know.’


    ‘And Dokuzen? Have we changed over the last three hundred years? Has anything changed and improved for us?’


    ‘That is completely different!’


    Asami shook her head. ‘How can you not see they are one and the same?’


    ‘Fine! Shall we pack now? Go and grub a living out there, when we could enjoy all we have fought and risked for here?’


    ‘No.’


    ‘Then why are we having this conversation?’


    ‘Because Sendatsu has left — and because I am pregnant with your child.’


    Gaibun stared at her for a long moment before letting out a whoop of pure joy, grabbing her hands and then picking her up in the air.


    ‘We must tell our parents, tell everyone — it will be a boy, I can see him now …’ He could not stop talking.


    As for Asami, she could not feel anything.


    The Forlish army had made it back across the border, leaving a trail of dead men behind it as soldiers succumbed to their wounds. Ward had sent the first of his Landish-trained healers north to help and ordered both Edmund’s battered force and Wulf’s returned cavalry to stay close to the border.


    ‘Wulf can be trusted to keep an eye on things, while I train you,’ Ward told Edmund.


    The heir apparent found it hard to know what to say. He could feel the hatred of the nobles, and especially the two princes. It was a hidden hatred, locked behind a wall, but no less deadly for that. They bowed and smiled when he and Ward went by but he could feel it radiating out from behind their eyes.


    ‘As long as they fear you more than they hate you, you will be safe,’ Ward told him. ‘As soon as I am dead, you must seize my wife and sons and have them put to death publicly, in the bloodiest manner you can imagine. I would imagine a flogging and then impaling but it is up to you.’


    ‘Sire, I could not — your wife and sons!’


    ‘Ruthless!’ Ward barked, glaring into Edmund’s eyes. ‘You must be prepared to do anything and the people must know that. Terrify them and they will obey you forever more. Let my two foolish sons live and my wife will have a revolt going before next midsummer. Show everyone that you are to be feared and none will dare speak a word against you.’


    ‘But, sire —’


    ‘We are like the wolf pack. Only the strong can rule. You have to prove you have the biggest teeth before they respect you. The people want to see strength, not kindness. You can show mercy now and again, to keep them off balance, but you can never show weakness.’


    Edmund bowed his head. He did not want this. That march through the elven forest, feeling as if the whole of Forland rested on his shoulders had shown him that. But he had sworn an oath to king and country and he had come to accept this was the only way to protect Forland. Wilfrid or Uffa could not take the crown — they had no idea of how to fight the elves. They would merely get thousands of men killed. Edmund had always done what was needed for victory in war. This was no different.


    ‘I will do what needs to be done,’ Edmund said hoarsely, lifting his head again.


    ‘Good!’ Ward patted him on the shoulder, then slumped back into his chair.


    ‘Did you want to rest, sire?’ Edmund asked, looking worriedly at Ward’s pallid face. The flesh had melted off him in the past quarter-moon, although his eyes had lost none of their fire.


    ‘I will have more than enough time to rest. Until then, I shall work. Now, let us talk about dealing with the nobles again —’


    ‘Sire!’


    They spun, to see a pair of worried-looking guards escorting a frantic court official.


    ‘What is it?’ Ward asked ominously.


    ‘Sire, I know you do not want to be disturbed, b-but this …’


    ‘Spit it out, man!’


    ‘Sire, there are elves here!’


    ‘Elves?’ Edmund jumped to his feet, hand going for his sword. ‘How many? How did they get past our army at the border?’


    ‘Sire, they want to talk to you! There is only a handful of them and they promise they come in peace!’


    Ward and Edmund exchanged glances.


    ‘Bring them in. We need to hear what they are saying,’ Ward said immediately.


    ‘But I want a company of crossbowmen in the gallery. If one of them so much as blinks too hard, fill them full of bolts,’ Edmund added.


    Ward nodded approvingly. ‘Good. You are learning.’


    He made the elves wait while he prepared for them.


    ‘They cannot see that I am weak,’ he said grimly. ‘I do not know why they are here but I know it will be for their benefit, not Forland’s.’


    A magnificent helm with sweeping engraved cheekpieces was selected.


    ‘They will see my eyes and little else,’ Ward decided. His stewards dressed him in mail and then helped him onto the throne, while others had ensured the throne room was filled with both nobles and a company of guards dressed not in mail but in fine clothes, with swords hidden under cloaks and the like, and another company of guards was arrayed ostentatiously around the top gallery, crossbows trained downwards.


    Ward inspected the throne room and nodded. ‘Show them in,’ he ordered, snapping shut the cheekpieces of his helm.


    Trumpets blared and the doors were swung open to reveal a small party of elves.


    Ward looked hard at the group, which walked forwards as if it owned the room. He could hear the mutters and whispers as they strode arrogantly down the length of the throne room. He was not overly moved. They were dressed impressively enough, their armour brightly coloured and elaborate, their helms a strange mixture of horns and fans that seemed to be more ceremonial than functional. But not all wore armour. One of them, a female, wore long red flowing robes, made of some strange, glossy material, while an older male also wore robes of a golden colour, with a strange, tall hat. He held a long staff.


    The group of elves looked neither left nor right, just followed the female. On they marched, until they were at the foot of the stairs leading to Ward’s throne. Ward examined the female. Her face was strong, her hair tied back harshly. Once she had been beautiful, now she was striking — and she exuded power.


    ‘Greetings from Dokuzen to King Ward of Forland,’ she said, her voice loud in the silent room. ‘I am Kaneoki Yonetsu Sumiko, emissary of the ruler of Dokuzen.’


    Ward exchanged a meaningful glance with Edmund. He felt his heart beating faster. The next few moments could decide the fate of Dokuzen.


    ‘Greetings, elf. Why are you here and what do you want?’


    Sumiko smiled up at the Forlish king. She had been prepared for anything but now it seemed he would talk rather than fight, she let go of the magic she had gathered. He was taking the bait. ‘Less than a moon ago, you attempted to invade Dokuzen. You burned through the barrier surrounding our city and sent armies in to attack us. You learned the power of the elves and left thousands of your soldiers dead and dying on our land. If we wanted, we could march down here and destroy this castle and wipe Forland from the map and the pages of history.’ She paused and looked around the room. ‘I say these things only to convince you of our serious intent. We are here not to destroy you but to offer you everything you wanted.’


    Even behind his helmet, she could see him react. ‘What?’


    Sumiko smiled. ‘What I have to say is not for any ears but yours.’


    Ward flipped open the cheekpieces on his helm.


    ‘So tell me,’ he said, leaning forwards.


    Sumiko walked up the stairs to the throne, smiling a little at the way the crossbows followed her every move. She could destroy them all but was happy to leave them their little illusion of safety. Up close, the Forlish king looked like flesh stretched over a skeleton, his eyes burning with impatience. Perfect.


    She leaned forwards, until her mouth was near his ear.


    ‘I can get you into Dokuzen, so you can take its wisdom and treasures,’ she whispered seductively.

  


  
    

    The story continues in


    WALL OF SPEARS


    EMPIRE OF BONES, BOOK THREE

  


  
    

    Author’s Note


    Many of the place names in the Empire of Bones series are real names, to be found in the pages of history or even on today’s maps. However, the fictional towns and villages named in this series bear no relation to their real counterparts.


    There are also several historical hints and notes, from the Chinese repeating crossbow to the Welsh flag and anthem. Again, there is no intention to make this, or them, real.


    This is not only a work of fiction, it is a work of fantasy.
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