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  Prologue




  

    

    For a hundred and twenty years, the forest bled unchecked.




    

      Serrin of the ClawBound


    


  





  They stood together on the cliffs surrounding the Ultan and stared out across the rainforest. Helpless anger set Auum’s teeth to grind and his body to shiver. The scale

  of the desecration was so vast it was hard to comprehend.




  In the early years following the human invasion, when the elves were desperately weak and scattered throughout the rainforest, their enemy had been ruthless in their exploitation of the

  resources they had come to steal. The damage was appalling, perhaps irreversible. Next to Auum, Serrin was trembling and his panther was nuzzling him, trying to comfort him.




  ‘Why do you put yourself through this?’ asked Auum.




  ‘Because you must understand what you allowed to happen. It is my duty to make you see.’




  The rainforest had been obliterated for a full two miles from the borders of Ysundeneth. Magic had been used to clear the undergrowth. The devastation to the west had only been halted by swamp

  and cliff, but then the humans had turned south and used the River Ix instead.




  Roads followed the river for over seventy miles and barges pushed yet further up, carrying slave gangs into the heart of the forest to log wherever the banks offered a landing point. The river

  was choked with the trunks of great old trees outside the lumber mills of Ysundeneth, which worked day and night.




  Ships departed every day, taking Beeth’s precious wood north to Balaia, returning packed with more tools to commit yet greater atrocities at a yet greater pace. Auum knew it was the same

  outside Calaius’ second and third cities. The forest was under attack across the northern coast. And where the trees still stood, the most valuable plants and flowers were harvested before

  the axes began to fall.




  Where the elves had always farmed the forest the humans destroyed it without a shrug, for reasons which held a horrible logic. An elf must necessarily look forward hundreds of years and would

  always desire to look upon the beauty of the canopy. A human, whose life was over in a blink, required no such foresight.




  Humans saw the vastness of the canopy and an endless supply of timber. They failed to realise the ramifications of harvesting so much of it and apparently cared less. Elves knew that the

  balance, once critically undone, was gone for ever. It had not happened yet, but that time would come. Not this year, not the next, nor in the next decade. But it would come.




  And so Serrin of the ClawBound had brought Auum to see what he knew in his heart but did not want to admit.




  ‘We are helpless to stop them,’ said Auum. ‘We are so few, and the cost our enslaved pay for our resistance is so great.’




  ‘So you will sit by and watch the humans destroy our world. You. Arch of the TaiGethen. Sworn to defend your country, your people and your faith.’




  Auum sighed. Serrin had been running the rainforest with panthers and the other ClawBound for a hundred years, and it had taken a huge toll on his pure elven side. His reasoning seemed affected;

  his vocabulary was diminished, and his faith was linked far more closely to Tual and Beeth than it was to Yniss.




  ‘You know it’s not that simple. My responsibility is the survival of the elven race. I have to look ahead, beyond the present and the crimes I am forced to witness. We can’t

  defeat man, not yet. We have to build our strength in combat and magic. I hate it, but it’s reality.




  ‘Of course we could delay man’s rape of our forest. But for every man we kill, an innocent elf dies in agony in Ysundeneth. I am responsible for those lives, just as I am for those

  elves who remain free.’




  Serrin regarded him evenly and shrugged. ‘When the cities are empty of slaves, who will they visit their revenge upon?’




  ‘Look beyond your hunting grounds,’ said Auum sharply. ‘When the cities are empty of slaves, there will be too few elves to rebuild our people. We need them and the Katurans or

  we will die out.’




  ‘The Ynissul are immortal.’




  Auum faced Serrin and the sadness that swept him was akin to grief. ‘You do not believe that the Ynissul can hope to survive alone. You were a Silent Priest, an adept of the harmony, a

  lover of every elven thread.’




  ‘Look at our forest,’ said Serrin. ‘Look at the pace of desecration. The humans will kill us one way or another. There will come a day when your words will no longer hold the

  ClawBound at bay. I hope you will be ready to stand by us when that day comes.’




  Auum watched Serrin and his panther move smoothly away to the narrow paths down to the forest floor. Night was falling and Auum watched as it covered the enormity of man’s crimes. He

  remained, and prayed to Yniss for guidance, until the sun kissed the land once again and recoiled at the horror it touched.








  Chapter 1




  

  

    After a hundred and fifty years, the bleeding had to be staunched.




   

      Serrin of the ClawBound





  




  Auum dropped to a crouch, a curt hand gesture bidding his Tais do likewise. Down here in the leaf litter, dense scrub and brush, the echoes of animals high in the rainforest

  canopy were muted. Alien sounds met the ear unsullied.




  Auum turned back towards the temple at Aryndeneth. The sound he’d heard had been distant and none of the five who faced him had registered it. They were all promising adepts and soon to be

  placed in active TaiGethen cells for the first time. All were on course to be cell leaders in a decade, maybe two.




  Auum studied their faces while they awaited his words, their eyes shining with the honour he bestowed on them with his presence as their teacher. Their admiration embarrassed him but they

  listened well. Their camouflage had been painted on their faces in the correct manner; in deference to Yniss, father of them all, to Beeth, god of root and branch and to the rituals of the

  TaiGethen warrior.




  None of them displayed fear. Auum knew why: because they were with him. With Auum, who had faced the Garonin and survived. Auum, who had found Takaar and fought by his side to free the elves of

  Ysundeneth. Auum, the Arch of the TaiGethen. Immortal.




  ‘But not invincible,’ he murmured. They should be as scared as he was. ‘What do you hear?’




  Each of them strained to detect the sound their tutor had already heard. He knew what they would be doing: filtering out the sounds of Tual’s creatures as best they could. His students

  must also ignore the breeze, the fall of leaves and the sound of rainwater dripping to the forest floor. The sounds that remained gave Auum reason to shudder.




  ‘It is too big to be a bird,’ said Elyss, the best of them. She was heading for greatness. ‘And there are many of them.’




  ‘How many?’ asked Auum.




  Elyss cocked her head once more. ‘Twenty.’




  ‘Twenty-two,’ corrected Auum. He turned to the others. ‘Excellent. Do you concur?’




  Three of the TaiGethen students nodded.




  ‘I am shamed that I can hear nothing of this,’ said Malaar, letting his gaze drop.




  Auum smiled. ‘There is no shame. But there will be combat. Elyss can hear mages on their wings of shade. They are coming to Aryndeneth, and we might just get there before them. Five-pace

  spread, attack on sight. Tais, we move.’




  With every pace Auum could feel the enemy closing, as if they were walking up the length of his back. The pace of the TaiGethen was matched only by the panther under the canopy. Above them,

  though, where the dense vegetation and the grasping vines and roots were mere myth and rumour, the humans’ speed was unhindered.




  High in the upper reaches of the canopy, bird calls charted waypoints in the enemy’s progress. Hawk eagle cries pierced the clear sky. Toucan bills clacked out a staccato message of threat

  and fell silent when the shadows fell across their steepling perches.




  In the mid-level, the melodic calls of gibbons took on a desperate quality as they tried to reaffirm their territory against the approach of a new and terrifying invader. Everywhere, bird, beast

  and lizard shrilled, growled or chittered. Each sound was a call to hide or flee.




  Auum looked to his right. Elyss flitted through the dense undergrowth. Her footfalls were light, the passage of her body barely disturbing bush or branch, her breathing measured and calm. And

  when the mages passed overhead, with the TaiGethen still a hundred paces short of the temple apron, Auum saw her react, glance skywards and increase her pace.




  She felt it all. She was tuned to all that surrounded her and her mind was open to the forest, each message received through her ears, her feet and soaking into her skin. Elyss was the future.

  More and more like her were being born. They were the TaiGethen of tomorrow.




  ‘They are ahead of us,’ said Auum, his voice carrying to his people and no further. ‘But they must still descend through the canopy.’




  ‘We must call to warn the temple guard,’ said Tiiraj from Auum’s left.




  ‘They should need no warning and the humans must not know of our approach.’ Auum reached down to his belt. ‘Jaqrui pouches open. Choose your targets carefully.’




  Auum slid between the balsa and fig trees that guarded the approach to Aryndeneth, the Earth Home. Growing tightly together, bound by vine and liana and by ivy which trailed to snag at clothes

  and grab at careless feet, they were impenetrable to any man without a blade.




  Fifty paces out, Auum could see the walls of the domed temple glinting in the last of the sunlight before the clouds closed overhead and the rains came again. Gold and green and covered with

  creepers and climbers, the temple walls were a sight to gladden the heart of any elf fortunate enough to lay eyes upon them. Sanctuary.




  Auum and his Tais would break from the rainforest at the right-hand edge of the temple apron. With every pace they closed, Auum could see and hear more. Figures were running from left to right,

  towards the temple. Other figures darted into cover positions: the Al-Arynaar. Auum felt a small measure of comfort on seeing them; his work training the temple guard had not been in vain.




  Twenty paces out, the rainforest shook with explosions and was lashed with sheets of blue fire. Debris flew into the canopy. Splinters of stone and wood sliced into trunk, branch and leaf,

  whining and whistling through the air towards Auum and his Tais. Auum threw himself prone behind the bole of a balsa tree as the lethal hail scoured Beeth’s root and branch around him.




  As quickly as it had begun it was gone and an eerie quiet descended, punctuated only by the cries of wounded animals and the screams of terrified elves within the temple. Auum moved smoothly

  back to his feet, noting the sound of his five Tai rising with him.




  ‘Focus your anger,’ he whispered.




  The TaiGethen moved soundlessly onto the temple apron. Men crowded it. Men with swords were running towards the sealed temple doors, which still held but bore the scars of the first wave of

  spells. Others flanked them, driving towards the Al-Arynaar. Behind the human warriors, mages strode across the stone apron, defiling the sacred ground of Yniss with every footfall.




  Above the back of the temple, Auum saw more mages descend on the village that nestled in its shadow. Each pair carried a warrior between them. He drew a sharp breath. An arrow flew from the left

  of the temple, taking a mage in the throat. Immediately, three others turned and opened their hands. Deep blue orbs shot with white and red threads flashed away.




  Auum saw the Al-Arynaar nock another arrow and shoot at the nearest of the orbs. The shaft vaporised halfway towards its target and, in the next breath, the orbs struck the archer, the corner of

  the temple and the forest adjoining it alike before flame exploded from them, turning wood, flesh and bone to ash.




  More spells sprang from the open palms and outstretched fingers of mages. Fire crashed into the doors of the temple, making the timbers groan. Flames caught hold. The TaiGethen could feel Yniss

  roar his fury through the tremors in the ground.




  Auum attacked.




  His feet whispered across the apron. His Tais were with him, spreading across the stone to strike. Auum chose a jaqrui from his pouch, cocking his arm and throwing on the run. The crescent blade

  whipped away, holes along its length catching the air and singing its mourning wail. Mages turned their heads, just as he needed them to. His target saw his death coming the instant before it

  struck him on the bridge of his nose and sliced into both eyes.




  Five more jaqruis flew, striking unarmoured bodies, carving into hands and arms raised to protect faces, and thudding deep into guts and chests. Human blood spattered across the stone. Human

  voices were raised in alarm. Warriors turned to run back to their magical charges.




  Auum sprinted across the open space. Four mages were down. Eight remained, facing their assailants. Auum identified four actively casting. The others were lost to panic and posed no imminent

  danger. To Auum’s right, Elyss had drawn a blade. She powered into a pair of casting mages. Her sword took the ear from one and drove on down into his shoulder, as her elbow jabbed up into

  the throat of the other.




  Auum took two more paces and leapt, his left leg straight, right leg cocked beneath him. His foot smashed into the head of his target, poleaxing him. Still airborne, he drew both blades from

  their back-mounted scabbards, drew his left leg back and hacked down to his left and right, feeling both blades bite into flesh.




  Auum landed amidst the humans. Malaar landed on one knee next to him, spinning and stabbing into an enemy’s groin, then surged to his feet and slashed one blade through the neck of a

  second, then buried the other in the gut of a third.




  Auum nodded his approval and turned to face the warriors. He cursed. Flames were rising from the village behind the temple. Screams echoed beneath the canopy. The warriors were hacking open the

  temple doors. The spells had cracked the timbers, melted the hinges and lock, and now men were trying to do the rest.




  ‘Elyss!’ called Auum. ‘My right. Tais, head around the temple. Clear the village.’




  Auum ran towards the doors, seeing the six warriors drag them wide enough to get inside while the flames ate at the ruined timbers. Elyss was at his right shoulder. Auum slipped through the

  doors, his nose catching the sick stench of magic and fire, and into the cool darkness of the temple.




  Beneath the great dome, the statue of Yniss knelt by the harmonic pool as it had done for over a thousand years. The waters still ran from beneath Yniss’ outstretched hand, their sound

  melodic and beautiful. But it was eclipsed by the harsh shouts of men and the desecrating slap of their boots on the blessed stone. The warriors had split up to run around both sides of the pool,

  heading for the passageway that led through the temple to the rear doors and out into the village.




  Auum could see priests and Ynissul adepts in the shadows, helpless and frightened, trapped between the men coming around the pool towards them and those behind them in the village. Auum ran for

  the edge of the pool. He planted his left foot and leapt into the air, tucking and turning his body in a forward roll, blades held away from him. He unwound in flight and landed soundlessly between

  the two groups of warriors, a blade held out towards each trio.




  ‘You will travel no further,’ he hissed.




  At least one of them understood him. His response was a laugh.




  ‘One elf cannot stop us,’ he said in passable common elvish.




  The men ran on. Auum stepped up towards the passage to meet them as Elyss flew through the air feet first and thumped into the left-hand group, bringing two down and sending the third stumbling

  into the wall.




  ‘One?’ said Auum. ‘A TaiGethen is never alone.’




  Auum left Elyss to her work, hefted his blades and waited. The remaining three men came on, fuelled by the sight of their comrades dying. Their desire to reach their friends made them careless.

  A blade swung out waist-high. Auum ducked beneath it, coming up in its wake and stabbing the warrior through the centre of his gut, leaving the blade where it stuck, buried to its hilt.




  The man stumbled back. Auum moved into the half-pace of space and reversed his other blade into the back of the second warrior’s neck. The third turned, belatedly tracking Auum’s

  movement. Auum swung round. His right fist whipped out, smashing the warrior’s nose. The human brought his blade to ready, blood pouring over his mouth, his eyes betraying his surprise and

  pain.




  For a heartbeat Auum considered letting him be the one to live and carry the story back to his masters.




  ‘But it should be one who can fly,’ he said.




  Auum swayed outside a clumsy strike and calmly slid his blade into the warrior’s chest, then turned from the falling body and retrieved his second blade. He cleaned both on the clothes of

  the dead and sheathed them. Elyss had finished her three and was moving up the passageway. Auum ran after her, gesturing priests and adepts aside.




  ‘Stay under cover. Wait for my word that it is safe.’




  Auum and Elyss ran for the rear doors, passing chambers, scripture rooms and sleeping cells, most with elves hiding within them. They were still ten yards from the doors when they burst open, a

  flood of workers, civilians, adepts . . . of ordinary elves spilling in, climbing over each other to escape the enemy at their backs.




  The air chilled and Auum cursed.




  ‘Clear!’ he yelled. He shoved Elyss hard, sending her tumbling into a contemplation chamber and diving after her. A gale of harrowing cold howled down the passageway. Elven screams

  were cut off as if a door had been slammed shut against them.




  Auum shivered and rolled onto his back. Ice rimed the door of the chamber and lay thick on the floor and ceiling of the passageway. It climbed the walls to create a frozen blue tunnel.

  Detonations outside shook the temple, where more screams filled the air. Inside the temple, the silence told its own story.




  Auum pushed himself to his feet and ran out, slithering on the icebound floor. He dropped to a crouch, scrabbling with hand and foot to make headway towards the doors and the village. Elyss

  followed more slowly. Ahead of him, the passage was clogged with the bodies of defenceless Ynissul elves frozen in the attitudes of their slaughter. Hands outstretched for help, mouths open in

  screams of brief agony.




  Beyond them, mages stood framed in the doorway. They were casting. Auum tried to increase his pace but the ice on the floor gave him precious little purchase. He snatched a jaqrui from his belt

  and threw it backhanded. The blade whispered away, thudding into a mage’s legs. He cried out and fell. The three others opened their palms to cast, and Auum commended his soul to Yniss.




  A shadow passed across the doors; the castings were never released. A figure whipped in from the left. One mage was decapitated, his head bouncing and sliding across the ice of the temple floor.

  The head came to rest at Auum’s feet, its eyes staring into his, its final confusion fading away.




  Auum spat on the face and lifted his gaze to the doors. The elf who stood there had a wildness about his expression that he would never lose. Nor would he lose the haunted look in his eyes.

  Swords were dripping blood in his hands, and at his feet human mages were bleeding and dying.




  ‘You took your time,’ said Auum. ‘Perhaps a little more practice is required.’




  The elf ignored him, muttered to himself and knelt at the body of a still-breathing mage.




  ‘You will take the tale of your failure to your masters,’ he said. ‘But only after you have told me what I desire to know.’




  Auum shook his head and began to walk towards the door. He felt Elyss come to his side. Together, they moved past the elf and into the burning village.




  ‘Is that . . . ?’ asked Elyss.




  ‘Yes,’ said Auum. ‘It is Takaar. Or what’s left of him.’




  Auum led Elyss into the fresh rainfall to witness the carnage the human magic had created.




  





  Chapter 2




  

  

    The journey from Silent Priest to ClawBound is short in distance but infinite in solace for the soul. A ClawBound will always remember. That is the price he must pay for

    the joy of genuine union with the most glorious of Tual’s creatures.




    

      From ClawBound and Silent, by Lysael, High Priest of Yniss


  
  

  




  Auum indulged in a moment of pride. His TaiGethen students had reacted like veterans. They had killed without error and saved the lives of dozens of innocents. They moved

  through the village now, readying the dead for removal to the Hallows of Reclamation. They offered comfort to the injured and grieving and administered balms to wounds where they could.




  Fires still burned in a few houses. The magical flame was difficult to extinguish but with Gyal’s tears falling they would spread no further. Auum walked back into the temple. The ice had

  melted quickly, leaving the stones wet and slick. Every chamber held priests at prayer and he could hear plainsong coming from within the dome. It was a dirge for the dead and a chant for the

  vengeance of Shorth to be visited upon the souls of the enemy.




  Back in the dome, Auum walked around the pool and past the priests and adepts kneeling at its edges to sing. A lone figure was standing at the burned, sundered doors of the temple. Auum joined

  her and followed her gaze as it travelled over the bloodstained apron, still littered with the bodies of human mages.




  ‘I am sorry we were not here to save more of your people, Onelle,’ said Auum.




  Onelle gave a dry, mirthless laugh and placed a hand on Auum’s arm.




  ‘Without you, many more would be dead and the plight of all elves would be that much worse.’




  Auum looked at Onelle and saw the haunting knowledge in her eyes. She was an Ynissul who had suffered so much and in whom so much faith and trust was placed. She was the first and most advanced

  practitioner of the Il-Aryn, One Earth, the name given to the fledgling elvish magic. It had aged even her and she was Ynissul, immortal. Grey dominated her hair, which had thinned, giving her a

  taut and severe look when she brushed it back from her face.




  Onelle’s face was deeply lined and her eyes, still green and rich with the health of her soul, were edged with darkness by the weight of a task which kept her from proper rest. But her

  mind was strong and her desire to learn and to impart that learning had grown in the hundred and fifty years since her escape from Ysundeneth and the awakening of the power within her.




  ‘How many did we lose?’ asked Auum.




  Onelle took a shuddering breath. ‘We have counted fourteen adepts. More are gravely wounded. I suppose we should consider ourselves lucky that our orientation class is in the field. Those

  twenty-eight were saved by their absence.’




  Onelle let her head drop. Auum knew she was crying but he needed to know more.




  ‘What is left of the development and practitioner classes?’




  Onelle shook her head. ‘Gone. And worse, we knew this would happen.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘We knew they would find us if we tested our powers. They can smell the use of the Il-Aryn. They can track it like a panther tracks a deer in the depths of night. We’d been so

  careful until now.’




  ‘You can’t blame yourself. You have no choice but to test.’




  Onelle stared up at Auum and the smile she forced through her tears broke his heart. ‘And we found ourselves so terribly wanting, didn’t we?’




  ‘I don’t understand.’




  ‘We were trying to generate a shield against magical attack,’ said Onelle. ‘I was so confident. We had worked so hard. And then they came and cast a single spell and our shield

  crumbled. They all died.’




  ‘Who?’ asked Auum.




  ‘The practitioner class. All of them but me. Along with all of the development class, who were watching and learning and were caught in the blast. So much work, so much time and it was all

  for nothing. All wasted. I’m so sorry.’




  ‘No effort you make is ever wasted,’ said Auum, though a dead weight sat in his chest at her words. ‘We can rebuild.’




  ‘Those still trapped in Ysundeneth don’t have the time. We all know that.’




  ‘They are in no danger if they cause no trouble.’




  ‘They’re slaves!’ Onelle’s voice rang harshly from the temple walls. ‘We swore to free them.’




  ‘And we will. Yniss will guide us. Don’t lose your faith.’




  ‘Auum, you don’t understand.’ Onelle was laughing through her tears. It was a bitter sound. ‘We have been learning how to harness the Il-Aryn for almost a hundred and

  fifty years, ever since the soul of Ix was awakened in some of us. And in all that time we are nowhere. Don’t you see?




  ‘All ten of the practitioner class were building the same casting. One human mage blew it apart, and killed them all in a heartbeat. We have no power, no knowledge, which can possibly

  stand against human magic. It will be centuries before we can stand with you and defend you from their fire and their ice and all the evil they can bring to bear.




  ‘By then, the elves will be lost. Gone or dying out. What is happening at Katura is a symptom of a disease that will sweep us all away. Humans will rule Calaius.’




  Auum bridled. Onelle’s words had laid bare the scale of the gulf between human and elven magic and ripped the veil of hope from his eyes. But despite that he would not turn meekly from his

  task.




  ‘No human will rule my country,’ he said. ‘Katura has slipped into a malaise born of a yearning for things long gone. It is you and I and those we lead who must secure the

  future of our people. You cannot fall prey to despair. There is always something that can be done. Accelerate your learning. I will accelerate the training of my students.




  ‘What can I do to help you?’




  Onelle wiped at her eyes. ‘I’m sorry. It is hard. All that effort, and they snuffed us out so easily. All our confidence and belief in our ability is exposed as a sham.’




  ‘I can promise you that TaiGethen will once again stand at Aryndeneth as sentinels against desecration. The Al-Arynaar will stand with us. No elf will die at this temple again.’




  Onelle nodded. ‘At least those of us still alive will sleep better tonight. But there are so few of us now. We must find more adepts. More potential we can explore.’




  Auum watched Onelle begin to think again and with those thoughts came hope. ‘Then we will find more, and we will send them to you.’




  ‘How do you do it?’ asked Onelle.




  ‘Do what?’




  ‘Keep your spirit so strong and your soul free of doubt.’




  Auum frowned and for a moment could not frame an answer. ‘Because I have never questioned my faith or the virtue of my mission. This is our land, our rainforest. I will not rest until all

  our people are free and man’s stench has been scoured from every corner. Calaius was given to us by Yniss. No human can take it from us.’




  A movement in the canopy at the far edge of the apron caught his eye. It was nothing but a shadow against the light, invisible to all but the sharpest of rainforest predators. He began to run,

  his last words to Onelle spoken over his shoulder.




  ‘Believe and we cannot fail. Tend to your people.’




  Auum’s heart was beating hard in his chest. It had been the merest glint of an eye but he knew who it was, what it was, he had seen.




  ‘Stop!’ called Auum. ‘Speak to me. Tell me what you felt. Please. You are ClawBound but you are still an elf. Stop!’




  But the shadow was gone. Elf and panther had melted away into the canopy.




  ‘Serrin!’ called Auum. ‘It’s you, isn’t it? Please help me. I am Auum. Remember me.’




  Auum stood at the edge of the apron, his emotions choking his thoughts and a brief hope of contact quickly extinguished. He stared into the forest, hoping against all reason to see Serrin

  walking towards him.




  ‘Damn,’ he said. He frowned. ‘What were you doing here?’




  Auum turned back towards the temple. Elyss and Tiiraj were trotting towards him.




  ‘Where are the others?’




  ‘Malaar is working with the priests, preparing the dead for reclamation. Wirann and Gyneev are tending the wounded. A lot of burns. We don’t have enough balm.’




  ‘The priests will provide. How many of the injured will survive?’ asked Auum.




  ‘How far can a TaiGethen jump?’ responded Tiiraj. ‘Olmaat survived burns that should kill any elf. It depends less on the wound, more on the spirit and the will.’




  ‘That is not an answer. How many have burns that should kill them? How many should live because their wounds are superficial?’




  Tiiraj jerked his head back towards the temple. ‘I think you should come and make that determination for yourself.’




  Auum shrugged and gestured for them to precede him, and they trotted into the cool of the temple. The stone flags surrounding the harmonic pool were covered with wounded adepts and priests. The

  stink of charred flesh was in the air and the dome echoed mournfully with moans of pain.




  Auum walked slowly around the dome, kneeling by each victim to speak words of comfort or join the prayers when the priests’ ministrations could not save their patients.




  At the end of his circuit, Auum understood why Tiiraj had been so uncertain. He had seen those with hideous wounds across their faces, clothes burned into their bodies and hands scorched almost

  to the bone whose eyes shone with a fury and an energy that would drive their survival. And he had seen those with relatively light injuries but for whom the shock of the attack threatened to steal

  their souls away to Shorth’s embrace.




  ‘Tais,’ he said, ‘let us leave these fine elves to their recovery. Yniss bless you all and return you to health and your studies. We will pray for you and will be honoured to

  stand with you on the day we take back our land from men and free our people.’




  Auum led his students outside, signalling Onelle to join them.




  ‘I need to know about Takaar,’ he said.




  Onelle’s expression was answer enough. Auum felt a little strength leave him.




  ‘If he’s proving a negative influence, I can organise to move him.’




  Onelle sighed. ‘No, no, I don’t want that. We need his insights, however they are delivered.’




  ‘And is he casting?’




  ‘Not at the moment. He doesn’t have the concentration. Too many people in his head, I think.’




  ‘All right,’ said Auum, feeling a familiar conflict of emotions concerning Takaar. ‘Keep me up to date when you can. Don’t let him unsettle the adepts.’




  ‘Unsettle them? You should see them. They love him. The tales he weaves and the understanding he gives them about the earth’s energies spellbind them, if you can excuse the

  pun.’




  ‘And is he still making his . . . visits?’




  ‘More and more regularly at the moment. I suppose it’s no surprise given his mental state.’




  Auum cursed. ‘Why must he do this?’




  Onelle shrugged and Auum understood her frustration. ‘He always says he receives vital information, but the fact is they’re friends and they like to talk.’




  ‘How can anyone be friends with a human?’ asked Malaar.




  ‘I don’t know,’ said Onelle. ‘Though I suppose if there was a man you could trust, it would probably be him.’




  ‘It cannot be right,’ said Auum. ‘Whether or not he means to, he will betray our secrets. Looking around, I wonder if he already has.’




  Onelle made to speak but stalled as the deep-throated roars of panthers split the air. They were joined by the hard, ululating, guttural cries of elves. The sound was angry, demanding vengeance

  and action. Auum shuddered, listening to the calls and responses echoing across the vastness of the rainforest. Eventually they fell to a silence that gave every one of Tual’s creatures pause

  before taking up cries of their own.




  Onelle was shivering. Never before had the Calaian rainforest heard such a chorus.




  ‘What is it?’ she asked.




  ‘ClawBound,’ said Auum. ‘Calling themselves to muster.’




  ‘Why?’ asked Elyss.




  Auum shook his head. ‘I don’t know but I fear their actions will be precipitate. Serrin was here. He saw the desecration.’




  ‘You think they’ll exact revenge?’ said Tiiraj.




  ‘They are the ClawBound. And humans have attacked the temple of Yniss.’




  ‘But—’ began Elyss.




  ‘I know,’ said Auum. ‘But those threats are of no concern to the ClawBound. They consider those enslaved in our cities to be capable of defending themselves. This is an attack

  on the centre of our faith. And they will avenge it.’




  Auum could see that his students either didn’t understand him or didn’t believe him.




  ‘Study Lysael’s texts,’ said Onelle. ‘Better still, talk to her when you are next in Katura, if she’s still there. It may only be a hundred and thirty years since

  the first ClawBound pairing was forged, but the minds of the Bound elves are already so far beyond what we understand that you cannot apply your notions of sense and intelligence to

  them.’




  ‘Nevertheless, we must try and stop them,’ said Auum.




  ‘How?’ asked Tiiraj. ‘We can’t track them. How do we know where they’ll go?’




  ‘A good question.’ Auum spread his hands. ‘Anyone care to volunteer an answer?’




  Elyss responded first. ‘They’ll want to make a statement. Something that’ll be seen quickly by the humans and make them sit up and take notice.’




  ‘Good,’ said Auum. ‘Malaar?’




  ‘Something of high value, then. Pelt hunters or rare plant gatherers?’




  ‘No,’ said Auum. ‘Men’s money has no meaning to the ClawBound. Think. Wirann?’




  ‘A high-density operation, then. Something close to Ysundeneth.’




  Auum nodded. ‘Right. Why Ysundeneth?’




  ‘It is their power base,’ said Wirann. ‘It’s home to Ystormun.’




  ‘Good,’ said Auum. ‘Gyneev, if you were ClawBound where would you attack?’




  ‘Logging on the River Ix,’ said Gyneev without hesitation. ‘It’s heavily guarded, there are high numbers of slaves and guards, and it’s the greatest desecration of

  the rainforest.’




  Auum knelt, Onelle and his students following his lead.




  ‘Tais, we pray.’ Auum placed one palm on the stone and the other he held to the sky. ‘Yniss, hear me. Beeth, hear me. Bless the ground on which the TaiGethen must run. Show us

  our path and guide us as we seek to stall the hand of your servants, the ClawBound.




  ‘Shorth, hear me. Let those sent to your embrace this day by the malign hand of man feel the grace of their passing and the welcome of our ancients. Let those men who stand before you feel

  the full force of your fury.




  ‘Ix, hear me. Guide Onelle’s hand. Bless her work and swell her spirit as she rebuilds the order of the Il-Aryn. Open their eyes to the control of their power. Speed them to strength

  so they may stand by us to throw down the evil of man.




  ‘I, Auum, ask this.’




  Auum rose after a moment’s silent contemplation. Onelle stayed in prayer a while longer. When she stood, tears were in her eyes once more.




  ‘Ix cannot deliver me more adepts. Only Yniss can do that.’




  Auum nodded. ‘I hear you, Onelle. Elyss, Malaar, you will travel with me. Tiiraj, you will lead Wirann and Gyneev. Guard the temple. Don’t leave here until I return.




  ‘Tais, we move.’




  





  Chapter 3




  

  

    Anyone who wondered why the elves did not seek to attack Ysundeneth sooner was not present the moment Ystormun killed our beloved Katyett.




    From A Charting of Decline, by Pelyn, Arch of the Al-Arynaar, Governor of Katura


  






  There had come a time, and he couldn’t remember when, when he made a game out of it. It was the only way to manage the pain. Manage . . . no, that was the wrong word.

  Endure, that was it. The game was to identify exactly which organ, muscle or bone hurt the most on his occasional journey to the temple of Shorth in Ysundeneth.




  It began with taking a breath. That was difficult. Something to do with the fragility of his chest muscles, apparently. The problem was they were locked solid, so his ribcage wouldn’t rise

  and each breath was like a pathetic gasp. That pain never won the day though, it was too regular, too easy to forget.




  While he was climbing the stairs in a more tortuous fashion than ever before, he compiled a shortlist to consider on the long, long shamble from the stairs to the panoramic chamber at the far

  end of the corridor.




  His head, now there was a new entrant. Ystormun had done something to stop deterioration in his brain function. He had no idea whether it had worked or not but his head was pounding away as if

  his brain was trying to get out through the top of his skull. His left hip was a candidate too, the result of his last attempt on his own life.




  He’d thrown himself down these very stairs and broken every bone in his left leg and a few others besides. Most had been readily healed with spell and splint but his left hip was a total

  mess. Shattered and cracked, he was told, beyond what magic could heal, and it made every pace agony, with fire racing down to his foot and sheeting across his lower back.




  It didn’t help that his muscle atrophy appeared to be accelerating. He would have welcomed it but for the fact that it made Ystormun cross and liable to experiment in other painful ways to

  halt the decay.




  Today, he couldn’t put the arthritis in his hands and wrists on the shortlist because his stomach was so blindingly painful. He hadn’t eaten solid food in almost twenty years, since

  his digestive system developed problems with anything larger than a pea. But this morning he’d woken in a puddle of diarrhoea and with cramps twisting his guts. A spell had calmed the cramps

  but had left the sort of pain he associated with a sword thrust through the stomach when the blade was being turned in the wound.




  He reached the top of the stairs and rested against the wall while he assessed the walk he still had to make. His guards, Ystormun called them helpers though they offered little help and were

  clearly there to stop him attempting suicide again, waited behind and to the side of him.




  ‘No contest, really,’ he said to none of them, his voice hoarse over his dry throat and drier lips. ‘Today it’s the guts.’




  ‘We’re already late,’ said one of his helpers. He couldn’t remember the man’s name. He didn’t remember all that much these days. ‘The master does not

  like to be kept waiting.’




  ‘Well you know where he can stick it. Master. Pathetic sycophants, the lot of you.’




  He moved on up the corridor, ensuring his movements were as laboured and slow as he could possibly manage. The sighs and muttered curses of his helpers gave him some tiny mote of satisfaction.

  There was little enough he controlled these days. Briefly, he considered soiling his clothes. He had regained control of his bowels since this morning but they didn’t know that. He decided

  against it. The look on their faces would almost be worth it, but the cleaning up wasn’t. It was a weapon to be used sparingly.




  He liked to imagine the sun moving across the sky, albeit buried behind banks of rain-bearing cloud much of the time, while he made his agonising progress to his meetings with Ystormun. In the

  early years these meetings had happened every day. Not any more. And he was thankful to whichever elven god might be listening for that.




  It wasn’t that Ystormun had tired of the experiment itself – and how he prayed for the day that he did. No, it was more that Calaius’ ruler had become more of an overseer,

  having delegated the day-to-day drudgery of keeping his subject alive to junior mages. It was unfortunate that the juniors were so diligent in their work. He shouldn’t have been surprised.

  Ystormun didn’t handle disappointment terribly well.




  One of his minders opened the door to the panorama room and its glorious views across eastern Ysundeneth and into the ruined rainforest beyond the River Ix. The sun was bright for the moment,

  bathing the long airy room with glorious light. It was a fresh and bright scene quite at odds with the room’s single occupant.




  Ystormun was sitting in a high-backed black leather chair behind a huge polished wooden desk. Paperweights held piles of documents in place and the remains of a meal were scattered across three

  plates in front of Calaius’ lord and master. Ystormun didn’t have a great deal of flesh and his skin was stretched so tightly over his frame that every bone of his face and hands was

  visible. He was a walking skeleton wearing the loose light-weave robes favoured by those seeking relief from the relentless humidity. It was a matter of debate which one of them looked worse.




  ‘Your stench precedes you, Garan,’ said Ystormun. ‘Sit.’




  Ystormun wafted a hand at a deep and comfortable chair to his left. Garan ignored it and sat in a straight-backed wooden chair to the right, one he had half a chance of getting back out of

  following this meeting.




  ‘And yours surrounds you like a mobile cesspit,’ said Garan. ‘My stench is your fault. What’s your excuse?’




  Ystormun’s dark eyes flashed but he managed a thin smile.




  ‘How old are you now?’ Ystormun rasped, his voice echoing in the largely empty space of the room.




  ‘A hundred and seventy-six,’ said Garan, and the numbers sounded unreal as they always did.




  ‘And in all that time you have failed to bait me as you desire.’




  ‘There is always hope. More than that, there is satisfaction in trying. Who else could sit here and tell you that you look worse than a forty-day-old corpse strung up on the Ultan bridge

  and that you smell worse than panther shit, and expect to live?’




  ‘Even you have a limit to your leash, Garan.’




  ‘And I am so enjoying finding out where that limit lies. The thought of exceeding it is what sweeps me to the bliss of dreams every night.’




  Ystormun snorted and shuffled briefly through a sheaf of papers, plucking one from a fat leather file.




  ‘To business. Your eyesight. Improved? Keener?’




  ‘I can almost see right through your skin to that shrivelled black organ you probably still call your heart. Does that help?’




  Ystormun growled, and the guttural sound was more suited to the rainforest than the room. Garan felt a frisson of fear and felt suitably alive as a result.




  ‘Your kidneys returned to full function ten days ago. Have you had any negative reaction to the treatment?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Garan. ‘I am still alive.’




  Ystormun tensed and the sinews in his jaws and neck stood taut under his yellow, brown-spotted skin.




  ‘Your stomach,’ he said, speaking slowly and with a deliberate measure designed to convey menace but raising nothing but hope in Garan. ‘Three days of a new treatment. Has the

  swelling reduced and your capacity to retain nourishment increased?’




  Garan met Ystormun’s stare without flinching, without the terror so obvious in the mage lord’s lieutenants.




  ‘My stomach remains agonising and as such is my brightest hope for death despite your inhuman meddling with my body. Your experiment is, and has always been, an abject failure.’




  Ystormun was quick, and his height, when he chose to use it, was intimidating. His hands slapped onto the desk top and he loomed high over Garan, whose shrivelled form hunched reflexively,

  though his eyes never deviated from the mage lord’s. In his peripheral vision he could see the desk crackling and smouldering beneath Ystormun’s hands. Almost. Almost.




  ‘Nothing I touch is ever a failure.’ Ystormun’s voice ground out like rock grating on rock. ‘And it is time you understood that even if you expired right now you still

  represent a triumph.’




  Garan’s jaw dropped and he was aware of a line of drool dribbling from the corner of his mouth.




  ‘Look at me,’ he whispered then raised his voice as loud as he could muster. ‘Look at me! My skin splits if I sneeze too hard. Every joint is so swollen with arthritis

  that I can’t get out of bed unaided and I can’t walk more than a dozen paces without rest. Every time I breathe, the pain takes that breath away. If I fall, I break twenty bones. My

  whole body, my whole life, is a sheet of agony. I have not recognised myself in a mirror for fifty years. I am dead but you keep my heart beating. How is that a triumph, you bastard?’




  A glimmer of long-forgotten humanity crossed Ystormun’s features. The crackling ceased and the mage lord moved his hands, revealing the blackened imprints on the desk.




  ‘Because I have given you life beyond your wildest dreams. I have given you the chance to see and hear and touch and taste when you should have been nothing but bleached bones scattered

  across the land. I have made your name one that will resonate through the history of man.’




  ‘And my family will always carry the shame that I was Ystormun’s plaything. I do not want to be named in history. All I ever wanted was to do my tour, return to those I love and die

  in my wife’s arms when my time came. You denied me my rights and you still do. I spit on the ground your feet touch.’




  Ystormun’s touch of humanity faded and his ancient cold eyes bored into Garan’s face.




  ‘You think yourself unfortunate because I have never tired of you. I am tempted to remove your tongue. Believe me, I can make your life far more unpleasant than you already believe it to

  be. Dwell on this if you must: you are an unfinished experiment and I cannot let you die before you are complete.




  ‘You have the organs of a man approaching his latter years. Your heart would beat well in the body of a man of thirty. And every day my mages get closer to solving the problem of your

  musculature, skin and bones. You, Garan, could be the first human immortal and yet you choose to whine about your longevity.’




  ‘Were you ever a human?’ asked Garan. ‘Or did the deal you made to keep your heart slithering along also remove such notions as honour, shame and free will?’




  Ystormun sniffed, managing to make the sound both dismissive and disgusting.




  ‘You don’t want to know any more about the deal I made than you already do,’ said the mage lord, and Garan was damned if the skeletal figure didn’t shudder beneath his

  robes.




  ‘At least yours was a matter of choice,’ said Garan.




  Ystormun walked around the desk to stand above Garan.




  ‘Yes, it was. And I have no time for honour or free will. There is only conquest and domination.’ Ystormun leaned right down until Garan’s eyes were full of the mage

  lord’s leathery face and his nose full of the trademark musty odour. ‘And you are part of my inevitable rise to power in Balaia.’




  ‘Got me a new sword, have you? I can’t wait to see the fear on your enemies’ faces when they see me limping towards them.’




  Ystormun growled again. ‘Something in this festering land gives the elves their long life and I will seed that in you if it takes me another hundred and fifty years. So you will live,

  Garan, and you will see the new breed of humans born. Those I can imbue with long life, great speed and huge strength. Unstoppable. Loyal. Willing.’




  At last Garan had the truth behind the torture of the last hundred and thirty years. He tried to hold back a laugh.




  ‘You’re trying to create an elf from my body so you can build an army of me and take on the power of Triverne? You really are a fucking idiot, aren’t you?’




  Ystormun’s eyes darkened and his hands crackled with power.




  ‘You could have stood with me at the head of my dominion,’ said Ystormun. ‘But your every insulting word is logged and noted and you will be cast aside when I am done with

  you.’




  ‘My death cannot come too soon.’




  ‘Death? I don’t think so, Garan. That would be reward, not a punishment.’ Ystormun stalked across to the windows and stared out towards the rainforest. ‘This meeting is

  over. Your next treatment will be somewhat uncomfortable but might give you more strength in your legs. It will be that or paralysis.’




  Garan felt cold. Ystormun was nothing if not a man of his word. Still, there was always a chance he could be provoked enough to lash out.




  ‘I look forward to pulling myself along by my arms to see you,’ said Garan.




  ‘Sometimes I think my work to maintain your brain function was wasted,’ said Ystormun. ‘You see so much less than you should.’




  ‘So sure?’ Garan raised a shaking hand and pointed a crooked arthritic finger at Ystormun. ‘I can see you’re fidgeting. You’re nervous, but not of me. I can hear

  your finger bones clacking together.’




  Ystormun stared at him and Garan saw the exhaustion in his eyes; quite something in orbs always so sunken and black-rimmed.




  ‘That’ll be down to too much interference from your brethren; too much long-distance debate, right?’ said Garan.




  He needed to lie down. Ystormun’s sheer presence was draining enough. But this was one of those rare occasions when the mage lord was clearly uncomfortable about something. Garan was not

  going to let a mere hundred and seventy years of age get in the way of an attempt to make the skeleton squirm a little.




  Ystormun’s stare intensified. Garan felt the temperature on his face rise.




  ‘Oh dear,’ said Garan. ‘And it didn’t go so well for you, did it? What was it this time?’




  ‘I am not in the habit of talking to you about such matters.’




  ‘Well, I might as well go, then.’




  Garan began to think about pushing himself out of the chair. It was not a prospect he relished. He feared his legs had seized up and his head felt light. Too much thinking did that to him these

  days.




  ‘Did it ever occur to you that, as the only other man who was here from the start, I might have something useful to add?’ asked Garan, hoping to delay the moment a little

  further.




  There was a flicker across Ystormun’s features, gone the next blink.




  ‘I admit no weakness,’ he said. ‘Only the ignorance of others.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Garan, satisfied at last. ‘It’s the old “delicate balance” thing again, is it?’




  Ystormun appeared to relax, just by a hair. ‘There are those in Triverne who do not accept the threat still posed by the TaiGethen.’




  ‘Ah. And those sails on the horizon. That’s more muscle, I suppose, to hasten their demise.’




  Ystormun shook his head. ‘Workers.’




  ‘Bullshit.’ Garan found himself experiencing a wholly uncomfortable emotion. Sympathy. ‘This place already works. It is efficient. What’s going on?’




  ‘Politics,’ said Ystormun.




  ‘More bullshit,’ said Garan, sensing an opening like never before. ‘I’m proud of what we achieved here. I hate you for keeping me alive, but at least I can see the fruits

  of my labour. If you must keep my heart beating, use me, confide in me. After all, what can I do?’




  ‘Other than talk to your pet elf?’




  Garan sank back in his chair. Pains thrashed through his body and tortured his mind. One secret, everyone was allowed one secret.




  ‘You are pouting like a girl,’ said Ystormun. ‘After so long, you surely knew that nothing escapes me here.’




  ‘He leaves no trace,’ said Garan.




  ‘As a warrior, no. But as a mage, his imprint is loud and lingering. What did you just say?’




  ‘You heard.’ Garan pushed himself to his feet, swaying and retching at the pain ricocheting through his body. ‘I’m going. I’m tired.’




  Garan’s head was thumping. He felt violated, exposed.




  ‘Tell your pet to keep his minions in check. They are walking a narrow path and I am all that holds back the tide.’




  ‘You make it sound like you are doing them a favour,’ said Garan.




  ‘Just tell him.’




  ‘No. He has other things he must hear.’




  ‘Don’t push me, Garan.’




  Garan laughed. ‘Or what? Save your threats for someone you can scare.’




  





  Chapter 4




  

  

    You are wrong to think of it as a sudden change. I suspect they had been evolving for hundreds of years. Perhaps from the moment we set foot on Calaius. The arrival of man

    was a catalyst, there is no doubt about that, but it would be a mistake to think the bonding would not otherwise have occurred. Fascinating, aren’t they? But take care around them. Their

    minds are no longer elven. I fear they will grow ever more unpredictable.




    From ClawBound and Silent, by Lysael, High Priest of Yniss


  






  Serrin, for he still thought of himself as Serrin though it was a name from another life, only remembered in dreams, crouched next to his Claw. He felt the warmth of her body

  beneath her sleek black coat. He felt the movement of her chest with every breath. He shared everything he saw with her and she shared every scent that entered her nose with him.




  Their minds were one and it was a state of joy that should never have been threatened. The fact that his joy had been dimmed by reminders of his past added extra bite to his fury. For his Claw

  it was something far simpler: an invasion of hunting grounds that had to be challenged.




  They had heard the harsh sounds of man and the forced destruction of the rainforest by elves well before they could see or smell anything. Five other ClawBound pairs were with them, each

  watching from deep enough in the canopy that man’s simple senses could not detect them.




  What they could see and smell was a defilement greater than any of them could have foreseen: an organised clearance of the canopy, leaving the rainforest gasping its last over huge areas that

  would take decades to regrow. The River Ix was clogged with barges, nets and logs ready for transport north to Ysundeneth. Men were driving their slaves to hack the life from the gift Yniss had

  bestowed upon the elves.




  Serrin had counted around a hundred elves, plus twenty men and mages. His Claw growled deep in her throat, her eyes playing over the scene and her nose sampling the air. Serrin caught the foul

  stench of man and felt the simplicity of her desire. Her head moved to the elven slaves, whose every axe blow was accompanied by prayers for forgiveness. Pack. Protect.




  She focused on the humans. Her body tensed and her hackles rose. Prey.




  Serrin stroked her flank and rested a hand on the top of her head. Rain began to fall. It was heavy and the darkness of the cloud cover suggested it would be prolonged.




  Soon, he pulsed.




  ‘I hate this.’ Jeral stared up at the sky, revealed now that the trees had been cleared back from the river bank in a growing swathe cut into the forest. He

  shouldn’t have bothered. Though it was daytime, the mass of black cloud had obscured any hint of sunshine or warmth, leaving the world grey and dismal. ‘I just fucking hate

  this.’




  ‘Well, that’s good to hear. Again. Because having counted almost as far as ten since you last opened your fat mouth to moan, I thought you’d changed your mind, I really

  did.’




  Jeral glanced to his left. He couldn’t see Nuin’s face. The mage was staring at the logging operation, his features hidden by the deep hood of his cloak. His hoarse voice was just

  audible over the sound of rain hammering on the deck of their barge, spattering off Jeral’s bald head and the leather of his high-collared coat.




  ‘Well, you don’t have to be scared, do you? One whiff of them and you can just fly off.’




  Nuin turned to him, his features still hidden but this time by the gloom of the day. Jeral could just about see his mouth move and the dark gleam of his eyes.




  ‘You really think I’d abandon you?’




  ‘I would,’ said Jeral.




  ‘You worry too much.’




  ‘Really?’




  Jeral gestured beyond the stern of the barge. They were anchored midstream, flanked on either side by similar barges. A net was strung between the vessels, holding back the growing mass of logs

  harvested from the forest. This stretch of the River Ix had been chosen for its particularly sluggish flow but, even so, the mass of wood floating in the water worried Jeral.




  On land a working party of a hundred and five Sharps felled timber as slowly as the whips and threats of their guards allowed. The Sharps never spoke. Their eyes, though, spoke enough. A crime

  was being perpetrated here and they were complicit in it. Jeral didn’t get it. Big forest, countless trees; a few hundred less was like taking a single drip from the Southern Ocean, and he

  was bored to tears by their endless bloody praying.




  ‘Yes, really,’ said Nuin. ‘Three days, no sightings. They don’t know we’re here.’




  ‘They don’t know we’re here yet.’




  ‘You’re such a pessimist.’




  ‘And you’re just an idiot. By your reckoning, the longer we stay here, the more likely it is they’ll never find us. Me, I believe the opposite. That’s why I fucking hate

  it here. Not because of the rain, but because anytime, anytime, they could appear and slaughter us all.’




  ‘But they don’t, do they?’ said Nuin. ‘They just watch. It’s been like that for decades. Since—’




  ‘I am well aware of Ystormun’s interesting reprisal rules, thank you. But you feel something’s changed, don’t you?’




  Nuin shook his head. ‘Frankly, no. It’ll be like every other time. They’ll show up, posture a bit and we’ll pack up and move on when the Sharps get too twitchy.

  It’s a big forest and it’s a very, very long river.’




  The rain thrashed across the deck of the barge. Jeral stared at the Sharps again and for a moment he was in sympathy with their mournful expressions. The sounds of axes hammering at the base of

  another trunk fell into rhythm with his heartbeat, or so it seemed. It was mesmeric. Then an order was barked out by one of his men, followed by a shout of warning.




  With attendant cracking, splintering, rustling and rushing, the great tree fell, toppling to land with its crown in the water. The thump of the trunk hitting the ground reverberated across the

  river, spray flew up in a shroud and ripples rocked the barges at anchor. A team of Sharps moved to divest the tree of unwanted greenery. The sound of multiple small axes striking wood filled the

  air.




  One more down. One more towards the moment they could leave. Jeral shuddered. Even then their safety was hardly guaranteed. It was a long slow trip to the logging station built to the south of

  Ysundeneth, at least two days on the river – and all the while prey to the TaiGethen should they choose to break their decades-long abstinence from slaughter.




  ‘Never mind prey, think I might just pray,’ muttered Jeral.




  ‘What was that?’




  ‘Nothing, my magical friend. Just a hilarious play on words designed to kill the merest fraction of time.’ Jeral stared into the sodden gloom of the rainforest. ‘I just fucking

  hate this.’




  The sky darkened further. The rain intensified. Jeral closed his eyes while the water slapped onto his skull and poured down his face. He shook his head, wondering if it could really get any

  worse. He opened his eyes again to see Nuin’s pained expression. He found it lifted his mood just a tiny bit.




  ‘Guess how close I got to ten, that time,’ said Nuin.




  ‘Amaze me,’ said Jeral and found himself smiling.




  A shadow flashed across his vision and Nuin was gone. Jeral stumbled back a couple of paces, registering the panther’s roar. Nuin had been carried right into the middle of the deck. The

  panther was on top of him. Jeral saw its claws rake and its jaws bite down hard. Blood spurted from Nuin’s neck.




  Jeral shouted to distract the animal, drawing his sword and advancing across the deck though he knew he was too late. The panther turned its head towards him, bared its fangs and sprang away.

  Jeral tracked its movement, watching it skip across the treacherous log jam and back to the river bank.




  Jeral looked back at Nuin. ‘Why you?’




  The river bank was cluttered with humans and elves. All easier, closer targets, none of whom seemed to know what had just happened. And Nuin had just been, well, executed for want of a better

  word.




  Jeral looked back towards the panther. The animal had stopped at the edge of the forest not fifty yards away, where the trees met the river on the border of the cleared land. An elf stood there,

  at least Jeral assumed he was an elf.




  His face was painted half white. The other half was covered in piercings and tattoos. His ears and nose were pierced, his teeth filed to points as were his fingernails. His body, naked but for a

  loincloth, was densely stitched with tattoos.




  Jeral, rain beating on his head and leathers, shivered. The elf opened his mouth and uttered a guttural cry. It was taken up across the forest surrounding the clearing and the roars of panthers

  joined it. As one, the Sharps downed tools and gathered together, kneeling in prayer.




  Jeral went cold. He began to run, vaulting over the rail and onto the treacherous logs, which rolled and sank beneath his feet, heading for the river bank. That panther had taken Nuin out

  because he was a mage, and because he’d been separated from the others. It was a ridiculous notion but he could find no other explanation.




  ‘It’s an attack! Guard the mages. Get to barge one now!’




  Tall, white-painted and tattooed elves melted out of the forest. Each had a panther by his side. At a single call, they began to run. Fast. Impossibly fast, to Jeral’s eyes. He watched

  them break, elves and panthers streaking towards their targets.




  ‘It can’t be,’ he breathed. ‘It can’t be.’




  Jeral’s feet hit the river bank.




  ‘Barge one. Run!’ he yelled, sprinting along the shore towards the muster point. ‘Get the mages behind you.’




  His message wasn’t getting through above the tumult of the downpour. No one else could see it: the panthers and elves were working together. It was like they could read each other’s

  minds. Jeral ran past the barge towards a knot of soldiers surrounding two mages. They were standing still.




  ‘Move! Back away,’ he ordered. ‘To me.’




  A panther roared and attacked from the right. It leapt at the head of one warrior, bearing him back into the knot of men. Three went down, three still stood, disoriented. Two of them were mages.

  A second panther was coming from the left flanked by two elves.




  ‘Cast something, damn you,’ Jeral roared.




  The first elf stepped in and lashed his hand across the face of one mage, tearing four gashes in his cheek, ripping his nose to shreds and skewering an eye. The mage screamed and raised his

  hands. The elf dragged his fingers clear, moments before the second panther tore the mage’s throat out.




  Jeral shuddered and slowed. He was only ten paces from them and he was already far too late. The three on the ground were already dead. A second elf grabbed the surviving mage by the sides of

  his head. As the mage wailed, begging for mercy, the elf tipped his head back and buried his teeth in the exposed neck. Blood fountained into the dark sky.




  Jeral cried out, he couldn’t help it. He cast around for more survivors. He saw a mage and warrior running towards the forest, chased by an elf and panther pair. He had to watch,

  couldn’t drag his eyes away, as the panther pounced on the warrior, jaws grabbing the base of his skull and front paws thudding into his shoulders. The elf ran on another pace and leapt into

  the air. He cycled his legs, reached out with one long arm and lashed his needle-sharp nails down the back of his victim’s neck. The mage fell face first into the mud, twitching momentarily,

  and it was over.




  Jeral turned again, a full circle this time. His breathing was ragged and he couldn’t keep the heat from his face or the thundering from his chest. He gasped in air. The rain was getting

  lighter. The ground was covered in bodies, drenched with blood mixed with water and mud, and the last of his men had been slaughtered.




  There was nowhere to run.




  Jeral backed away towards the river. Maybe if he jumped in . . .




  Elves and panthers watched him dispassionately. All but one pair disappeared back into the forest, ignoring the elves they had presumably come to save. One pair remained. They walked towards

  him. The elf, his teeth and fingers glistening with fresh blood, had one hand on the panther’s head. The animal was growling deep in its throat.




  Jeral felt water swirling around his feet and heard the splashes of his boots in the shallows. He stopped; it was pointless to attempt an escape.




  ‘Please,’ he said in elvish. He dropped his sword. ‘Please let me live.’




  Jeral had never thought of himself as a coward but the notion that he might attack this solitary pair to avenge his command never entered his head. The elf stared at him and closed to within a

  pace. Jeral’s nostrils were filled with the scents of blood and beast. He knew he was trembling. It took all of his courage to hang on to his bowels.




  The elf reached out a hand, slowly and deliberately, gripping Jeral’s lower jaw. His fingernails cut Jeral’s cheeks and the pressure he exerted grew painfully intense. He pushed his

  face into Jeral’s. Jeral could feel his raw power and the enormity of his hatred.




  ‘We are ClawBound,’ he said, his voice hoarse and quiet. ‘Fear us.’




  The elf relaxed his grip and released Jeral, letting his fingernails scratch deep into Jeral’s cheeks. Jeral felt the blood begin to gather and bead.




  ‘We will come. We will destroy you,’ he said, finding a modicum of bravado if his life was to be spared.




  The elf cocked his head. ‘You are mistaken.’




  They walked away back into the forest, which Jeral continued to watch long after they had disappeared. One last time, he let his gaze travel over the scene of slaughter. He tried not to focus on

  the dead. A hundred yards from him, the Sharps were still praying. Not one of them had moved.




  Jeral shook his head. He felt sick. He turned back to the river, its barges and its nets full of logs waiting to float downstream. He wondered, bleakly, how hard it would be to steer a barge

  alone.




  





  Chapter 5




  

  

    They are either examples of elven perfection and purity, or are symptomatic of our descent to inevitable extinction. They could very well be both.




    Auum, Arch of the TaiGethen


  





  Auum lifted the human’s head from the mud by his hair. He examined the wounds and let it drop. He wiped his hands on his thighs and stood up.




  ‘Five,’ he said. ‘Malaar?’




  Malaar straightened from the body he’d been examining. He nodded.




  ‘One more,’ he said. ‘But that’s all.’




  ‘Six ClawBound pairs,’ said Auum, walking towards him. ‘And look what they did. This was no battle, it was butchery. Follow their tracks back into the forest, see if

  there’s a single direction or if they split.’




  ‘Or we could ask them.’




  Malaar indicated the elven working party. Auum didn’t know whether to feel pity or contempt for them. Three hours and more must have passed since the ClawBound attack and the liberated

  elves still sat by their axes and the desecration they had been forced to wreak on the rainforest. They were watching the TaiGethen with a wariness that was close to suspicion.




  ‘I’ll speak to them,’ said Auum. ‘Follow the tracks. Tell me what you find.’




  ‘Auum!’




  Auum turned. Elyss was staring down at the ground on the river bank. The hulks of barges sat in the water, ugly and with nets still bulging with stolen timber. Auum trotted over to her across

  the blood-soaked churned mud surrounding the multiple mutilated corpses.




  ‘What have you got?’




  Elyss crouched and indicated a line of impressions in the silt leading north along the bank. After three hours, rain and river had erased most of the tracks but the story they told was clear

  enough.




  ‘They let one go,’ said Elyss. ‘He can’t be far away.’




  ‘Serrin, what have you done?’




  ‘We can still catch him. Stop word getting back to Ysundeneth.’




  Auum looked at the three barges stretched across the fast-flowing river. Two had rowing boats strapped to their sterns. One did not.




  ‘He’s a lot further away than you think.’




  ‘We have to stop him. Don’t we?’ asked Elyss.




  ‘It won’t stop what’s coming,’ said Auum. He stared into the forest, his sense of frustration growing. ‘Our efforts would be better spent stopping the ClawBound

  repeating this. Though, Yniss knows, part of me has no desire to hold them back.’




  Auum stood up, his gaze falling on the elves gathered near the eaves of the forest. Their prayers of lament had been like a murmur through the forest, leading the TaiGethen to this scene of

  carnage. They had not turned from their prayers in the time Auum and his people had been picking over the site.




  Auum walked to them, for the first time listening to the words of the chant. He frowned. It was a lament for the lost. The ClawBound would not have so much as scratched an elf, so who was lost?

  Auum glanced over his shoulder at the flies clouding over the bodies now the rain had ceased. Surely not for their captors?




  One elf, an Apposan by his broad back and muscular arms, was leading the service. Auum knelt by him, laying a hand on his shoulder and pressing the other to the mud.




  ‘Yniss blesses you and saves you for greater tasks than being the slave of man. You need not mourn them, no matter what they may have become to you.’




  The Apposan turned his head but he would not look Auum in the face, keeping his eyes a little to the left and focused down at the TaiGethen’s shoulder level.




  ‘Humans defile the rainforest even in death,’ he said. ‘Their blood will poison our river. We do not mourn them. We mourn those this attack has condemned.’




  ‘Is it really so certain?’




  ‘Ten elves will die for every man lying here.’




  ‘Ten?’ Auum heard Elyss gasp behind him. ‘I am truly sorry we were too late to stop them.’




  The Apposan nodded. Silence had fallen across the clearing. Auum lifted his head with a hand placed gently under his chin.




  ‘You can look at me,’ he said softly. ‘I am no human. I am Auum, Arch of the TaiGethen. And you are free, all of you.’




  The elf shook his head. He had a powerful frame but his face held the stress of his captivity and the wrinkles on his face and thinning dark hair gave him age beyond his years.




  ‘I am Koel. I speak for this gang and we are not free. We will never be free.’




  Auum pushed back so that he could see Koel’s eyes. A hundred and fifty years of captivity had beaten his will down to nothing but there was still something there that man could not

  kill.




  ‘You’re going back,’ said Auum quietly. ‘Aren’t you?’




  Koel nodded and dropped his gaze to the ground once again.




  ‘You can’t!’ Elyss stepped up, her voice shockingly loud in the quiet before the rains came again. ‘You’re free. You can join the fight. Liberate your

  comrades!’




  Koel looked back at Auum. ‘There have to be some left alive to liberate.’




  ‘How many will they kill?’




  ‘They kill ten for every one of us that escapes. Elves dragged from the pens and strung up in the Park of Penitence. Our people are eviscerated and left to die with the lizards, rats and

  birds feasting on them. The old, the sick and the weak go first. Those of us who can’t see them can smell them. So no one tries to escape. We must not.’
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