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In me thou see'st the twilight of such day,

As after sunset fadeth in the west;

Which by and by black night doth take away,

Death's second self, that seals up all in rest.
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In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire,

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie,

As the death-bed whereon it must expire,

Consum'd with that which it was nourish'd by.
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This thou perceiv'st, 

which makes thy love more strong,

To love that well which thou must leave ere long.
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Sonnet 73, William Shakespeare

_____________________________________________________

––––––––
[image: ]


Prologue
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Siku, 1905
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In 1905, Siku was nineteen and lived on the mainland. Having passed the age when he no longer had to worry about going to the government school, he worked in a trading post in the summer, helping his brother-in-law, a white guy named Charlie, doing whatever needed to be done. In the winter, as soon as the pack ice allowed, he would hunt seals with his fellow Inuit. He wasn’t old and experienced enough to be a master hunter, but he was learning, and he knew both the white man’s civilised world and the wild world of the Arctic well enough that he could easily swim in both waters.
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On a fine day in the spring of 1905, he took a boatload of goods and house construction supplies to Ukiuq Island, which was odd because all of the Inuit people there were leaving to go to the mainland and then on to Nome, so why would anyone bother to build a new house? But weird or not, the clan elders ordered, and Siku didn’t question.
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Once on the island, the job became even stranger. He was told not to unload the boat; they were moving on to another island in the morning. 
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Four men came to the boat to inspect the supplies, sign the receipt, and make sure nothing was forgotten, and ten steps behind the last man, a girl followed them. She wasn’t a child, even though one of the men called her Arnaq, which means girl in the Inuit language, so Siku didn’t know if that was her name or simply what she was. Even though she was a bit short, he knew she was a young woman because she had a chin tattoo, and he could see the mark despite the full ring of fur around her parka hood. The large Inuit snow goggles she wore were also visible, and that was strange for this time of year. There was no snow to blind her now, and no one else had their hoods up; it wasn’t that cold. She stood to the side and didn’t talk, but Siku could tell she was watching and listening. 
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Arnaq, who didn’t have a name, which was why the people she lived with called her The Girl, listened to the men talk but didn’t pay any attention to them. Every cell in her brain was occupied by the beautiful young man her clansmen chatted with. He was the man who brought the building supplies her father needed to finish the house on the island she was moving to.
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Oh, he was gorgeous. 
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Well spoken, with a light sheen of mainland sophistication that the boys of her island didn’t have, he smiled easily, joking with her uncles and her father as they talked and smoked their pipes. He even had a kind word and a friendly nod for the shy figure who squatted on the rocks well back from the boat.
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Along with building supplies, a door, nails, an axe, and tools to work rock, he brought her presents, even though he had no idea they were for her and didn’t give them to her directly. Carefully wrapped in a waterproof bag were a bowl, a spoon, and three books. 
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The girl watched the men unwrap the gifts, glance at them briefly, and then put them back. The man who said he was her father smiled and said the gifts were for her and would be waiting for her on the island. She had something to look forward to! 
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The number three is significant to the Inuit, representing the sea, sky and land – the immutable realms where everything lived, and the three books were From Sea to Sea by Kipling, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by Baum, and The Outcasts of the Islands by Conrad. Sea, sky, land.
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The spoon represented sustenance and the act of providing for others, and the bowl represented sharing, family, and, to a shaman, mankind’s connection with the spirit realm. The girl knew that, although she couldn’t remember who told her. So when the mainlander Siku brought Arnaq a spoon and a bowl, he was giving her symbols of her two communities – the one here on Earth and the other in the spirit realm.
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With a joyous epiphany, Arnaq knew that this Siku understood her. Surely those gifts were significant, and he knew she was different, just as she had always known she was, and her difference was a celebration. Her difference was worthy of gifts. Being from the mainland, he must know more, and to bring her such meaningful and magnificent gifts meant he wasn’t afraid of her, not like all of the boys in her tiny community.
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All these thoughts raced through her mind between the time the bag holding the gifts was opened, inventoried, and carefully tied back up.
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That night, very late because the sun wasn’t so sleepy now and the dark didn’t last as long, Arnaq crept from her unshared room and walked down to the rocky shore, where the boat was hauled up on the shingle. 
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Siku sat alone by a dying driftwood fire, carving a bit of whale bone to pass the time before he slept in the boat, when the hairs on the back of his neck stood up. He was being watched. And there, as silent and as still as a statue, the girl from the village crouched just at the edge of the firelight, staring at him.  

––––––––
[image: ]


It was late, there were no men around, and Siku grinned. He knew what that meant. She was curious; maybe up for a bit of fun. In these tiny isolated villages, not much more than large clans, a girl might be related to every single male and a new guy, even one who visited just for a day or two, would get a second look. Casual sex wasn’t stigmatised with his people like it was on the mainland. In Siku’s mind, the Christian attitude of the white people towards what was fun and natural was really messed up. And here was a young woman who was alone and not too afraid of this unknown man. She was just cautious until she got to know him, as any woman would be. 
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So Siku spoke to her and let her get to know him a bit better. He wooed her with gentle words, and as he murmured about nothing and everything, she crept closer, just as he knew she would. 
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Finally, and it took a while, she sat next to him, and he showed her what he was carving, a seal out of a bit of whale bone. As he spoke, he bent down and gave her a kunik, a little snuffle of a kiss on the cheek, nothing to scare her, but just enough to show he was interested in something more earthy than a discussion on the artistic merits of his craft and to give her a chance to change her mind.  
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She smiled and leaned in, the single line of the tunniit on her chin drawing his eye to her very lovely lips, where he gave her a real kiss, and there was no doubt of his intentions after that. 
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She kissed back. Hard – and in that returned kiss, Siku felt her delicious heat, and he knew she had accepted his offer.
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They shared a wonderful, wild kiss, and Siku closed his eyes as every synapse of his body concentrated on his mouth and hers. Still kissing her, Siku didn’t need to see her as he unbuttoned her parka; he knew what to do, and this wasn’t his first time. Her hands cupped his face, stroking his moustache, and she broke off to catch her breath and giggle. Siku smiled, his own breath becoming  ragged, and then he took off her snow goggles, which she was still wearing, even in the dark, and –
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And her brightly glowing green eyes blazed into his.
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Siku screamed, a single terrified screech that to anyone sleeping in the village sounded just like a gull, so no one ran out to see what was wrong, and the girl, who wasn’t a girl, but a witch, fell back and scrambled like an animal over the rocky shore. Just out of reach, she stopped, crouched, panting with her own fear and frustrated lust, and every bit of exposed skin glowed with a green fire.  In that fleeting second, Siku got a good look at her.
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A witch, a beautiful and unnerving one, with glowing green eyes and a mop of white hair and pointed wolf ears that cleared the top of her head. As he examined her, the witch’s huge, flaming eyes stared into his soul, weighed it, and found Siku wanting. He knew it; he could feel it. Siku felt his spirit disconnect – just for an instant – as she judged him, and then she let him go. She didn’t want him any more, and in that briefest span of time, his terror changed to regret. Siku had wooed her, won her and then lost her. He wasn’t man enough to keep her.
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Her round, glowing eyes stared at him, her doll-like face as frozen as one of his carvings, and then it crumbled, and he saw tears roll down the soft cheeks he had just kissed. He’d scared her, but more than that, at the moment she offered herself to him, his cowardice rejected her gift, and they both knew it. She wouldn’t give him a second chance, and she disappeared into the dark.
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Siku couldn’t sleep, sitting up all night to see if she’d come back to claim what he had promised and then reneged on, but she didn’t.  
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The next morning, all the men of the village walked to the shore, and, along with Siku, three boats rowed to an island only they knew existed and spent a week building a rock house. The bowl, spoon, and books that his sister had chosen were left in it, and Siku returned alone to the mainland, never to return to either island, and all he took back was regret.

Thor’s Book

_____________________________________________________
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Thor St. John Roger Pretlove-Peque
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In 1854, inspired by the adventures of fellow club member Dr David Livingstone, the Honourable Percival Harold St. John Roger Pretlove-Peque, fourth son of the Viscount of Gisleham, late of Suffolk, ordered his valet to pack his bags and informed his long-suffering wife, Clementine, to manage the children in his absence; he was going on safari. 
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Clementine had other ideas and wasn’t going to let her impulsive husband out of her sight, so she placed the four girls in boarding school, told the two boys they were going on an adventure, and accompanied by a coachman, two grooms, two footman, a tutor/governor, a valet, a cook, and an extremely devoted and much-loved lady’s maid, told her surprised husband that she was coming along. Percy and Clem decamped with that bare-bones crew to Africa to search for the source of the Nile. 
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He didn’t find it. You’d think finding the start of a major river like the Nile would be a pretty straightforward search – just paddle up the Nile, and when it ended, you’d be there. Still, many explorers had searched for the fabled river’s source, and until Speke cracked it in 1858 (It was Lake Victoria. Duh.), the Nile’s source was the Holy Grail of Victorian explorers with a yen for fame and a fortune to waste. The local people knew where it was all along, but who paid attention to them?
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Percy had fortune in spades, but fame eluded him as quickly as the money filtered through his free-spending fingers. Clementine (who her children called Ellis because L and S stood for “long-suffering”) was more practical, and just before the family finances hit rock bottom, she wrested control of the last dregs of Percy’s considerable inheritance by hiding the chequebook and pretending to be him. Back in the mid-1850s, all correspondence was done in pen and ink, and she became very good at forging her husband’s signature. He never noticed. With what was left after paying for his ridiculous safari, she-as-he moved the entire lot of them to the Kingdom of Kongo and purchased a vast farm with land permanently borrowed from the natives and out of nothing, Ellis created a coffee plantation. 
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Percy, bless his disorganised and romantic soul, died about two years into their African adventure (dysentery), and Ellis (who liked the name and took it as her own) just didn’t have the heart to tell anyone back in Blighty. She didn’t inform the bankers back in London of Percy’s demise or the girls’ boarding school headmaster. Yes, the girls knew, but everyone in the immediate family decided to keep the news quiet and let life go on the way it was. A discreet silence prevented a lot of money problems.
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Ellis didn’t even tell Percy’s parents. Not that Percy’s father would miss son number four, but she was sure Percy’s mother would take it badly. Therefore, a very busy Ellis just put off breaking the poor dear’s heart and continued with her forgeries, business ventures, and posting loving letters from Percy to his mother every month. Ellis also wore men’s clothes, cut off all her hair, smoked cigars, and didn’t really want to explain that, either. Back in England, the girls, who knew more than they let on, kept their own counsel.
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Two generations later, in 1900, the family was very rich, and the now ninety-year-old Ellis was the patriarch of a large, prosperous clan of coffee plantation and diamond mine owners. He was quite happy with how things turned out. Decades earlier, the four girls were sent to a well-regarded finishing school, and, with a proper reintroduction to Society by Percy’s titled relatives and well-advertised settlements that would choke a horse, they all made very good marriages. Job done. They never saw Ellis again, and that was fine with everyone. Frequent letters were enough. Just right in fact.
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His two boys were more of a problem. Reginald Percival Roger Pretlove-Peque, the older son, didn’t have a brain in his head, being cut from the same bolt of cloth as his father. Thor St. John Roger Pretlove-Peques was a fairy.  Ellis didn’t see how either would carry on his hard-won, very profitable empire. His only hope was to skip a generation and entail the crap out of the plantation to make sure it didn’t get sold off, so that’s what he did. 
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The estate was entailed to Reggie’s sons (girls didn’t enter into deliberations, despite Ellis having once been one) with the proviso that both of Ellis’s sons would be supported the rest of their natural lives with very generous allowances cut from twenty per cent of the plantation’s income. At the grandson level, everyone was happy with that. Reggie was their father, anyway, so they didn’t mind taking care of him, and the old boy was content with having all the benefits of a huge empire with none of the worries.
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Thor was equally sanguine. He had grown into a true aristocratic Victorian gentleman, keenly interested in birdwatching and fascinated by the weather. Ellis fondly said that the only way to get Thor’s attention was to make sure whatever needed to be considered was at least a hundred feet off the ground because his head was always in the clouds. But he said that with love because he also knew Thor was as smart as a whip and a keen scientist. It was a real pity (from his business point of view) that the boy was a fairy, but he couldn’t help that, could he?
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Born in 1840, Thor was only fourteen when they moved to Africa and embarked on Father’s Great Exploration. At age twenty, his older brother by one year, Reggie, was sent to Cambridge to finish up his education as a proper gentleman, but at the time there wasn’t enough money for Thor to do the same (those dowries for the girls were costly and the plantation was still in the early years), so he had to wait and didn’t return to England until he was almost thirty. It seemed a bit silly to send him to Cambridge at that great age, so he finished off with two years in London and a Grand Tour of the Continent, where he spent his time in the great libraries reading about the new science of meteorology and developing an abiding interest in Savile Row tailoring and girls. Oh, he saw some lovely women there, the jammiest bits of jam, indeed, but none of the delicious young ladies worked out, and he returned to Africa single.
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Thor was a fairy, not a “confirmed bachelor”. Of course, when he was thirty, no one had a clue he was a fairy, not even Thor himself, and most people simply thought he was a bit eccentric, as many Victorian gentlemen of his class were. Early on, Ellis still had hopes Thor could become a businessman and take over the plantation and mines, but by the time he turned forty, his otherworldliness couldn’t be ignored. He had the fairy ears, his hair turned dead white from the unfortunate bright red he was born with, and when he was angry or lustful, his eyes glowed. All that was missing were the wings, and he would regularly check his back to see if he was going to grow any because he thought that wings would be quite the thing. But no luck.
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When he first found he could move bits and bobs with his mind, that was a bodaciously excellent day! But by then, he was well and truly odd-looking and that extra dollop of extreme weirdness he kept to himself. He had great fun, though, playing practical jokes on his nieces and nephews when they came around.
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Eventually, Thor became the last of his generation at the plantation. All of his non-fairy siblings were long dead, and he lived in a little cottage in the jungle, quite forgotten by most of the mob of grand-nieces and nephews who only came to the old plantation’s main house during holidays. The old chap who ran the plantation now was very competent, a great-great-grandnephew with his own grandkids, and they were training up one of the boys to take it over in good time, but the young man wasn’t too keen on the odd duck who lived alone and kept to himself. The slice he took out of the plantation profits was quite a bit, and what did the old boy do with it? Nothing productive, just bought books by the crate and a weird scientific kit from suppliers in London. And old-fashioned clothes from Savile Row. He looked as eccentric as he was odd, a man frozen in time, a Hooray Henry decades out of date.

––––––––
[image: ]


By 1920, Thor was eighty years old, with the face and physique of a forty-year-old, and his ever-more-distant family started to wonder about their eccentric great-uncle who lived out in the jungle and never took his hat off, even indoors, even when Mum said something.  
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That was the year the Cottingley Fairies were all the rage, and the very eminent Sir Arthur Conan Doyle said that fairies really did exist. Some of the older children began to have private debates about their bizarre Uncle Thor. Some of the very young ones claimed he could talk to animals.
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That was also the year a severe drought in the Sahel and much of East Africa threatened the coffee plantations with ruin. That was the year Thor made it rain, and the great-grand nephew stopped talking to lawyers about easing the old boy out. It turned out the dandified muff had some utility after all.
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____________________________
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Thor and Rita
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It was true champagne weather, and the cab ride from Heathrow was very slow, but that didn’t dampen his mood at all. It was pouring down rain, just tipping buckets, when the dapper man in the Ulster coat and deerstalker hat finally walked through the main gates of the London Embassy of the Elf Nation. The last mile is always the longest, isn’t it? He just made it to the door, folded his umbrella, and who should come up behind him but a very long and very slow line of Girl Guides.   

Being a gentleman, he stood in the pouring rain and held the door open for each little girl, waving the screaming, laughing gigglemugs through as they noisily splashed into the vast atrium. He had managed to stay dry until the last yard to the door, but now he was soaked through. The cigar he clamped in the corner of his mouth was barely lit, but he was still in a bright mood when he finally blew in. Then an elf with a “Hello, My Name is Mark” badge trotted up and told him to put the cigar away; the Embassy was a non-smoking zone. That put a damper on his sunny disposition.
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“Really?” The man said incredulously, and he removed the cigar and sighed. “Here, too?”
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Mark nodded, looked up into the visitor’s disappointed eyes, and said to himself, “Oh. Shit.” Then he squeaked, “Sorry! I could be wrong!” and disappeared in a shower of yellow sparks.
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Thor grinned and put the cigar firmly back in place, taking a good draw. Now that was capital! He’d met his first elf, and just as the fan sites on the internet had described it, the little man ported out. Amazing! 

––––––––
[image: ]


With no officious elf doorman to worry about and his sunny disposition restored, he walked through the vast foyer, up to a large map of the building with its directory of the rooms, and proceeded to read the very long list, looking for some hint of where he should go.  
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He needn’t have bothered. A few minutes later, a very attractive woman in an Elf Nation navy blue uniform and very, very high heels, rather breathlessly trotted up and introduced herself as Lord Rita, the Lord Manager, and gave him an effusive welcome to the EN. 
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She was a lord! Huge, disturbingly attractive ears (Thor wasn’t quite ready for the impact those ears had on him), white hair and green glowing eyes – the entire lord package. He bowed; she bowed. He grinned, absolutely delighted to finally meet a lord, and that’s how Thor’s first day with the EN began.
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____________________________
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Thor
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Tea was excellent and just the thing. Thor sat in a very, very grand drawing room in the Embassy, drinking tea in front of a roaring fire, gently steaming dry, and chatted with Lords Rita, Judy, and Adem.  

––––––––
[image: ]


They were sussing him out, and it was only to be expected; Thor wasn’t at all offended or surprised. You don’t invite a stranger into your home without at least a cursory exploration of who they are. Was Thor barmy on the crumpet? Or was he sane, but simply beastly? He tried to be very polite so the committee of three would allow him to join their fellow lords, at least on a trial basis. Thor didn’t know what he’d do if they didn’t. Possibly go on another Grand Tour of Europe. Maybe he’d check out the weather in South America.
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Lord Adem asked why he’d chosen to come to the Embassy now. Thor knew about the EN, lords and elves from their first public emergence into the modern world, but had stayed quiet in his cottage in the Congo and watched from the sidelines. Why now?
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Earlier, Thor told them his story about how a white ex-pat Brit ended up living on the fringes of a coffee plantation in the middle of the Congo. But why did he come to the EN now? He hesitated, and the green and blue glowing eyes bored into his, a feeling he wasn't used to. Thor was usually the one whose eyes made people uncomfortable. He would, of course, be honest, but that didn’t make the question easier to answer.
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Rita watched the man, and for the first time, the bright and breezy demeanour clouded over, and he looked into the fire.
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“When Ellis died, he had everything tied up in an entail to my brother Reggie’s heirs, leaving me with a permanent place to live and ten per cent of the plantation’s profits going into my purse until I died. Well –” he cleared his throat, “I’m a shade over two hundred now, and I have no intentions of dying. But while I’ve stayed the same, the world has not. Entails are no longer legal in the Congo or anywhere else, as far as I can tell. This new generation doesn’t want to give me that much of the plantation’s profit. No, what they want to do is sell the place to a conglomerate, and that means no more income for me, which is fine. I have plenty invested elsewhere, and I’m quite rich, really. But I won’t have a place to live when the plantation is sold, and that means I need to find another safe place to go to ground in.”
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He shrugged. “That’s it. It’s beastly that I’m being turfed out of my home, but maybe it’s for the best. It’s forced me to think about my life, and maybe I’ve been lazy. Maybe I should try to be with others like me.” He nodded to himself. “The internet says there are four tribes in the world – humans, lords, elves, and orcs. I’ve lived two hundred years with humans. I think it’s time to try out my own tribe.”
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Thor turned to the six eyes, and his own were sad. “I’ve lived with humans for all of my life. I even thought I was one of them, but I’m not. I’ve had dozens of blood family members, an equal number of close friends and two wonderful women who lived with me as wives, and now they’re all dead. Every last person I’ve loved has grown old and died, because they’re not my tribe. I’d like to find a place to stay where the people stayed, too. I want to find a place where I don’t go to funerals every year.”
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And that was all he needed to say. An hour later, he was sitting in a lovely room at Aelfeham House with his new lord mentor, Lord Jack, who explained the bully red suit he’d wear while he was a non-working lord in training. Thor’s schedule was written out, and it seemed from the smoothness of the operation that everyone knew what to do with a new lord and had thought through every detail. It was like going for a visit to a very well-run aristocratic household, and to Thor, it felt very familiar. 
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He was given time to nap and shake off jet lag, have lunch in his room, and then head to a visit with elf Sylvia to talk about sex education. Sex education! Thor was very sure he was au fait with the mechanics of the deed, but Lord Jack was adamant. Lords were different from humans, he said, and all Thor could say to that was, “As you wish, sir,” and internally roll his eyes. Then, if he was up to it, dinner in the main dining room, where he’d meet a few more lords. 
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Aside from ten minutes of anxiety when his forged passport was swiped through the scanners, from the minute he stepped off the jet at Heathrow, Thor’s transition from faux fairy to official lord couldn’t have gone any better. Lord Thor was well pleased when he shut the door on Lord Jack and lay down for a bit of a kip. Well-pleased, indeed.
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____________________________
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Sylvia and Thor
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Elf Sylvia sat across from this very powerful, very brand-new lord and considered what he said. He told her his life story, most of which she knew, having been briefed while he was settling in his room.  
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The man was an Elemental; there was no doubt about it in the cumulative elf hive-mind. For one thing, his eyes were a bright, intense blue; for another, he smelled like one. He only had one shower in the last thirty-six hours, and while one was acceptable for a dull human nose, an orc, lord, or elf could smell him a mile away. He needed at least two more before he could walk into the Breakfast Room and sit for a meal with the other lords.

––––––––
[image: ]


He was very good-humoured and polite, with a polished urbanity that was its own barrier, a wall he kept between himself and others that didn’t permit total honesty.  Well, Sylvia was going to have to be honest; that was her job.
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“Lord Thor,  I’m just going to have to come out and say it. You stink.”

He sat back and, being well-trained in drawing room manners, only raised an eyebrow. Sylvia nodded and went on, explaining the role of pheromones in lord and elf reproduction, something that wasn’t correctly reported on the fan websites. The symbiotic relationship between elves and lords wasn’t discussed, especially the role of the lord women’s pheromones in triggering elf reproduction. Publicly, humans thought lords just smelled good to each other, and that was the end of it. Bonding, a physical and mental blending of two souls, was simply “falling in love” to a human. Musth, egg dropping, Scent – those weren’t mentioned at all. And the balancing pitfall of finding a soul mate, death for both if one dies, was top secret.
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She explained that children and bonded couples didn’t emit a scent that drove unbonded lords crazy, but the stronger the unbonded lord, the more pungent the smell. It was, Sylvia was sure, an evolutionary adaptation that allowed strong lords to be identified and to attract the broadest range of mating partners. Lord Thor had never met an unbonded female lord, and he needed to be aware that his own body would react to their scent as much as they would react to his. If he fell dizzy from a woman’s special perfume, Lord Thor needed to back off right away; it was dangerous.
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When she was done, Thor was shaken, but it made sense once his scientific mind thought it through. This smell-based biology was typical of the natural world, and Thor was well-versed in the natural sciences. It made sense with how his body reacted to orcs (he called the monsters ‘purple-eyed devils’) and his reaction to humans, and how he couldn’t keep his eyes off Lord Rita and Lord Judy’s ears. He’d have to watch that one; it was rude.
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He promised to take more showers, and this time he’d wash his hair; he hadn’t earlier. He apologised profusely if he had offended.
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Sylvia smiled. “Lord Thor, it’s not bad! Just different from what you’re used to! You didn’t have an intense reaction to Lords Judy and Rita because they’re bonded and unavailable, and to you, they’re just like your human sisters. But in a couple of hours, you’ll be in a room with unbonded women. Lords Jack and Alizah (a bonded couple, by the way) will keep you apart from the women for a day or two until you have time to adjust, but believe me, they’ll be interested in you! They’ll be circling like vultures, so don’t be surprised.”
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At that, Thor had a hearty laugh. “Sylvia, I’ve endured the drawing rooms of London and Paris during High Season. I know what the mating hunt is like! I can take care of myself, I assure you.”
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“Well, you won’t have to deal with any scheming mommas trying to marry off their daughters, that’s true, but lord women are very independent, Lord Thor, and they can take care of themselves, too. They don’t need a momma to hunt a husband for them. Just be careful, and if you have any questions, remember I’m always here.” And that was the end of the Sex Education, Module One session.
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Thor left chuckling. The last thing he was worried about was lord women setting their caps on him! Oh, that wasn’t a worry at all. He’d welcome a wife, and that was one of the reasons he came here in the first place. He was tired of being alone and lonely. If the lord women chased him, that just made his search all the easier. Since this one would be a forever wife, he’d be very, very careful. 
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But then, Sylvia already knew that Lord Thor was on the hunt. She could smell it.
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____________________________
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Uki
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Uki walked into dinner late and shot past Alizah and Jack, giving them a little wave as she passed so they wouldn’t think she was ghosting them, but she could see they were busy. They had a new guy sitting between them, and off to one side were Rita and Pally, and lined up on the other side were Talia and Jan. The new man was fully shielded by a formation of bonded couples as tight as a rugby scrum. The lord barrier didn’t stop Uki from smelling the new guy as she walked by, and stars, did he smell good! Under the perfume of the soap elves used on stinky lords, she inhaled the smoky, musky, heady smell of sex. She didn’t have to see his eyes to know this was a powerful, fully-ripened, unbonded lord. His Curriculum Vitae floated in the air.
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Looking for a place to sit, Uki scanned the long dining table down to the end, and the corner of her mouth twitched. The only seat open was about as far away as she could get from Mr Sexy Smell, with all of the other unbonded females. Between them was nothing but a sea of bonded couples and grumpy bachelors, hunched over their dinners, flicking their worried eyes over at the unbonded women. It would take a few days of determined showering to get the new guy’s scent down to a level that could be ignored, and in the meantime, the bachelors would do their best to keep their girlfriends and any unbonded woman away from this one. They hadn’t had that much competition for years. Maybe when Pally or Berke walked in, but Uki wasn’t here back then.
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Ah, well, not a problem for her, and she turned to the buffet and concentrated on that.
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Baked cod! Uki did like a good hunk of fish, and with that treasure in hand, she carted her loaded plate to the very far end of the table and sat next to Reiko. Reiko would tell her everything, whether Uki wanted to hear it or not.
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Just as expected, Reiko leaned forward and hissed at Uki. “Uki! Did you see him?” 
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“Yeah, the back of his head. It’s a nice back of the head.” Uki took a bite of her fish. It was underdone. Perfect!
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Reiko nodded. “And the front’s even better! His name is Thor St. John Roger Pretlove-Peque. He’s about two hundred years old, from Africa, and an unbonded Elemental, but no one knows what his ability is.”
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“That’s a lot of names! I wonder if he’ll let me have one. I bet he’s not using all of them.” Uki was very sure she was making a joke, but Reiko just looked at her blankly. Uki decided she should work on her humour skills because, obviously, she was lacking in that department. Maybe it was her timing.
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The women at the table gossiped and rehashed exactly what Reiko had said, and with that, Uki tuned them out and concentrated on her dinner. Once she glanced down the table and saw a hint of red serge in the protective sea of blue, and she wondered if he was as scared as she had been on her first day. She hoped not.
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____________________________
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Thor, Jack, and Alizah
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Thor wasn’t at all scared. Quite the opposite – and by his third day in, he was well on his way to being a fully functioning bluecoat. Oh, he still had thirty lord induction classes to go through, but that wasn’t an issue at all. He had nothing but time, and no one ever failed out of lord class; it was just a matter of getting them done. 
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His magical abilities were evaluated by the abilities trainer, an elf named Gerald, and just as advertised, he was a very strong Elemental, and just like his namesake Norse god, his area was weather. The elves were very happy with that and could see all sorts of utility for the lord, especially with the farmers. Realm Lord Ayu was pleased, too, and said he could use the help moving cloud fronts around and between the two – elf farmers and Ayu – there was no doubt that Thor would have a valued job within the Elf Nation. Indeed, he was starting next week!
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Victor, the senior elf trainer in military arts and self-defence, rated the lord as competent in self-defence and signed him off as exempt from further training, although if he wanted, he could always come to workouts. As a proper Victorian gentleman of a certain class, Thor could box, ride, shoot, and fence, and his skill in all of those areas was strong enough to keep him safe in most circumstances. After some specialist training in mentally ripping and tearing the internal parts of anything living that would attack him, Thor was finished with what Victor could offer. Although broad hints were given about becoming a Warrior Lord, Thor wasn’t interested. He was much more interested in working with Ayu and anything weather-related, and that was valuable to the EN, too. Being a lord policeman wasn’t anywhere near as entertaining.
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So it was with some satisfaction that Thor sat down with Jack and Alizah at lunch and reported that everything was moving along swimmingly. The elves were going to set up a weather station in the workshop area, and he and Ayu already had some smashing conversations about cloud formation in the Andes. It couldn’t all be better. 
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Jack sat back and grinned. Thor was one of the easiest new lords he and Alizah ever had to work with. 
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“And on the social front? How is that going?” Jack needed to know because if Thor was doing as well there, he wouldn’t need Jack and Alizah’s professional mentoring help any more.
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“Smashing on that side, too! Really ace! Everyone is very friendly, and I’ve managed not to step on any toes with the gentlemen regarding the ladies, though it seems a few are interested in me enough to flirt. The ladies, I mean – the gentlemen aren’t flirting much. A most welcome outcome, I think.” Thor grinned and winked at Alizah, “Although the prettiest ones have all been snapped up.”
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Alizah giggled and asked Thor who he had met, and when he was done with the list, which was pretty extensive, Alizah turned to Jack and frowned. “Thor hasn’t met Uki yet?” Then she turned back to her cake and shrugged. “Maybe it’s just as well.”
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Thor didn’t quite know how to take that. Who was Uki, and why was it ‘just as well’ that they hadn’t met? Was Uki going to be a disappointment, or was Thor? So he asked Alizah. “Who’s Uki?”
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Alizah looked very uncomfortable and shot Jack a glance that didn’t go unnoticed by Thor.
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Jack was the one who spoke. “Uki is a Realm Lord and a Warrior Lord. We’re surprised you haven’t met her yet. She’s hard to miss.” Then he shrugged. “She’s unbonded and probably always will be.” And past that, he wouldn’t say any more. Alizah pressed her lips together and wouldn’t meet Thor’s eyes, and when she said something to distract, he took the hint and didn’t press further. But now he was curious.
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In his three days at Aelfeham House Thor had learnt that bonding was real, the pheromone thing was real, and from every single observation he made (and Thor considered himself a scientist and trained to observe), bonds were just as advertised – the connection was for life and, unlike human marriages, they were immutable. He planned to live a very long time, and if he only had one chance, he was going to find a perfect mate, and that meant meeting every available prospect. But he wasn’t going to settle, either. If the perfect forever-love wasn’t in this batch, he’d wait. From what he learned, new lords showed up regularly, and there were young ladies waiting to grow up and leave the classroom.
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After lords and elves re-emerged, Thor had read about them with keen interest, and when you’re alone and lonely, the prospect that there could be someone out there waiting for him was an undeniable draw to London. He had to be pushed, but once he was forced out of his nest, there was only one place he would fly to, and that was the Elf Nation.
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He was ecstatically happy he was now living in Aelfeham House and over the moon with the prospect of finding someone who was a fairy like him after a long lifetime of thinking he was a one-off freak of nature, but that didn’t mean he was going to rush to the first dolly who flirted with him. No, only a diamond of the first water would do, and if he had to wait another hundred years, so be it. In the meantime, as assiduously as any big game hunter, Thor would sort through the entire herd before settling on a target. That was only sharp. If Jack and Alizah were advising him to be cautious about any particular prospect, then he’d take that warning, too.
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____________________________
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Genna and Nur
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The room was crowded and so loud that Genna could barely hear herself think. The men (they were all human men) sat around a conference table talking loudly over one another about revolution, football, logistics, football, recruitment, football, finances, and football. When there was a lull, they chatted about football.  
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At the very end of the table, the only woman and the only elf in the room typed on her phone, waiting for the meeting to meander to the purpose it was called for, and that was to find out how the local Tashkent elf clans, of which Genna was the clan leader, were going to support the Brotherhood of True Men in their goal to take over China.
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Genna glanced up and saw Lord Nur deep in a private side conference with a squat man wearing a shiny, very tight, blue suit, and her elf ears caught the words “red card” and “ludicrous call”. 
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She tuned them out and went back to answering emails on her phone. As clan leader, she had too much to do to be sitting here wasting an entire afternoon on this foolishness, but her clan thought it was best to tell Lord Nur in public and in front of his council that, on the matter of the conquering China, the elves didn’t plan to do diddly-squat. The Brotherhood might have over six hundred members in their revolutionary cell, and there might be over four thousand elves in Uzbekistan now, but that number was not going to subdue 1.3 billion Chinese. Yes, China's population was sinking fast, but not that fast.
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Finally, after an interminable meeting that gobbled up entirely too much time out of Genna’s three-thousand-year lifespan, the agenda inched down to item 43-B, Report by Local Elf Leadership About Brotherhood/Elf Cooperation to Take Over China. The previous item, 42-A, was another land-acquisition issue (whether to buy a vacant lot next door to park their cars on), but it was shelved and sent back for further research. Glad to get that out of the way, Lord Nur smiled at Genna and asked her for her report.
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She pulled out a folder, took out a paper, and read aloud, “Regarding Agenda Item 43-B, Local Elf Leadership About Brotherhood/Elf Cooperation to Take Over China, the answer from the combined councils of all the Uzbekistan elf clans is ‘Nothing to Report, no cooperation will be offered.’ She looked up and smiled brightly, “Thank you for asking, gentlemen, and best of luck to you with your venture. We hope to see all of you at the next farmer’s market, where this week’s featured item will be goat cheese.” Then she put the paper back into her folder and stood up.
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“Wait! Don’t port!” Since that was from Lord Nur, Genna sat back down. Lords commanded and elves obeyed (within reason), and Genna was a good elf (within reason).
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The room exploded into angry chatter, and Genna had to endure the nasty glares and screaming from the disappointed and very upset revolutionaries. Shouting over all of them to shut up, Nur banged on the table with his gavel. In the sudden silence, he gathered his thoughts and glared at Genna, who sat calmly at the other end of the table, her hands primly clasped on top of her briefcase.
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Nur’s eyes glowed; he was pissed. What did this very short woman mean by “no cooperation”? He thought he was being very accommodating when he asked what the elves would do. After all, ‘Lords Commanded and Elves Obeyed’ was a truism, wasn’t it? He woke this lot up! Once they emerged from their hibernation, they had to do what he ordered! He just wanted to find out what they could do before he ordered it.
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Suddenly, the Khan wondered if he was taking the old adage too literally. Clan Leader Genna didn’t seem worried at all.
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“Genna, I asked for a report of what your clans will do, but that wasn’t a report; it was a statement refusing to work! Now I’m giving you a direct order to report what your clans will do for the Brotherhood.”
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“Yes, Lord Nur. Our report is to inform the Brotherhood that we will do nothing.” Then she sighed. She was going to have to spell it out. “The notion that our clans will take over China for you is simply nonsensical. We don’t have the magic or the manpower for that. Not even close. And since it’s nonsensical, we won’t provide any warriors, matériel, funds, or logistical support. It’s a waste of time and resources.”
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Some of the men spoke up to object, and Genna just shook her head and raised a finger to silence them.
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“Not to mention that Lord Nur doesn’t have the funds or the elf credit to get his inadequate army to the edge of town, much less go through another country before he even reaches China. He can order all he wants. Elves are not slaves, despite what some lords and some humans think. We have a vested interest in providing services for lords who give us utility in return. Lord Nur raises elves, and we appreciate that utility, although I will point out that he has raised only 6.4 per cent of the Uzbekistan elves. We have managed to awaken the rest by ourselves. But while acknowledging his contributions, we don’t appreciate them to the point that we’ll commit suicide for him. We won’t even commit moderate inconvenience for him.”
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Nur was turning a dangerous shade of maroon, and Genna prepared for an emergency port, but she wasn’t too worried. His magical ability couldn’t hurt her at all. What was he going to do? Start one of his magical chants and bore her to death? But just to drive the point home, she played her ace in the hole.
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“And besides, we’ve been given a direct order not to invade or harm China in any way, and that person outranks Lord Nur. We follow her orders, not his.”
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Nur turned from maroon to white. It was an interesting visual effect, and Genna waited to see what he had to say. She was sure it would be equally colourful.
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Stunned, Nur hadn’t seen this rebellion coming at all. HE raised these elves! They were his, and yet they weren’t following his direct orders and didn’t even pretend to sugarcoat it with the usual elf evasiveness. 
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“We are not a part of the Elf Nation, and Lord Cadence doesn’t have any author –” Nur didn’t even finish the sentence when Genna held a warning finger up and shook it. She interrupted him! An elf interrupted a lord!
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Genna looked over the stunned committee and decided to put the whole bunch out of their delusional misery. 
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“Gentlemen, let me explain some basic facts of life.  First, it’s The Elf  Nation, not The Lord Nation. Elves run the show, whether you believe it or not.  Lord Cadence works for us and always has. You go ahead and ask her. 
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Inside the Lord tribe, there are different levels of ability and utility. A lord with no ability and no utility is a parasite lord, and we chase them away. Note the power dynamic in that sentence. We elves chase those lords away. Then there are lords with utility who work for elves. Those lords we support, and in a very nice lifestyle, too, I might add. Lord Nur is one of those lords at that level. The next level is the Elementals, and they have real power and protect us elves as well as represent us with you humans and in return, they pretty much do what they want. They order us around, and as long as it’s not suicidal, and what they want keeps everything in Balance, we do it. Lord Cadence and Lord Kyrylo are Elementals. There are no Elementals in Uzbekistan.” 
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She paused to let that last sentence sink in. Their Lord Nur was not an Elemental, and he was a minor, if useful, lord. Then she continued.
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“Then there are Realm Lords. Those guys are massive, and if a Realm Lord tells us to go jump off a cliff, we’ll just ask where to find the nearest cliff. THOSE guys are what ‘lords command and elves obey’ really is talking about.” 
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She paused again to make sure this crowd heard and understood what she was going to say.
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“Lord Cadence didn’t tell us not to invade China. She’s not a Realm Lord. A Realm Lord told us not to invade and take over China, and until we’re told otherwise, China has nothing to worry about.”
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And with that, Genna stood up and, without any further ado, ported out.
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It took Nur all night to get the Brotherhood calmed down. What Genna had said was a huge blow to their plans and overall morale. They had worked so hard to get to this point! They had given up so many evenings sitting in boring committees when they could have been watching football or fomenting revolution with some other terrorist cell. They were so sure that all that had to be done was order the local clans to redirect their magical elvish energy to take over China instead of selling local honey and their excellent chak-chak in the market.
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Now they were told that a Realm Lord had ordered the local elves not to pay attention to their home-grown lord. They were slapped down by a meter-tall woman! It was insulting. It was humiliating. 
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As the meeting broke up, Nur promised to get to the bottom of this catastrophe.
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____________________________
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Thor
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By the end of his second week at Aelfeham House, Thor was getting impatient with his mandated lord classes. Not that they weren’t interesting; they were, but he was impatient to be done with them and to wear the blue serge uniform of a working Elemental lord. As a man who did enjoy a neat bit of tailoring, he was quite happy with the beautifully cut red serge uniform – right up to the moment he discovered the red was not as jemmy as the blue and that even the weakest of women had a soft eye for a man in the more powerful blue coat. The redcoat jacket didn’t have the Elemental epaulettes either, and now that he knew they existed, he wanted his.
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He had to laugh at himself for caring; Ayu certainly didn’t! But Ayu had a Realm lord bondwife, was the Green Man and a Realm lord himself, so he could walk around naked and no one would say boo. The first time Thor walked into the London Embassy in his red uniform to hunt down Malachi, he felt the difference between how humans reacted to his red coat and Warrior Lord Malachi’s blue. Even the human women ignored Thor when Malachi stood right next to him, and that made Thor even more determined to finish the lessons as quickly as possible, so he doubled his classes.
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The big problem was that even if he didn't have the blue in his wardrobe, he was now doing blue work. Once people found out he could pop in and push a rain cloud to a more convenient place, he was in demand, and that took up time Thor could have spent knocking out classes. The more frivolous assignments would have to stop if it became too much, but for now, Thor was happy to be of help, and it was fun to show off and stretch his abilities in front of people who really understood. It slowed him down, though, when he could have just blown through the classes.
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Malachi wanted to know if he could do a bit of weather work at the next elf raising he had planned, so Thor popped over to the Embassy to chat about it over lunch. He was sitting in the Embassy canteen with Malachi, Adem, Conary, and Vrt when Lord Cadence walked up, gave her son Conary a hug, and wished him a Happy Birthday. Of course, everyone had to make a fuss over Conary, but out of the encounter, Thor met Lord Cadence, the President of the Elf Nation, for the first time. It was a rare event for her to come to the canteen, and she laughed that she didn’t come to see Conary, but she was on her way to meet Lord Uki, and that perked up Thor’s considerable ears.
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The Primary Peace Lord and President of the Elf Nation was going to Realm Warrior Lord Uki, not the other way around, and her son and the other lords at the table, all very important people in their own right, didn’t see anything at all odd about it.
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And then the mysterious Lord Uki walked up to the table, and Thor immediately agreed that he would leave his office to meet this woman. Zounds! He’d leave the continent to have tea with her.
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She was short, and Thor was only of average height, so when Conary introduced her to Thor, her magnificent ears were just at his eye level, which was enormously distracting. Yes, she was lovely, there was no denying that, but what really set her head and shoulders above her rivals at Aelfeham House was her magic and her scent. Sylvia had warned him that an unbonded woman would have a strong effect on him, and the stronger the woman’s magic, the more hypnotic her aroma. But damnation, Lord Uki was overwhelming! Thor quickly stepped back, and right away, Malachi spotted Thor’s confusion, and his slight smile spoke volumes. As a pouffe, Lord Uki’s scent didn’t attract him, but Kai recognised the symptoms and gave Thor a nudge and simply whispered, “Wind,” and with a blink, Thor created a tiny breeze that wafted Lord Uki’s utterly delicious perfume away. It only took a second, and Thor was very sure she didn’t notice. He hoped not, anyway.
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Lord Cadence and Lord Uki walked away, and Thor had no idea where they went. He could barely remember what Uki looked like, although he was sure she was a stunner. All he really could remember was her perfume and when they were introduced, the way her eyes glowed when she looked into his. 
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It was as if she looked into his soul – and she liked what she saw. 
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____________________________
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Uki and Caddy
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Uki was so upset. This was just terrible. Lord Cadence was very nice about it, but the meaning was clear. Why had the Realm Lord interfered with a political question? 

––––––––
[image: ]


Lord had Nur ordered the Tashkent elves to prepare to take over China, and Uki overruled him, telling the clan leaders not to do that. While Lord Cadence completely agreed with that ruling
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