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Night. Darkness cloaked the city of Selbis like a shroud, pressing down on the rooftops and spires with an oppressive sense of menace. The people had long gone indoors and were in the perceived safety of their homes. They felt safer under cover from the night and all the terrors it could bring.

Who knew what would happen after the sun vanished over the western sea, when those that ruled the city were children of the dark? Their queen was part human, part dark elf, and she had a number of full-bloodied dark elves in her entourage in her palace. Dark elves, the notorious race of deep dwellers who hated the surface races with a relentless passion. But so far their queen, Blade, had not acted in the way that everyone had feared she would. She had proved surprisingly restrained and even seemingly benign. Maybe it was her half human side that kept her wild evil part under control? Even so, the feeling of dread remained and there were rumours, rumours of her making a pact with the God of Death, Mort.

Mort was the god who delighted in wars, and Queen Blade had already launched a campaign to restore the long-dead empire of Narok, and one would only be able to do this through endless campaigns of war and blood. Already the small neighbouring kingdom of Sibilac had fallen to Blade’s sword, and she was reputedly looking beyond for her next conquest.

People rarely wished to visit the palace, as it had assumed an air of menace, of oppressiveness, and there were less lights on at night than there had been before she had taken power here, less than a year ago. True, she had acted like a true ruler by vanquishing the beasts of the swamps when they had attacked, but her powers she had unleashed upon the monsters had only served to scare the citizens even more. She had mighty magical abilities and she didn’t shirk from using them at will.

One only visited the palace if it was absolutely necessary, to present a petition or to plead for redress of some injustice. Those who had seen her had told the others of her frightening appearance, of dark eye make-up, black lip colouration, long dark nails, a fierce stare, a cold, abrupt manner. And she had about her person dark elves, none of whom showed any pleasure towards any human, and their presence only helped heighten the air of menace about her.

The palace was guarded, not just by dark elves, but also by humans, members of the palace guard. Around the palace stood a set of metal railings supported by stone square pillars, and a wide clear space ran to the building itself. Nobody could approach without being seen. At least from the front.

The rear was blocked off by a ridge of sheer rock and to the sides were sheer walls of the palace itself. One side was open to all eyes, the other hemmed in by a neighbouring construction, a temple. This was a tall building, too, and only the most agile and adept could even begin to consider climbing it.

It was here that the group of shadowy figures were now scaling up towards the upper floors, using teamwork to overcome overhangs, using ropes, hand-held climbing tools and even magic. They were dressed in black, all of them, in order to blend in with the shadows and the night, and it was tight fitting so that nothing could catch or snag on corners, nails, copings and the like. They were all dextrous and fit, and made fast time in scaling the heights of the palace, the six of them.

They reached the top floor and one, the lead, perched on the edge of the balcony and threw a rope down to the others to climb to join him. Then he set to the lock on the window, a ludicrously simple task, and in no time had it open, and then the six were in, furtive, armed, and ready to kill.

Deep in the chambers on the top floor a solitary figure relaxed in a huge decorative bed, arms and legs out-splayed. She was a slim, lithe figure, dark skinned, her flesh a blue-black in colour, and her eyes pale in comparison. Her hair was as deep black as the darkest night and her heritage was clear to all as to what she was. A dark elf. A dark elf female, one of the most powerful and dangerous creatures in existence. Cruel, pitiless, immoral, amoral. Sedra was her name, and she was the daughter of the chancellor of Selbis. She had been a mere baby when she had been brought to Selbis and had grown up in exile, hiding in the shadows, hiding from the execution squads that the dark elf king had sent out to finish off the defeated Owyn clan.

Sedra had been freed by the arrival of the heir to the Owyn clan, Faer’Owyn, a half human half dark elf, calling herself Dark Blade. Sedra had initially opposed Blade, hating her tainted blood, but she had come to accept her in time, even if the two did clash frequently. They had been lovers, too, for a time, but now each had another. Blade had the human Henac, while Sedra had the dark elf lancer Jel’ant.

Jel’ant was not with her, for at the moment Sedra was taking part in a deception. She was filling in for the absent queen, pretending to be Queen Blade of Selbis, occupying the royal bedroom at night. There was a good reason for this, for they all knew the dark elf king would send out a death squad to kill the queen, and with her demise the House of Owyn would be extinguished.

She had been waiting for many nights for the death squad to come. So far they had not but she knew they would, some time. So she had got into a habit of doing the same thing each night, and waited. It was all she could do.

Taking on a death squad was a risky venture, for they were experts in their field, top class trained assassins. The best the dark elf kingdom of Keria could produce. She was a mage, but there were limits to even what she could do. So traps had been laid, and the guards told not to patrol at night anywhere near the royal quarters. Night would be when they would come.

She sighed and sank even deeper into the bedding. So soft, so luxurious. Royalty had only the best, and she felt a stab of jealousy once more towards her queen. The half-breed bitch was lucky. Not even a proper Kerian, and yet she had it all. She even had magic to match Sedra. But even with all the resentment Sedra felt towards her, she also felt a binding loyalty. Over and above the expected following of one who led her House, there was something that Blade – Faer’Owyn – possessed. A charisma. She made people follow her, love her, fight to the death for her. What was it she had? It baffled Sedra. She was a Kerian female, one of the powerful, yet even she would crawl across hot ashes to do this half-blood’s bidding. Agh!

She scowled, and sat up. It was deepest night, and she would do her final check before going to sleep, as usual. Got to keep up the pretence of being her mistress. Sooner or later it would be for the best. The only pain about her role was not being allowed to see Jel’ant and she was beginning to get frustrated about that. She hoped Faer’Owyn would return soon and then she could lock the lancer in her bedroom and subject him to a Kerian female’s lust for an entire day.

There were three chambers to the suite, the bedroom, a day room and a wash room. They were linked by white panelled doors with gilt handles and the day room was the link between all three. It was through this room that access to the rest of the palace was also obtained via another doorway, this one a double one. There would be guards outside, but humans. Not what she wanted but that’s what her mistress would have and besides, there simply were not enough Kerian elves to go around to have the luxury of better guards than puny weak humans. She despised all other races, some more so than others, but with her mistress it was a strange feeling she had towards her. She should look down on the half-human, but having been on the receiving end of her magic she realised that the half-blood could out-do her in a fight. It was a sobering thought.

She went to test the door handle and froze. Something warned her. A sound, perhaps? On the other side of the door. She crouched and cocked her head. Elf hearing was superior to humans, a fact brought about by the shape of their ears. It channelled sound much more efficiently.

She had heard something. She backed away, her entire being trembling with tension and danger. Yes, she had heard the sound of a body striking the floor. The guards outside were dead, she knew that instinctively. She flicked a finger at the oil lamp flickering from a wall bracket and it instantly died. The light died down to a deep gloom and she hurried to the curtain by the single large window and pulled on the cord, closing it.

Now the darkness was almost absolute and her eyes roamed about the chamber. She would easily detect the presence of an intruder, but by the same token if these intruders had the same vision as hers, then so would they see her. Time to put into operation her set of traps. She knelt down behind a screen and took hold of a cord that was to all appearances innocently lying by its side. No such co-incidence.

The door opened ever so softly and light spilled in from the corridor, and she shut her eyes for a moment, keeping very still. She would not move or make a sound. The way the door had opened told her that whoever it was, was adept at entering a place undetected. She sensed two, three figures coming in, and tugged on the cord.

From above her, set in a statue of a mythical creature holding a crossbow, a real bolt shot out and struck one of the figures. There came a grunt, a curse and a sound of a body hitting the rug that covered much of the floor. 

“Hold,” came a whispered command in Kerian. 

She knew that this was an assassination squad, sent from Keria. She didn’t know how many there were but there would be a number of them, and she had to eliminate as many of them before they saw her. She smiled. The hunt was on, and it was the hunters who were the hunted.

To one side was a bottle and she picked it up. She strained her ears again for words.

“He’s dead,” came a whisper. “Poison. Bitch has set traps.”

“Spread out, seek her.”

Sedra almost chuckled. The fools were playing right into her hands. She opened the bottle and flicked the glass stopper off to the other side of the chamber. It made a shattering sound as the glass broke on the floor and the intruders all spun around. Sedra half-rose and threw the bottle at the nearest red glowing shape, then sent a flame spell, a small one, at him or her. She was convinced it was a he.

The bottle shattered against the torso and moments later the flame spell ignited the oil, turning him onto a living torch. The Kerian screamed and tried to beat the flames into extinction but it was to no avail. In the confusion and the distraction, Sedra scuttled away to a deeper corner of the room. Any night-sight was ruined by the flames so she was invisible to them for the moment, but she could see them.

By the curtains she bent and picked up a small item, a hand-held crossbow, a miniature piece. It was a specialist Kerian item, used by no other race. It had come from Jel’ant and he insisted it would come into use, and so it was now proving. With three figures outlined against the flames she could hardly miss, and sent a small bolt straight into the throat of the nearest one.

Dropping the crossbow she moved to one side, throwing up a cloak of blackness to now be invisible to the survivors. Three down. It looked like three were left. One was off to the far side of the room, and the two others close to the burning dying intruder who was screaming horribly. His sufferings were ended abruptly by a knife across the throat. She saw the one who had slain the other and he looked like the leader, the one she would have to really watch.

“Bitch was ready for us,” he hissed to his companion. “Get to the far side, and close in on her. She’s in this room.”

Sedra glanced to the left, then right. Yes, they were closing in on her. Time to use another trick. There was a mirror, a tall one, stood by a side wall and she angled herself so she appeared to be there to the one sliding along the wall to the right. He saw her move and raised his mini crossbow and loosed in one fluid movement.

The glass shattered and he frowned momentarily, perplexed. Sedra was closer than he thought and her dagger came up under his rib cage and pierced his heart in one savage thrust. As he fell dead she was already moving, another spell in her palm.

The leader turned slowly. He had detected movement. He had no idea that the half-breed was so skilled. Four of his unit were dead, and it infuriated him. He had only ever lost two others in ten years, and now four were dead in one night! This was not how it was supposed to be! He bared his teeth, furious at the phantasmal opponent. This Owyn bitch was going to be a trophy he would wear proudly on his belt once he killed her. Her skull would be a testament to his status as the top Kerian assassin. He would be rich and famous for the rest of his life.

He used a series of silent hand signals to the one remaining member of his group. He was to flush her out. The leader didn’t care how, and it was certain that the other one would die in the process, but all to the good, for it would give him just that one little opening he needed to kill her. He slowly pulled out his killing dagger, a wavy-bladed item with its blade slick with poison. One scratch was all it would need.

The other assassin moved forward and trod on a sliver of glass. The sound was faint but there, and all three in the room heard it. Sedra smiled. The pieces she had left in strategic places were doing their job. Another cloak and she drifted behind a stand with a bronze bust of some previous ruler of Selbis upon it. It was in the general direction the sound had come from, and her eyes now detected the red movement close by. The flames from the burning Kerian had gone out, but the smell remained. It was both foul and glorious at the same time.

She crouched very low, her eyes at knee level. The last one, the leader, was on the other side of her and she was aware he was moving towards her. She had to finish the near one off now and face the most dangerous one of the group one-on-one.

Now!

The assassin was passing close and she pushed the stand hard, sending the column and the bust toppling. The Kerian twisted in a reflex action, dodging most of the falling stand but he got struck a glancing blow on the shoulder and he was knocked off-balance slightly. Sedra rose and sent her dagger into his throat, spinning around at the same time and sending up a shield spell.

Just as well, for the leader’s dagger was already reaching for her. It was blocked and he stepped back, his teeth bared in hatred. He stopped and looked at her, her shape, vague features, attire. “You, you are not her!”

“Oh, very well spotted,” Sedra replied in sarcasm. “You ought to be in the observer corps.”

The leader hissed in displeasure and surveyed the dying last member of his group. “You killed all five of my elite group. For that you will die, but not before you tell me where the bitch is.”

“I can tell you without any coercion,” she replied. “She’s in Sibilac, adding it to her domain. Her conquest has begun, and ultimately it will add Keria to it. She will rule the biggest empire this pathetic world will have ever seen.”

The assassin stared at her in amazement. “What? No Kerian has ever contemplated ruling anywhere outside our homeland!”

“About time we did. So many races waiting to be enslaved. Oh, how delicious!” she giggled.

“So who are you, slut?”

“Language,” she waggled a finger at him. “I am Sedra, daughter of Keychek. I am Queen Blade’s sorceress.”

“Oh, his daughter, that strutting old fool.”

“How dare you!” Sedra snarled. “I’ll have you flayed alive for that!” 

The assassin laughed and struck, rapidly, suddenly. Sedra’s shield broke under the pressure of the hardened blade, and the clever angle he was using. He had faced such difficulties before and knew how to break them. The blade thrust up and came for the sorceress.

Sedra moved backwards as fast as she could but the blade was too close and cut a deep gash across her left shoulder. She felt the burning sting of the cut and knew the poison would swiftly work on her. She had little time to act.

A hard push at the assassin sent him tumbling across the room. She grabbed a small bottle hanging from her necklace and flicked the lid off with her thumb. The dizziness was already beginning, a fast-acting concoction, naturally. She downed the antidote in one go, grimacing at the taste, and sagged against the wall, trying not to throw up and stay on her feet. The pain! It burned so much!

The assassin, staggered to his feet, shaking his head to clear the effects of the stunning blow he’d received when he’d struck the wall. His dagger had gone flying off somewhere and he hadn’t the luxury of searching for it in the darkness. He saw her figure leaning against the side wall, under the effects of the poison, and he drew out his secondary killing device, a thin steel wire. It would cut through any throat and he’d decapitated many a victim with it. Time to deal with this one and then find a way to the Owyn whore.

He strode forward with menace, and Sedra took a deep breath to fight the waves of nausea, weakness and blurring vision. The antidote had stopped the worst effects of the poison but it had left her vulnerable and weak and she knew unless she did something now she was dead. She pressed herself against the wall so he couldn’t get at her from behind, as such a weapon necessitated, and the assassin snarled and reached out to pull her around in order to garrotte her.

Sedra struck out and connected but her physical strength wasn’t enough. She felt herself being pulled around and there was one last chance for her as her eyes focussed on a glass cabinet next to her containing some diadem or jewel encrusted piece of work. With all her magical power she pulled on it, reversing her push spell. The cabinet flew off its small table and connected with the assassin’s head, shattering to pieces.

Sedra fell and felt the shards of glass lying on the floor gouging into her flesh. She looked at the kneeling form of the leader and his eyes were staring at her, wide with shock and agony. Some of the glass pieces had dug into his throat and he was bleeding profusely. He worked his mouth soundlessly but whatever he was trying to say failed, and blood began flowing out of his mouth. With one last effort he raised his hands with the garrotte still in his clutches and flailed at the gasping figure of the sorceress, but his aim was out of focus and he missed. The effort was too much for him and he fell onto the rug, his blood staining it, and his eyes lost focus, staring instead into infinity.

Sedra grimaced, and pushed herself away from the tinkling pieces of glass but the room was whirling now and she knew her consciousness was fading. She propped herself against the wall behind her and then her head slumped forward and her vision went...

____

Queen Faer’Owyn of Selbis walked down the gangplank of her ship onto firm ground at the dockside of Selbis. She was glad to be back and could now get on with matters of state. She had enjoyed being away on a military expedition but it was also good to be able to return to her capital and her palace and enjoy the comforts and luxuries her status demanded.

Slim, slight of build and standing just above the shoulder height of human men, she was clearly of elf blood. Her pointed ears and slanted eyes were evidence of that, and her deep tan coloured skin spoke of her dark heritage. Her eyes, two deep black orbs set in bright white sclerae, were striking. Her iris and pupils were indistinguishable, making the centre of her eyes appear larger than normal.

Her features were generally elfin in type, with the slim nose and delicate bone structure, but she was larger than the average elf. Her long black hair was shoulder length and slightly wavy. She wore a black coloured leather set of trousers and tan boots, a fine mesh chain hauberk that had been a gift from her father that she wore over a black leather jacket that had been a gift from the god of death, Di’tha. Both gave her an invulnerability to many attacks, both magical and physical, and in addition her father had given her a pendant which she wore under her jacket which gave her absolute magical protection.

To complete her appearance she had on her back the Bloodline Sword, the magically-imbued weapon of the Owyn clan, one of only five that had ever been created. Only one of the Owyn blood could properly wield it, and it, too, gave her abilities and help in certain circumstances.

She walked with an easy balanced gait, something she had gained at the weapon training school of Kaltinar where she had acquired some knowledge of how to use her sword. It was at Kaltinar, too, that she discovered she had magical abilities and combined with her sword skill it made her a formidable opponent.

Although in her early twenties, she had many years yet because of her extended lifespan due to her elfin heritage. She had become used to commanding and now had a kingdom under her sway. Even a fledgling empire, if one was precise. Being the daughter of a dark elf prince gave her a lot of status and respect, and even the dark elves, who despised all other races, tolerated her because of her elfin parentage. 

She turned to face the direction to go to the palace and stopped in surprise. A large squad of guards stood in her way, and before them stood General Riktar, the man who commanded the army in Selbis. He was the army commander, one of those who had supported her in the coup that had put her on the throne in this city. He stepped forward and bowed low. “Welcome back, Your Majesty,” he began. “Good news about conquering Sibilac. My congratulations.”

“Thank you, General,” she replied, eyeing the large escort. “A little excessive, the size of the escort, don’t you think?”

“There has been an – incident,” Riktar frowned. He stepped to one side and gestured her to walk alongside him.

She instantly was on her guard and strode to his side and the two began their journey back to the palace. With the guards all around they could discuss the news without anyone eavesdropping. “What incident, General?”

“They came two nights ago.”

She glanced at his serious expression. “Oh, did they? What happened?”

Riktar leaned towards her slightly, ensuring that his soft voice carried to her and nobody else. “Six of them. Sedra took care of them all, but she was badly hurt and is bedridden. There are fears she may not make it.”

Faer sucked in her breath. Damn them to the afterlife of pain! “Any other casualties?”

“Three guards who never saw what hit them.”

“What have you done with the dark elf corpses?”

Riktar glanced at her. “Left them for you to look over. In the dungeon. They will probably be smelling a bit by now.”

“Good. How did they get access?” She knew the likely route, for one had got in before when she had been there. Riktar confirmed her thoughts. Faer grimaced. There was nothing else for it but to address that weakness. In the meantime she ordered that everything be tightened up and she would go to her chamber and change, refresh then go see Sedra.

In the palace her arrival was greeted with relief and pleasure, but also there was a tinge of apprehension. Being targeted by Kerian death squads was unsettling to anyone. Faer jabbed a finger at Riktar as she headed for her chambers. “I want an assessment of the security of this palace and a set of recommendations as to making the place more secure. I’ll look over your report tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow...?”

“Get to it. Dismissed.” 

Riktar bowed and turned away, rolling his eyes. Talk about setting a tight deadline. He looked at his immediate group of bodyguards. “Alright, you heard her, arrange squads of four to patrol the corridors, shorten the patrolling areas, increase the number of patrols.” He ran a hand through his hair and grimaced. He would spend some time with his daughter, Crystalia, first, then get to the near impossible task of finding a solution to the easy access intruders were finding into the building.

Faer changed, helped by her slave-servant Chigbert. Chigbert no longer had his own free will, having been enslaved by Faer when he had been part of a group of robbers and thieves that preyed on the weak and helpless in the streets of the city. Their biggest and last mistake had been to take on the lone female figure at night. It had ended with five dead and Chigbert a victim of dark elf seduction, which Faer possessed. Moulding his will to hers through a long kiss, taking away any thought of resistance for life, he had then become her devoted slave. He had no wish to end the process, being dedicated to her absolutely. Faer didn’t like doing it if she could avoid it, for it meant a dependant and she could do without that very much thank you.

He obediently followed her every command without thought or hesitation. He undressed her and she stood before him, naked. He admired her form but would not touch her unless she permitted him to. “Chigbert,” she said, turning her head to look at him over her shoulder, “have you been comfortable during my absence?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he bowed. “But I missed you.”

She smiled. Yes, he would have. Slaves like Chigbert needed constant orders to make their existence worthwhile. Going too long without their master or mistress to command them was detrimental to the enthralled one. “Yes, Chigbert, I know, but I’m here now. Hold me.”

She closed her eyes as his arms enveloped her and she relaxed. There was absolutely no way he would ever hurt her, and she knew it, therefore she was as safe as she could ever be in another’s embrace. If she commanded him to make love to her now, he would, in any manner she demanded. But it would be without passion, without heart or soul. It was not the way she desired sex. She wanted the heat, the need of the other one, the inconsistency and surprise of what they would do next. “Do you love me, Chigbert?”

It was a pointless question for she knew what his reply would be, but she needed to hear it. “Yes, Mistress, more than anything.”

“You’re a good slave. Let me turn around and reward you.” She turned as his arms released her and she put her arms around his neck, and kissed him, long and slowly, flooding him with her pheromones, the same ones that had enslaved him in the first place. She could flood his mind with them now because it would make no difference to him; he was already melded to her. What it did was to fill him with a wave of pleasure, ecstasy, mindless orgiastic heaven.

She stepped back, smiling. It was a genuine smile, knowing he was feeling beyond any kind of pleasure anyone could describe. His face was a picture. It showed a beatific visitation. “There, Chigbert, that’s better, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said dreamily.

“Now, go run a bath for me and get out my black dress.” 

He obediently did as he was bid and she took the opportunity to lie out on her large bed, one hand in her hair, playing with it, the other thoughtfully running over her lips. The past couple of moons she had been busy adding Sibilac to her ‘empire’, the start she hoped of something profound. Selbis by itself could do little, what with the limited manpower and resources, but an empire? Well, that was something else. The trouble was there was no empire, or at least not at the present.

Discovering the long-lost crown of Narok, and the body of the last emperor in the cisterns underneath Selbis had given her an idea, of reviving the ancient and long dead realm. Adding Sibilac, a small mountain kingdom, to her kingdom had made it more than just a statement and a few squiggles on a piece of parchment. Now it was a reality. The new Empire of Narok now existed, even if it were a mere two small kingdoms in size, but one had to start somewhere.

She had done it with a few soldiers, and in reality that was all she could spare. Now she was stuck. Half of what she had taken had to remain behind to administer and garrison the new possession, and to oversee the integration of Sibilac into her empire. She had been crowned in Sibilac and sent a statement out far and wide with that very act. She had remained there for ten days, making sure there was no reaction to her conquest, then she had left with her dark elves and some of her human soldiers, leaving the rest under Commander Feras, or now Governor Feras as she had retitled him, to administer Sibilac under her name. It was inadvisable to leave any dark elves there and so they had come back to Selbis with her.

Now what to do? Her forces were even more thinly stretched and if someone decided to take prompt action, there was little prospect in holding off an attack if it were on her new possession. Selbis was another prospect altogether. But she needed more soldiers now.

The only possible course of action for her was to follow her father’s instructions and try to go find the three thousand Kerian elves that were supposed to be inhabiting the ruins of Kital, somewhere lost deep in the mountains and jungles of a neighbouring continent. Three thousand! At one fell swoop that would solve her army problems.

But it would raise new ones. Where could she house that number, especially when they were hostile to humans? Not in Selbis, no. It was intriguing to see what they could do if offered a new home here on this continent, provided they clear one of her hostile neighbour’s city out. Yes, that would be the perfect solution. If she could find them.

She sighed. She was missing the touches of her man, Henac, but he had been ordered to remain behind in Sibilac, much against his wishes, but she was relying on people she could trust ,and he was one of a few she fully trusted. He would return in half a year once the new lands were fully reorganised and the Sibilacese army inducted properly into the Selbisian. Or should she now call it the Narokian?

After her bath and subsequent dressing, she made her way to the adjacent wing of the palace where the other bedrooms of the privileged were. One of these was Sedra’s chamber. Two dark elves were on guard outside it. Nobody was taking any chances now. The corridor was unlit and dark, and all windows were covered. Dark elves could see as if it were daylight, and they preferred darkness. It also suited the mood of the elves.

The guards bowed to her and let her into the chamber. The first she met inside was Keychek, her chancellor. He was sombre and tired looking, as well he might, for Sedra was his daughter. “Majesty,” he said quietly. “Welcome back.”

“I wish it were in better circumstances,” Faer replied. “How is she?”

“Frail. I do not know whether death will come or not.”

“I will see her.” It was a statement that did not invite any rebuttal, and he stepped aside with a low bow. “Keychek, you have need of rest yourself. Go. I shall attend your daughter. You are also to perform your duties as chancellor.”

“I know, Ma’am. Forgive me.”

“In these circumstances it is forgiven, but I need you to do your job now more than ever. Being here with Sedra will not change her status. Go.” She nodded gently to him and he sighed and turned around, walking to the door. 

Once it had closed behind him she turned and made her way through the chamber to the bedroom, over the far side and through another door. Although similar in arrangement to her own suite, this was smaller and not so sumptuously decorated, as to be expected. The room was quiet and Faer’s attention was drawn to the bed and not the rest of the furnishings, which were irrelevant.

A solitary figure sat by the bed. Another male. This was Jel’ant, Sedra’s mate. The lancer looked up at her as she entered and stood out of respect. “Majesty.”

“Jel’ant. How is she?”

“She does not stir. She just – exists.”

His words were full of pain and anger. “This will be eventually brought to account,” Faer said slowly. “There will be no forgiveness to the one who ordered this.”

Jel’ant nodded tightly.

“I know it is not the way of Keria, but I shall give you permission to attend Sedra for as long as it takes. You are excused duty for the duration of her incapacity, or until I decree otherwise.”

The lancer bowed deeply. “My gratitude, Ma’am. Yes, such sentiments are looked upon as a weakness, but...”

“But there are some matters that stand above any social habits or ways. You would not be as effective in any case, being distracted so. I shall arrange for food and water to be brought to the suite every day. Now, let me attend upon her for a while. She is here because she was in my place and I was the target, not her.”

Jel’ant made way for her and took the opportunity to refresh himself. Alone with the somnolent Sedra, Faer took her hand and looked down on the sleeping sorceress. She looked very shrunken, pale and fragile. Her hand was cool, not as warm as it should be, and she knew this was the poison within her that was doing its dreadful work.

From the little she knew, Kerian assassin poison was one of the most virulent and there were few antitoxins for it. According to what she had been told already, Sedra had taken an antidote the moment she had been wounded, but nobody knew whether it would save her life or just prolong the death.

The six members of the assassin squad were dead, and that was an insult to the Kerian king; sending such an elite group cost a lot of money and only the very rich and privileged could do so. The fact they had all been wiped out sent a message back to the king. Finding another such group would be next to impossible, at least for the next few years.

As she sat there, holding the Kerian’s hand, she wondered what to do with the corpses. Sending them back would take some time, since there were no regular trade routes to Keria from anywhere. Who would trade with them? The only route that could be used was to send them to Fireport, the human city at the eastern edge of the Kerian continent, and then arrange for them to be transported overland by covert means and using intermediaries and secret contacts. There were individuals who did act as brokers with deals to Keria but they were a select few and they chose with whom they would do a deal with.

Faer wondered if she could revive an old Kerian practice of converting the skull of an enemy into a drinking cup. That might amuse her dark elves. She shook the thought from her mind and gazed down on the wan features of Sedra. In many ways Sedra had been the most irritating of all the Kerians she had met, always challenging, disputing, opposing Faer. Yet for some odd reason Faer felt very close to her. Why would that be?

“Sedra,” she whispered, leaning forward to her ear. “Silth’pla, nehmes’ah. Teresth vek meh.” It was an entreaty, begging her to stay with her and don’t die. A final squeeze of her hand and she stood up, stepping away from the stricken sorceress. 

Jel’ant soon returned and stood by his queen’s side. His distress was clear in his body language. 

“Jel’ant, what has been given her?”

“Alas, very little. Sedra carried a bottle of anti-toxin about her neck and it was empty when she was discovered.”

The problem was that there were no recognised healers amongst her Kerians, and no human or non-Kerian healer would be allowed near her. Faer frowned, searching through her memories of Sedra showing her poisons and their antidotes. What was it she had said about the Kerians using the most virulent poison of all? Canokite, yes that was it. “Where are her books on the subject of poisons?”

The lancer showed her, a bookshelf arrangement in the main chamber. Faer nodded her thanks and the lancer went back to attend his lover. She took the book back to her chamber and sat reading on the balcony overlooking the city, a refreshing glass of iced water by her side. She read the entry for Canokite. It was native to Keria and the lands around it, a small flowery bush, the roots of which contained the poison.

She was not so interested in that, but in the entry for the antidote. Fenrith leaf. Crushed, boiled, dried, powdered. Then made into a solution and bottled. Yes, that must have been what she had around her neck. There would not have been much, the need for it not being there. Having taken one draught of it, it might not have been sufficient to combat the full effects of the poison. It was a shame she didn’t have the anti-poison that she had in her finger.

She closed the book and looked up, staring into the wide blue yonder. I wonder... She stood up, suddenly resolute. She went indoors and grabbed a small bottle from her vanity desk. She marched back to Sedra’s chamber and barged into the bed chamber, startling Jel’ant. “Lancer, there is one thing I can try to save her life. Put water in this, half filling it,” she commanded him, thrusting the bottle at him.

He complied, wondering what it was his mistress was going to do, but if he could save Sedra...

He returned and presented her with the small vessel half filled. Faer then held it up and put the point of her knife against her finger, the one with the ring absorbed into it. She breathed in deeply, then cut her finger. Quickly she allowed a few drops of blood to fall into the vessel, then put her thumb over the top and shook it vigorously.

Sucking on her small wound, she put her knife away and knelt alongside Sedra. “Help me,” she said to Jel’ant. Together they raised her torso and she put the bottle to her lips and dribbled the cloudy liquid into her mouth. “Go on, Sedra, swallow it.”

Sedra writhed and gasped, but then swallowed, her body automatically taking over for survival. She was then allowed to lie back down and the two stood by her side, anxiously looking down at her.

The sorceress began shaking...
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Faer sat at the main table in the day chamber looking at a document Keychek had handed her. She read it, her lips twisting slightly, mostly through resignation and acceptance. “It had to happen, inevitably.”

Keychek looked at her intently. He was stood to one side of her, staring down at the parchment. “Now we are at war with Chodrak, we should make plans to invade and attack them.”

“With what? We have enough soldiers to defend Selbis and Sibilac and that’s it. We have a small navy while Chodrak has many more ships. Their armed forces are much bigger and more used to fighting than ours.”

“But we cannot just sit here, Majesty!” the dark elf protested.

General Riktar, stood on the other side of the table, nodded in agreement. “I concur with Keychek. Sitting here on our arses won’t achieve anything.”

Faer looked up at him from under her eyebrows. “And where would we attack? We would have to send our army by sea and Chodrak is no doubt heavily defended. On the other hand, they don’t have the men spare to attack us, either by sea against us, or overland to Sibilac.”

“So we do nothing?” Riktar said, shocked.

“No, we plan. We plan to invade the Plains of Fenkar.”

Riktar laughed briefly and slapped his thigh in amazement. “Ma’am, may I remind you the plains are impassable due to the number of hostile creatures there, and the other kingdoms who are fighting the beztelians? If you manage to defeat them, then you will have to fight the beztelians and that is a war with no ending.”

“I didn’t say we were going to attack, I said we would make plans to invade.” She sat back and smiled at him, waiting for his grey cells to begin working. She looked up at Keychek and grinned.

Keychek frowned for a moment, then cocked his head. “A ruse?”

Faer winked at him. She eyed Riktar who looked thoughtful. “Alright, I’ll accept that as a deception, but that would mean there was another plan going on, the real one.”

Faer put the Chodrak declaration of war down on the table. “They know they cannot attack us. This is pure theatre, a show. They are objecting to me being crowned empress and doing this as a means to declare their opposition, and to reassure their own people. Its hot air.” She leaned back and stretched her back. “But indeed we cannot sit by and do nothing. So we make an equal showy performance of training up our soldiers in Sibilac, making belligerent noises about swarming down upon the plains and so on, blah blah blah.”

“A war of words?” Riktar said.

“Precisely.”

The chancellor snorted. “The Kerian element here will not abide this. We wish to wage war.”

“I know, Chancellor. But we need a thousand dark elves to descend upon Chodrak and put it to the sword.”

“A thous... you mean Kelara’s group?” Keychek said.

Faer nodded. “They are sat there doing nothing. I have to find them in any event, so I think now is the right time to do so. While all eyes are on Sibilac, I shall slip away by ship to Kital and find our people there. Three thousand, it was said. So one thousand of them will be warriors, another thousand females who may or may not be sorceresses or providers, and maybe a thousand children or those too old to fight?”

“That is likely to be inaccurate, Majesty. Most of those three thousand will be able to fight.”

Riktar sucked in his breath. “You’re going to bring them out to invade Chodrak?”

Faer nodded. “Look at it this way, General. There’s no way we can house them, and having three thousand Kerian elves doing nothing is a recipe for trouble. They will need to have a purpose, a reason for me dragging them back into the action, so to speak. So they go to Chodrak with orders to conquer it in my name, adding it to my empire. They are to kill all the leaders and enslave the rest. Chodrak will be a dark elf city, but they will not exceed my orders. I wish to show the others what fate they will have if they do not submit.”

Riktar whistled and Keychek looked thoughtful. “They will need a strong leader to keep them under orders,” the dark elf predicted. 

“So are you aware of
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