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The arrival of an empress’s ship usually evoked great celebrations and throngs of people lining the harbour, cheering her in or wishing to catch sight of their monarch, but on this occasion this was not to be.

It was night, and the harbour was in darkness which was one reason; another was the fact the ship had been unannounced prior to negotiating the narrow channel through the water tower, under the mighty walls of the city of Selbis, and into the city. Nobody had been told when her ship was going to arrive.

Another good reason was that nobody had seen this ship before. It was not the empress’s ‘official’ ship, and therefore was not recognised as being important or that it was carrying anyone important. It didn’t have an official flag or pennant or any such royal or imperial insignia. It was, in fact, a merchant vessel.

This merchantman was, however, carrying the empress aboard her. Having been moored in the harbour of another city, Kardem, unemployed and with no contract, this ship along with five others were bought by the empress along with their crews and then sailed to Selbis.

The empress herself sat in a large, spacious and luxurious cabin. It had been the captain’s, but she had thrown him out and ordered him to find the next best one since she was the owner and moreover, royalty, and she was damned if she was going to settle for second best. The captain had seen sense and complied, especially as she had at her side a group of stern-looking and no doubt deadly dark elf lancers, all ready to decapitate him if he either defied her or showed her any disrespect.

Empress Faer’Owyn looked out of the latticed window of the cabin as the lights of the harbour of Selbis drifted past slowly. They were back in her city now. Good. It was about time. She didn’t want to hang around and let things drift, for time was of the essence. There were a lot of people waiting on her, and she didn’t like it. She needed to be assertive, decisive and swift, especially seeing that those who were waiting for her decision were dark elves.

Dark elves. Kerians. She herself was half Kerian, from her father, Prince Jarrod’Owyn of Keria, head of the House of Owyn, one of the five royal lines of which one would be seated on the Kerian throne at any one time. She was his only issue, the result of his liaison with a human slave, and some in Keria would say that as she was no pure blood she should not be considered fit to rule the dark elves.

The problem was there were no other heirs to the Owyn clan, and her father was missing, missing now for twenty years or so following the civil war that had resulted in the flight of the Owyn from Keria which had scattered them across the known world.

Accordingly, she was hailed as a princess, the last hope for the Owyn clan, and her clan, her dark elves, were those waiting for her to decide what was to be done next. Dark elves were not noted for their tolerance or patience. 

Combining the best features of a dark elf and a human, she was a dark brown skinned slim female with looks that many regarded as beautiful. Long black hair tumbled down to her shoulders and her jet-black eyes surveyed her chamber with intelligence and a dark deep passion. 

It had been on her sixteenth birthday that she had learned of her father and his heritage to her, and it had begun a quest that still was not completed. She reasoned that his long-term goal was to set her on the throne of Keria as Queen of the Dark Elves. How this would be achieved was anyone’s guess, but now she had access to a few thousand blades that she had not had before, and it was now she was going to decide what to do with them.

The main problem she had was that Selbis, her city, was a human city and stocking it with a few thousand Kerians would inevitably cause innumerable problems. She needed the humans as much as she needed the dark elves, and even if neither side liked the other, which they most certainly did not, she had to somehow keep both sides satisfied with the unusual bonding. She herself knew of the trouble this could cause, for she was internally consumed with a battle, with her two halves fighting to get dominance of her. It got quite wearing at times.

She stood up abruptly, startling her six lancers. She felt their surprise and it pleased her. Slapping her palms on the desk top she strode to the door. “Come,” she snapped in the dark elf tongue.

She didn’t even check to see that they were following; they would do so or else face punishment, and dark elf punishment could be quite severe. Two lancers quickly stepped before her, opening the door and stepping out, just to ensure nobody was there to cause her harm. Thus protected fore and behind, she marched along the passageway up to the door that led out onto the main deck.

The air was warm and humid, a typical Selbis summer evening, and she made her way across the deck, noting the bowing of the many dark elves on board, along with the human crew, and waited for the gangplank to be lowered to the jetty.

There, stood in a loose group, were more humans, all armed, forming a hastily arranged escort. They were led by a thickset man with heavy plate armour on his shoulders, chest, arms and waist. He was gaping up at the figures on deck, and only just closed his mouth as Faer’Owyn stepped onto the jetty before him. 

She put her hands on her hips and smirked at him. “General.”

“Majesty!” he said, recovering his voice. “I didn’t believe the report at first when the runner brought word that you were aboard a merchant ship entering the city. But...”

“But as you can see, the report was true. Otherwise, why would a ship be allowed entry into the city during darkness? You know the laws, and they are there for a very good reason.” She noted his expression and the fact he was staring behind her. “Oh yes. Some additional help I picked up while away. My House lancers. Plenty more aboard.”

“Yes, Ma’am – but where will they be housed? I don’t think ...”

She waved him to silence. “Time is of the essence. Send a runner to the palace to prepare a full council session now. I will chair it. Put an armed guard all around this ship and nobody, and I mean nobody, is permitted to go aboard.”

The general saluted and complied with her snapped orders. She looked about leisurely while this was being done and saw a shadowy figure move away from the gangplank into the darkness out of the glow of the lanterns on the jetty. She smiled. Stalbayan would make a home here soon enough, and she would help him settle in covertly. But for now, she had more pressing matters to attend to rather than hold the hand of a thief.

Without further ado she snapped her fingers and she moved off, headed by half of the general’s detachment and her six lancers. The general walked alongside her, asking about how she had been since she had left Selbis, and she asked how Selbis was coming along.

“Oh, the war with Chodrak rumbles on, Majesty,” he sighed. “Plenty of posturing, threats, but no actual activity. People are wondering when you’ll do something about it.”

“They fret that I’m not here in person while the empire is at war.”

He smiled diplomatically.

“Of course,” she replied to her own question. “Well, I’m here now, General, so you can stop worrying. I’ve got an assault force gathered and I’m going to unleash it on those fools. I’ll make them regret daring to challenge my right to rule over them.”

He eyed her, another smile briefly flirting his lips. 

“What?” she demanded, seeing his expression.

“You’re so much more a ruler than you were, Ma’am.”

She grinned and looked ahead where the palace was coming into sight. “Familiarity, and experience. I’ve settled in.”

“You certainly have. Glad of it, too.”

“How is Crystalia?” she asked.

General Riktar looked happy at the question. “Oh she’s doing fine, thank you. Found a few friends and they are learning together in the classroom. I won’t have her growing up mindless.”

“Good,” Faer nodded, “always beneficial to have people who can use their minds. A kingdom can only be greater as a result. So, we are here. Go herd the council to the chamber if they are not there already.”

Riktar saluted, leaving her and the lancers to crunch along the marble corridors to the council chamber, the room that Faer used for policy making and councils of war. And she was going to hold one damned big council of war right now. 

She was shown in by her lancers and those in the chamber stood up as she did so, gaping in surprise at the sight of six fully armed and armoured lancers accompanying her. 

In the chamber, a greying dark elf holding a staff cleared his throat and stamped the base of the staff on the floor. “All rise for the Queen of Selbis, the Empress of Narok, Princess of Keria, Faer’Owyn!”

“You forgot Baroness of Gorradan, Keychek,” she admonished him, as she reached her chair at the top of the table.

He bowed in apology. “Majesty, I am remiss.”

“You are,” she said harshly, glaring at him.

He went down on one knee, head bowed, a gesture that offered her his life.

“Forgiven, Keychek,” she said, “but do not make the same error again or else.” She knew he had done it deliberately, testing her powers of command. It was all a game, and she was grateful for it, for he was teaching her subconsciously how to rule and deal with Kerians. She held his eye as he got to his feet, and both exchanged a silent greeting. 

The door opened and in hurried two men.

“Nice of you to attend,” she said dryly, “I was about to die of old age.”

The room rippled with amusement from the humans there, but the dark elves remained stone-faced. The two newcomers hastily bowed their apologies, or, rather, the older and slimmer of the two did, while the other, a young well-muscled man gave her a very intolerant glare, then thought better of it and bowed curtly, coming to a seat only two down from hers. “Hello, Henac,” she said to him, “did I interrupt your beauty sleep?”

“Majesty,” he said as if it had been forced out of him. “It was – a shock getting the word you had suddenly returned after being absent for such a long time.”

Faer eyed him sternly, not really making her mind up whether he was trying to admonish her or not. “Sit down and listen to what I have to say. Things are moving quickly and they need to be addressed now. We can exchange pleasantries later. In bed.”

He smiled at this and some of the others grinned. The dark elves looked outraged but kept silent.

She gestured to the silent elves stood behind her, their swords bared and in their hands, resting on one shoulder, ready to strike if necessary. Their countenances stern, serious, and proud. “As you can see, I have returned with some additional warriors, loyal and fierce. I have in total around a thousand such lancers, five hundred archers and about fifty sorceresses, all of whom are battle ready and keen to be unleashed on any of my enemies. I fully intend using them as soon as possible.”

She gauged the reactions of those around her. “Indeed, a formidable force, but they need directing, leading, guiding. My wishes are for Chodrak to be attacked, conquered and added to my empire. All that is needed is for someone to lead them.”

“But you are their leader, Ma’am,” Keychek said, surprised.

Faer agreed. “However I am needed here for the moment, since I have been absent and as empress my place here is of the utmost importance for the immediate future. There are three generals among them, and they will lead the soldiers and warriors on the ground at the forefront of the fight, but I need a figurehead who will act on my behalf with the interests of the Empire of Narok, the Kingdom of Selbis and the House of Owyn.” She turned her head to her right to look at a particularly stunning young dark elf woman sat opposite Henac. “Sedra.”

Sedra’s eyes widened for a moment. “Majesty?”

“You will be my chosen representative to lead this army on the conquest of Chodrak.”

Sedra gasped, then smiled wickedly. “You honour me, my Queen.”

“I do, so do not let me down or don’t return unless it is only your head.”

Sedra looked at her smugly. “I shall not fail. It will be the head of the king of Chodrak that will be sent to you.”

“Along with the keys of the city. That will be satisfactory.”

General Riktar cleared his throat.

“General?” Faer eyed him.

“Ma’am, are you sending just dark elves to conquer Chodrak?”

“Nearly. I want you, General, to pick a company of soldiers, adept at defence and using the shield wall, under a capable commander. This unit will be the anvil against which the Chodrak forces will break themselves, while my elves will be the hammer used to smash them to pieces.”

“What of the city once it falls?” Keychek asked.

“The royal family is to be put to death; the survivors of the army assimilated into my forces and assigned the garrison of half of Chodrak under the commander of the Selbisian company. The dark elves will be assigned the other half of the city to live in and garrison and await my further orders.”

“Will they need half the city?” one of the advisors queried.

“They will. There are females and children with them and they will require homes for their families. The lancers and archers will be fighting to give their loved ones a home. From there I will want raids sent out and the terrain and environment mapped and all enemies identified.”

“How will your strike force be sent?” another asked.

“There are six ships either in the harbour or waiting outside on the sea. They will be escorted by two Selbisian warships. The warships will go on ahead once you are near the city and commence a diversionary attack, at night, and while this is being done the six merchant ships will disgorge the dark elves on the shore nearby. They will attack immediately before the defenders can reorganise.”

“But disembarking fifteen hundred warriors will take a day at least!” Riktar pointed out.

“Keychek,” Faer commanded. “Bring me the maps of the coast around Chodrak.” 

While they awaited the production of the map she had requested, General Riktar looked across the table at her. “You seem to have planned this very thoroughly, Ma’am. What advance information did you receive of the Chodrak forces?”

“None,” she admitted, “but we are reliably informed of two facts. One, Chodrak’s forces are amongst the best on Ukar, and two, most of their forces are out in the interior fighting the Beztelians in their never-ending war. Therefore the forces in Chodrak itself are not likely to be substantial, and also they are not likely to be their best. A quick surprise attack should overwhelm them and then their army will have two choices; either break off combat with the Beztelians to launch an assault on the city, or two remain where they are and give up all hope of ever regaining it and be crushed in between two hostile forces.”

She tapped the table for emphasis. “To withdraw in the face of a determined enemy is one of the most difficult manoeuvres in military tactics – I learned this reading in the library at Kaltinar – and it would take a seriously good leader to perform this duty. From what I know of the Beztelians...” she paused as Keychek returned and began smoothing a map over the table in between them all. She looked up at Riktar briefly. “...they are a pitiless and vicious adversary and will press hard on a retreating force. I doubt the Chodrak forces can disengage so they have the choice of death or being absorbed into our forces and we will then join them against the Beztelians.”

“What about the dark elves?” Riktar persisted, “would they fight the Beztelians?”

Faer smiled and looked up at the nearest lancer. “Would you willingly fight one of those beasts?”

“Of course,” the lancer growled. “Another being to kill.”

“So there you go, General. Now,” she surveyed the map. “Here, Chodrak,” she indicated a dark circle on the coast of the continent of Ukar. “To either side you can see the coastline is not smooth, and from what I have been told by the ship’s captain, it is mostly rocky, but there are a few sandy beaches where ships can be beached.”

“Beached?” one of the advisors echoed. “That would strand the ships, surely!”

“It would, but it would also mean the warriors could disembark swiftly and move off the beach to the city within a very short time. That is the intention.”

“The risk is you may lose those ships,” another pointed out, “or at least stranding them on a hostile shore.”

“That has been taken into consideration. The very captain who informed me of the beaches is going to be the one in charge of the first of the six ships. Sedra, you will be aboard that vessel and direct it to the nearest beach. All six ships are to steer directly to shore and go as far as they can before they are stopped.”

“I shall make sure this is done.”

Faer nodded in satisfaction. “Excellent. Also make sure there is no attempt not to beach it. You know what to do if any of the captains mutiny.”

“They will have a lancer’s sword to their throats to make sure they comply.” The dark elf female nodded to reinforce her words.

Faer had no doubt Sedra would do that; she was a typical dark elf, ruthless, arrogant, bloodthirsty. Faer knew the dark elf temperament so well, half of her constantly battled to assert itself against her human half. This brought into question in her own mind as to what exactly she was. Human, dark elf, or both. Or neither. The strange thing was that many humans would see her as a dark elf, while many dark elves would see her as tainted by human blood and not accept her.

She was sure that it was only because she was of the royal bloodline that they did tolerate and obey her, otherwise – well, she would probably be put to death. Thankfully she had powers to match any full blood female dark elf, thanks to her royal bloodline and a few enhancements her father had provided through the quest he had set her.

Sedra was far more naturally powerful but Faer could match her with her bloodline sword, amulet and one or two other little things she had picked up. Both could use magic, although Sedra’s was demonstrably much more powerful, and both could enslave with the merest of kisses, a trait that made dark elf females particularly feared.

“During my journey back here I studied the maps they had aboard and this is the plan I decided had the best chance of success. Now,” she straightened. “I shall want to hear what all of you councillors have to say about matters that have arisen since during the time of my absence. You may all now retire to bed. We will convene in the morning.” She looked at Riktar. “Go gather that company I spoke of; they will escort Sedra to the ship in the harbour.”

She then turned to Sedra. “Go prepare yourself, gather what belongings you need. I will write an imperial edict which I will sign and seal, giving you full authority over the expedition. You will present my orders to the senior general who will be aboard, his name is Sten’tar.”

Sedra left, a smile on her lips. Only a few remained in the chamber, one of whom was Keychek. He stood regarding her for a moment before speaking. “Ma’am, what of Kelara?”

“Dead.”

He inclined his head with respect. “You have been missed.”

Faer smiled briefly. “Thank you. I’m back now and keen to get to grips with domestic matters. But first I need some rest.” She eyed Henac. “Well, after catching up with my man.”

Keychek cleared his throat. “There are a few matters that need urgent attention.”

“And I will give them that, once my head is clearer after a well-needed sleep. In the morning, Keychek.”

The dark elf chancellor bowed and backed away. 

Henac stood up and rested one buttock on the edge of the table. “You’re really quick with the orders. You’ve even more decisive than you were before setting off.”

She drew in a deep breath and nodded. “Come, let’s speak more in bed. I have need of your arms around me. I so missed them.” With that she took his hand and led him out into the corridor and then up the stairs towards her suite of rooms. She had plenty to catch up with indeed.
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Sedra eyed the senior officers on the main deck of the ship. “You will berth this company of humans,” she swept an arm at the men stood behind her. “It is an order, Captain.”

The ship’s captain rubbed his aching eyes. He was tired. His crew were tired. They so desperately needed rest, and he thought that once he had guided his vessel into the harbour of Selbis then that would be forthcoming. Apparently not so. “Miss Sedra,” he said as respectfully as he could. “There simply is not the space aboard.”

“Then find some. I don’t care where. Double berth them. Yes, General?” she whirled on the dark elf who had begun to interrupt.

“Ah, Sedra? Is that what I call you?”

“Its my name, General. I am the daughter of Chancellor Keychek.”

Sten’tar bowed once. He knew Keychek from the time they’d been on Keria before the flight. “Ah yes, I recall you now as a small child. You have grown into a fine young female.”

She smiled briefly. “And I hold favour from the princess. What is it you wish to speak of?”

“Why are you so concerned about berthing these humans?” the general spoke to her scornfully. Like most dark elves, they had little but contempt for other races, and for white elves nothing short of outright hatred. 

“Because, General,” she snapped hotly back at him, “it is the wish of our sovereign the princess Faer’Owyn. Do I need to show you her own command?” she waved the document she held up in the night air. “I care little for their comfort but our sovereign has a use for them in the coming war. Now show me my quarters.”

She glared at him and Sten’tar bowed once, but without any sign of pleasure, and gestured for her to follow him. She half-turned to the figure behind her. “Jel’ant.”

Her lover followed, his eyes missing nothing. The lancer had been permitted to accompany her, and Faer knew the lancer would be loyal until the death, sharing Sedra’s bed. Through a door to the interior accommodation Sedra was led to the same cabin that Faer had used on the voyage to Selbis.

She looked around critically at the spacious cabin. “It will suffice, I daresay,” she drawled lazily.

“Sedra, it was used by our sovereign and she found it comfortable enough.”

Sedra twisted her lips in distaste, snorted, then gestured to Jel’ant to check the room. “Yes, I suppose it will have to do,” she said, before turning once again to the general. “Now, I need to speak with the captain. You will be present, too. Take me to him.”

With Jel’ant taking up the rear, she was led to the captain’s post up on deck at the stern, near the helm. The ship was already under way, having been swung about by the stevedores and jetty workmen who had used ropes and had walked around the huge semi-circle at the end of the harbour. This bit was used purely the purpose of turning the ships around. Once the ship had been turned to face the way out, the ropes were cast off from the ship and gathered in by the dockers and coiled up, ready for the next time they would be used.

Sedra watched as the ship sailed slowly to the huge gateway, under the mighty arch and into the cavernous passageway, wide enough for one ship at a time, and then out of the outer arch into the channel that led to the Zankar River. Behind them the mighty doors closed ever so slowly, then clanged shut, not to be reopened until daylight.

“Captain,” Sedra said haughtily, “you are to meet up with the other five ships and orders will be passed around at that time. When can this occur?”

“Ma’am, once we are out of the river. The sea is not far and the other ships are awaiting there, anchored just west of the river estuary.”

“Very well,” Sedra said, peering over the rail forward. She recalled when she had sailed this way with Faer’Owyn on the quest to recover the family jewels against the corsairs. Yes she knew where they were heading. “Let me advise you, Captain, that I have orders to kill anyone who does not follow orders, a command given to me by my sovereign and one that I shall carry out with relish.”

The captain knew very well that this dark elf would do as she promised, and he tried to hold back a tremor of apprehension. “Of course Ma’am. We shall rendezvous with them shortly. Please stand on this deck and you should see them before long.”

She nodded curtly. She hid the worry on her mind very well, for she knew her mistress was putting a vast amount of faith in her to carry out this task. It was a huge honour and one that she hoped, if she performed it well, would cement her position high up in the princess’s court. To be close to her was all she wished; it would give her status and power, and that is what she wanted.

Of course, if Faer’Owyn wished to pleasure herself on her, then Sedra would obey. No longer was it a case of fighting for dominance as it had been in the past, now she would be the submissive one, acknowledging the half-blood’s superior position. Ever since she had seen the arrival of the new group of dark elves, it had hit her that it was now getting serious, and she had to manoeuvre herself into as strong a social position as possible. Jel’ant would be with her and he would also benefit, as would their offspring, whenever that occurred.

Thinking of that, she smiled slightly. Getting pregnant from Jel’ant would be good, but not yet. She had plenty to do first, but once she was secure and Faer had to rely on her, then would be the time. The Owyn needed new blood, and couples like Sedra and Jel’ant were vital for the future of the clan. 

First, however, would be this task to take and conquer Chodrak. She wet her lips in anticipation.

____

Faer closed the door to her bedchamber and leaned against the door for a moment, her eyes shut. Then she breathed in deeply and pushed away from it. Her eyes roamed over the plush décor and to the huge poster bed across the chamber. Henac was already there, under the blankets, probably completely naked, if his shoulders and chest were anything to go by. She felt her heart begin to race at the thought of running her hands over that muscled torso. Gods – he made her feel giddy. She couldn’t help herself.

Exercising restraint, she slowly swayed across the faintly-lit chamber to the bed. “Well, Henac,” she said huskily, “aren’t you tired and needing your beauty sleep?”

He grinned up at her, his hands behind his head. “I await the royal treatment, Majesty. Its been far too long.”

She looked thoughtfully down at his form, wondering if there was any kind of admonition there. “Yes. How was Sibilac?”

“Boring,” he sighed. “Mountain folk, simple, hidebound. Took a short time to whip them into shape but I think they’re happy enough being allowed to be themselves.”

Faer nodded in understanding. Conquest was not always an imposition; it could be a freeing of bonds. Sibiliac was now part of the reawakened Narokian Empire, a junior province in relation to Selbis, but other than paying their taxes to Selbis and acknowledging Faer as their empress and adapting to some certain laws to bring it into line with the capital, they were allowed to carry on with their lives as before. That was her idea of empire. To her it made things so much easier, not having to fight and oppress a newly acquired piece of land and its inhabitants.

He eyed her with longing. It had been far too long he’d been without her, and he missed her terribly. He was so full of wanting that he had even forgotten to be angry at her for going off on yet another mad adventure without him. “Come to bed.”

She cocked her head slightly, then smiled. “As good a command as I’ll ever get,” she said and began slowly unfastening her clothing, unbuttoning her jacket, then undoing her clips and clasps. Her trousers slid down her legs, she tugged off her boots, kicked off her trousers and finally divested herself of her undergarments. 

Now naked, she stood there before him, her dark skin blending in with the overall darkness of the room. The single candlelight on the bedside table glowed off her hair and one side of her face and upper body, casting it into fantastic shadows. She was not voluptuous, more athletic in her build. Then she moved to the bed, lifted the blankets and slid in alongside him.

“So do I assume the submissive role tonight?” she asked coquettishly.

“You love it, don’t deny it,” he grinned, pulling her under him as he rolled over.

She squealed, then lay there, waiting. She was an empress, a queen, a princess. Possessor of great power, both figuratively and literally. She could command thousands to her side, yet here and now she was just a young woman, her warmth giving him a wonderful feeling. “Do whatever you wish, Henac,” she said, “I’m yours to ravage.”

He chuckled and closed his arms around her. “I’ll take my time, even though I’m bursting to get at you.”

She went to speak but suddenly his lips were on hers and she forgot what it was she had about to say. She forgot everything for some time until they had finished and lay next to each other staring up at the canopy of the bed.

“I don’t want you to go rushing off without me again,” he said softly to her, turning his head. “I know you’re the ruler and I’m a mere bodyguard, but what’s a bodyguard if I have nobody to guard? Mmm?”

“Yes, I know. But I needed someone I could trust in Sibilac and you were the only one I could think of. And of course there was the matter of bringing my father’s people back from the jungle.”

“And you certainly did that! An entire army!”

“Not quite, but the majority of the House of Owyn. There were not that many survivors after the treachery of the civil war.”

He turned onto his side facing her and began running a finger over her soft dark skin. “And how are you going to use them to get the throne of Keria? There would be too many in opposition, all equal to your lancers and spellcasters.”

“I know,” she nodded. “Which is why I want to forge a huge empire here, to gain all their resources and manpower. I learned of more places while I was away, and of a possible landing place on the continent Keria sits upon. But more of that another time, that is far in the future. For the moment its Chodrak.”

“You realise you’ll be drawn into war with those things, what do they call them? Beztelians?”

She nodded. “A hard fact, and it may give my lancers and archers, and spellcasters practice. They need to hone their skills and train themselves up, and why not those reptilian beasts? It’ll be interesting to see how they do fare against them. Up to now the Beztelians have only had humans to deal with, not dark elves. This will be a rude shock to them.” 

“It could also be a rude shock to your dark elves.” 

“Perhaps,” she admitted, “but they are highly-skilled and fearless. The Beztelians will not have faced anything like them before.”

“I would suggest, however, Ma’am,” Henac touched her nose lightly, and she wrinkled it, “to question the Chodrakian military as to how they fight them, and how the Beztelians fight.”

“Yes, that’s a good suggestion,” she nodded. She had already thought of that but she didn’t see why she couldn’t be kind to him, seeing that he was trying to be helpful. It never hurt to be kind. That was something a dark elf never understood, but because she was half human, she could. 

“I must admit I was very annoyed with you when I got back here to find you gone.”

She cuddled into him. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I was impatient. You were up in the mountains and I had no idea how long you would take to do your job.”

“You’re in charge; you could always have sent me a summons, you know.”

She grinned. “I could have, yes, but I was far too impatient. But you are right, I missed you and you would have been fascinated by the journey.”

He held her look. “So what happened?”

So she told him of her adventure, of the city of Kardem, of recruiting a small group of mercenary adventurers, of the forest elves, the journey through the testing hazards on the way, of the ruin of Kital and of course her fight with the sorceress Kelara. She did miss out her little dabble with Stalbayan, and what Henac didn’t know wouldn’t hurt. She did, though, reveal her meeting with the Primus of Kardem and what had transpired there.

He looked astonished. “One of your father’s close followers? But no word as to where your father went?”

“No. He did say he left with Vikra, some female follower, and after that he must have come to Selinac because I was born afterwards, and he left the beginning of the quest there.” She sighed. “All I have at present is the task from him to go find this priest Mezketh west of the great city of Kesoy. Do you know of Kesoy?”

Henac shook his head. “I’ve heard of it but only in tales and stories. One of the great cities of the world.”

“Hmm. Well, you and I will travel there, Henac, and then go seek this Mezketh in the Dragonspine mountains.”

“When?”

“Not yet, but soon. First I have to settle some things here and be a proper ruler. I’ve got to speak to my courtiers and make sure they are keeping to the plans I have, and the laws I want enacted are being written to my satisfaction.”

He thought for a moment, then made to move across her to put out the candle but she stopped him. 

“Why make the effort?” she said softly, “when all I have to do is...” and she stretched out an arm languidly, opened her fingers, then closed them slowly and the candle flickered and then died. The air was filled with that unmistakable aroma of melting wax and a burning wick.

“You’re a damned show-off, Lady,” he said mildly.

“Oh I am,” she said. “But its what I’m good at.”

He stared at her, unable to make any features out in the dark, but he was aware she would be able to see him perfectly well.

“Mmm?” she asked, wondering why he was so still and silent.

“Just trying to see you. Its too dark, though.”

“I can see you,” she said. “You handsome beast.”

He did laugh at that. “Oh am I now? Well, since you put it like that...” he put his hand on her chest and ran it around smoothly, marvelling at her toned figure. Then he moved it to somewhere not acceptable in public, and he heard her moan softly and her body tensed and pushed against his hand. 

“Please...” she whispered.

So he obliged, and she groaned and thrashed under his touch and he felt good. Here was one of the most powerful rulers in all of Ukar and she was his, reacting this way to his exploration. If he played his hand correctly – and he was amused at his inadvertent pun – he could benefit enormously from his liaison with her.

Not that he was doing this out of some cynical ploy of self-interest, no. He genuinely loved her, loved being with her. She was such a complex and unique person, she drew him to her even though she didn’t even try
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