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Dedication

MOST BOOKS OWE A DEBT to a number of people. This one is no different. But without one person, her courage, the light she brings and the power she has, this book might never have been finished.

Lady Chris was an essential part of this book’s predecessor, MUCH ADO ABOUT DRAGONS. But she had her own road to travel, and not one anyone would envy. That story isn’t mine to tell, but I reached a point while writing this book where I truly didn’t know if I could finish. Not because I didn’t know how the story wanted to be told, but because Lady Chris couldn’t be a part of it. And then I saw some news from Lady Chris’s road. News that told me this had to be finished, that I was being a coward. It’s taken longer than I wanted, and Lady Chris got where she was going faster than I did. But then, she’s a woman and I’m – an Idiot (blush).

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO LADY CHRIS, FOR THE DAY SHE CLIMBED THREE STEPS.
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Prologue 
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I USED TO BE AN IDIOT. Now I’m a husband. My wife tells me it’s much the same thing.

It was all my fault. Of course, that was my job then. For things to be my fault. The Idiot’s fault. No, not the Court Jester. I didn’t wear motley (whatever motley may be). That's a different union. I was the Idiot. You see, in a Queen’s castle, wine spilled down the wrong dress can lead to a declaration of war. So, someone unimportant had to be blamed for it, and that was the Court Idiot’s job. I was the Idiot that did it, for any value of ‘it’. Of course, as soon as I was exiled-for-life out of the castle gate, I used my back-door key and sneaked back in. To wait for the next time some Idiot was needed.

But that's not all the job. Someday, something really bad will happen. Really, really, bad. Badder than a Bad Thing on a Very Bad Day. With extra Badness. It always does. And when the world’s about to end, who you gonna call? No, not them. They haven’t been invented yet. You call the Idiot, so you can risk someone nobody will miss if things don’t work out. You send the Idiot to sort it out.

It’s like the Dwarves, only without the running.

But it happened. The really bad thing. Peladon had a case of dragon. And I was Queen Sonea’s Idiot, so she sent me. Until it turned out the dragon wasn’t the problem. The problem was my Mother. And that’s why it was really my fault.

Oh, by the way. Yes, our daughter really is a dragon. But she’s only sixteen in dragon years, and teenagers are like that. And the Queen? That’s Queen Sonea. Of Peladon. People tell me she’s my wife. She’s not, not really—I’m her husband.

So, there it was. My Mother was coming. And she was hungry, so she was going to eat everybody in Peladon. Did I mention my Mother is a demon? No—I’m not a demon. Well, not a real one. My Mother is though.

I’m not doing this very well, am I? That’s all right when you’re an Idiot. All you have to do is stand around, be shouted at, then get exiled-for-life. Oh, and make sure you remember the back-door key. My Maj... Queen Sonea tells me it’s different for Kings. You’re supposed to do more of the shouting. And you always use the front gate.

I’m not a very good King.

But that was a while ago now. I managed to sort it out without anybody getting eaten. Mother was sent back to her hell without any supper. Or lunch. Or breakfast. She wasn’t happy about it. She called in the Penalty Clause. I haven’t told My Maj... I mean, I haven’t told Sonea about the Penalty Clause. Not yet. But I think she’s starting to notice.

Still, that was then. This is now. And even though we’re still looking for a new Idiot (I still stand in when My Majesty has to exile someone. Sonea doesn’t like it much, but of course, nobody notices it’s me. They never do—it’s one of the job qualifications), most things are still my fault. That’s not just Idiots—it goes with being a husband. It’s in the small print. But this time—well, this time it was really my fault. Again.

It was Winter. My Majesty was asleep. And there was a tap on the window....
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Chapter 1
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From an Idiot to a Not-King

––––––––
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IT WAS A COLD AND FROSTY night. I know—nobody cares about the weather report. But it was still a cold and frosty night. My Maj... Queen Son...

It’s been a few years now. I’m still not sure I’ll ever get used to it.

Sonea was asleep. I wasn’t—but then, I didn’t. Don’t. Not much, anyway. Sonea thinks it’s the pink. After we were married, she told me. ‘No,’ she said. ‘You can’t keep your own rooms.’ And she didn’t care about the secret passage. In fact, she had it blocked up by Serjeant Connor. She was absolutely adamant, whatever adamant is. I think it’s a kind of minstrel—we just haven’t invented him yet. Anyway, she told me I was just going to have to get used to thinking about her and beds in the same sentence. Without blushing. And that she had all sorts of ideas in mind to get me used to it. And, since the subject had come up, why didn’t we go and start right now?

I asked her if we shouldn’t let the Archbishop finish marrying us first. At least I wasn’t the only one blushing.

Oh, yes. Apparently, we were really married when she took my Dukedom away. But we had to have another ceremony afterwards. Just a small one—few hundred people, a dragon or three, the Archbishop. Sonea had wanted to get married in her Towonda leathers, but the Archbishop said it was a bad idea. That people ‘expected’ certain things. My Majesty told the Archbishop people could expect whatever they wanted, and maybe they should expect a new Archbishop. They compromised. My Majesty wore a dress. A pink leather one. And her sword.

Yes, her sword is pink. No, I don’t know how they make them. And no. We didn’t invite my Mother.

So Sonea had a bigger bed made and I got to not sleep in it. Well, I did sometimes. Just not for very long. Idiots don’t sleep much—things go wrong all the time. People who think they matter, as opposed to people like me who know we don’t, don’t care how much of the candle has been burned. The knock on the door, the note saying what uniform is the uniform of the day—or night—well, you get used to not sleeping. These days nobody was knocking at the door. Not unless they wanted to get exiled. With an axe. But I liked not sleeping—I got to watch Sonea.

You see, when she was awake, she was My Majesty—Queen Sonea. And she belonged to everyone, and everyone belonged to her. But when she was asleep? Then she was my Sonea. And I didn’t even blush.

So, I was awake. With my Sonea. And then the window tapped.

A tapping window, when the window is as high as ours is, is something to ponder. Serjeant Connor said the ivy had to be taken down now I didn’t need to climb it anymore. I asked him what he meant and that I wasn’t in the habit of climbing the Queen’s ivy. He said ‘No, of course not, Your ‘ighness. That’s why I never told the guards on the roof not to shoot you, laddie. ‘Cos Nobody climbed up the Queen’s ivy, did they Your Majesty?’

Sonea agreed with me. She liked the ivy. So, the Serjeant agreed not to take it down. One day we looked out of the window and the ivy was gone. The Serjeant said it must have been torn down in the terrible storm we hadn’t had that night.

The window tapped. Sonea stirred, and I wasn’t letting that happen. I opened the window. It was Jack.

Jack’s a friend of mine. He’s an artist. He draws on windows when the nights get cold—you’ve probably seen his work. He can go wherever there’s a window if he wants to enough. And he wanted.

“Jack! What brings you here? Well—the window I suppose. You, er, you tapped?”

“Zegorian! I ‘ad to come!”

No, he’s not an elf. It’s just, when you’re made of ice even your voice tends to have sharp edges.

“Jack. Is zomezing—I mean, is something wrong?”

“Zhe fired ‘er, Zegorian! Zhe fired ‘er!”

“Who did, Jack? Who, er, fired who?”

“Your mozzer! Ze Zythorax! Zhe fired my Agloolik!”

Wherever there’s ice, there’s Jack too. And Agloolik was ice. Or used to be. She’d been—well, she’d been liquidated. And Jack told me how.

* * *
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THE WALL WAS A TOWERING mass of ice. Or rather, the towering mass of ice made a wall.

“Show off.”

Agloolik, spirit of the ice, guardian of fishermen, hunters and (for some reason she had never understood) artichokes, agreed. She also wished her dear, but not-very-bright, beloved Jack wasn’t quite so found of playing poker with demons who had too many arms with too many sleeves extra cards could hide in. And vowed to explain her wishes to him when her time in Aberystwyth was over and she’d finished paying off his latest debts. Explain them with a brick if necessary.

“Show off.”

When an imp six inches high calls an eight-foot demon who also has lots of arms, with a sharp pointy thing in each one, a show-off, one might expect the imp to change its name to Bob. Shish-K to the friends it might hope would attend its funeral. But if the imp already has a name and that name is Lord Kulshashar, then it’s the eight-foot-tall demon who smiles as sweetly as a demon can, pretending it (or she in this case) had a sudden attack of temporary deafness. “Of course, Lord Kulshashar. You! Icy thing! More ice!”

Agloolik poured on more ice.

“Smoother!”

Biting her tongue (and telling herself she’d glue it back together later), Agloolik smoothed the surface of the ice wall.

“Right. That should do it. Enough ice, icy thing.”

“Will this take long, Scythorax? I have a fresh batch of souls to introduce to eternal torment. I’m thinking of putting them on reality TV, as soon as they get round to inventing television upstairs. Of course, it won’t hurt them, but the suffering everybody watching them will endure will be delightful.”

“I think I’m ready Lord Kulshashar.”

“Do get on with it then, Grand Devourer. I’d hate to have to make you Junior Under Devourer. Hmm—actually, I probably wouldn’t. You would, though. Hate it, I mean.”

“You and your little jokes, Lord...”

“Did you say little, Temporary Assistant Junior Trainee Nibbler? Little?” Lord Kulshashar was very sensitive about some things.

“Pfah. Males.” Scythorax muttered under her breath.

“Did you say something, Scittle Tax? Did you?”

“No, Lord Kulshashar. I’m sorry, Lord Kulshashar.”

“I should hope not. Now get on with it.”

“By the rings of Turgid’s moon, by the power of sky and rune...”

“Scythorax. I’m short of time. There’s no need for the tourist stuff. Just get on with it!”

“But the words are... I like the words!”

“Get. As in, on. While you still have all your arms. Also as in ‘on’. As opposed to ripped from your screaming carcass, simmered with some garlic and—well, and something not-garlic.” Lord Kulshashar had many talents, but he wasn’t an elf. So cooking wasn’t one of them.

Scythorax waved one of her arms. The ice wall shimmered, then turned to what would have looked exactly like glass if anybody upstairs apart from dragons had been able to melt sand yet. An image appeared. Two people were asleep in bed. The sheets were pink.

“There you are. Well. I promised, and now you get to find out how I keep my promises. I’ll get you, Segorian! I’ll get you, Sonea! Yes, and your little dog too!”

Lord Kulshashar coughed. “Scythorax?”

“Yes, Lord Kulshashar?”

“They don’t have one.”

“Don’t have one what, Lord Kulshashar?”

“A little dog. They don’t have a little dog.”

“Dog? I don’t care about a dog! Especially one they don’t have!”

“Oh, but you said it, Scythorax. You said it in the challenge. It’s the Rules. If you say it, you have to do it. Now you have to get their little dog too. Which might be a little hard, don’t you think? Given they don’t have one. A dog, that is? It looks like you’re going to lose, Under-Munchy One.”

“Aaaaargh!” Scythorax screamed. Mother can be like that—though mostly she gets other people to do the screaming. She kicked the ice wall. A large part of it snapped and fell off. Mother can be like that as well. She turned to Agloolik. “Right. If they have to have a little dog, get them a damned dog, icy thing!”

Before Agloolik could even move, Lord Kulshashar spoke. “Oh, don’t worry Lady Scythorax. I’ll take care of it.” And he waved a languid arm. Suddenly, at the foot of the bed, there was a dog. Or rather...

“Lord Kulshashar! That’s not a dog! That’s a... it’s a werewolf!”

“Well. Isn’t that what you wanted, Scythorax? You did say a damned dog, did you not?”

“But—but I meant...”

“Oh, no need to thank me, Lady Scythorax. Always a pleasure. Mine, at least. And—well, you did say dog. So. A dog. And dogs are really, really loyal. To their owners, I mean. At least, this one is.”

“But—but, a werewolf! They’re—they’re nasty! They can only be killed with silver bullets, and nobody’s even invented guns yet!”

“Yes. I know. It will be most...interesting. Yes, interesting. And there I was thinking this was going to be boring. Heh—do enjoy yourself, Lady Scythorax.” As Lord Kulshashar faded from view, the sound of his laughter decided it had squatter’s rights and continued to echo for some time.

Scythorax looked at Agloolik. “And just what do you think you’re laughing at?”

“But Grand Devourer! I wasn’t! It was...”

“Enough! You’re fired!” A bolt of flame shot from Scythorax’ finger. Which isn’t good if you’re an ice demon.

“Oh, hells. I’m melting. I’m melting! If you ever touch a card again, I’ll bloody well kill you, Jac...” and Agloolik poured to the ground—liquidated.

* * *
[image: image]


“AN’ ZAT WAZ ZAT. I zneaked in an’ waz able to zoak ‘er up wiz a zponge. Well, moz of ‘er. ‘Er left arm iz going to be zhorter zan ‘er right, I zink. I’ve got ‘er on ize, but it’z going to take agez to get ‘er back to ‘er cold zelf. But zhe’s alright. I think zhe’s talking to me. Well, or zwearing. I can’t tell, all I zee iz bubblez at ze moment. But I came, Zegorian. I came! I ‘ad to tell you! Your mozer’s up to zomezing!”

“And just who might you be, ice sprite? Oh, Rover! Good doggie! Er... Segorian. Why do we have a dog? We don’t have a dog.”

“Oh. You’re awake, My Maj... Sonea. Don’t you think we have a dog?”

“Of course we have a dog. We’ve always had a dog. We just didn’t have one when I went to bed...” her Sonea-ness stopped, her lips moving as she replayed what she’d said. She looked at me. “Segorian. We have a dog. We’ve always had a dog. We just didn’t have him when I went to bed. Right?”

“Right, My Maj... I mean, right.”

“It’s your damned mother, isn’t it?”

I sat down on the end of the bed. Some days, you just shouldn’t wake up. I knew it was going to be my fault again. But that’s my job—I’m a husband. “Yes, dear. It’s my Mothe...”

The sky howled.
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Chapter Two
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And the wind cried Idiot

––––––––
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“SEGOOORIAAAAAAAN!”

Sonea looked at me. “I think it’s for you.”

It was. Or she was. Or she wasn’t, but that was a long time ago.

Most people get Banshees wrong. They think the wail of a Banshee will kill you. It won’t, but it might make you wish it did. Banshees don’t kill people. Death kills people. Or becoming not-alive kills people. No—a Banshee comes to let people know they’re dead. Or let people who aren’t dead know someone else is. So unless you’re lying on the ground with a sharp pointy thing occupying space that used to be one of your vital organs, a Banshee calling your name is rather non-standard.

“Segorian?”

“Yes, My Maj... yes dear?”

“Why is there a rather stunning young woman on our balcony? The young woman without any clothes on, I mean? The one screaming at you?”

“Sego-o-o-ori-i-i-ia-a-an! They stole her! They sto-o-o-l-l-le our ba-a-a-b-e-e-e!”

The dog we’d had forever, that hadn’t been there yesterday, woke up. He took one look at the Banshee, threw back his head and howled in a note near as piercing as her voice had been. “Aaawwwoooh!” Rover leapt to his feet, flinging himself at the girl on the balcony. It would have been a brave, noble attack—if it hadn’t been on a Banshee. Rover’s “Aaawwwoooh!” became more of an “Owwww!” as he bit hard—mostly on his tongue. You see, Banshees and ‘solid’ don’t spend a lot of time on speaking terms. A long streak of hair wrapped over the top of his coat lifted up in the wind caused by the leap, revealing a bare patch underneath. The end of the streak of hair fell to the ground. One of Rover’s paws stepped on it. He tumbled, sliding through the guard rails on the balcony. One paw flailed for a grip. For a moment, the paw held. Rover looked at us. Then he looked up at the sky, at the moon which was not quite full. “Bugger” he said. Then he fell.

Sonea ran to the edge of the balcony and looked down. There was a lot of down.

“Rover! No! Rove...” She turned to look at me. “Rover? We have a dog called Rover? And—and where is he?”

I looked down as well. Queens generally like anyone who wants to attack them to have to first discuss the idea with rather a lot of their staff before they get to discuss it with the Queens. Staff specially trained in the area of sharp, pointed remarks—mostly made with sharp, pointy sticks. But those staff need a lot of floors to make comments on. So there was rather a lot of down to look at. But the courtyard that was the end result of all the down was clearly empty of anything Rover-ish. Or even ex-Rover-ish. I wondered which idiot was going to get exiled for causing the death of a dog My Majesty had had forever, but not yesterday. The Court Lawyers would probably have to write a new Statute Book just to describe the crime. They’d love it—or their bankers would. Not that it mattered. Whichever Idiot got exiled, it was bound to be me.

There was a knock at the door of the apartment. I opened it, but it wasn’t a servant with a fresh exile-uniform. A somewhat paunchy middle-aged man was standing there, patting a long streak of hair over a large patch of not-hair on his head. While the hair made vague efforts to cover the patch and failed, the rest of him was busy wearing nothing else to cover his, well, rest of him. He sighed. “Bugger. I ‘ate it when that ‘appens. Oh. Good evening, Your Majesty. How’s me ‘air?”

Sonea looked at him. She raised both her eyebrows. “Your hair?”

“Yes, Your Majesty. Oh, well. Never mind. Me ‘airdresser tells me no-one can tell.” The naked man shimmered, and Rover lay at the foot of the bed. He watched the Banshee, growling softly.

“Segorian?”

“Yes, Sonea?”

“There’s a naked woman on our balcony. She seems to think you have a baby. Do you have a baby, Segorian?”

“Not really, Sonea. It’s... it’s complicated.”

Sonea went to the door, opened it. “Guard?”

“Yes’m?”

“My husband is feeling it’s a little stuffy in here. Could you arrange for a couch to be put somewhere nice and airy? On the roof, perhaps? I think he’s going to be sleeping up there tonight.”

The guard looked at me. Guards don’t wink, so this one didn’t. He must have had an eyelash stuck in his eye. “Yes’m.”

The guard blew on a whistle. Serjeant Connor came running. The Serjeant took one look at the balcony, and another at her Majesty. Then at the guard. “Code six again?”

“Yes, Serj. Code six.”

Serjeants don’t wink either. So Serjeant Connor didn’t wink at me as well. “This way, Your Majesty.”

I looked at the Serjeant. “Serjeant. Do we have a dog?”

“Of course you have a dog, Your Majesty. You’ve always had a dog.”

“Did we have a dog yesterday, Serjeant?”

“Don’t be silly, laddie. Of course you didn’t have a dog yester...” Serjeant Connor looked at me. He looked at her Majesty. He looked at the Banshee. Finally, he looked at Rover. He sighed. “Oh. Right.” He sighed again. “Couldn’t you have been born an orphan, laddie?”

* * *
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THERE’S A DIFFERENCE between a cold and frosty night in a warm bedroom and a cold and frosty night on a castle roof. On a couch. And one difference is, no matter how beautiful the naked woman in front of you, you won’t ever have anything obvious to be embarrassed about. Especially if she isn’t a woman. I raised an eyebrow (when you’re a King they show you the secret handshake, the key to the front gate and the Great Book of Eyebrows). “Hello, Caointe.”

“Hel-l-lo-o-o Segoriaaan.” Banshees aren’t very good at whispering. It’s like dragons, but not so wet. And it tickles if you get too close. Well. Not if you’re dead, of course.

“It’s been a long time.”

“Yes-s-s. I’m gla-a-ad I haven’t se-e-en yo-o-o-o.”

That wasn’t as bad as it sounds. Banshees mostly see dead people. But nobody makes movies about them, mostly because we haven’t invented Hollywood yet. I heard a tile crack by the chimney behind me. It could have been the cold night air finally making it shatter, but I was willing to bet it wasn’t. I heaved a sigh of relief. “So, how’s Dylan?”

“Dy-y-yla-a-a-a-an?”

I tilted my head slightly towards the chimney. Caointe looked towards it. She nodded. “Oh-h-h—Dyl-l-la-a-an! Jus-s-s-st the s-s-s-a-a-ame, Seg-g-goria-a-a-an—sti-i-i-ll dea-a-a-ad.”

I could tell this was going to take a while.

“He-e-e’s-s-s dri-i-i-vi-i-ing for Lo-o-ord Kuls-s-s... Er—do I have to, Segorian?”

“Have to?”

“The wailing. It’s a real pain in the neck.”

“It’s not great for my ears, either. But...” I tilted my head again towards the chimney.

“No, I mean it really is a pain in the neck! You have to do this whole scrunchy thing in your throat and swallow your tongue...” I tilted my head again towards the chimney again. “Oh, right. Er... I mean... oh-h-h righ-h-h...” Caointe started coughing.

“Bugger this for a lark, Segorian. Look, would you mind if...? Oh. Right. You never mind if. For any if. I always loved that about you. Er... Your Mrs. Majesty? Would you like to come out now?”

Sonea came out from behind the chimney, wearing her pink leathers and her sword ready in her hand. I wasn’t sure what she thought it might do to a Banshee—as Rover had found out, they have advanced degrees in being not-solid. Rover padded behind her. “Look, Ban-thing. I’ll have you know I’m a Queen. It’s my rotten roof, and I can inspect the chimneys whenever I...” Sonea stopped. She looked at Caointe. She looked at me. “It’s not going to work, is it?”

I shrugged. “It is your roof, dear.”

Caointe rippled. “He’s your husband, Mrs. Majesty.”

Rover looked over his shoulder, the long streak of combed over hair lifting in the night breeze. He twisted and tried to use a paw to pat it down.

Sonea looked at me. “Do you really have a baby? We don’t have a baby. And—and we tried everything! Even the custard!”

I sighed. I’m, good at sighs. “Well—yes.”

Caointe rippled. “Well, no.”

Sonea stamped her foot. “Will someone just tell me exactly what is going on?”

Rover looked up from licking his hair. “‘’As anybody got any glue?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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Give an Idiot a heart and soul

––––––––
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I COULD SAY I WAS YOUNG. I could say I did it for love, but when I did, I could see My Majesty get close to crying. So—I was young.

* * *
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I WAS YOUNG, SHE WAS young (well, young for a Banshee), and she was beautiful. Which, to say the least, is not common in Aberystwyth.

Of course, by Aberystwyth standards, she was ugly. She had the same number of arms on her left as she had on her right, and not a horn or pointy thing in sight. But I thought she was beautiful.

Would it ever have gone further than that? I don’t know. She took me home to meet her parents once. They liked the look of me—a lot. In fact, they put a fresh cooking pot on the nearest lava pit. Started sharpening some knives. Of course, Scythorax wouldn’t have been very happy with them and not many even in the demon lands wanted to get on Mother’s bad side. Not that she had any other sides. Well, nobody apart from Lord Kulshashar. But then Lord Kulshashar liked to be on everybody’s bad side. He was easily bored, and I guess he figured it might make life more interesting.

It didn’t. Nobody messed with Lord Kulshashar.

Still, Caointe and I decided it was foolish to put temptation in her parents’ way. Anyway, I couldn’t fly, and Mother was about to put me back to sleep again so she could grow my teeth back in. She’d only woken me up because she’d lost her necklace and wanted a new one.

So I went back to sleep. When I woke up, I had new teeth. And Caointe had a new Dylan.

As his kind go, Dylan (well you try and pronounce Dullahan) was young as well. His eyes were nowhere near as big as they would grow and his arms were still a little short. Every time he tried to put his head under one of them it tended to slip and roll off on the ground. That left his eyes and mouth somewhere he wasn’t, swearing at his-him as his-him tried to find its head again. He didn’t have a whip yet and kept looking at me with a thoughtful look on his face. Well, if he’d actually remembered where he’d dropped his head he did. But Caointe wouldn’t let him do anything to me. When Mother found out, she told him if anybody was going to tear my spine out it was going to be her, thank you very much. He didn’t like that, but nobody had to like Mother. They just had to not argue with her if they knew what was bad for them, because mostly she was.

Still, Caointe had decided. And Dylan and she had a lot in common after all—a lot more than she and I did. Like living pretty much forever for a start. Which meant, there it was, and eventually they were married. Lord Kulshashar even gave Dylan a new coach for a wedding gift, one with extra worms. Mother gave me some thigh bones so I could give them to the happy couple for the wheel spokes. I think they were mine.

A hundred years or so later, I was awake one time (Mother had a new recipe she wanted to try, and it needed—well, it needed me), and I came across Caointe. She was on her own, crying. It’s hard to tell with Banshees because of the wailing, but I knew.

“Caointe! What’s wrong?”

“Segooriaaaaan! Ohhhhhh, Segoriaaaaaaa...”

“It’s all right, Caointe. It’s all right. It’s me. Just tell me. I’m sure we can sort it out.”

Some people are just born Idiots.

Between sobs and wails, Caointe told me. It was Dylan. Or her and Dylan. They wanted to have a baby. And they couldn’t.

It’s easy for two Banshees. They’re both insubstantial. Which doesn’t mean they’re not important. It means they do this whole floaty thing, and dance. I think the dancing is a bit like herbs. Not totally necessary, but it makes them feel better. They get closer and closer together, until they actually (and I think I was still too young to know this bit, but you know how the young are) occupy the same place at the same time. There’s all sorts of shivering and quivering, then they separate again. After a while, they both have babies. Well, they sort of have to. All Banshees are women. There aren’t any Banhees.

Caointe and Dylan had tried—well, they’d tried all sorts of things. Even custard. None of them had worked. They’d even tried covering Dylan in blocks of ice so he could shiver more while Caointe tried to—well, while Caointe tried. That hadn’t worked either.

“But Caointe! Didn’t—didn’t the others warn you about this before you two got married?”

“Do-o-on’t be sil-l-lyy, Segoor-r-r-ria-a-a-an. They’re de-e-e-emons. They juusst lau-ughed a-a-at uus-s-s!”

Of course. Demons. Always good, or rather bad, for a laugh.

I told Caointe not to worry. That I’d work something out. She didn’t believe me—after all I was only human. I knew she was right. I was only human. Well, am. But Lee-Ann wasn’t. So, I went to see her.

Lee-Ann had tried to do—well, what the Leanan try to do to humans—when I was even younger. But Mother didn’t want me dragging a slave around the cave, and for sure she wasn’t going to have ‘some hussy’ as she put it, living off my life force. She didn’t mind me being driven mad, in fact she had some ideas that way herself. But she said she would have to keep replacing the life to keep me, well, living. That would have meant Lee-Ann was living off Mother and would have done Mother’s Aberystwyth-cred no good at all. So, she put a stop to it. But I figured a demon who lived off the life-force of others might know something about the whole life thing, and I was right—she did.

Of course, Lee-Ann wasn’t going to tell me a damned thing. She was still smarting over what Mother had done to stop her eating me. But we talked, and we did what humans and demons do. We made a deal. And the life I was having, what was ten years less of it anyway? Hells. Call it win-win.

After Lee-Ann had finished eating, she told me. Told me that Caointe could have a baby. What she couldn’t do was give it life. And that Lee-Ann could take some of my life from me to give to the unborn child (well, provided she could take a sip or so for herself), but the child would only live as long as the life I gave it. Because there would be nothing to keep growing new life. Oh, and how much did I want to give?

So I asked her what grew new life. And she laughed, and she laughed, and she laughed. And she told me. Then she laughed some more. I let her laugh. Because now I knew. Knew what I had to do.

I had to go and see Slug.

When you live in Aberystwyth, you don’t make friends. Not really. You make, at best, people who aren’t enemies. Well, aren’t enemies yet. Or people who don’t want to make you miserable all the time. Slug was like that. He didn’t want to make me miserable all the time. Of course, Slug told me he could help. But he told me it would have to be because it was really important to me. That it was something I was dying to make happen. Dying as in becoming dead. Because only then could he do what Slug’s people do.

Mother knew I wasn’t going to like what she passed her time doing to me before it was time to let me go back to the world again. So, she’d made sure I couldn’t do anything to stop her doing it. Like me sticking sharp pointy objects into me, for instance. But the Rules are the Rules, and there are some things even Mother can’t stop. I went back to see Caointe and Dylan and told them my idea. Of course, Caointe was horrified. Said it was crazy—because I’d have to give up even more of my life. I pointed out that wasn’t likely to be a problem, since it was almost certain I’d be dead anyway.

It didn’t seem to help.

But after some fast talking, with descriptions of what Mother did when she was bored, and hence what my still being alive actually meant to
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