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Part One: Herding Cats is Easy

 Castle of
Bones, Demon Realm, March 24th, 2013 (Earth
Calendar)

The huge cavern behind the main
entrance hall and staircase on the ground floor of the Castle of
Bones had always looked too vast to ever be crowded. It had been
built to house an army of dragons tens of thousands, maybe hundreds
of thousands, of years ago. It had huge, vaulted ceilings, massive
buttresses, and it stretched back a considerable distance into
Mount Khed. The chances of any normal group of people filling it
were small, but as Ceridwyn Brent looked out across the throng of
demons below her, it certainly looked as though the place was
pretty full.

Standing on a wooden platform at
the front of the room, her dress a tabard held in place with belts,
her Iron Crown on her brow, and her staff in her hand, Ceri should
probably have felt quite secure. She was the undisputed ruler of
the Demon Realm with access to vast amounts of magical power and,
more importantly under the circumstances, absolute control over
every demon on the planet. Unfortunately, having ultimate power had
not quite prepared her for the sight of all the Demon Lords under
her control, and their subordinate Lords, and their retinues,
standing there, looking up at her, and waiting for her to
speak.

At Ceri’s sides were Faran and
Lily, father and daughter, incubus and half-succubus. Faran,
dressed in deep crimson robes, stood on Ceri’s right, just behind
her shoulder where he could lean in to provide whispered
information as required. Lily, naked aside from her silver collar,
cuffs, and a chain running from her lip to her right ear, was on
Ceri’s left. ‘Lady Ayasha,’ Overlord of All Demons, would never be
seen in public without her loyal, cunning pet, Lilith, but Lily was
there to lend moral support as much as anything; some of these
things were scary, even for a woman with ultimate power over
them.

Demon Lords tended to work on
the principle that bigger was better. The minor Lords, such as
Torn, the newly appointed Lord of Shilfaris, were the normal height
for whatever type of demon they were, and that was generally fairly
large, but the greater Lords were usually taller. Physical stature
employed in making them more impressive. Most of them were around
fifteen feet tall, twice the height of a typical demon, over twice
the height of a human. Some of them employed auras, either just
light or something more subtle to manipulate emotions. Several of
them were Devos, the best known of demons on Earth, tall, muscular,
purple-skinned, bearing horns and a pointed tail, but there were
other types. Ceri had only heard about some of them by reading
books: demons who seemed to have had an octopus nailed to their
faces, demons who seemed to be shifting masses of colour, insectoid
demons. Demons had far more shape and variety than humans and it
showed in this collection.

Ceri took a deep breath. ‘All
right then, we might as well begin. Does anyone know of any Lord
who has not managed to get here?’ It was like taking attendance at
school. There was a rumbling as the assembled higher demons looked
around, checking for allies, enemies, and underlings. The noise
fell away and no one had said anything; Ceri felt like a school
headmistress. ‘Good. I really don’t want to have to repeat any of
this.’

Her gaze roamed around the crowd
once more. She had talked to various people over the last couple of
days in preparation for this meeting and she knew the rumours
flying around. ‘First item of business,’ she said, ‘rumour control.
Your new Overlord, that’s me, is a human.’ There was some rumbling
from the assembled Lords; it was not loud enough to suggest that
they were surprised, or particularly outraged. ‘I’m a sorceress, a
descendent of Gorefguhadget, and of Brenin and Brenhines of the
White City. My dragon ancestry may bother some of you, but I should
point out that Lilith and I kicked their butts a few months ago. No
love lost there. However, let me make this quite clear… none of
that makes any difference! I am your Overlord and I have
all the power of the Iron Crown to back me up. I have no qualms
about killing anyone who tries to usurp my authority. Are we
clear?’

There was a generally
affirmative sort of mumbling and Ceri nodded. It was not like they
could do anything about it with her standing in front of them
anyway. ‘The main thing you should take away from this is that,
since I’m human and prefer to live at home, you’re going to be
allowed to carry on pretty much the same way you’ve been doing
since you kicked Molech off the throne.’ That produced a more
appreciative rumble. ‘Obviously, there will be a couple of changes.
I have a different viewpoint on things than some of you. I have
some personal whims which I intend to enforce because I can. I know
any of the rest of you in my position would do the same, so I hope
you’ll understand. If you don’t, I will explain my reasoning to
your corpse.’ Another audience might have laughed, or felt
threatened, but the demons seemed to be happy that Ceri was being
honest with them.

‘Details… My staff here at the
castle need paying and I need a budget to work with for handling
diplomatic matters, buying myself new dresses, and generally
indulging any urges I might have. Frankly, I don’t need much. I’ll
be expecting a tithe of one per cent of your income. I’ll be
expecting a payment every ninety days, starting in ninety days,
covering that period. Lady Jubilia has agreed to handle my finances
for the next ninety days since I was the one who put her on her
throne and handed her Molech’s estates. Any questions?’

One of the larger monsters
standing at the back who looked like a cross between a grizzly bear
and a squid raised a hand, maybe a tentacle. ‘What is “per cent”?’
Faran leaned forward, whispering the Lord’s common name in Ceri’s
ear. The crown she was wearing gave her instant knowledge of the
true name of any demon she looked at, but the name they were known
by was another matter.

‘Fulgarve, is it? Hire an
accountant.’ The demon’s hand started to go back up. ‘An accountant
is someone who knows what “per cent” means. I’ll see if I can
arrange something which won’t involve you being cheated out of
everything you own.’ That seemed to mollify him.

‘Next, on the subject of my
staff, I am not going to concern myself with how you treat your own
people, but the staff in this castle are off limits, strictly my
concern, not to be touched. If you have a grievance with one of
them, take it to Ruffa. He will deal with the issue. Not
you.’ She paused to make sure no one was looking disgruntled and
then moved on.

‘There is one thing I’m going to
be putting my foot down on, however. Det, most demons in fact, have
been discouraged from studying the magical sciences, quite
forcefully I’m told. That ends now. If I find anyone persecuted for
or dissuaded from getting any form of education, I’ll come down on
you like a falling mountain.’

A hand went up at the front and
Faran leaned forward to supply the name as the Devos spoke. ‘Lady,
if the masses are allowed to educate themselves, to study the ways
of magic, we put our own power at risk.’

Ceri smiled. ‘Yes, Tollen,
that’s the kind of excuse people have given for keeping people
uneducated for millennia. You may find that you have to rule a
little more fairly. You may find that your people are more ready to
question you about your decisions. In return you should find that
your people are more useful to you. Besides, I’m not suggesting you
set up extensive school programmes if you don’t want to. I’m saying
that if even a lowly det wants to spend time learning the science
behind magic, don’t get in the way.’ Tollen nodded, seeming
somewhat satisfied with that answer.

‘Lastly for this part of the
discussion, I’ve opened diplomatic relations with the Fae.’ There
was some rumbling again. ‘I know some of you have links with the
Unseelie Court and I don’t expect you to shut them down, but I
would like you to talk to Lady Ophelia about that so that we can
coordinate our efforts. Ophelia is Unseelie herself. She
understands the need to be underhand and sneaky at times. I am
looking to increase trade between the two worlds. I’ve discovered
at least one thing we can trade to their world. I’d like to hear
from people who know of things we want from them.’

She paused again to check her
mental announcements list, and came up with nothing she had missed.
‘We have a day or two here. I’ll be taking meetings in the throne
room and Ophelia will be in her rooms handling diplomatic matters.
If you want to meet with either of us, make an appointment through
Faran.’ She turned without further comment, took the chain attached
to Lily’s collar in her left hand, and marched down the hastily
built, but apparently sturdy, steps to ground level.

Faran followed them down and
Ceri heard his voice behind her as she headed off down one of the
huge tunnels which led to the main entrance hall of the castle.
‘Lords, Ladies, I’m sure you won’t want to stand in line, so if you
could please have your representative…’

‘Picking your father as a
major-domo was a great idea,’ Ceri commented.

‘Yes, Mistress. He has a talent
for it.’ Lily was in seventh submissive-half-succubus heaven. It
had been her birthday yesterday and they had spent much of the day
at Demi-monde, a fetish and BDSM club where she had been
allowed to indulge her preference to play the slave to Ceri’s
dominatrix. Then they had gone to work at the Tir inna Nok, a
nightclub where they were both waitresses, and Lily had teased Ceri
mercilessly by refusing to drop out of character. Then they had
gone home to where Michael, Ceri’s werewolf mate, was waiting and
they had celebrated Lily’s birthday again, and still Lily
had remained the perfect pet. In the morning they had had a Sunday
brunch, and Twill had promised to make a big lunch for Michael, and
then Ceri and Lily had crossed over to the Demon Realm. And now, of
course, Lily was subject to the same level of control as all the
other demons, except that she thought it was kinky.

Curling around to the middle of
the three corridors leading back from the hall, they soon entered
the vast central stairwell of the castle. Pretty much everything
about the Castle of Bones was big; it had originally been designed
to accommodate a race which tended to be around fifteen feet tall.
Down at the ground level, and particularly within this room, things
were just taken to extremes. There were two helical stairways
winding upward at the sides of the room, one with high steps, the
other a smooth surface which accommodated normal-sized people. The
central part of the room, however, was open all the way up to the
top of the castle proper where the throne room was located. The
only way you could get higher was to climb the stairs to the
watchtower. Well, there was no way Ceri was walking up there…

‘Come, pet,’ she said, more for
something to say than for any magical reason. Lily’s feet lifted
off the floor, then Ceri’s a second later, and then they began to
rise. They did not move particularly quickly; in fact, they might
have managed to walk faster, but it was straight up instead of
taking the long, winding slope, and they did not have to put foot
to floor the entire time. It was like taking the lift instead of
the staircase.

‘Could you teach me to do this,
Mistress?’ Lily asked halfway up.

‘No,’ Ceri replied. ‘Sorcery
uses completely different “magical muscles” from the way you work
magic. I’d imagine I could find someone who could teach you though.
It’s basic levitation. You’d need to start out lifting small things
and then go on to shifting people about.’

‘It might be worth it if we have
to spend time here on a regular basis.’

Ceri eased them forward toward
the gap in the balustrade, which was there specifically for people
flying up the stairwell, and lowered them gently onto the black
stone which made up more or less the entire castle. The doors to
the throne room were open and through them Ceri could see Hiffy
fussing over the throne. The blue-skinned girl had a lot more blue
skin on display than she usually had. She had indulged herself on
the way to the castle from her old home in Shilfaris and had bought
herself a couple of outfits which she felt were more fitting to her
new role as assistant housekeeper to the Overlord. Ceri had been
happy to have the expense on her account since Hiffy had also seen
to it that Ruffa, her grandfather, also had decent clothes to wear,
and because the outfits Hiffy had picked for herself were very
sexy.

‘What are you up to, Hiffy?’
Ceri asked as she led Lily into the vaulted, semi-circular audience
chamber.

Hiffy straightened her back and
the blue-white translucent fabric of her skirt made swishing sounds
as it shifted around her legs and tail. ‘I got you a cushion for
this thing, Mistress,’ she said, indicating the huge slab of
carved, volcanic rock sitting beside her, ‘and with all that’s been
going on I totally forgot to bring it up here, and now you’ll be
using the throne I thought…’

Ceri smiled, interrupting the
stream of slightly nervous chatter. ‘That’s very thoughtful of you.
It’s difficult to look dignified, powerful, and regal when you have
a cold, numb arse. Now, why are you acting like a skittish gilda?’
Ceri was pretty sure that a gilda was an animal roughly the size,
shape, and personality of a deer. They also had pretty, iridescent,
purple skin which gave off a musk known to drive almost any
non-gilda insane with lust which made them skittish; they
constantly had to look over their shoulder.

‘We have every Lord, greater and
lesser, in the Realm here, Mistress!’ Hiffy replied in a tone which
suggested that this was an obvious reason for nerves. ‘I’m not sure
we’ve got enough food in, or enough wine, or enough Lorril. What if
Inak makes a fool of himself and you have to kick us out of the
castle, and…’

Stepping forward, Ceri put her
finger over the girl’s lips. ‘Enough.’ Hiffy’s eyes widened. ‘I’ve
been over this with Ruffa already. He seems to have done an
excellent job, you both have. He’s sticking to the kitchens and
backrooms most of the time and letting you be the visible head of
staff. And I quote, “If I have t’ deal with them ignorant, arrogant
tavika-sucking mud worms f’r longer’n thirty minutes, I’ll want to
test how big a demon I c’n get on the kitchen spit.”’

Hiffy giggled at Ceri’s
impression of her grandfather. ‘He has been acting a little less
grumpy recently, but that sounded just like him.’

Ceri nodded, stepping around the
blue det to prod at the cushion with her knuckles. ‘So there’s
nothing to worry about, is there? I wouldn’t throw you out of the
castle anyway. I’d have you chained in my private rooms to use for
my pleasure.’ The black, rough silk fabric was well padded and not
too smooth. The huge, gothic throne was made of a polished version
of the rock the building had been formed from. Indeed, it seemed to
have been grown from the stone as the castle had been grown from
the mountain, and then someone had carved in the details. The
details included a row of skulls up the front of both arms. Nothing
too subtle; this was for a demon Overlord to sit on. Ceri sat on
it.

‘You’d do that, Mistress?’ Hiffy
said, far too eagerly. ‘You’d chain me up as a pleasure slave?’

The Overlord of All Demons shook
her head. ‘Impossible, the pair of you. If you’re a very good girl,
you can assist me in testing the new dungeon later. Now, the first
of the Lords is on his way up, so you had better go check on your
grandfather. Then make sure everyone is settled into their rooms,
and try to stay off your back before I’ve chained you to the
wall.’

‘Yes, Mistress,’ Hiffy replied,
giggling, and headed for the door, hips swinging and tail twitching
from side to side.

‘Sooner or later I’m going to
die of sexual excess,’ Ceri muttered, and then raised her voice a
little to add, ‘I think I’d like you lounging on the arm of the
throne, Lil. Left side. According to rumour, I already use you as
an assassin.’

‘Of course, Mistress,’ Lily
purred, moving around to perch on the thick, black arm of the
chair. Ceri crossed her legs, arranged her skirts, and assumed what
she hoped was a decadent, lounging posture. ‘Mistress looks every
bit the demon empress,’ Lily assured her just before Faran appeared
outside the door, leading the way for an over-sized Devos Ceri did
not immediately recognise.

‘Lady Ayasha,’ Faran said,
stopping just inside the doorway, which seemed to irritate the Lord
behind him, ‘I present Lord Graggil.’

And now she knew who he
was. ‘Ah yes, Graggil. You hold the lands north of Shilfaris.’
Graggil and Molech had been in a slightly uneasy truce since Molech
had taken the territory between the Mountains of Khedra and the
city of Shilfaris. The region around the city provided about two
hundred miles of buffer zone between the two fiefdoms. Ceri liked
it that way.

Faran walked forward to take his
place at the right side of the throne which allowed Graggil to move
forward. He was not exactly the best-looking Devos Ceri had ever
seen, though his lordly power could be seen in his abnormal height,
around sixteen feet. Unfortunately, he had something of a paunch
and almost no muscle tone, and his skin had a greyish tint to it
rather than the iridescent purple which marked his species. One of
the briefings Faran had provided over the last month had described
Graggil as ‘a bloated incompetent ruling an inefficient hierarchy
of brown-nosed sycophants.’

‘My Gracious Lady,’ Graggil
said, sweeping into what he probably thought was an elegant bow.
‘It is concerning the region south of my lands that I wish to
speak. I feel it would be most appropriate if I were to bring them
under my wing. I am sure that the Overlord will find that I am able
to service any requirements that she has far better than a common
Devos and a Lorril.’ The demon had confirmed Faran’s assessment in
under a minute; it was impressive really.

‘Graggil,’ Ceri said after a
second of consideration, ‘do I look like an idiot?’

‘No, Lady!’ The response came
out along with widening eyes. It was likely he had hoped she had
not had time to understand the political situation in her new world
and if he had held lands further from her castle, he might have
been right. Unfortunately, while she had never walked through his
lands, she was quite intimate with the people governing the regions
he wanted to usurp.

‘So, would I have personally
selected Torn and Jubilia for their positions if I wanted you to
walk in and take over?’

‘Uh… no, Lady?’

Ceri gave him a smile. ‘Good,
you’re learning. Let me make this quite clear, Graggil. I intend to
be a hands-off sort of Overlord. I’m not going to stick my nose in
your business, or anyone else’s, unless I really have to. However,
if you try to move your border so much as a hand’s breadth south,
you will spend the rest of your life as a statue in my front
hall.’

‘Yes, Overlord,’ Graggil
replied, bowing as he retreated toward the door. In fact, bowing
all the way out of the room.

‘Are they all going to be like
this?’ Ceri asked.

‘No,’ Faran replied, ‘some of
them will be sneakier about it, and some of them will just ask you
to go to bed with them.’

The Overlord of All Demons
heaved a sigh. ‘All right, let’s get the next one in.’

~~~

‘You know that big machine down in the
torture chamber?’ Ceri asked as she slumped into the hugely
oversized chair in her private chambers. ‘The one with the big iron
plate with the spikes and you get squashed and skewered at the same
time?’

Lily settled onto a cushion on
the floor beside her. ‘Yes, I remember it. Why?’

‘Could you put me in it and kill
me?’

The half-succubus gave her a
smirk. ‘No, of course not. I’m your bound demon. I can’t harm you,
even if you order me to.’

‘Damn. When we did that, I never
realised there would be such a huge downside. Seriously, three
hours of listening to whining creatures capable of demolishing a
small army acting like spoiled children. How did I get this
job?!’

‘You put on your
infinitely-great-grandfather’s hat.’

Rolling her eyes upward, Ceri
could see the edge of the iron circlet sitting around her head.
Gorefguhadget’s Iron Crown, though maybe they would be renaming it
if she survived wearing it long enough. ‘Not my cleverest
idea.’

‘We would both be Molech’s
personal pleasure slaves and you would have no mind if you hadn’t
put it on, Mistress.’

Ceri turned her head as Hiffy
stepped into the room carrying a tray. ‘Somehow that’s starting to
sound like a pleasant fate in comparison. You know, Hiffy, you
don’t have to act like you’re my personal servant. You could have
sent someone with that.’ Raising her hand, she gestured at a side
table built for someone twice her height and it lifted slightly to
float over to sit beside her chair. It was not actually a
conspicuous overuse of magic; the furniture in the room weighed a
ton.

Hiffy put the tray down on it.
‘Inak says that the Overlord should be waited upon by the head of
staff or, preferably, his far more attractive assistant since she’s
easier on the eye and the Overlord should not have to put up with
looking at a grumpy old goat.’ It did sound like Ruffa. ‘I brought
wine, cheese, sliced meats, and bread. You’ll need to keep your
strength up.’

Ceri looked at the tray of food.
‘Do you think that knife is sharp enough to slit my wrists?’

‘I would be most grateful if the
Mistress could avoid killing herself before she’s tried out some of
the toys in the dungeon on me,’ Hiffy replied.

‘I suppose that’s something to
look forward to. All right, I’ll keep the suicide for later. Oh, we
need some new furniture for this room. Something a little more to
scale.’

Hiffy nodded. ‘It is all rather
large.’

‘Keep one of the big chairs in
case I need to entertain one of the Lords in here, but a
human-sized chair, and a loveseat. And… does “chaise longue”
translate? Something for lounging on. Lilith gives exceptionally
good lounge.’

Hiffy giggled. ‘I believe I
understand what you’re after. What about the bed? We could replace
that with something more your size if you wish.’

‘No, the bed is fine. More room
for when there’s three or four in it.’

‘When are you going to get four
in it?’ Lily asked, frowning. Ceri was certainly not shy of
multiple partners, but she had been a little more… selective about
who they were since the influence of the dragons had been removed;
there were very few people in this world Lily expected her to
select.

‘I was hoping we might persuade
Michael to come over. I know he’s not fond of demons, but he’s got
used to Faran and he’s mostly going to meet det here. I figure if
he sees that they’re just like any normal human or werewolf he’ll
get over it.’

‘He is very good at adapting to
new circumstances, Mistress.’

‘And we really need to keep you
on a low-demon diet.’

‘Oh. Yes, I hadn’t thought of
that.’ Lily had spent several months in the Demon Realm as the
prisoner of Matthew Barnes, thaumatologist turned demon, and had
been forced to feed on a lot of demons to the point of killing
them. As a result, the metaphysical nature of her body had changed:
her demonic half had been strengthened, her body had been tied more
closely to the demons’ universe, and her appetite for sex and
feeding from it had become far more intense. Ceri had been trying
to figure out how to put her back to normal, but so far the only
method she had come up with was to have her feed exclusively on
people from Earth. It was a slow process.

‘Pardon me, Mistress,’ Hiffy
said, ‘but who is Michael?’

‘He’s a werewolf,’ Ceri
responded without thinking, and then realised that werewolves were
not something most det had ever heard of. ‘He’s a man who is able
to transform into a sort of beast-man. I’m his mate, which is a bit
like marriage over here. I’d like him to come over because… well, I
like him being part of my life, all of it, but it also means that
Lil isn’t just feeding off me.’ She gave the blue-skinned det a
wicked grin. ‘And considering that demons tend to be a bit rougher
about sex than humans, we can set him loose on you and I can sit
back and enjoy the show.’

Hiffy’s eyes widened. ‘Oh…
my.’

‘If I feed from him,’ Lily said,
also smirking, ‘I can keep him going like a steam train for half an
hour.’

A slightly darker blue flush
crept over Hiffy’s throat and upper chest, and she licked her lips.
‘That sounds… I would, of course, be happy to entertain my Lady in
any way she wishes. I do have one question, if I may?’

‘Of course,’ Ceri replied.

‘What’s a “steam train?”’

~~~

‘How are things going in Quatilan?’ Ceri
asked from her throne. She was speaking to what appeared to be a
tall but relatively human-sized woman with long, black hair and
dark eyes: Jubilia, the new Lord of Quatilan and its environs.

‘Well, Lady,’ Jubilia replied,
‘as I suggested when you appointed me, some of the demons under my
command were somewhat unwilling to treat me seriously. A Lorril as
a Lord is relatively unheard of, but I was able to assert myself
adequately and they’ve fallen into line.’

‘Assert yourself?’

‘I picked the worst offender out
and executed him on the throne room floor in front of the other
Captains.’ She gave a malicious grin. ‘They all saw how he was
unable to resist me, and then I made them watch as I fed on him for
thirty minutes before his body gave out. Just to be sure, though, I
have one of them come to my rooms every night. It’s a useful way to
feed and you should see the looks of relief on their faces when
they get to stagger out.’

Ceri smiled. ‘It sounds like you
have everything in hand.’

Jubilia nodded, bowing slightly
and sending a shiver through her dress, which appeared to be made
of crystal bead curtains. ‘I’ve had some people I trust go over
Molech’s treasure chambers and I know what the estates are worth. I
came here with ten thousand gold pieces, which should tide you over
until the money starts coming in from the other Lords.’

Ceri gave a cough. ‘I’d imagine
it will. I have a project for you. The Lords have always been very
strict in controlling their gates to other worlds, but I doubt
you’ll want tradesmen marching through your throne room if we
manage to establish trade links to the fae Otherworld. So, I’d like
you to start constructing a more public facility. There’s a silver
mine at Nedarish just outside your territories, and I’m sure there
are other possible sources of trade within them. We’ll trial the
trade system in your lands and expand to other places later.’

Jubilia pursed her lips. ‘It
will still need to be kept secure. It can be sited outside the
city… I think, perhaps, that constructing a market area around the
gate building might be useful. We may be able to get some two-way
trade going if the fae court is willing to condone it. Especially
if they are willing to build the same sort of facility.’

‘And this is why I have people
like you around.’ Ceri turned to Faran, standing at her right.
‘Faran, could you make sure that Jubilia discusses this with
Ophelia? Our fae ambassador will probably have some selling to do
to Oberon and Titania, but it does sound like an excellent
idea.’

‘Lady Jubilia has an appointment
with Lady Ophelia in the morning, Overlord,’ Faran replied. ‘I’ll
shuffle some of the others to allow for a longer discussion.’

‘Excellent. Anything you
particularly wanted to discuss, Jubilia?’

‘There is one thing. Molech set
up a… research and education facility. Some of the richer families
sent their more promising children there to learn magic and there
were various questionable experiments conducted there. I was
considering shutting it down, but after your speech about education
I thought you might prefer if it was expanded.’

‘Without the questionable
experiments,’ Ceri suggested.

‘Indeed. I can’t condone some of
the things they were doing there and I’m a demon. Of course, it
will take some time and depend on economics.’

Ceri nodded. ‘If you decide to
go ahead with it, the Overlord will sponsor some promising poorer
students to go there. On Earth it would probably be called a
“university.”’

‘University…’ Jubilia rolled the
English word around as if getting a feel for it. ‘I think that is
as good a word for it as any. Thank you, Lady.’ She bowed and
started back out of the throne room.

‘Only a few months on the throne
and the new Overlord is introducing English words into the
language,’ Faran commented.

‘Well I don’t know enough
Devotik to come up with a suitable native word.’

‘Then you will have to attend to
your studies more attentively, Lady.’

‘Huh,’ Ceri grunted, rolling her
eyes. ‘Go get the next one. I’ll read some more of the blessed book
tonight.’

~~~

‘The blessed book’ was called One
Thousand Nights and it was something like a cross between a
fantasy story and a sex manual written thousands of years ago.
Faran had been amazed to discover a copy of it in the castle
library made by a famous printer and complete with all the original
plates. Ceri had to admit that it was beautiful. The pictures that
started each chapter looked more like something from a modern
fantasy book cover: amazing, hand-coloured, highly detailed, and
very erotic without being too pornographic. The stories were not
too bad either, even if their main concern was what part of what
demon went where. Her problem was that Faran had her reading it
aloud.

‘Uh…’ Ceri frowned at the
characters and then finished the sentence she was working on. ‘Ha
nikit Shivika pa en tavikona, and there is no way that is even
comfortable let alone pleasurable. I mean, what about breathing for
starters?’

‘Demons are a lot more resilient
than humans,’ Lily pointed out, ‘and they like their play a little
rougher.’

‘And the text does point out
that it requires considerable preparation,’ Faran added. ‘Timing is
everything with that one. Climax should come just before
asphyxia.’

‘Hence the “intense squirming
action?”’ Ceri asked, still not being sold on it.

‘Precisely,’ Faran agreed.

‘It isn’t like I’ll be doing it
to my Shivika,’ Lily said. ‘My shapeshifting isn’t up to it. I can
manifest a tail…’

‘And I enjoy it a lot when you
do,’ Ceri put in.

Lily gave her a grin. ‘I can’t
do the gross body modification that trick calls for.’

‘To some extent it is a shame,’
Faran said, his tone regretful.

‘I’m thinking not so much,’ Ceri
disagreed.

‘Ah, but you miss one vital
point, I think. The Lorril’s Shivika gains great pleasure from the
act, to be sure, but more than that she demonstrates her trust in
her hinita. It would be easy to have an accident happen.’

‘The Mistress is trusting her
submissive to almost kill her, but not actually do it?’

‘Allowing someone else to hold
your life in their hands, is that not the greatest demonstration of
trust?’

Hackney, London, Earth.

Anne Chisolm was not sure how she had
ended up in his arms, but there she was, naked among the trees of
Wick Woodland, sprawled in the leaf litter like a wild animal.

She had been running; she ran
every evening, around the edge of Hackney Marsh and then through
the trees. Tonight she was a little later than usual; it had been
getting dark when she began and now the night had closed in
entirely. She had not considered that a problem, even though she
knew there were things in the world which might hunt at night. It
had been safe since the dragons had fallen.

Then she had seen him. He was
nothing more than a shadow, a dark shape in the darkness, and he
had said nothing, remained unmoving when she saw him. But she had
felt him calling her, had almost stumbled toward him as her legs
became jelly. All she knew was that she wanted him, wanted to let
him do anything he wished to her. He had stripped her, pushed her
down into the damp soil, entered her hard, and she had groaned as
her body gave itself up to him.

Now he pulled out, pushed her
onto her back, and was inside her again before her hazy brain could
catch up. She sensed him over her more than saw him, felt his
breath on her neck, then the sudden sharp pain. She let out a cry
which rapidly became a moan as the toxins spread through her system
and the pleasure washed over her.

Somehow Anne Chisolm knew that
her life was slipping away as he fucked her, but she did not
care.

March 25th.

‘Vampire?’ Kate Middleshaw suggested,
looking down at the body near her feet.

‘Hard to tell,’ her partner,
John Radcliff, replied, frowning. ‘They don’t normally rip the head
off after a kill.’ He gave a shrug. ‘Most of them wouldn’t have
killed her. Do we have an ID?’

‘Anne Chisolm. She lived in
Sunnyhill Close, just beside the park. There are tracksuit bottoms
over by that tree. We haven’t found whatever else she was wearing.
Looks like she was out running and he dragged her in here.’

John shook his head. ‘He didn’t
drag. That’s what’s bothering me. Her hands and knees are scuffed
up, sure, but the rest of her is unmarked…’

‘Aside from her head being torn
off.’

‘Aside from that, obviously. The
pants aren’t torn. Either she took them off herself or her attacker
did it without resistance. A vampire old enough to have that kind
of control over someone doesn’t have the equipment to commit
rape.’

‘There’s one kind that does.’
There was a cold edge to Kate’s voice when she spoke, but John had
considered that option already.

‘If there was another Ancient in
town, we’d know about it. Lorna would have felt it and she’d have
told me. If she didn’t, I think some of the older vampires would
have warned us. They don’t want a repeat of last time any more than
we do.’

‘If it’s not a vamp, then
what?’

‘Demon? Incubus, maybe. They
could fake an apparent vampire kill and they’d be more inclined to
engage in sex with the victim.’

‘That means we have to eliminate
the one incubus we know about,’ Kate said with a sigh.

‘Let’s just hope he has a good
alibi,’ John replied.

Kennington.

The door of the odd-looking house on
the corner of Kennington Park opened and the two detectives were
faced by a tall, slim, very attractive woman with long, black hair.
She smiled as soon as she saw them, then the smile faltered as she
recognised the serious expressions.

‘Detectives,’ Gwyn said, ‘is
there a problem?’

‘Is Ceri or Lily in?’ John
asked.

‘No… You’d better come inside.
You know where the lounge is.’

Closing the door behind them,
she followed them up the stairs to the first landing and then
through into the lounge. There was a fire burning low in the grate,
staving off the cool of the spring day, and she had them sit in the
chairs in front of it, retrieving a straight-backed chair to sit on
herself.

‘Ceri is… out of town, on
business,’ Gwyn explained. ‘Lily is with her, of course.’

‘Right,’ John said, frowning. ‘I
don’t suppose you know where Lily’s father is?’

‘Actually, I do. Why?’

John nodded to Kate. ‘We’ve had
a suspicious death,’ Kate explained. ‘We can’t be sure it was an
incubus, or even a demon, but there are reasons to suspect it might
be and, obviously, we need to eliminate the one incubus we know is
in town…’

‘Faran is definitely not
responsible,’ Gwyn interrupted.

‘You’re that sure?’ John
asked.

‘He and Ophelia are with Ceri
and Lily. I’d know if any of them had returned. Faran cannot be
your killer.’ Gwyn gave a slight frown and chewed on her lip before
adding. ‘Ceri will be back in a day or so, but if you need urgent
action… I am quite knowledgeable in the magical arts myself. I
could give an opinion if you wish.’

‘We’ll see what the pathologists
come up with. We’d need clearance from the Chief to get another
specialist in, but we need to catch this one fast.’

‘This was not a simple incubus
kill,’ Gwyn stated rather than asked.

‘It was particularly vicious,’
Kate told her.

‘Lorril are not vicious
killers,’ Gwyn mused. ‘This was almost certainly something else.
There are a number of demons who kill violently, but not normally
incubi or succubi.’

‘Unless they were ordered to,’
Kate countered.

‘Then, yes, but why use an
incubus for that when there are other types who better fit the
bill. See what your pathologists say, but I think you are looking
for something else. Something far more dangerous.’

Castle of Bones, Demon Realm.

‘I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to the
days here,’ Ceri muttered as she walked into the throne room. ‘Too
long.’ They had been there for half a day and a night, had a
moderately long breakfast, and back at home it would be after
midday. Outside the sun had been up for two hours, but was still
not really full in the sky.

‘You managed well enough last
time,’ Lily replied. ‘You’re very adaptable.’ Her smirk was
positively mischievous. ‘You demonstrated that last night.’

‘That’ll be enough of that,
hinita,’ Ceri replied, her tone mock-severe. ‘Get to your place,
we’ll have another annoying Lord up here in a few minutes.’

‘Yes, Shivika Ayasha,’ Lily
replied meekly, skipping across to sit on the arm of the stone
throne.

Ceri had just settled herself on
her cushion when the first of the day’s supplicants appeared, a
tall, powerfully built Devos. Or she thought he was a Devos.
He was the right shape, but his skin had a greener tint to it and,
looking closely, she could see that his fingers were webbed.

Faran was leading the way, of
course. ‘Lord Ignash, Lady Ayasha,’ the incubus intoned.

Ignash gave a deep bow and Ceri
nodded back. ‘I suspect that the Lady is wondering what I am,’ he
said. ‘My kind rarely ventures beyond this realm.’

‘I thought Devos on first
sight,’ Ceri admitted, ‘but you’re not. Something aquatic?’

‘A Guandosh, Lady, I am Lord of
the Western Oceans. We dwell in the ocean depths, in the darkness.
I am having to use a number of powerful spells just to survive
here, but when the Overlord decreed that all should attend…’

‘Then I’ll thank you for going
to the effort.’ Ceri got to her feet and stalked toward him,
opening her Sight as she did so. He was, indeed, humming with
magic; interwoven magical fields enveloped him, probably ensuring
that his body was kept under pressure and the light did not bother
him. She wondered if he could naturally breathe air. ‘I also may
have use for your kind on Earth. There are some projects I’ve been
asked to look into which require work in the deep oceans there
creating ley lines.’

The demon looked both impressed
and surprised. ‘I had not realised that magic had been taken to
that level in your world, Overlord.’

‘I did the work myself,’ Ceri
replied, glossing over the involvement of the dragons; it was
almost certainly better to have the demons thinking of her as
near-omnipotent and a genius. ‘I’ve created two so far and
there has been considerable interest in extending the use of
them.’

‘There are some… difficulties
with constructing them through deep water. They become unstable due
to the higher density of salt water…’

Ceri gave him a frown. ‘You’ve
practical experience of this?’

‘Our own attempts to bring power
into regions with lower energy levels have proven unsuccessful,’ he
admitted.

‘Hmm…’ She came to a decision
after a second’s thought: hearts and minds were going to be
important. ‘My own calculations suggest that it’s possible without
excessive loss. I suspect I have a different mechanism for
containing the stream which may prove useful. We’ll arrange to have
some of your magical theorists visit the castle and I can go over
the equations with them.’

‘I…’ He stopped speaking,
apparently at a loss, and then dropped to one knee. ‘Lady, I would
be hard-pressed to adequately express my thanks were you able to
help us in this way.’

Ceri gave him a smile which she
hoped was just a little bit evil and reached up to pat him on the
cheek. ‘Don’t worry, Ignash, I’m sure I’ll think of a way.’

As he walked back down the
stairs, Ceri waved Faran over to her. ‘I haven’t just done
something stupid, have I?’

Faran grinned. ‘Ignash isn’t
interested in anything above the level the sunlight gets to and no
one really bothers much with his domain either. As he said, he
lives in deep salt water which tends to dampen the magic field. He
has a rather impoverished fiefdom which you are offering to make
more habitable. Succeed and he’ll be one of your most loyal
subjects.’

Ceri returned to her seat with a
sigh of relief. ‘Hope I didn’t get my maths wrong then. Wheel the
next one in.’

~~~

Ophelia met them for lunch, or
mid-morning snack, or whatever you wanted to call it. Demons had a
habit of snacking when they could get the food, since they tended
to be active for such a long time between night periods. Ceri had
decided it was a valid habit since a three-meal regime would likely
result in starvation and it broke up the meetings more.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ the
raven-haired fae said as she sat in one of the enormously oversized
chairs with some bread and cheese in one hand and a goblet of wine
in the other.

‘Good,’ Ceri replied. ‘It is
what I pay you for.’

‘You don’t actually pay me.’

‘Huh, yeah, forgot about that…’
Ceri held a hand out to Lily who handed over a small pouch, and
that was tossed across into Ophelia’s lap. ‘Gold works here and in
Otherworld, right?’

‘Uh… yeah. Which brings me to
what I was thinking about. I’m the ambassador to Otherworld, so I
figure I should actually be here and there at least some of the
time, and I can’t keep living at High Towers. I mean, it’s kind of
nice there and Gwyn and Mei have been great, but…’

‘You need a place of your own,’
Ceri finished for her.

‘Yeah. So I was wondering
whether I could live here?’

‘Uh… I can’t see a problem,
there’s plenty of space. I can set the portal up so that you can
open it when needed. Do you really want to spend that much time
here?’

‘Well, I’m going to see if I can
schmooze some apartments in the Summer Palace and spend some time
there, and I may crash in your lounge after my more mundane job,
but… Look, you’ve given me a big job here. If I’m going to do it,
I’m going to do it right.’

‘You never struck me as the
type,’ Lily said.

‘When I take a job, I like to
see it done. Sure I like to play, I’m an Unseelie Sidhe, but I have
a sense of responsibility.’

‘Okay,’ Ceri said, ‘if that’s
what you want I’ll set it up.’ She grinned. ‘Saves on rent too,
right?’

‘Well, yeah, there’s that, but
it’s all about the responsibility. Really.’

‘Uh-huh.’

Battersea, London, Earth.

Michael paused to sniff the night air,
his muzzle rising inquisitively. The river was close by with its
scents of water and diesel oil. There was a slight scent of aroused
werewolf on the breeze this close to the full moon. The primary
scent here, right beside the huge bulk of Battersea Power Station,
was magic.

The generator did not raise the
local magic field much; Ceri had tried to explain to him how the
various huge pylons inside the building reinforced their own field
within the circle while they suppressed the field outside, and
Michael had smiled at her until she stopped. It worked, and the
pack had a quite lucrative contract adding extra security to the
site, and that was good enough for him. It did not leak much, but
it was enough to ionise the air more than usual giving the area
around it a scent something like standing on a beach on a hot
day.

Satisfied that everything seemed
quiet, he set off down the east side of the building at a fast
lope.

When he was out of sight,
something darker than the night around it detached from the shadows
near the river and walked purposefully toward the generator
building carrying a case. The door it went to was, of course,
locked and alarmed, but the figure pulled open the door without
pausing and no alarm sounded.

The only light in the room came
from the random interactions of thaumitons in the generator. No one
came in here unless they had to. That was partially because it
pretty much ran itself. In fact, no one had figured out how to turn
it off yet. The other reason was that most of the staff were just a
little scared of the vast power residing within the twin ring of
complex, geometrically formed pylons. In the central ring the
measured reading was over twenty-eight thaums, very close to
dangerous levels. Very odd things could happen to someone walking
into a field that strong.

The figure made a beeline for
the centre.

Castle of Bones, Demon Realm, March
27th.

The noise was deafening. It might have
been early for a banquet as far as the demons were concerned, but
the Overlord had to get back to her other home before dark and no
one was going to let a little thing like daylight they could not
even see get in the way of drinking too much and stuffing
themselves with food they did not have to pay for. Of course, they
were going to be paying for it eventually, but most of them
had yet to work that one out.

Some of the more intelligent
Lords had wondered



































































































































cover.jpg
Vengeance





