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Part One: Aftermath

 Kennington,
November 21st, 2012

Ceridwyn Brent opened her eyes and let
out a soft, contented sigh. The beautiful half-succubus in her arms
shifted slightly at the sound and Ceri reached a hand up to stroke
Lily’s soft, chestnut hair. Lily’s warm skin felt wonderful against
Ceri’s, just like always. Lily’s demonic powers were fuelled by an
internal thaumic reaction which gave off heat as a side effect.
Sleeping against Lily was like having the sexiest hot-water bottle
in the world in bed with you.

The sun was blazing in through
the window; it looked like a beautiful day. It had been quite cool
recently, but it looked so nice out that Ceri decided they should
do something, go somewhere. The zoo, perhaps. Her parents had taken
her there many times when she was a child and she had not been
since. They could drop in and see whether the Regent’s Park
werewolves were about; they tended to congregate just outside the
zoo’s fence and they had not seen Catherine, their Alpha, in a
while.

‘What do you think, Lil? Fancy a
trip to the zoo?’

Lily shifted, turning over and
smiling. She had a cute sort of face with high cheekbones and a
small, upturned nose. Her skin was a flawless, creamy white and so
smooth. Her smile showed a lot of white teeth, and a pair of fangs.
Being part-demon had some odd impacts on the physiology.

‘I can’t, Ceri,’ Lily said, her
voice soft, almost consoling. ‘You know I can’t.’

Ceri pouted. ‘But it’s a
beautiful day, and we don’t have anything else to do.’

Lily reached out a hand and
stroked Ceri’s cheek. ‘I can’t go out with you, Ceri. This is just
a dream you’re having. I’m dead.’

Ceri felt her heart sink.
Suddenly Lily’s hand on her cheek was icy cold. ‘No,’ she
whispered. The world seemed to twist around her, the sunny room
falling away and taking Lily with it. She was awake, strong arms
encircled her and she fell into them, sobbing uncontrollably
against Michael’s shoulder.

It was true. Lily had been dead
for three weeks now. She had died saving Ceri, and the planet. But
Ceri did not care about the planet: all she cared about was that
her best friend was gone forever.

~~~

Gwyn was making breakfast in the kitchen
when Michael finally persuaded Ceri to dress and come down from the
bedroom. She had turned up at High Towers five days after Lily had
died, moved in quietly with no fuss, and began taking care of the
house. That was Twill’s job, but Twill was missing. Just one more
thing to add to the list of disasters.

‘Would you like some of this?’
the dragon-woman asked. ‘Or are you planning to pick at it for an
hour without actually eating. Again.’

‘I’ll have some coffee,’ Ceri
said.

Gwyn frowned at her as she put a
plate in front of Michael. The young werewolf’s metabolism was
still out of kilter from the spell-induced coma he had been put
into by the dragons. He was eating a lot, especially in the
mornings. ‘You’re going to be no use to anyone if you starve
yourself to death, Ceridwyn.’

‘You’re not my mother,
Brenhines,’ Ceri snapped, and immediately regretted it. ‘Sorry.
That was–’

‘Accurate. I’m just your far
distant ancestor. And I’m not Brenhines anymore. Just Gwyn.’ And
that was yet another thing. Not many dragons had survived the
destruction of the bridge to their world. Whatever Lily had done
had… short-circuited the Earth’s entire magic field through the
bridge. For two days after the event there had been no magic on
Earth, and it had risen back to its normal level slowly over the
course of around four days. The shock of the thaumic detonation
combined with the sudden drop in power had killed almost all the
dragons and a significant number of unprepared fae. The dragons had
survived by becoming human or partially human anyway. Gwyn was
still a powerful magician, a sorceress like Ceri, with millennia of
experience at her fingertips, but she was mortal.

A mug of coffee was placed in
front of Ceri and she looked up, giving Gwyn a grateful smile.
‘Accurate, but not nice. You deserve better from me. You’re the
only one of the dragons who even tried to help me…’ Her
fingers strayed to the spot between her breasts where a silver
pendant hung beneath her T-shirt. It had been a gift from Gwyn, a
simple, rectangular pendant on a chain with a draconic design cut
into the metal. That was the sigil of Brenhines and her mate,
Brenin. Ceri had the same sigil marked on the back of her right
hip. The necklace brought ‘insight’ to its wearer, if that wearer
belonged to a certain, fairly exclusive, club. Lily had hung it
around Ceri’s neck on the night she had died. It was possibly the
cruellest thing Lily had ever done to her because when she had
woken up, everything had been quite clear to her,
eventually.

Battersea, October 31st

Someone was lifting her, turning her
over. She felt hands at her throat, heard hushed, urgent voices she
could barely understand. Some of them sounded like animals. Her
head felt as though someone had smashed it in with a hammer and
then filled the space with cotton wool.

‘We have to get her out of
here.’ A man’s voice.

The growl of a large dog, or
perhaps a wolf… No! A werewolf, it was a werewolf…

‘If they find her here, she’ll
be locked up. We have to move her.’

Another growl and then they were
moving. She felt air rush past her face, felt bile rise in her
throat and swallowed it down. She had no idea where she was, or
where they were going, but there was something trying to force its
way into her conscious brain and it eventually found form. ‘Lily,’
she croaked. All she got in reply was a growl and panic began to
set in. She struggled, and got slung over a shoulder for her
efforts.

The new position made her head
spin. Her consciousness spun out of control into blackness
again.

~~~

‘There was no sign of her.’ The man’s
voice again.

‘No, there wouldn’t be.’ A woman
this time. She sounded old and very tired. The voice was familiar
but no name was coming to mind. There was a growl and the voice
said, ‘I know she’s awake. Ceridwyn? Can you hear me? Do you know
where you are?’

Opening her eyes seemed like far
too much effort; she gave up, but turned her head toward the voice.
There was heat that way, a fire of some sort. Her voice sounded
thick in her own ears. ‘I… I don’t know who I am? Lily. I
have to find Lily.’

‘We’ll deal with that later.
Your name is Ceridwyn Brent. You are a sorceress. You were at the
centre of a magical event. Before that someone did something to
you. Do you remember?’

‘I remember…’ She remembered
voices. Voices chanting words she could not understand, over and
over again. She did not want to remember the voices, but they were
all that filled her mind. ‘I remember…’ Voices, deep, resonant,
driving into her brain. She shook her head and managed to open her
eyes. ‘I don’t remember. All I hear are strange voices.’

She was surrounded by
werewolves, mostly grey-furred and a few browns. She felt she
should know them, but there was nothing but the chanting in her
head. There was a man, tall, muscular, and handsome, and a woman
with long, grey hair. There was a flicker of memory when she saw
the woman, that grey hair shining silver in the moonlight. But
tonight she looked old, so very old, older than she ever
looked…

‘Alexandra.’

The smile she received in reply
was gratifying, but weary. ‘Very good, dear.’

‘You’re tired,’ Ceri said,
realising that she knew her own name. With the name came the power.
Almost without thinking, she reached out with that power, feeding
it to Alexandra. The old woman gasped, sitting up straighter… And
suddenly there were two werewolves pinning Ceri to the ground. She
felt claws at her throat.

‘No!’ Alexandra snapped out, her
voice firm and full of authority. The claws moved back. ‘She was
helping. Let her up.’

There were growls which Ceri was
sure she should understand, but the chanting was making it hard to
concentrate. She was allowed to sit up, however, and when she did
she noticed what was missing. ‘There’s no magic. The magic field
is… practically nothing.’

‘It collapsed about an hour
ago,’ Alexandra said. ‘They’re stuck in fur until it returns. They
can’t generate enough power to turn.’

Ceri sighed. She knew how to do
this. ‘I can’t do everyone. We need to prioritise those we want to
shift back. I can supply the power, I’ve done it before.’

‘You remember that?’ Alexandra
asked.

Pulling herself to her feet,
Ceri looked at the black gown she was wearing. She looked like some
sort of witch out of a fairy tale. Grimacing, she looked over at
Alexandra. ‘No, I don’t. I just know I have. Do you think someone
could get me some real clothes?’

Kennington, November
21st

‘You need to at least start
dragging yourself out of this funk, dear,’ Gwyn said as Ceri drank
coffee, cupping the mug in both hands. The action made her draw in;
she looked defensive.

‘I’ve lost my best friend,’ Ceri
said. She knew it sounded like a whine; it was.

‘And I lost my species. I know I
wasn’t exactly on the best of terms with most of them, but they’re
gone. The only dragons left aren’t even dragons any more. I
am not a dragon any more. I’ve come to terms–’

‘I hear you crying at night,’
Ceri said. She was glad it came out sounding compassionate because
it was a nasty thing to say otherwise.

Gwyn did not skip a beat anyway.
‘I have almost come to terms with my loss. Which reminds me, we’re
going to have a guest tonight.’

Ceri suppressed a wince; the
last thing she needed to see was more people. ‘Who?’

‘Mei Long. She is engaged in
seeking asylum in Britain, and… and she is taking the loss harder
than I am.’ She held up a hand as Ceri opened her mouth to protest.
‘She did what she could to warn you what was happening. She was
watched constantly and could do no more. She ran when she could
rather than be forced to take part in what happened.’ She played
her trump card. ‘Brenin trusted her enough to tell her how to
escape the collapse of the magic field.’

Ceri grunted in resignation.
That had been another revelation which had come out when Gwyn
turned up. Brenin, Ceri’s other ancestral dragon and Gwyn’s
supposedly dead mate, had not died, he had… transformed. Thousands
of years ago, when the Earth’s magical field had collapsed entirely
and stayed that way for many centuries, he had stayed behind; his
body had died but not his spirit. The comet which had come around
in time for the dragons to mount their attack actually carried with
it some part of Brenin. Ceri knew that Gwyn was being stoic about
that too. Her husband, lover, and friend was still alive, but she
would certainly be dead by the time he returned in thirty thousand
years.

‘We don’t have another bed,’
Ceri pointed out.

‘She’ll sleep with me. It’s a
double bed, quite big enough, even for two dragons. Ex-dragons.
She’ll want a shoulder to cry on and I’m the strong, regal
type.’

Ceri looked up at her. ‘Whose
shoulder do you cry on?’

‘It’s called a pillow, dear. Why
do you think I came here to look after you? Keeping busy was the
best thing I could do under the circumstances.’

‘Yeah, I can understand
that.’

Battersea, November 1st

Keeping busy was keeping her sane. As
Ceri worked to turn werewolves from their man-wolf form back to
human, she could feel fragments of memory joining up with other
fragments. When they did, the result seemed to be far more complex
than the parts should give rise to. She had always been good at
taking two and two and making six out of it, but now her brain was
working overtime at it, no matter how much the chanting in her head
tried to blot it out.

A commotion drew her attention
as she paused between wolves. She turned her head and suddenly
there was a man holding her, a man pulling her into his arms and
kissing her, a strong body pressing against hers. More memories
gathered together, collecting at random and joining to make
inferences.

‘Michael?’ she said when he let
her breathe.

‘What happened? I was on patrol
and I caught a scent like those things that took Cheryl and then…
then I was waking up here and I can’t change, and something bad’s
happened, hasn’t it? And where’s Lily?’ His voice was higher than
usual, full of enthusiasm, excitement, and worry.

‘Lily? She’s…’ Where was she? No
one had answered the question. Anita and Ray, who had been the ones
who carried Ceri out of the power station, had found no one else
there. They had said as much as she woke up. They had said that
they could not find Lily. Lily was…

Michael caught her as she
slumped. She heard him yelling for Alexandra, but the old Alpha
could not help. Ceri’s mind was full of clear, solid reality for
the first time in what felt like months. Tiny things came together
to mean so much. Sudden revelations jumped out at her, hitting her
like rocks. Her entire life had been a lie, even from before she
had been born.

Cambridge, England, August
16th, 1977

Marion Preece could barely see as she
staggered away from Carter Fleming’s flat. Her eyes were filled
with tears, her stomach boiled, and she could taste bile in her
mouth. She wanted to throw up, but she had eaten nothing for over a
day. Still, her head was spinning because she could not quite
understand why she had just broken up with Carter to be with David
Brent.

David was Carter’s best friend.
They had been out together a few times, David generally with a new
girl every time. Marion had considered him a playboy, a breaker of
hearts. Of course, Carter had much the same reputation, but she had
got to know him before she realised who he was. He had been a
handsome man at a party and he had been charming, and she had
fallen for him the first time she laid eyes on him. The fact that
he had rejected her quite obvious advances that first night in
favour of a later date indicated that he had felt the same way.

So why was she turning away from
the man she had fallen head over heels for in favour of another? It
had just happened. Just like that. One morning, a week ago, she had
woken up loving David. She had tried to rationalise it, tried to
deny it, but the more she tried, the stronger it became. Her
emotions were tearing her apart and she had seen no other choice
but to break it off with Carter.

He had just looked at her the
whole time, saying nothing, as she babbled on trying to explain it
and failing. Love was like that, right? Unexplainable? Except that
she loved Carter too. She just… had to be with David. And
that was it. And she knew she had destroyed the first man she had
ever loved. She saw it in his eyes as she talked. She knew it in
her heart. How could she have done that to him?

Sobbing, Marion stumbled out
onto the street. She never noticed the man watching from across the
road, a smile of grim satisfaction on his face.

But decades later, as her
daughter watched her mother’s memory play out, Ceri saw the man.
And she recognised a dragon when she saw one.

Bala, Wales, January 1st,
1986

‘I want to try again,’ Marion said.
‘For a baby.’

David looked down at his wife,
nestled in the crook of his arm as they sat on the couch in front
of the roaring fire. It was a new year, a time for new commitments,
but… ‘Are you sure, love? Four miscarriages…’

‘I know, but I found some help.
There’s a doctor in London who says he has a treatment, a spell, to
help stabilise the pregnancy.’

He sighed. ‘Last time you had
your herbs, the time before that you slept naked in a field on the
night of the full moon…’

‘Okay, so I tried a few…
unconventional things,’ Marion snapped, swatting him on the arm and
grinning to show she was not upset. ‘This is a doctor, a skilled
practitioner. He says he could “stabilise the effect of the
trisomy” or something. It sounded as much magic as science, but he
assured me it was all using the latest in genetic research.’ Marion
gave a pout. ‘Are you telling me you don’t want to practise making
a baby with me?’

David leaned down to kiss her
forehead. ‘You know damn well I’ll “practise” that any time you
like. I just don’t want to see you hurt again.’

Marion smiled at him. ‘No, I
think this time it’s going to be different.’

November 10th, 1986

Ceri realised that what she was seeing
and feeling had to be some sort of enhanced memories, but the one
which hit her next was the first she had actually been alive for.
The others had been dragged from her ‘race memory’ of her parents,
but now she lay in the arms of her mother, a cold wind biting at
her cheeks as they stood at the edge of a lake. The first time she
had experienced this she had been ten days old and largely unaware
of what was happening. This time she felt as though she were
looking out at the world through tiny windows and could see very
little, but she understood what was being said.

‘Name her for Ceridwen.’ The
voice was female, smooth, resonant. That had to be the Lady of Bala
Lake. ‘She will come into great power, as did that sorceress of
old.’

‘I expect her to have talent.’
That was her father. ‘She comes from two strong lines of
practitioners.’

‘More than you know,’ the Lady
said. ‘She will need your protection, your tutelage. Take very good
care of her.’

‘We will, Lady,’ Ceri’s mother
said. Ceri felt them turning to leave.

‘Little Ceri,’ the Lady’s voice
said, receding as though she was moving back into the lake, ‘when
you meet my sister, do not fear her.’

There was a pause, and then
David’s voice. ‘That was… odd.’

‘It was an odd thing to say to a
child who doesn’t understand Welsh yet,’ Marion replied. They
had been speaking Welsh? My Welsh was never that good.

‘No, not that. That was odd,
yes, but I meant what she said about our family trees. We never did
get an explanation of exactly why that trisomy thing turns up in
every child we have.’ He paused. ‘It’s us. Our bloodlines.’

‘Obviously.’

‘But why?’

Marion’s face appeared in Ceri’s
field of view, smiling. ‘We’ll just have to find out, won’t we,
Ceridwyn?’ The face disappeared again. ‘I think we should spell it
with a “y” instead of an “e.” Just a little different.’

David chuckled. ‘Well, she’s not
actually going to be a sorceress, so I don’t think the Lady will
mind.’

Kennington, London, October
31st, 1988

‘David?’ Marion’s voice sounded
concerned and little Ceri turned around to look at her.

Her father’s voice came from
behind her. ‘What’s up?’

‘Her back, look at her
back?’

Ceri felt David’s hand on her
shoulder and then his fingers tracing over the back of her right
hip. ‘That’s… it looks like a tattoo. A dragon?’

‘It’s getting worse, David.
We’re going to have to do it soon.’

‘I know. I’ve found everything
we need. Professor Perry was very helpful.’ Ceri turned and looked
at her father. He looked just as concerned as her mother. ‘Don’t
worry, Ceri. We’re going to keep you safe.’

Battersea, November 1st,
2012

There were a lot of faces looking down
at her when Ceri opened her eyes. She blinked. ‘I, uh, I blacked
out again?’ She reached up to her chest, finding the silver pendant
and running a finger over the carving. Lily had to have put it
there and it had done its job very effectively.

‘You sound more yourself now,’
Alexandra said.

Ceri pushed herself upright.
‘I’m not sure I’ve ever been myself. I remember…
everything.’

‘What does that mean?’ Michael
said from behind her, and she twisted around to look at him,
smiling weakly. He was a handsome young man with a firm, muscled
body and tanned skin. His face was narrow and a little flat with a
narrow nose and a slight cleft to his chin. His black,
shoulder-length hair was even more unkempt than usual. He looked so
young, and Ceri felt so much older…

‘It’s this necklace. It’s done
it before, remember? I had this weird dream that I was Brenhines,
thousands of years ago, in the White City. It lets me see memories
of my ancestors, and it can help me remember things that I
experienced more clearly. The dragons have been… They split my
mother and Carter up so that she would be with my father. I think
they helped stop me being another miscarriage. Ed Perry helped them
craft the enchantment that was put on me to hide my power, and I’m
pretty damn sure that they killed my parents because they were
trying to contact Brenhines. They died near Anglesey, and that’s
where she was living. They’ve twisted my life, even before I was
born. All leading up to this.’

‘You haven’t been wearing that
necklace recently,’ Michael said to her.

‘No. No, I should have. Lily
must have put it on me when she… uh…’

‘Where is Lily?’ Michael
said, sounding wary. ‘No one wants to say…’

Ceri swallowed. ‘She… She’s
dead.’

Kennington, November
21st

Mei Long stepped into the huge hall of
High Towers and stood just inside the threshold, feet together,
hands clasped in front of her, eyes cast downward. She was wearing
a simple tank dress which flared from her hips and stopped just
above her knees, and flat shoes, all in white, which contrasted
with the wave of black hair falling down her back. The
ex-ambassador of the Dragon Empire had always been elegant, poised,
the perfect example of a diplomat who belonged to a culture
spanning millennia, but never excessively proud. Now, while she
kept her poise, she looked like a whipped dog.

Gwyn had basically forced Ceri
to stand up and invite the woman in. Ceri was mistress of the
house, no matter how she might feel, and Mei would be enormously
uncomfortable if she was not invited in by her. It was a matter of
form. Ceri had privately thought that she did not really mind a
little discomfort on Mei’s part, but she had agreed to invite her
through the doors because Gwyn had insisted.

Ceri was about to invite Mei to
the lounge and break the slightly uncomfortable silence which had
developed when Mei spoke. ‘There is no way to apologise to you for
my part in what has happened, Mistress Brent. I can offer only my
most humble apologies and…’ She gracefully slipped onto her knees,
placed her palms flat on the floor, and bent forward, lowering her
head. Ceri heard Gwyn stifle a gasp. ‘…I can offer you my life
should you wish to take it.’

‘Get up!’ Ceri hissed. Mei
clambered to her feet, shocked and confused. She had expected a lot
of emotions, but the terrified rage she saw on Ceri’s face was not
one of them. ‘I never want to see another person kneeling in front
of me,’ Ceri told her, forcing herself to calm down. ‘I accept your
apology. You did the best you could with a bad situation. You tried
to warn me in the only way you could, and you got out rather than
take part in the battle. There is absolutely no way I am
going to kill you, so just stop it.’ She smoothed the front of her
T-shirt, which did not need smoothing. ‘If I were going to kill
someone, it wouldn’t be you. You didn’t set me up to be a tool for
Huanglong.’

Aberystwyth, Wales, October
24th, 2012

The lab was on the top floor of the
university’s thaumatology building, hidden away in one corner. The
windows were blacked out and the lighting, such as it was, was
subdued. The centre of the floor was marked out with a carefully
drawn magic circle, a containment circle, but it would serve their
purpose. Cheryl Tennant, Ceri’s boss and friend, was missing. Ceri
believed she was in the demons’ dimension and this was the only way
they could find her. She had spent days working with Ed to produce
the spell which would let her search another world.

‘We have the room for as long as
we need it,’ Ed told Ceri as she began to prepare the circle,
tracing over the marked lines with salt. ‘The dean was a little
iffy about it until I mentioned you did work for the Greycoats.’
Ceri smiled slightly and nodded. ‘Are you sure you’re up to
this?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘It’s going to take a lot of
energy.’

‘I know. I’ll be fine.’

‘You’ll be opening up your mind.
Something could–’

Ceri stopped working and looked
up at him, and Ed stopped. ‘I need to find Cheryl, Ed. I’m going to
do this. Now step back and let me work.’

Ed nodded. He seemed more
worried than she would have expected. He had trained her; he knew
what she was capable of. Why was he so… nervous? She finished the
circle and settled into the middle of it, cross-legged, settling
her mind ready to work the complex magic she had worked out with
Ed. The circle flashed into life around her, a column of magic
which occupied only their reality. Its purpose was safety; if she
used too much power, the circle would stop her irradiating the
entire building before she died from internal injuries.

She gave a last look to Ed,
standing on the circle’s edge. He had an odd expression on his
face. Something like resignation. Shrugging, she drew in her power,
set the equations in place in her mind, and opened herself to
another reality. There was a brief instant when she felt she was
floating, and then her body stiffened.

~~~

The pain was so extreme she knew she
should have passed out, but something kept her conscious. Every
nerve screamed in agony. Her body was on fire but did not burn. She
was icy cold, but she did not freeze. Light so bright she knew she
should be blind seared her eyes, but she could not close her eyes
and the light never dimmed. A voice roared in her ears, screamed in
her mind. It told her to ‘Submit!’ She thought she was screaming
out that she did, but the pain continued.

Then it was gone and she was
left gasping on a floor so dark that she could not see it. She
could see herself, but there was no light around her, nothing to
see but the darkness. Climbing to her feet, Ceri began to walk. The
pain had felt real, very real, but there seemed to be no lasting
damage. So why do it?

How long she walked, she had no
idea. There was nothing and no one, and nowhere to go. Just the
darkness and the never-ending, smooth floor. She could not really
feel it under her feet, but it had to be there because she was not
falling. Or maybe she was and she could not feel the air rushing
past. Except that that made no more sense than the frictionless,
featureless ground.

Why did I come here? She
had been looking for something. No, someone. She had been looking
for someone. Who? She had come here… No, she had been going
somewhere to look for someone… It felt like years ago. How long had
she been walking? Why was there no one else here? Why am I even
trying?

She stopped and sat down. She
would wait. That was the best thing to do. Sit down and wait for
something to happen.

It did. The pain began
again.

~~~

She did not know when the pain stopped
and the chanting began. She could not move, or feel, or see, but
she could hear the voices. They chanted the same set of phrases in
a language she did not understand, over and over again.

‘What do you want?’ she
yelled.

The chanting continued.

‘Speak to me!’

The same words, over and
over.

‘Someone tell me what’s going
on!’

Chanting. The same words. Always
the same.

‘Stop it!’

The voices just got louder.

~~~

Something shifted in the darkness all
around her. Something serpentine and black was uncurling, moving
around her. The chanting faded away, but she knew the words by
heart now and they continued resounding in her head.

A face appeared in front of her,
huge and black. A long snout, a lot of sharp, white teeth. Two
black eyes the size of dinner plates. ‘You are almost ready,
Ethilion Kephesit.’ The voice sounded familiar. She had met this
creature before. ‘The words will hide within you until it is time.
When it is done, you will rule all, under our command. Now sleep,
and forget.’

October 28th

‘Did you find her?’ Ceri blinked,
looking toward the voice. Ed Perry was still standing at the edge
of the circle. He looked like he already knew the answer, his
expression one of worry to the point of nausea.

‘No,’ Ceri replied after a
second. Her head felt as though it was full of fog. She could not
seem to think straight.

‘You’ve been at it for days,
Ceridwyn. You need to stop, at least for a little while.’

She climbed to her feet,
dismissing the circle around her. ‘I need… I need to go home.
There’s something I have to do there.’

‘What?’ he asked, though again
he seemed to know.

‘I… I don’t know, but it’s not
here.’

She was gone, vanished into thin
air, before he could form a reply.

Kennington, November
21st

‘Edward had little choice in the matter
too, you know?’ Gwyn said. ‘The others had been planning this for
centuries, millennia. Ever since Huanglong was born. If he had gone
against them, they would have destroyed him.’

‘He could have run, like Mei,’
Ceri replied. She was sitting in her usual chair in the lounge: a
large, leather, wing-back. Michael sat on the floor at her feet,
which was his usual place. There was a footstool on her right,
which was where Lily always sat, and Ceri felt the absence there
like a physical thing.

‘He lacks my talent for
remaining hidden,’ Mei said. She was sitting on a straight-backed
chair beside the other wing-back. Gwyn occupied that seat. ‘He does
not have Gwyn’s power to keep the others at bay through fear.’

Gwyn gave a short, humourless
laugh. ‘They found a way to keep me out of the picture anyway.’ It
had apparently taken ten dragons forming a constantly powered magic
circle around the entire village she had called home, but they had
ensured that she could not interfere at the important moment. ‘They
isolated you, made you distrust your friends, or took them out of
the picture entirely.’ Her gaze flicked to Michael. ‘Dragons are
very good at planning for the long term.’

‘And they had a very strong
motive,’ Mei added. ‘Even a noble one if they had not chosen to
implement it the way they did.’

Ceri grunted. Even if she hated
everything about it, she had to admit that the dragons had been
trying to save their species. Their entire universe was dying. The
magic which had created them was causing their reality to expand at
an enormous rate. They had little time before the very matter they
were made from began to spread out into subatomic particles, and
there was nothing they could do to stop it. Escape was the only
option, but they had chosen to enslave the occupants of the world
they were escaping to rather than moving on in peace.

‘Brenin gave Edward the
knowledge to survive the aftershock,’ Mei said. ‘That must indicate
something.’

‘I’m a little too young to be
that forgiving,’ Ceri replied sourly. ‘Give me a few thousand years
and maybe I’ll feel differently.’

Michael shifted against her leg,
one hand sliding over her shin in a gentle, almost caressing,
motion. ‘I’m not sure we have quite that long to wait.’

She shrugged. ‘Right now, that’s
the best I can do.’

November 22nd

Ceri sat on her bed, still naked,
wrapped in a blanket. Downstairs in the study various officials
from the Home Office were interviewing Mei and there was no way she
wanted to be around that many people. Especially not people like
that. Gwyn was standing by in case there were problems; no one else
knew who or what Gwyn was, and she had been explained away as an
old family friend who was looking after Ceri. Not far from the
truth.

Michael sat at the foot of the
bed, dressed and ready to do something, if Ceri were actually
likely to decide there was something to do. He was not giving it
much hope. Right now he was watching as she played with the chain
around her right ankle. She did that quite a lot when she was
thinking about Lily, so she was almost certainly thinking about
Lily.

The chain was fairy silver, an
enchanted metal mined in the Otherworld. It had been a present from
Twill, and Lily wore an identical one around her ankle. Twill had
told them that so long as they loved each other, and they both
lived, the chains could never be removed. Michael looked at the
chain, closed his eyes, and said, ‘Why don’t you take that
off?’

Ceri’s fingers stopped moving.
She did not look at him or at anything in particular. ‘Because if I
take it off, she’ll really be gone.’

‘Maybe it’s time you started
accepting that.’

‘I know she’s dead, Michael.’
Her tone had an edge of irritation to it.

‘You know, but you don’t want to
believe it… and I’m here.’

Her fists clenched and she
turned on him, her face twisted in anger… And she stopped, the
anger turning to pain in an instant. She was being unfair to him.
In some ways she always had been. He had taken her as his mate, and
she loved him, but he had always been second to Lily because Lily
had been there first, and her friend before they were lovers. Now
that Lily was gone, she was pushing Michael away because he
reminded her of all the times the three of them had shared and…
‘It’s not fair.’

‘I know,’ he said, not
understanding. ‘She was too young and she was the most wonderful,
beautiful person I’ve ever met, but–’

‘No. It’s not fair to you.’ She
looked down at her ankle and the chain around it. ‘I can’t take it
off. Would you do it?’

He hesitated. ‘I’m not sure it
should be me…’

‘I won’t hold it against you. If
it comes off then she’s dead and I’ll try to move on. I’ll… look
the other way. It won’t be you taking it.’

Michael moved closer to her
looking distinctly uncertain. She started to turn her head, but he
reached out, touching her cheek and stopping her. He leaned closer
and pressed his lips softly to hers. She gave him a timid smile,
and then looked away as he reached for her ankle. She felt his
fingers brush her skin, felt the chain lifting. Her eyes closed,
squeezing a tear from the corner of her right eye, and she bit back
a sob, and…

‘It… um… It won’t open.’

Ceri’s head snapped back fast
enough to make her slightly dizzy. ‘What?’

‘I can’t open the catch. Maybe
it has to be you.’

Her fingers fumbled for the
chain. ‘Anyone should be able to do it.’ Her thumb found the lever
on the catch and she pressed it hard enough to be painful, but it
would not move. She pulled at it, trying to break the silver and
then tried the catch again, almost frantically. She felt
irrationally angry. What the Hell was going on? If Lily was dead,
it should open. She could no longer feel Lily through the binding
spell she had worked, but the chain refused to budge.

‘She’s alive,’ Michael said.
Ceri kept trying to open the chain. ‘Ceri, stop it. Lily’s
alive.’

‘She can’t be. I can’t feel her.
She can’t be… If she is, I’ve wasted three weeks when I could have
been finding… She can’t…’

He grabbed her wrists and pulled
them away from the chain, her eyes meeting his. ‘She’s alive,’ he
said softly but firmly.

‘Then where is she?’

~~~

‘Alexandra said there was a war between
the demons and the dragons,’ Ceri said, looking across at Gwyn in
the opposite chair.

‘That was thousands of years
ago,’ Gwyn replied. She was happy that Ceri was looking a lot more
animated, but not so happy about the way that animation was going.
‘It’s long before even my time.’

‘But if the demons still held a
grudge about it, and they can really hold
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