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Preface

 Kennington,
London, June 27th, 2007

The earthworm squirmed in the grip of
something invisible, but far more powerful than it was, twisting
and writhing as it was pulled slowly, inexorably, from the ground
beneath a small privet bush. Gloriandel swept forward on bright,
blue-white wings and ran her hunting sword through its primary
neuron cluster. The writhing grew more violent for a second, but
the fairy’s telekinesis was very strong and she had no trouble
holding it. Two more violent stabs of the hatpin-sized weapon and
the thrashing slowed and then ceased.

The worms at home were
considerably sweeter than the ones she caught here, but she was
used to the taste now. She had been eating them for almost half her
life and had figured out long ago the best way to season them. A
little magic was all it took and they made an acceptable breakfast.
Occasionally she allowed herself a wistful wish to be able to hunt
on her family’s lands where the meat was far more succulent, but
that was out of the question so she made do with what she had. That
was especially the case now, when she had almost let herself get
caught.

In retrospect, coming to London
had been a bad idea. There were far too many fae here, Seelie and
Unseelie, and unaligned. The latter were not so bad, but she could
not really trust them. Even if they were unlikely to report her
immediately they might sell her out. She needed somewhere to hide
for a while. Just a while. Somewhere she could lick her wounds. The
park had made a useful place for the night, but she needed to move
on before anyone managed to track her down.

Dropping the remains of the worm
on the grass where some lucky bird might finish it off, she wrapped
herself in the veil of obscurity which all fairies could generate
and flew off toward the eastern side of the park. She would head
out and then south, maybe make her way down to the sea. Perhaps she
could find a cave or something to hide in at the coast… Then she
saw the house.

It was three storeys high, plus
an attic, plus a flat roof with a waist-high railing around the
edge. A gothic sort of building which, at first glance, seemed to
be unused. The windows had cobwebs in them, several of the panes
were broken. The paintwork had seen far better days, and some of
the good paint appeared to be resting on rotten wood. But then
there was the high, wooden fence around the property, which looked
to be in perfect condition, and the garden, which was not well
kept, but also not overgrown. This house was something of a
curiosity.

She felt the wards along the
line of the fence as she flew over it. They had once been very
strong, but they had not been maintained in a long time and they
were weakening. That was a plus in the “disused column.” She was
sure these wards would have allowed her through anyway; they felt
like a first line of defence, something to keep out direct threats,
and small animals who might make a mess on the lawn. Then there was
the big minus in her thoughts that the place was unoccupied; she
could hear voices from above.

Rising up, she passed a window
and realised almost instantly what was so odd about the house.
While there seemed to be a cracked pane of glass in front of her,
she could see through neither hole nor glass. It was all fake!
Someone had created an illusion of a scary old house to wrap their
real house in. Quite why was an enigma, but that was not currently
a question the fairy was concerned with. She edged up to the
railing and peeked over the edge of the roof.

There were two humans up here,
laid out on wooden loungers in the sun. The contrast was a little
striking and Gloriandel lifted higher and flitted closer, watching
carefully to be sure neither of the two women was able to pierce
her invisibility. Neither seemed to and she hovered between their
feet, looking between them.

On the right was a tall woman
with short, black hair, dressed in a rather conservative swimsuit.
Her lounger was pulled up to give a better seated position and she
was reading a copy of what looked like a cheap magazine, The
Wednesday Witch. This one had slightly masculine features, a
firm jaw, moderately long nose, high cheekbones, narrow face. Her
eyes were quite a startling blue, her skin was pale and freckled,
and that black hair had a rebellious sort of red streaking in the
fringe. She had a slim body with narrow hips, long legs, and a
chest which was not flat, but was not winning any contests either.
As she turned the page, Gloriandel spotted the tattoos on the
insides of her forearms and a frown creased the fairy’s tiny brow;
the tattoos looked magical, an enchantment of some sort.

While the black-haired girl was
certainly not unattractive, beside her companion she could almost
be thought of as ugly. She was certainly far less confident! The
second girl was lying in the sun, stretched out as flat as her
seating would allow, without a stitch of clothing on. Of course,
Gloriandel was naked herself; she had a few bits of clothing in her
travel sack, but fairies did not find wrapping themselves in bits
of cloth appealing. The difference between the two humans was
noticeable, however.

Beyond the difference in
confidence, the second girl’s beauty was undeniable. Gloriendel was
used to fae who frequently used glamours to make them better
looking if they were not simply inhumanly attractive anyway. This
girl would have given Titania a run for her money. The face was
pretty, delicate, with an upturned nose and wide cheek bones. It
was surrounded by a mass of gorgeously lush, auburn hair which fell
down to the upper slopes of a phenomenal pair of breasts. Despite
being exceptionally large, the girl’s breasts were firm, unsagging,
and the rest of her body was just as perfect, right down to her
skin which was creamy, smooth, apparently entirely unmarked.
Gloriandel’s brow furrowed again; there was no way this beautiful
creature was entirely human.

The black-haired girl put her
magazine down on the surface of the roof, twisted around to lower
the back of her lounger, and turned onto her front. She rested on
her elbows long enough to say, ‘Lil? Would you do my back?’ and
then she was lying down flat, her arms on either side of her
head.

The auburn beauty swept her legs
from her lounger and rose to her feet with far more grace than any
human should have. Gloriandel backed away. The girl was not human,
not entirely human. The dark eyes, more or less black, the way she
paused slightly on the way to rub oil into her friend’s back. She
was sensing something, but unable to quite determine what. Giving a
shrug, “Lil” sat down on the edge of the brunette’s lounger and
picked up a bottle of oil, and Gloriandel turned in the air,
spotting the open hatch in the middle of the roof. She flitted
across toward it with a smile on her face.

The attic below was spacious and
heavily warded, and there was a lot of old furniture, boxes,
trunks, and general clutter at one end. Lots of places for a fairy
to hide where the humans would not notice. She would find herself
somewhere safe in there, stay for a few days, perhaps a couple of
weeks, until the noise had died down and the people tracking her
had lost the trail. Sure enough there was a box of old sheets near
the back and an old, wooden, child’s cot which would be
perfect.

Yes, a few days here and it
would be safe to move on and find somewhere outside the city…


Part One: The Spring
Bride

 Kennington,
London, January 31st, 2013

Ceri opened the front door of High
Towers to find a tall, inhumanly attractive, black-haired woman
smiling at her. She blinked at the woman, not expecting her to be
there. ‘Ophelia.’ The smile broadened, showing too many perfect,
white teeth. ‘I was expecting...’

‘A Seelie fae?’ Ophelia
suggested. ‘I’m just your travel agent.’

‘Well,’ Ceri said, not wanting
her expectations to suggest prejudice, ‘one of Twill’s… uh, one of
Gloriandel’s family.’ She stepped back from the door to allow the
tall Sidhe to enter.

Ophelia paused. ‘I am Ophelia
Silvershield. I seek entry past your threshold in good faith and
peace, seeking nothing but your good will.’ She was some sort of
envoy of the Unseelie Court in London and many were a little wary
of the Unseelie fae. The formality was, Ceri figured, to put her at
her ease, but it also served to ensure Ophelia’s safety in the
house of a very powerful magician.

‘I am Ceridwyn Brent,’ Ceri
replied. ‘Enter without malice, leave without hindrance. Do no harm
here and none will be done to you, Ophelia Silvershield.’

The fae walked in as the big,
circular sigil on the floor of the portico flared into life. ‘Thank
you.’ Was there a hint of relief in the woman’s voice? ‘I’d be
grateful if we could make a little haste. The sun comes up in
twenty minutes and it’s easier to cross over while it’s still
dawn.’

‘We’re ready,’ Ceri replied,
following her through the inner doors into the hall. ‘We didn’t
know what to bring so we’re travelling light.’

Ophelia gave a short nod. ‘The
Wintergreens can supply suitable clothes and such. You’re honoured
guests, even if they don’t really want you there. Hospitality
demands that they do all they can to make your stay
comfortable.’

The young man sitting on the
stairs looked up at that comment. ‘They don’t want us there?’ He
was in his late teens, good looking in a rough sort of way with
blue eyes and a long, straight nose, and black hair which refused
to accept the idea that it should be combed. His body was all lean
muscle and there was a strong hint of the animal about him. That
was reasonable; Michael was a werewolf.

‘Gloriandel insisted on you
being her sheelvhori,’ Ophelia told him, ‘despite her family’s
wishes.’ As she spoke, Lily came down the stairs, pausing to give
the fae a look of surprise combined with mild disgust.

‘We were wondering about that,’
Ceri said before Lily could comment on Ophelia’s presence. ‘What
exactly does “ar sheelvhori an shailis” mean? It’s on all our
invitations.’

‘Literally, “the bearers of the
chalice.” The position is somewhat like a bridesmaid.’ She smiled
at Michael. ‘Pardon the expression. The sheelvhori can be either
sex and their job is to keep the bride safe, and to ensure that she
gets to the ceremony, on time and alive. There is an equivalent
group for the groom, “the bearers of the staff.”’

‘The chalice and the staff,’
Lily said. ‘How symbolic.’

Ophelia gave a little grimace.
‘I find it rather insulting, personally. I told my last husband in
no uncertain terms, that I was not simply a receptacle for his
“staff” to be plunged into, and if he thought I was he’d have a
very rude awakening.’

Lily raised an eyebrow. ‘Didn’t
your last husband vanish mysteriously?’

The fae’s smile was positively
wolfish. ‘He did. Of course, I miss him terribly.’ The smile turned
into a curious frown. ‘You’re rather more pierced than I’ve seen
you, Lily. Are you going like that?’

Lily had selected a short,
long-sleeved, woollen dress and some flat, leather boots to wear.
Her only piece of visible jewellery was a silver chain which hung
between her right ear and her lip. ‘It’s a slave chain,’ Lily
replied.

‘I haven’t had time to get it
cut off,’ Ceri said. ‘The rings are soldered shut. Mind you, Lil
seems to like it.’ Ceri pushed down her own discomfort at that.
Lily was trying to deal with the aftermath of spending too much
time as the plaything of a malicious demon, and if that meant Ceri
had to be mistress to Lily’s slave, then she would try her hardest
to do it.

‘I do,’ Lily agreed. ‘I want a
replacement I can take off when necessary.’

‘That reminds me,’ Ophelia said,
reaching into a pocket in her long, black coat. ‘You’ll need
these.’ She produced three bracelets; simple chains made from a
bright, white silver. Ceri recognised the metal; she had a similar
chain around her right ankle under her britches, and Lily was
wearing its twin beneath her boot. It was fairy-silver, mined in
Otherworld and commonly used for enchantments. ‘These will keep you
attached to this world. Without them you’ll likely return to find
it’s next century. I made sure these ones had translation charms on
them. They’ll let you speak Low Fae. And they’re hexed to stay on
once they’re put on. I didn’t want to risk them getting lost.’

‘How come you’re being so nice,
Ophelia?’ Lily asked, her tone suspicious.

Ophelia smiled, handing a chain
to Ceri, and then to Michael. She stepped up toward Lily and held
out the last bracelet. ‘I’m a politician, Lily. I know you know
what that means to a fae, but know that it also means knowing who
to stay on the right side of. Gloriandel has chosen some
very good sheelvhori. You people are the kind of people to
stay on the right side of.’ It was a selfish motive, as one might
have expected of an Unseelie, but at least she was being honest.
‘If you’re ready, we should get moving. We just need to get up to
Kennington Park Road, but sooner is better.’

Ceri walked over to the side of
the staircase and picked up her bag and staff. She was wearing the
outfit she had bought in Shilfaris, a city in the demons’ world;
tight pants in heavy cotton, heeled, leather boots, a leather
kirtle and bodice, and heavy leather shoulder pads with attached
cowl. She felt it fitted the place they were going. The bag
contained various items she thought might be useful, and one thing
she was carrying purely to impress the Wintergreens. ‘I think we’re
set,’ she said and then looked across to the kitchen door under the
stairs. ‘Gwyn? We’re leaving.’

Two women emerged from the back
room, both with long, black hair. One was shorter and Oriental, the
other taller and Caucasian. Both carried themselves with the kind
of poise it took centuries to develop. Both were millennia old and
had been dragons until the previous Samhain.

Gwyn, the taller of the two,
smiled. ‘Good journey and good luck,’ she said.

‘I hope things work out as you
wish,’ Mei, the shorter woman added. She stood a little back as
Gwyn stepped up and gave Ceri a brief hug. Mei was still a little
hesitant around Ceri and Lily, and not too confident in her own
right.

‘We’ll take care of the house
while you’re away,’ Gwyn added. She was all confidence, but Ceri
could tell she was worried. Of course, compared to Ceri leaving on
a solo mission to rescue Lily from the Demon Realm, a trip to a
wedding in the fae Otherworld ought to be easy.

They said nothing else as the
little party made their way out, around to the arbour gate at the
side of the garden, and across the park to the main road. Traffic
was quite heavy, even now, as people headed toward Vauxhall Bridge
and The City. They ignored the odd looks as Ophelia moved to the
edge of the pavement, her hand reaching out, fingers spread, as
though searching for something.

‘There’s an old road running
through here,’ she said, sounding distracted. ‘The ley line that
follows it is weak, but it will suffice for our needs. Ah! Here we
are.’ She held out her other hand. ‘Grab on and… well, taking a
deep breath is usually a good idea.’

‘We’ve done the travel by ley
line thing before,’ Michael said, laying his palm over Ophelia’s.
Ceri and Lily did the same. One of the drivers of a stationary car
beside them looked on as though they were all mad.

‘Probably not between worlds,’
Ophelia said. Her free hand reached out and clenched into a fist as
though she was grabbing something. ‘I hate this…’ The rest of her
sentence was lost as the world suddenly vanished into a blur.

~~~

Wintergreen Estates, Otherworld

Four figures fell out of the air in
front of a huge set of white stone gates, tumbling across the dirt
track before coming to a stop in a tangle of limbs, all of them
gasping for breath. Four men with spears marched out from the
gatehouse as they disentangled themselves, collected their
belongings, and regained some control over their breathing. Oddly,
the guards did not seem particularly surprised at the sudden
arrival.

‘That,’ Ceri gasped, ‘was
rough.’

‘Yes,’ Ophelia replied.
‘Sorry.’

‘I got into the Demon Realm more
smoothly.’

The Unseelie fae gave a short
laugh. ‘Perhaps I should have got you to work the transport
spell.’

‘I didn’t know where we were
going.’ She looked around at Lily and Michael. ‘Everyone okay?’

‘If we have to do his a lot,’
Lily commented sourly, ‘I want a gate.’

Ophelia was turning to face the
four Sidhe in bronze-splinted, leather armour advancing on them.
‘Lady Ophelia of the House Silvershield, here under treaty with the
Family Wintergreen. I bring Gloriandel Wintergreen’s bearers.’

One of the men who was wearing a
short sword as well as carrying a spear, nodded. ‘Follow me,’ he
said curtly, and turned on his heel to return to the gate. Ceri
glanced at Lily and then fell into step behind Ophelia as she made
her way toward the gate. The other three guards moved around them,
one to either side and one to the rear.

Michael’s eyes narrowed. ‘Either
they’re expecting trouble or they don’t trust us.’

‘Possibly both,’ Ophelia
replied. ‘I’m Unseelie and I did say that Gloriandel’s choice of
you three was unpopular with the family. Add to that the fact that
this marriage is unpopular with one or two power groups within both
courts and we’re right at the middle of a potential mess.’

‘Great,’ Ceri growled. ‘I just
got out of one political conflict.’

‘Molech wasn’t exactly a
politician,’ Lily commented. ‘More of a tyrant.’

‘Tyranny is a form of politics,’
Ophelia said. ‘We’ve had our share of tyrants here.’

Inside the gates the basic
layout of the family castle became obvious. It looked distinctly
strange, but it was obvious. A tall, circular wall with four
turrets surrounded the compound. The top appeared to be crenelated,
with a walkway along the inner edge where they could see guards
patrolling. There were a number of one storey buildings set within
the circle. The largest of these took up the centre, and that one
looked particularly strange since there was a sort of miniature
castle on top of it. Well, the Wintergreens were fairies, so their
family stronghold had suitably sized buildings. In this case, some
rather spectacular, spired buildings, even if all ten floors were
only about seven feet in height.

Rather than heading for the
central building, however, the guards led the way to a low building
off to the right, isolated from everything else around it. The
leader turned and pointed toward a heavy wooden door. ‘You’re in
there, Silvershield. The rest of you are in that side.’ He
indicated a second door at the other end of the building. ‘Mistress
Gloriandel will be joining you shortly.’

Ophelia nodded. ‘Just go in and
get comfortable. Gloriandel will be expected to spend the time up
until the wedding with you three so they won’t keep her up in the
castle for long.’ Her gaze turned to the guard. ‘That would be a
distinct failure of tradition and hospitality.’

Ceri saw the guard’s face
redden. The tightening around his eyes and jaw suggested anger. He
did not like having his job told to him by an Unseelie. ‘Thank you,
Ophelia. A pleasure meeting you again.’ The fae woman smiled,
looking a little surprised that Ceri appeared to be being genuine,
and then started off for her room. Ceri nodded to the guard and
then started off toward the second door he had indicated.

Clearly they had been put in
some sort of guest quarters. It was a small suite with a large bed
chamber which doubled as a lounge, and a bathroom set off from it.
The bed was large, with four ornate posts carved from a dark wood
Ceri did not recognise. There was a fireplace which had been set
with a log fire to warm the room through, and there was a loveseat
and two armchairs set around that. Lily walked over to a large
wardrobe near the bed, opening it to look inside, while Ceri
checked the bathroom. The bath was a large, stone affair built into
the floor and wall, and there was a sink and toilet which both
looked quite modern given the setting. Indoor plumbing, it
appeared, had been invented, or imported.

‘Wow.’ Lily’s voice drew Ceri
out into the main room again. ‘Dresses, and clothes for Michael,’
Lily said. She glanced back toward the werewolf. ‘I don’t think
you’ll be too embarrassed about wearing these either.’ She pulled
out a dark grey, loose shirt with embroidered patterns around the
wide collar. ‘There’s some slacks in here that look like they’ll
fit you like a glove. You’ll have all the fae girls fawning over
you.’

Michael looked back at her and
smiled. ‘I don’t need them. I’ve got all the women I need right
here.’

Lily giggled. ‘You used to be
this tongue-tied teenager and now look at you, saying just what a
girl wants to hear.’ Michael demonstrated that he still had a hint
of the bashful late-teen about him by blushing at the
compliment.

Ceri pulled something out of the
wardrobe, a tabard-like dress, two panels held together with a
choker and some belts. She grinned. ‘You’ll look stunning in this,
Lil.’

The half-succubus pursed her
lips, eyes tracking down the garment. ‘I’m flattered you think I’m
that tall. It’s sized for you.’

Ceri let out a cough. ‘Uh…
right.’ She pushed the dress on its wooden hanger back into the
cupboard and turned just in time to see a streak of blue-white
light fly in through an opening near the eaves, streaming toward
them and then doubling back to pass Michael, and then whipping
three times around the room before coming to stop.

The ball of light resolved
itself into a woman. Four inches in height, give or take, she had
skin the colour of a ripe conker and a cap of bright purple hair. A
good portion of her height was in the form of long legs which
somehow looked fine at her natural height, but if you scaled her up
she took on something of the exaggerated quality of a wartime pinup
painting. Sprouting from between her shoulder blades were wings,
somewhat like a butterflies, but more feathery, and blue-white in
colour. Up close, and she proceeded to get very up close as she
buzzed between the three of them speaking too fast for real words
to be resolved, she was a pretty woman who looked no older than
Michael. She had a cute face, a little rounded with a pert nose and
deep, brown eyes.

As Ceri waited for the suddenly
arrived bride to calm down enough to be understood, she noticed the
arrival of a second fairy through the little doorway in the eaves.
This one was white skinned, though her body showed a tan. Her hair
was a little longer, and dark blue with a black fringe, and her
wings seemed a little darker too.

‘So, do we call you Gloriandel
now?’ Ceri said when the brown fairy let her get a word in.

‘Oh please don’t, Ceri.’ The
voice slowed to a decipherable speed and the look on Twill’s face
was pleading. The other fairy’s eyes widened at Twill’s answer, but
Ceri just smiled.

‘You’ve no idea how pleased I am
to see you too, Twill,’ Ceri said. The fairy gave a little squeak
of glee and flitted forward to kiss Ceri on the nose before turning
and giving the same treatment to Lily and Michael. ‘Who’s your
friend?’ Ceri asked as Michael looked distinctly embarrassed.

‘Oh yes, introductions,’ Twill
said, waving at the other fairy to come forward. ‘This is Ishifa
Bushbottom, my maid.’ Somehow Twill managed to get just how much
she did not want a maid into two words. ‘Ishifa, this is
Ceridwyn Brent, Lily Carpenter, and Michael, my friends.’

Ishifa bobbed a little curtsey
in the air. ‘It’s such a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard such
things about you.’

‘Since I’ll be staying here
until the wedding,’ Twill went on, ‘Ishifa will be staying with us.
My mother doesn’t believe I can survive without a servant.’ The
sarcasm dripped off her words like treacle. ‘I see you’ve found the
clothes. We’ll go over that shortly.’ She twisted in the air and
flew back to Lily, lifting her slave chain. ‘More piercings,
Lily? Why are you wearing a slave chain?’

‘I like it,’ Lily replied,
pouting a little.

‘And I haven’t had a chance to
cut it off,’ Ceri added. ‘Things have been a little… busy
recently.’

‘I want a less permanent
replacement,’ Lily said, ‘so she can’t take it until I have
one.’

‘I see,’ Twill said, swinging
around in the air. ‘Ishifa, find Master Loram. Make sure he has
silver chain in stock and then bring him here immediately.’ Ceri
raised an eyebrow at the rather imperious tone, but the fairy maid
seemed quite happy with it.

‘Of course, Mistress.’ Twisting
in the air, Ishifa flitted off toward the eaves, wrapping herself
in blue-white magic as her speed increased.

Twill waited a few seconds after
Ishifa left and then let out a long sigh. ‘Good. We have a few
minutes alone. I need you all to listen to me and do as I ask.’ All
three looked intently at her, waiting to see what she would say.
‘I’d imagine you came with some idea of saving me from this
marriage.’

‘Of course,’ Lily said,
frowning. ‘When I found out you’d run away from it I knew we
couldn’t…’

Twill held up a hand and Lily
cut herself off, her frown deepening. ‘Don’t. Do nothing to
interfere. I can’t have it. My family are fully aware that you are
likely to want to stop the wedding and they will be watching us
closely. Ishifa is a sweet child, but she’s under orders to report
anything she overhears, and she’s too scared of my mother to
disobey her.’

‘But…’ Lily began.

‘No,’ Twill interrupted, her
voice firm. ‘This is a political marriage. In all probability I’ll
have to spend barely any time with the disgusting little sprite.
Whatever the case, I will not have you putting yourselves in
danger to stop it.’

Ceri looked at her tiny friend.
‘You’re asking a lot, Twill.’ Her voice was soft and there was pain
in it. ‘I know you came back to try to help me. If it wasn’t for
me, they wouldn’t know where you were.’

‘But it wasn’t your fault, was
it, Ceri?’ Twill replied. ‘And it was my choice to seek help
from my family. It may have been too late, but that was my mistake.
Don’t make it worse by getting yourselves killed, or worse, trying
to “save” me.’

‘You ran away from this marriage
once, Twill,’ Lily said.

‘I was young,’ the fairy
replied. ‘I wanted to marry for love, not for some political
advantage. After all this time I’ve given up on love. That kind of
love anyway. To be honest, dear, I’m quite happy with good friends
and excellent sex once in a while.’ That made Lily giggle.

‘All right, Twill,’ Ceri said.
‘I’m not happy, but I won’t go against your wishes. I do have one
question.’

‘Yes, Ceri?’

‘Just how old are you? You
always claimed to be eighteen, and we never really believed
you.’

‘A, um, slight embroidery of the
truth. I’m eighteen… decades. By your reckoning I’ll be one-hundred
and eighty-three tomorrow. Most fae are very long lived,
even fairies.’

‘Oh. At least we know when to
celebrate your birthday now.’

Further discussion was stopped
by a knock on the door. Twill turned toward it, raising her hand,
and the wood hinged back to reveal Ishifa and a well-built,
middle-aged man who appeared to be about two feet high. He had
something of a sour expression, and pointed ears.

‘Master Loram,’ Twill said,
‘it’s good of you to come. I have an urgent commission for you. I
need it done by nightfall. Lily, would you kneel down so that
Master Loram can examine that chain of yours?’

Lily got down on her knees as
the small man walked through the door and crossed the room to look
up at the chain hanging between Lily’s lip and ear. He pursed his
lips. ‘You’re wantin’ it removable? And you’re not wantin’
enchantments?’

‘Just a plain chain,’ Lily told
him, ‘that I can take off if I need to.’

‘All these rush jobs,’ Loram
grumbled. Ceri guessed he was a hob, and they were noted for having
bad tempers. He looked up at Twill. ‘Seeing as it’s you, Mistress
Gloriandel, you’ll have it afor the sun sets.’ He reached out his
hand and tapped the chain Lily was wearing. There was a pinging
noise and the metal dropped into his waiting fingers. ‘I’ll take
this for the length.’

‘Dispose of it carefully, Master
Loram,’ Ceri said. ‘The metal was mined in the Demon Realm.’

The little man looked at her,
his eyes brightening. ‘It was, was it. I’ve use for that.’ Looking
rather happier than he had when he arrived, Loram walked back out
through the door which closed behind him, apparently of its own
volition.

‘He tends to be a little
grumpy,’ Twill said, ‘but he makes exceptionally fine jewellery.
Now, since Ishifa would be terribly upset if she were not here for
this, I suggest we get some refreshments organised, and then you
can tell me all about your little sojourn in the demons’ world.
Some of it reached our ears, but I’d like to hear the full
story.’

~~~

It took about an hour to go through the
events of the last few months. Lily explained how she had arrived
in the Demon Realm where she was taken to the city of Shilfaris to
be the prisoner of Matthew Barnes, a thaumatologist and demonic
pawn, who had force fed her a steady diet of demons. Lily was half
demon already, her father was an incubus, and the result of Barnes’
experiment had been to make her more like a real succubus and tie
her to that world so it would be harder to rescue her.

Ishifa had sat there, entirely
rapt, as Ceri had explained how she had finally worked out that
Lily was alive and gone looking for her. The fairy found the entire
story incredibly romantic, and the tale of how they had crossed
half the continent together to reach a portal in the Castle of
Bones was incredibly epic. It was, however, Twill who spoke up when
Ceri told them that she had taken the crown of the Overlord of All
Demons for herself to get out.

‘You took Gorefguhadget’s Iron
Crown?!’ The little nut-brown woman was perched on Michael’s
shoulder. Ishifa had looked a little shocked when Twill had simply
landed there without any preliminaries, but then the stories had
begun and she had forgotten the lack of decorum.

Reaching over the side of her
chair, Ceri picked up her bag, dug in it for a second, and then
produced a grey metal circlet, the front of it carved with
multiple, interlocking, highly intricate runes. ‘Yes,’ she said.
‘It’s not quite so impressive outside their world. It’s got some
enchantment still and I haven’t quite worked out what it can still
do, but it doesn’t give me the level of control it does there.
Thank God.’

‘I don’t understand,’ Ishifa
said. ‘Wouldn’t being able to control all demons be a good
thing?’

‘No,’ Ceri said flatly.

‘I’m half demon,’ Lily
explained, ‘and it affects me just like a full demon. She’s very
scary when she’s wearing it there and I’ve got essentially no free
will. My Mistress is a kind mistress, and she hates that.’

‘It’s not just that,’ Ceri said.
‘I mean, that was a lot of it. Can you imagine someone you love
looking at you with fear in their eyes?’ Ishifa’s eyes widened;
considering what a romantic she seemed to be, she clearly got the
point. ‘But the other thing is… it’s such a temptation. The power.
This thing gives me access to the whole magic field over there. I
could do anything. I turned Molech from the most powerful
demon lord in the realm into a snivelling little Devim. It was just
a matter of willing it. I’ve got enough temptation with the power I
have in my own right.’ There was a moment of silence since no one
really knew what to say to that. Then Ceri said, ‘So, what do we
actually have to do since we’re here?’

‘Keep me alive to get to the
ceremony,’ Twill replied quite calmly. ‘Generally the position of
bearer is an honorary one, like the bridesmaids you have at human
weddings. They are friends of the bride who provide support and
help with the stress. However, with a political match like this one
there is actually a chance you’ll need to fend off assassins.’

‘Seriously?’ Michael said.
‘Someone wants this wedding stopped that badly?’

Twill sighed. ‘The Wintergreens
have been a strong political family for several centuries. We rose
in power through all the time honoured methods of the Seelie Court.
Blackmail, intrigue, assassination, bribery, and sucking up to the
right people.’ She looked over at Ishifa, perched on the
mantelpiece and looking uncomfortable. ‘Oh, there was a lot of
clever political manoeuvring, don’t get me wrong, but we’re like a
swan. It’s all serene elegance and beauty above water, and a great
deal of messy scrabbling below. Humans tend to consider fairies and
sprites to be amongst the weakest of the fae, and the Sidhe tend to
overlook us a lot. That gives us a huge advantage when it comes to
espionage and murder.’

‘Most humans have never met you,
Twill,’ Lily commented. ‘Look at John Radcliffe. He’s almost scared
of you and he thinks you’re nothing much more than a
housekeeper.’

Twill favoured the half-succubus
with a smile. ‘After putting up with you two for a couple of years,
dear, a simple human detective is easy to scare. Anyway, the
Darksun family are in many ways the Unseelie equivalent of the
Wintergreens. They are a prominent family of sprites, many of them
skilled assassins and spies…’ She paused, a sudden thought apparent
on her face. ‘You do know the difference between fairies and
sprites don’t you?’

‘Fairies won’t generally stab
you in the eye because you looked at them funny?’ Ceri
suggested.

‘Well, yes, but I meant by
sight. Sprites hate being mistaken for fairies. They usually
have darker wings which are flatter, and they’re a little larger.
Try to avoid making the mistake, things will go a lot easier.’

‘I’ll try to remember,’ Michael
said.

‘You might find it easier,’
Twill said. ‘I’m told they smell different. It’s something to do
with their ability to manifest poison darts. Anyway, an alliance
between the two families has been something the Wintergreens have
been working on for two centuries. When Joshia and I were born a
week apart my mother and his decided that we should be married to
cement the alliance. We were both told we would be wed as soon as
we were old enough to understand, but they had to wait until we
were a reasonable age to do it.’

‘What does he think of it?’ Ceri
asked.

‘Oh, like most sprites, he
thinks with his genitals. The idea of having freely available fairy
pussy at his disposal had him convinced as soon as his voice broke.
By all accounts he should be fairly good in bed, he’s practiced on
enough of the Darksun housemaids in the century I was away from
here.’

‘Sounds like a wonderful catch,’
Lily commented sourly. ‘So who are the main contenders for causing
trouble?’

Twill looked up at the mantle.
‘Ishifa? You’re well up on the gossip…’

‘Oh…’ The fairy looked a little
surprised to be called on for information. She gave an embarrassed
smile before going on. ‘Well, the main problem in the Seelie Court
is the Summerglen family.’

‘Still?!’ Twill interrupted.
‘The Summerglens have been our rivals for centuries. I believe we
stole some land from them once, or they stole some from us. I doubt
anyone really remembers.’

Ishifa nodded. ‘Still, Mistress.
They try to stop any political advance the Wintergreens attempt.
Word has it they had a five day party when you ran away. There are
six of them on the guest list for the wedding, but they won’t be
arriving until tomorrow, so if they try anything it’ll be very last
minute. Most of the Seelie Court is fairly keen on the alliance,
though there are some rumours that the House of Alberich is
concerned over the power shift.’

‘Who are they?’ Ceri asked. ‘And
what’s the difference between a house and a family? Ophelia said
she was from House Silvershield and I thought it was just a family
name.’

‘House Alberich is the main
royal house,’ Twill replied. ‘Oberon and Titania belong to it.
Houses are alliances of smaller families and others, usually.
Ophelia joined Silvershield, I believe, because of her aptitude for
diplomacy. Silvershield follows that model. Alberich is a little
different since it was the family line of King Alberich originally.
When Oberon ascended to the throne and married Titania, her family
came under the Alberich banner, and various other strong families
have joined them through other marriages.’

‘House Silvershield brokered the
marriage,’ Ishifa said, ‘so they are probably safe. There are
several Unseelie families who would like to see it fail, however.
The Darksuns have murdered a number of prominent Unseelie which has
made them unpopular in some circles. However, they hold blackmail
material on enough of them that the risk is diminished. The
Wildhorn family are probably the worst threat, though also the most
disorganised.’

‘I’m amazed they still survive,’
Twill interrupted. ‘They’re old-style Sidhe. They don’t have a true
stronghold, just encampments they move around the mountains between
the North and South Lands. Most of them can’t write! They like
chaos, long-term planning is not their strong point, but
they are very good at stalking, hunting, and killing, and their
chaos makes them unpredictable.’

‘There are none of them on the
guest list, but they could crash the party. There’s also House
Araket. You won’t know them, Mistress, they were formed out of the
union of the Sheeran and Toberian families about fifty years
ago.’

‘Those I know,’ Twill commented.
‘The Sheerans cut themselves a territory in the south by wiping out
the clans in their neighbouring territories, and the Toberians
traffic with demons.’

Ishifa gave a little nod. ‘They
fought each other to a standstill over some patch of swamp and
finally decided that working together would be better. They have
been pretty open in saying that the joining of the two families in
this way is a blatant attempt to bring the Unseelie fae under the
full control of the Seelie.’

‘They’re right,’ Twill said.
Ishifa let out a little gasp, though Ceri could not tell if it was
outrage or surprise. ‘The Unseelie haven’t had a real ruling family
in… four centuries? Their infighting stops them organising
effectively and the Seelie have held sway here ever since Oberon
slew Sreng at the Fifth Battle of High Glenn. The reason the
Unseelie moved quickly to take Ireland and Scandinavia after the
Shattering was a desire to carve out lands for themselves free of
Seelie influence.’

 

‘Any of these Araket people on
the guest list?’ Ceri asked. Ishifa nodded. ‘So we could have
demons to deal with. You’ve got bad fae, and wild fae, and fae who
just don’t like your family after you. Oh, and the royal family
isn’t entirely pleased. Is it too late to decline the invitation?’
She grinned as she said it and the sound of wind chimes filled the
air as Twill laughed.

‘Well,’ Twill replied, ‘with a
sorceress, a half-demon, and a werewolf guarding me, I think
they’ll attack Joshia instead.’

‘Quite possibly,’ Ishifa stated.
‘I heard his eldest brother, Briarin, is upset that he’s not the
one getting married and would happily see Joshia dead. Briarin is
one of Joshia’s bearers.’

‘You may not end up getting
married anyway, Twill,’ Michael rumbled.

Twill sat back and sighed. ‘I
don’t believe my luck is anything like that good at the moment,
dear.’

~~~

A lunchtime discussion of the actual
ceremony involved in the wedding was interrupted by the arrival of
a fairy through the little door in the eaves. This one looked
young, with brown skin, purple hair, and wings very like Twill’s.
She flew in with a slightly hesitant motion, though she was trying
her best to look confident and a little imperious.

Twill looked up at her and
smiled. ‘Good afternoon, Linida. What does Mother want?’

The girl flew closer to the
chairs where the group were eating fruit and cheese accompanied by
a pleasant red wine. ‘She wants to know whether you want your stuff
for the festival brought over here.’ Linida’s eyes darted about,
taking in the larger people while trying to look like she was
uninterested.

‘And you wanted to meet our
guests?’ Twill suggested. The fairy’s cheeks coloured, but Twill
continued before she could deny anything. ‘This is Linida, my
youngest sister. Linida, this is Ceridwyn Brent, Lily Carpenter,
and Michael.’

‘Pleased to meet you, I’m sure,’
Linida said.

‘Linida was twelve when I left,’
Twill went on. ‘She barely remembered me. She was such a cute
little thing back then, but she’s grown into a perfect example of a
Wintergreen princess.’

Ceri raised an eyebrow at Twill,
who was sitting on the arm of the loveseat beside Lily. There had
been more than a hint of sarcasm in the statement, but Linida
apparently thought it was a huge compliment. ‘Pleased to meet you,
Linida.’

‘She’s still cute,’ Lily said, a
smile playing over her lips. Linida’s cheeks went redder.

Michael said, ‘Hello, ma’am,’
which brought on wider eyes; the young fae was not used to being
treated with any respect, it seemed.

‘How many brothers and sisters
do you have, Twill?’ Ceri asked. Linida frowned, probably at the
use of the name.

‘Two brothers, seven sisters.
Father wanted more sons, but Mother said ten children was quite
enough.’ There was a slight pause and then, ‘Which is why Linida is
my youngest full sister. I believe I have around twenty
half-siblings that Father keeps an eye on in case he needs an extra
heir. Currently unacknowledged, of course.’

‘Gloriandel!’ Linida
squeaked.

‘Don’t be such a prude, Linida.
Everyone knows Father has been sowing his seed in any furrow he can
find.’

‘We don’t talk about that kind
of thing in front of strangers,’ Linida admonished.

‘They aren’t strangers, Linida.
I know them better than I know you. I’ll come over to the house
with Ishifa to get ready. There’s no need to have things brought
over.’

‘I’ll go with you,’ Ceri said.
‘If we’re supposed to be guarding you, we should take it
seriously.’

Slightly higher-pitched wind
chimes sounded as Linida laughed. ‘That… wouldn’t work. You
wouldn’t fit, and we can all fly so there are no stairs.’

Ceri smiled at her. ‘That won’t
be a problem.’ Linida looked confused for a second, but then pulled
herself up straight and nodded before flying out through the eaves.
‘What about these celebrations tonight, Twill?’ Ceri asked. ‘What’s
going to happen?’

‘It’s primarily a fire and
fertility festival,’ Twill replied. She picked up a tiny tankard of
wine and took a sip. ‘The start of Spring, traditional time for new
lambs, that kind of thing. There will be a feast in the Great Hall,
with a huge fire burning in the hearth. Lots of eating and
drinking.’ She frowned. ‘Be careful, there’s likely to be some fae
wine doing the rounds. Ishifa will be on hand to check my food and
drink for poison.’ She favoured the younger fairy with a smile.
‘Sometime around midnight that will start to break up, which is
generally when the fertility aspect gets going. I thought we could
just escape the crowd and come back here. Orgy optional.’ Her wind
chime laugh sounded through the room. Ishifa went scarlet.

~~~

A commotion outside brought them all to
the window of the little suite in time to see Ophelia walking out
into the main courtyard in front of the castle to greet the new
arrivals. The Unseelie had changed clothes and was now in a pair of
very tight britches, high-heeled boots, and a red corset with lace
around the bottom. Far more fitting for the setting than the jeans
and T-shirt she had initially arrived in.

‘That will be the Darksuns,’
Twill said, her voice sounding resigned.

Two large carriages pulled by
four horses in ornately decorated harnesses had pulled up. Each
carriage bore an emblem on the side; a gold disk with black,
stylised flames coming from it. Ceri figured that was the family
crest, or something similar. Four Sidhe guards in black leather
armour climbed out, followed by a small horde of sprites. They all
appeared to be pale skinned from what Ceri could see. An
examination of their wings would have to wait until they were a lot
closer.

‘Can you see Joshia?’ Lily
asked.

‘My eyes aren’t that
good, Lily. Besides, I only met him once and that was over a
century ago. The couple talking to Ophelia will be Narada and
Qualika, his parents, so… I suspect the one hanging just behind
them is likely Joshia.’

‘He doesn’t exactly look happy
to be here,’ Michael commented. ‘Maybe he’s changed his mind about
the free fairy sex.’

‘Possible,’ Twill acknowledged.
‘Not that it would matter. He’s getting married whether he wants to
or not, just as I am.’ She turned, heading back into the room.
‘We’ll let them get settled, then we’ll go over and get ready for
the party.’

‘Sounds good,’ Ceri replied,
turning away herself. Lily followed her, Michael staying at the
window to watch for things getting quiet.

‘I don’t understand though,’
Ishifa said as Ceri returned to her chair. ‘Linida was right,
you’ll never fit in the rooms over there, never mind getting
through the corridors.’

‘Oh, I’m very flexible,’ Ceri
replied. ‘Extremely flexible when I need to be.’

~~~

‘You didn’t need to undress to do this,’
Twill commented from Ceri’s shoulder. They were walking across the
courtyard to the main hall, Ishifa flying along beside them.

‘You’re not wearing anything,’
Ceri pointed out. ‘I doubt anyone else will be upstairs.’

‘Yes, but you’re a human, not a
fairy.’

‘When in Rome, do as the Roman
fairies do.’ Twill’s laughter drew the attention of the two guards
standing beside the open door. They looked perplexed as a naked
human with a fairy on her shoulder and another flying after walked
past them into the hall.

It really was quite a Great
Hall. Not, perhaps, as high as some Ceri had seen, but big with
three long, dark, polished wood tables running down it to a forth
table which was presumably the High Table. To their right was a
massive fireplace, currently unlit but stacked with enough wood to
build a bonfire. The walls were white marble, and the ceiling was
held up with four huge pillars carved to resemble tree trunks.

‘Head straight through to the
back,’ Twill instructed, and they walked on through to one of two
huge doors which led onto a corridor behind the hall. The fairy
pointed upward as soon as they were through the door. ‘Up there.’
“Up there” was a hole in the ceiling about six inches in
diameter.

‘Right,’ Ceri said. ‘You’d
better move.’ Twill lifted smoothly off Ceri’s shoulder as she
started drawing on her power. Spells were easier here; the world
had a higher magic level than Earth, not massively higher, but
enough that it was easier to twist reality a little. Or a lot. Ceri
formed the spell in her head, funnelled power through it, and let
it go. The world around her began growing, though it was really
that she was shrinking. Ishifa let out a little gleeful gasp as
Ceri got smaller until, a few seconds later, she was the same
height as they were. She looked up at the hole in the ceiling,
summoned the power for a second spell, and floated smoothly
upward.

‘She did say she was flexible,’
Twill pointed out to her maid as she flitted upward, getting ahead
of Ceri to lead the way.

‘Very flexible,’ Ishifa agreed,
bringing up the rear.

The castle above was something
of a warren. The entrance hole, which could be sealed with a huge,
bronze gate, led onto a hallway from which corridors went off in
six directions. Twill headed off down the one to the east and then
it was a matter of taking upward flights, more corridors, up again,
along again, until Ceri was entirely lost and glad she was likely
to never have to find her way through it again. Her dragon pendant
would have allowed her to remember the route, but she had had to
leave that behind; only her ankle chain and bracelet, both cursed
to remain attached no matter what, would shrink with her.

Ceri got some distinctly odd
looks from the servants in the corridors. She was clearly not a
fairy, and there she was, four and a half inches high and walking
down the corridors of the castle with Mistress Gloriandel, quite
naked and unconcerned. Linida spotted them as she walked down a
cross-corridor and her eyes practically bulged out of her head.
They seemed to be going a long way up, and the last section was
vertically upward into one of the towers. There was a small landing
and a door, and then they were in Twill’s rooms.

It was very spacious, for
someone barely a hand-width high. The bedroom was large, with a
window overlooking the estate which had a seat under it. The bed
itself was a four-poster; not as big as the old cot Twill slept in
in High Towers, but quite big enough. There were also several
chairs, and a chaise longe. All the furniture appeared to have been
made by a craftsman of considerable skill, probably just the one
since the style was consistent throughout. There was a bathroom
much like the one in the guest suite, just more opulent, and a
walk-in wardrobe the relative size of Ceri’s bedroom. There were
not many clothes in it, but then Twill had not been there for years
and rarely wore clothes anyway. The room did have a dressing table,
however, and a huge number of bottles and jars which Ceri took to
be make-up.

‘Nice place,’ Ceri
commented.

‘I prefer my attic,’ Twill
replied. She glanced at Ishifa. ‘Let’s get on with this. I’d like
to be out of here before…’

‘Gloriandel, dear?’ The voice
came from outside the room just before the door opened and a fairy
Ceri did not recognise walked in. She was not tall, even for a
fairy, and clearly older than any of the others Ceri had met, but
you could barely tell. She had a shapely figure, a little larger in
the hips than Twill, and with a tiny bit more sag in her breasts.
The most telling thing was the slightly faded blue of her wings and
the hint of grey in her long, dark blue hair. ‘Linida said you were
here and… oh!’ She came to a stop, blinking in surprise as she
actually took in the fact that the woman immediately in front of
her did not have wings.

‘Mother,’ Twill said, and it was
clear to Ceri that she was trying to keep the exasperation out of
her voice, ‘I’d like to introduce you to Ceridwyn Brent. Ceri, this
is Aderiel Wintergreen, my mother.’

‘Welcome to my home, Ceridwyn
Brent,’ Aderiel said, smiling happily, if a little vacantly.
Despite not having her pendant, Ceri saw the hardness in the
woman’s eyes. She was trying to play the happy mother of the bride,
the simple hostess, and she was standing there calculating.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,
ma’am.’ Probably better to show some deference, even if Ceri’s
first thought was to turn the woman into a flatworm.

‘That’s a very clever piece of
magic. It was my understanding that humans had not mastered such
spells.’

‘Ceri is not exactly a typical
human, Mother,’ Twill pointed out.

‘Ah yes, you’re a sorceress,
aren’t you? Some dragon blood involved in your heritage?’

Ceri smiled. ‘Brenin and
Brenhines, and through Brenin’s line to Gorefguhadget. Some of the
most powerful practitioners ever, yes. I’m heir to the power of the
White City and the Overlordship of Demons. But mostly I had a very
good education in thaumatology. I’m a very good scientist.’

The information about
Gorefguhadget caught the elder fairy by surprise, but she masked it
pretty quickly; Ceri was impressed. ‘Well… I’m sure you have
preparations to make for this evening. I’m glad to see my daughter
is in such good hands.’ She turned, heading back through the door,
and Ceri turned back to Twill, still smiling.

‘That,’ Twill said, ‘was mean.
She thinks she has the Morrigan or something in the wedding
party.’

Ceri’s smile turned into a
smirk. ‘Between me, Lil, and Michael, we could probably stop an
army. She has a right to be scared. I scare me at
times.’

Twill laughed and turned to the
little dressing room-come-wardrobe. ‘Come, Ishifa, let’s get this
over with. You know, Ceri, the fact that Gorefguhadget was actually
a dragon is going to go through the gossip chain like wildfire.’
She walked into the little room, stopping in the middle with a sigh
while Ishifa went to the table to get a book, a brush, and a pot of
something.

‘Yes, the legendary Overlord of
All Demons was not even a demon,’ Ceri said, stopping in the
doorway, perplexed. ‘What exactly is it you’re doing?’

‘It’s a fertility festival,
dear. Fairies don’t wear clothes, there are traditional designs to
be painted onto the skin.’

‘I don’t have to do that, do
I?’

‘It’s a fairy custom. Sprites
don’t even do it.’ Ishifa had found the page she wanted and was
already starting to paint white leaf patterns down Twill’s
arms.

‘You realise Lil is going to
want that as soon as she sees you, right?’

‘I had taken that into account,
yes. You’ll be wearing your costume for the wedding. It was chosen
to suit your body style and bearing. You’re playing a
seductress-witch archetype. It’s a sort of tabard style gown in
black with red leaf patterns woven into the fabric. Quite
beautiful.’

Ceri grimaced. ‘I saw it. I’ll
be practically naked.’

‘Says the girl standing there
naked.’

Ishafa had started on the other
arm. ‘Do you mind if I ask what your tattoo signifies, Mistress
Brent?’

Unconsciously, Ceri reached to
the back of her right hip where the roughly circular image of a
dragon curled nose to tail was printed under her skin. ‘It’s not a
tattoo. It’s… It was the emblem of my draconic ancestors. It kind
of formed itself after I came into my power. Apparently it was
there when I was a child too. My parents hid it with the rest of my
magic. I’m not exactly sure what it signifies. Maybe just who I am.
And please don’t call me that, you’re not my servant.’

Ishifa gave her a quick smile.
‘It’s pretty.’

‘Thank you.’ Ceri was still not
sure about having the thing there, but she had to admit there were
worse looking tattoos about.

It took about thirty minutes
before Ishifa was happy with her artwork and Twill was starting to
get too irritated to continue. By that time Ceri had got the
general idea behind the design. There was a generally decorative
leaf design down Twill’s arms and the sides of her legs, and across
her back. The white fronds and outlines were filled in with gold.
At the front the pattern was decorative, but more… symbolic. Leaves
swirled around her breasts, highlighting her nipples. More leaves
cascaded down over her torso making a beeline down to point at the
other primary erogenous zone.

‘So,’ Ceri said when Ishifa was
finished, ‘the basic idea is “here it is, boys, come get it.”’

‘I believe that would be an
accurate anthropological assessment,’ Twill replied in a rather
resigned tone. ‘Happily, since I’m getting married tomorrow and
there are threats to my life, I can decline any of the undoubtedly
delightful offers I’ll be getting tonight.’

‘If Mis…’ Ishifa began and then
stopped and started again. ‘If Ceridwyn can take you back to their
rooms, Mistress, I’ll go down to the servants’ quarters and get
myself ready.’

‘I think we can manage,’ Twill
replied. Ishifa smiled and padded out across the thick carpet.
‘She’ll probably enjoy this evening more too,’ Twill added when
they heard the door closed. ‘She’s good looking and of low rank.
She would likely end up being passed around the guests and she’s in
no position to decline them.’

‘But now she can say she has
duties?’

‘Indeed, but someone will try it
on. Keep an eye out for her, if you would.’

‘Of course. Fae wine doesn’t
affect fairies, does it?’

Twill laughed, starting toward
the door. ‘No, it doesn’t, aside from the normal way. She’ll likely
be good about indulging herself though, she’s a dutiful sort of
girl.’

‘How old is she?’ Ceri followed
after her, prepping her spell to get down through the castle.

‘Uh… seventy-three. She came
into service last year. Her family has a farm out on the edge of
the estate. She’s the youngest of five and they didn’t need her on
the land. I believe it was thought she could gain a proper
education, and perhaps advance the family, by going into
service.’

‘You know, I’ve spent the last
several months in what could be considered as “feudal” societies,
with Lily wandering around as my slave, and I still can’t get used
to this whole servants and social distinctions business.’

‘It isn’t as if there are no
social classes on Earth, dear. Being a servant here pays quite
well. I believe Ishifa sends money home to her family. Mother likes
people to be able to read and write, which is not always the case.
If they get sufficiently good at the fae languages she even has
them learn English or Irish.’

‘So your mother isn’t all bad
then?’

‘No,’ Twill replied, ‘but then
again it does make them more useful when spying on guests.’

~~~

Lily had admired Twill’s paint job, but
had waited until Ishifa turned up before declaring that this was a
wonderful custom and why had no one told her going to the
celebrations naked was an option? When Twill had shown her the
drawer full of paint pots, however, she had just grinned.

‘That’s okay, I have a less
messy alternative.’ Then she had looked between Twill’s design and
Ishifa’s. The maid had a less complex design, more abstract, with
swirls of purple and black replacing the leaves. The basic concept
was the same, however; swirls highlighting the breasts and
genitals. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Have you rouged your nipples,
Ishifa?’ The maid squirmed a little. ‘And your labia?’
Ishifa went scarlet. ‘Naughty girl,’ Lily said, grinning, and then
her skin changed.

It was another effect of having
her demonic nature bolstered in the Demon Realm. True succubi were
able to change their shape to match an ideal form for attracting
their victims. Lily did not have the full power a succubus had; for
one thing she could not change sex. However, she could manage skin
pigmentation changes and a few more gross anatomical changes, like
manifesting a tail. Now a pattern of roses began to grow up her
legs, twining up over her hips, across her back and stomach,
circling around her breasts and twining down her arms. In keeping
with the other thematic structure, a pair of roses curled down on
either side of the rune tattooed above her pubic mound.

‘Beautiful, Lily,’ Twill
commented as the half-succubus gave a little twirl.

‘You’ve a tattoo too,’ Ishifa
said. ‘Does that one signify something?’

‘That I belong to Ceri,’ Lily
replied happily. ‘It’s her personal rune. When a demon gives their
loyalty to a Lord, it’s common practice for them to be marked with
the Lord’s sigil, and demonologists used to do it with bound
demons. I had this put on me to show that I’m hers.’

Ishifa let out a huge sigh, her
hands clasped in front of her. ‘That is so romantic.’

Lily giggled. ‘You are so
cute. How long until the party starts?’

‘About an hour,’ Ishifa told
her.

Ceri glanced at Michael, now
dressed in the shirt they had found earlier and a pair of tight,
black britches, and some rather nice black boots with studs pressed
into the leather. ‘I’d better get dressed then. I think I should
put on some make-up as well.’

‘I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you
in make-up,’ Michael commented.

‘Because I don’t usually wear
any. For the outfit Twill’s got me wearing, however, I think
something suitably moody would be appropriate.’

~~~

The conversation dropped in volume, not
quite dying away, but definitely quieting down as the bride’s party
walked into the Great Hall, heading for the table at the end. The
place had filled up as the sun started to set. There were a lot of
Sidhe sat on the long benches beside the tables, and a lot of
sprites and fairies sitting on the tables or on boxes on the
benches. There was also food on the tables, a lot of meat and
fruit, and what looked like plates of insects of various sorts laid
out for the smaller fae. It was mostly the larger fae who were
going quiet, but Ceri noticed that the conversation at the High
Table was dropping away as they got closer.

She was sure that the Sidhe were
going quiet because of her and Lily. Beautiful, naked, painted
half-succubi often had that effect; no big surprise. From the looks
Ceri had got from Michael and Lily, she suspected that she was
looking pretty good too. Her dress covered the essential areas, but
she was naked down both sides apart from three belts. It came with
a long, fingerless glove for the left arm, and a short glove and
armband for the right. She had added low-heeled, leather boots, and
make-up. Her eyelids were shaded with kohl and her lips were
painted a dark red. Around her brow was Gorefguhadget’s iron crown.
Twill had told her she looked every bit the seductress-witch
character she was supposed to be. Even without heels, her hips were
swinging enough to make her skirt swish. Ceri felt good.

As for the High Table, that was
a tossup between the advancing pair of women and the werewolf
leading the way with Ishifa and Twill riding on his shoulders.
Aderiel looked somewhat disapproving, perhaps because Ishifa was
getting the same treatment as her daughter. The male fairy sitting
beside her, resplendent in a paint design of white flowers, did not
look so concerned. Actually, he was looking at Lily rather
thoughtfully. Twill had said her father was keen on the girls, but
Lily was probably a little too large for him.

‘Mother, Father,’ Twill said as
they arrived, ‘I would like to introduce my bearers. Ceridwyn
Brent, Lily Carpenter, Michael, and Ishifa Bushbottom.’ Ceri
thought she heard a stifled squeak from Ishifa at being named as
one of the sheelvhori. ‘Bearers, I’d like you to meet Thoranil and
Aderiel Wintergreen, my parents.’

Lily dropped a precise curtsey,
Michael bowed his head since anything else risked dislodging
fairies, and Ceri decided that a bow was more appropriate under the
circumstances. Aderiel appeared to be about to speak, but Thoranil
bounced up to his feet. He was obviously a little older than his
wife, there were more lines on his brow, but he looked as though he
probably had no trouble in persuading young fairies to join him in
bed still.

‘Welcome. Please join us.’ He
spread an arm to indicate the vacant seats to his left.

Aderiel was not going to be
stopped, however. ‘It’s sunset, dear. We were hoping one of our
guests from such distant parts would light the hearth fire.’

Ceri smiled. Sure, get the
trained monkeys to light the fire. ‘Of course. Lil, would you
do the honours?’

Lily smiled as well. ‘Of
course,’ she said, looking around at the large fireplace with its
stack of logs. Lily was nowhere near the magician Ceri was, but her
abilities had been enhanced by Barnes and the local magic field
made it easier anyway. It took a few seconds of concentration, then
the tinder under the wood caught and flames began to rise up. Lily
gave a little giggle and then followed the others around to sit at
the table.

Ceri turned and smiled at
Aderiel. ‘She loves lighting fires. I usually only do funeral
pyres.’

Aderiel’s eyebrows went up at
that, but she had other business to attend to. As the family
matriarch, it was her duty to officially start the celebrations.
She stood up and turned to the room. ‘Gentles all, we are gathered
together to celebrate the coming of Spring and, tomorrow, the
wedding of Joshia Darksun to my daughter, Gloriandel. The sun is
set, the fires are alight. Let the festival commence!’

There was a cheer from the
assembled fae and the eating and drinking began in earnest. There
were, Ceri noticed, no servants tonight. It seemed that the entire
population of the castle, staff, family, and guests, were sat at
the tables. For tonight there was little distinction between the
various social classes, though the family was at the High Table and
the guests occupied one of the long tables. There was no real
mixing, but everyone was involved.

Ceri took the opportunity to
take a proper look at their hosts and what guests she could see. If
you included Twill, sat with her bearers at one end of the table,
all ten of the Wintergreen children were there. So were four
fairies who were married to them, one woman and three men. They all
seemed happy enough, though the three husbands appeared to be
sucking up to Aderiel and Thoranil quite a lot. The suspicion that
they had married into money and needed to cement their hold on it
was quite strong.

There was one of the children
who seemed more interested in Twill and her friends then the
others. She was introduced as Oleander, the eldest daughter of the
family. She was still unmarried and had an outlook more like
Twill’s than that of their mother. Ceri caught her looking sadly at
Twill a couple of times during the evening, as though she felt
sorry for her younger sister.

Down at the other end of the
table, the Darksun’s were getting into the celebration of Spring
quite enthusiastically. All except for Joshia and one of his older
brothers who Ceri guessed was Briarin. Joshia actually looked quite
depressed, definitely not like someone getting married the
following day. Briarin seemed tense, annoyed at times. Despite the
fact that Briarin was supposed to be one of Joshia’s bearers the
two never seemed to speak to each other.

Over on the long table, the
Summerglens seemed quite obvious; they were the ones looking
daggers at the Wintergreens. Still, they had been given a place at
the nearest end of the table, which either indicated that the
Wintergreens did not consider them a threat or that they were
putting on a show of defiance. Or maybe that they wanted to keep an
eye on them.

Then again it appeared that the
table had been organised such that the Seelie occupied one end and
the Unseelie the other. In the middle was Ophelia, chatting with
three other fae who Ceri guessed also belonged to House
Silvershield. It appeared that they were there to act as a buffer
between the Seelie fae and the more militant Unseelie. Considering
that Lily had described Ophelia as a “murderous bitch” and the
woman had more or less admitted to disposing of her last husband,
it gave a rather poor impression of the others.

Closest to the door were a group
of four Sidhe dressed in black leather which could have been
armour. Even from the other end of the room Ceri could make out the
black corruption twisting around the Chakral Median of one of them.
The man was heavily in the debt of some demon. The others looked
clean from where she was sitting; maybe Sheerans, Twill had said
they were the warrior side of the partnership.

‘So, you really never knew who
my sister really was?’ The question came out of nowhere and Ceri
blinked, looking down to see Oleander looking up at her. ‘You never
even suspected?’

‘We knew she was hiding from
something. She had her secrets, but we respected her privacy. I
knew if we needed to know she would tell us. I suppose I should
have worked it out when I found out that “Gloriandel Wintergreen”
had given us her protection, but we just had the name of some
mysterious fae.’

Oleander nodded. ‘She gave up a
lot for you.’

Ceri nodded in turn. ‘I know. If
there was any way I could change that, I would.’

‘She told you not to, didn’t
she?’ Oleander clearly knew her sister quite well.

‘She… asked us not to do
anything in a very assertive manner, yes.’

There was a tinkle of wind
chimes and Oleander gave a small smile. ‘She was always strong
willed. Never afraid to speak her mind. Of course, that’s why she
ran away.’ The smile turned into a smirk. ‘I heard you calling her
“Twill” earlier?’

‘Uh-huh. That’s what she
introduced herself as. We’ve been calling her that for five
years.’

‘Twill was the name of a firefly
she had as a pet when she was a child.’

‘I loved that bug,’ Twill called
out. It would have been cute if she was not holding half of some
sort of hard-shelled insect and a small, spoon-like fork which she
was using to scoop out the meat.

‘Well,’ Oleander said, ‘I’m only
going to start calling you Twill when your bottom lights up.’

Wind chimes and laughter filled
the air. It was a party, there was supposed to be laughter, but
Ceri caught a disapproving look from Aderiel. Beyond her Joshia
sat, not eating, and looked on with sadness in his eyes.

~~~

With most of the food gone, the people
started to mix more. Ceri noticed the Silvershield diplomats moving
through the crowd making sure that no one got into any arguments,
but mostly it seemed that this was the time where assignations were
made for later. The pixies were out and about doing their best to
snag a fairy for the evening’s entertainment, and they were
concentrating mostly on the Wintergreen staff. While the males
seemed more forward, the females were flirting and teasing almost
as much. Ishifa was sticking close to Michael and Twill, and the
ploy seemed to be working since few of the sprites were willing to
come near the werewolf.

There were relatively few fae
the size of Master Loram, and they were gathered together in one
corner. Twill had mentioned that fairies were the smallest trooping
fae. Most of the smaller fae were solitary, so it made sense that
they would stick to their own kind.

The Sidhe were acting pretty
much like humans at a dinner party. Maybe a swinger party, Ceri
thought, rather than a more genteel affair. There was more, and
more obvious, flirting, but they seemed to be avoiding the little
group around Twill, which suited Ceri fine. The Unseelie looked a
little over-eager, and the Seelie were too up their own arses.
Actually, the Unseelie looked more pleasant than the Seelie, though
the only ones Ceri might have considered entertaining where the
Silvershields.

It was getting close to midnight
when Lily nudged Ceri’s elbow and nodded toward the group of fae
who had gravitated close enough to be within audible range. There
were the four Arakets and a couple of others who seemed to be from
the Seelie end of the table. Ceri glanced at Michael, knowing he
would be aware of the potential threat and happy to see that his
eyes were on them, even as he appeared to be paying attention to
Ishifa, who had had more than a little wine and was distinctly
giggly. Ceri concentrated on the magician.

At this range her Sight showed
the dimmed glow of an active Chakral Median and the spark of energy
which occupied the Sidhe’s stomach area; the energy reserve fae
used to fuel their powers and magic. Both Twill and Ishifa had the
same energy reserve, and the Sidhe’s was no brighter than theirs.
He was probably quite a powerful practitioner, but he relied
heavily on his patron demon for that power rather than his own
abilities.

‘Surprising that they’d let a
dog in here.’ Ceri’s eyes flicked to the speaker, one of the
Arakets, the only female in the group. ‘Perhaps we should get a
collar and leash.’ The volume was calculated to be loud enough that
they could hear it and quiet enough that they were not supposed to.
Ceri heard Michael snort; he was used to the behaviour of humans,
behaviour Ceri always found incredibly annoying.

‘She’s trying to get Michael to
respond.’ It was Ophelia, behind Ceri and whispering in her
ear.

‘She doesn’t know him very
well,’ Ceri replied quietly, not turning her head.

‘It’s doubtful she’s ever met a
human, never mind a werewolf. She’s hoping he’ll say something.
Since she’s female it would give her companions the opportunity to
call for a duel. Since you’re female, and his mate…’

Ceri was really starting to like
the Unseelie, but she might be trying to cause trouble. On the
other hand Twill was looking up at Ceri and nodding. And the fairy
was wearing a malicious sort of grin. Ceri looked back at the
Araket Sidhe, catching her eyes and giving her the kind of smile
tigers gave lunch. Lifting her hand, Ceri beckoned the woman
over.

‘Her name is Bolinda,’ Ophelia
murmured before backing away.

Bolinda pulled herself up
straight and swaggered closer. ‘Is there something I can do for
you, human?’

Ceri felt anger swelling and did
not try to keep it off her face. She leaned forward and Bolinda
pulled back slightly, shock showing on her face. ‘My mate,’ Ceri
said softly, ‘is quite used to ignorant people making insults at
his expense. He gives them all the attention they deserve, none.
Unfortunately, I’m not as tolerant. And I’m not human.’

The Sidhe’s throat bobbed as she
tried to maintain her composure. ‘My apologies, Lady. I meant no
offence.’

‘Yes you did. Now take your
little gaggle of playground bullies and find someone else to
annoy.’

Bolinda backed away and Ceri sat
up straight, blinking and then turning to smile at Twill. The fairy
was frowning. ‘What did you do with your eyes?’

‘Huh?’

‘They… changed. The pupils
shrank and there was a lot more blue in them, and they glowed…’

‘It’s when you get angry,’ Lily
said. ‘Maybe when you use a lot of power. At least the glowing. It
was happening a lot when we were on the demons’ world.’

‘They did?’ Ceri slumped
slightly. ‘Another change? Great.’

‘I’m not surprised she was
scared,’ Twill said. ‘You looked scary.’ Her lips twitched. ‘You’ve
no idea how hard it was to stop myself laughing.’

Ceri shook her head, smiling.
‘Someone get me some fae wine. I’m not nearly drunk enough to have
glowing blue crazy eyes.’

~~~

They left the party when Ishifa
developed a case of hiccups and Ceri had to still it with a spell.
The little maid rode back to the guest suite on Michael’s shoulder,
clinging to his neck and giggling repeatedly. Her paint job was a
little smudged.

‘You’re rilly perity f’r a
human, y’know?’ Ishifa said as they walked.

‘She’s going to be a bit
embarrassed about this in the morning,’ Ceri commented to Twill,
who was holding onto the collar of her dress.

‘Oh yes,’ Twill replied,
smirking.

‘I’m not actually human,’
Michael told Ishifa. He had had a couple of glasses of wine, but
not nearly enough to impair his senses. His eyes scanned the
courtyard as he walked.

‘No, you’re the big bad wolf,’
Ishifa replied, giggling. ‘Rilly… rilly big.’ She let out a deep
sigh.

‘Do you think Michael would be
willing?’ Twill asked.

‘You really want to do that to
her?’ Ceri replied.

‘I want you to do it to me too.
It might be the last chance I get.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Ceri’s tone
was a little plaintive. ‘Are you allowed to do that the night
before your wedding?’

‘I have no doubt Joshia is
entertaining a couple of our maids. I don’t see why I can’t have
fun with my friends.’

‘Okay,’ Ceri said, feeling a
little sad despite what she knew was coming. ‘You’re right. Why
not?’

There were no threats evident
around the castle, but Ceri still sealed the door and the hatch in
the eaves with magic once they were inside. Twill had flown over to
Michael while she was doing it and when Ceri turned to look, Ishifa
had been placed on the bed where she was lying back, holding
herself up on her arms. Ceri walked over to Lily, who was grinning
mischievously, and took her hand.

‘Mind if I run this through you,
Lil? I don’t know what I may need tomorrow.’

Lily giggled. ‘Of course not,
Mistress.’

‘I’s a shame you’re so big and
I’m jus’ liddle,’ Ishifa slurred.

Ceri smirked and pulled power
through Lily, feeling the half-succubus shiver at the thrill of it.
She focussed her will and light danced around the fairy maid. A few
seconds later Ishifa’s long legs were touching the floor and Twill
flitted over to hover in front of her face.

‘Mistress Gloriandel?’ Ishifa
asked. ‘How come you’re all tiny?’

Twill’s wind chime laugh floated
though the room and she danced a little closer. ‘You’re bigger,
silly girl. Turn over, werewolves are very fond of that position
and it’s much easier on your wings.’ Ishifa’s eyes widened as
Michael started to undress.

Chuckling, Ceri drew more power
through Lily, this time getting a whimper, and a second later Twill
was lowering herself quickly to the floor as she started to grow.
Whenever they had done this before they had made the fairy grow to
around four feet tall, but this time Ceri made her a full human
height, as she had done with Ishifa, and the differences in
physiology were very apparent. Despite the fact that her wings were
there for steering more than power, Twill’s shoulder muscles were
more developed than a typical human, and her legs were hugely out
of proportion. As the growing stopped, the fae stretched, reaching
up on tip-toes, her fingers brushing the relatively low ceiling.
Her wings stretched out, fluttering.

‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘it’s
rather nice to be big.’

Lily giggled and walked, almost
prowled, toward her, her body shifting as she went. On one step she
was just Lily with flower patterns on her skin, on the next a long,
prehensile tail decorated with the same roses was curling up around
her waist. ‘Uh-huh. Let me show you a new trick I learned.’

A squeal of delight came from
the bed and Ceri grinned. She moved over to the chairs and sat
down, watching as Lily’s tail slid around Twill’s left thigh and
the giant fairy let out a little gasp. Ceri was not quite ready to
join them yet. It all felt a little sad to her, but there was
something else, a feeling she could not put her finger on. She had
the odd feeling that someone should be keeping watch.

February 1st

Ceri opened her eyes and looked up at
the red drapes which formed the canopy of the bed. She smiled and
looked down to where a pair of fairies were curled up on her chest.
Michael lay on her right, Lily on her left. All of them were still
asleep, even Twill who was normally an early riser. It had been a
long night.

The weird feeling of tension
Ceri had been feeling had just vanished at around two in the
morning bringing with it a feeling of relief. The others had been
flagging by then and they suddenly had a rather pleased, and
enthusiastic, Ceri on their hands. The last thing she remembered
before sleep had claimed her was hanging on the end of a succubus
prolonged orgasm with all four of her friends working on her in one
way or another.
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