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Cast of Characters


IN OUR WORLD


Rachel “Rae” Parilla – not the heroic type


Alice Parilla – her sister, #1 fan of the Time of Iron books


A Mystery Woman – who appeared with an offer Rae can’t refuse


IN THE LAND OF EYAM, IN THE ONCE AND FOREVER EMPEROR SERIES


AT THE ROYAL COURT OF EYAM, IN THE PALACE ON THE EDGE


The Lone Antihero


Key – the Once and Forever Emperor, former guard and cut-throat from the gutters. Currently betrothed to the Lady Rahela. Or is he?


The Villainess


Rahela – Lady Rahela Domitia, the Beauty Dipped In Blood, as evil as she is sexy. Currently betrothed to the Emperor. Or is she?


The Enemy At the Gates


Ivor – King Ivor of Tagar, Ivor the Heartless, the Ice King, Ivor of the icelands, the mad inventor king


Vasilisa – Princess of Tagar, diplomat, Vasilisa the Wise, Ivor’s twin sister


Torhell – Count Torhell Merac, commander of the icelands army, raider champion, the Beast of the West, rival to the Starosts


Lady Mabeth – Mab of the Red Hands, the dowager countess Merac, Torhell’s widowed mother


Lady Sibylla Starost – the Ascendant, religious leader of the myriad gods of Tagar. As a member of the rival Starost family, hostile to all Meracs


Fatalis – Torhell’s sabretooth tiger


The Imperial Courtiers of Eyam


Commander General Nemeth – celebrated warrior past his prime


Prime Minister Pio – even his moustache is scheming


Lord Adel – one of the deceased king’s hunting bros


Lord Fabianus Nemeth – the general’s foppish son and heir, betrothed to Princess Vasilisa


Lady Zenobia Marcianus – the cleverest woman at court


Lord Blasius Balass – least tactful minister


Lord Cyrillus – oldest, most religious and traditionalist minister


Lord Claudius Cenimagnus – minister who is not a follower of the Eyam gods


Lady Katalina Domitia – the Lady Rahela’s mother and the Lady Lia’s evil stepmother


Lady Dian Domitia – the Lady Rahela’s grandmother, matriarch of the notorious Domitian family


Ladies-in-Waiting to the Emperor


Lady Rahela Domitia


Ladies Hortensia and Horatia Nemeth – the general’s daughters


Lady Ninell Almassy – the second-cleverest woman at court, can make the Emperor laugh


Lady Glacia – the shy wallflower with Tagar blood who attracts the Emperor’s attention


Miscellaneous


Tycho Nemeth – younger son of General Nemeth, not politically important due to being a child


Victoria Broccoli – Lady Rahela’s pet snake (deceased)


Merel – a talented wandering minstrel the Golden Cobra believes will one day be famous


Sparrow – a youthful bandit


Conn – faithful guard to and former murderer of the Emperor


IN THE CAULDRON, THE LOWEST GUTTER OF THE GLITTERING CAPITAL


Forge Strike – blacksmith to the criminal element


Lia – Lady Lia Felice, formerly the most admired woman at court, the Pearl of the World, the flawless heroine, currently in hiding in the city slums


Emer ni Domitia – former wicked maidservant of the treacherous Lady Rahela, a sharp tongue, a sharper axe, a secret even she doesn’t know. Fled with Lady Lia


IN ANCILLEY MANOR, DOOMED GOTHIC SEAT OF THE DUCAL LINE OF VALERIUS


Marius – Lord Marius Valerius, the Last Hope, the White Knight, son and heir of the cursed ducal line of Valerius. Sworn to the service of the Golden Cobra. Not fun at parties


The Golden Cobra – the notorious Marquis of Popenjoy, spymaster playboy playwright. The life of the party


Caracalla – Lady Caracalla Valerius, Lord Marius’s younger sister, betrothed to the Cobra


Eumineda – Duchess of Valerius


Ink – works in the stables of Ancilley Manor, greatly admires Lord Marius


Lucius – Lord Lucius, Marius’s deceased boyhood friend


Amelia – the Golden Cobra’s right-hand woman


Diarmat – the captain of Lord Marius’s trained strike force


IN THE MOUNTAINS OF TRUTH


The Oracle – the voice of the Great Goddess and prophetess, who will tell you a great truth for a great price


THE GODS


The Great God – used to be incognito as the supernaturally powerful First Duke of Valerius, most powerful of all gods


The Great Goddess – his wife, currently missing after a marital dispute


The God-Child – the child of the Great God and Goddess, prophesied to return and rule all Eyam as the Once and Forever Emperor. And after the Emperor’s prophesied return comes his prophesied doom . . .


The Captive Goddess – a goddess of East Tagar











To be eaten and to be married to the god might not be so different.


C. S. LEWIS


The villainy you teach me I will execute, and it shall go hard.


SHAKESPEARE, The Merchant of Venice












BEFORE THE FIRST CHAPTER


Trapped In the Narrative


The Emperor offered his claw in marriage to the woman who had betrayed him. He had re-forged his magical gauntlets into sinister weapons, fingers knife-sharp and enchantment-bright, as he had re-forged himself into a monster of shadow and moonlight to be feared by all.


Even this woman. Known as the Beauty Dipped In Blood, false as she was fair. She who kissed the lips that ordered the Emperor’s throat cut. As guilty as if she slit his throat with her own hands.


Lady Rahela could read the future in the night sky, but she never foretold the lowly guard she cast aside would rise revealed as the son of the gods.


None truly knew the Emperor. Not yet.


The world would learn.


No blade could end his life, no tombstone hold his body down. The dead rose from the abyss to serve him, and storm clouds formed his image against the broken moon.


The destined Emperor had returned to take his crown. And his revenge.


Fire and smoke rose in the dark red imperial gaze, fixed upon her face. A crimson ravine yawned wide. She saw her death in his eyes.


The Emperor said, “Be my evil queen.”


The offer sounded like a threat. The night air was thick with the fires of war and the moans of the dead. Any woman with sense, or survival instincts, would hesitate.


Rahela laid her hand in the monster’s claw.


Like the light of wicked red flame dancing on white snow, the lady glittered with terrible new purpose. “I will.”


[image: ]


“Why is this woman still alive?” Alice muttered aloud to the page. “The Emperor murders everybody. I cannot believe he hasn’t killed her yet.”


Lady Rahela was a wicked villain in Alice Parilla’s favourite book series, and she should be dead. Alice could swear she remembered Rahela dying much earlier in the story.


Time of Iron was the first book in an epic fantasy series about shining knights serving beauties, lost duels, lost hopes and dreams of dragons, sacrifice and death. Casual readers referred to the series as the Time of Iron books, using the title of the first book. True fans knew it was actually called The Once and Forever Emperor series.


A book by any name can be life-changing. These books had found Alice at the time she needed them most. When she wanted to cry about her life but couldn’t, Alice read fictional death scenes and knew the release of tears. These were her comfort books, each page a security blanket for the soul. At any time over the last five years, Alice would have said she knew the books better than anyone.


Until now.


The door opened. Alice brought her book up like a shield. Using books as shields wasn’t new for Alice, but it was different here. Expecting bad news at a hospital made you feel like a hunted animal in a forest, starting at every sound. Each time she heard a noise, Alice’s head jerked up involuntarily, trying to scent bad news on the air.


The entrance wasn’t a doctor. Alice’s mother appeared in a swirl of black leather coat and the aroma of coffee. She held two paper cups in a cardboard tray.


“I don’t drink coffee,” said Alice.


Her mother blinked. “Good. They’re both for me.”


Like Alice’s sister, Rae, the one who actually drank coffee, Clara Parilla would brazen out anything rather than admit fault. Her mother sat with a sweep of her long coat, carefully not looking at the bed in the centre of the hospital room, and who lay in it. Instead she nodded towards the volume in Alice’s hands.


“Enjoying the book?”


Alice let Time of Iron’s pages fly under her fingertips, scenes flickering like the highlights of a TV show during the “previously on” before a new episode began. Alice could almost hear the voice-over.


In the land of Eyam, where anything is possible, a lovers’ tragedy unfolds between a noble knight, an innocent beauty, and an evil, doomed Emperor . . . Until villainous side-character Lady Rahela hit the plot like a wrecking ball in a silk gown.


Alice had no one else to tell. “I’m fighting the book. Will you believe me if I say something impossible?”


“Sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast,” murmured Clara.


Alice leaned forward. “This isn’t the book I remember. I’m not joking. Honestly, it seems like my favourite book series changed into a different story overnight.”


Alice was stunned when her mother nodded with understanding. In Alice’s experience, parents rarely understood anything. It was as if they lived in a world where all the rules were different to the rules in yours.


“Right, the suck fairy.”


Sounds like a sex thing, Alice pictured her sister snickering.


As Rae wasn’t available to comment, Alice said, hesitantly, “Sounds like a sex thing?”


Her mother laughed. For a flicker of a second, Alice let herself glow. Alice always suspected she wasn’t funny. It felt like a victory to make her mother laugh, especially now.


Then Clara Parilla stopped laughing. She looked a little sad. “It happens all the time. When you grow up, you lose stories. You pick up a book you loved as a kid, and the jokes you remember as laugh-out-loud funny don’t even make you smile. The scene you recall as haunting and full of tension is a couple of barren lines, signifying nothing. Fairyland becomes a desert.”


A mother was as well known as a favourite bedtime story, the edge of every page curled up like a piece of old bread. Strange, to think there could be more to even the most familiar tale.


Alice eyed her mother with fascination. “I never see you reading books.”


“I was completely in love with a boy in a book about a secret garden.” Clara sighed reminiscently.


Alice was horror-struck. “Mom! Isn’t he twelve?”


“I was eight once. Book boyfriends: you get older, they stay the same age. It gets awkward.”


“Why don’t you read any more?”


Her mother’s face collapsed back into fraying lines of tension. “Who has time?”


Alice could never be like that. When you grow up, you lose stories? No. Not if you held on to them. Alice knew she would always need stories to live on. In stories, no matter how much you cried over the middle, everything usually worked out all right in the end. Even if the ending was tragic, you understood why.


In stories, tragedy didn’t crash into your life with senseless brute force, smashing all you ever believed in.


Alice’s gaze kept being dragged towards the hospital bed, the way a black hole drew in and swallowed whatever came near. She resisted. She didn’t want to see, or to believe.


“Your father and his wife asked to see Rae.” Her mother’s voice went carefully neutral, as if discussing a meeting between political leaders. “They want to bring the child.”


Alice’s dad seldom visited his eldest daughter in hospital. When Alice hinted he should come more, he said he had his family to think of. He meant his new wife, and their baby boy. Alice and her mother and sister had been his starter family. Once upon a time Alice believed they were his full-story family, the beginning and end of the tale.


Of course, whenever their dad did visit, Rae was an epic bitch to him.


That was her sister’s way.


Against her will, Alice’s gaze found the narrow, silent hospital bed. Sheets as white as a blank page, body beneath still as a grave.


The doctors said Rae wasn’t responsive. Alice kept thinking that couldn’t be right. Her big sister had a response for everything.


Long ago Alice read the same book she was reading now, not in a hospital room but on a park bench. Her big sister Rae twirled her dark ponytail as she read over Alice’s shoulder and provided a running commentary. Alice kept her head down, bent over the pages. There were too many people, but if you had a book, you didn’t have to deal with people.


Until some guy unzipped his trousers, letting his junk flop onto Alice’s page.


Without hesitation, Rae slammed the book shut. It was Alice’s brand-new Once and Forever Emperor collectors’ edition, every book in the series so far bound up in one gorgeously embossed hardcover. It was a very large and heavy book.


The man made a sound like a mouse caught in a door.


Rae bared her teeth. “Look. The world’s ugliest bookmark.”


The flasher stumbled back as Rae came at him in a blur of black jeans and glossy red snarl. Like a vengeful vampire, if vampires used many swear words.


Alice didn’t think vampires would. Vampires were classy.


Her sister, not so much. “Stay away from my sister!”


Alice gasped, “Rae, stop! You’ll get in trouble.”


Alice’s sister paused to toss her a smirk. “Trouble won’t stop me.”


Once upon a time Rae was terrifying, and always on Alice’s side. When their dad left, Rae expressed her opinion at length. Their mother kept uncharacteristically quiet, since they needed his help with medical bills. That was the second year of Rae’s chemotherapy. The doctors were starting to shake their heads.


Alice never said a word. Her father used to call Alice his good girl. When Alice visited Dad’s new family, she tried to be a good guest. She still feared Dad getting mad at her, though by rights she should be mad at him.


Who was right only mattered in stories. Her father no longer cared, so Alice couldn’t hurt him, while he had the power to hurt her endlessly.


Rae never let anybody hurt her. Rae refused to meet their baby brother. Her dad only wanted to visit Rae now Rae couldn’t talk back. Alice imagined several horrifying things Rae would say at the mere idea.


It was nice listening to her sister again, if only in her imagination. Alice smiled, then caught her mother’s eye. Her mother’s mouth curved in response, as if she could hear Rae too.


“Better not,” decided Clara.


After their parents divorced, Alice and Rae took their mother’s maiden name. Alice missed her old name, her old life, and her old father, the one she believed in.


Alice nodded, and automatically checked if Rae was nodding too. When Alice was twelve and Rae sixteen, Rae had seemed a tall fierce warrior. Now Alice was sixteen and Rae was twenty, Rae lay silent and shrunken down to almost nothing in the narrow hospital bed. So narrow Rae would have more room in a grave, but for now the body, just barely breathing and so just barely still her sister, was trapped here. Against the thin hospital blankets, her sister’s hands were claws. Against the white hospital pillow, her sister’s face was grey. The cheeks were sunken, and the closed eyelids and eyes beneath seemed to be sinking in as well. What used to be a beloved face was becoming bottomless pits and bones. Imagination failed as death approached.


Rae tried to protect Alice from everything. But she couldn’t protect Alice from the worst thing that ever happened to Alice. The worst thing was far worse for Rae.


Sometimes Alice feared she was wicked, pitying herself when she should feel bad for Rae. Sometimes she didn’t feel bad for Rae at all. Her sister had cancer, so Alice shouldn’t resent missing book club or not seeing her baby brother enough. At night, when Alice admitted to herself she loved Rae less now her sister was impatient, exhausted and unable to help her, Alice knew she was wicked.


Enough reality. She wanted her book.


Alice turned the page on Time of Iron with finality. She was moving on to Time of Lies, the second book in the series, searching for comfort. For her favourite character.


Across the red ice of the battlefield came the Emperor, black-haired, sullen-eyed, cursed sword in hand, a god, a monster, a laughing tragedy, a born conqueror claiming his first great victory. Soon, as the prophecy foretold, all the worlds would be his empire.


Alice rolled her eyes. Not him!


The book series was practically perfect, except the writer had picked the wrong main character. Technically the brutal Emperor was the hero, but Lord Marius deserved to be the hero. Rae preferred the Emperor, but she also enjoyed bad internet jokes and that cheesy Time of Iron musical which didn’t reflect the true depths of the books. Of course she picked the wrong guy. The Emperor was vicious as heartbreak. Lord Marius was the handsomest man, the truest knight, the best big brother in the world. Lord Marius would always keep his word and defend his family. If you believed in nobody else, you could believe in him.


While the Emperor was pure evil. Some readers argued he was morally grey. If you asked Alice, some readers defined “morally grey” as “a remorseless murderer who is good-looking”. It was unbelievable that people like Alice’s deluded sister dismissed noble Lord Marius, and found the killer sitting jauntily in his jewelled throne irresistible.


Had they failed to read the famous Burning Hearts Ball scene? The Emperor ripped out the hearts of those who betrayed him. With his hands. When Alice reminded her sister of this, Rae cackled, “Extremely sexy behaviour.”


Alice disagreed.


Alice flipped back to the opening scene, and frowned down at the sequel’s first page. She feared what would happen next. If Alice was any judge of fiction, Lady Rahela was about to betray the Emperor again. Rahela’s heart might get ripped out in the first chapter.


Her mother coughed to get Alice’s attention. “It’s nice in a way, how books change. If the magic and illumination isn’t in the story any more, the magic and illumination was always in you. The story caught a reflection of you at the right time.”


That wasn’t nice, it was terrifying. If magic and illumination could leave a story, magic might desert Alice. She wanted to keep enchanted dreams between the covers, always ready for her to sink into.


Alice turned to the flashback about Tagar, the kingdom of ice which would be the Emperor’s first conquest as he built his empire. In the heart of the Snowcastle, a heartless young king laboured over his macabre invention while oblivious to the poison coursing through his veins. In the morning the king would be found on the floor, cold as his metal monster. Neither would ever wake.


Instead of being found dead, before Alice’s disbelieving eyes, the young king got interrupted by a call to war. Ever swift in thought and deed, King Ivor turned from his experiment upon the stone slab and reached for his war helm.


That wasn’t how the story was supposed to go!


Lost in dismay, Alice hardly noticed her mother slipping out.


These books were the only lifeline Alice was able to grasp for years, but her grip on them had suddenly turned shaky. She tried to call back the beloved words, but memories slipped through her fingers like dark water. Logic said Alice’s mind must be playing tricks. Her mother was right. People felt the story had changed when rereading a favourite book all the time.


But if people felt this way all the time, maybe they had a reason. Maybe some books really did change.


She’d read the Once and Forever Emperor series over and over. She knew every word by heart. Even if her brain insisted this was how the story went, Alice’s heart swore the story had gone wrong. Reading about heartless King Ivor of the icelands, Alice felt as she did reading about villainous Lady Rahela, and even flawless Lord Marius.


She kept thinking the strangest thing, about every single one of them: You should be dead.


Most characters died, and the Emperor’s fate was worse still. Alice’s sister might hope for his happy ending, but Alice knew better. No character ever escaped a prophecy. Trying to escape your fate only made it come true. The story couldn’t change. They were all doomed.


You should be dead. She didn’t look up, afraid to see Rae under her white sheet and think the same thing. In books, death worked differently. Black and white as words on a page, fiction made sense. That made Alice want to be good.


Alice recalled a quote from wicked Lady Rahela, which she’d read as if for the first time yesterday. Near the beginning of Time of Iron, Rahela started making wild proclamations.


“Don’t listen to stories encouraging you to be good, telling you to shine in a filthy world and patiently avoid suffering. Don’t you dream of the forbidden?” Lady Rahela coaxed her maid and guard into joining the rogue band of villains which would be known as the Vipers. “Choose wrong. Choose evil. Let’s do it together.”


Rahela was terrifying, but she made Alice smile.


Alice knew Rahela must die, but she didn’t want it to happen.


Against her will, Alice’s hands shook, and the book with them. Everything had gone wrong for so many years. Things only ever went right in books. Now, even her favourite story had gone wrong, and Alice had no idea why.


Surely the sequel would fix everything. Lord Marius would do what was right. Alice trusted him. She’d once written a long response to a fool on the internet claiming Lord Marius was as bad as the Emperor. Alice explained Lord Marius had never done anything wrong in his life, while the Emperor would enjoy destroying this misguided reader and everyone they loved. She cried at the cruel mockery when they wrote back, “The Emperor’s wrath will never be visited on me or my loved ones, due to his fictional nature. It’s not real, so it’s not that serious. Hope you get your family out of Eyam!”


Alice flicked through Time of Lies with determination, only to discover Lord Marius . . . That couldn’t be right! As she frowned at the words gone wild and twisted, a golden ribbon of light fell across the page.


Alice looked up.


The door opened, softly and silently as a flower. It wasn’t a doctor with bad news, telling her to give up hope. No echoing hospital corridor lay past the threshold. What lay beyond was light.


Such light, and such colours. Dragon-scale silver, irresistible sirens’ sea blue, burningly wicked red. More vivid and true than anything in real life. Alice realized she’d seen these wild bright hues before, in dreams and glimpses of imagination as she read her favourite books.


From the space that was no longer a hospital door but a threshold to incandescent imagination, Alice Parilla heard a familiar voice.


“I swear I’ll come back. If I can.”


As Alice clutched her book and stared at impossibility, the wildest thought leaped to her mind: What if your family actually was in Eyam?


Into fading light, she whispered, “Rae?”









CHAPTER ONE


The Villainess Engages the Enemy




Run to the abyss to watch my man rise, rise!


He can only get it if he’s got red eyes.


My pretty baby can be pretty odd.


Did you hear he’s the son of a god?


Hate to see his downfall,


Loved watching as he fell.


Someone that smoking


Must belong in hell.


There’s a curse upon him,


Wish I was on him too.


If he’d just glance my way


I’d die. And so will you.


Time of Lies, the brand-new sequel to hit musical Time of Iron





Enthroned in splendour, Rae Parilla contemplated her doom. Every pane of glass in the tall windows was stained crimson with the fires of war and the deeper, darker arterial red of unearthly flame from the abyss. Drenched in the light of another world, Rae sat on a throne of gilded bone side by side with her favourite character, the Once and Forever Emperor.


The story lay in ruins, because of all the shit Rae had pulled.


From the depths of her petty heart, Rae longed for someone else to blame, but this was on her. She’d taken the offer from a mysterious stranger and walked into a book. She’d used her sketchy knowledge of said book to act as if she were a true prophet. She’d plotted to steal the magical Flower of Life and Death, cure her cancer and escape back to her own world.


She hatched the brilliant idea to organize the minor villains of this world into an unstoppable team in order to achieve her wicked ends. She ignored all signs, and being repeatedly told outright, that the characters of the book were people as real as she was. Most fatal of all, she’d mistaken the king from book one for her beloved Emperor, on the basis of him being tall, dark, handsome and enthroned. Because of her arrogance and wilfulness, she’d got one of her vipers killed.


Now, the Emperor, formerly her guard Key, had crawled out from the dread ravine with a barely healed cut throat. The sky burned livid with enchantment. Flames from the dread ravine leaped so high that every facet in the green crystal-lined throne room gleamed crimson, and every shining passage in the palace echoed with the moans of the restless dead. Key should have lived for years longer, learning under the pure sweet heroine’s tutelage about pity, mercy, and grace.


Except Rae screwed up and got him killed. She couldn’t blame him for rising from fire and death as a monster.


She had enlisted Key, the fated hero among the villains, and kissed his murderer as he died. She never meant for anything to happen to him, but what did that matter when he got his throat cut as a direct result of her schemes?


When Rae realized who walked across the golden floor towards her, leaving a path of blood in his wake, she expected to be slain with the imperial sword. She hadn’t anticipated a proposal of marriage.


Why was everything fun to read about terrifying to experience?


Here she was, on a throne, hand in hand with the most powerful and evil man in the world. An objectively cool and sexy scenario, and Rae couldn’t even enjoy it.


If she were reading this book, Rae would roll her eyes so hard at the loser whining that she must marry a gorgeous monster.


This world is as real as ours, but those who walk into the story have an advantage because we know the rules, the Golden Cobra told her once.


The rules said Rae was doomed.


An evil siren who betrayed the hero to his almost certain death? Readers would want the bitch hanged, drawn and quartered. Possibly eighthed.


The readers would get what they wanted. Rae always loved the Emperor’s epic revenge against his enemies. Later in the original series, scheming courtiers killed Lia, his queen. The Emperor lulled the conspirators’ suspicions, letting the noble maiden who betrayed Lia believe he would marry her. Until the Emperor manoeuvred the traitors exactly where he wanted them. At the grand feast when the duplicitous maiden believed he would proclaim their union, the Emperor exposed their lies and ripped their hearts out.


While reading, Rae cheered him on. People loved stories about revenge because nobody got justice in real life. Rae would never hear an apology from her father, or any of those who abandoned Rae for having a bad personality, which they coincidentally discovered after she got cancer. Let the Emperor wreak vengeance for them both. Traitors deserved punishment.


Rae deserved worse. The conspirators killed the heroine. Rae got him killed, and now he was back with eyes red as the wound on his throat. The story had gone wrong. So had he.


As a reader, it was extremely fun to root for bloody vengeance against those who betrayed the hero. As the wicked betrayer, Rae didn’t want to get butchered at the altar, blood drenching her wedding dress.


She needed to escape. Now.


The Emperor’s low voice, crackling like flame and deep as the abyss, broke her reverie.


“Scheming, my lady?”


Rae jerked, hand slipping from his claw. Swiftly, she pasted on a smile. “Picturing our wedding day.”


There was a pause, as though he was startled by her enthusiasm. Some level of surprise seemed reasonable. She had agreed to marry him at swordpoint.


Then the Emperor smiled back, as if at a nasty joke.


Lost in visions of disaster, Rae had failed to take in much else. Now she studied the man enthroned by her side. Behold: the bad bitch she’d bagged by being a worse bitch.


The dramatic planes and valleys of the Emperor’s face were even more dramatically outlined by eldritch light. Once, the Emperor’s great winged throne stood on its silver dais alone, but the ghouls had dragged a throne carved from bone for a dead queen to stand beside his. Now Rae and the Emperor had his-and-hers thrones, both winged. The wings of the Emperor’s throne spread vast and high behind his spiky black head. Jet and red gold, enamelled with human bone. Diamonds and rubies trailed after the wings, each jewel a spark in a cascade against a lapis-lazuli sky. The sparks fly upward, the people of Eyam said of the flames rising from the dread ravine that ran alongside the Palace on the Edge. Those who swallowed a single spark from the abyss were always angry, always restless, always burning.


The Emperor was born from the abyss. All its rage lived within him. The mask of kings lay beside his clawed gauntlet, his sword, Longing for Revenge, ran with fresh blood, and his eyes burned like the coals of hell. Little trace remained of Key, the laughing boy from the city slums she’d affectionately called her evil minion. The guard who’d knelt at her feet. This was the Once and Forever Emperor, the son of the gods, her favourite character of all time. Once, Rae would have given anything to see him in person.


Now, she missed her gutter guard.


Misery weighed like a cold anchor tied to her scarlet-dyed skirts, trying to drag her down. She needed to survive this. She couldn’t let the Emperor suspect her plans.


“Your proposal was extremely romantic,” Rae purred. “What could I answer but ‘Yes, handsome man with an undead army, I will be your dark bride.’ ”


When his red gaze swept her face, she felt the lick of flame over skin.


“Have I pleased you? You don’t mourn the death of your lover, the king?”


Right, her lover the king. King Octavian had been Lady Rahela’s lover, before Rae took over the body. Rae’s personal opinion was “screw that guy”. Or don’t: King Octavian had given the impression he would be selfish in bed.


Rae shook her head. “He wasn’t going to marry me.”


“You vowed you loved him.”


Rae shrugged. “I say a lot of things.”


“You lie so sweetly.” The words cut off any possibility of reply, cold as his blade to her throat. The Emperor’s smile widened like a wound. Almost his old smile, with an abyss behind it. “That was a compliment, my lady.”


It didn’t sound like a compliment. He sounded murderous and furious, and he had every right to his revenge. Her veins felt laced with cold poison, her skin sheened with frost, too scared even to shake. Rae wanted to live.


Don’t cry. Don’t panic. Be a villain and plot.


The moment the Emperor first sat on the throne was the end of the first book. They were now in the sequel. At the beginning of many sequels, unfinished business could be wrapped up as the characters moved on into the next story.


According to all rules of narrative, Rae would die soon. Probably at the Emperor’s hands. Unless she ran like a cowardly rat. Hence, running like a rat was Rae’s new scheme. She had already villainously acquired the Flower of Life and Death and opened the door to her own world. She was almost sure she had heard her sister.


Rae had been so close to fleeing through that door to Alice.


Except when Key died, Rae realized how terribly wrong she was to believe the people around her were fictional characters, essentially unreal, who couldn’t be wronged and wouldn’t suffer. When Rae walked into this world, she became Lady Rahela, the evil stepsister of the heroine. She couldn’t leave her new stepsister to face the Emperor’s fury. So Rae turned away from the open door, went to face the Emperor herself, and sent Lia away in the care of Rahela’s maid Emer.


Beforehand, she put the Flower of Life and Death in the hands of Lady Horatia Nemeth, telling Horatia she could give the Flower to her dying twin if Rae didn’t return before morning.


The sky hung in a black curtain behind the flames. The long dark night of the Emperor’s rise wasn’t over yet. All Rae needed to do was slip away as swiftly and efficiently as possible.


Her plan was simple. Get the Flower, flee to her own world. Never be seen again.


The Beauty Dipped In Blood gave her betrothed a false smile, rising from her gilded throne, smoothing skirts of ivory and scarlet.


“Enough death for tonight.”


She should have swept out. Instead, as villains will, she made a fatal error.


She sank upon the silver dais to look at her Emperor one last time. Rae had giggled and kicked her feet over every battle scene through which the Emperor prowled with his legendary sword. She wept over the page when he sat on the throne beside his dead bride, the loneliest creature under the broken moon.


As lonely as Rae.


The Emperor’s smile faded into the faintest sinister, contemplative curve. His lambent gaze fixed on Rae, smouldering scarlet. He was as deathly pale as a glimpse of white ash beneath gold, like a mask in a burning temple. The dark circles beneath his burning eyes looked inscribed by a skeletal finger dipped in charcoal. Rae was evil, not stupid. All characters with red eyes were bad news. This one was lethal. She should leave.


Before she betrayed him, before he died for her, he’d liked her a little bit. Kissed her back at the Night Market, gone along with every scheme, defended her against assassins and the king. The Emperor had liked her.


She used to reread all the Emperor’s scenes over and over, just to spend more time with him.


She had looked at the words that made him for so long. He was looking back at her now. A character to make a reader kick a hole through a library window, and steal the book with him in it away. Her Key.


Impulsively, Rae leaned up, and kissed him goodbye.


Hey. Restraint was for heroes. A villain couldn’t resist temptation.


Her kiss was as light as a cinder, falling and singeing whatever it touched. She was leaning back, lips parted, eyes dazzled, when the Emperor’s enchanted iron claw closed on her waist, his arm as hard as a cage bar. Key lifted her from her knees, pulling her in. Rae caught at the jewelled wings of the throne to stop herself from falling into his lap.


It would be the act of an evil vixen to pledge her troth, give him a night to bitterly remember, and slip off before dawn.


So actually, she could do it.


Or could she? Surely Key would expect vixen moves from Lady Rahela. Having spent the entirety of her adult life dying of cancer, Rae didn’t know any.


His mouth against hers was as cool as kissing someone surfacing from underwater, or coming in from a storm. He breathed in ragged rhythm with her, one gleaming gauntleted claw tangled in the dark of her hair. The slight curve of Key’s mouth grew more pronounced, though no less cruel. She knew the shape of that evil smile, pressed against hers. Rae’s lips curled in answer. For a moment she felt the way she used to, as though they were the only two people in this world who didn’t take everything so seriously. The only ones who realized they were playing a game.


Perhaps he was thinking of sweet revenge. Or perhaps he still liked her. Just a little. Maybe even enough to mean it when he asked her to marry him. There was a chance it wasn’t all for revenge, but Rae knew him well enough to see the bleak fury building behind his smile, enough rage to claw hearts from chests. Even if he meant it now, he wouldn’t mean it for long.


No slow burns for villains. An evil candle burned at both ends. She would not last the night. But while the night lasted, possibly she could improvise vixen moves.


For a moment, it didn’t matter that he’d come back wrong. Only that he’d come back.


The silvery steel of Rae’s gauntlets slid on the carved wings of the throne, jet and enamelled bone. She stood arched over the Emperor for a kiss, hanging onto the throne rather than tumbling into his lap as if it meant a tumble over the edge of a cliff. The Emperor smiled wickedly up at Rae. Her grip relaxed as the fall beckoned sweetly. The space between them filled with lightning, the edge of the light brilliant red. Lightning was another bloody sword the Emperor wielded at will.


If he pulled her in again, Rae would go to him. Even if it was like tumbling off the edge of a cliff.


Instead the Emperor murmured, almost tenderly, “Lie to me.”


“What do you want me to say?”


His voice was hoarse, not with emotion, but a cut throat. “Say you love me.”


Who says I don’t? Except every action Rae had taken since she entered the book said that.


Could you love a book character for real? Of course not. Rae felt her chest burn with guilt, as though wearing a coal of fire over her heart. She hadn’t even recognized her favourite character when she saw him. She’d deceived and betrayed him. How could that be love? A villainess always faked it. Key was real, but her love wasn’t for real.


“The thing is,” Rae prevaricated, “I just don’t think me professing my undying love would be very believable. Right now. What with you storming the castle with your army of ghouls, killing an astonishing amount of people, and holding your sword to my throat. It all happened very fast. Some might call this a whirlwind romance.”


The Emperor tilted his wild dark head, considering this point of view. “I can make you a whirlwind. If you find them romantic.”


“No thank you! Literal whirlwinds are not necessary.”


Rae had been reckless and careless, but starting from this moment she needed to be careful. She and the Emperor were playing a different game now.


Time to coax the powerful man into complying with her will, as vixens were wont to do.


Rae eased away, knelt again, and lied through her teeth. As requested. “When the time is right, the blood moon is high, the battlefield laid waste, and even gods fall to their knees, my Emperor, I’ll tell you. Then you will believe me.”


This time, Key was the one who reached for her. He traced the line of her jaw with a fingertip.


The gesture would have been sweet, had his fingertip not been encased in a razor-sharp iron claw. In the earth of Eyam, where divine blood once spilled, enchanted metal could be forged: orichal gold, silver, copper. Orichal iron, able to cut diamonds, gleaming red as blood. The orichal of the Emperor’s regalia was the most powerful in the world. The Emperor’s sword striking Rae’s had turned her sword to silver dust. She could be dust as well, just as easily. Rae did not even allow herself to breathe.


Key’s voice used to sing. The Emperor’s voice did as well, softer as well as hoarser, an eternal mourning song.


“My lady, I love you. But believe in you again? No. Between us, love is possible. Belief is not.”


The tip of an iron claw lingered in a sharp whisper of a moment, indenting the skin beneath Rae’s ear. A helpless shudder passed through her, the anticipation of pain, the memory of a razor that had shorn off all her hair when it started falling out in clumps. The iron sting lifted from her neck, only for the Emperor’s claws to sink hard into her hair. He held her, face uplifted to his.


“Tell me a story I want to believe. Even if I know better.”


She saw her death in his eyes. That was bearable. She’d pictured her death before. It was worse to see all his rage, and pain, and fear. She was the last person he’d trusted. She might be the last person he would ever trust.


I love you as a knife loves a throat. He said those words when he entered the throne room. How much could that be?


That was the point. He didn’t love her. Not really. There was nothing in Rae to inspire love.


Nobody could love someone who had hurt him that much. He must be plotting her death. Rae hoped so. It would be too awful if Key believed he loved her, because he had no one else.


Lady Rahela would disappear tonight, never to be seen in this world again. That would confirm the Emperor’s cynical views about humankind, and probably launch a reign of terror, but the reign of terror was coming anyway. There was nothing Rae could do about that. Reigns of terror needed to be dealt with by the good and true. Someone should call in Lord Marius.


One day, Key would truly love somebody and realize he never truly loved Rahela. For now, Rae was grieved to hurt him one last time.


Held captive in iron claws, Rae looked into his red eyes. “Believe this, if you can: I’m sorry to leave you.”


Abruptly, Key released her.


“Don’t be sorry. You won’t leave me. We’re going to have such fun together. I was thinking, in the abyss.”


The Emperor mentioned the abyss very casually. Would he kill her just as casually?


His face said he would. “I was thinking about all the lies you told. They never did add up to a sum that made sense. You informed me and Emer you forgot everything about your life. Then you spun me a tale about a grave childhood illness. You claimed to the court you could see the future, but I notice the future is not exactly as you described. I can’t help wondering, what’s the truth behind all this smoke?”


She owed him that, at least.


“The future I described did happen,” Rae told him. “In a book.”


“A book?” the Emperor repeated. “Is this a joke?”


He was raised in the gutter. Only the aristocrats of this world could read. Rae could see why this sounded like a very cruel joke.


“In another world. In another version of this world, but I made a huge mistake—”


The Emperor cut her off. “I didn’t ask for an explanation, my lady. I asked for sweet lies. Why would you tell me your secrets? You never did before.”


Why should the Emperor believe her, if she told him the truth? How could anyone believe her? Rae nodded.


The Emperor shook his head. “I intend to keep you with me always. I will hunt out all your secrets in time.”


Distant in her own ears, Rae’s voice whispered, “What will you do, when you learn all my secrets?”


The Emperor sounded as playful as an apex predator toying with its prey before it went in for the kill. “I never know what I might do next.”


Rae decided to combat all this sinister innuendo by getting extremely literal. “You can’t keep me with you always, darling. Sometimes I need to use the bathroom.”


“Well, you can’t leave now, darling.” Key’s voice rang with mockery as he echoed the endearment. “We simply must receive our guests.”


A question died on Rae’s lips, answered by a nearer thunder than that in the sky. The slaughter outside had ceased, the enemy army quelled or butchered.


In the quiet, footsteps rang. Headed towards the throne room.


Key crooked a claw. The doors swung open. The dead, lining the luminous green crystal walls, came to attention like rotten soldiers.


What remained of the court had scraped together enough courage to investigate. The surviving king’s ministers stood at the doors of the throne room, stately blue uniforms in stately blue tatters.


Prime Minister Pio stared. “Who are you?’


Key wiggled his iron-sheathed-and-clawed fingers in a little wave. “I am the Emperor. The son of the gods, risen from death to rule you. Remember, there was a prophecy?”


Thus it was that the aristocratic assembly, selected to govern the country of Eyam in wisdom and dignity, beheld for the first time their foretold leader.


The divine Emperor, risen from flame and commander of midnight, sat with a leg slung carelessly over the throne arm. He winked. It was clear none of the ministers had expected the wink.


Key raised an eyebrow. On another man, the eyebrow would look interrogative. On Key the gesture seemed a demand, possibly for money and lives. “You’re not happy the prophecy has miraculously come to pass?”


Someone hissed, “Is that a servant?”


The reply came, even lower, “It’s the servant who died.”


Rae only realized she’d begun to smile at Key’s antics when the mention of death fell like a blade to cut her smile away.


Elevating his voice over the whispers, Prime Minister Pio’s demand rang like an aristocratic bell calling an insolent servant to obey. “Where, may I ask, is the king?”


Thunder rolled into an expectant pause. Every soul in the throne room shuddered except Key.


“The king?” Key mused, tugging on a jauntily swinging garnet earring Rae had given him once, as if trying to recall an unmemorable name. “Oh, the king. Green eyes, brown hair, had me put to death? That king?”


Uncomfortable silence answered.


Already balanced on his throne like a leering devil on the edge of hell, Key tilted precariously sideways. He leaned over the elaborately carved arm of his bejewelled throne to grab something he’d dropped on the floor.


“You want the king?” asked Key.


Cautiously, the ministers nodded.


The Emperor grinned like a lightning flash. “Catch.”


With careless ease the Emperor tossed his trophy to the prime minister. Pio’s hands opened automatically to receive it.


As the red light of the ravine spread across the smooth golden floor, further staining the king’s throne room, Rae watched the prime minister realize what he held: King Octavian’s head. Blood drying his glossy hair into black straw, summer-green eyes lost beneath the grey cloud of death. All the ministers of the court saw, and believed.


This wasn’t the king’s throne room any more.









CHAPTER TWO


The Sinister Minister




When the handsome new minstrel became the sensation of the court, a gathering of his eager admirers was held to discuss his songs and stories.


“In all these romantic tales,” the prime minister asked, “why are the king and his knights not giving any thought to the governance of the country?”


“That’s less a question, more a nasty statement about how you would prefer the story to go,” replied Merel the minstrel. “By all means, write your own.”


It was agreed by everyone that the prime minister had no appreciation for art.


Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS





A mask shone before the shadows on the throne, golden and grave, a dark jewel shining in the forehead where once a hollow was carved. This was the royal mask, worn in humility to show that the kings knew the Emperor was coming and the throne was not theirs to keep. The prime minister had seen the mask of the kings-in-waiting countless times, when the young king or his father before him held court.


Tonight, Pio watched the mask raised by a bloodstained claw, held in front of the Emperor’s face in a parody of the familiar regal manner. The young king’s head was still warm in Pio’s hands.


The golden visage lowered to reveal the dark countenance beneath, with its terrible smile.


“And the mask falls,” announced the beast slouched upon the throne.


He laid the mask carelessly aside.


“If you doubt my imperial claim,” continued the awful Emperor, “shall I further demonstrate my powers of command over the dead?”


Pio coughed. “That won’t be necessary, Your Imperial Highness.”


Being the power behind the throne was usually an ideal position. It meant you could hide behind the throne. When matters went awry, it was simple to brush off disappointed courtiers with “So sorry, ultimately His Majesty guides us all.”


This approach failed if the throne was usurped. The approach utterly collapsed if the usurper on the throne could puppet the undead to slaughter half the court.


The creature’s footsteps had painted a trail of fresh gore across the throne room. Memory offered visions of countless nobles cut down before Pio’s eyes, gentleborn ladies screaming as their flesh tore with their silk gowns, ministers whose speeches he had listened to for years gurgling on their own blood. Fear whispered Pio could be next. He didn’t know why he still lived.


Andras Pio, Prime Minister of Eyam, shut away emotion to concentrate on the matter at hand.


This was better than a rioting mob. This wasn’t an overthrow of the government, only a change in monarch. Monarchs changed all the time. The king is dead, long live the Emperor! The system endured. Order endured. Andras Pio believed in order.


Andras permitted himself a single dismayed sigh, and wondered what to do with his king’s head. He looked around for a servant. Naturally, the ministers had come to the throne room accompanied by every possible palace guard.


Andras himself had selected a guard based on youth and strength. Said strong-looking youth was backing away, hand flying to his mouth. Why was it impossible to find reliable help? Everybody was upset, this was an upsetting situation, but forsaking one’s duty would not aid matters.


Nobles and servants receded like the tide from the horror of the Emperor’s gaze, leaving Pio stranded. Save for the only one remaining by his side.


Commander General Nemeth was the sole person not to retreat. Through countless victories in war, he had never learned the habit. Pio’s old adversary, which in politics was as close as anyone ever got to a friend.


“Please hold this, Commander. Treat the royal remains with all due reverence.” Pio placed the head in Nemeth’s hands. To his credit, the grizzled veteran of many battlefields barely flinched.


Wiping congealed blood from his palms onto his favourite herigaut, which was fortunately – depending on how you looked at the matter – already covered in blood from the night’s excesses, Pio raised his voice.


“May I be the first to say: Long live the Emperor!”


“Thanks,” said their apparent Emperor in his lamentably ill-bred accent. “I think I’m immortal, as the son of the gods and ruler of the skies. Exciting for us to find out together.”


“You are undying,” declared the woman enthroned beside him. “You’re the Once and Forever Emperor.” Her dark eyes flashed over the ministers, and her voice echoed like a voice from the abyss. “Did I not say the Emperor’s time was nigh? It was so incredibly nigh. The king stood before me, but who walked through the golden doors with me, and stood at my side? Believe my prophecy. This is the young god you prayed for, the prince reborn, the Emperor foretold. Do not doubt, this is the hero of the story.”


A fitting end to a terrible night. If it wasn’t Lady Rahela Domitia.


The other ministers looked stricken by the dread tones of prophecy. Considering the currently indisputable fact that the Emperor prophesied for eight generations had finally come, Andras supposed he couldn’t dismiss the lady as a complete charlatan, but he felt the mouthpiece of the gods should be accurate. Think before you prophesy, woman!


He never expected the Emperor to come in his lifetime. Indeed, while it was only right for a minister to be suitably religious, Andras had often thought it would be pleasant if the dread ravine, the starveling ghouls and the enchanted objects surrounding them were some sort of natural phenomena that ultimately meant very little.


Seeing a man’s crowned shadow fill the sky, as the dead rose in droves and slaughtered his fellow nobles and the foreign invaders of their city alike, had put paid to any wistful atheist aspirations.


Andras Pio considered his mind a vast cabinet with many drawers. Some drawers contained intelligence he referred to frequently. Some drawers he kept locked, as the intelligence within could be of no possible use. This was a busy night for the second type of drawer. Andras put “divine prophecies” in another compartment he didn’t feel equipped to deal with at present.


Do not think about the scarlet skies, do not think about the ghouls, do not think about the head.


The realm. Think of the realm.


“Lady Rahela,” said Pio slowly. “What a surprise to see you here. Considering how last we met.”


Earlier he had attempted to send the young woman to her chambers. Shortly after that he tried to arrest her, and witnessed her committing regicide.


Rahela cackled. “How the turn tables, am I right?”


Prophets always were mad.


The Emperor, lounging insouciantly upon the throne in a manner the king never had, remarked: “Lady Rahela has done me the honour of accepting my hand in marriage.”


Truly it needed only this for the horrors to be complete. The last thing the present circumstances required was a mad queen.


“Ah.” Pio heard his own voice go hollow, like a sad little animal crying alone in a cave. “Congratulations.”


So the young man was infatuated. That was a problem, but a reasonable problem, a problem Andras could deal with. King Octavian had become infatuated with women in the past too. In fact, King Octavian had once been infatuated with this very woman. Such was the way of monarchs: many women found power irresistible, and many powerful men enjoyed women finding them irresistible.


Pio had heard sex was all about power. He felt people who said that should consider trying actual power.


He fancied a clever older woman once, long ago. She rightly dismissed him as a young fool. Soon, Pio grew old and clever enough himself to judge fools in love.


King Octavian’s infatuation with Lady Rahela had waned with time. Of course, then this frenzied soothsayer harlot had pushed Octavian off the battlements of his own castle. Now the king was missing his head, and Lady Rahela’s diaphanously clad buttocks rested upon the queen’s throne.


The madwoman had got everything she wanted.


Yet Pio couldn’t help noticing how wild she was about the eyes. You didn’t climb the court ladder without being able to read people. He had never done more than skim Lady Rahela, finding her a shallow and predictable tale. It was suddenly imperative Pio be able to read her in depth and with accuracy.


“Thanks for the congratulations, Prime Minister,” purred the Harlot of the Tower. “We’re very happy.”


She didn’t seem very happy. The lady was in a panic. The kind of panic people got into when their plans went dramatically awry.


Pio smiled thinly. “May you long remain in your current state of bliss.”


The Emperor and the Harlot both bared their teeth, like a pair of wolves who led a pack and found themselves unamused. For his part, Andras was irritated that subtly needling comments would apparently now be noticed and resented. If monarchs must be mad, could they not also do him the favour of being stupid?


Also no fool, Andras had noted that earlier when Lady Rahela referred to him as the hero of the story, the Emperor briefly wore the shocked unhappy expression of a cat fallen into a bath. Her flattery was failing to convince. On some level their new Emperor knew Lady Rahela wasn’t pleased by the prospect of marrying him. Perhaps the infatuation would not last long.


Lady Rahela started to rise. “On that happy note, let’s call it a night—”


The Emperor reached out a hand, clad in the enchanted regal gauntlets, to touch hers. Pio was long accustomed to the regalia, but somehow on these new hands, the metal claws were inescapable. The lady went as still as the dead should be.


Several facts became clear. Lady Rahela was scared. Lady Rahela was desperate to get away. Pio strongly suspected she had a specific destination in mind.


“There’s another matter I want to discuss.”


The Emperor’s voice was soft but hideously disturbing, possibly because the divine throat had recently been opened. Andras hadn’t yet subjected the Emperor to careful scrutiny, because – dreadful truth, to be acknowledged and shoved in a drawer and never looked at again – the Emperor was terrifying.


Horror invaded Andras’s mind as the enemy had invaded their city, as a strange presence had usurped the throne. This creature leered on his stolen throne like a gargoyle dripping with blood. What was the divine turned dark but a monster that could swallow a realm?


Into the compartments with all of that – lock it away.


Their Emperor was a very well-looking young man, discounting the blood. His profile was perfect for the new paper money Pio’s colleague the Marquis of Popenjoy wished to introduce. Pio’s mind strayed, wondering if the wicked marquis, also known as the Golden Cobra, had survived the slaughter, but he firmly returned his attention to his Emperor. The situation was not desperate. The accent and bearing were lamentable, but tutors could be found and – if slain – could be replaced. The Emperor was still very young, and could absolutely be moulded into the ideal monarch. Given the right advisors.


Pio ventured a step forward. The Emperor’s burning red gaze turned upon his minister, narrowed with – the low cunning of a peasant, the scheming of a devil – wisdom beyond his years.


“Certainly, Your Imperial Highness. Shall we discuss the invading army within our city walls?”


When the sun set, Pio believed the raiders from Tagar were the greatest threat the country would ever face. After a night soaked with blood and terror, seeing the dead and the Emperor rise to destroy all Pio had ever known . . . that might still be true. Even one band of raiders could level a town. Their capital was under attack by a whole marauding army, led by the raider king Ivor the Heartless and his wild tiger of a general. They needed their own invincible warrior, if Lord Marius Valerius still lived. They needed a plan.


Commander General Nemeth gave Pio a glance suggesting he was a filthy treacherous weasel. Pio was accustomed to such looks. Many dwelled upon love, many upon honour. Someone had to keep the country running.


“I’ll leave you to it, shall I?” Lady Rahela mumbled.


“I do intend to address the matter of the invading army,” the Emperor agreed, to Pio’s astonished gratitude. “Tomorrow. Tonight, I would like to address the manner of my death.”


There was a quality of stone about the Emperor’s voice suddenly, like a tomb opening.


“I wish,” he said, “to talk to the man who killed me.”


This is an insane killer, whispered a voice from Pio’s mental cabinets. Pio corrected the voice. This is a courageous young ruler eager to lead the charge into battle and claim his empire.


Truth was a coin. Sometimes the coin flipped. Sometimes truth needed to be spun.


“Sire, regarding the matter of who killed you . . .”


Pio gestured gingerly in the vicinity of the king’s glassy-eyed head, then even more gingerly at Lady Rahela upon her throne of bones. Considering the part the lady had played in her guard’s demise, their Emperor clearly had peculiar tastes. No matter. Often the way with the powerful. History told of a tragically unhinged princess who wandered the palace kissing frogs.


Lady Rahela made an unladylike face, but even she was not madwoman enough to speak now. Every soul in the throne room went as still as the ghouls Pio carefully wasn’t looking at. They didn’t dare breathe. They existed merely to please their Emperor.


If only someone could work out what their Emperor was getting at.


The Emperor laughed like the wild cawing of dark birds. “Oh, you nobles. Do you think the king cut my throat with his own hands? Do you imagine he had the lady do it? I remember it as if I died yesterday. The king kissed my lady as a humble guard wielded the blade. That guard. The one standing behind the prime minister right now.”


Pio twisted around in dread.


Shadows and sinister light had painted the green crystal cavern of the throne room in broad strokes of black and red. Yet as the guard stumbled back, a ray struck from one of the crystals and lent springtime-coloured illumination to his face. Very young, like the Emperor. Unlike the Emperor, his face was open and vulnerable. Some mother’s beloved boy, raised too soft for this wicked world.


When Pio had selected this guard to accompany him, he’d made a terrible error.


Andras learned the name of any servant who seemed relevant. Perhaps he should start asking servants’ names more often, as he was now in the awkward position of not knowing his Emperor’s name. Or the name of his Emperor’s killer.


He cast an inquiring glance at Nemeth, who muttered: “Conn. A good lad.”


The youngest and most desirous to please always got landed with the worst jobs. Conn, a good lad. Who had obeyed the king, as he was sworn to do, and cut a traitor’s throat.


How could Conn have known? The poor and downtrodden only climbed high in stories. How could any of them have known the young man who would be Emperor actually mattered?


If this were a tale, the moral of the story would be clear, but morals were not practical. Treating everybody in the world as if they mattered would be disastrous for the economy.


“Conn,” the Emperor commanded. With another unpleasant little shock of understanding, Pio realized that of course the Emperor knew the name of the man who wielded the blade. They had been guards together. “Come forward.”


For a moment Andras thought the guard, with eyes like a lamb, was too scared to obey. Then Conn swallowed and moved to do his Emperor’s bidding.


Pio stepped aside to let the boy go to his death unimpeded.


If his mother had raised Conn gently, she had also raised him bold. After the first hesitation, the young guard’s steps did not falter.


What a pity for him. Better to be clever than brave.


As Conn went, he made the sign of the Great Goddess: the door opening, to lead those who believed to a better place. Another horror in a night of horrors. Imagine having faith, and realizing what you had done to your god. Conn looked sick.


The Emperor looked amused. “Draw the blade that cut my throat.”


With desperate courage, Conn drew and held aloft his knife. The blade shone red and wet. From the sharp edge of the steel dripped fresh blood, as though he had cut the Emperor’s throat but a moment ago. As if the Emperor were still bleeding.


The boy’s troubles seemed set to end swiftly. An unfortunate situation, but not Pio’s business.


He had seen enough slaughter tonight. Andras said something he’d never expected to say. “Lady Rahela is right. Let us take our rest after this eventful night, and reconvene in the morning.”


Ever since the ministers had entered the throne room, Rahela had strained as if tied to her throne with invisible bonds. Offered the opportunity to escape, she cast Pio a grateful glance.


Then she clenched her fist around the gilded bone arm of her seat.


The Emperor caught the gesture from the corner of his baleful eye, a hunter sensitive to every movement from his quarry. Perhaps his infatuation might last after all.


“Will I see you in the morning, my lady?”


She favoured him with a red-lipped smile, and asked, smooth and clear, “Where else could I go?”


Her smile told the truth her voice did not. It faltered.


Slowly and reluctantly, raising one gleaming metal claw by one, the Emperor released her wrist.


“Sweet nightmares then, my lady.”


Though he wasn’t an expert on the subject, this didn’t sound like typical love talk to Pio. Yet for some reason, it emboldened the Emperor’s betrothed to lean in despite her obvious fear.


She whispered, “Key. Don’t kill him.”


Wind from a dozen collective tiny sighs of relief hit Pio’s back. Nobody, it appeared, had known the Emperor’s name. At this point it seemed suicidally ill-advised to ask for an introduction. Without the lady, Pio suspected, they would simply have called him “the Emperor” forever.


The Emperor rested his head against the jewelled wings outstretched from his throne, eyes hooded. For a moment, he seemed almost truly young, and almost weary. “My lady urges gentle mercy. What say my ministers?”


There was a general murmur slightly in favour of mercy. If the Emperor wished. Pio made not a sound.


A chill entered the Emperor’s voice. “When it was my throat, my lady said – oh, what was it now – ‘I don’t care what you do to him. It doesn’t really matter. He doesn’t really matter.’ My lady. Ministers of the court. Does anyone have experience getting their throat cut?”


The guard, clutching his red and dripping knife, gave a stifled cry. The ministers who had murmured fell to their knees.


The Emperor’s eyes snapped open, lambent and glaring. “Just me, then. Let me say only this. It is not pleasant. Being thrown into the abyss was also not my idea of fun. I have not been having a good time, I am not in a good mood, and I do want to kill somebody about it.”


With the blaze of jewelled wings at his back and abyss smoke rising in the distance behind him, his court prostrate at his feet, the Emperor’s gaze swept the throne room.


“I hold power over sky and abyss. I am the one who matters now. If you wish to be kind, my lady, be kind only to me. Let the palace echo with screams, until the whole city hears and believes. Hell has no fury like mine, and nobody can stop me now.”


He laid his clawed gauntlet upon the hilt of his sword, fashioned in the shape of a serpent. The king’s sword! Pio thought when he saw it, and remembered. The Emperor’s sword. All that belonged to the king had only been kept in waiting for the Emperor.


That included every soul in the throne room, cowering at the thunder of the Emperor’s voice.


All save Lady Rahela. She did not cower. She laid a hand over the Emperor’s. She wore enchanted gauntlets which would bring her the strength and skill of ten warriors. Compared to the imperial gauntlets, hers seemed flimsy silver baubles. Pio wondered what on earth the woman was doing. She couldn’t hope to fight the Emperor.


She said, “You have power over sky and abyss. I have power over you.”


Briefly Pio believed Rahela meant the power of love. Looking at the Emperor’s livid malevolent face, he thought Lady Rahela must be far more unhinged than he had supposed.


Then the Beauty Dipped In Blood murmured to the Emperor, “I command you not to kill that boy.”


The court watched as a red line of magic, thin as a whip and bright as lightning, snaked over the Emperor’s gauntlet and stayed his hand. The Emperor strained, once. The line held. Shock rippled through the crowd.


For Pio, it was shock and awe. Apparently this woman had seen the future, and seized her chance. By some underhand means, Lady Rahela had tricked the Commander of the Living and the Dead into swearing the unbreakable oath of blood and gold.


The Emperor grinned like a skull. “How clever you are, my lady.”


For a blazing moment, Pio thought the Emperor would kill her before she could command him not to.


Then the Emperor shrugged, leaning back against the throne’s wings. “Fine. I won’t kill him.”


“Promise?”


“I seldom lie.” An edge, sharp as the blood-red edge on the blade that cut his throat, emerged in the Emperor’s voice. “Unlike some. Do I have your word you will be with me on the morrow, my lady?”


Rahela forced a tinkling laugh. “Is it possible to escape? Can you imagine a place where you would not find me?”


Her falseness made the Emperor smile. “Even beyond imagination, I would find you.”


The shadow of claws fell against the windows and seemed to slash away stars. The Emperor waved a hand, permitting his lady to depart. For now.


She of snow and flame walked, head held high, down the throne room lined by the watching dead. Pio counted her impressively firm steps. If she reached the throne room doors, if the Emperor let her go, perhaps they might get out of this room alive.


Enchanted metal crashed against stone. Andras’s nerves screamed at seeing a broken face upon the ground. Until Pio recognized the crowned mask of kings, dashed to pieces against the golden mosaic floor of the throne room. The shining mosaics depicted the Great Goddess leaving this world, but blood and wreckage now covered all brightness.


The son of gods stood over the kneeling guard. His face was the abyss.


“Remember this. The time of kings is over. The time of gods and monsters has come. I will not be lied to. I will not be betrayed. I’m not the god you prayed for. I’m the god you deserve.”


He stood from his throne, his shadow flung from the throne’s foot to the doors. Pio’s nerve broke, and he fled.


So did what remained of the royal court.


All the king’s men and ministers shoved and scrambled in a terrified, undignified rush to escape the throne room. No sooner had the last man stumbled over the threshold than the ten-foot-tall doors closed, as final as a tomb, leaving the helpless boy trapped alone with the divine monster.


Panting in the centre of the fleeing crowd, Lady Rahela caught Pio’s expression. “He won’t kill him. He can’t.” Her whisper seemed meant to reassure.


How naive. Andras shook his head.


“There are ways to make a man wish for death.”


Dread crept too late over the girl’s face, but she didn’t go back in. Her gaze fixed on a window, where the sky drew its first faint pencil-line of grey under this long black and crimson night.


“I appreciate your help,” she told Pio. She started walking fast.


The lady wanted allies. Good to know.


Nemeth spat on Rahela’s red-trimmed skirts as she whisked by. “Woman! You are the calamity that will fell a god to earth and set a kingdom burning.”


“Sincerely, thank you for making me sound so cool.”


Lady Rahela passed hastily on. The rest of the ministers concentrated their attention on the throne room doors, but Pio watched as Rahela picked up her blood-edged skirts and ran. He wouldn’t have been surprised to see her racing for the harbour or the mountains, but she truly appeared to be headed for the Tower of Maidens, where she and all the ladies-in-waiting slept.


Pio grasped the arm of the captain of the guards, who he bribed often, and recently enough to be sure the fellow was reliable.


“Two things. Religion is once more in fashion at court. Send word to the Divine Order that they must assemble and head to the capital forthwith. By then, I will have located Lord Marius, if he lives.”


Great God, let him live. Lord Marius, the White Knight, the late king’s best friend, the Last Hope. Lord Marius Valerius’s ancestral lineage was a history of unconquerable warriors, which in times of peace meant a line of deranged spree-killers. Lord Marius himself had taken vows of pacifism, chastity and dedication to the cold scholarship of the Ivory Tower. The common folk regarded him as incorruptible. They would follow where Lord Marius led. So, by ancient tradition, would the Divine Order.


With the enemy at their gates and the Emperor on the throne, the people of Eyam needed someone to rely on.


The captain nodded so swiftly Pio suspected he only wanted somebody to tell him what to do, and would have obeyed without any bribe at all. “And the other command, my lord?”


Pio pointed to the Maidens’ Tower, its turret wearing a coronet of fading stars.


“Set a guard to watch Lady Rahela. Send word to my niece in the tower to stalk her steps. We must understand the relationship between her and the Emperor. We must know whether there are limits on the oath the Emperor took, or if her power over him has no limit. Rahela is the key to controlling him. Above all else, she cannot be allowed to escape.”









CHAPTER THREE


A Flower for the Villainess




“Here, darling,” the Emperor said desperately to his queen. “Eat. Live.”


The scent filled the throne room with indescribably sweet fragrance. Though he held the flower to her mouth, she did not part her pale lips. She did not eat. She did not breathe. Even the Flower of Life and Death cannot save one who has passed beyond the door, into the world from which none ever return.


Excerpt from the Once and Forever Emperor series, now revised, ANONYMOUS





Rae left the palace proper and accelerated down the winding garden path with the velocity of desperation. The Tower of the Maidens stood in a little circle of trees, an attempt to give the ladies a bower and mask the unsavoury fact these noblewomen were gathered there to please the king. Much like the royal menagerie, as if women were rare animals to be hunted and caged for royal delight.


Rae slipped and almost fell on the blood soaking the garden path, but when she reached the door of the tower, a lady’s maid let her in. Rae’s heart leaped at the sight of the blue dress and white apron, thinking of Emer, but all palace maids wore this uniform. This maid’s apron wasn’t smeared with blood, this maid was not wearing a wry and forbidding expression. This wasn’t Emer. Rae had sent her own maid far away.


This maid did look familiar. She thought the woman worked for the Nemeth twins, but she didn’t know which twin. Rae was as bad as all the nobles who didn’t know servants’ names; she’d thought of servants as minor characters who weren’t important, since that’s what they usually were in fantasy novels. When she recalled Hortensia, the elder twin who fell ill after a ghoul bite, and Horatia, the retiring younger twin who favoured pink, Rae remembered the same maid in attendance to each. That couldn’t be right: why would the twins have twin maids?


Rae took a wild guess. “Do you work for Lady Horatia Nemeth?”


The maid tossed her head. “My family’s been with the Nemeths for generations.”


Well, that wasn’t a helpful response. Most of the noble servants had worked in their respective families’ homes for generations, only traded due to marriage or debt, because being a servant for nobles and trusted with enchanted objects was a hereditary position. Though actually, Rae’s maid Emer and her guard Key both had mysterious origin stories.


Rae should have thought about that earlier, but she didn’t have time to think about it now. She couldn’t stop picturing Key looming over that poor kneeling boy, Key’s face a desecrated cathedral haunted by horror. Prime Minister Pio had clearly pitied Rae for her foolishness in believing Key might be merciful.


Nobody would have any mercy on Rae, neither the Emperor nor his court. Certainly not now she had dared to command the Emperor. The king’s ministers had always hated her. Rae had seen how they looked at her as she sat in a throne. If she stayed, Rae would be hunted on all sides.


Some people might feel bound by the promise she’d made Key, that she would stay.


Some people were suckers. Rae would get the Flower, get out, and feel bad about her crimes later, when she lived through this. Only survivors had the luxury of survivor’s guilt.


Rae intended to indulge in so much guilt one day. Not today. It was almost dawn, and she must be wicked enough to reach another world.


“Lady Hortensia instructed me to escort you to her chambers,” said the maid.
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Rae followed the blue and white uniform up the winding staircase of the Maidens’ Tower. It was doubly dark, enclosed by stone with only narrow chinks for windows, and by the still-enclosing shadows of night. It wasn’t yet dawn. Thank you, fate, thank you, anyone listening: Rae had made it in time. She was going home.


She didn’t have far to go. Hortensia Nemeth’s chamber was only a few storeys up, indicating she wasn’t in high royal favour. Rae understood that much. Rae herself had been moved to the basement.


When the maid opened the door, Rae realized the Nemeth twins shared a chamber. The younger twin, Horatia, was still wearing a tattered pink gown with bloodstains and a breastplate, and Rae was totally and completely screwed.


The rooms were cluttered, overcrowded by too many belongings crammed into one space, and by the paraphernalia of illness. When Hortensia had sickened after the ghoul bite, she’d been dismissed from the king’s ladies-in-waiting-to-be-queen, as a prospective queen must be in good health and prospectively fertile. Hortensia must have moved in with her sister when forced to give up her chamber. Alongside powders, perfumes and mending lay bowls of water with cloths half-drowned within, bloodstained lace handkerchiefs, cups of half-drunk teas and tinctures, and a terrible container of leeches.


Hortensia would no longer be needing her medicine.


Rae had entrusted the Flower to Horatia, saying that if she didn’t return before dawn, Horatia could heal her sister with its magic. She’d meant it by way of insurance. What a shame to waste the Flower of Life and Death if Rae died.


When last Rae saw Hortensia, the older twin was so wasted she was twisted, back bowed, skin turning from pink flesh to yellowed parchment. A woman becoming a story, because when you died, all that remained was a story in the minds and on the tongues of the few who still loved you. After they forgot, you became silence.


Hortensia Nemeth had become myth. Overnight, her figure had unbowed and filled out, returned to youth and strength. The miraculous recovery wasn’t the most noteworthy thing about her.


She had been a pale, yellow-haired woman, but now both pink skin and lemon-coloured locks were overlaid with a sheen of silver. Only one other person in this world would know what Rae meant by this, but Hortensia looked like a woman plucked from a shimmering TV screen and placed among the living.


Horatia had already given her twin the Flower. Of course. She loved her sister. Hortensia was dying. The Nemeth twins owed Rae nothing. Why had Rae ever imagined they would act in any other way?


“My dear,” Rae mocked, imitating how the twins usually talked. “You’re glowing.”


Hortensia blushed under the silver overlay on her skin.


Horatia, the commander general’s daughter, stood as straight as a soldier in her pink gown. “I beg your pardon,” she said, “for breaking my word.”


Even in the midst of shock, Rae waved a dismissive hand. “Can’t blame you for that. It’s the kind of thing I always do myself.”


Fair was fair. If you became a villain, you couldn’t act all offended when people sinned against you. Well, you could, but you’d only succeed in making yourself look absurd.


Horatia pretended a different attitude. “I meant to save the Flower of Life and Death for you, Lady Rahela, but when I returned to the tower after slaying various marauding raiders—”


“My dear, must we talk about slaying in company—” Hortensia murmured.


“If the raiders didn’t wish to be slain, they shouldn’t have marauded, my dear!” Horatia turned back to Rae, wringing her hands. “Hortensia had one of her attacks, when she . . . she talked like a ghoul, all names and hunger, and her teeth snapped, and she shook until we feared her bones would shake out of her poor skin. Our Aileen stayed with Hortensia, doing what she could, but there was nothing anyone could do!”


“Our Aileen.” The Nemeth twins must have shared Aileen the maid between them, even before Hortensia got kicked out. Each lady was allotted a stipend from the royal treasury to pay her personal maid and bodyguard, but the Nemeth family were in dire financial straits. Sharing a maid meant they could live on the stipend.


With no maid they would have twice as much money, but the Nemeth ladies would never dream of life without a maid. Servants collected their own pay, too. Aileen was in on the scheme. Rae sneaked a look at the maid, grimly tidying the mess, and hoped she was getting a cut. Hard enough to do two people’s work. Harder still to both do your job, and care for the dying. Rae had seen her own mother try.


Horatia continued, “Near dawn a rattle came from Hortensia’s throat. I was certain she was on her deathbed. So I gave her the Flower of Life and Death.”


“You couldn’t be certain,” Rae pointed out. “You could only be afraid.”


Silence followed Rae’s words. Horatia shrank back, as though she was still only the retiring younger twin rather than the intrepid slayer of raiders, defender of the Maidens’ Tower.


Hortensia spoke up like a good big sister. “Horry only broke her word for my sake, so it’s my fault. I regret what happened, Lady Rahela. I wouldn’t have eaten the Flower if I’d been in my right mind. As soon as I came to my senses and realized what was occurring, I stopped.”


The shimmering maiden crossed the floor and held out her silvery hands to Rae. Cupped within them was half of the Flower of Life and Death.


Rae remembered the incandescent moment when the Flower bloomed, as distant as if it had been a year ago and as vivid as if it had happened a moment before. The petals were so delicate they seemed like lace, or the fronds of some frail sea creature, yet long enough to encase the whole flower. When unfurled, the white outer petals stood out like spikes of bone around the pale cup of the flower, holding an inner layer dark as arterial blood, and the final silver-and-gold glow of its enchanted heart.


The pale cup was broken in half, the heart torn in two. Rae could see the imprint of hungry teeth on a mangled petal.


“I saved this for you,” whispered Hortensia.


Rae stared around the cluttered chamber to see if a luminous portal to another world might open. Just in case. None did. The room stayed as dark as Rae’s heart.


What else had she expected? Villains didn’t get the last-minute save.


She restrained a bitter smile. “Half the Flower won’t do me much good. You’d better eat the rest. No offence, but you’re as pale as a ghost.”


The twins, one shimmering with magic and the other bloodstained in pink, both looked abashed.


“You’re very gracious, Lady Rahela.”


“Known for it.” Rae flopped into an armchair piled high with mending, noticing the maid wince as she did so. “Let’s move on. I understand what it means to love a sister.”


The twins hesitated, then nodded warily. Rahela Domitia and Lia Felice, the wicked stepsister and the perfect heroine competing for the king’s heart, hadn’t been famous for their sisterly affection. Rahela had framed Lia for various crimes. When Rae took over, she’d changed some things.


She cared about Lia, but Lia wasn’t who Rae had meant.


“How is Lady Lia?” Horatia asked tentatively. “Did you reach her in time to save her from the king’s wrath?”


When Horatia last saw Rae, Rae shoved the Flower at her on her way to rescue Lia from the king rising as Emperor.


“Right, you’re not caught up. So, the king is dead.”


“That does tend to happen when you shove people off battlements into the abyss, my dear,” murmured Hortensia.


It was her twin’s turn to give her a scandalized look. “Surely we all expected the king to rise as the Emperor, as in the prophecy?”


Hortensia tapped a glowing finger against her lips. “You know I’ve always been the practical one. I’m not terribly convinced by all that superstitious flimflam.” She stopped mid-tap, staring at her own silvered digit. “Well, I’m re-evaluating some of my previous ideas.”


“So,” said Rae. “I may have slightly misinterpreted the text— I mean, the prophecy! Actually my former guard rose as the Emperor instead.”


Everyone took a moment to absorb this information. Not as long as Rae had expected, honestly. Perhaps by the fifth marvel of the night, even wonders become routine.


“Your guard?” asked Horatia. “The gorgeous one?”


“My dear!” Hortensia shrilled a warning at this impropriety, which was strange coming from a figure bathed in eldritch light.


“The gorgeous one the king had killed, while I looked on without lifting a finger,” Rae confirmed. “Yeah.”


“Mercy, a highly awkward social occasion.” On her twin’s look, Hortensia added, “As well as a moment of deep religious significance, my dear, I’m aware!”


Their older brother Fabianus referred to his sisters fondly as “the Horrors”. Rae had always imagined the Horrors as united in all things. It turned out Hortensia disdained superstition but embraced propriety, while Horatia could fight battles and defend towers, but believed in prophecy and noticed guards were handsome.


The fact Hortensia was now magically silver-plated also helped Rae tell them apart.


“I have more news that will shock you!” Rae tried to phrase this in a way that wouldn’t scandalize the ladies. “It seems that, as a guard, the Emperor, um, may have conceived an admiration for me.”


There was a long silence after this bombshell. Rae was outraged to note all three women in the Nemeth chambers were giving her a funny look.


“Oh, how shocking. Yes, I am very shocked,” declared Hortensia at last.


“I thought you were a famous seductress who could read the hearts of men?” Horatia muttered.


“We’re all stunned.” Aileen the maid avoided Rae’s gaze. “There was certainly never any below-stairs gossip about you two.”


At Aileen’s caustic tone, Rae missed Emer. She wondered if maids received training in brutal sarcasm.


“Is the Emperor very angry about you getting him killed?” asked Horatia. “Is he going to chop your head off?”


“We are now betrothed,” said Rae.


Horatia blinked. “That’s better than getting your head chopped off, my dear.”


Dawn poured red through the window, even the first light tinged with blood. It was a new day. Rae had not escaped this world.


“Have you not read your history books?” Hortensia asked her younger twin. “Rulers constantly chop their wives’ heads off as a convenient way to end the marriage. Men have married women to punish them before now.”


The twins didn’t know what Key was capable of, but they knew how their world worked. Even an ordinary man had the power of life and death over a woman. The Once and Forever Emperor, the Lost and Found Prince, Commander of the Living and the Dead, was no ordinary man.


He was vengeful, and she had given him ample reason to take revenge. He wanted power, and she – like an idiot – had seized power over him. Rae hadn’t even been sure that claiming the power of the oath of blood and gold would work, but it seemed worth a try. She couldn’t let someone be killed in front of her – that poor boy, a guard just as Key had been. She had taken the risk, believing she could escape.


Around Rae’s neck, as heavy as an anchor, hung the glistening black and red magnificence that was the Abandon All Hope Diamond. Key’s bridal gift to her. The huge gem, known as the God’s Eye, lay as heavy as a tombstone over her heart.


“Did you at least get Lady Lia away?” whispered Hortensia.


Rae touched the legendary jewel with a fingertip, and nodded. “She and Emer went through a secret passage leading to the Cauldron.”


“The thieves’ den?” asked Horatia. “Let us hope they will not be robbed and ravished by the criminals of our city! Or the ice raiders. Or eaten by ghouls.”


“Has being a noble in the palace saved anyone from the ghouls?” Rae snapped. “The living dead were targeting aristocrats, didn’t you notice?”


When Rae said “eat the rich”, she’d meant no single group of people should gatekeep the majority of the world’s wealth. She hadn’t realized Key would take her literally!


By the twins’ expressions, they hadn’t realized. Now that they had, they no longer cared about Rae’s problems.


“How fares Father and our brothers?” Hortensia demanded.


“I saw Commander General Nemeth in the throne room.”


The soul of tact, Rae refrained from mentioning their father had been holding the king’s decapitated head at the time. She hoped the twins’ brothers were alive. Lord Fabianus Nemeth was a sweet fop engaged to an ally of hers. Fabianus and Vasilisa, princess of the ice raiders, must have travelled over the sea and out of reach by now. And Tycho Nemeth was just a little kid. Surely Key wouldn’t hurt a child.


The twin countenances, silver-bathed and blood-flecked, resolved into masks of identical ladylike stone. Rae was reminded these weren’t her vipers, the collection of villains Rae had gathered around herself when she entered the book world. Wicked schemer Rae, the notorious playboy the Golden Cobra, Emer the maid with her sharp tongue and sharper axe, and Rae’s guard Key, irreverent, murderous and loyal until death. Her team.


Look how that had turned out. Better to be lonely.


It hurt, every time, to be shut out. But Rae was used to it. She’d had friends in her old world once. Then she got sick.


“Congratulations on your engagement!” said Hortensia.


Horatia nodded vigorously. “I wish you much joy in your married life.”


Her life, which should be lived in another world. Her life, which would be cut short when the Emperor took his revenge.


Aileen strode forward to escort Rae out.


Rae waved her off. “I can take a hint, ladies.”


When Rae was at the door, Horatia’s voice called her back. “I will remember I owe you a debt, Rahela.”


Rae sighed. “Oh, do I have your word? And what’s a word worth?”


She let the door swing closed behind her and walked up the tower steps alone. Not a single soul in any world could be trusted.


She was trapped.
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