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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: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
“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.







CHAPTER FOUR

The Cobra and the Traitor


The audience grew quiet as Lord Marius took the field against the foe. The hush was deeper than applause, for the capital might worship gods, but they knew the Valerius heir of old. All justice and no mercy, all high beauty and no love, he forswore the bloodstained legacy of his forebears and lived the narrow ascetic life of a scholar, forbidden to touch wine, women or weapons. Nobody had believed a Valerius could keep those vows, but Lord Marius was ever faithful. All admired him from a distance, and none would ever draw close.

He came cloaked in snow and silence, his raiment shining beneath the full moon. Their White Knight, their own and very Last Hope.

The people firmly believed Lord Marius would not draw his sword for any reason but to defend the innocent, and battle a terrible enemy.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


He was free.

It was the strangest sensation. Marius didn’t recall ever feeling that way before, other than on a handful of occasions when he, Octavian and Lucius were young squires together. Marius would beat both his friends in the training grounds, yet they weren’t afraid of him. They had fun together.

Marius knew he should be worried about how much better he felt, now he was killing again. The Valerius curse burning in his blood, the Valerius sword singing in his hand, and all doubt, all thought lost in the sweet oblivion of dealing death.

It was wicked to feel that way, but Marius was already deserving of death for his crimes. So he could smile, and smile, and be a villain.

Marius accepted evil, but he drew the line at foolishness. He could not let Eric risk his own life for a feather bed.

“There’s a very comfortable inn a few miles away,” the Golden Cobra insisted.

“We are traitors fleeing the Crown’s justice, in company with a rabble of defecting soldiers and common criminals. The invading army may distract the king for a time, but Octavianus will hunt us down.”

Marius honestly couldn’t believe he had to keep reminding Eric of this.

Their party had left the war-torn city far behind, riding deep into the Waiting Elms woods where moonlight, filtered through leaves in patterns like intricately wrought steel, turned dark green on the shadowed floor. This far into the forest felt almost like being underwater, the murmurous treetop waves above their heads, air rippling cool around them. Moss and boughs heavy with leaves muffled sound, but not much dimmed the senses of a Valerius. He and Eric rode ahead of and slightly apart from the group, so they might exchange confidences, but Marius could hear every footfall in the forest. Carts rattled behind their horses, foot soldiers defended the rear, soft chatter mingled with the bustle and jingling of their progress, and Marius knew their people were safe. For now.

“I’m not a Boy Scout, I won’t go camping. I’m an artiste. I enjoy nature only when framed in a window or a painting.” The Cobra guided his steed around a fallen tree with a casual expertise belying his complaints.

“You pretend to be spoiled and outrageous to conceal your true nature, so you may help others unsuspected,” Marius observed. “Do you also find the pretence amusing?”

Eric’s mouth curved. “I do.” He glanced warily around the trees, as if suspecting owls of eavesdropping. “Very well, I have a reason for wanting to visit inns on our way. There’s a minstrel journeying towards the capital who will be important in later books. I don’t want them caught up in this war.”

Important minstrels indeed. Performing artists were people of loose morals, and the whole court knew the Cobra took his artistic protégés to bed. Since Marius was sworn to serve him, he no longer had any right to judge the Cobra’s disgracefully long list of romantic entanglements, but there were limits.

“We cannot put everyone at risk to locate some minstrel.”

Marius knew that pointing out the danger to others would work. Appealing to Eric’s sense of self-preservation would not: sadly, Eric didn’t have any. Marius waited until Eric sighed and relented.

“Fine. But you don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not pretending to be spoiled. I genuinely wish to be spoiled,” Eric claimed with a huff.

His words reminded Marius of another night, when wicked Lady Rahela’s wicked guard was put to death, and Eric almost wept. Marius had asked what he could do. Eric had snarled back, Kill the king! Marius was terrified, not of Eric or for Octavian, but by his own response to the words, the dark animal uncurling, ready to leap. Desiring nothing more than to violently obey a vicious order, to a violent consummation.

His king was far away, but the king’s men would catch and kill them soon. Marius hoped they would make it to the manor first, so Eric’s people would be safe. Marius could see his family for the last time. He hoped to make what peace with them he could. When the king’s men came, Marius would kill as many as possible, and take joy in the slaughter. Even a Valerius couldn’t withstand an army, not since the days of their famous ancestor the First Duke. The blood has grown thin, Marius’s father used to say. Eventually the king’s men would cut him down. Marius would die before he had to see Eric killed. He would die knowing he had bought Eric a little more time.

That would be worth it. He glanced over at the wicked Marquis of Popenjoy, the infamous Golden Cobra, debauched leader of the effete artistic set of the aristocracy and proprietor of the Golden Brothel. For all his show of dissatisfaction, Eric watched the forest with the same appreciation he gave to a play, wide golden eyes drinking in silver moonlight. Long black braids tied up, brightly ringed hands light on the reins and occasionally gently patting the neck of the horse he complained incessantly about. A sinner who cared nothing for common decencies or the king’s laws, so shameless in his wickedness that he made wickedness seem bright, and kind, and lovely.

They would be dead soon. It could do no harm to indulge Eric in the meantime.

Marius delighted in his liberty to say, “What do you wish? I will grant all things save what might harm you. Come. Bid me do anything for you.”

Eric blinked, as if startled. “Anything? Oh, well. I want world peace, air conditioning—”

Marius warned, “I have asked you repeatedly not to make up nonsense words and phrases—”

Eric was distracting. A second later, Marius remembered why he couldn’t afford to be distracted.

A scream burst from the stragglers around the carts. “’Ware the dead!”

“Excuse me.” Marius turned his steed about, jumping the fallen tree and drawing his sword. Starving for Blood hummed through the air, gleaming dark red even in this underwater light.

By the eldritch glow of dark magic, Marius saw his prey. He dismounted in one movement, prowling forward.

Once upon a time the ghoul had been a lady. Snarled hair flew about her discoloured shoulders as she snapped at the scattering throng. Tattered silk skirts swept the leaves as she lurched inexorably forward. The dead thing advanced on a young girl who had fallen helpless upon the forest floor. A couple of soldiers held bared blades, but hung back either from fear or hesitation at the ghoul’s shape. Chivalry didn’t apply to the walking dead. Marius wouldn’t permit their people to be harmed.

He lunged, walking soft on the fallen leaves, night air a cool relief on his skin as his blood burned as hot as wrath with his target in sight. Marius was as hungry as any of the dead, and far more dangerous.

The fallen girl scrambled up from the forest floor and clutched at Marius’s sleeve as he went by. She was clearly one of the many Themesvar citizens who had fled her home in fear of the raiders. Marius had shielded her in the bloodied city streets, so the poor thing had clung close all night.

People did look to him for protection occasionally. That never lasted. Marius tried to play the sheepdog, but he was born a wolf. Sooner or later, whoever drew close to Marius saw the truth and rage of the Valerius legacy, and ran as though from a burning house.

For now, Marius disengaged the girl’s clutching fingers from his once-white, now ash-grey garments with a murmured courtesy, and engaged battle. The Valerius blade Starving for Blood turned moonbeams red as it sliced the night air, a few passes driving the dead thing back. The ghoul’s attention snapped from the trembling girl to the steady point of Marius’s sword. The dead creature suddenly went still.

Usually, ghouls were so eager to taste and rend living flesh that they never stopped coming at you, no matter what stood in their way. No fear showed on the blank, dead face, yet some sense of strategy meant the ghoul didn’t fling itself on the blade.

Unfortunately, on this night of the overflowing abyss and a crowned shadow outlined against the clouds, it appeared the dead had grown cunning.

Marius gestured for the others to fall back. He didn’t even glance to see if they obeyed. There was no need: he could hear the Cobra’s footstep behind him, the way Eric moved different from anyone else. Eric would not let their people be harmed.

The dead woman’s chin lifted, her gaze no longer reflecting the glitter of the sword. Instead, her empty eyes found another target: the brightest thing in the deep, dark woods.

The ghoul hurled herself directly at the Golden Cobra. She didn’t reach him. Marius’s thoughts went away as his blade came down. He left her in too many pieces to crawl after them.

Killing took him away from himself. It was pleasant not to be Lord Marius Valerius for a time. When he returned to full consciousness, he found himself alone with bloodied hands and a bone-deep feeling of satisfaction and wellbeing.

The sun was rising, the bright horizon streaked as scarlet as his hands, and he found the others had decided to set up camp in a clearing. Marius would rather have kept going, but Eric and the others needed rest.

Captain Diarmat and his specially trained forces were loaded with military tents and provisions, and the innocents Eric had sheltered in the Golden Brothel had brought whatever they could seize from under that rich roof, but there weren’t anything like enough supplies for orderly camping. They had managed a bivouac in the clearing – tents were given to families with children – and to get a fire going so people could eat hot food before they slept.

Marius ordered sentries posted, and sent scouts further afield. He didn’t think the kings’ men would be in pursuit yet, but he would take no chances with Eric’s life. He needed to know for sure.
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By the campfire, speaking low so the posted sentries couldn’t hear, Eric told Marius tales of another world.

At the end of one such tale Marius concluded, “So these sorcerous crystals tell all the lies and ills of your world. The crystals ensorcel the minds of men until, hopelessly corrupted, men waste away their lives staring into the crystal depths.”

Eric frowned. “I feel like I didn’t explain phones right.”

“Some man of spirit should break those phones, releasing the populace from the enchantment of these scrolls of doom.”

“Couldn’t be me,” Eric said firmly. “I love and miss my phone very much.”

It was like Eric to conceive an affection for an accursed sorcerous crystal box. Eric had the capacity to be fond of almost anything; he was even fond of Marius. For his part, Marius disliked all accursed objects, and almost all people.

Almost.

Eric said he had learned of Marius’s world from a book, and seemed to believe he was now inside that book.

This was charming, but ridiculous: everybody would notice if the world was made of paper. Eric’s world was obviously the place woven from impossibilities to make a fantastical tale.

“Perhaps the book you believe we live within was a history of our world, brought to your world by enchantment,” Marius suggested. “You say people sometimes read books on their… phones.”

Dangerous behaviour, to rely completely for both information and entertainment on a single cursed object.

“Leave the phones out of it!”

Marius obliged. “This might be a case of those adjacent universes you were talking about.”

“Parallel universes.”

“Really?” Marius asked. “Why do people say ‘parallel’? I prefer the idea of adjacent universes. This is like when you told me the name for an intricate connected tapestry of stars and crystals that sing to each other is called the—”

“The internet.”

Marius shook his head. “‘The star chorus’ and ‘the crystal web’ were there for the taking. You say you consult oracles from distant lands, and even times past, while questing through this connection of stars. The internet should have a more dignified name.”

“What I said was I could search on the internet for information,” objected the Cobra, but he was laughing.

Often Marius offended or frightened people without intending to. Eric was difficult to offend and impossible to frighten. He seemed deeply amused by Marius’s disapproval of his entire world. He was on Marius’s side, he said. Marius, he claimed, was his favourite character in the book.

How absurd. Marius had never wished to be understood, as with understanding would come horror, disgust and, inevitably, fear. But he knew Eric, knew the absurd depths of his compassion and courage. Eric was misguided about Marius, as about so many things, but since Marius now knew Eric’s great secret, Marius could accept they might understand each other a little better. Marius could believe Eric was on his side.

When the king’s justice fell on them both, to die beside someone – when Marius had expected to live and die alone – would not be so bad.

Eric stopped laughing, mouth still curled around amusement, to give Marius a puzzled glance. Ever since Marius swore himself to Eric, he received those looks regularly. He couldn’t think why.

“Since I don’t have the internet right now, can I ask you something?”

“For anything in the wide world.”

The searching look intensified, as though Marius was a book, and Eric wished very much to be sure he was reading him correctly. They were alive for tonight and free, the joy of the kill singing in Marius’s veins, the fire and Eric warm beside him, and dawn dyeing the ink between the lowest branches blue. If there was a puzzle, Eric would work it out.

The delicate, pale-blue moment was shattered by the sound of hooves thundering into the clearing. One of Marius’s scouts had returned. From the look on the man’s face, Marius could tell he had bad news.

The scout scrambled off his horse, words spilling from his lips like blood from a wound.

“My lord, I reached a village and offered money for tidings, as you instructed. My lord, there are criers out. Word says the Divine Order is summoned to the capital. The Emperor has returned, as prophecy foretold. But my lord, my lord, the king – on all sides, though I could scarcely believe – the king, the people say – every soul I spoke to said, I swear it—”

Was Octavian riding out himself? The prophecy said the Emperor would have power over the living and the dead, that none could stand against him. The Emperor was a god. Nobody could fight a god.

If he was coming, Marius must take Eric and run.

Marius’s voice bit like a wolf. “What do they say?”

He saw the moment that fear of a Valerius came, as it always did, as it always would. Fear set the man’s face in ice, freezing his hands and voice steady.

“My lord,” whispered the scout. “They say the Emperor has come, but he is not the king and never was. They say the king is dead.”

When King Octavian ordered the Golden Cobra’s death, Marius betrayed his sovereign and childhood friend to save Eric. He knew it was villainy, and Marius himself now as guilty as sin.

But Marius believed he would pay the price for his own wickedness with his own blood. There was honour in that. He never thought someone else would pay. He never dreamed he was leaving his king in danger.

What kind of knight would leave his king without protection? What kind of friend would desert him in his hour of desperate need?

Marius turned for help – as though anybody could help him – to Eric.

The world was drowning in shadow and silver, but the Golden Cobra sat limned by firelight. His gaze was luminous. The one thing that stopped the Cobra from putting on a show was the impulse to be kind. Clear as daybreak in the night, the Cobra felt terrible for Marius, and wanted to comfort him.

What the Cobra did not look was surprised.

Much became clear, now it was too late.

The Cobra suggested going to inns, seeming startled when Marius objected. The Cobra never worried about Octavian coming after them. In all the years Marius had known them both, the Cobra had never taken Octavian seriously. Because the Cobra had read the book of their fate. The Cobra knew Octavian would die. He thought of Octavian as already dead.

Marius had broken every vow he’d ever made, and sworn a sacred oath to serve this man.

The Cobra had not offered Marius even the slightest chance to save his king or his honour.







CHAPTER FIVE

The Villainess Calls Gods from the Machine


“The Oracle sends a message from your mother,” intoned Lord Marius, hands clasped behind his back. As Head of the Divine Order, it was his duty to tell the Emperor. Even if personally he did not wish to.

The Emperor leaned back in his throne. If the man was a soldier under his command, Marius would have him whipped for that look. “Does she, now?”

“The Oracle requests you visit her cave, so your mother may see you through the Oracle’s pool.”

Marius was a devotee of the Great Goddess, like his own mother and sister. Golden and calm, wise and merciful, the Great Goddess loved her worshippers as her children, and her own child above all else. The Great Goddess could guide even this wayward son.

“I’m taking over the world,” claimed the Emperor. “I wish I could make time, but I am so busy.”

If the Emperor were under his command, Marius would also have him whipped for his disgraceful posture.

He swallowed his ire. “The Great Goddess wishes you to know she loves you.”

From the way the Emperor’s face softened slightly around his queen, Marius thought that would matter.

The Emperor sneered. “Touching.”

Apparently not.

“The Oracle sent her own message. If you do not come now, you will bitterly regret it.”

What sharp teeth the Once and Forever Emperor – the Corrupt and Divine, the Lost and Found Prince, Master of the Dread Ravine, Commander of the Living and the Dead – had. The Emperor bared them in a humourless grin. “If she thinks I know fear, she does not know me. Tell the goddess and her lackey I will not be threatened. I will not be commanded. And I have no need of their assistance.”

That was the Emperor’s mistake. Sooner or later, everybody needs help.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Rae didn’t go down to the lowest chamber in the tower, which would be too lonely with none of the vipers there. She’d called it their lair, the place she and Key and Emer schemed, with the Cobra and Lia likely to pop in for a little wickedness.

Nor did Rae wish to inhabit the room at the centre, the chamber of the royal favourite. Instead she kept climbing the tower, higher and higher, until she reached the turreted room at the very top.

She fled to Lia’s room, with its gauzy white maiden’s bed, blue curtains and a wide window looking out upon the troubled skies of Eyam. Near the window stood Lia’s little dressing table, where the true heroine sat and humbly combed her golden hair without a maid. Lia had Rae’s maid, so Rae could have Lia’s chamber. Rae’s ivory and red skirts dragged across the threshold, smeared with the blood and dust of this long night.

A heroine was always tidy, or had woodland creatures clearing up after her. Villainously, Rae stripped down to her white linen shift, hurled her soiled, bloodstained rags on the pearl and silver mosaics, and dropped onto the stool in front of the dressing table.

The first thing Rae glimpsed in the mirror was the Abandon All Hope Diamond necklace, its reflection dark, glittering treasure lost in a bronze sea. The real necklace weighed on Rae, bringing back the memory of ghouls’ hands holding her down, fastening diamonds about her neck as the Emperor faced her and the realization sank in of who he was, of what she’d done. She had been so desperate to get the Flower of Life and Death, and so convinced the characters of the book weren’t real, she let Key be whipped without a murmur to accomplish her goals. She drew Key into her plans, and he attacked the king to defend her. Rae had talked the king out of executing her maid Emer, but not her guard Key. Her wiles and schemes had doomed him.

Rae remembered telling her new guard the history of this necklace, the first day she arrived in Eyam. A king gives this diamond to his queen to display she is beloved above crown and kingdom, worth a hundred lives and a thousand sins.

She told him the necklace was cursed, that the great jewel at its centre had been discovered in the abyss at the cost of many lives. The beloved queen the necklace was made for had died young.

If Rae recalled correctly, many of the beloved queens who wore the Abandon All Hope Diamond died young. She didn’t know if, by giving her the cursed necklace, the Emperor meant to tell her she was beloved or damned. More precious than a kingdom or more guilty than a thousand sins. Or if the Abandon All Hope was simply a part of the Emperor’s grand plan for revenge, meant to trick Rae into believing she was beloved, and they would be married. Until the moment he ripped her heart out.

Rae fumbled for the clasp of the necklace, fashioned in the shape of two serpents each trying to eat the other. She couldn’t bear the weight for another second.

She found she could not undo the clasp, any more than she could undo what she’d done to Key. The two golden serpents seemed locked together, devouring each other.

No matter how much Rae clawed and strained, twisted to see the clasp in the mirror, scrabbled at gems and gold until her fingertips were raw, she could not remove the Abandon All Hope Diamond. Desperate after all other efforts failed, she tried to physically tear off the cursed necklace. Its intricate chains stayed fastened in a cold cage for her throat. The great black and red jewel known as the God’s Eye hung heavily over her heart.

Rae felt tears burn her eyes. She got a grip by sinking her teeth into her lip until she tasted blood, and telling herself off for being spoiled.

Rae had become so accustomed to Lady Rahela’s lifestyle that she headed automatically to a mirror, expecting her maid to come and brush her hair. She missed Emer. Emer was great with hair and better at judging Rae’s every move. Emer didn’t know all Rae’s secrets, but she knew enough that Emer was the only person in this world who called her Rae. Emer was dour, loyal and destined to hack her way into the aristocracy through many axe murders. Though Rae had probably messed that up too.

From the window at the top of the tower, Rae could see the city beyond the palace – the ruined walls, the ruin of the story. The stretch of land between the city walls and the Waiting Elms woods was known as the Waiting Waste because it had been whispering woods up to the city walls until the trees were felled. On all other nights, the Waiting Waste was a dark, quiet space. Today the shadows teemed with movement Rae knew must be the raiders. The dead army was holding them back, but for how long?

To the other side of the Palace on the Edge lay the abyss, from which the Emperor had risen.

Rae stared at the mirror, at her own distress. She focused hard so she wouldn’t cry.

Glass was rare in Eyam, breaking as easily as the broken moon overhead. Blood magic seemed to work through metal or jewels or flesh, but could only shatter a reflection. The mirror before Rae was bronze, showing a woman with long, dark hair, a figure not just full but spilling over, and an evil smile beneath a beauty mark. The hair and curves were Lady Rahela’s. Rae didn’t have hair or curves back home. The evil smile was all her own.

She expected to be waited on. She had got Key killed. Anyone reading this must think she was an entitled bitch.

In the mirror, an evil queen lifted her chin.

Fine. So her only chance to get out was lost? Rae refused to accept that. She wanted another.

Before she came to this world, Rae was told by a mystery woman visiting her in hospital that she only had one chance at the Flower of Life and Death. If Rae didn’t get it, she wouldn’t wake up. But it was important to examine the statements of enigmatic strangers. In all stories, enigmatic strangers loved to make misleading statements. The woman hadn’t actually said Rae would die.

If Rae still slept at the hospital in her own world, there was hope. Rae hadn’t needed a Flower to enter this world. The door of her hospital room had transformed into a portal here, solely because of the mystery woman’s will.

She remembered that poor guard Conn, making the gesture that signified he followed the Great Goddess. Rae had read about characters making the religious gesture before, but never seen them do it. He performed the action of opening a door. The golden mosaics of the throne room showed the last action of the goddess on this earth: the Great Goddess, opening a door in the sun to leave the Great God, who murdered their child. She went somewhere else, out of the god’s reach.

Where exactly, Rae had to ask herself, did the goddess go?

The goddess must have opened a portal into another world.

That must be an unusual skill. The mystery woman’s identity was starting to seem a whole lot less mysterious.

Rae had always known gods existed in Time of Iron, and never considered what that meant. In early Greek plays, gods were always rushing to interfere with mortals. Playwrights stopped writing that, because everyone thought it was terrible storytelling to have a power from above conveniently show up to fix everything. There was even a phrase for it: deus ex machina. The god from the machine. Rae’s father, an English teacher, used to say, “It all goes to hell when the gods show up.”

“Hello!” Rae knocked loudly on the mirror. “I have complaints I wish to bring to the proprietor of this establishment. I demand to see a god about this!”

Convenience sounded good to Rae. She was putting in an order for one god from the machine.

In Time of Iron, no god but Key could walk the earth as mortals did. The gods could only make brief appearances, peering from clouds and trees and mirrors, speaking through oracles or through wind and fire. The Great Goddess, Key’s mother, appeared that way several times in later books, trying to help her son.

Reading the books, Rae was glad gods didn’t show up much. Gods in stories were tricky. Sometimes gods came to save mortals, sometimes to doom them. There was always the worry the writer might try making a heavy-handed point about real-world religion. Rae accepted the divine backstory as the reason Key had magic powers, and moved on. Fine, gods, but Rae would have been equally happy if Key was a cruel faerie prince, a heart-eating enchanter, a gentleman demon or a vampire.

Now Rae lived in the story, now she knew the Cobra and others had walked into the story and changed it, Rae finally understood why, for this series, it had to be gods. A collection of holy books considered so sacred they transformed a religion was called the canon. A collection of books or plays or poems considered so important they changed what literature meant was called the literary canon. When an audience loved a fictional world, they discussed what happened on the page and screen as canon. When Alice said some victory of the Emperor’s seemed unlikely, Rae could smugly tell her, “It’s canon.” What writers said about their own books was “the word of God”. Time of Iron was a tale of destiny and doom, prophecies as stories you couldn’t escape, and the fear your fate was already written. The gods must show up.

The books were written by an anonymous author. Rae and the Cobra were both offered the chance to walk into this world by a woman who never told them her name. The Cobra once said, “Do writers have universe-travelling superpowers?”

What if one did?

Rae kept knocking on the mirror, praying for a way out. She kept demanding an answer.

If the writer was the Great Goddess, she would want to help Key. Rae always liked the Great Goddess, the Emperor’s mother.

With certain characters, you wanted them to be loved so much, you ended up loving them twice as hard to make up for everybody who never did. Rae and Alice used to fight about whether the Emperor deserved love. Honestly, Rae didn’t care if the Emperor deserved love or not. She wanted to read that something hurt and monstrous and furious and strange and lonely could be loved.

She wanted that for Key before she ever met him. Now she wanted it a thousand times more.

In later books, the Great Goddess would raise an army to fight for her son. The Great Goddess was the only one in all the books to ever say she loved the Emperor. If she loved him, she would come. This was no time to be a deadbeat parent. Key was never meant to get his throat cut. Key was meant to go down into the abyss of his own free will, and kill the Great God his father, not the king.

His goddess mother once rocked Key’s cradle and sung him lullabies. Until his father sacrificed the God-Child for power, Key’s blood pouring down and opening the abyss, changing this country into a place of dark divine magic. The Great Goddess had torn out her husband’s eyes and departed the world. The Goddess’s Oracle had prophesied that one day the God-Child would be reborn. For centuries the god’s country and the god’s mother waited.

When the Emperor finally came, Rae ruined everything.

What was ruined could be fixed. Somebody had sent Rae to this world. Before Rae, she sent others. Somebody had written books about Key in Rae’s world. Rae had only one guess who.

Nothing came free. The woman – the Great Goddess, if it was her – must have sent Rae here for a reason.

Rae called for divine intervention until her voice broke. She beat at the bronze until the skin on her knuckles bruised and split. All she saw in the mirror was the face of a villain. Beneath her tower window, clouds lay as close and grey as the smoke of war across the city. Themesvar, her brilliant dreamed-of and longed-for fantastical city. Its shining gates and tall walls breached, the glimmering silver threads of the rivers darkened and choked by the dead. Even the flames in the dread ravine that yawned far below, blazing with the Emperor’s fury throughout this long night, were subsiding into a sullen glow like coals in a grate at evening’s end.

Rae raged against the dying of the light. “Answer me! How could you let this happen? Tell me! Fix this! Help him!”

There was no answer save the faraway hiss of eternal fire, the moans of the dead, and the silence of the gods.

And then, the creak of the door behind her. Rae didn’t even turn her head. She glimpsed the dim reflection of a blue dress and a white apron in the bronze mirror. A maid’s uniform. Rae smiled cynically at her own reflection. Lady Rahela was a noblewoman of the court. Rae might be a liar and a murderer, but she wouldn’t have to do her own hair.

In the mirror, the new maid wielded a pearl-handled brush. Lia would have sweetly sent her away.

“Brush out the tangles,” Rae ordered. “Then fetch water for my bath.”

The maid laid a hand on Rae’s bare shoulder. It was heavier than a hand should be. Her touch was cold.

The maid’s voice grated like broken stones on a grave. “I must have been mistaken. I thought I heard you call for a god.”

Rae grasped the edge of the dressing table so hard splinters bit into her fingertips. In the bronze mirror, the maid’s eyes shone like milk under the moon. Dead eyes. This was a ghoul.

When Key commanded the dead, they said Rae’s name, but nothing else. Key was a young god. This was no young god’s work.

The Great Goddess was his mother. It made sense they might have the same powers. Rae felt a rush of pure, sweet relief. The goddess had come. They were saved.

“Are you the one who sent me through the door to this world?”

A pause like a stone, followed by a word like a stone. “Yes.”

“And are you the one who wrote the books – about this world, or to create this world, or however it works?”

A breath like cold wind. “I am the one who made it all. Yes.”

“I’m sorry,” Rae breathed back. “I lied that I was a prophet of the gods, which I now realize was the worst cover story I could have told. I pulled Key into my plots. I lied to him, I lied to everyone. I did worse than that.”

She hid her face in her hands.

At her despair, the dead maid said: “Did you wish only to confess? Are you finished, little storyteller?”

Rae straightened her spine. “I’m not finished. I know Key is the hero, that he should be the hero. I didn’t realize it was him, but now I do. Will you help him?”

The divine voice echoed strangely from between dead lips. “I waited centuries to see my son again. I am not the one who needs to prove my devotion.”

Rae remembered, as she often did, the sight of the knife opening Key’s throat. “I never wanted him to get hurt!”

“Want,” whispered the dead, “has nothing to do with it.”

The ghoul said nothing more. If it weren’t for the dead hand, so cold the chill seeped through her skin to lace her blood with ice, Rae would have thought the Great Goddess had departed.

Gods didn’t care what you wanted.

She knew what the goddess cared for. “Tell me what I can do to help him. I’ll do anything.”

“You called him a hero,” the dead voice responded. “Tell me. What is a hero’s reward?”

“Uh.” Rae thought it over. “A happy ending. Enemies defeated, and – true love?”

In the bronze lake of the mirror, Rae saw the dead woman’s head nod with a jerk, the movement of a puppet on a string carelessly pulled.

Rae gave a shaky, disbelieving laugh. “You sent me through a portal to meet your son and see if we hit it off? Divine magic reinvents online dating?”

The dead voice rang like a slammed stone door. “Do not dare to dream. You are not his true love. One day, my son will love somebody truly. It could never be you.”

Rae bit her lip. “Obviously. I know I’m not heroine material.”

Ridiculous of her to think otherwise, even for a moment. When she got sick, people were sympathetic at first. Until the amount of help she needed became inconvenient, so they wanted to leave. Until pain and exhaustion left her short-tempered, so they blamed her as they went. Her old boyfriend left. So did every one of her friends. Even her father left. Nothing about Rae inspired devotion.

The goddess must have seen Rae betray Key. The goddess must hate her.

Rae took a deep breath. “I’m a villain. But here’s the thing about villains. We’re useful.”

Nothing about her past let Rae imagine being truly loved. Everything about her past meant she could imagine enduring any pain, to get shit done.

“Are you?”

The question sounded contemptuous. Rae rushed ahead anyway. She wanted to help Key, but like most villains she was selfish. She wanted to get hers, too.

“If I prove myself, will you send me home?”

The window darkened so Rae couldn’t see the city beyond, or anything but a grey haze; the goddess had wrapped a cloud around the tower top as she thought Rae’s proposition over.

In the dark, the bargain was struck. “If I decide you have been useful enough, I will send you home.”

“And Key will be all right?”

“If you fulfil the terms of the bargain,” stipulated the goddess. “Victory over the enemy. True love. Escaping his doom.”

In the books, the Emperor never was really happy. His queen died, without ever saying she loved him. Knowing Lia as she did now – good, beautiful, clever and very uninterested in men – Rae suspected Lia never had. The Emperor tried to bring his queen back from death, but never succeeded. The Emperor conquered the world, at the cost of many deaths. The final book wasn’t out yet, but Rae feared the story was going nowhere good. The end of the latest book haunted Rae, it seemed so utterly hopeless. The Emperor, sitting on his throne beneath the broken moon. The fulfilment of the last prophecy.

If she changed the Emperor’s fate, she might make up for everything she’d done wrong.

Rae promised, “I won’t fail you. Or him.”

“If you fail me, you will never go home. If you fail him, the last prophecy comes true. You don’t want that, do you?”

The goddess’s promises in return sounded more like threats. This, Rae thought, must be what they meant by divine retribution.

The first prophecy predicted Key’s coming. The last prophecy predicted Key’s fate. Rae didn’t even like to think about it. Rae shook her head.

The goddess laughed without breath. “Don’t fail, storyteller.”

The cold hands lifted. The door closed. The divine presence and the dead vanished away, leaving Rae alone in the dark.

Rae stood and hurled herself down on the bed without closing the curtains or drawing back the bed covers. Gold and silver pollen still clung to her long midnight hair from when the Flower of Life and Death bloomed bright above her head.

She’d almost got away, if it hadn’t been for those meddling villains and how she’d ended up caring about them.

She could still escape, and save Key too. She had made a new bargain. All Rae needed to do right now was sleep. Tomorrow was another scheme.

Lightning cut across the pale sky, like wickedly long knife strokes striking sparks across an alabaster surface. Rae lay with her hands folded over her breast, like a beauty in a coffin, her fingers linked in with the chain of the Abandon All Hope Diamond.

Until cool coils of a different kind looped around her hand and wrist. Rae sobbed out a scream.

Lady Rahela, a woman with every possible evil accessory, had owned a pet snake. When Rae took over Rahela’s body, she adopted the viper as her mascot and named her Victoria Broccoli, in homage to a woman in the history of her own world who owned a snake called Emily Spinach and coined the phrase “If you can’t say anything nice, sit down next to me.”

Her snake lashed out at the king when he came for Rae. The king ended Victoria Broccoli’s life beneath his shining boot.

Now, Rae saw with horror creeping as cold as the snake, the Emperor had given her pet back. Victoria Broccoli twined around Rae’s hand as of old, moving slower than she had when alive. Rae remembered a dark pattern on Victoria’s head, almost like a black heart, but the heart had been crushed along with Victoria’s skull under the king’s heel. Key had mended the skull for her, in his way. A black jewel was set in Victoria’s head now, between her once-sharp black eyes.

Back and forth Victoria looped, around Rae’s wrist and between her fingers, in the familiar soothing patterns. Perhaps she knew no other way. Perhaps she was sent to please Rae, to terrify her, or both.

Sweet nightmares, my lady.

The ceiling in the room at the top of the tower ended in a point, as if Rae was a rabbit trapped beneath a witch’s hat. Mirrored lightning on the vaulted white ceiling refracted in her vision, a kaleidoscope of amethyst and diamond, a hatful of stars she couldn’t reach. Rae curled up to sleep with her dead snake, cursed necklace cold upon her breast.

The last thing she saw before she slept were red eyes, as cold as rubies lost underwater. The last thing she thought was that surely her stepsister and her maid were in the mountains by now. She had sent Lia and Emer to safety. She had done at least one good thing.







CHAPTER SIX

The Lady in the Cauldron


When the peasants rose up against their masters, the Iron Maid, risen to the nobility through ruthless cunning and multiple axe murders, regarded the rebels with a unfavourable eye. She had never visited the Cauldron, the boiling pot of vice from which the rebels were born. She would have resented any implication they had something in common. Yet there was a righteous fury in the face of the woman who led the riot that Emer could remember feeling once. A long time ago.

The Iron Maid had been as cruel, cold and heartless as her own weapon for years. Perhaps, the moment she first killed an innocent, her heart turned to steel.

The woman once known as Emer ni Domitia asked the rebel leader, “And who, may I ask, are you?”
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Emer ni Domitia had been properly brought up in the Shroud Valley, grimly determined – despite vile offers from stable hands who said they didn’t mind her curse mark – to remain an innocent country lass. Once at court, naturally she kept to the confines of the palace walls and Day Market, as must any decent woman who valued her reputation, and her future employability as a lady’s maid.

She’d never imagined she would find herself in the Cauldron, wretched hive of villainy where the law of the land held no meaning and chaos was the order of the day. Harder still was it to imagine Lady Lia, the Pearl of the World, the loveliest maiden at court, plunged into this den of filth.

Mind you, Emer also hadn’t imagined the dread ravine rising to spill the undead into the streets, or clouds forming the silhouette of a crowned man against the night sky. Perhaps her imagination had failed her. Emer was inclined to believe the world had failed her instead.

She shifted her grip on the shaft of her axe, held in readiness to swing off her shoulder and into a dead neck at any moment. Emer had cut down three of the living dead since they left the secret tunnel. Most of the ghouls vomited up by the abyss ignored them, dead faces turned towards the palace, moving as though pulled by invisible strings. Or, Emer supposed, as if they were maids lining up to fetch their nobles’ bathwater and breakfasts. Servants moved through routine, obeying not their own will but another’s, all the time.

In their journey through the city’s slums, Emer had observed that for a few ghouls, the string snapped. There would only be a moment’s warning, when the eerie calm on the dead countenance twisted to snarling hunger. As soon as the ghouls changed, they lunged. Emer had to be watchful, to protect herself and Lia.

Lady Lia Felice swore they had reached journey’s end, and were now in a place of safety.

This place of safety was the narrowest street Emer had ever walked upon in her life, with skinny houses leaning against each other like drunks. They were on the doorstep – in fact, they were merely standing outside a door in the street, as it appeared peasants didn’t even own doorsteps – of one such house, remarkable only for the horseshoe and small throwing-axe hanging outside the door. Emer tested the axe blade with her thumb: it was purely decorative.

“Forge!” called out Lia. “Forge Strike, let me in! If I was the dark undead calling out the names of my loved ones to trick and consume them, do you really think I’d come here?”

Lia had been hammering on the door, her dainty hands balled up into unladylike fists, for some time. Nobody was coming to answer. Perhaps all those within were dead.

Earlier, Lia said she knew where to go so they could enact the plan to rescue her stepsister. Emer wished aristocrats would cease scheming. Look where schemes had landed her lady.

“It’s no use, Lady Lia. Whoever you call, they are surely dead.”

“She is surely stubborn,” began Lia, then screamed and recoiled as a heavy hand fell on her shoulder.

Cursing herself, Emer grasped Lia’s waist and pulled her in against her own body, holding the lady fast and bringing her axe around in a lethal circle. She’d relaxed her vigilance for only an instant. It would take only an instant for Lia to be bitten and doomed.

Her axe bit into the man’s neck. Blood sprayed in a bright arc against the wall of the narrow little house. Droplets hit Emer’s brow like warm rain.

Dead blood wasn’t warm. Who would have thought he had so much blood in him? The dead didn’t have this much blood, not so vivid a red, not flowing like a river that still had a destination.

She had cut off any possible destination for this man.

Emer stared down into Lia’s face, pretty as a picture in a locket, rosebud mouth a startled O. Lia hadn’t been touched. Emer alone was stained.

“He was alive, my lady,” Emer whispered.

Emer recalled her schooling back in Shroud Valley, where country lads and lasses were taught to speak in a way that wouldn’t offend their betters. It was all in the tenses. He was alive. He had been alive. He wasn’t alive any longer, thanks to her.

Lia’s mouth pressed as flat as a rosebud shut between the pages of a slammed book. “I’m certain he was a raider intent on murder or ravishment. Excellent work, Emer, thank you very much.”

She stepped lightly over the man’s body, raising her fist to rap once more upon the door.

Above the door, shutters dusty with the grime of this street banged open. So much force was used, it set the horseshoe and axe to jangling.

“Lia, will you take a hint!” came a bellow from above. “I’ve enough calamities to be dealing with on this bloody disastrous night, without adding you. Get lost!” She paused, her dark eyes flicking to Emer. “You too, whoever you may be.”

Astonishment at the woman’s sheer rudeness made the ice encasing Emer crack.

“And who, may I ask, are you?” demanded Emer ni Domitia, the perfectly trained maid.

Her tone made the woman blink. “I’m Forge Strike.”

The woman’s scandalously short hair was dyed a ghastly gleaming vermilion. She had the shoulders of a woodcutter, and was so ill-bred she wasn’t using Lady Lia’s title. If Emer had never met Key the gutter guard, she would have been stunned past speech. At some point, however, she’d become familiar with the lamentable accent and deep irreverence. Clearly, nobody in the Cauldron had been properly brought up.

“You’re bad-mannered. That’s no way to address two women in desperate need of refuge,” Emer snapped. “If you must spurn us from your door to be butchered, use common courtesy.”

Forge Strike, if that was indeed her appalling name, surveyed Emer and the murder scene in the street below with raised eyebrows. Emer felt the rotten old impulse to cover the wine-dark mark upon her cheek, which signalled her sinful nature. At this point if Emer was concealing evidence of sin, she’d need to hide the blood, the axe, and the body. While Emer hung back in the shadows, Lia stepped back from the door and into the light.

Only the broken light of the moon, tinged red by seething clouds, and the faintest grey illumination lent by coming dawn. It was enough. Despite fear and exhaustion, despite going through fire and death, she remained the Pearl of the World.

In the sweetest, most piteous tones, ringing like a beseeching bell, Lady Lia Felice made her appeal. “My maid and I are damsels in the direst distress. My faithful servant has been forced to slay a man for my sake. I fear she is in a state of shock. And I dare not whisper upon a public street what vile corruption in the palace drove us to these desperate straits.”

Forge sighed. “Spare me.”

Yet Forge was down the stairs quick enough, Emer couldn’t help noticing, for all her protests. Nobody could resist Lia.

A few moments, with safety almost in reach and the streets crawling with raiders and the dead, seemed longer than a few. At last Forge’s door swung open to receive them. Emer waited, hanging grimly onto her axe, until Lia went in first.

Stepping into safety was not the relief Emer expected. Inside was a series of rooms. One, its heavy door standing open, appeared to be a forge. Emer was no expert on forges, but this was a forge in a state of complete disarray. Furniture was knocked over, an anvil tipped on its side, and despite the hour the coals glowed burning hot.

“I should hope it’s obvious why I let you in,” Forge said shortly.

“It does seem obvious you have no maids,” observed Emer.

The woman gave Emer a hard glance, then barked a laugh. She was as dark-complected as the Cobra. In the scanty light Emer could not make out the shape of a smile, or tell if her laugh was mocking or sincere.

Forge informed them, “You’re not the only unwanted guests I received tonight. When the ravine turned inside out, the dead rose from the abyss, and someone I believed dead came knocking on my door. He wasn’t a ghoul. I don’t know what he was, but he had a royal sword to re-forge.”

Emer remembered her lady Rae’s prophecy with dread. “The king? Or the Emperor, as we should call him now?”

Forge smirked. “Why would a king come to my door? I’ve known this man for years; he’s always stealing my best knives. I believe the king has a treasury and sheriffs to steal for him. No, this knife thief grew up in a street not too far from here. We call him the Villain of the Cauldron.”

A wretch from the gutters. The Villain of the Cauldron. Believed dead.

Speaking at the same time, Lia whispered, “My sister’s guard?” and Emer exclaimed, “Key!”

It couldn’t be Key. Emer had been bound and whipped alongside him, at the pleasure of the king. They let her go, but Emer saw them cut Key’s throat. They threw him into the abyss.

This strange woman was suggesting Key had crawled out of the abyss onto a throne.

“Key is the Emperor?” Emer demanded. “He doesn’t even know what knife and fork to use at dinner!”

Without thinking, she seized a broom in the corner and started to sweep. This wasn’t even her job. She wasn’t a scullion, but they couldn’t succumb entirely to chaos.

Forge watched Emer and Lia. “Never imagined I’d hear anybody criticizing Key’s way with knives. Unless they were on the other end of Key’s knife.”

Lia tried to adjust some dead flowers standing in an intricately worked metal vase, gave up with only a handful of black petals for her pains, and waved a stained hand dismissively. “It matters not who sits the throne. What matters is snatching my sister out from the throne’s shadow.”

“But – if Key is the Emperor, surely… surely everything’s all right now.” Emer’s voice faltered with her sweeping. “Key’s our friend. He won’t hurt us. We can go back home.”

Silence followed her stammer, broken by the hiss of abyss fires. Emer had lived in the Palace on the Edge for years, but even at the edge of the dread ravine the palace walls were thick and the windows expensive glass. It was easier to pretend away the ominous sounds and smoke of endless fire in the palace.

Emer was several years older than Lia, and Forge might be older than Emer, but not by more than a couple of years. Lia and Forge had no right to stare as if Emer was a hopelessly misguided child.

“Key has reason to be angry with Rahela,” Lia said at last. “Would you trust a furious man with endless power?”

Forge gave a curt nod. “You haven’t seen him since he rose. He’s… he looks… I let him use my forge – if he swore neither he nor his dead puppets would ever darken my door again.”

She shuddered. This woman who nothing seemed to faze, who liked Key enough to open her door for him while the sky burned, could not find words to describe what she had found on her doorstep when she did.

“Key’s probably killed the woman you’re concerned about by now.” Forge didn’t sound overly concerned.

Lia said, “No. He will keep my sister alive. Mercy is doubtful. Vengeance is certain. I grew up with a wicked stepmother, so I know. Men do not forgive the women who wronged them. No man lusts for a woman more than they lust for revenge.”

Forge stared at the huge anvil, tipped on its side. Emer imagined the relentless dead crowding in and shoving over its great weight by sheer force of numbers. Worse, she imagined Key hurling the anvil by himself. On the first night they met, Key had murdered men in front of her. She’d held up her skirt to keep from being stained by the blood.

Emer was covered in blood now, and Key was the Emperor.

Lia and Forge were right. She didn’t need to see Key to know that much. She had been trained by Lia’s wicked stepmother as well. She didn’t trust the temper of a scorned man. Enough men harassed Emer, thinking she would be grateful for a tumble despite her mark of sin. It was only… Key never did.

Key always believed they were friends, just because they worked together and had done each other a few favours. Emer knew better, but she missed him after he was killed. She allowed herself to get sentimental about dead men. They couldn’t hurt you.

It seemed dead men could hurt you plenty these days.

Lia let the blackened petals of the flowers she’d been attempting to arrange drift from her palm to the rough-hewn tabletop. She crossed the floor to lay her lily-soft hand on Forge’s extremely muscular arm.

“Please, you must help us.”

“I let you in. Let that be enough.”

Forge’s tone was gruff, but Emer knew better than to believe her. She had let them in, hadn’t she? Lia would get her way. Lia always did, in the end.

Forge escorted them up a rickety flight of stairs, painted a cloudy, even red with ruddle, the stuff they dug out of pits to mark sheep fleeces. Emer’s skirt brushed the rough wall as she climbed, and came away ochre red. The stain did not look so different from the blood already there. Curled scraps of half-burned paper, like fallen petals made of pages and ash, lay scattered over the steps. Emer was too weary to ask why.

Weariness fled in terror when Forge flung open a door. In the small room beyond lay an untidy pallet, sheets half on the ticking and half on the floorboards.

Forge addressed Lia. “You know your way to the bed. Don’t suppose you two will mind sharing.”

The door slammed behind Forge. The echo rang in Emer’s stunned ears as mortified heat washed up her neck in a flood, crashing through her cheeks to engulf her brow. She could imagine her sinner’s mark blazing like a beacon. For a time, she had been Lia’s maid and not Rahela’s. Emer had been sent to spy on Lia in a wicked scheme of Rahela’s devising. It was all pretence, but there was one thing Rahela never designed or dreamed of.

It wasn’t usual for a lady and a maid to share a bed, if the occasion called for it. It was unusual for a lady to turn to you with her luminous eyes, and offer you her mouth. You should comb a lady’s golden hair a hundred times, not grasp a golden handful in your fist and pull to bare her throat for a kiss. You should undress a lady for a satin nightgown, not for yourself.

It had all happened under the cover of night and silken sheets, Emer barely daring to make a sound louder than a breath.

Nobody would ever believe Emer, if she told them. Emer had always been painfully aware she might as well have imagined every moment. For all it could affect either of their lives, it might as well be a dream. Nobody could ever know, but the two of them.

So she’d thought.

“You know your way to the bed? What did she mean by that?”

Lia avoided Emer’s gaze. “How did you think we knew each other?”

Emer could never have possibly imagined, yet there could be no other reason. It was obvious. Both these women, the rough blacksmith stranger and the lady she thought she knew better than anyone, were right to treat Emer like a fool.

Emer was a fool for kissing Lia tonight at the edge of the Cauldron, kissing her for the first time in the open and thinking that made the kiss different. Emer was the fool who had killed for Lia.

She got into bed at the very edge of the pallet, pulled a corner of the sheet up over her shoulder, and turned her back on Lia.

Lia’s voice drifted to her across the pillow. “I know all this must seem strange, but to get Rahela out of the palace, we will need numbers and we will need power. Trust me, this is where we can get it. We need to wait for the right time. When it comes, follow my lead.”

This did all seem very strange. Emer wished Lia would explain what she was planning, but while Lia could simply tell Emer to follow, why should she tell her secrets? It turned out Lia had so many.

“As you command, my lady.”

There was a pause. “Are you angry?”

“I’m not angry. I’m sleeping,” Emer hissed angrily.

Eventually, Emer did sleep in this strange place under a sky quivering with lightning. Her last thought was born of habit, trained into her over years. If a servant was loyal and obedient, when you died your master buried you under a divine stone so you would not rise. No lady’s maid worth a tombstone would ever rest without knowing how fared her lady.

Emer had been raised to serve Rahela from the cradle. Of late, Rahela seemed lost to her, as if the woman she knew had been replaced by a different person entirely. Emer’s mind couldn’t entirely encompass the strangeness and sorrow of that idea. She didn’t know what to make of Rahela’s replacement, the woman who asked Emer to call her Rae.

Her wicked lady had let Key be whipped without a word, when Key would have done anything in the world to please her. When Key died for her.

Died for her, climbed out of a grave for her, and set the sky on fire for her sake. What would Key do, with a sword in his hand and the dead at his back, once he had her? He was a killer. But who was Emer to judge him for killing? She was a killer now herself.

Emer had blamed her lady for Key’s death. Emer remembered the light going out of his face before he died, when he realized her lady lied to him. Nobles never truly cared for you. Nobles always lied. If Key’s bitterness was as deep as the abyss, his resentment as high as the rising fires and his rage as hot as the sparks that flew upward, Emer could understand.

Lady Rae never intended Key to get hurt. She did her best to save Emer and Key both from the king’s wrath by professing her indifference to servants and her love for Octavian. But her schemes resulted in Key’s throat being cut as Emer’s lady kissed Key’s murderer.

And had Lady Rae been lying? Emer’s lady certainly loved the king, before she changed. Before and after she changed, Emer’s lady was arrogant, making plans to benefit only herself no matter who else was hurt through her actions. Sometimes she acted as if she was the only real person in the world.

Emer couldn’t blame Key for being angry. Emer could understand Key wanting revenge.

Yet habit was second nature, stronger than the first, and Emer didn’t know how to rid herself of the habit of caring. Before she dropped into strange dreams, Emer hoped Lady Rae fared well.







CHAPTER SEVEN

The Villainess and the Hero


When Lady Lia agreed to wed the Emperor, the ladies-in-waiting-to-be-queen were dowered and sent off. The Tower of the Maidens became the Tower of the Queen, intended for Lia’s exclusive use. Several ministers ambitious for their daughters objected that since the Emperor had cut short the Queen’s Trials to declare Lia the winner, said trials were no longer valid. A new Queen’s Trials was called for, as glorious and daring as in days of old, when a prospective queen could not name a champion to represent her. A true queen must prove her love with her own heart’s blood.

Their long-awaited Emperor deserved the honour of being fought for.

“Nice try,” remarked the Emperor. “I saw men sell off their girls in the Cauldron too. This is the same thing in fancy clothes.”

Several ministers grew red and speechless.

“My lord!” Lia, as was her way, calmed troubled waters. “Kind sirs. Forgive him. My betrothed is impatient to wed, and I hope nobody doubts my devotion. Could I ever love another man?”

The Emperor seemed amused by her question, though none could tell why. Alas for the court’s collective peace of mind, the Emperor often appeared darkly amused for no reason.

Later the ministers remarked among themselves: after all, far easier to deal with a kindly queen than the Emperor in one of his moods. The marriage might be for the best. Nothing steadies a wild young man like the love of a good woman.

A suitable time after Queen Lia’s mysterious death, the ministers suggested a new Queen’s Trials.

The Emperor agreed, provided the Queen’s Trials was held according to the glorious ancient customs. “Let me see a true queen, proving her love with her own heart’s blood.”

The Once and Forever Emperor series, now revised, ANONYMOUS


When Rae woke, she remained trapped in another world facing certain doom.

Nevertheless, she felt much better. Overnight, like an evil hen on a bad egg, she’d hatched her newest wicked scheme.

The nature of schemes meant some schemes didn’t work out, but Rae was no quitter. She had a bargain with a god to keep. She curled up in a white gauze bed with her undead snake and her cursed necklace, and proceeded to review her options.

Rae had got everything wrong. Someone else knew better. Rae’s time in Eyam had lasted only a few months, but the Cobra had lived in Eyam for years. She reminded herself again of the Cobra’s wisdom: This world is as real as ours, but those who walk into the story have an advantage because we know the rules.

She needed to know the rules of narrative in order to break herself out.

So, they were in a sequel. Since she’d failed at getting cleared off the board early on, like it or not, Rae was part of the story now. Time to think about sequels! Like the difficult second album, second books were tricky. In some sequels, you got the plot of the first story recycled. That was the safest option. The writer already knew readers liked that story.

When it came to stories, Rae felt the safe choice was always a mistake. Even if people said they wanted the same story again, they meant they wanted to feel the same feelings they felt when reading the first story for the first time. You never felt the same shock of joy, love or sorrow from having the warmed-up leftovers of the first story served as a new meal.

An exciting sequel brought fresh highs and dramatic lows, new innocents dragged in to suffer and familiar faces killed off without mercy.

Rae loved the Once and Forever Emperor series because each sequel stepped it up, changing what you thought you knew about the familiar world and characters, or introducing new characters who altered the plot past recognition. Great sequels took risks and got complicated. Great sequels did everything great first books did, backwards and in high heels. Great sequels upped the stakes, the tension and especially the body count.

This was bad news for someone inside a dangerous sequel.

The last thing Rae needed was for the story to get more complicated. Her course was clear. The goddess’s requirements were simple.

Victory over the enemy. True love. A happy ending.

She knew their enemy. That was meant to be half the battle. As an accidental result of Rae’s rash actions, the army of Tagar had arrived years ahead of schedule. The ice raiders must be defeated.

Rae had obviously screwed up the timeline, since the army wasn’t meant to attack until book three, but while Rae hadn’t read the first book properly, she had read all the others many times. The second book was largely about the Emperor and Lia’s wedding, which was no longer happening; Emer clawing her way into the nobility, also no longer happening; and the rebels rising against the Emperor, which got sorted out pretty quickly. So none of that mattered, but the third book was about war with Tagar. Rae hoped her encyclopaedic knowledge of the Emperor’s glorious conquests could be used to achieve a swift victory.

Rae had not yet worked out how to achieve a swift victory. Nor could she achieve a happy ending at present. You couldn’t have a happy ending until the end.

Time to turn this narrative around and go back to basics, back to the shape of the very first stories. Even children knew the essential ingredients of a fairy-tale happy ending: you had to love, and be loved in return. True love’s kiss as universal remedy. Romance was urgently required! If Rae could make a romance happen, a happy ending must follow. The rules of narrative were clear. Millions of readers could not be wrong. Romance demanded a happy ending.

And Rae needed for the hero of this particular story to be happy.

She would do whatever it took. She would do it even if he killed her.

Though she would rather he didn’t.

Once Rae’s favourite character in any world was as happy and beloved as she had always wanted, the Great Goddess had promised Rae could go home.

“Victoria Broccoli, true love shall conquer all,” she proclaimed. A heroine in a fantastical tale could often confide her secrets to magic horses. Being a villain, Rae made do with a zombie snake.

If she ran her finger along Victoria’s looping traceries without looking down at her jewelled head, Rae could pretend she was alive.

Rae should go downstairs to her lair of sin, and find an outfit suitable for her latest scheme. She gave herself a moment more to sit in Lia’s bed, hugging her knees and her fragile new dream.

From the topmost tower room, Rae saw clear across the city. Sunrise and abyss fires had turned the lingering clouds from ghost grey to cherry-red and scarlet as pomegranates. Against a sky that was no longer lurid red and black but crystal blue with only a faint remaining trace of red, as if a bloody hand had snatched at a sapphire and failed to hold it.

Cloud parted like ripe fruit over Themesvar, the sun’s rays turning the city of many colours into a sparkling treasure chest. The dome of the Golden Brothel and the silver threads of the twin rivers glittered in the sun. And the sides of the treasure chest, the walls of the great walled city, stood high once again.

Even from the Maidens’ Tower, Rae could make out points of movement. She saw intense concentrations of activity all along the walls, like watching ants from on high. Only these weren’t ants. The Emperor had sent his tireless, innumerable dead to heal the raided city.

Last night, the city walls were broken through, the gates crashed down to the dust. This morning, beneath a brilliant sky, the Emperor put the world to rights.

Clearly, Rae had underestimated him. It would be for the last time.

The Emperor could do anything. Even, with Rae’s help, escape his fate. The goddess had told her he didn’t love her. Rae never expected him to. He didn’t love her, but he might forgive her.

Then she could go. She could live.

All Rae needed was to find the true love of the hero. To whom she herself was currently fake-engaged.

She had a plan. For her plan to work, Rae must play the part of the villainess. The false love interest who came before the true. The heartless, deceitful bitch who didn’t deserve him; the type who would rig the competition for prom queen, or break his heart by becoming a seductress spy for France. Always in revealing clothing, eventually revealing her true character so the hero turned away from her forever.

It was the role Rae was born to play.

She was fully aware she might die. The hero might kill her. But it felt better to seize this chance than be helpless.

Her latest cunning plan might be nothing but Rae grabbing at a rope, only to find the rope was a shadow. She was used to failure. Chemotherapy, the Flower of Life and Death, a thousand schemes… nothing had saved her yet. Not yet.

Evil persevered in an inspiring way, when you considered its track record. Villainous plans failed almost one hundred per cent of the time, but villains never stopped scheming.

She had someone else to scheme for now. She had someone to save at all costs.

Rae tossed her midnight hair. When her feet hit the floor of the tower, she hoped even the ghouls in the abyss heard the sound.

Defeat was only guaranteed if you stopped fighting.







CHAPTER EIGHT

The Minister and the Murder


When she of snow and flame dances through dreams

When the White Knight’s heart strays to lost queens

He is coming. He is coming.

When the abyss opens, when the dead bow down

The curse is come upon us, he will claim his crown

The ravine calls its master up above

He goes to tell lost souls he died for love

He is coming. He is coming.

The words run wild, escape if you can

The pearl will be his or belong to no man

His sword is ruin, his eyes are fire

All the worlds are his empire.

The child of gods is dead and grown

He is coming, he is coming for his throne.




The Emperor yawned. “I came. I conquered. I’ve heard this all before.”

The Oracle advanced. “Centuries ago, I foretold you would come. Because of my prophecy, Eyam waited for you. Eyam welcomed you, in spite of all that you are and all you have done. Did you think your coming was as far into the future as I could see? I knew your beginning, God-Child. And I know your end.”
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“Somehow, the Emperor has returned.”

Pio threw down the statement like a document they could roll out upon the table and discuss. The Room of Wisdom and Whispers was half empty, the drawn faces of the ministers still left alive forming a broken ring around the grand oak table.

Pio should frame things to himself in a more cheerful light. The council room wasn’t half empty, the council room was half full. There were still many survivors.

He called the assembly at dawn. Pio found meetings soothing. If you held a meeting, you could come to a decision. Often the wrong decision, but you could blame everyone else at the meeting for that.

General Nemeth blinked hard several times, as though dismay had got in his eyes. “‘Somehow, the Emperor has returned’? You can’t just say that.”

“Yet I did,” Pio returned irritably. “Do you imagine I know how the Emperor’s return worked? The prophecy was never clear on the finer details. It only said he would rise once more, and lo. He is risen—” he is truly terrifying “—and we must bow down.”

Usually the council discussed how to address various plagues and taxes, how to make laws and take bribes in a dignified and statesmanlike fashion, how to keep undesirable elements such as the undead and poor people outside their walls, and – if the wicked Marquis of Popenjoy insisted – charity and support for the arts. Governing bodies rarely needed to address a living myth.

“I don’t follow the Imperatorial faith,” objected Lord Claudius Cenimagnus. “I belong to ice crystals and constellations. I follow a thousand gods in the wind.”

Pio snapped, “I would keep that quiet if I were you. Since the Emperor has come for his throne and the raiders are at our gates.”

Legend said the earth of Eyam had been drenched in divine blood when the Great God sacrificed the God-Child. That was why their land was fertile in a way no other land could be, producing enchanted metal and jewels, magic stones and trees. Even the dead didn’t rest easy in their earth. Theirs was an insular land. Many were eager to buy the magic of Eyam, but few wished to linger where the dead walked. Given Eyam’s unique circumstances, the majority of their people followed the three-fold faith of the Great God, the god’s enemy the Great Goddess, and their child the Once and Forever Emperor.

But Lord Claudius hailed from Shroud Valley, distant from the capital and rich in mines, which often traded and intermarried with east Tagar. Worshippers of the constellations were burned after death, their ashes sent to the wind, so those who followed the stars didn’t need to worry about rising as ghouls. Pio had never cared about any man’s faith, but that was before they were at war. Lord Claudius and anyone else who followed the stars must be watched closely to see where their loyalties lay.

“If indeed the royal line has been extinguished…” whispered a very young minister, who must have been standing at the back of the crowd last night and unable to clearly see the head.

“Extremely extinguished.” Pio tried to rub away the migraine knocking on his temples. “Cut off. In his prime, I mean. Very sad.”

“If that is so, rather than an individual of doubtful descent, might I suggest the dukedom of Valerius has a proud and ancient lineage? Lord Marius was the late king’s dearest friend from childhood. Octavianus would want Marius Valerius to succeed him as king.”

Octavian and Marius had been friends since they were squires. Those two, and one other, were the bright young hopes of the kingdom. Now only the Last Hope was left.

Pio hadn’t actually liked his king, but he felt they should have a moment’s silence after speaking his name.

The moment’s solemn silence was broken by Lord Blasius Balass. “Pardon my plain speaking, but if Lord Marius were king, we might wait a long time for a happy announcement. Can the Golden Cobra bear Lord Marius an heir to the realm?”

This extreme plain speaking caused instant commotion around the table. Some eyed the door, as though Lord Marius Valerius might break through the oak in a whirl of icy eyes and white cloak, an avalanche outraged by discussion of his personal life.

General Nemeth spluttered, “Lord Marius would never! He is a most pure and perfect knight. He took vows!”

Pio sighed. “Nemeth, he can’t hear you.”

Pio knew Nemeth felt uneasy after more than five minutes in Lord Marius’s presence. Lord Marius had that effect on people. Beautiful and cold as an image carved in marble, many loved him from afar, and from up close said, “You know what, never mind”. Pio had excellent spies, and he paid the Cobra’s even better spies to share information.

Romantic rumours about Lord Marius regularly flew around the court. Nobody had ever been able to confirm a single one. At this point, Pio would be stunned if Lord Marius got caught in bed with a piece of dry toast.

Recently a spy had reported overhearing Lord Marius accuse the Cobra of blackmailing him, and another claimed to have seen the Cobra hold a knife to Lord Marius’s throat. Both reports were ludicrous and unbelievable, since the Cobra yet lived. Pio had docked the spies’ pay for drinking on the job.

“At least the Emperor appears to be interested in women,” came a mutter from down the table.

Lord Olybrius raised an eyebrow. “Does Lady Rahela Domitia count as a woman? That harlot’s a she-devil with a shape to tempt men and a tongue to taunt them.”

Lord Eneth contributed, “Didn’t Lord Marius have a raving affair with Lady Rahela’s mother as a youth? We cannot escape Domitian women.”

Three ministers spoke at once.

“Whenever you say the words ‘Lord Marius’ and ‘affair’, no matter with whom, I feel I’m going to have a bilious attack—”

“If a Domitian she-devil had me in her clutches, I wouldn’t struggle that hard to escape—”

“I don’t care who’s on the throne, raiders are outside the walls!”

Pio pointed at the third minister. “Well said! Not you,” he added to the admirer of scandalous women. “I am certain the council noticed that the Emperor’s—” ghastly army of ghouls—“emergency forces have repelled the raiders and rebuilt our walls overnight. All glory to his Imperial Highness. Yet outside our walls, the enemy awaits. The threat from Tagar is far from over. Our best course of action is to follow our Emperor’s lead.”

Lord Cyrillus spoke up in a clear voice. A pious and kindly old gentleman with a face like a sweet withered apple, he had been part of the Divine Order in his youth, and spread the word of the Great God.

“I waited my whole life, certain one day the prophecy would be fulfilled. In the time of Eyam’s greatest need, I knew the Emperor would come.” His face puckered from withered to rotten apple. “I just didn’t think he would be common.”

Down the table a gloomy voice predicted, “This will give the lower classes ideas.”

“Why are you all drivelling?” demanded Lord Talabor, wild about the eyes. “Ghouls tore my wife to ribbons last night. This Emperor is a false god and a mad dog. We must put him down like the beast he is or die in the attempt.”

There was an embarrassed pause.

Nobody wanted to die in the attempt. Nobody wanted to think too much about people being torn to ribbons, either. Best to brush atrocities under the rug and pretend the pile of corpses was as easily forgotten as an unfortunate joke at a party.

Pio slammed his hand down on the smooth oak table. “Ministers! I hear your wisdom. I understand your concerns. The Emperor has a rough and sinister aspect, his accent is vile, and he has murdered hundreds through evil magic. The sight of him makes me sick with terror, but that does not change the facts. The facts are these: we cannot stand against the raiders without him! We must hope our mad god-Emperor works in mysterious ways.”

He expected a storm of argument, but received only silence. In fact, now Pio came to think about it, his last few words had fallen into a deadly hush. All around the table ministers averted their faces, as though they didn’t wish to see what would happen next.

The edges of the world blurred in Pio’s vision as he realized he had his back to the door.

“Thank you, Prime Minister,” drawled a voice that painted the daylight dark, “for that marvellous introduction.”

Very slowly, Pio turned in his chair. The Emperor stood behind him, framed on the threshold of the Room of Wisdom and Whispers. The Emperor wore the dead king’s regalia, but the enchanted armour seemed different somehow. Iron stars winked cold as winter in the bronze of his breastplate as the Emperor prowled around the table, surveying his ministers one by one.

The minister who rejected the Emperor as his god, the minister who called him common, the minister who wanted him put down like a mad dog.

And the prime minister who said, The sight of him makes me sick.

“Where to begin? Firstly, you don’t need to worship me. You only need to obey. Secondly, so far, attempts to put me down like the rabid beast I am have not gone well. Thirdly, if Marius Valerius wants my throne” – the Emperor’s voice curled around the words like thunderclouds around lightning – “he’s welcome to try and take it.”

Snakes and birds were inlaid in orichal iron upon the Emperor’s black leather vambraces. The Emperor moved so fast that the metal creatures seemed to come alive with the red light of enchantment, and to spring as he leaped.

The great tapered claws of the Emperor’s enchanted gauntlets, often put aside by the king as too heavy to bear, slashed with the easy vicious grace of a great cat. Blood sprayed across the shining surface of the assembly table.

That was what was different about the regalia.

He sharpened the claws on the gauntlets. Pio forced his thoughts into calm, practical observations. He made his hands into ten long knives. Lord Olybrius didn’t even say anything bad about him. He kills randomly, for sport. Anyone could be next.

Aloud, Pio said, “Ring the bell for a maid to clean the table.”

Lord Olybrius fell face down on the table with his throat sliced open. Blood pooled beneath his cheek, dripping off the table’s edge as though someone had spilled wine. The Emperor put a hand on the dead man’s shoulder in an almost friendly gesture, wild black head dipped low to speak in the dead ear.

“Wake,” commanded the Emperor.

Lord Olybrius sat up with a jerk, blinking eyes that were fast glazing over with the milky sheen of death. His eyelashes clumped, thick with blood. He opened his mouth. No words came out, only a low rattling moan, a sound that seemed dragged out of a pit.

“There.” The Emperor smiled. “We’re friends now.”

He patted the dead man’s shoulder, then the imperial gaze roved across the assembly and settled on his prime minister. Pio quailed. He had seen the red shine of enchantment on weapons and ornaments, gems and gravestones, but never in someone’s eyes before. The abyss, fathoms of flame and shadow, regarded Pio from behind a mask of flesh.

“A prime minister,” the Emperor mused. “That means you’re my most important one.”

Pio took a moment to swallow, while he still had a throat. “Commander General Nemeth and I have the distinction of being considered your right and left hands, sire.”

“My left hand.” The Emperor held his up, blood shining wet on the claws. “Really. I noticed you skulking about the place after the king, weaving your schemes. My lady once remarked that you have the facial hair of an evil chancellor. She said many rulers have a devious, dishonest trusted advisor.”

“If the alternative is getting my throat cut,” Pio offered, “I can shave.”

More shocking than a blow, the Emperor laughed. “No need, my evil chancellor. Don’t worry. I have a reason to keep you around. For now.”

What is your insane reason? and For how long, exactly? were questions that occurred to Pio. It also occurred to him that questioning the Emperor would be unwise.

Pio bowed. “My liege, I live to serve.”

So long as he could live.

The Emperor strolled to the doorway, leaning nonchalantly against the door. “Come to the throne room.”

“Ah, you wish to discuss affairs of state.”

Pio rose with alacrity, making an urgent yet subtle gesture for his ministers to follow suit.

“Yeah,” the Emperor answered, offhand. “Let’s do that.”

That grating voice, low-born accent mingled with the hoarseness from a barely healed cut throat, disturbed and terrified at once. Pio had never imagined a voice from beyond the grave speaking casually.

He walked down the long, dim corridors beside his Emperor, footsteps echoing. Ghoulish sentries lined the walls of the palace. Pio looked at them, then back at his assembly, and flinched at the sight of the dead face of Lord Olybrius marching with the others. The living ministers were giving him a wide berth.

“Do you find the countenances of my dead disquieting?” the Emperor asked.

“A little. What are Your Imperial Majesty’s thoughts on the matter?”

The Emperor threw open the tall, golden doors of the throne room, which should take a guard apiece to budge.

“People around me are often frightened and upset. I’ve never understood why.” His smile suggested otherwise. “Perhaps they find my countenance disquieting.”

A murmur of swift dissent from the ministers trailing behind them rose to the crystalline arches of the throne room, assuring the Emperor he didn’t have an unsettling aspect at all. Just as swiftly, the murmur subsided into an unconvinced and unconvincing mumble.

The Emperor bared his oddly sharp teeth as he sank onto his great jewelled throne. The armour seemed made for him, and so did the royal seat. The enchantment-sheened gold raven backing the throne was half obscured by his shadow. The structure seemed to flare from his broad shoulders, giving the Emperor vast, dark wings.

“Not even a little? Disappointing. I’ll try harder.”

“Your aspect is both fearsome and alluring, Your Imperial Majesty,” said Pio flatly, as if they discussed taxes.

The ministers nodded, the gore-splattered ghoul of Lord Olybrius nodding along with the rest. Every one the Emperor’s puppet.

The Emperor studied the ghoul lord. “I’ll have masks made for my dead. My lady doesn’t like blood.”

My lady again, Pio couldn’t help noticing. It struck Pio the Emperor’s choice of victim was not random. The Emperor didn’t kill anyone who spoke against him. The Emperor killed the man who insulted Lady Rahela.

As soon as they’d been dismissed, Pio must warn the others.

For now, Pio murmured, “How considerate, my liege.”

At the same time, Commander General Nemeth spoke. The right hand of the monarch, who had served alongside Pio for more than a decade.

He snarled at the Emperor, “You filthy, vicious gutter rat. You’d better have an explanation for this!”

A pair of ghoulish guards moved from the shadows of the throne room, dragging a captive.

The captive was heavily chained, shuffling with metal-bound feet, arms held up stiffly by wrapped chains secured to a wooden frame. He wore fine clothes, in the latest fashion for an aristocrat of Eyam, now ripped to shreds. When the prisoner lifted his head, Pio saw his face: usually sweet and boyish, wearing a pleasant grin. Today, one side of that face was bloody and swollen with bruises. In place of the sunny grin was a gag. The captive beaten and chained like a common criminal in their throne room was Fabianus, Nemeth’s eldest son and heir.

The court’s growing dismay appeared to delight the Emperor, as if he’d pulled a rabbit from a hat rather than put his chief advisor’s son in chains.

“I do have an explanation for this,” began the Emperor, then paused. “Which can wait.”

“What?” demanded the general. “What could possibly be more important?”

He was interrupted by the scrape of the golden doors being opened.

To make way, Pio realized, for disaster.

In two words, the Emperor answered the general and greeted the newcomer: “My lady.”

The betrothed of the divine Emperor posed upon the threshold of the throne room, wearing—Pio knew very little about fashion. Very little was also, coincidentally, what the lady was wearing. Sections of almost transparent white silk edged with red fell around her legs in filmy folds, suggesting a dance in many veils across gory ground, and clung enough to make clear the lady wore no underskirts whatsoever. Her skirts were decorated with scraps of black leather cut into the shape of thorns, and scarlet ribbons twisted to form climbing roses until they reached her waist. At her waist, the red ribbons and bands of black leather drew in tight and criss-crossed in a tower that pushed her bosom to the skies. She looked like an hourglass wrapped up in red ribbon.

Once the murmurs died down, the scarlet woman blew a kiss to the dark lord on his dark throne. “Hi, gorgeous. Killed anybody today?”

“Only one person. But the day is young. And he’s better now.”

Rahela’s eyes widened, while Pio’s narrowed. He had to wonder, was her outrageous costume a statement to the court that she could get away with anything now? The black leather binding the lady’s waist echoed the Emperor’s black leather vambraces. Her red skirts made Pio remember the tips of the Emperor’s claws glistening with fresh blood.

“One person is restrained, compared to yesterday. A very wicked morning to you, my Ferrari of darkness.” The Beauty Dipped In Blood breezed into the throne room with a saucy little wave to ministers and undead sentries alike. “Gentlemen. A wicked morning all around.”







CHAPTER NINE

This Lady’s Maid Went to Market


The word spread that the God-Child had come at last. The word was met with much public rejoicing. And much secret fear.

In the land of Eyam, whether in court or Cauldron, sleepy town or crowded market, the Shroud Valley or the Mountain of Truth, all feared the dead that crawled from the abyss.

Whispers rose like steam from a cauldron, soon to reach boiling point. Was it reality become fantasy, or a dream become a horror? Public opinion hung in the balance, a sword hung by a single hair. The world waited to see if the land of terrible miracles would embrace their young god, or turn against the Emperor they had awaited for so long.
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Maids always woke hours before ladies. How could they not? Bathwater and breakfast must be fetched before it was possible for ladies to rise.

The world might have changed, but Emer didn’t know how to. She left Lia sleeping, and went downstairs to tidy. Compared to the Palace on the Edge, Forge Strike’s home was a hovel. Emer was a lady’s maid and not some scullion, but she couldn’t endure the mess. Life was in enough disorder.

While setting the room to rights, Emer felt her stomach rumble a complaint of emptiness. It seemed wrong that even in a time of unholy chaos, barbarian invasion and the yawning of the dread abyss, she could be hungry.

Ladies’ maids carried money to buy perfumes, cosmetics and little treats at the Day Market outside the palace walls. Emer had a few copper quills jangling in her apron pocket. Yesterday she worried the dead might hear coins chiming as she walked. Today, the sound meant food instead of death.

Even those who lived in hovels must go to market. Even an invaded city still needed to trade. Emer had heard of the Night Market, the dark side of their city’s Day Market. They sold tawdry wares and fenced stolen goods, the whispers said, but everybody needed to eat.

Emer felt terrified to go outside into a changed world among strangers. So she made herself do it at once. She found a key under a pot in the kitchen, and took it. Before Emer went out the door into the narrow street, she paused and added a kitchen knife to the contents of her apron’s deep pockets. The dead hadn’t found her easy prey. Nor would the living.

It was easy enough to find the Night Market, which Emer was relieved to note also operated during daytime hours. The sounds of bustle, coins jangling and wheels turning, merchants hawking their wares, drifted over the low walls and houses packed together. Emer had to step over rubble, and a dried stain on the cobblestones, but the streets had been cleared of bodies.

The stalls of the Night Market were shabbier than those of the Day Market. The few shopfronts had pictures drawn upon them rather than written signs, since Cauldron folk didn’t know their letters. While the Day Market was surrounded by the golden walls circling the Palace on the Edge, from the Night Market stretched the grey waste of the Graves of the Unloved Dead, all the way out to a sudden drop from the fiery lip of the abyss.

Otherwise, Emer realized with slow-dawning surprise, the markets weren’t so different. At court they said cosmetics for ladies of the night were different from those of fine ladies – more obvious and cheap – but there were only so many kinds of red in the world for lip salve and cheek rouge. The animals killed might be skinnier, the fruit and vegetables less fresh, but the rich and poor of the city ate much the same food. As Emer walked through the crowd, she heard clusters of people gossiping about the latest news from the palace, just as they would at the Day Market.

Much had happened in the palace last night. Emer heard “the Emperor” from a hundred mouths in a hundred tones: awed, doubtful, suspicious and scared. She had always had a talent for eavesdropping. As a servant in the palace, it was a very useful skill.

Time would tell if eavesdropping on the scum of the Cauldron produced similar results.

The prices in the Night Market were set outrageously high. Emer silently called the Cauldron stall-owners thieves, until she made out words in the hum around her.

“Who knows when we’ll next see lamb from Shroud, with raiders outside—”

“Once it’s all gone—”

“We’ve got to have supplies.”

Emer didn’t have much coin to waste. She fell deliberately in step behind two middle-aged women weaving around the stalls with an air of casual expertise. Emer knew enough to value experience. This pair would lead her to the best bargains.

As the women eyed bruises on fruit and thumbs on weighing scales, they discussed religion.

“I don’t know why you’re so surprised about the Emperor, Flower. You’re always going to sunrise meditations on the balconies, saying you look into the abyss and its lord looks back at you. The Emperor’s time is nigh, you told me last week. You said he was coming and he’s come. You might as well be surprised by the milkman.”

The woman called Flower didn’t have a marked resemblance to anything in the floral line. Her face had the dull, greyish pallor of land from which nothing grew. She looked as scared as Emer felt.

“The milkman brings milk, not the walking dead,” Flower hissed.

From the cradle to the restless grave, every soul in Eyam lived with that fear. Ghouls had been driven into the abyss long ago, but sometimes they found a way out. And if some poor soul died without anyone knowing, or if they were too poor to afford an enchanted headstone to hold their body down in Eyam’s rich strange earth, new ghouls rose. From the cradle to the restless grave, every soul in Eyam learned the lesson: There are monsters outside. Monsters are always hungry.

Everybody needed to eat. Even the dead.

When Emer went with her lady to the capital, the palace staff had drills for when the dead attacked. The rules were simple: never invite the dead in. If you saw the dead from a distance, run and alert the guards. If you saw the dead up close… good luck, the ghouls were going to eat you.

There were no rules for when the dead didn’t attack. Now ghouls walked the streets of the city, doing the bidding of the Emperor. Emer, Flower and her friend watched a dead woman lurch by, dust-grey head down, dragging a piece of masonry.

Half of Emer wanted to run screaming. The other half felt unexpected pity. She had never seen a ghoul with its head down before. It reminded her of how servants shuffled after a long day of service, of hauling baths or trays, cleaning messes you hadn’t made or cooking food you would never eat.

Imagine having to serve, even after death.

As the ghoul moved past, they all gave a sigh of relief.

Flower spoke louder in the ghoul’s wake. It made Emer think of Lady Rae, who laughed the loudest and acted the most outrageously when she was scared. Some people thought that if their act convinced others, they would one day believe in themselves.

“Now the Emperor’s here, everything will be better,” Flower trumpeted. “The virtuous will be rewarded, and the sinful eaten. See how even the dead love and serve him?”

Loving someone and serving them were two different things. Clearly, Flower had never been a maid.

“I know a secret about the Emperor,” whispered Flower’s friend. Emer didn’t want to care. Against her will, her back tensed and her ears strained to catch every word. “My cousin’s friend gambles with this pickpocket – my cousin’s friend isn’t the brightest spark who ever flew up from the abyss – who claims he knows the Emperor. That they were trained up together as boys by a guild.”

Trained up by a guild as the guild’s pet thieves and murderers, Emer’s mind filled in. Guild merchants had a lot of money, and wished to keep it that way. She had always wondered where Key learned his fighting skills.

“An indentured child?” Flower asked.

The poorest of the poor. A child sold by their own family, or one of the orphans left at the edge of the dread ravine, destined to either fall in or get picked up and made use of.

Emer was an abyss foundling herself. She dreaded to think what might have befallen her if Lady Katalina Domitia had not found her and decided to raise a perfect maid for her daughter. Emer had believed she and Key were both abyss foundlings.

Flower’s friend continued. “This pickpocket is seeing one of the palace assassins – you know how common interests bring people together. While he was in the palace checking if his lover survived the night, he caught a glimpse of the Emperor’s actual face and recognized him!”

The last time Emer saw Key, she saw his throat cut. She wondered what he looked like now.

“Inspiring,” breathed Flower. “Makes you think. What if a god were one of us? Imagine a god walking among the humble…”

Flower’s friend made a face. “I don’t know if we’re that humble.”

“Speak for yourself; I’m extremely humble. Probably the most humble person who ever lived,” Flower snapped. “In his infinite mercy and wisdom, the Emperor sought to understand his lowly subjects, and show his love by suffering alongside us.”

There was a pause. Emer contemplated Key’s infinite mercy and wisdom.

Flower’s friend decided. “I would prefer it if a god showed his love by raining golden coins down upon my head. Lightly down upon my head.”

Flower gave an excited squawk. “Does your cousin’s friend’s gambling pickpocket acquaintance know the Emperor’s name?”

“Well, no,” admitted Flower’s friend. “They weren’t close. He says the Emperor wasn’t close to anybody. Very different from other people.”

“Stands to reason that a god wouldn’t be like other people,” Flower remarked wisely. The grey colour receded from Flower’s face as she pieced together a story that made sense to her. Emer supposed it made sense, if you thought about it as a story. She had heard all the pieces of this story before, in a dozen other stories. A child with a great destiny born in humble surroundings, growing up to be a great warrior or a king or a god or a swan.

Except Emer had actually met Key. On the first night of their acquaintance he’d butchered multiple assassins and complained about being bored. Key constantly made wild decisions, like worshipping the court’s most notorious scarlet woman or punching the king in the face.

Key was very different from other people. They had that right.

Stories were meant to comfort people, Emer supposed. Stories didn’t have to be true.

The Emperor got dropped in favour of a more important topic as the women Emer stalked approached another stall. “What’s fresh today?”

The fishmonger said, “Fresh is a strong word. You won’t get fresher any time soon, with raiders at the gates. I can tell you what’s the freshest of the lot…”

The women made their fish selection. Discreetly, Emer ordered the same. She fussed over the string on her purchases as conversation turned towards the invaders.

Flower shook her head. “Without the Emperor, infidel Tagar berserkers would have ravished us in our beds.”

“I hear ice raiders wash every day. I hear they’re draped in gold and costly furs that they scatter on the beds of the women who please them,” sighed Flower’s friend. “My Lathe doesn’t wash every day. Or every season.”

Flower and the fishmonger laughed. Emer had seen the people of this city torn apart yesterday, seen survivors terrified and fleeing, seen the city gates fall and the abyss open. Today, people still needed to buy fish. They wanted to gossip about their friends. They wanted to talk about the court in the way people discussed characters in stories – so distant they weren’t real, even though you knew enough about them to have opinions.

Despite the horrors, people fell back into living their lives in the same old way. They wanted to talk about change but remain comfortable. Surely a true king or a just god would come soon, but tomorrow, not today. The enemy might be at the gates, but they surely wouldn’t get inside. No matter who sat the throne, surely those in charge had everything under control.

Flower and her friend bid the fishmonger farewell and strolled on through the Night Market. A call went up from another vendor, offering scarves half price. Flower hurried towards the bargain. She didn’t even notice as she jostled the ghoul woman with her grey head hanging.

The ghoul’s body, sagging like a puppet on lax strings, now tensed. Taut as the moment before a string snapped.

The ghoul whirled and bit out the woman’s throat, as fast as a kitchen dog wolfing down a pat of butter before someone could strike and stop it. Blood sprayed across the dust, dappling the half-price scarves with scarlet. Flower’s friend screamed, hand still tucked in the crook of the now-dead woman’s elbow. Emer dropped her packages on the ground, running forward to seize the living woman by her waist.

The woman screamed and struck out in panic. Emer gritted her teeth and physically hurled her into the crowd. As far as she could throw her, though not far enough for safety. Emer scrabbled for the knife in her apron pocket.

When Emer whirled to confront the dead with her blade in hand, the ghoul was dragging the rock again. Face blank, even as its jaw still moved to swallow its meal and the body twitched at its feet. The body that a moment before was Flower, who believed the virtuous would be rewarded and the sinful eaten, once the Emperor came.

Obedience was not love. Monsters were always hungry.

Key had unleashed what he could not control. Emer wondered how long it would take before people realized that as long as the Emperor reigned, so would chaos.

Then Emer bent down and picked up her packages. Everybody needed to eat.

[image: Illustration of a snake coiled in a figure eight shape with patterned scales and a forked tongue extended.]
When Forge Strike walked from her forge into the kitchen to find Emer cooking breakfast, a brief look of surprise crossed her face, chased by pleasure. “I could get used to this.”

Emer said: “Don’t.”







CHAPTER TEN

The Cobra and the Stable Girl


“Oh Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? And while we’re talking, Romeo, how does wealth for a few justify the oppression of the working class?”

Romeo and Juliet Overthrow the Government, a play by the notorious MARQUIS OF POPENJOY


On their journey through the wild woods, they saw a turul overhead, the lucky bird with gold-edged wings and claws as silver as if they grasped the moon. One of the Cobra’s people, city-bred, tried to shoot the bird down until Captain Diarmat explained it would mean disaster for their whole party.

They had seen enough disaster. This far from Themesvar and the dread ravine, incursions from ghouls should be less frequent. Still the dead persisted like rotten hounds dogged on a scent.

The dead chased for a reason that had become excruciatingly clear to Marius. They were following Eric. They could not have him.

Marius had not mentioned this to the Cobra, who would only get some wild notion about leaving everyone else for their own protection. The Cobra would also expect Marius to stay with the others, which was impossible. Marius had sworn himself to the Cobra, but Eric had yet to fully comprehend the sacred weight of the blood oath. They were in the midst of what Eric referred to as a “cultural misunderstanding”. He was the most intelligent man of Marius’s acquaintance; he would understand soon enough. If the choice was between Eric’s life and the lives of others, there was no choice at all.

The frequent incursions by the undead made the men jumpy. Whenever the leaves rustled, some soldier would unsheathe his sword, fearing the dead had caught up with them, until Marius shook his head and someone would part the leaves to find a chess cat already dematerializing into shadow, leaving only its grin behind.

Their travels led them past babbling brooks, limpid streams and crystal-clear lakes – Marius should know, as their party stopped at every single one. The wicked Marquis of Popenjoy insisted upon it.

They were making excellent progress, despite the dangers lurking in the deep woods and the unnecessarily frequent stops to wash.

The Cobra persisted: “People never consider how unhygienic quests are. Months on the road, coated with the grime of days. Staggering into the shadow of an evil volcano, demoralized and in need of a spa day.”

If someone did not stop the Cobra, he would suggest staying at an inn and searching for that minstrel again.

Marius raised an eyebrow. “We’re almost at my house.”

They had passed the turning in the wood to the Mountain of Truth and the Oracle’s cave. The stone of the manor was built from the stone of those mountains. Marius’s lady mother said Valerius bones were carved from unyielding stone of truth. They were nearly home.

Grey-towered Ancilley Manor cast a long shadow in Marius’s mind, dark as the knowledge that he had abandoned his king. Seven years ago, after the last, terrible fight with his father, Marius had left the manor of his birth. He had not returned since. Perhaps a return to Ancilley was always inevitable. Perhaps you could not escape your past or your family, any more than your own shadow.

The Cobra’s laugh was a small, golden escape. “I was visualizing a quest. I understand quests. If this is a quest, then I can find my way through.”

Marius pointed out, “We have a very accurate map.”

“And it doesn’t say ‘Here be dragons’.” Eric seemed comforted by this. “Dragons are the number-one sign things have got completely out of hand. I will not fight a dragon.”

Eric’s own world must be a place of high drama and wild adventure. Marius had seen a glimpse of that world in the Oracle’s pool, yet he still found it difficult to picture. Imagination was Eric’s area, not his.

On the whole, Marius considered it fortunate Eric couldn’t return. Better to keep him in Marius’s world, a far more safe and sensible place.

A familiar warning shook the green leaves overhead. “’Ware the dead!”

Marius guided his steed protectively in front of Eric.

At this distance, an ordinary man would fail to make out the figure of a ghoul, lurching in pursuit at the tail-end of their group. Even if they saw it, they might think it human. Marius, a Valerius, could see the uncoordinated gait and the sheen of dead eyes, the hair and scalp sloughing off the bone.

Marius held out a hand. “Crossbow.”

The crossbow hit his palm. Marius held the bow steady and his aim true. An instant later the bolt shot through the creature’s skull, splintering the rotten bone sphere to rotten bone fragments, the bolt embedding in a tree trunk, the ghoul pinned like a butterfly beneath glass.

“Ghouls come in packs,” said Marius. “Excuse me.”

When Marius had dispatched the pack and come back to himself, he cleaned his face and sword, and returned to Eric’s side. Evening was drawing down and the party was making their rough camp in a glade.

“It’s been almost a day since our last ghoul encounter,” Eric murmured. “I think everyone was hoping we wouldn’t see any more. We should get their spirits back up with a campfire sing-along!”

“I question your motives in making this suggestion,” said Marius.

The Cobra kept teaching everyone strange songs. Far too many were composed by the same minstrel, whom Eric seemed to hold in the highest regard. It was clear as a scandalous crystal the Cobra harboured feelings for this woman. Perhaps she was the minstrel he searched for.

Eric sent him a sharply amused glance. Marius was the one whose vision could perceive for leagues further than other men, but Eric had a way of noticing things.

“I assure you I never had an affair with Beyoncé.” This was a relief until Eric added, “I wish!”

Marius chose to regard that as one of Eric’s frequent tasteless jokes. As the wealthiest and most well-looking man in the land, Eric could conduct an affair with any performer he wished.

“Also,” Eric continued in more serious tones, “I would not refer to her as a minstrel.”

“Ah, is she a noblewoman proficient in singing and playing instruments?”

It was excellent for ladies to have many accomplishments. His sister Caracalla had sent him beautiful examples of her weaving.

“Sure, let’s go with that.” Eric finished rubbing down his steed, with a gentle pat upon Google Maps’ curved neck. Then he dropped his voice low. “You know the refugee you saved from the ghouls in a sweepingly heroic fashion?”

“The girl?” Marius asked.

“Possibly,” the Cobra murmured.

“I beg you will pay me no mind, m’lord,” said the girl’s voice behind them.

The Cobra started. Marius had naturally been aware she was there. She seemed to enjoy hanging about in the shadows, silently watching. Marius could understand that. He also didn’t enjoy conversations.

She seemed to wish to speak now. “Lord Marius, thank you for rescuing me. On multiple occasions. Everybody talks of the Last Hope, the White Knight, the greatest warrior who ever lived—”

Marius controlled a flinch. He knew too well what they also whispered of his cursed lineage, the lethal rages, the dead brides in his grandfather’s bloody chamber.

The girl blinked. Her dreamy dark eyes were frequently unfocused. Marius didn’t think she could see very well. “The stories don’t do you justice.”

“Stories rarely do anyone justice in the end,” Eric murmured.

The girl squinted doubtfully in the Cobra’s direction.

“Forgive the Marquis,” said Marius. “It amuses him to tell jests nobody comprehends.”

“If you had the correct context, I’d be hilarious.”

“Are you certain?” Marius murmured.

The girl dimpled, so she must have belatedly understood Eric’s joke. Or she was one of those who tossed their hair and laughed at whatever the Golden Cobra said. Marius didn’t approve of that behaviour: Eric should not be encouraged to make jokes.

“What’s your name?” Eric asked gently.

“Um, Ink, m’lord,” mumbled the girl, identifying herself as a peasant.

Marius was unsurprised. A lady, or even a wench of the merchant or serving classes, would never be left alone to wander the streets. A lady might be attacked by ghouls or, worse, lose her virtue. Though this girl was well spoken and appeared well fed, she didn’t have a lady’s mannerisms, and naturally no lady would dress in the horrifying way Ink dressed.

The Cobra gave her a sweet, encouraging smile. “Nice to meet you, Ink.”

“I suppose,” muttered the girl. “It’s such an honour to meet you, Lord Marius.”

“My lady,” said Marius. She wasn’t a lady, but she had been frightened and deserved courtesy, and Eric liked it when Marius pretended commoners and nobles were equal.

The girl made a sound like an overexcited mouse. Obviously, she was still overset by the ghoul encounter.

“Can I ask you a question, Ink?” asked Eric, still more gently. “You’re dressed in men’s clothing.”

Ink made another sound, this time resembling a panicked mouse. “Why shouldn’t I be? I’m a boy!”

“You’re clearly not—” Marius began.

Eric gave him a vicious shove. Marius stopped talking.

The Cobra set himself to charm. “If you say so, sir, I believe you without question. You look charming. There are no wrong answers here. But if you dress in men’s clothing because you fear being mistreated, let me assure you that you are safe with us.”

Ink hesitated. “I do believe Lord Marius will defend the innocent.”

The Cobra nodded encouragingly.

“Very well, I’m not a boy. I’m a girl dressed as a boy,” Ink admitted in a rush. “I stole some clothes to blend with the crowd. The city was in such tumult, and with the raiders attacking out of nowhere, I didn’t know what might happen next. When people started addressing me as a boy, it seemed best to go along with the pretence.”

“Entirely reasonable.”

The Cobra had a way with women. Ink gave a sigh of what seemed to be relief, took off her rough cap and loosed her long, wavy hair. Several people around murmured surprised admiration. Marius was surrounded by imbeciles. The large lump of locks hidden beneath the cap had been perfectly obvious.

Ink’s beseeching brown eyes found his. “I hope you aren’t shocked by my unladylike mode of dress, Lord Marius.”

Her piteous look made Marius think of his own sweet sister, though Caracalla would never disgrace her family and outrage the populace by wearing trousers.

Marius owed protection to all vulnerable women. Not simply because of honour, but for his sister’s sake. If Caracalla was ever far from him and in danger, he hoped she would be shielded by someone who lived by the knightly code which bound them to shield the defenceless.

“Rest assured, my lady. I’m accustomed to those who dress in an unusual and startling fashion.”

Eric rolled his eyes at the barb. The Cobra acted as if refusing to wear shirts, donning only a waistcoat and riding breeches, was an appropriate way to attire oneself in the wild woods. Even though jewellery on men was outlawed, Eric wore gold rings on every finger. Marius permitted himself a small smile.

“M’lord, m’lord Popenjoy.” Captain Diarmat came to their side with a salute. “I’ve posted Callem and Finn as sentries, but should we set a double guard tonight?”

“In case of the dead?” Marius asked sharply.

Captain Diarmat was a guard in a cohort trained by Marius himself. He was a talented man who had risen from the ranks, and loyal. Having betrayed his king, Marius didn’t deserve Diarmat’s continued leal service but was grateful for it nonetheless. He trusted Diarmat’s judgement absolutely.

Diarmat scratched his chin. “Not only the dead. The scouts we sent to market in the village carried tales of bandits.”

Marius sighed. “It needed only that.”

Dark tidings flew faster than crows.

Every day they heard worse. The news of the king’s death had been swiftly followed by word of Octavian’s murderer and usurper, then the usurper’s betrothal.

It would be foolish to blame Eric for his silence on the death of Marius’s king. That was Marius’s guilt to bear. Eric had sworn no vows to Marius. Eric had no reason to care for Marius’s honour. Eric owed him nothing.

Marius couldn’t hate Eric, but he could hate the gutter ruler and his wicked bride.

Eric hummed sympathetically. “Are you brooding about Key again?”

“I am no hen, I do not brood. If he rose from the ravine encircled by flame and awful power, he must be the Emperor and our ruler by right.”

Eric’s eyes glinted. “There’s no such thing as a rightful ruler.”

Marius lost patience and snapped sidelong, for Eric’s ears alone: “There must be such a thing as a more rightful ruler than Key.”

The dishonourable guard of a dishonourable lady, Key didn’t have a divine aspect. Key had the bearing of a thug who cheated at cards. Marius didn’t trust Key with the keeping of the kingdom. Frankly, he wouldn’t trust Key with the reins of his horse.

It now appeared these thoughts were blasphemy.

Marius wrenched his mind from darkly irreligious thoughts about the Emperor to address the lesser but more currently pressing problem of bandits. He engaged the captain in a discussion about supplementary sentries to be posted, and the reported numbers and last known position of the bandit gang. Regretfully, Eric felt it necessary to lead Ink away to ensure her safety, into the heart of the group. Ink stared at Marius and Diarmat over her shoulder as she went, almost tripping over a tree root in doing so. She was a sadly clumsy girl.

Seized by an odd curiosity to see if Eric might also chance to look back, Marius’s eyes followed him. The brightest and loudest thing in the deep dark woods, he waved and called out to friends as he passed. He didn’t look back.

Diarmat cleared his throat. “My lord?”

Marius swiftly returned his attention to the matter at hand. “Double the sentries should suffice, Captain.”

A scream rose like a scared bird from the trees, in the opposite direction whence Eric had gone.

“’Ware the dead!”

Diarmat sighed. “The Emperor’s tears run red, as my gran used to say when it rained hard. She grew up on the Edge of the Cauldron, where they have the extreme weather events.”

“Circle the carts,” commanded Marius. “Find the Marquis. If I am not there, he has command. His voice is my own, and your loyalty must be to him alone.”

The captain nodded. “As ever, my lord.”

“No,” said Marius, startled. “Not as ever. It is different now.”

It was so different that Marius’s understanding had expanded to another world. It was as though the sun had risen, showing new chapters of stories Marius had believed he knew by heart. Everyone else acted as if they were still reading by lamplight.

Ghouls were attacking. Marius couldn’t stay to argue the importance of personal revelations. He nodded to the captain, strode through the woods and took off a dead head with a single blow. As the head flew to hit a nearby tree trunk, Marius whirled on the next ghoul, a youth not yet grown when he died, on tiptoe trying to reach a dead rabbit strung up and dangling from a bough.

The dead youth saw Marius, snarled and leaped. Marius skewered him and severed the head while thoughts tumbled through his own head, fitting into a dreadful picture.

A dead rabbit, strung up. Bait for the dead.

To lure Marius towards the ghouls, away from Eric and their people. The ghouls were growing more clever – but this clever?

Marius ran back to the glade. Even the wind couldn’t catch him, screaming in his ears as he outraced it. He leaped through the trees and landed like a thunderbolt at the heart of his party with his blade bared. Eric was nowhere in sight, but bandits were in seething evidence on every side. One ruffian had an elderly man’s money pouch in his hands, the old man crumpled at his feet. Another bandit was engaged in a knife fight with Eric’s friend Amelia. Marius pulled that one away from her by the hair, cutting his throat and dropping the body as he sprang for the next.

This gang of malcontents had separated him from Eric, and attacked their people. Marius would kill them all.

He stopped killing only when the blade came to rest sharp against his throat.

A command rang through the glade: “Hold!”

Sheer astonishment made every soul obey. Even the horses stilled, a bandit freezing with stolen reins in his hands.

“If I kill the Last Hope, your way is clear. If I unleash him, you will have a problem. Now I have your attention,” said the voice close by Marius’s ear, “Can we talk?”







CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Villainess and the Evil Chancellor


The Emperor had a hundred torches lit for the ball. The fires burned so bright and red they gave the jet-black ballroom floor a ruddy hue, like a sea of roses floating on night-time waters. Overhead, the tongues of the torches reflected in the mirrored ceiling seemed a forest aflame. It was decreed every minstrel in court must play this night, even Merel the foreigner who disliked being one of a crowd. The air filled with music and excitement. The Emperor’s bitter mourning for his late queen was done at last, the new Queen’s Trials were concluded, and the Emperor was holding the grandest ball Eyam had ever seen to celebrate.

He called it the Burning Hearts Ball, and declared at the ball he would reveal his queen.

Everybody knew who the Emperor’s queen would be. A true noblewoman of Eyam, who bid fair to be a true queen. The lady who suggested they return to the old ways for the Queen’s Trials, so each potential bride would prove her love for their Emperor. The lady who won both the first round, to test your heart, and the second round, to reveal your heart, and proved herself twice over. The lady who made the whole court laugh, as fair as she was clever, and one of the two cleverest ladies at court.

“Let’s call her the cleverest woman at court,” Lady Zenobia was overheard to say dryly at the Burning Hearts Ball. “If she becomes queen.”

Everybody knew who the Emperor’s queen would be, and they were ready to celebrate her.

The ball was so grand, it must mean the Emperor adored his bride-to-be. The great tables creaked under the weight of their feast. An equally great array of tables glittered with what must be half the Emperor’s treasury, a golden gift for each guest – except for a certain lady, as the Emperor informed them all. A velvet curtain partitioned one corner of the ballroom, guarded by ghoul guards so none dared look behind the curtain. The favoured lady’s gift was hidden there. The gift was to be a great surprise.

Once they were married, whispered courtiers grown brave behind gilded masks, all would at last be well.

The Emperor was smiling as he had not in years. Lord Fabianus, who usually kept his gaze upon the floor in the imperial presence and routinely addressed the Emperor as “Your Supreme Majesty Please Don’t Kill Me”, informed Lady Zenobia in shocked tones that the Emperor was handsome.

At the Burning Hearts Ball it seemed the Emperor finally became all that his subjects could desire: handsome, charming and gracious. Love had transformed him, the prime minister told everybody in the room.

The Emperor danced with every maiden who had survived this Queen’s Trials, but his preference was clear. The clever, lovely lady granted the Emperor the honour of her hand for both the first dance.

And the last.

The Once and Forever Emperor series, now revised, ANONYMOUS


As if they were a cluster of blooms on a single scandalized stalk and the wind were blowing Rae’s way, the ministers turned to survey her with horror.

While the Emperor, lounging in careless glory upon his throne, raised his eyebrows and mouthed, “Ferrari of darkness?”

Rae shrugged and grinned. These were the rules of romance. If the hero had a love interest when he met the heroine, that love interest should be the worst person alive. “Elsa and I have been dating five years; she shall be a wonderful mother to my children. She’s just reading A List of Orphanages Run by Cannibals for fun.”

You might question the hero’s romantic judgement, but nobody ever felt bad for that lady. Everybody counted the days until she was gone. The worse she was, the sooner the true heroine would arrive.

Plus, the wrong woman always threw herself at the hero. Plenty of heroines in books had sex, but they burned with lust in a cool way, to let you know the hero should respect her. The hero always found the heroine’s effortless natural charms far sexier than the desperate and obvious woman trying too hard to get with him.

So Rae was trying. “Ferrari of darkness” might be a step too far.

The Emperor asked with mild interest, “What’s a Ferrari?”

“Doesn’t matter. How do you feel about ‘chariot of darkness’?”

To her surprise, the Emperor’s mouth briefly wore Key’s old smile, though it was Key’s smile reflected in a shadowed broken glass. Seeing it hurt and pleased Rae in equal measure.

Feeling bad about all the bad things she had done wouldn’t help him. What Key needed was to escape his doom.

Rae began by saying the traditional line uttered by those intending to hideously disrupt a situation. “I do hope I’m not interrupting.”

“You obviously—” began one of the ministers.

The Emperor held up a single claw. “My lady is allowed do whatever she wants.”

He flicked his claws in a gesture of invitation towards the dead queen’s throne. On her way to the dais, Rae couldn’t help but notice Fabianus Nemeth, in chains and the custody of the undead.

This came as a nasty surprise. Rae had thought Fabianus far away, safe in the icelands with Princess Vasilisa, but she remembered him worrying over leaving his sister when she was sick. He must have stayed after all.

Since he was here, Rae was relieved Fabianus hadn’t been eaten by ghouls. In the books, the princess became the infamous Ice Queen of Tagar, one of the Emperor’s greatest enemies, but the Ice Queen had been devastated by her brother’s death and her disappointment in love. In this timeline, Vasilisa and Fabianus seemed very happy together.

Princess Vasilisa was proof the story could change for the better. There would never be a broken-hearted Ice Queen, or an Emperor alone beneath the moon.

Fabianus looked battered and bruised, but he stood upright beneath his chains. Rae knew the tells of unbearable pain. Nothing was broken or badly hurt.

“Are you all right?” she asked under her breath, just in case.

He nodded, but over the gag his eyes blazed. Fabianus was a friend of the Cobra, as well as the princess’s sweetheart. On any ordinary day Rae knew him as a mild-mannered chatterbox.

These were extraordinary times.

“Moon, star and black hole of my life, why is Fabianus in chains? I always liked him.”

“I know you like him,” the Emperor answered. “That’s why he’s still alive.”

General Nemeth made an inarticulate sound of rage. He stilled when the prime minister shot a meaningful look in Fabianus’s direction.

Rae’s eyes met Pio’s with silent mutual understanding. Effectively, they were defenceless in this throne room with a man-eating tiger, a tiger as clever as any man. Panic would be fatal.

She didn’t want to think about the Emperor this way. She didn’t want to be on someone else’s side against him. But even the atmosphere around the Emperor’s throne crackled like air reacting to an oncoming storm, and Rae didn’t want anyone else to die.

“What did Lord Fabianus do?”

The Emperor eyed Fabianus coldly. “Attacked my dead.”

“You’ve fought ghouls yourself,” Rae pointed out. “Last night was a confusing time for everybody. Let him go. I’m sure he won’t do it again.”

Surely he hadn’t done that much damage. Fabianus made his lack of interest in military pursuits as clear as his interest in fashion. Rae pictured Fabianus striking out wildly at ghouls with a large silk fan.

“Is that a command, my lady?”

She thought of the phrase “it sent a shiver down my spine”. Rae’s fear seemed more tangible. The Emperor’s lazy voice didn’t feel like a cold shiver but cold steel. A blade, pressed along Rae’s naked spine.

In the books, the Emperor once said, I will not be commanded. How foolish Rae had been, to command him in front of the whole court last night.

Rae shrugged. “I don’t care enough about his life to command you. Do whatever you want. Kill whoever you want.”

The slight pause lasted an ice age. “Release him.”

As the dead loosed Fabianus’s chains, Rae did another evil thing.

She whispered, “You need to see your sister right away.”

Colour fled, leaving Fabianus’s face pale beneath purple bruises. As soon as the chains fell, he ran. He thought Hortensia was dying. Rae had meant him to think so. Now that Rae knew these people were real, hurting them was harder. She would have strangled anyone who scared Alice that way, but she hadn’t liked the reckless look in Fabianus’s eyes. She wanted to remove him from the Emperor’s presence as fast as possible.

When he saw Hortensia fully cured by the Flower of Life and Death, Fabianus would be happy.

As the throne room doors closed, Rae sauntered past the Emperor’s advisors, dropping a word in the prime minister’s ear.

“Did he kill somebody this morning?”

Barely moving his lips, Pio murmured, “Yes.”

Without a break in her stride, Rae sashayed up the steps and slid into her place on the throne beside the Emperor’s. Commander General Nemeth glared at her with venom, which startled Rae until she thought over how it must have looked, the Beauty Dipped In Blood standing beside his helpless son and saying carelessly, I don’t care enough about his life to command you. Kill whoever you want.

General Nemeth had always judged her. The entire court had always judged her. What did it matter?

Rae tossed her midnight hair, reaching out – like the brazen and shameless woman she was – to slide bare fingers between the claws of the Emperor’s orichal steel gauntlets. Orichal metal cut through anything, and gleamed red as if always freshly dipped in blood. In one claw the Emperor held a God’s Eye, the large, black gem twin to the jewel in Rae’s necklace and which Rae had last seen set in the royal mask. The Emperor must have prised the jewel from the mask’s broken pieces.

In the other clawed gauntlet, the Emperor now held the hand of his promised dark bride, who wore the second God’s Eye burning around her throat. Key had altered the gauntlets, Rae presumed, at the same time he re-forged his sword. What had been metal joins over the fingers and the backs of the hands were smoothed with enamelled bone and gold, so the Emperor’s gauntlet felt almost like a human hand. Except for two things. The gauntlets were cold as death, and the ceremonial claws at the fingertips had been sharpened to wicked points. The curved tip of each claw slotted into the delicate notches between each of Rae’s fingers. The faintest pressure would tear her skin like tissue paper.

Heedless and wanton, Rae crossed her legs, swung one ruby-studded slipper, and leaned across the arm of her throne to find the Emperor already leaning to meet her. Their shadows arched towards each other, silhouetted like black swans limned against red fire.

Were they playing Evil Slut Chicken?

A black leather collar, studded with spikes and encrusted with rubies, snaked around the Emperor’s throat and hid his scar. Rae reached up and ran a red-tipped finger along the jewels.

“Does it please you?”

“Very much.”

The Emperor said, in a tone she found difficult to read, “I thought it might.”

He must mean he was hiding the scar for her, so she wouldn’t feel guilty when she looked at it. Rae had assumed he wore the collar for the same reason he hid the scars on his hands, having worn gloves long before the clawed gauntlets.

He didn’t have to hide the scar for her sake, but perhaps he had several reasons for doing it. Or perhaps he was lying.

When the Emperor pretended to woo the woman who deceived Lia to her death, he set up many romantic scenes. The Emperor picked up the lady’s handkerchief and slipped it in his pocket, and the lady saw and believed she had his heart. Rae had yelled at the pages for the Emperor to realize the lying bitch didn’t love him. Then she realized the Emperor was manipulating the lady to her doom.

If the Emperor was lying, Rae should play along. “Thank you. Is that the collar you wore when we went to the Night Market together?”

The night of their first kiss. Spinning on the edge of the abyss, sparks flying, and she knew the mouth on hers was cruel and didn’t care.

It was only because Rae was watching that strange face so closely that she caught the slight hesitant curve to that cruel mouth.

The whole time the evil lady in the books thought she was playing the Emperor, he was playing her. Rae’s knowledge of the books was a cheat code that would keep her safe. She must not forget.

Still, for a moment Rae wished they were an ordinary couple in her world, and he’d worn something so she would tell him he looked hot.

Even if they were transported to her world this instant, all the horrors between them forgotten, it wouldn’t work. Now that Rae looked at him properly, without making assumptions, many details were subtly off. His scars, showing he survived what mortals could not. His teeth, not fangs or needles but each one slightly too sharp. The red colour of his eyes and their strange shine in the shadows: Tapetum lucidum, a reflective glow found in nocturnal animals. Even the way his face was constructed, every angle slightly wrong. Blood sacrifice and the magic of the abyss had created an almost human form, but the Emperor was not born of mortals and he did not look entirely human. After the abyss, even less so.

He would not fit in her world, and she didn’t want to change him.

“The imperial jeweller begged me to let them put jewels on the collar before I wore it,” the Emperor remarked lightly. “I chose rubies for blood.”

To remind everyone of the scar beneath.

Heartless and greedy, Rae ignored this. “Now you’re the Emperor, do they give you a whole room heaped with treasure? Is that what a treasury is? Please say yes.”

“Of course it isn’t,” said Prime Minister Pio loudly.

Apparently Pio could tolerate a woman making a lascivious display upon the imperial dais, but mischaracterizing a treasury went too far.

“Oh.” Rae was genuinely disappointed to hear it. “If I suddenly had a palace, I would fill a room with gold and swim in it like Scrooge McDuck.”

The ministers of the court regarded her strangely. Rae guessed only a villain would want to do weird fun stuff with a big pile of money.

A lord Rae didn’t know whispered, “Who is Scrooge McDuck?”

“No doubt one of her many lovers.” General Nemeth hardly bothered to whisper.

Rae didn’t have long to be amused; she clamped her hand on the Emperor’s arm when it tensed.

Key shouldn’t judge others for making assumptions about her love life. Due to a misunderstanding, Key himself once told the Cobra she was sleeping with Batman. It was possible he still thought Rae was sleeping with Batman.

Of course, if the other option was Scrooge McDuck…

The Emperor fixed the prime minister with a baleful stare. “My lady wishes a room filled with gold and gems. See to it.”

Pio visibly weighed the pros and cons of arguing with the Emperor. Rae gave a tiny, firm shake of her head.

“As you command, my liege.” Pio’s frustration was as well hidden as an elephant under a footstool. “Though our funds may soon run low, with the army of Tagar at our gates.”

“Better at our gates than inside them, my evil chancellor.”

Rae caught the Emperor giving his evil chancellor an amused sidelong glance. Key seemed to be enjoying himself.

The prime minister was clearly not enjoying himself. “Restoring the walls was well done, Your Imperial Highness, but while an undead army is impressive, they cannot be described as tactically gifted. Sentries informed our commander general the ice raiders cut through your dead outside the walls like wheat. While raiders wait to pounce, none dares venture in. Or out. Our supply lines are cut. The city is under siege.”

“Annoying,” the Emperor agreed. “Silly to start my reign by dragging on a war I didn’t start.”

A very old lord croaked, “It is imperative we end a war we cannot win.”

Rae leaned forward. “I read the future. I have seen the Emperor on a battlefield of ice turned red. Each of his dead fought with his own skill, and none could be cut down. Unstoppable, invulnerable, and all-conquering, the Emperor will win this war.” She leaned back. “Still, better if we can come to an agreement with the raiders for now.”

In a few years, the Emperor would have perfect control over the dead and the weather. Rae was the reason the raiders were at the gates too soon. She couldn’t think of a foolproof way for the hero to win, but she could buy him time.

How many people felt that way? This was meant to happen to a future version of me. Someone better, wiser, more able to handle it. Maybe nobody was ever ready.

“We must discuss what concessions we should offer to bring Tagar to the table for peace talks,” said Pio.

The Emperor blinked. “Concessions? No, I don’t think we’ll offer any of those.”

The throne room filled with blankly dismayed silence.

“Did I not mention?” The Emperor yawned. “I sent my guard under a flag of truce to the ice raiders’ camp. The raiders already agreed to peace talks.”

The prime minister’s head came up, a hound on the scent of the prey he was born to catch. “How did you get them to agree?”

The Emperor rested his chin on the spiked points of his gauntleted fist. “Personal charm.”

Nobody seemed to know how to respond.

The Emperor’s red eyes danced. “Don’t you want to pat me on the head and tell me I’m a very good Emperor? King Ivor declined to come within our walls, but the commander of the Tagar army and their ambassador will both attend our court.”

This was great news.

“The commander, the count, is a reasonable man,” Rae offered with cautious optimism.

The prime minister winced. “The champion of the raiders is a butcher of men known as the Beast of the West. Count Merac wields an enchanted axe, the only magical weapon not of Eyam’s make and metal in the world, which his men boast his ancestors stole from a god. Count Merac is, famously, the least reasonable of men.”

Oh no. That guy was still alive?

Rae was thinking of the wrong count. The Ice Queen had a coldly reasonable commander, a count from the east. Since war with the raiders had come years too early, not only King Ivor the Heartless but Count Merac, Beast of the West, still lived.

Count Merac, the raider commander, had only one scene in the books. It was a notably badass scene in which he single-handedly held off the army of the dead. After the count’s heroic deed, the Emperor himself was forced to travel on the night wind across the Bittersea and conquer Tagar.

The count was a popular character for someone with just the one scene, but he was a popular type. The young bravo, the fearless barbarian, a warrior’s warrior who sang and laughed as he swung his axe. Readers still discussed how a battle between the Emperor and Count Merac would have gone. Most agreed the count would be defeated, as he was only mortal, but a few readers wondered what might happen if the count got in a lucky blow with his axe?

Rae didn’t want to find out.

In the books, Count Merac never came to Eyam. Rae wished he hadn’t come now.

Pio gathered his patience like a man gathering needles in hay. “I fear you don’t yet understand the delicacy of the situation with Tagar. Sire.”

The dark jewel clicked against the Emperor’s metal claws, facets catching red fire beneath the cold surface as if blood beaded beneath frost. The Emperor flipped the jewel between his claws as though dancing a coin through his fingers. Then he placed the gleaming God’s Eye on the arm of his throne as if setting out a piece in a game.

“Correct me if I get anything wrong. My lady prophesied to Princess Vasilisa of Tagar that her brother the king would soon die. The princess sent off a message warning her brother of danger, and King Ivor’s raiders attacked, in retaliation for what he saw as an assassination attempt by Eyam.”

Pio’s mouth was a sliver of its former self. “A fairly reasonable assumption by King Ivor.”

Rae winced. Once more, the volleyball of prophecy rebounded and hit her right in the face. If raiders defeated the Emperor and burned the city, it would be her fault.

“You can’t be implicated in any plot against King Ivor, Your Majesty.” Pio chose his words carefully. “But the army of Tagar hurled its forces upon our shores and breached the walls of our capital. They expended wealth and lives. Most of Tagar’s forces are not soldiers but raiders from Tagar’s western shores. Raiders are vicious, violent and unrestrained. These raiders, who take captives, take treasure, take everything and burn what they don’t steal, are baying at our walls for blood and gold. We must offer Tagar an incentive to leave our shores.”

“Believe me, I will.”

The Emperor picked up his jewel again. He seemed more interested in its dark light than Pio’s words.

The two jewels called the Great God’s Eyes each conferred power on its wearer, while ultimately utterly corrupting them. As was standard with evil fantasy jewellery.

Being a villain, Rae embraced the opportunity to gain more power. She wasn’t worried about the corrupting influence of wicked jewellery on herself. Corrupting evil was like adding black dye to ink.

In the original Time of Lies, both jewels were summarily got rid of. Sweet Lia convinced the Emperor to throw away the Abandon All Hope Diamond necklace which contained one of the jewels. Under Lia’s influence, the Emperor killed his father as soon as he met him, and never accepted the other gem as his dark gift. That was true love for you.

She remembered the words of the goddess: One day, my son will love somebody truly. It could never be you. As a hero, Key needed a true love who would persuade him to give up evil. Rae needed to act immediately.

The Emperor tossed his cursed gem up into the air and caught the priceless stone one-handed. The twin of his jewel, hanging around Rae’s neck, gave one quick throb against her breast like a second heart.

“Think we’re done here.” Key sounded bored.

From the expressions of the assembled courtiers, nobody would dare disagree.

Rae said, “No.”

A flutter moved across the court, half whisper and half wince.

“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought,” Rae continued. “Many believe our betrothal hasty. My Emperor, you deserve the best of women.”

The flutter throughout the court turned to surprise. Rae remained focused.

“You haven’t even met most of the ladies-in-waiting-to-be-queen. Consider the tradition of the Queen’s Trials, where your prospective brides prove their devotion to you, by—”

“Hiring knights to fight monsters in an arena?” the Emperor sneered. “Touching.”

Key had already seen a Queen’s Trials organized in the new, civilized way, when Lia won the right to marry the king. Key had been extremely unimpressed.

Rae might not be able to convince him on this.

As carefully as dropping pebbles while trying not to disturb the surface of the ocean, Pio added, “Lady Rahela makes an excellent point.”

Rae had misjudged the prime minister. Despite his sinister facial hair, this was a kind and helpful man.

Prime Minister Pio continued. “But Your Imperial Radiance speaks truly as well. We have strayed far from the old customs. You deserve a bride both loyal and sincere. In ancient times, a lady would risk her own life in the Queen’s Trials. We should hold a true Queen’s Trials, as in days of old, and find a true queen.”

That wasn’t what Rae had meant. In the ancient Queen’s Trials, women died. What was wrong with romantic strolls on the beach, so Key could get to know these ladies and find his true love among them? Possibly if Key liked a lady he could give them a rose, and the maidens who didn’t get a rose must depart.

In the land of Eyam, love was displayed not in roses but with blood. In the books Rae had read, the prime minister suggested the old Queen’s Trials. Rae should have known Pio would do it again.

Perhaps the Trials was an event that must happen. No matter how the story changed, the Emperor would always hold the bloody, ancient form of the Queen’s Trials. The maidens meant to compete in the Trials would always fight. Those who died in the Trials would always die.

If Rae needed to fight to save Key, she would fight. If Pio helped Rae keep her bargain with the goddess, she would be thankful.

A young minister whose name Rae didn’t know contributed: “Your Imperial Majesty, if this woman doesn’t like you, there are a dozen fair maidens who will love you with all their pure hearts.”

It had seemed such a good idea to suggest the Queen’s Trials in court. She’d tricked Octavian and got out of execution in precisely this way not so long ago. It was just wicked scheming and strategy, it wasn’t personal.

She had failed to consider how it looked.

Get a guy killed, then reject him in public. At this point the court must think her reputation as a seductress was highly exaggerated.

With an effort, Rae unlocked muscles that wanted to stay frozen. She turned towards Key but saw only the Emperor, his unholy cathedral of a face with its stone facade and excellent cheekbones. His blood-in-the-night stare found her.

“Hey. I didn’t mean it like that. Your whimsical nature and infinite homicide charges have captivated me, body and soul.” Rae bit her lip. Making jokes was her only shield against terror. She tried to drop her guard for a moment, and be sincere. “I only want the best for you, Key. I swear.”

She wasn’t lying. She was intentionally misleading him, in true villainess fashion.

The Once and Forever Emperor had always been an anti-hero, walking the line between good and evil but ultimately redeemed. Without redemption, he would become a villain protagonist, the kind of hero whose story was about ultimately failing to be a hero. His whole character arc would be a fall from grace. From bad to worse, every potential corrupted. In the end, he would be doomed.

Key needed to be rescued, and Rae knew the rules. The goddess was right. The best chance for a morally ambiguous hero was to be saved by the love of a good woman.

Rae didn’t qualify.

People said about their favourite character, I can fix him, but Rae knew better. She was no good at DIY. She couldn’t even put together IKEA furniture. She’d already done the equivalent of trying to put together a chair and accidentally creating a throne of skulls. She had made Key worse.

Someone else should fix him! Rae needed to find a heroine. The Queen’s Trials were the only way.

In a soft, bitter echo, the Emperor asked, “You only want the best for me?”

When he swallowed, the ruby choker glistened like fresh blood over his black armour. The proof of her treachery had been etched on his body.

Rae determinedly ignored the evidence. “I think you should see other people. Better people. The best people.”

The Emperor laid his head back against the jewelled wings of his throne and gazed at her. His eyes were flat, black mirrors reflecting lines of red lightning.

Low and furious, he said, “I don’t need to see anyone else. I see you.”

Such a simple thing to say, as sweet as his tone was sinister. Rae searched desperately through her billowing skirts for the item she’d brought from her chambers to court. It was a fan, edged with red. The Cobra had taught Rae the language of fans, spinning the pretty object carelessly in his clever hands. Rae gripped the fan tight for courage, holding on to the memory of her friend as if it were his hand. If he were here, the Cobra would shield her. The Cobra would play any part he needed to play to save those he cared for.

Sometimes the only way to love somebody was to lie.

Rae snapped open the fan and beckoned the Emperor. He leaned in, so both their faces were screened. She couldn’t meet his eyes. She set her gaze on his ear, circled by an unruly strand of black hair and shining with a tiny gem; he still wore the earring Rae had given him, a garnet, as small and shining as a droplet of blood, suspended from the mouth of a tiny snake. For a little while, Rae had the ear of the Emperor.

“For years everybody whispered that I was a villain unworthy of love, scheming for a throne and a marriage that would never be mine. I want to show them all how wrong they were. Let me beat every maiden in that tower, and prove I’m the best at a wicked game.”

The Beauty Dipped In Blood leaned across the carved bone of her throne’s arm, lowering her voice not into a plea but a purr.

“Grant me my vicious desire.”

If she were a good person, Rae would hate deceiving him like this. Instead, she discovered wicked harlotry was fun. When his eyes finally met hers, the ominous lightning in his gaze made Rae think of when they first met and conspired together. The moment of terrible, thrilling recognition between them. You’re awful. Just like me. Her stomach gave a flip like a coin in a toss she’d rigged.

As if this were a game she could cheat at, and win.

“Let me answer your every impossible desire,” the Emperor murmured back. “Let the Queen’s Trials begin.”

Before Rae lowered the fan, the Emperor reached out, claw tip as sharp as a blade beneath her chin, and turned her face to his.

“Go your wicked way, my lady. Any hero who stands in your path, I will cut down.”

The instant of understanding between them died with her fear, lightning blown out like a candle flame. He was the hero she’d betrayed. She didn’t want him cut down again.

His eyes narrowed. “But remember the bargain we struck, my lady. Be the most cunning traitor in the palace, weave tales to enchant and deceive.”

Even though all the king’s ministers could see their shadows move behind that fragile snow-and-blood screen, Key leaned in and kissed her. Rae reached for him and found only cold armour. The touch of his lips was like the claw under her chin, a breath away from pain, a threat she would ask for again.

“Make me believe,” the Emperor commanded.

His gauntleted hand moved like a strike of silver lightning, tearing the silk and splintering the wooden struts of the fan in his fist. The remains of the fan fell like a crushed dove to the ground between their thrones.

Rae faced the court. She didn’t know how much they’d heard of her wicked whispers, or the kiss. From their carefully blank countenances, enough.

“Let the will of the Emperor be known,” announced Pio. “We will hold peace talks with Tagar and hold a Queen’s Trials to seek a true bride.”

Rae sat upon her throne of marble and bone in triumph, and nodded her thanks to the prime minister. She had succeeded in setting up the plot perfectly. The hero would find true love, the enemy would be defeated, and the story would fall back into place.

“Stop,” commanded the Emperor.

Everyone, Rae included, braced themselves for the storm.

“Has anybody seen the Cobra?” asked Key. “I want him.”

From the startled glances exchanged, Rae saw many of the court had believed the Cobra dead with the rest.

“The Marquis of Popenjoy, sire?”

“Tall, dark and bedecked in ornaments. Almost as funny as he thinks he is. I’ve sent my dead searching for him. I wish him to have a high place on my council.”

Pio made a complicated expression, which reminded Rae there was no love lost between him and the Cobra, but he wisely stayed silent.

“Whose place?” asked a minister Rae didn’t recognize.

The Emperor favoured the minister with an evil smile. “Thank you for volunteering yours.”

“His Imperial Majesty is joking.” Rae grinned. “Probably.”

Prime Minister Pio beckoned and conferred with a guard who wore on his breastplate the mace insignia of a sergeant-at-arms. Several emotions crossed the prime minister’s face as the guard whispered in his ear, all swiftly repressed. Rae had to respect someone who wouldn’t let feelings stop him from getting shit done.

Pio rubbed a spot between his eyebrows as if trying to ease a painful headache. “Your Imperial Majesty, I sent spies to locate Lord Marius Valerius, and it appears Sergeant Ronen has a report.”

The sergeant stepped up. “Sire, reports say the wicked Marquis of Popenjoy, also known as the Golden Cobra, laid a spell of dark enchantment on the noble and valiant Lord Marius. Even he, the truest knight among us, was corrupted. Once bespelled, Lord Marius massacred the Cobra’s enemies. Murder done, the Cobra and Lord Marius fled the city with a retinue of wicked mercenaries and harlots to lay waste to the countryside.”

The silence that followed had a deeply startled quality. It seemed nobody had been expecting that.

“Laid a spell?” Rae repeated.

“Of dark enchantment, my lady, yes.”

To the amazement of his court, their Emperor threw back his wild uncrowned head and laughed.

“That’s great. I didn’t know the Cobra could do that.”







CHAPTER TWELVE

The Golden Cobra Encounters Bandits


“You must be the famous Golden Cobra,” remarked the Emperor.

The Cobra said, “No, thank you.”

When the Emperor circled the wicked marquis with the inexorable movement of a stalking cat, his stalk was suddenly arrested and the Emperor looked suddenly entertained.

Lord Marius Valerius placed himself, an immovable shield of ice, between the Cobra and danger.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Other men might find being held at knifepoint alarming. A Valerius was not as other men. Marius had heard the steps disturbing earth and crushing grass, the singing-scrape of steel being unsheathed, and felt the whisper of warmth before fingers closed hard on his curls, all with perfect clarity.

Marius leaned his head back against Eric’s shoulder, to give Eric better access, and awaited further events.

One of the bandits, an individual in need of a shave, stepped forward. “I’m the leader. Cut his throat and you can have a share of the take.”

“Intriguing offer, but I’m the Golden Cobra. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?” Eric laughed.

He was the most infamous man in the kingdom. Richer than the royal treasury, master of spies, consorter with thieves and actresses, conspirator with the Beauty Dipped In Blood. Once, Marius would have burned with fury to hear him brag of his wickedness, but that was when he was only the Golden Cobra, before he was Eric. Now Marius watched these golden tidings, with their accompanying golden prospects, strike the bandits.

“Listen.” With rising outrage, Marius realized Eric was using his gentle voice. On common criminals! “Few people hope to be bandits who live in the woods when they grow up. Most of you were forced onto this path by panic at the new war, or by the greed of your lords. But you have turned extremity into art. I heard news of you from all my spies. You’ve passed the test. You’ve impressed me. Congratulations on deftly plying your trade, but you must know few bandits retire rich. Let me offer another path. I can use people with your talents. Come work for me.”

The bandit spat on the Cobra’s offer, spittle landing on the grass mere inches from their feet. Marius went for him.

Or tried to. The beringed fist in Marius’s hair wrenched tight and pulled to the hot, sweet point of pain.

Eric’s whisper took on the edge of command. “I believe I already made a sharp suggestion to hold still!”

Marius obeyed.

At the same time, the bandit chief jeered. “Make a bargain with a lord? Us?”

“With a lord?” Amusement wound bright as gold thread through Eric’s voice. “No. Make a bargain with a liar. The best you’ve ever met. Everyone knows the ‘Marquis of Popenjoy’ is a fiction. I used to be a street thief. One day, if you ally with me, you’ll be rich enough to act the lord. Come, what will it be? Enough rope to hang you, or enough riches to get away with any crime? This should not be a difficult decision.”

Amelia called out helpfully, “The talented are richly rewarded by the Cobra. His word is gold, and his gold is better.”

In the hush of the woods, a leaf drifted down in the air.

“I say I spit on you again!” bellowed the bandit chief, charging.

In the instant it took Marius to calculate how he might simultaneously disarm and shield Eric, others moved. A woman and a freckled youth among the bandits. She wore a red kerchief in her tight curls and gestured to the youth. The freckled bandit lad closed in on one side, the red-kerchiefed woman on the other, and both plunged their knives in at the same moment.

As the former bandit leader toppled over, the woman wiped her red knife on her side-slit skirts, and bowed with a flourish. “I say, how may I serve you, my golden liar lord?”

Eric released his hold on Marius’s hair with a last brief clasp, rings cool against the nape of Marius’s neck, in what might be apology or reassurance. He dropped the blade on the grass and stepped forward to meet the bandit woman halfway.

“Excellent choice.”

Marius did not find approaching bandits unarmed to be an excellent choice. He caught Eric’s arm and tried to draw him back, behind him, where he could be safely guarded. Most would surrender in the hold of a Valerius. The Cobra patted Marius’s gauntleted hand with breezy unconcern.

“Don’t worry about him, he’s a kitty cat.”

The new bandit chief shot Marius a hard glance. “The House of Valerius turns out kitty cats these days?”

Eric positioned himself deliberately between them. For such a clever man, the Golden Cobra behaved in a senseless manner.

“What I mean is, he’s chosen to wickedly ally with me. Everyone’s making wise choices these days. May I suggest another wise choice? Don’t take this the wrong way – I entirely blame your former malodorous leader – but when was the last time all of you bathed?”

Scarce half an hour later, they located a freshwater stream running through the woodsthat fed into the Lake of Sorrow near Marius’s home. Both bandits and their people had discreet sentries posted, but so far a cautious peace held.

The Golden Cobra sat on the riverbank, knees to his chest, surveying his latest acquisitions with every sign of satisfaction. The waters reflected a silver sky above, with only the faintest trace of red remaining.

“Do you think the sky’s still red over the capital?” Eric mused aloud.

“Surely not. People couldn’t carry on their ordinary lives under a sky gone mad.”

“I wonder.” Whether Eric was wondering about the sky, or about people, was unclear.

Finally, Marius had the chance to crouch at Eric’s side on the riverbank and say, “May I demand – may I ask for – an explanation for your outrageous behaviour?”

“I’m sorry I held you at knifepoint. I had to think fast.”

“Not that.” Marius waved off this irrelevance. “Why have you adopted a bandit gang?”

“Well, but the poor things,” said Eric.

“The poor bandit gang?”

“We’ve had the talk about how sometimes people’s circumstances, which you’ve never experienced and shouldn’t judge, force them into behaviour you consider immoral. Honour is a luxury for some.”

“Honour is a necessity for the honourable,” Marius snapped.

“Some of them were starving before war in the capital made them desperate,” Eric snapped back. “If you don’t know what starving looks like, I do. They need help, not a blade. Was I supposed to let you slaughter them all? Risk them killing some of us? Better to have as many people as possible on our side.”

“Don’t put yourself in danger.”

“Don’t worry about that.” Eric spoke as if his wellbeing was not the primary concern of Marius’s life. “I’m skilled with people and wealth management. I have a great eye for who’ll stay bribed.” He leaned briefly against Marius’s side, caught his eye, and gave a wicked wink. “Trust me, I’m a villain.”

Eric had the sweetest temper of any man alive, which meant he took dangerous risks when he wanted to trust people: Lady Rahela, and now bandits. On the whole, Marius preferred the bandits.

Marius would triple the sentries. Any thief in the night searching for gold would find steel. And if any of these bandits did prove trustworthy, Marius would have to guard them as he did whatever Eric held dear.

I swear to love all you love, and hate all you hate. You will feel no rain, as I will be a shelter for you. You will feel no hunger or thirst while I have food to give or wine in my cup. When my name is in your mouth, I will always answer, and your name will be my call to arms. I will ever be a shield for your back, and the story told between us will be true. Everything agreed between us, I will carry out, for yours is the will I have chosen.

Marius had sworn, and he would keep his vows.

Even though Eric hadn’t shared his story with Marius. The story told between us will be true. Eric had made no vows, Marius reminded himself for the hundredth time. Marius could not be angry with him. It was not safe. Marius couldn’t blame Eric for his king’s death. He could only blame himself.

Eric studied him with a hopeful air. “Do you understand? A little?”

“I don’t have to understand,” Marius answered steadily. “Yours is the will I have chosen. Remember?”

Eric blinked, as if taken aback every time he did remember. He leaned away and studied the trees. Air ran a current as cold as water between them.

Splashing on the far bank, Amelia and the new bandit chief seemed to have made fast friends. Amelia cupped her hands and called out: “Cobra! Come join us!”

“I’m coming, and I’m bringing soap,” the Cobra shouted over the water. “I’ll give a special bonus to the bandit who uses the most soap.”

A vicious scuffle broke out. Earlier in the day, Marius would not have predicted that the battle of the bandits would be fought over soap. The Cobra stood. Safe in his shadow, Marius let his lips curve slightly.

When he glanced up, he found Eric watching him with unconcealed fondness. “Thank you for trusting me not to cut your throat.”

Marius stared in polite bafflement.

“I am in your hands. My throat is yours. Cut if you choose.”

He knew he’d got something wrong again when the Cobra’s eyes widened. Eric usually made that expression before he described Marius as “incredibly intense”. Marius didn’t know any other way to be.

Marius beckoned over his captain so he could order the tripling of the sentries. Marius would watch by Eric’s tent, of course. He would trust nobody else.

Captain Diarmat nodded in agreement, then shook his head in wonder. “Never thought I’d see the day when we were allying with bandits instead of executing the grubby criminals.”

Not so grubby, once the Cobra had his way. Marius repressed another smile.

“You see?” Marius asked. “It’s different now.”

The captain nodded. “My lord, I see very well.”

After Diarmat departed to arrange the sentries, the thought of his ancestral manor loomed in Marius’s mind, as sometimes it did when Eric was not by. Chill enclosed him, as though he was already trapped in the tomb of his maddened, bloodthirsty forebears.

A laugh ran across the babbling brook like the sun on the surface of water. The Golden Cobra had shed his waistcoat and stood bare-chested with the river up to his thighs, vigorously ducking a bandit underwater. When the bandit surfaced, he was laughing too, coaxed into brightness. Eric stretched gold-braceleted arms triumphantly over his head, beads of water on his dark, bare skin and long, black ropes of hair turning into liquid drops of gold, body an arc against the radiant wash of a pure-gold sunset. The children of their party who hung timidly back came wading into the river, wanting only to be close to the beacon he made.

The Cobra saw Marius looking, misinterpreted, and beckoned. Marius shook his head, and cut his own gaze away into the waiting dark among the trees.

To preserve that light, Marius had broken his old vows, betrayed his king to his death, and shattered every notion he had ever held of honour. Though he knew he should, he still could not bring himself to regret it. That was how Marius knew himself for a hopeless villain.

He would follow that light anywhere. Even home.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Villainess’s Honour Is Defended


When the last dance was danced out, when the merriment and music faded and even the blazing torches burned low, the Emperor did not let go of the lady’s hand. Under the approving gaze of the court, the lady blushed.

Any woman would be honoured to be the Emperor’s choice, but the Emperor’s courtship appeared to have truly won her heart. The lowest whispers behind gilded masks and full goblets said he had won more than that.

The lowest whispers were true. The lady smiled up at the Emperor, as sweetly as she had in his warm bed.

The flame of every torch leaped high at the sound of the Emperor’s voice. “I am not a kind man. I’m not a man at all. I am a cruel and pitiless monster. Trust me in one thing alone. I am a husband as true as steel, as loyal as a dog that sleeps each night on a grave.”

The lady’s eyes shone. “A true and loyal husband is all I could ask.”

The Emperor replied, “I didn’t say I was yours.”

Obeying the Emperor’s every thought, his ghoul guards raised the velvet curtain. As the curtain lifted, the court beheld the Emperor’s surprise for the lady.

The throne for a queen, with its gilded bone wings and marble seat. And the queen upon the throne.

The dead queen.

Face as lovely as the day she died, fresh as a flower though as still as the tomb. Lia’s body was fastened to her throne with silver thread. Her corpse made the most beautiful puppet.

The Emperor said, “She believed goodness was real, friends could be trusted, and love might be true. She died because she was wrong.”

He studied the face of the lady in his grasp.

“Did you really think,” the Emperor asked quietly, “I was a fool who would never learn your secrets? What a mistake.”

Calmly, in the same manner he used when relaying strategies for battle, the Emperor explained to the court how the lady had betrayed Queen Lia to her death. He called out the lady’s conspirators, each by name, some the highest ministers in the land. When escapes were attempted, dead guards blocked the windows and doors.

The lady struggled desperately, a fish on a hook, unable to escape the Emperor’s gauntlets.

“She never loved you. I did it all for love of you!”

“How flattering.” The Emperor sounded bored. “Someday I hope people tell their children terrifying stories about the things I did for love.”

The Emperor’s gaze swept from the lady to the miserable huddle of conspirators.

“If you hope for mercy, do not look to me. I’ve never had any. Crawl to your queen. Kiss her feet. And beg.”

The court watched as the conspirators trembled, turned ashen and crawled, every one of them, on their knees to kiss the dead woman’s feet. The clever lady of the court crawled last, but she crawled. Across the ballroom floor, where she had danced in the Emperor’s arms. The head that had been held so high hung low. When the lady’s lips touched the dead queen’s slippers, a tear fell, too.

Then the lady rose, brushing off her silken gown.

“All hail the true queen,” said the Emperor, and ripped the lady’s heart out.

The body crumpled to the night-dark floor in a sigh of silk, the bloody heart wrenched out and hurled away. The Emperor whirled on another conspirator, one of the highest ministers in the land. His orichal claws scythed through the burning air, carving the heart from the minister’s chest.

“Now you know how it feels,” the Emperor told the minister’s corpse, and lunged for the next conspirator.

As screams rose higher than music and the black floor turned rose-red, a knock sounded on the door. Invitations to the Burning Hearts Ball had been precious and carefully watched, and none were left unaccounted for. Even in the midst of horror, there was a certain awful steady quality to the knock. Like a bell tolling, or as if the slow footsteps of doom were suddenly very close.

The crier at the door gathered his failing courage. “The Oracle, voice of the Great Goddess, has arrived at the Emperor’s ball.”

The Once and Forever Emperor series, now revised, ANONYMOUS


“Sire.” A minister cleared his throat. “The Golden Cobra might prove a dangerous enemy.”

The shadow of wings on the Emperor’s throne spread, falling across the man’s face as though a huge bird of prey flew overhead, ready to swoop down on its prey. Under its shadow, the minister fell silent.

From his throne, the Emperor smiled. “Let me make myself clear. I am the dangerous enemy you should worry about. I don’t like nobles. I kept some of you alive because I thought you might be useful. If you aren’t useful? You don’t live.”

The night the Emperor rose, and his ghouls ate the rich, Rae hadn’t realized there was strategy involved besides lashing out at the system that had crushed and cast him into the abyss. She should have. A memory of the Night Market flashed upon her: Key glancing at a board game and knowing in an instant what move to make. The Emperor would be the great tactician and conqueror of the age.

Prime Minister Pio advanced on the throne and bowed deeply. “We are honoured you selected us as worthy. We will not fail you, sire.”

She saw the soothing effect that had on the rest of the court. People liked to be chosen.

Since Pio was helping her, she would help him. Rae leaned in to flick the Emperor’s earring with a red-tipped fingernail, in true harlot fashion, and whispered, “What a useful man.”

When he leaned in, the orichal inlaid upon his pauldron crushed against her partially bared breasts. The touch was brief, a glance of metal cold with a sizzling overlay of enchantment like iced lightning kissing her skin. It reminded her she was vulnerable. And he was not.

The Emperor murmured back, “My evil chancellor stood up for me at the assembly earlier. I’m pleased you agree he’s the best one.”

That sounded like a guarantee Pio would live, and another chance of happiness for Key. In the books the Emperor never got along with any of his ministers. Rae pulled away, a little flustered, to give the prime minister an encouraging smile.

Another minister, clearly wracking his brains for a way to be useful, called out: “Sire, I have a brilliant idea. Since your betrothal is now in question, we could suggest sealing a peace with Tagar through your marriage to Princess Vasilisa.”

Several other ministers murmured approval. The prime minister’s mouth flattened, which surprised Rae. She would have expected Pio to agree.

“Princess Vasilisa is already engaged to my son,” Commander Nemeth snapped.

“The Queen’s Trials is a game my lady chooses to play,” the Emperor said coldly. “My betrothal is not in question.”

Unwisely, the minister persisted: “Betrothals can be of little significance compared to the war.”

Key had very expressive eyebrows. What they mostly expressed was murderous intent. He raised one like a curved blade.

“Lady Rahela is naturally charming, as is your youthful enthusiasm.” Pio rushed in hastily. “What my esteemed colleague wishes to say is, an imperial betrothal is a matter of state and requires careful consideration. There is the question of heirs.”

“Consider the rumoured relationship between Lady Rahela and the late king,” Nemeth struck in. “The realm will demand heirs born beyond all doubt from a virtuous marriage bed.”

The commander general must have a death wish. Rae hardly dared look at Key.

When she did, the Emperor was slouching, elbow leaned back against the arm of his throne. He seemed incapable of sitting on the throne in a normal manner.

“Esteemed ministers of the court,” the Emperor purred. “I must make a dark confession.”

The Emperor leaned forward.

The court held their collective breath.

The anticipation was terrible.

“I’m not a virgin,” declared the Emperor. “I had no idea that rendered someone ineligible for marriage.”

Rae wanted desperately to laugh. Many characters were enthroned in dark glory. Few sat in dark glory and made sex jokes. She had chosen her favourite well.

The Emperor caught Rae’s eye questioningly.

Rae shook her head. “Just wondering about your body count.”

“Oh, hundreds and hundreds of people.”

Rae almost fell out of her throne. “Hundreds of—”

The Emperor appeared to be doing mathematics in his head. “If my ghouls killed them, does that add to my count?”

Rae sagged with relief. “I wasn’t actually talking about murder.”

Now she considered the matter, the phrase “body count” did imply people should feel guilty.

The Emperor, unfamiliar with the concept of guilt, smiled. “Oh, I see. Not hundreds and hundreds of people, then.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“That takes much longer than killing someone.”

“How much longer—” began Rae, smiling back, then cut herself off as she realized they were having this conversation in front of the entire court.

The faces of the ministers were aghast.

They could discuss Rae’s sex life and imply she should be punished for it, but apparently it was shocking if she discussed having a sex life. Especially if she might enjoy it.

“I have not had carnal knowledge of the Lady Rahela,” the Emperor informed his ministers, very softly. “I will not go to her bed until we are married, because the idiot custom of this imbecile court says that is how to honour a bride. I intend to honour her above all others, in every way possible.”

Rae’s fingers, still laced with the Emperor’s, jerked. The sharp claws grazed her skin, a ghost of pain making her shiver. She didn’t know if Key fully understood the subtext in what he had just said.

Key gave her a sidelong glance. “My lady, there are many ways I can please you.”

“Right,” Rae whispered. “Subtext is for cowards, I guess.”

“Have I made myself clear, my evil chancellor?”

Pio murmured, with the expression of a man who would say anything to end this conversation, “Of course, sire.”

The Emperor continued, “The question of virtue interests me not at all. The question of murder I find very interesting. Remind me of aristocratic customs, my ministers. If someone casts aspersions on the honour of my betrothed, I can demand a duel, right? That sounds like fun. Who wants to duel me?”

Nobody answered. The Emperor grinned with no sign of humour or surprise, and stretched in his throne like a lazy cat.

Commander General Nemeth observed, “Every lady must make certain her reputation is spotless, so that no question about the succession will arise.”

“Sure,” murmured Rae. “If a test existed that identified the father of a child without a doubt, everyone would stop being weird about women.”

At the same time, Pio glared at Nemeth. “I think the commander general means that given Lady Rahela’s comparatively mature years, we should consider the question of heirs. She is almost thirty.”

“I’m twenty-four!” exclaimed Rae. “How old are you?”

She was twenty, actually, but Lady Rahela’s body was twenty-four. She was the same age as Key, and he would never know.

It didn’t bother Rae. In her own world, she hadn’t expected to live past twenty. If stories said the ideal was for a woman to freeze at age nineteen, Rae understood better than anyone what it meant to stop at that age. Who cared if people thought she was too old? She wasn’t dying young.

“I consider only the question of heirs. I don’t personally find anyone under thirty remotely appealing. You’re like a mass of maggots, always writhing around making a fuss, while everyone else wishes you would grow up and fly away. And I’m forty-two,” Pio informed Rae sourly.

Rae lifted her eyebrows. “Forty-two? I guess you might as well be dead.”

“I have no ambition to marry the Emperor,” Pio muttered.

Rae leaned forward in her throne of bone. The prime minister might be telling the truth – at least Pio was single – but she knew many of the ministers currently judging her as inferior breeding stock had married teen brides. “Have you heard sperm declines at an alarming rate after forty? Everybody’s always yapping about how a woman’s womb withers at the stroke of midnight, but when does anyone ever talk about that?”

The ministers’ murmurs indicated they had no idea what unholy thing sperm might be – perhaps a sort of sea creature – and they wished she would not use peculiar prophetic language when they held court.

“What I mean is…” Rae tried to think of a more dignified, soothsaying approach. “Manly humours deplete drastically with age.”

Commander General Nemeth muttered, “The Harlot in the Tower has great expertise in manly humours.”

The Harlot in the Tower. The name echoed from the golden doors of the throne room to the arched windows overlooking the abyss. People in the Palace on the Edge had pinned the scarlet name on Rae a hundred times. No matter how little their judgement mattered, sometimes the venom stung.

It was one cut among a thousand cuts. Her pain didn’t matter. She had learned that in a different world long ago.

A ghoul hurled itself bodily at the general, rotting flesh and bone becoming a missile. Two more of the dead piled on the old soldier as soon as he struck the ground. Pio gave a shout of genuine terror.

Rae screamed, “Don’t kill him!” and the whole court tensed in expectation of blood hitting the walls.

Nobody expected a ghoul to produce a knife and spin the weapon in its hand, moving with easy grace Rae had never seen in the dead, but recognized as Key’s fluid way with a blade. It drove bony fingers into the commander general’s mouth and clutched his tongue. As blade met flesh, the ghouls’ eyes fixed with resentful hunger on the splash of blood on gold. Every single ghoul strained hard on the leash of the Emperor’s will.

Rae remembered a line from the books: Monsters are always hungry.

The Emperor’s will held. The ghouls did not feed, even when Nemeth’s tongue lay upon the gleaming tiles at his feet.

The Emperor ordered: “Crawl to beg my lady’s forgiveness.”

The commander general’s hand clamped to his mouth, blood seeping between his fingers. Over his hand, Nemeth’s eyes burned as hatefully as the dead.

The Emperor continued, relentless. “Your tongue soiled my lady’s name. So I cut it out. Crawl to your queen. Kiss her feet. And beg.”

Crawl to your queen… The Emperor said these exact words in the scene where he killed his treacherous lady, and half the ministers at court.

Rae tried to speak, but found her mouth dry with fear, tongue as useless as Nemeth’s. The proud commander general staggered to his feet, with his hand clamped to his mouth. Then, stiff and slow, as though his joints had rusted, he sank down on his knees. The Emperor slanted a look his way, dark as a window opened to night, a window which horror might crawl through. Nemeth dragged himself forward on his hands and knees. He left a trail of blood up the steps to the throne, giving a low, wordless animal whine as he crawled to Rae’s feet. Rae felt carved from marble, petrified and cold, unable to move.

The Emperor touched her wrist to get her attention. His fingers rested against her skin very lightly, a sweet little sting.

If he closed his gauntleted hand hard around her wrist, he could take her hand off.

“They whispered insults behind your back and hurled worse in your face. Every day. You had to bear it. I had to listen to it. Not any more. Nobody will ever insult you again.”

Give a bitch a bad name, and you could kick her all over town. In both worlds, Rae knew how that worked.

Everyone had grown accustomed to insulting the Harlot in the Tower. They never truly thought they would face consequences for it. Everyone knew she didn’t matter.

For a moment, for the first time in years, Rae believed she mattered to someone else. For a moment, revenge tasted sweet, but the thought of Nemeth’s children made a bitter flavour creep in. Friendly, fashionable Fabianus, the twin Horrors, and Tycho, who was a kid. Nemeth was a devoted father. There weren’t many devoted fathers around in any world.

“Your Imperial Majesty,” she whispered. “My love. Stop.”

The Emperor’s eyes narrowed, as red as the door to hell closing, with Rae on the wrong side.

“Have I failed to please you?”

Rae’s voice cracked. “No! I’m happy! You did exactly what I wanted.”

Her nerve almost broke under his long stare. Once, Key would have believed what she told him, trusting they were on the same side. Now he knew she was a liar, and she knew he was the Emperor.

Eventually, Key waved a summons. “Let the commander general be escorted to his chambers, and have healers sent to him. If the peace talks with Tagar fail, we may need someone to command our living army.”

The undead guards dragged out the limp commander general, tall shining doors falling shut as the Emperor finished speaking.

It was over that quickly. As swift as the change from Rae wanting to laugh as the Emperor defended her, to terror as his defence turned vicious.

Pio wrenched his gaze from the blood smeared across the gold mosaics. “Sire, I have one more thing to say. I sent messengers summoning a holy military order dedicated to the Great God, your father. When they arrive, the Divine Order can turn the tide of war in our favour.” The prime minister warned, “We must play for time. Before the order arrives, the peace talks cannot fail.”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Cobra Sends and Receives a Message


“You don’t seem frightened of me,” said the Emperor.

“I have no idea how I gave you that impression,” the Golden Cobra snapped. “Because I am terrified of you. Due to your many, many murders. There are other reasons, but it’s mainly the piles of bodies you leave in your wake. They upset me, who can say why, and on that note, I must leave immediately. I can’t stay in your presence, sire, on account of being so frightened.”

Lord Marius made a bow. “The marquis is well known to be the coward of the court.”

The Cobra cast a sparkling amused glance over his shoulder. “I can’t deny it. I am a coward.”

Little did the Cobra know it was not the Emperor he should fear.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Marius woke on the cold ground from a dream of tall towers on fire, saw red, and grasped the hilt of Starving for Blood. The sky had burned crimson when the Emperor rose. Eric commented people could learn to tolerate even a sky on fire, but Marius had no intention of tolerating anything.

The red glint coalesced into red hair. “Oh, Lord Marius,” purred Amelia. “Are you pleased to see me, or is that your enormous sword?”

Marius only looked at her.

She went pale. “Very well, it’s always your enormous sword and you’re never pleased to see anyone.”

He moved her aside, in as gentlemanly a fashion as possible. “I am not pleased to see you flitting wildly about the camp at night. What if you were killed by ghouls and rose before we ever knew you were missing?”

Amelia huffed. “I was only talking with Captain Diarmat. I’m certain the valiant captain would protect me from ghouls.” She winked a glittery eyelid. “Wouldn’t you, soldier?”

Diarmat cleared his throat. “I’d do my best.”

“Trust me to be clever and survive, Lord Marius. I’m good at that.”

Tomorrow they would reach the manor. Marius would see his family again. The Cobra had insisted he try to sleep. Marius reluctantly agreed, on the condition Eric let Diarmat guard his tent.

Then this woman chose to occupy Diarmat’s attention and wander past Marius’s sleeping place. He could have killed her.

Clawing dread made him rude. “I don’t trust you. I don’t even know your real name.”

He knew it was not Amelia. That was a name of the higher aristocracy. Even a lady of the newer noble families would not be permitted such a name. Each strata of society had their own naming conventions, the lowest of the low being named for objects. Like Key.

Amelia was the Cobra’s friend, who ran the business side of the Golden Brothel. His friends Octavian and Lucius had visited brothels when they were alive. Marius never had, but he heard his friends speak of how they worked. Often in the brothels you pretended to be other than you were. Octavian and Lucius said the women who worked there frequently acted the part of aristocratic maidens.

Amelia lifted her chin. “Do you know what happens to ladies who lose their virtue before marriage, and whose loss of virtue becomes publicly known?”

Marius blinked. “They throw themselves in the Tears of the Dead river.”

Everyone knew that. A gentleman should never endanger a lady’s virtue, because she would suffer so much if it were discovered.

“Very good, Lord Marius, but use your imagination if you have one, and picture something wild,” snapped Amelia. “What if a lady were to lose her virtue, yet still for some reason wish to live? Even if family and friends turned her from their door and wanted her in the river. Where could she go, except somewhere they enjoy women who can act like a real lady? My name is Amelia.”

A crackle upon the forest floor broke the silence. Neither Amelia nor Diarmat seemed to hear. Marius suspected it was a ghoul, but the sound was still far away, and before he went for the kill Marius had to do something else.

He bowed his head. “I beg your pardon.”

Amelia sighed. “No need. It’s good to expand your view of the world. Life is more complicated and less rigid than a lord can know, but transformations happen. Take it from a real lady who became…” She trailed a hand down her garish, revealing gown. “What you see before you.”

Captain Diarmat said, in his steady voice, “A real lady?”

Shockingly, Amelia blushed.

Cold realization, like morning dew through a blanket, seeped into Marius’s mind. Amelia didn’t usually purr scandalous nothings. She had only behaved so once before. When the Cobra wanted her to distract Marius.

Marius stood, sword in hand, towering over them both.

“What is Eric doing that he doesn’t want me to know about?”

“Oh, I wasn’t sent to distract you,” said Amelia brightly. “I was sent to distract the captain here so the Cobra could slip away. Then you woke, and I had to distract two men at once. Fortunately, I’m very talented, and it’s not my first time with two men.”

Marius strode forward. Brave though she was, Amelia flinched back, grasping at Diarmat’s arm. Marius lifted the flap of the Cobra’s tent and found the bedroll empty.

He charged into the shadows of the trees, towards the sound of the dead.
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Marius reached his destination with breath tearing in his throat and the sting of raked branches on his face, and found his suspicions correct. A ghoul stood in a woodland clearing, a man who must have been strong in life. The ghoul was still relatively fresh, the stain from a sword through the chest still a little red around the tear. Those were the worst kind, the dead whose bodies still moved smoothly: the newly risen and hungry.

Naturally, Eric was advancing on the ghoul with his hand outstretched.

“Here, undead monster,” cooed the Cobra. “Nice undead monster. Who’s a good undead monster? Is it you?”

Marius had sworn his life and soul away to a maniac.

“Eric.” Marius kept his voice desperately low. “Get back here.”

Eric returned, voice equally low, “I’m trying something out.”

“Are you trying to be consumed by the undead? Bandits are one thing, but this—”

Bright as sparks from a fire in the moonlight sifting through a tree’s leaves, Eric’s beringed fingers gently brushed the dead face. Rage choked Marius. If he had Eric in his hands, he would have strangled Eric himself.

The ghoul’s eyes were boiling pits of hunger, but though satisfaction was inches away, it did not turn its face to bite.

“Did you think I didn’t notice the ghouls were after me?” Eric’s voice stayed maddeningly calm. “Don’t underestimate me, my lord. I noticed, and I waited my chance to slip away and find out why. The ghouls aren’t trying to kill me. The ghouls are trying to take me back to the Emperor.”

And what did the Emperor, who had torn Octavian and countless others apart, want with Eric?

Before Marius could ask, Eric drew back his hand – which was a great relief – only to slide his hand in his pocket and produce a note. He waved the note in front of the glazed dead eyes.

“Bring this message back to the palace,” the Cobra instructed the ghoul.

On the folded piece of parchment was the name Lady Rahela Domitia in Eric’s exuberant scrawl, and a little sketch of a woman with an hourglass shape and a skirt trailing red as blood.

“I fear you’ve mistaken the undead for an errand boy,” observed Marius. “Do you imagine this ghoul will deliver a letter to Lady Rahela?”

The Cobra shook his head. “I’m sure it will go back to its master.”

Eric’s braids spilled loose over his shoulders. He should be sleeping, not attracting the attention of hungry ghouls and their terrible commander. If Marius were a ghoul, Marius would have bitten him.

Marius crushed down the senseless, furious thought, and kept his voice level. “And is the message safe for the Emperor to read?”

“Safe enough,” said the Cobra. “Key can’t read.”

Few of the lower classes knew their letters. Marius was already aware Cauldron folk couldn’t read. It took his breath away just the same, to know an uneducated brute sat on the throne a prince had once been trained to ascend.

“And who could Key trust to read to him?” The Cobra’s face softened with sympathy for the Emperor, who had hacked Marius’s king to pieces. “I want to see what he does. Whether he decides to trust Rahela with the letter, or not.”

There seemed no reason why he should.

The Cobra kept holding out the message. When the ghoul moved, Marius tensed to spring, but the dead thing only cupped its dead hands. The paper fluttered in the air like a falling bird as Eric dropped his note into the ghoul’s keeping.

Even then, the Cobra didn’t back away. He looked into the ghoul’s milky eyes as if trying to make out someone’s silhouette in a dirty window. “If you can hear through the dead, Key, listen. I cannot come. I have something else to do.”

“Hear through them? Can he?”

Eric and Prime Minister Pio referred to spies as their eyes and ears, but they did not mean that literally. What nightmarish lives would people lead, if everywhere in the kingdom the Emperor’s eyes might be watching?

“I don’t know if he can yet,” Eric answered, gaze still on the ghoul, hand outstretched as though he could reach out to somebody who wasn’t there. “One day, he will have complete control over them.”

A tiny shiver passed over the ghoul’s cold skin, as infinitesimal as a single ripple on the surface of a lake when the wind changed direction. Marius dived through the shadows of the whispering wood, caught Eric’s shoulders and pulled him back.

Just in time. The ghoul’s teeth snapped shut a fraction from Eric’s fingers. If those teeth had found their mark, they would have gone down to the bone.

Marius gritted out, “I don’t think he has complete control over them yet.”

The ghoul’s eyes devoured them, jaws churning. Marius shoved Eric back and spun Starving for Blood. Reflected moonshine on the blade sent the woodland shadows flying in a cascade of red and blue refracted light. Marius beckoned the dead forward.

The ghoul shook itself like a dog emerging from the water, turned and shambled away towards the capital. On the horizon Marius saw a red line over the distant walls of Themesvar. He did not know if it was the sun rising or the abyss.

Marius did not know how much Eric could see. When he looked, Eric was crouched on the forest floor among the roots of a tree, gazing in the same direction as Marius.

They had heard the same stories. The Emperor rising from the abyss, swinging the severed head of the king with evil glee, draping the Abandon All Hope Diamond necklace around the throat of his dark bride. The same tales, but Marius suspected they had not listened with the same feelings. Eric said stories were all about point of view.

“Sorry if I scared you.” Eric spoke as if Marius were capable of that emotion. “I left the city behind, but I can’t stop thinking about what happens next. There’s the prophecy of his coming, and a prophecy of his end. The Oracle gave us the first prophecy long ago, but she hasn’t spoken the last one yet. If I know Rae, she will try to prevent the last prophecy ever being spoken.”

“Do you want to help her? Or is it him you want to help?”

The Emperor. Marius had only truly noticed Key, that unruly servant, because the Cobra had warned Marius not to fight him.

You will not win.

“I’m not sure,” the Cobra answered. “When I read the books, I never liked the Emperor. Knowing someone for real is different. Seeing someone hurt for real is different. If the last prophecy comes to pass, more people than Key will be hurt.”

Eric almost wept when Key died. If knowing someone in a different way made you feel differently about them, Marius wondered how Eric felt about Marius now. He had said once Marius was his favourite character.

In reality, Marius must be a disappointment.

“Do you think you can change fate?”

“I believe some things are set in stone and can’t be changed, but I saw Rae change the story.” Eric glanced up at him. “I saw you change the story, by making different choices. So I want to give it a try. This is how it all unravels. The Emperor offends the Oracle by not inviting her to a ceremony, so the Oracle comes down the mountains to the Palace on the Edge. A minstrel plays a mournful tune as she delivers her message. From that moment the Emperor’s fate is sealed.”

Light dawned. “This is the minstrel you’re looking for?”

“His name is Merel,” said Eric. “He has divine dreams. One day he will be the most famous minstrel in the court. Even if the Oracle does not speak, Merel might utter the prophecy himself.”

“Do you wish to search for him now?”

If the Cobra commanded, he must obey. If some secret, cowardly part of Marius would be glad to put off his return to the manor, nobody ever had to know. That was the wonderful simplicity of the oath of blood and gold.

Eric shook his head. “We have to get to Ancilley Manor. Your sister is in danger.”

His little sister, born when he was eight years old. He used to wrap her in a war cloak as if it was a baby blanket. Eric had spoken of trouble before, but to be a Valerius was to be born to trouble. Danger was different.

“Caracalla?” Marius snapped. “What do you mean, in danger? From what? When?”

“I told you the book I read changed, so the book Rahela read was different,” Eric began.

“I do not trust Lady Rahela’s wild tales!”

Though Eric claimed Rahela had changed, Marius saw little difference. The woman was still heartless, selfish and willing to use any means to achieve her ends. Eric trusted her. Marius did not.

“I don’t think we can afford to ignore them. Because it happened differently in the book I read, but both times, it happened. In the books I read, you were far away and could not help her. In the books Rahela read, you had perished, so there was nobody to help her. In one book, Lady Caracalla was cold and hungry. In the other, she had everything she needed, but it only brought disaster sooner.”

Disaster. A dark fate that waited for the last living girl in a manor of ghosts. It felt as if Marius had always known this.

“Disaster,” Marius repeated. “Tell me.”

“The manor always burns,” Eric whispered. “She always dies.”

He must protect his sister. He always feared he would fail.

Eric leaned forward. “But not this time. This time, I will help you change the story. We can save her. We can save everyone. Believe me.”

Impossible to believe, against all the evidence of history and fate. But what was possible no longer mattered. This was a command.

Marius vowed, “I will.”

Eric smiled brilliantly, clearly pleased to be obeyed, so bright Marius almost smiled back.

“So, while we’re talking about changes to the story, I was thinking about Ink the stable girl.”

It was not Marius’s place to judge the Cobra. Out of long habit, his expression fell into lines of judgement. The girl was very pretty. Of course Eric had noticed.

Eric scoffed. “Not for me. She looks about sixteen.”

“That’s a perfectly reasonable age for a woman to be married?” said Marius, bewildered.

“This is one of our cultural differences,” Eric declared. “To me, disgusting. To you, a perfectly reasonable age. Which is true, in certain stories. It even sounds like a romantic story, doesn’t it? The beautiful girl who dresses up as a boy to go on a dangerous adventure, saved by a noble knight from peril. What do you think of her?”

“I don’t think of her,” Marius said flatly.

He wasn’t certain why Eric had chosen to discuss romance stories and stable girls. As a scholar of the Ivory Tower, Marius was sworn to ascetism.

Except he had taken up a sword and killed again. He had broken all his vows, and sworn to Eric instead.

“You don’t,” Eric said thoughtfully. “And you don’t seem to like Amelia much either.”

“She’s fine,” said Marius. “When she keeps her distance.”

Eric gave a soft, almost tentative puff of laughter. “I see.”

Far from being insulted, Eric seemed glad to hear it. Strange. Even stranger was the fact Eric seemed uncertain. Not even the worst horrors, like an entire crowd of people looking at him, made Eric falter.

He faltered now. “I was wondering if… possibly…”

Since Eric seemed to have something to say, Marius crouched beside him among the tree roots, waiting to hear what it might be.

What Eric insisted on calling their quest was almost at an end. With Eric out of danger, the forest seemed almost peaceful. Across a long distance, Marius heard a pack of fene howl, the abyss-touched beasts who had once been wolves not baying with hunger but calling to each other to know the pack was well. Gnarled tree roots lay under a blanket of soft moss, like old men’s knees kept warm in green velvet. Moonlight and morning dew together had laid a glittering silver veil across the grass. Eric’s loosened braids were a spill of shadow, the sliding-loose collar of his sleep robe a muted gold, and his eyes avoided Marius’s to fix on the moonlit grass.

“Do you like me?” Eric asked the grass.

“Honestly, Eric, this is absurd,” Marius responded with complete scorn. Eric swallowed. “I should have thought that much was obvious. I broke vows, I turned traitor, I swore the oath of blood and gold at your feet—”

For some reason, Eric started to laugh. “Yes, all right, you don’t need to use the lord voice on me—”

“I threw my entire life into chaos. I fail to see how I could have made myself more plain. You drink too much, but surely not to the point of losing your memories—”

“I wish I had a drink right now,” muttered Eric.

Further proving Marius’s point!

Eric took a breath that seemed deep as the abyss. “Do you like like me?”

Marius frowned. “I don’t know why you just said the same word twice.”

Eric looked at him at last, eyes summer light in the cool dark night. “You keep saying I can ask for anything I want.”

“Yes,” Marius promised. “Anything.”

He was glad Eric finally seemed to realize the weight of that, and perhaps the wonder. Few people let themselves be close to a Valerius, but Eric was close now. Whenever Eric drew too near, Marius had to endure a sensation in his chest like a flock of terrified birds all trying to fight free of a thornbush at once. Every time, Marius found himself almost overwhelmed by sheer physical panic. Eric should know better. Eric should know enough to fear.

Eric leaned in, warm and unafraid, to murmur, “What do you want?”

That was simple.

Marius answered, “Nothing.”

Eric suddenly recoiled, as if the word “nothing” were a weapon.

“Right. Fine. Thanks for telling me. Sorry for asking.”

Eric’s usually expressive face had gone blank. Marius asked uncertainly, “Are you well?”

“Just tired. We should be getting back to the camp. It’s almost morning, and we must ride to the manor.”

They must ride to the manor, and save Caracalla. If fate could be changed. And if it could, perhaps some of the things Eric had told him weren’t true.

As he followed Eric back to camp, Marius looked back over his shoulder at the red line of sunrise.

If fate could be changed, Marius could fight the Emperor and win.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Villainess and the God-Child


The Oracle came uninvited to the Burning Hearts Ball, the air quivering around her as if she were a vision seen in water, a ghost to the feast. All the fine lords and ladies shuddered away, fearing her once-white skirts, now dark with ink and rot, might touch them.

Her voice rang as though the ballroom was her cave of prophecy. “Despair, my Emperor.”

The Emperor smiled his killing smile. “I have no talent for obedience. And my mother’s voice is not welcome here.”

“The truth can go anywhere. And wherever you go, God-Child, rest assured,” declared the Oracle, “the truth will find you. I foretold your coming. I come now to foretell your end. Mourning needs a dirge. Will someone play for me?”

Into a fearful silence, Merel the minstrel, who did not play well with others, struck up a tune. There was no defiance on his face, only a diamond-edged curiosity about what might happen next.

They all heard what happened next.



“Oh I sing the saddest song

What must be, shall be.

Show me a hero, and

I’ll write you a tragedy.

Tell the tale a thousand ways

Truth remains like a bloodstain

You can never change your fate

It has always been too late.



Strive for glory, reign on high

Now as in the past

Emperor, I am your doom.

Believe me at last.

Ruler of the barren waste

Alone beneath a blasted sky

No living soul will love you

And all you love will die.”




“Are you telling me I’m doomed?” the Emperor asked lazily. “Let me return the favour.” His hand moved, a casual sweep of sharp steel. The prophet fell with her throat cut and her tongue silenced forever.

Doom finds us all in the end. Dying words become a death curse. There is no escaping an ending.

The Oracle made her prophecy. The Emperor made it her last.

When the Emperor killed the only soothsayer left in the world, he gained the ability to see all future possibilities. He learned the power of the last word.

In time, he uttered the last word. Life is a story, and the last word ends it.

Once the last prophet died, the world was doomed.

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


A maid rushed into Rae’s tower room as Rae attempted to teach her zombie snake tricks. For a moment, Rae was simply relieved this maid was still among the living.

Relief faded when the maid shrieked, “The Emperor is in the Room of Memory and Bone!”

Rae blinked. “So? Why shouldn’t he be?”

Rulers were always going to the Room of Memory and Bone, to mourn either personal losses or mass deaths via armies and plague. It was a royal tradition to meditate on mortality there. A century ago, King Quintus the Pious slept there sometimes on a stone slab.

She hadn’t thought Key was the meditating type, but the guilt burning in her chest like a hot coal over the heart reminded Rae she didn’t know him. Not really.

“He’s smashing everything to bits!”

Key did seem more the “smashing everything to bits” type.

Rae rose without another word and ran down the tower steps into the palace. Not long ago, she and Key had lost their way trying to find the throne room, and entered the Room of Memory and Bone by mistake.

She knew her way there now.

The Emperor never defiled a sacred space in the books. His good queen Lia would have disapproved. The whole country would disapprove, once they heard. This was another step into villainy. She must stop him.

She threw open the door, only to find herself hesitating, ruby slippers frozen on the threshold. This room reminded her of how she had walked into this world. After Rae opened the door to Eyam, she’d looked over her shoulder at the hospital room she was leaving. She saw colour leached from the world, draining away until everything was the black on white of words on a page. As if her world were the fiction, not this one.

The Room of Memory and Bone was as white as a blind eye, as white as a sheet drawn over a dead face, as white as a page with nothing written on it yet. A bone chandelier constructed from spiky vertebrae and rounded femurs, in the shape of ivory canes with polished ivory balls on top, hung from a smooth bone ceiling. Ivory-panelled walls, with delicately carved bone candleholders. Bone was used as backdrop and for every piece of scene-setting. Nothing but bones, closing in, reminding Rae that someday she would be nothing but bones.

Maybe someday soon.

There was an empty space in the room, a scratched vacancy upon the smooth ivory floor, where once stood the winged and gilded bone seat of a corpse queen. The pale, dead twin of the Emperor’s throne. That seat waited in the throne room now, for Rae.

Today the Emperor had made another change in this ancient and sacred space.

On display behind a precious glass front abided the only thing in the whole room which was not white. Inside, wired and propped up, stood a child’s skeleton, tiny bones wrapped in black and blue royal regalia. The only colours in the room were black as the depths of night and dark blue as the depths of the ocean. Old imperial clothes draped over fleshless bones and preserved in airless splendour, a legend locked away tight – and what was the difference between a glass coffin and a display case?

The Emperor’s soldiers, masked in gold, stood before the display. Broken glass shone like jagged diamonds at their feet. The glass front gaped like the mouth of a sharp-toothed monster to show the victim inside.

The people of Eyam said these bones were all that remained of the God-Child. They kept the skeleton as a holy relic until the God-Child returned, waiting centuries for the coming of the Emperor.

The long-awaited Emperor stood with his arms folded, staring at the dead child’s bones, eyes filled with flame fixed upon sockets that held only darkness. They were dressed exactly alike, though the Emperor was tall and strong, and the child’s bones were so small.

At the sound of the door opening, the Emperor turned and extended a claw in welcome. “My sweet lady nightmare.”

The last time they were in this room, Key knelt on the bone floor at Rae’s feet and swore he would mean the sacred oath. When my name is in your mouth, I will always answer, and your name will be my call to arms. I will ever be a shield for your back, and the story told between us will be true.

What truth had Rae ever given him?

“My handsome harbinger of doom.” She crossed the bone floor to stand by his side. At least she could do that.

“You remember the story.” The Emperor spoke as if reminding her of an amusing anecdote from a party. “The Great God and the Great Goddess were a happy couple, and the birth of the God-Child made them even happier. The gods ruled the mortal land in joy, but in time the Great God grew wroth that his power came from the belief of mortals, that he could not walk among them but must hide in the corners of eyes, in the shadows between light, in reflections on water and in the liminal spaces between worlds. He learned he could gain power that would never be taken away. Through sacrifice. So the Great God told the God-Child to walk with him up the mountain of truth.

“The Great God said, ‘Come, my calf. Don’t be afraid.’

“‘You are the strongest of all gods. What is there to fear when you are with me?’ asked the child, on the day he died.

“The Great God walked up the mountain with his axe in hand. The god’s son was so small, he had to run to keep up with his father.

“And then…”

The Emperor drew one of his orichal claws a fraction of an inch from the red line on his throat, and made an exaggerated throat-cutting sound. Then he flashed his wild smile. Luminous and lively as flames dancing in hell.

When Key’s throat was cut, the sound was almost silent. Rae kept remembering that soft almost-silence. She knew the legend of the God-Child already, but Key had died in front of her once. Hearing the tale of his death struck differently after that.

“You were so young and helpless,” Rae whispered.

“And now I’m not,” the Emperor whispered back. “Now nobody will ever hurt me again.”

She blinked, the words ringing familiar as a bell tolling in the churchyard near the old house she used to live in, a world away. She knew so many of the Emperor’s lines by heart. When you loved someone made of words, every word they said was dear to you.

The knowledge didn’t help her. Knowledge felt not like power but like helplessness, her whole body cold with fear except the burning pressure of her heart.

The Emperor said the same thing in the books, talking to a different wicked woman. The treacherous lady he murdered at the Burning Hearts Ball. Some parts of the story could be changed. Some parts of the story would always fall back into the place.

Cast in the villain’s role, Rae watched for her chance to escape the trap.

Apparently oblivious to her scrutiny, the Emperor continued, sing-song and sarcastic: “When the divine blood touched the earth, the ground split in flame and smoke to create the dread ravine, and the God-Child’s mother came running. Too late for the child. Just in time for revenge. The Great Goddess tore out the Great God’s eyes, leaving her husband and the world, never to return.”

Rae’s hand flew like a scared bird to toy with the cursed necklace she could not take off.

Her gaze fell to the serpent hilt of the Emperor’s sword, noticing a dark and scarlet change the Emperor had wrought on his legendary blade. Between the snake’s bared metallic fangs gleamed the other God’s Eye, bright and cold as a flame encased in ice. Longing for Revenge had never burned so fiercely before.

“But the Oracle, the voice of the goddess, prophesied that one day the God-Child would come again to rule the enchanted land of Eyam, drenched with and changed by his spilled blood. The heir of the gods, the Emperor divine.” Key’s voice stopped being sing-song. It remained sarcastic. “I always thought that story sounded very unlikely, my lady. What a surprise for us both.”

When Rae laid a hand on the Emperor’s vambrace, she felt the muscles of his forearm, as rigid as stone, beneath the laced leather and inlaid metal.

“Do you remember any of it?” Rae asked.

Dying, then having your life and death transform into a story, happened to everyone. The experience of hearing someone talk about your past in a way that you couldn’t recognize as yours was universal, but at least when you were alive you could speak and tell your own side. In the end, everyone became a story.

Not everyone came back to hear the tale.

“I have dreams sometimes,” Key mused. “Of blood and misery and loss. Of darkness and fire.”

“What dreams?”

All parents are gods to their children, when the children are small. But what if your parent really was your god, worshipped and trusted a thousandfold, and your god betrayed you? What would that loss do to you? What could you worship then?

Rae held onto his arm as hard as she could. Key glanced at her, eyes grey and red and vaguely startled by her concern.

“Unspecific and ominous dreams.” He shrugged. “Honestly, I thought the dreams happened because I was a hired cut-throat as a child. Many of the children bought by the masters had nightmares, and I had more kills than all those weaklings put together. Most children are clumsy and bad at crimes.”

He had dark dreams in the books, as did several other characters, either those with divine blood or those who gods had chosen as their messengers, like the Oracle. These dreams were always vague, foreboding, and almost contradictory. People had bad dreams in so many books, Rae usually just thought of bad dreams as foreshadowing. Dreams were more subtle than having someone write “DOOM IS COMING!” in blood on a castle wall.

Sometimes the Emperor’s dreams seemed to be of events to come, but all he dreamed did not come to pass. Some readers said the dreams might still come true, some said they were metaphors for how he felt. Different readers believed the Emperor’s dreams were prophecy, trauma, or memory, but nobody had the last book or the answers.

Key didn’t know what Rae knew. She had that advantage. But she must be careful. She had read his battle plans, his future great victories and his elaborate, vicious revenge schemes. She knew better than anyone in this world how clever the Emperor truly was.

“I’ve read legends of other gods,” Rae said slowly. “In the legends, more than one god eats their children. Gods can be cruel.”

Key’s teeth gleamed like broken glass. “Just as I can be so cruel.”

“I was thinking about fathers,” said Rae.

In Greek legend, Cronus ate his children until his son Zeus defeated him, then Zeus ate his own unborn daughter, in a cycle of family trauma and disordered eating. Gods didn’t deserve Dad of the Year mugs. Nor did Rae’s father, who left when Rae got sick, who had a new wife and baby now. Rae’s father hadn’t eaten her. He’d chewed her up, and spat her out when the taste was bitter.

“My real father wouldn’t have sacrificed me,” Key told her in a low voice.

Rae knew he didn’t mean the Great God. He meant the old man who found baby Key beside the abyss and carried him to safety. Who nursed the child Key back to health after guards bound burning coins to his hands. Who raised Key and asked Key to be good for him. The old man who died of hunger and fever and overwork, with no money to pay for a stone to keep him from rising, who Key had to bury among all those who died penniless and hopeless in the Graves of the Unloved Dead. Since the old man died, Key had no reason to be good.

The Emperor continued, with more certainty: “My father sacrificed for me. But what did that ever get him? Believe me, my lady, I can be so cruel the moon freezes and the sun hides. I will be the cruellest god. None shall be as merciless as me.”

He aimed his cruel, charming smile in her direction.

“Except one. Be as cruel as you desire.”

“Thank you,” Rae said faintly.

From his perspective, that offer must be something she would want. She had been cruel enough to him.

With a frightening ghost of his old, irreverent grin, Key remarked, “None of my dreams seem like being a god. Be funny if I’m not one.”

Rae thought of the books, the prophecy, the lightning, and the risen dead. All the godlike powers.

“How could you not be a god?”

The Emperor laid his clawed gauntlet lightly on the hilt of Longing for Revenge. “This is the legendary sword of the Emperor, forged centuries ago, but Octavian replaced the hilt, and I re-forged the blade. How often were pieces of the sword changed out over the years? Maybe once there was a child of the gods, but he died and the flames of the abyss rose. Everything about him was burned away. He is coming, said the prophecy, but I wonder, is this the first time he came? The dreams are all different, all dark. Ice under blood. Dead women whose faces I can’t see. What if the God-Child rose and lived a short, miserable life, and rose and lived and died, and my dreams are memories of that? Of living on earth until every last drop of divine light was lost. I’m all that’s left. Not a child of the gods; a child of the abyss. The prophecy said, He is coming, so they all waited for the shining one, the innocent one. What they got is me.” The chill of Key’s smile deepened like frost on a grave. “What do you call a god gone wrong?”

A monster. A devil. Rae feared he saw the answers on her face, or that he knew them already.

In the books, the Emperor considered these things, but never said them out loud. They were a secret between him and the readers, and he didn’t know the readers were there. He thought he was all alone.

Key was trusting her with his thoughts now. Even though he had no reason to trust her.

She had to speak. “Innocence never lasts. Everybody wonders, who would I be, if that one thing never happened? Everybody gets disappointed. Everybody gets betrayed. Everybody comes back wrong. Everybody thinks: there must have been a time I was clean and good, when I deserved to be loved. You don’t remember being that way? Nor do I.”

His smile turned charmed, as if the oath’s enchantment that could stay his limbs at her command might tug at his lips, too.

Abruptly, he pulled her in, as though they had been in the middle of a dance without her realizing. Rae’s silk slipper caught on a rough edge of that ivory-smooth floor. She gave a surprised little gasp and clutched at Key, ending up with her fingers curved around the nape of his neck. She hadn’t meant to hold him. She’d only meant to keep her balance.

His face dipped close to hers, foreheads almost pressed together. He cupped her elbow in a courtly gesture, the tips of his clawed gauntlet pricking at the rounded flesh of her arm. Rae thought of entering the forbidden chamber, pricking your finger on a spindle, lighting the lamp to see the face you must not, opening the ancient tomb. All the deeds that would bring disaster in stories. She had never understood why people ran to their doom willingly. Until now.

“I like you best at your worst,” murmured the Master of the Dread Ravine.

I like you best at your worst, too, Rae wanted to say playfully back. But she couldn’t say it. She would doom them both.

She must find someone who would see the shining good in Key, who would make him a better man with their love. True love would save him. Her imaginary love had killed him.

She stepped back. “What are you hoping to find in the Room of Memory and Bone?”

He shrugged. “Answers. The God-Child. The Oracle’s prophecy.” The Emperor’s voice grew distant and thoughtful. “Why is there a prophecy for the beginning and not the end?”

There was a prophecy of the Emperor’s end, and only Rae knew it. She had always believed the Emperor would escape his fate. Her sister said nobody could escape a prophecy. Rae said he would be the first to ever do it.

But now the goddess had told Rae fate was coming for Key.

Rae couldn’t meet his eyes, so she stared at the floor, and realized what she had stumbled on. She stood in the exact spot where the dead queen’s throne had stood. What she had thought were scratches on the floor left by the throne weren’t scratches.

Cut deep into the smooth pallor under Rae’s feet were the words No living soul.

The Room of Memory and Bone wasn’t as white as a page with nothing written on it, after all. The purpose of the room was in the name. The Room of Memory and Bone had been fashioned from bone on which words had once been engraved, words that should be remembered at all cost. Words worn away, just as winds and time eroded the words on gravestones. Words Rae once read in a book.

The words of the Oracle’s last prophecy, which had never yet been spoken in this world.

An idea came to Rae, as brilliant and terrible as lightning.

If a tree fell in the forest with nobody there to hear, would it make a sound? If nobody ever heard a prophecy, was it still fated to happen? Surely a prophecy was like a story, activated by being heard and believed in.

“I don’t want to hear any more about the Oracle. I’m your prophet now.” Rae tossed her hair. “Believe in me. I don’t want you to listen to her.”

The Emperor tilted his head, apparently intrigued.

“In fact,” Rae continued with gathering boldness, “I don’t want anybody to listen to that hag’s cracked ramblings ever again. Indulge me in a wicked desire, my lost star?”

“With pleasure.”

The lady of snow and flame stood tall. “Let us send guards up the Mountain of Truth. The guards shall roll a stone into the mouth of the Oracle’s cave and silence her forever. Her time of prophecy is over. My time has come. I read from the book of fate, and all my words will be truth.”

Rae heard the guards at the door draw in shocked breaths at the depth of her sinful blasphemy, but that didn’t matter. She was already a villain. What mattered was that Key would be safe.

The Oracle would do just fine. The Oracle never came out of her cave, except once. The Oracle didn’t need to eat, only to drink from the waters of truth in her pool. The books were very specific about this. She didn’t need sunlight, or any worldly sustenance.

If the Oracle was trapped, she could never come down to the palace. The Oracle could never speak of the Emperor’s doom. If she never came, the Emperor couldn’t kill her and learn the last word, and thus he couldn’t speak the last word in his time of worst despair. They could let the Oracle out after Key was safe.

The Emperor nodded. “Let it be done,” he commanded his guard. “Let my lady have her wicked way.”

Rae let out a relieved breath and whisked the blood-hued edge of her skirt to cover the words written in the bone, the last piece of the prophecy that would now never be uttered. No living soul vanished, the word soul lost as if drowned in blood.

She glanced uneasily upward to check if Key had noticed. His attention was on the child’s bones in their royal array, his look searching and angry at what he did not find. His eyes burned red anew.

“Maybe these bones were a beggar’s body they found in the streets. Maybe it was a noble child they wove a story around. Maybe it was me, once. Not any more.”

He shrugged, turned, and stalked away.

At the threshold of the Room of Memory and Bone, Key threw casually over his shoulder, “Smash it.”

“I beg your pardon, sire?” asked the guard to the left of the door.

“Destroy it,” ordered the Emperor. “Grind it to dust. I won’t look to the bones of a dead past. Did you not hear my lady? We make the rules now. I will not listen to legends. I will live a legend.”

He stormed out. The sounds of a storm rose, shaking the walls of the palace with growling and booming as if a frenzied animal ran wild through the sky. The furious storm overwhelmed the noise made by the smashing of a lost child’s bones into dust.

Rae chased after him.
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Black clouds in the sky met the black smoke of the abyss. Thunder rolled. Rae feared it hadn’t rolled her lucky number. On the parapets of the Palace on the Edge, the Emperor stood with his back to her, his bruise-blue cloak whirling in the rising scream of the wind.

“What causes a lightning storm?” the Emperor demanded.

Rae wracked her brain for the answer. People once said she was destined for college scholarships. She refused to let her mind fail her.

“Storms are created when hot air rises, and the wind changes direction. Thunderstorms happen after an atmosphere becomes unstable. That can happen quickly or slowly, and the trigger can be either a cold or warm front.”

The atmosphere seemed extremely unstable, just now. Or perhaps that was just Key.

Science wouldn’t help the situation. This was a crisis in literature, the hero torn apart by thoughts of gods and monsters and dark dreams. If she were a heroine, she could help heal his wounded soul. Instead, he was doomed to stand on the dark battlements in silent agony as the storm raged and tears fell like rain.

Then the Emperor turned towards Rae, red eyes dancing as if they stood in the devil’s ballroom.

“Wrong.” The Emperor smiled like a lightning strike. “The answer that you’re looking for is me.”

The temperature of a lightning bolt could be five times hotter than the surface of the sun, if Rae recalled correctly. Once Rae had described the Emperor to her sister as a hottie with a body count, and laughed when Alice wailed. Perhaps she’d always been asking to be hit by this particular lightning strike.

Rae smiled back, feeling deeply unsafe. She thought of a thousand handsome anti-heroes who would brood in the rain over their blighted lives, not smile as Key did. A thousand anti-heroes who were deeply boring. How predictable, to be tragic about a tragedy.

“I worried you might be thinking of the time when you were a hurt child, my lost heart. I feared you might be sad.”

She spoke in wonder more than fear.

“Children get hurt all the time,” the Emperor said dismissively. “They’re small and easy to hurt, so I guess that’s what they’re for.” He shook his wild head. “It doesn’t concern me. Why dwell on the boring past, when I can do this?”

He made a careless gesture. Enchanted metal claws cut red faint strokes against dark clouds. The sky gave a snap, a crackle, and a pop, sounds like bones being broken and pulled out. Or light being born.

Lines the colour of moonlight forked across the darkness. At first Rae thought it was only lightning, illumination in a storm familiar both in this world and the other, until the lines went in a dozen directions at once. The sky lit, black cloud dyed violet and blue wherever the arrows of outrageous brilliance darted. The lines glittered against the cloud, then curved to form a pattern. White tracery, leading to sudden, astonishing red blooms of bright colour at their ends. This was the Emperor’s painting of a rose bush, rendered in fire on the sky.

Rae found herself laughing in pure, astonished glee.

The shadow of the Emperor’s glittering claws loomed large against the cloud, and closed like pincers. When he lowered his hand, he held a curl of fire within it. He handed the burning rose to Rae with an absent-minded air, as though stealing a flower from a nearby garden and tossing it her way.

Rae held out her hands, steeling herself to be burned. The shape of the rose came undone at her touch, so she found herself with red illumination cupped in her palms. Holding light was like drinking champagne but feeling the fizz along her fingertips, rather than against her tongue.

She found herself laughing again. She had expected anything but this. He laughed with her, as if her laugh were a spark to a flame, and his laugh changed the sky. Lightning transformed into fireworks, shifting colours and shapes, from smoky-green torches to fabulous yellow candles to spinning orange suns.

The Emperor caught Rae’s red hands in his claws and spun her around, feet flying and laughter floating into the roar of abyss flames. At the top of the Palace on the Edge, under a sky turned opalescent with his lightning. The air rushing around them seemed singed by lightning, the night turned into a bright and hot whirl.

Guilt and misery had let Rae forget why the Emperor was her favourite character.

There were characters in stories who were similar to other characters; those who followed old, familiar and almost-comforting paths to a predictable end. Lovers who swore love but seldom proved it. Guilty secrets which were never that bad. Characters who could be poured into another story as if into a mould. The patterns would be unbroken, no challenge ever offered. Sometimes you wanted such stories and such characters, as soothing as a song heard a hundred times, so similar that characters and stories blended in your head. You liked them, but forgot their names.

The ones you remembered were the weird ones, unpredictable and unforgivable, irresistible and immovable, the characters who needed to be watched and could never be conquered. Catching you by surprise like a magic trick that brought them to life, even if only in your heart, where they could live forever. The wild ones – wildly amused, wildly furious, wild for love and ruin, wild to be saved and corrupted. Contradictory and forever true, despairing and endlessly entertaining.

For Rae to believe in a character, she always had to laugh with them as well as cry with them. She didn’t want cheap laughs, but laughs dearly bought. Jokes had cost Rae, at her most miserable, and been worth the price. The characters she loved best laughed in the face of danger not because danger wasn’t real and horrifying, but because laughter was a sword in their hands.

She loved the wolf-souled, who saw everything except for reason, who knew the only thing to do in a senseless world is start a howl of defiance echoing through the sky. The only ones for Rae were the wild ones, burning with a fire that would light up or burn down a world, but never go out.

Rae stopped to catch her breath. The Emperor caught Rae’s eye, despite the sky full of marvels, and winked.

Her favourite character, catching her by surprise again. She was terrified, wondering what wild thing he might do next, but that didn’t make her love him any less. Rather the opposite.

Rae laughed so hard her chest burned, her lungs weak with it. She leaned against him, wanting to sit, but not wishing to leave the battlements or stop watching the sky.

Her gutter guard inclined his head, and made a gesture as if to show her to a seat like a gentleman. Except there was no seat. Until there was. They had leaned against these stone battlements once, escaping together from the royal greenhouse.

In a corner of the battlements, between two palace walls, one overlooking the burning abyss and one the bright city, the plains, and woodland beyond, a fire was kindled. White and gold, like the gilded wings and the marble and bone of her throne.

The Emperor caught hold of Rae’s arms, and eased her backwards, down upon a throne of light. It felt like sitting on fire, without being burned.

In the original books, Key had not learned to forge from air and illumination until years after he rose from the abyss. She wondered how much power the God’s Eye in his sword gave him. She wondered how much power the God’s Eye in her necklace might give her.

“I command the storm,” the Emperor told Rae. Lightning underlined each word.

Under a storm-torn sky, he knelt on the stone at her feet. She was enveloped in the scent of smoke and gunpowder.

“And you command me, my lady,” he murmured. “You have lightning on a leash. Is there anything you wish?”

Rae could think of many things. Above all else, she had to keep him safe this time.

“Once you trusted that I could see the future. Try to believe again, so we can make the story true. I saw the prophecy come to pass. I saw the rise from the abyss. I saw the Emperor reign from on high. I saw it all, but I didn’t see clearly. I couldn’t see the face beneath the mask, I couldn’t tell illusion from reality; I made a terrible mistake. There’s one thing I’m sure of now. Believe me when I tell you, clear as black and white on a page: I saw a hero.”

There was no clue in Key’s voice as to what he might feel or think. “And you believed Octavian was that hero?”

“Yes,” Rae admitted. “But now I think it’s you. I want to make sure the story comes right for you.”

Still kneeling before her, the Emperor sighed. “What should I do?”

What was the advice people usually gave heroes? “Think of your people, and don’t forget where you came from.”

Key’s eyebrow slanted at a satanic angle. “The abyss?”

“The Cauldron.”

Key’s eyebrow took on an even more infernal angle. “Some would say that’s worse.”

The ruler coming from humble origins was supposed to be more empathetic to the plight of the common people. Granted, this held up better when “humble origins” was a farm with charming hay bales, like the farms barefoot women with flawless natural make-up lived on in social media.

Key had asked what he should do. Rae must answer. It was so annoying when characters asked for guidance and didn’t get it, and everything went wrong. She had to keep her bargain with the goddess and encourage him to be heroic, but she knew her man: he wasn’t humble or patient. Asking him to have heroic qualities he didn’t possess was impossible.

So Rae thought of the qualities he did have. “Be brave. Be loyal. Be wonderful. Don’t accept defeat. Don’t accept anything.”

“Is that being a hero?” The Emperor sounded highly doubtful. “Perhaps I’ll try it out.”

It wasn’t enthusiastic, but it was agreement. To being a hero. To getting the story back on track. And as Rae anxiously watched his expression for a sign of what might come next, he surprised her again.

Key reached inside the dark, expensive folds of his clothes, and drew out not one of what Rae knew were many hidden knives, but a letter. The letter bore the name Rahela Domitia in dramatic script, and a silly drawing.

He put it in her hands. “It’s for you. It’s from the Cobra.”

“What does it say?”

“I don’t know.” The sky darkened. The Emperor’s voice went cold. “Obviously.”

Rae wondered what the ministers and courtiers would think of a ruler who couldn’t read. She wondered if Key cared what they thought.

She tore the letter open, hungry as teeth for meat.

The Cobra had written,


My very dear demented Rae,

I deeply hope this finds you alive and well, despite being with the Emperor. I can’t believe you persuaded me I’d changed the story so much that the Emperor wasn’t Key. How could the Emperor be anyone else? Nobody else has the same killer style. I assume we both feel silly, and we’re both now dedicated to the possibly hopeless and definitely reckless mission to change the story. I’m trying to save Caracalla Valerius. I think I know who you’re trying to save. I’ve sent my spies all over the country searching for Merel the minstrel. If we can stop the Oracle and Merel from speaking the last prophecy, that should help.

In closing, a small piece of advice. Is everything going wrong for you? Maybe it’s that cursed necklace you’re wearing! Just a thought, but maybe take off that cursed necklace.

Vipers together.



He signed his name, naturally, with a winding flourish reminiscent of a serpent.

Since when did the Cobra call her Rae? He was alive, safe, and talking to her as if they were friends. Rae hid her face in her hands.

The Cobra was thinking of ways to help her. He hadn’t abandoned her when everything went wrong. He was on her team.

“If you want to send him a letter in return, give it to one of my dead.”

Her gorgeous gown had no pockets, so Rae stored the letter in her bosom for safe-keeping.

“I will. The Cobra is well. He sends you his best wishes, and he says, maybe you should get rid of the God’s Eye. Possibly you could throw it in the abyss? Just a suggestion.”

She was a villain so she was fine, obviously, but Rae knew the Cobra was right about the danger.

“I’ll consider it,” said the Emperor.

He didn’t sound as if he meant that.

As the hero, Key shouldn’t be carrying around evil jewellery. But he wouldn’t listen to someone like her.

“Thank you for giving me the letter,” Rae told him sincerely. “And thank you for reminding me. We should get back to your reading and writing lessons.”

Slightly less cold, the Emperor asked: “When?”

“Now, if I had a book or a pen.” Rae spread her empty hands wide. “Failing that—”

The Emperor took her hand, the thumb-claw resting like a sharp secret in the centre of her palm, and lifted it. For a knee-weakening moment she thought he would kiss it, but he only moved her hand in an illustrative gesture.

A line of scarlet-tinged lightning appeared in the sky.

Rae moved her own hand this time, very carefully, just a fingertip held to the clouds. Another line of lightning was inscribed, white in colour, with scarlet at its heart, like the flame of a candle.

You have lightning on a leash, he had said. What should she do with lightning thrilling at her fingertips, with burning power in the palm of her hands? She couldn’t draw anything, but she could write. If she could inscribe only one word in lightning on the sky, what would it be?

Rae wrote a name in letters of fire against the dark storm-clouds. Key.

She glanced down to see the word’s bright reflection in eyes as grey as the storm-clouds. She spelled out the letters, and sounded out the name. “K – E – Y. Key. That’s you.”

She hoped it would remind him that was true.

“What shape in the sky means you?”

Rae wrote her name under his against the sky. Rachel in strokes of fire. Still smiling, she toyed with the idea of drawing a heart around them.

The Emperor said, voice rasping, smoke-soft and once again impossible to read, “Is that how you spell Rahela?”

Rae’s hand went cold in the cage of the Emperor’s grasp.

“I thought it was spelled a little differently. Be tolerant of my mistakes, my lady. There’s so much I don’t know. But I will learn.”

Key snapped the fingers of his free hand with a ring of steel. Her name and his written together against the sky disappeared in a puff of smoke and a shower of sparks, falling like red stars into the hungry mouth of the abyss.

Rae swallowed. “I’ll teach you anything you want to learn.”

“Will you really?”

The question was guarded, but there was an invitation in there, too, as though they could play a game together for a little longer. There were still lights in the sky. Rae remembered the role she had to play: desperate, wicked. The Harlot of the Tower scaling the heights of the palace.

She leaned forward, gazing down into his upturned face, and purred: “Since you made me the mistress of lightning.”

The Emperor was at her feet. His clawed gauntlet closed around her ankle. “And are you pleased to be mistress of lightning?”

Enchanted claws slid up her leg, light as the whisper of the softest silk stocking, but with steel behind the whisper.

Rae’s saucy smile slipped and fell off her face.

“You cannot be serious, Key!”

“Usually not,” said the Emperor.

“If you get too close, you’re going to hurt me! Don’t even dream that you can touch me with knives on your hands. Are you going to take them off?”

The Emperor hesitated, then shook his head, black hair always as storm-tossed and wild as the shadows in the abyss. He watched her warily, the sky dark enough to make his eyes shine with that slight inhuman glow. Burning bright, in the tense, fearful symmetry of his face. For once, he was not smiling. She realized he was waiting.

“Will you command me to do so?” the Emperor asked.

She could order him to take them off.

She remembered the cracked, black leather gloves he wore before the clawed gauntlets. He had only removed them once in her presence, at his mortal father’s grave, before she betrayed him. Rae understood not wanting anyone to see proof you were vulnerable, that you had been badly hurt and unable to stop it.

Rae shook her head. She could command him, but she would never.

At her feet, the Emperor smiled. “I don’t need hands to touch you, my lady.”

The cool, clawed tips of the Emperor’s gauntlets stayed at the sensitive skin behind her knees, not straying upward an inch. The scarlet lightning that had burned like an offering in the sky and written their names on the clouds now wrapped around her ankles. Twining around her legs like red ribbons, tongues of red fire criss-crossing and climbing, higher and higher beneath the thin veils of her skirt until they wrapped her thighs and tugged her forward on the throne, hips tilting, the veils of her skirts parting like curtains. Against her will, Rae let out a small shocked gasp. The wind snatched the gasp from her lips and carried it away into the howl of the abyss.

Between her legs, the Emperor leaned forward.

She felt his smile curve against her inner thigh. “I have a mouth.”

If Rae spoke, her voice wouldn’t be entirely steady. That would not help her seem like a woman who had been around the block and underneath the kitchen table.

The Emperor leaned back ever so slightly. The whine of protest that rose from the back of Rae’s throat startled her. It seemed to surprise him, too. Shame burned her cheeks until she remembered. She could throw herself at him. This was all part of her evil scheme.

Whenever the late king made a pass, Rae told herself she should do it, because she believed he was her favourite character. Do it for everybody who never got to kiss the beautiful alien or the goblin king. All the while her body insisted she did not know this man.

Her body needed no convincing now. Lines of enchantment tightened around her legs with the gradual gentleness of vines and heat that didn’t burn and almost didn’t hurt, lightning zinging and stinging thorn-sweet beneath her skin. Echoing the enchantment, heat curled in a tight, hot spiral in the pit of her stomach.

She might never forgive herself, back home with only a book for company, if she did not sin now.

Key looked up at her through his eyelashes, thick black curtains with bale-fire brimming beneath. This was how it felt, to be flirted with by a burning abyss in the shape of a man.

His voice rasped, rough as the surface of a tiger’s tongue, which could lick flesh to the bone. “I asked you once before, remember? May I kneel at the altar?”

He was kneeling already, utterly unselfconscious. A cold doubt of consciousness shimmered through her. “That was before we knew you were a god. If I say yes, is it blasphemy?”

Probably due to her evil nature, the cold flicker of awareness became a guilty shiver and a sigh even as she spoke.

The Emperor said, “Let us pray.”

He sank in between her parted thighs, breath on heated skin. She didn’t even know what she should call it. She knew many words which seemed clinical or absurd. So many girls in books talked about their cores, as if they were a bunch of apples.

Caught between his mouth and ropes of lightning, she lost her grip on words and got a grip on his hair. The black hair was lost beneath the white veil of her skirt like someone ducking beneath a tablecloth to have a clandestine feast, but she had the wild locks twisted around her fingers. She took sobbing breaths as tongues of flame slid up, along, around and inside. Caressing, insinuating, scorching and tormenting without mercy.

She screwed her eyes shut.

Against the darkness behind her eyes flowers bright as stars bloomed, stars spread to glittering spheres. She screamed like the damned, but she was queen of hell.

The skies opened. Sheets of silver rain muddled with silver sheets of lightning, like being tossed around in a silver bed. Rae was instantly soaking, thin white skirts plastered transparent against and between her legs. She slid dripping fingers from Key’s hair and caught at his shoulders, pulling him onto the throne of enchantment and upon her wet body. She savoured the weight of muscle, metal and leather pressing down hard, straps digging in and buckles pinching at sensitive points of flesh through the drenched fabric of her dress, and she savoured the taste of his wonderfully cruel mouth.

“Key.” She pressed her rain-slick cheek to his. “You can—will you—”

“I told my ministers I would not,” said the Emperor coolly. “Until we are married. Do you still insist on the Queen’s Trials?”

Rae blinked lightning-bright rain from her eyes to see clearly. Her body wanted to relax into a state of ecstatic languor, but the cold was creeping in. The Emperor had serviced the treacherous bitch he killed in the books, too. Made her beg in bed, before she begged for her life. Rae hadn’t wanted to remember.

He spoke with analytical precision that made her think of the battles he would plan. The battles he would win.

“That was new to you.” She flinched, and he scoffed. “It’s no surprise. Anyone could tell what kind of man the king was. You were pleased well enough, my lady?”

“Well enough,” Rae said faintly.

“You wanted me back then, at the Night Market. And still now, I think, though you’re scared by…” The Emperor’s claws flashed illustratively across his throat, the red glare of his eyes. “Or does being scared make it sweeter for you, my lady?”

“Would you have me pleased or scared?”

His gauntlet skimmed her waist, toying with the twined leather and ribbons there. “I will have you as you are, and you are both. Come. The Oracle’s cave is sealed. You’re pleased. Keep your side of the bargain.”

“The bargain,” Rae repeated warily.

Key will be all right? she had asked the goddess.

If you fulfil the terms, the divine voice had promised. Victory over the enemy. True love. Escaping his doom.

How did he know?

“Our bargain,” said the Emperor. “Be a bride to the abyss. Be my evil queen. Make me believe. You haven’t convinced me yet. So make a beginning, my lady. Call off the Queen’s Trials.”

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. The sound came from somewhere else. Outside the palace, beyond even the city walls. Rae didn’t have Valerius hearing. She might have heard war drums over this distance, but she shouldn’t be able to hear singing.

Yet song was what Rae heard, a chorus issuing from many throats. A crystal-clear song that rang as though it would make crystal shiver and shatter. She remembered someone in the books referring to a family in Tagar as the song of silver tongues in the East. She wondered why they were singing in the rain, then she saw the result and wondered no more.

The song silvered the dark, and the rain that hit the radiant silver-gilt air slowed then dissipated entirely. A perfect circle was cut into the storm-clouds above. Light bloomed in the wasteland. The raider army was holding off the Emperor’s storm.

Magic was dying out in Tagar. In the books, Tagar couldn’t withstand the Emperor’s power. But Rae had brought war to the Emperor’s shores early. The raiders’ magic had not entirely faded yet.

Rae scrambled from the throne of enchantment. When the Emperor followed, the light of the throne and the lightning in the sky died, vanishing into darkness as if they had never been. As if nothing had ever happened.

Better if it had not. Rae leaned forward, holding onto the parapet, and desperately tried to make out shapes in that bright, charmed circle beyond the city walls.

The raider army was not only a disaster on the night of the Emperor’s rising, and an enemy force that must be defeated. They hailed from a whole different land in this world still strange to her. A land that would be stranger to her still, with their own customs, their own gods and their own magic.

Ivor the Heartless, and his general the Beast of the West. Names Rae remembered because they sounded like stories, but they were only background dressing, making the true story richer. They died without ever really becoming part of the story.

Except here they were, alive. Because of Rae.

Here they were, in the heart of the story.

She recognized the young king at once, though she had no idea what he looked like and though the raiders were across the city, distance making them as small as an illustration on a page. Ivor the Heartless never appeared alive in the books, never spoke a word. The first and only time he appeared, he lay stretched beside the slab upon which he crafted his monstrous creation, dead and cold as the stone.

But his sister Vasilisa, the Ice Queen of the books and the princess Rae had come to know, kept her brother’s great helm after he died. A curved metal cylinder that covered a man from skull to shoulders, face-plate a bright blank with only the thin shadow of a visor-slit, decorated with tiny symbols: golden tigers and silver harps. The monarch’s private guard all wore the great helms of Tagar, but none but the king’s helm had a crest, a dozen crystal points set around the metal in a circle like a crown of icicles.

The Ice Queen would look at the empty helm and imagine her brother’s face, because she missed him so dearly. Ivor had been her twin.

The king’s great helm wasn’t empty now. Ivor shone bright as the shields of his men, arrayed behind him in a wall of radiant silver. A raider champion stood to Ivor’s right, broad-shouldered and imposing in flowing furs. Anybody opening a book to see this illustration would recognize a band of heroes standing in the spotlight of the sun. A brave company who sailed the high seas to punish those who plotted against their king.

While the wicked Emperor loomed all in black, one gleaming clawed hand on the waist of a bloodstained beauty. The Emperor’s dread shadow spread across the wastes from the walls of his terrible palace, in which he kept their princess imprisoned.

Magic powers of song and sunshine, going up against magic powers over storms and the dead. That strongly suggested a literal light and dark side.

This felt like a story disaster to Rae. It felt like the bitter chill of a wind changing, the earthquake of a world shifting beneath her feet. An anti-hero becoming a villain. She and Key, the Emperor and his sorcerous blasphemous harlot. Becoming the evil, debauched pair whose unjust rule must be ended at any cost. So that good would triumph, and everyone else would live happily ever after.

Except for Key and Rae. They would be doomed, to death or loneliness.

“You know what? I hate to say this, but we need Lord Marius. He’s the White Knight who will lead our armies to victory.”

If the Last Hope was on your side, then yours was the right side. But the Last Hope was gone.

An ugly edge appeared in Key’s voice. “I can lead an army to victory, my lady. Trust me.”

“It isn’t about me trusting you. Everyone trusts Lord Marius to have principles!”

“It’s true I have no principles,” admitted Key.

He didn’t sound particularly torn up about it. Lightning lit the whole sky, as white as the ivory ceiling in the Room of Memory and Bone.

“Maybe you should have principles!”

“Maybe I should.” Key smiled, brief and sharp. “But I don’t want to.”

“You said you would try to be a hero,” began Rae, but she was already shaking her head. “I have to go.”

She whirled away from Emperor and the abyss, slippers sliding on the stone as she ran.

It was no use. He wouldn’t listen. Rae didn’t expect him to. She wasn’t losing sight of her goals just because he had touched her. Villains stripped bare all the time without stripping off any defences. Anti-heroes slept with and discarded legions of ladies, which was fine because those women weren’t special. The goddess had told Rae the score. She wasn’t a heroine, whose pure light could change an anti-hero’s morality from charcoal to dove grey. Rae needed to hurry. She needed to find her betrothed’s one true love.

“Running away so soon? What are you afraid of?”

Rae’s restraint snapped to let a piece of truth fly free. “I’m afraid you might kill me.”

“Don’t worry, my lady.”

His voice was gentler than the rain. Rae was comforted, for a moment that didn’t last. His voice made her turn her head, for a last look over her shoulder.

Hope flared and died on the curve of the Emperor’s slow smile as he told her: “Death isn’t so bad.”







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Villainess Versus the Ingenue


One lady of the court always succeeded in making the Emperor laugh. Queen Lia never seemed to care, but then, nobody was as lovely as Lia. Any other woman would have been jealous. Any other woman might have been right.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS



Dear Cobra,

I can’t take off the cursed necklace. Probably something to do with the curse. Don’t worry about it, though, the cursed necklace has no effect on me.

I have something important to tell you. The weight of the narrative has its own gravity. The story wants certain events to happen. The most important scenes happen no matter what, but people can play different roles within those scenes. The Emperor rose and walked through the throne room carrying his enemy’s head, but he walked to me, not Lia, and he carried the king’s head, not the god’s. Watch for people saying lines you remember from the books. That’s a sign of the story falling back into place.

If you can’t change a scene, remember this. You can change the person in the scene. You can save anybody, if you’re willing to sacrifice somebody else.

Vipers together,

R.



Rae didn’t say thank you, or tell the Cobra how glad she was he had escaped. She put the letter in a dead man’s hand, then returned to the Maidens’ Tower on a quest to find a bride. In the original novels, Hortensia and Horatia Nemeth competed ferociously to win the Emperor’s attention. Reading the series, Rae scorned them, but now she’d seen the Nemeths struggling in real life. Easy to judge someone for being desperate when you were at a safe distance. Maybe the twins weren’t greedy. Maybe they just wanted to be safe.

The twins loved their family. They were brave. One of the Horrors could make Key happy.

If either of them wanted to, after Key had mutilated their father.

As she approached the door, it opened. For a startled instant, Rae believed someone had set the candles burning early, but the silvery radiance emanated from Hortensia Nemeth’s skin. Rae presumed Hortensia had eaten the rest of the Flower by now. It didn’t seem to have changed anything.

“I was just leaving, my dear.” Hortensia did not meet Rae’s eyes as she proceeded down the shadowy staircase. Sometimes ladies-in-waiting carried lamps down the stairs so they wouldn’t stumble. Hortensia was her own lamp now.

The light disappearing down the staircase, Rae peered cautiously in through the open door, and found Horatia Nemeth grimly tidying her chambers.

“How is your father?” Rae asked apprehensively.

Horatia devoted the intensity of a sun to folding clothes. “The healers are seeing to him. The Emperor was gracious to spare his life.”

“I’m extremely sorry about what happened.”

“We must bow to the Emperor’s inscrutable will,” Horatia replied.

She didn’t mention her father insulting Rae. Perhaps the Horrors felt it was fine to insult immoral women. When enough insults rained down, everyone believed that was just how the sky worked. Only Key had cared.

Key had also violently overreacted.

Rae asked, “Did you hear a new Queen’s Trials will take place, so the Emperor can choose his bride?”

Horatia shook a sheet as if it were a sabre. “What an honour for the lady.”

“What if he chose you?” Rae asked. “Could you love him? The gods have decreed that I—I can’t be his true love, but I need to find someone who can. You used the Flower I entrusted to you. So you owe me your true answer.”

“Then, whether he be god or man, I fucking hate him, my dear.” Horatia gave her a polite nod. “Look elsewhere for a loyal queen.”

Rae sighed, unsurprised. Many would find undead attacks on their relatives a turn-off.

She pivoted. “You still owe me a favour. Can you assemble the maidens? Surely one of them will do what neither of us can, and love him truly.”

Horatia’s fist clenched in the bedsheet. Her father was wounded, and she absolutely did not care about the love life of the man responsible. Her clenched fist said all that.

Her face expressed only ladylike curiosity. “How many favours are you going to ask, my dear?”

Abruptly, Rae tired of playing nice. She wasn’t any good at that game, and nobody ever believed in it.

Instead, the Beauty Dipped In Blood’s red lips curved in a smile sharp enough to carve out pounds of flesh. “How many favours is your sister’s life worth?”

Horatia said, “I’ll assemble the maidens.”

[image: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
Lady Horatia, daughter of the commander general, ran a ladies’ tea party like a military campaign. Within an hour, every lady remaining in the Maidens’ Tower was gathered in a room known as the Room of Courtesies and Curtsies. The curtains were delicate seashell pink, the chairs and tables dainty as confections made from sugar. The only gentleman in attendance was Lady Parthenope’s flatulent lapdog.

People swiftly grew tired of nightmares coming true. Everyone seemed relieved to sit around and gossip.

The Beauty Dipped In Blood prowled around the dainty furnishings, on the hunt for a heroine. The late king had kept many ladies-in-waiting, but several were killed in the ghoul attack at the Court of Air and Grace, more when the dead rose from the abyss to eat the rich, and yet more had fled in terror. Fewer than a dozen remained, but Rae knew exactly what she was looking for.

There were two main types of heroine. Lia’s kind, the most gorgeous woman in any room, radiant in both face and character, desired by all.

Another type of heroine was the type written for women readers to relate to. Someone not that pretty, while conforming to all social standards of attractiveness. Often skinny and brunette, though dishwater blondes, slightly-fiery redheads, and girls born with mystically strange-coloured hair might be considered. If the heroine believed she was a painfully ordinary individual despite her naturally purple hair.

This type of heroine was often shy, though possessed of inner strength that would eventually awe everybody around her. She didn’t think she was beautiful, but luckily other characters assured her when you really looked at her, her true beauty shone. Other characters also called her clever or stubborn or amazing, though she seldom showed those traits, because readers might not relate to them. The hero was always mysteriously drawn to her, which made giving a specific reason to be drawn to her totally unnecessary.

Rae always found that type of heroine insulting. Why should women relate to someone with as much personality as a rice pudding?

This was no time to quibble. They had an emergency on their hands. It was imperative Rae discover Little Miss Nondescript But Irresistible immediately.

A few ladies seemed cautiously hopeful about the Emperor. Getting married was a noblewoman’s only means of employment, and this was an exciting new job opportunity. Rae simply needed to select the right candidate.

Several ladies became visibly uncomfortable under the Beauty Dipped In Blood’s intense scrutiny.

“Must you be so obvious, glaring the competition away?” spoke up a lady in orange muslin.

“I don’t have time to be subtle.”

Intricate schemers sometimes waited years for their plans to pay off, but she was on the clock here! Rae rolled her eyes, dismissing the lady in orange as a contender. Too much personality. And too many friends; this kind of heroine would have two at most. More likely none.

A couple of ladies were reading religious tracts. Rae saw why that might seem a good idea, if you were being considered as a bride for the gods’ son, but she knew Key. He wouldn’t want to be worshipped. He wanted to be loved.

Nobody in the room even had a mystical hair colour.

“Not even a sassy redhead,” Rae murmured.

“Red is actually a very unusual hair colour,” a woman said in an offended voice.

“Not in books!” The woman stared as if Rae was deranged. That was fair.

A couple more ladies were discussing other men they had their eye on. Rae mentally scratched them off her list. Life was too short to deal with love triangles.

A woman in mint green whispered shyly to Lady Parthenope, “The new Emperor does have a certain dark allure, but… he appears deranged and immoral.”

“A gods’ son can’t be immoral,” contributed another woman, face hidden behind a religious tract. “Everything a gods’ son does is by definition moral. He’s punishing evildoers.”

“By having ghouls eat them?”

The religious lady shrugged. “Divine wrath. Very standard. I, for one, support the merciless extermination of sinners.”

Everyone edged away along the exquisite sofas from the supporter of merciless extermination. A girl in the corner almost dropped her book.

Rae shook her head. Key didn’t need that kind of positive reinforcement.

“I won’t enter a Queen’s Trials in which I might get killed, in order to marry someone who might kill me. I think the murderous impulses are a problem,” the mint-green-gowned girl persisted.

In the books, these Trials were held later, once the ladies of the court knew how devoted the Emperor could be to a woman he loved. Right now, this woman didn’t know Key. It was understandable that she didn’t want to risk her life. Others nodded in agreement with her.

Rae needed to convince these women, and she believed she knew how. So many wanted stories of beasts and beauties, agony and redemption. So many dreamed of love stronger and more terrifying than death.

Rae suggested, “Think outside the box.”

She raised her voice, loud enough to make the whole room turn and listen to the sales pitch.

“How many times have you been betrayed, ladies? How many times have you been belittled? If someone kills for you, he’s loyal to you. If you’re in trouble, neither castle walls nor morals will stop him from saving you. In a world of petty selfishness and treachery, he is true. Great and terrible horrors loom, but you will never endure the small, boring trials that transform life into a mundane nightmare. No wandering eye. No expectations for you to be a pleasant maid who smooths his whole life out like a sheet. No relentless dreary wearing-away of yourself to please him by becoming smaller. All you must do is love and be loyal in return.”

All you had to do was not be a treacherous bitch like Rae. Surely someone could manage that.

In the hush, several ladies seemed to seriously consider her argument.

“Does he like dogs?” asked Lady Parthenope. “That’s my only criteria in selecting a husband. Must love dogs.”

“I heard they eat dogs in the Cauldron,” warned Mint Green lady in a sepulchral whisper. Lady Parthenope clutched her dog and shook her head in silent horror.

Rae glared. “That was not a helpful thing to say!”

She took the mint-green lady out of the running. Things were bad enough without accusing Key of animal cruelty. In stories, killing people was much more forgivable than killing animals.

“Lady Rahela is right, many suitors wish to confine their brides,” whispered the girl in the corner with a book.

New hope flared. Rae’s head turned with the speed of an owl possessed by a demon. Little Miss Nondescript But Irresistible often made vaguely feminist statements.

The girl sat in the corner in classic wallflower fashion. As Rae drew closer, the wallflower shrank back under the laser-like intensity of the Beauty’s focus.

“Is your book about the joyous prophesied coming of the Emperor?”

“Ah, no,” replied the girl in a tiny voice. “It’s a novel of adventure. I mean no disrespect to the Great Gods, but my mother’s family hails from east Tagar. I follow the Captive Goddess.”

Her timorous demeanour was understandable, since Tagar had just invaded their country. Her timorous demeanour, combined with speaking up for her convictions, was very promising.

This girl wouldn’t worship Key. In fact, if she was loyal to Tagar, and Key was the Emperor of Eyam, they might be initially at odds before learning to understand each other. Tagar was a land of ice; Key had been reborn from an abyss of fire. Ice and fire was a classic romantic set-up.

“Enemies to lovers,” Rae murmured.

“I beg your pardon?”

Rae dragged over a delicate little chair and tossed the wallflower a glittering smile. “Don’t worry about that. What’s your name?”

“Lady Glacia. I… I am a recent addition to the tower.”

Better and better. Many stories were built around a character new to the dangerous world around them, gazing around with vacant surprise and asking, “What is this Matrix, or Wonderland, or Land of Oz, or brutally competitive world of Formula One Racing?” This worked fine for a first book, but if the same character was clueless in the second, they came off as tragically slow on the uptake.

A sequel called for a new ingenue. Glacia fit the bill.

Rae leaned her elbow against the chair back, rested her chin against her fist, and announced: “Time for us to be friends, Glacia.”

Glacia blinked, a grey flicker behind her glasses. “I know reading novels is not in fashion, but—”

“You’re not like the other girls! Right?”

This type of heroine was never like the other girls. Ironically, this made them all very similar.

“What I meant to say was, are you fond of reading adventure novels, Lady Rahela?”

“I am. Do you enjoy reading about a romantically dangerous hero?”

Glacia put down her book. “Yes! In my current novel, the hero is an elven dragon who pursues the heroine relentlessly across the moor – this takes time; it’s an enormous moor—”

“You can never have too much moor. More moor, that’s what the people want.” Rae nodded. “How is the hero an elven dragon? Is he from a long line of elven dragons, or was one of his parents an elf who made bad choices… no. That’s not important. Tell me later.”

“You may borrow the book when I’m finished.”

“Great! You intend to enter the Queen’s Trials, correct?”

Glacia wrung her hands together in her primrose-coloured lap. She wore yellow, in a shade that didn’t become her. She also wore spectacles. Rae had the strong impression that if Glacia took off her glasses, she would be suddenly beautiful.

“I’m afraid I will make a poor showing.”

Rae cackled. “Would you call yourself a plucky underdog?”

When Glacia gave Rae a wounded look, Rae reminded herself that even though this world worked by narrative rules Rae could take advantage of, the people in this world were real. Heartless laughter in Glacia’s face wasn’t supportive supporting-character behaviour.

“Don’t worry,” soothed Rae. “I have a good feeling about you that I can’t explain. I’ll help you. Trust me.”

This kept to the rules. People were always mysteriously drawn to main characters, helping them out to further the plot. Once Glacia met Key, then Key would also be mysteriously drawn to her. Or he would find her irritating at first but slowly grow to appreciate her. Key would become disillusioned by his wicked fiancée and unconsciously draw closer to Glacia, until it darted through him with the speed of a burning arrow that this unassuming girl had become the great treasure of his Empire! Or something along those lines.

Then, humbled by beholding their true love, Rae could gracefully accept she had lost Key and retreat from the contest.

“I would like to get to know Key,” confided Glacia. “I mean, His Imperial Highness.”

She knew servants’ names. Heroines were always showing an anachronistic disregard for social class! Or possibly Glacia had noticed Key because she thought he was hot. Either way would work.

“I would like to know the Emperor, too,” sang out a voice behind Rae. “Any advice for me, Lady Rahela?”

Rae rose, then gripped the metal loops of her chair hard. The brunette regarded her quizzically.

“Lady Ninell Almassy,” she prompted.

She was pretty, in a way that was almost more charming than beauty. She wore a softly becoming dress of deep indigo, trimmed with blue. Her tidily arranged hair was nut-brown, her eyes a sweet blue with a sparkle of mischief. She looked like a girl Rae knew from another world.

Lady Ninell. The woman who made the Emperor laugh. The woman who in the original books conspired with a group of ministers to kill Lia, won the new Queen’s Trials, and expected to be the Emperor’s new bride. Ninell, who the Emperor courted, then killed at the Burning Hearts Ball.

Except now Rae was the one who had betrayed the Emperor. Ninell had done nothing. Only Rae knew what Ninell was capable of.

With Lia out of the picture, who knew how close Ninell might draw to Key?

Rae hadn’t known Ninell would look like that.

She mumbled an excuse to Glacia and bolted from the Room of Courtesies and Curtsies, hurtling through the Palace on the Edge to reach the battlements.

She grasped the parapet, desperate for solid support, and drew in lungfuls of brimstone-laced air. Rae leaned against the stone, staring into the abyss. The dread ravine alongside the palace yawned wide, flames and shadow performing a bright-and-dark dance before her. She didn’t see it. What Rae saw was another world.
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Rae went to the cancer ward instead of college, and never finished high school. But three years before she walked into another world, Rae was a cheerleader.

A girl named Marlowe was one of the fliers on Rae’s cheerleading team, a bird-boned poppet with brown hair and china-doll blue eyes. Marlowe organized fundraisers for charity and spread word about petitions. Rae believed Marlowe was kind.

When Rae first got diagnosed, everyone was supportive. Her bestie hugged her. Her boyfriend said she could rely on him. Marlowe baked lemon cakes for the chemo ward, including a note saying Rae could ask her for anything.

Then slowly, as if losing blood from a small, deep wound, drop by drop until she bled out, Rae began to lose people. Rae could rely on her boyfriend – to cheat with her best friend. Rae’s father deserted their family. And in a dozen small ways, Rae saw sympathy die, as sympathy became inconvenient. Her friends started making pointed comments about Rae not responding to messages or pulling her weight in group projects.

She told herself she was being oversensitive. Even breathing hurt sometimes. It made sense friends would hurt her as well. They didn’t mean to. Especially not the cheer squad. They were her team.

Her mom’s sick days ran out. Rae had a chemo session scheduled for the day of Alice’s book club, the only social outlet her shy sister had left. So Rae asked kind Marlowe to drive her home after chemotherapy. Marlowe promised she’d be there.

Rae waited a long time, shivering in the sun, until she realized Marlowe wasn’t coming.

Rae got home through a bus and a long walk, swaying, light-headed, remembering how often patients with nobody to drive them fell sick. A cold caught on public transport could turn to a raging fever, then pneumonia. Her new body seemed constructed of dried twigs, tinder waiting for a flame.

A body of twigs, with a head and feet of lead. She couldn’t hold up her heavy head and dragged her feet in the dust as she staggered home. She must have looked like a zombie, the first sighting of the undead who would herald an apocalypse.

Rae’s body was an apocalyptic landscape. Before chemotherapy, she hadn’t realized it was possible to feel churning sickness in your knees and eyeballs, every cell in violent revolt against poison. When you got sick, everybody betrayed you. Even you betrayed you.

When she finally reached home, the spiral staircase of her house spun in Rae’s vision, folding up like a Slinky. She couldn’t climb that.

She should eat. At the hospital they always said, eat, get your strength up. Rae made it halfway across her kitchen floor until dizziness pulled the floor out from under her like a trickster pulling the rug. Rae landed on one knee, bit her tongue as she hit, and crumpled. She curled up on her side and rocked. She thought, clear and cold: I could die here.

Die on the kitchen floor, like a bug somebody had stepped on.

No. Rae uncurled, and crawled with painful, furious determination across a kitchen floor that seemed to stretch as wide as a desert. On the bottom shelf lay a dusty can of Diet Coke, plus a heel of bread. Rae defiantly tore at the bread with her teeth.

When she checked her phone, she expected apologies from Marlowe.

There was nothing.

Marlowe hadn’t even bothered to send a message.

Rae leaned her head back against the kitchen cabinet. The whole world felt unreal, blurring out of reach and too difficult to navigate.

She texted several furious messages to Marlowe, hurled her phone violently at the wall, then threw up and passed out.

A few days later, Rae felt well enough to return to school. She wore the long, dark wig that most resembled her former hair. She was ready to pretend, to keep her team.

When Rae walked into the classroom, she found Marlowe standing backlit by the open windows, reading out Rae’s messages in a soft, wounded voice to a fascinated audience.

“She said she hates me. That she hates all of us.” Marlowe’s eyes met Rae’s. She held Rae’s gaze and continued without missing a beat, “She acts like this over not getting a lift.”

There was no guilt in those wide, blue eyes, only reproach. The scene was neatly reframed as if Rae had got stood up at a movie theatre, and put herself in the wrong by wildly overreacting. Marlowe wasn’t the villain. Rae got cast as the villain instead.

“We all go through rough times. But come on, Rae.” Marlowe called her out, and every head turned. “Aren’t you being terribly unfair to me?”

Everyone turned to look at Rae, the intruder.

“You left me there, and I felt like I was going to die,” Rae spat. She watched all the faces, even the kindest, harden.

You get taught as a child not to act out, told “It’s not life or death.” This leads to an unintended consequence. When it actually is life or death, people act like you’re having a tantrum.

What a fool Rae was, to believe she had a team.

Marlowe recoiled in horror, though Rae hadn’t moved a step towards her. “You’re so angry, you’re frightening me! Are you going to throw me out the window?”

She made Rae sound like the attacker, though Rae was the one left to crawl across that floor. Everybody stared, waiting for Rae to apologize.

Rae turned and walked out the door alone.

She never went back. She never graduated. She kept walking until she collapsed on a bank far from the school grounds, and stared into the splashing sparkle of a creek.

On a school trip to the ocean when they were younger, Rae would fling herself into the waves, get knocked off her feet and laugh. Marlowe went into the waves with Rae once. When the first big wave hit above their knees, she cried out. Rae was taller and stronger than Marlowe. She planted her feet, refusing to be swept away, even when the waves hit hard. She supported Marlowe until they could stumble out of the water together. Marlowe professed eternal gratitude. Rae thought that was just what you did, when a friend couldn’t stand. You held them up.

Not when it was Rae. She wasn’t worth holding up.

There were many greater betrayals, but that was the last. After that, Rae could never really feel sure of anyone again. People might say they loved you and they would help you, but how could she ever believe it?

A friend put her on trial. For being in agony.

On the kitchen floor, Rae thought: I could die here. Beside the water, Rae thought: I wish I had died before I knew how little they cared.

Water rushed away, long past, and turned into sparks flying from the ravine to dance in Rae’s vision. Silver on brown, to red on black. This was another world, and Lady Ninell Almassy another girl.

Still, Rae didn’t trust another girl with those same china-doll blue eyes. She knew in another life, Ninell had betrayed Lia to her death. Key had been betrayed already. Rae wouldn’t let it happen again.

Let it be Glacia for Key. Ice to his fire, him seeing the beauty in a wallflower, her seeing the man where others saw a monster or a god.

If Rae kept her bargain with the goddess, the story would be saved. Key would be the hero of his book, Rae would be alive at home, and the doom of prophecy would never come to pass.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Maiden of the Manor


Lady Caracalla, only daughter of the Valerius line, was a shy and retiring maiden of fifteen years. Knowing she – like her lady mother – was no beauty, and taller than every squire in the yard besides, it had been impressed upon Caracalla that she must at least make an effort to excel at womanly arts.

She chose a chamber of the east wing in which to sew and spin. The chamber had a great mullioned window overlooking the road through the deep, dark woods. The road ran through a field of poppies known as the Field of Blood, where once their ancestor fought, through fields of barley and of rye, through the Mountains of Truth where the Oracle awaited, all the way to many-towered Themesvar.

When her brother rode home, he would come by that road. She would see him first of anyone shut up in these grey walls.

First of anyone, she saw the smoke and flame as the ravine rose in Themesvar. Timid though she was, she was thus prepared, and when her old nurse came tiptoeing in, she heard the tidings of battle calmly.

“Don’t fear, Nurse. Lord Marius is the bravest and strongest of all the warriors in all the lands, and he cannot be defeated in battle. My brother will come and shield us from harm.”

By morning’s light and evening’s glow she spun. Surely Marius would come soon.

Then her old nurse came, tottering older than she had been the day before, to tell Caracalla her brother had perished.

“There must be some mistake.” Lady Caracalla remained calm. “I will wait for my brother to come and explain.”

She spun through dark night and mornings grey as their manor, waiting for her brother to carry home new hope. What was carried home to Caracalla was her brother’s great sword, Starving for Blood. So heavy was the sword, most men could not lift it with both hands, though she had seen her brother swing the blade one-handed as a boy.

Lady Caracalla said, “My brother may be wounded. I will keep his sword, awaiting his safe return.”

The duchy of Valerius was a proud and ancient house, but not rich. Much of her brother’s investments had been made with confidence in Eyam’s military might. With war swiftly followed pestilence and hunger. Caracalla’s lady mother explained they must confine themselves to strict rations, to make sure all were fed.

When the invalid duke demanded more than his fair share, Eumineda, the last duchess, went to his chambers to remonstrate.

The old nurse, growing older by a year every minute, crawled up to her darling’s sewing room to tell Caracalla that her father, mother and even her tutor had been killed in the violent dispute that followed. It was believed the tutor, himself an invalid, gave his life trying to shield the duchess from her husband’s wrath.

Lady Caracalla, gowned in her best, attended her mother and tutor to the grave. It would be the last time she wore fine clothes. She sold them off to buy three tombstones.

“The tombstones hold the dead in the ground. Nurse, I would not have my father come back again.”

When her nurse died, Caracalla buried the old woman beside her mother.

Then Lady Caracalla retired once more to her weaving room. She held her brother’s sword as close as a childhood toy, and whispered, “I am half sick of waiting, Marius.”

The few servants remaining carried back reports of bandits whose numbers could not be withstood. Villagers petitioned to be allowed refuge inside the great manor. At least if they starved within the manor’s grey walls, they would die warm.

Lady Caracalla refused to let a single soul enter. She said she must keep her family’s treasure safe.

Hearing reports of treasure, with only a girl gone mad to guard it, the bandits rode to the manor. Orders were given to shut up the manor, and smoke the girl out.

Except the girl could not be found, and the fire caught fast. In the Great Hall, the bandits fought over who had set the blaze too early and stoked it too high, and whether they should escape or try again to locate the maiden.

Slowly, they became aware she had found them.

At the top of the stairs, wreathed in smoke and sparks, stood the silhouette of a maiden, dragging a great sword behind her like a child’s toy.

“As lady of the house, it is my duty to make sure the fires burn high. I hear you ask for my treasure. I have nothing left but this sword.” Lady Caracalla smiled. “I’ll give it to you gladly.”

“We will slice you like a ham,” snarled the bandit leader.

Caracalla said, “Try.”

A boy among the bandits, as young as the maiden, cried that the flames raged out of control and they must flee. That was when the bandits tried the doors, and found none would open. They remembered, then, the old stories.

The line of Valerius was begun by the Great God, to serve as his son the Emperor’s generals and strongest warriors. Ancilley Manor was built by the Great God to be a fortress. In Eyam, even the stones in the earth have power, and the cornerstone of the manor was a great stone as transparent as a window and as cold to the touch known as the Heart of Ice. An ice block, it seemed, which over the centuries had never melted. None could enter the manor against the will of a Valerius. And without the permission of a Valerius, none could leave.

The whole force had been neatly caught. When they whirled back with new threats in their mouths, the lady descended the staircase as daintily as if to her first ball.

“Think you the cursed bloodline is dead?” asked Caracalla. “Not yet. No helpless maid is trapped in here with you, gentlemen. You are trapped in here with the last daughter of Valerius.”

She was but a slender maid, but with one hand she lifted her brother’s great sword over her head in a shining deadly arc. Amid fire and darkness, the girl’s eyes were ice.

“Honour in my heart, death in my hand!” the Lady Caracalla gave her war cry. “My people will sleep warm tonight.”

The lady charged.

The blaze of Ancilley Manor rose in a red tower to the broken moon. So passed the sweet and valiant maiden Caracalla.

Nobody wept at her grave. Those who loved her were long dead.

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


Lady Caracalla, only daughter of the Valerius line, was a shy and retiring maiden of fifteen years. Knowing she – like her lady mother – was no beauty, and taller than every squire in the yard, it had been impressed upon Caracalla that she must at least make an effort to excel at womanly arts.

It was a great bother.

Caracalla chose a chamber of the east wing in which to weave and spin. The chamber had a great window overlooking the road through the woods. The road ran through the Field of Blood, through the barley and rye, through the Mountains of Truth where the Oracle awaited, all the way to many-towered Themesvar. From this side of the mountains, the peak containing the Oracle’s cave seemed one great, sinister spike stabbing into the swirling clouds.

When her brother rode home, Marius would come by that road. She would see him first of anyone within these dreary, grey walls.

First of anyone, she saw the smoke and flame as the ravine rose in Themesvar. When Nanny Nuale came to tell her the tidings of battle, Caracalla had already prepared a speech that sounded cool, resolute and not scared.

“Don’t fear, Nurse. Lord Marius is the bravest and strongest of all the warriors in all the lands, and he cannot be defeated in battle. My brother will come and shield us from harm.”

By morning’s light and evening’s glow she spun on, squinting and hastily blotting the tears that fell on the red and white weave. Marius would be with her soon. He was her knight. He always came when she had most need of him.

She stayed in her room, not because she was so terribly fond of spinning, but because she must be the first to see when he came. And for one more reason, though it was cowardly. Mama, being a duchess, was a highly practical person. If Caracalla went downstairs, Mama would sensibly try to prepare her for Marius being hurt, or worse. Battlefields weren’t ideally suited for maintaining good health.

Marius would not want her to be shaken. Marius once wrote to her, We have nothing if we do not have faith.

Several nights and days had passed since the smoke and fires of war. Word came from Themesvar that they were victorious – hurrah! – though possibly the king had been killed. Very sad, Caracalla was sure. Everyone said the king was so charming, but personally Caracalla thought there were much more charming gentlemen in the capital. She made a wicked little bargain, just between her and the moon, that the king could be dead if only Marius was well.

She spun through dark night and mornings as grey as their manor – and also through the day, though that sounded less poetic – waiting for her brother to carry home new hope. Caracalla slept that night in her sewing chamber on a heap of old tapestries she grandly intended to mend, and dreamed of endless waiting: hunger and cold, loneliness and grief that ended in fire.

She woke with tears on her cheeks, enraged at herself for being so silly. Was this strange dream of misery and poverty any behaviour for the sister of the greatest warrior in the land? Even if Marius was – she skipped over that thought – Marius had been so clever with investments. The Marquis of Popenjoy told Marius he had nightmares about Marius only investing in the military, so Marius had diversified in many areas. House Valerius was rich whatever happened, for generations to come.

The dream could not fool her. She sat firmly down to her weaving by clear morning light, determined to wait forever if need be. If only forever wouldn’t take so long.

Caracalla was puzzling over the tangled web of her weaving when a ray of sunlight struck her sight, a flash as swift as a bow-shot and as bright as crystal. She looked out the window.

Light poured through the leaves onto the white horse and its rider. A summer breeze set coal-black-and-white-ice curls flowing as he rode.

She left the weaving, she left the loom, she crossed the room in three paces, and dashed headlong down the great staircase. Through the Great Hall with wild abandon she ran, and leaped like a deer over the grey threshold and the Heart of Ice set coldly gleaming there. Abandoning ladylike pretence, she ran faster than anyone could chase into the sweet sunshine, leaving the great oak doors thrown wide open in her wake. Her heart went birdlike before her, so light and soaring it was, flying on gold wings to the bright party emerging from the green wood.

Around the dusty curve of the road Caracalla raced, past the red sea of poppies, faster than she had ever run in her life.

It was a very large party, larger than any Caracalla had seen coming down their path from many-towered Themesvar. There were rattling carts, women and children, and men dressed in a raffish way that made her think of bandits. Leading the way, on his magnificent long-fanged and swift-footed steed, rode her brother.

The lady charged. Into a mess of warhorses and carts, battle steeds baring fangs at her. In the chaos, Caracalla was not one bit afraid. Marius was off his horse and with her in an instant.

“Out in public with no shawl? Gods in their mercy lend you grace, Caracalla,” he said in his funny stern way, with the note of gentleness always in his voice when he spoke to her.

Marius rendered his scolding even more absurd by immediately taking her in his arms. He was so strong he could carry her as he had when she was a baby, and so tall he made her feel tiny and dainty, the way everyone said ladies should be. Caracalla clung to him, her tangled dreams and fears dissolving like mist in sunlight. What a fool she had been to doubt him. Nothing could hurt her big brother, and when he was near, nothing could touch Caracalla. She was the safest girl in the world.

“Oh, this family,” shouted a laughing voice from above. “Must you throw yourselves beneath the hooves of a hundred horses?”

Caracalla giggled at the joke, dizzy with relief and renewed faith. “We shan’t be hurt! We are Valerius.”

The Golden Cobra twinkled down at them from astride another war steed, by her excellent lines surely the promising filly Marius had written about. Caracalla had not realized the Cobra was so accomplished a horseman, and mentally added this important fact to her list of his many fine qualities.

He knew they were Valerius, of course. The Cobra was only being witty. He was the most humorous and charming gentleman in the capital, and her future husband. They were betrothed. Her mama had made inquiries when she saw how vastly taken Caracalla was with Marius’s friend. All his servants agreed that the Cobra was as warm as summer’s longest day and never said a harsh word to even the lowest scullion maid. Besides being so extremely good-looking and eloquent, and knowledgeable about the arts, and fashion, and finances, and everything under the sun.

When the Cobra accepted the betrothal dagger, Caracalla was overcome by her own good luck. Valerius men were famous for their lethal beauty. Valerius women were made to escape the notice of their dangerous men and a dangerous world. If a Valerius warrior loved you or hated you, he would kill you, and if the world believed a woman was a threat, she would be crushed. Valerius women hid their strength and fury, hid the mark on their skin that was the seal of their blood. Quiet as little mice, with hair the plain grey-brown of mouse fur, Valerius women crept through the centuries. There were breaks in the pattern: Caracalla’s dead aunt, they said, had been a beauty. Caracalla herself was tall. She always wished to be pretty, so that a kind man might take her away from the manor in spite of the risk she would turn berserker. After the Cobra agreed to make her his bride, Caracalla knew she didn’t need to be pretty. She needed only what she had: the best brother in the world.

Privately, Caracalla suspected her brother must have intended the match long before she and her mama came to visit Themesvar. If you knew Marius as Caracalla did, you could easily tell he preferred the Cobra to that not-so-charming king, or to anyone else in the capital.

No surprise that Marius could find the perfect man. All for Caracalla.

Standing in the circle of Marius’s warm arm, Caracalla laid her face against his snow-white chest, and laughed and cried because she was so happy.

Clear as this brilliant day, her brother had brought the Golden Cobra home to marry her.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Villainess Meets the Beast of the West


The dead army headed for the pass. The Ice Queen’s forces remained in hot pursuit, but the dead travelled too fast. They would flood the citadel like ice water when a glacier melted, and drown all in their path with cold. Even the Queen’s men, riding desperately hard, knew they raced to no avail. All was lost.

Save that the Queen had left a guardian to defend her citadel. Champion of the ice raiders, a legend in his own time known as the Beast of the West.

When word came of the descending dead, the Beast announced, “All my life I waited for a great fight. This will serve.”

No youth was ever so bold, none with so many warrior braids in his mane, none with such laughing eyes.

People say the count spent his last night in prayer to his snarling gods at Blood Feud Tower, where his father died before his birth. Then he walked whistling into the winter wind. Some doubted Count Merac’s wisdom, his temper, and – in the last, wild years of his life – his sanity. None ever doubted his courage.

Those left behind gathered what they could carry and fled. They knew the dead would be on them soon. No living man could stand against so many ghouls. No man alone could hold the pass.

And yet.

When the Ice Queen’s army reached the pass, they found a field of slaughter. The ghouls were cut or torn to pieces, snow turned black for miles with dead blood. In the midst of the fallen, one stood alone. Frost had transformed dark hair and golden fur into a silver hood and cloak.

The edge of the Beast of the West’s sacred axe bit deep as a ghoul into the ice. His grip on the axe hilt could not be broken by all the queen’s men. Bleeding from a hundred wounds, the Beast of the West had used his weapon at the last to stand tall and hold fast.

Dead, the Beast held his post. Dead, the Beast held the pass.

His great cat Fatalis bared teeth long and sharp as swords, defending her master as he had defended his city. Her tawny flanks were scored with long red gashes until she seemed striped with scarlet. Only when she saw they were allies did Fatalis cease snarling, to give a small sound like a kitten hoping for milk. She curled at her master’s feet, and died in peace.

They had to shatter the ice to carry the heroes home. The tradition of his people was to be buried beneath earth and stone, to bring to the next world all you had when laid to rest, from gold to glorious death wounds. Strangely, the Beast of the West left orders desiring to be burned.

None could deny the hero’s final wish. So he burned. Even his ancient enemies sang for him, voices rising high as the smoke from his pyre. All his gold and glory became ash. Lost to the wild wind, lost to the vast, cold sky.

Yet what is loved cannot be altogether lost.

Much later, the one who loved him best carved his name in letters six feet tall on the stone of the pass. So all who entered the citadel saw and remembered his deed and his name. Stone held his memory, as he once held the pass.

Last and greatest champion of the ice raiders. Torhell, Count Merac.

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


Trumpets sounded outside the great gold doors, standing open to receive the peace envoys. Dead guards in new golden masks lined the glittering green crystal walls, ministers stood in tense blue ranks, and the Emperor and his evil queen candidate waited upon their thrones. Rae feared the vibe they were giving off wasn’t exactly “reasonable and normal people you can trust to keep a peace treaty”.

The peace envoys from the icelands didn’t seem all that normal themselves.

The crier at the door intoned, “The Dowager Countess Merac, esteemed ambassadress and peace envoy for Tagar!”

Tagar’s ambassador, Dowager Countess Merac, sailed across the gold mosaics like a ship with every sail billowing, if every sail were black ermine. She was a tall, powerful woman who looked to be in her early forties, and if she were a ship, she would be a fantastically successful pirate ship. The countess was festooned with gold, from the jet and gold diadem on her stern brow to the elaborate rings on every finger. One thick gold band at the base, then a ring at every knuckle, each connected to another by a chain and ending in golden caps for each fingertip.

Seeing this lady of the rings jogged Rae’s memory about Tagar. Raiders were big on rings, exchanging them as pledges of loyalty for both weddings and warriors. One of their rare songs about not dying spectacularly in battle went: “Ice cannot hold me, by no blade will I die/By my dear one and ring-giver intend I to lie…”

Rae couldn’t help but notice that the notorious Count Merac, general of the raider army, was missing.

The dowager countess’s magnificent progress halted at the base of their thrones, where she bowed deeply. “Greetings. I am Tagar’s representative. You may call me Lady Mabeth.”

Rae sucked in a breath that went down the wrong way and lapsed into a coughing fit. “Lady Macbeth!”

“Lady Mabeth,” corrected the dowager countess. “An entirely different name. I am also known as Mab of the Red Hands.”

Rae swallowed down her cough. “Thanks, that’s reassuring.”

The Emperor gestured for the duchess to rise. A certain menace lay even in his most gracious movements. Maybe he was born with it. Maybe it was the great clawed gauntlets imbued with dark magic.

“I’m Key. Since we’re being friendly and informal, you may call me Your Imperial Majesty. This is my betrothed bride, Lady Rahela Domitia. Did your general get lost on his way to my throne room? Where is Count Merac?”

He was answered by a clash of weapons and the sound of moans below. Nearly every room in the Palace on the Edge had multiple balconies, from which to contemplate the sacred and awful dread ravine. The balcony doors in the throne room were narrow as the high arched windows, with luminous blue stained glass as if to always open onto bright skies. The Emperor rose from his throne, and made for one of the balconies.

He turned under the stone arch, clawed gauntlet resting on the handle of the balcony door. Light streaming through the glass caught and refracted in the folds of his dark garments, making him seem a shadow caught in a prism.

“Our peace envoy is in the courtyard…” Key’s observation ended in a snarl, “chopping up my dead!”

Rae and the dowager countess followed the Emperor, both trying to act casual and also walk extremely fast. They tumbled onto the balcony together, Rae’s voluminous red-edged skirts and the dowager countess’s bulky furs making it a tight squeeze.

In the centre of the courtyard, in a circle of brightness and blood made by gold-masked encroaching dead, stood the sun. That was how he seemed at first, like the sun come to earth: a shining shape wielding a golden axe that shone with inner fire, moving in a sweep so fast it became a brilliant blur.

When one of the dead leaped into that gleaming arc, two dead pieces tumbled left and right to the cobblestones. His axe split the ghoul exactly in half.

“I crave your pardon, Your Imperial Majesty,” said Lady Mab. “My son is impetuous.”

The sun resolved into a young man with dark hair in a tumble of waves and braids to his shoulders, and tawny gold furs in a cascade from his shoulders to the gory cobbles. He tipped back his face to study the watchers on the balcony. His eyes, remarkable for brilliant directness rather than colour, fastened immediately on one among the party.

Count Torhell Merac shouted, “Fight me!”

The Emperor sent down a sinister smile like a black flower tossed from the balcony. “With pleasure.”

The young man’s face lit as bright as a beacon. “Wait there!”

He cleared a path by cutting down more ghouls, charging out of the courtyard and their sight.

Rae laid a hand on the Emperor’s arm, feeling leather, criss-crossed binding and worked metal, with nothing to suggest the man beneath.

Key sounded distracted, humming with excitement at the prospect of battle. “What’s that, my lady?”

Rae had to remind him, “We’re having peace talks.”

Pio, Rae’s unexpected ally, stood at the open glass doors. “Murdering a peace envoy will have an unfortunate effect on the peace talks.”

Key shrugged. “Fine. I’ll kill him later.”

“Perhaps my son will kill you later,” murmured Lady Mab.

The Emperor laughed like black lightning, then said, “Sorry, I assumed that was a joke.”

Rae saw Pio wince and didn’t blame him. Key had many unearthly talents. Unearthly diplomacy wasn’t among them.

The crier at the throne room entrance cleared his throat, and the prime minister pivoted urgently towards the tall golden doors. The name “Count Merac” was never uttered. Instead came a roar. Not the sound of a raised voice or a loud noise, but an actual animal roar. It sent the back of Rae’s neck tingling with the terror of cave-dwelling ancestors for whom that sound meant death, and the hairs on her arms prickling with the thrill of more recent movie-watching ancestors, for whom that sound meant adventure. The doors crashed open.

“Thanks,” Count Merac told the crier. “I can announce myself.”

A tiger roared once again.

Across the throne room prowled the count and his great cat. The count had an actual sabretooth tiger. Its teeth were great carved bone scimitars. Its fur gleamed as orichal steel did, as all magic did, like light on water with neither element earthly, but this enchanted illumination was gold rather than the blood-red magic of Eyam.

Torhell Merac lived up to his sabretooth, almost as grand in stature as Lord Marius. The bulk of his furs made him seem as big as a bear, and he shone beneath even more gold than the dowager countess. His face was the picture of a likable young rogue. Rae enjoyed characters with a little more bite and cynicism, but she understood the appeal of the blithe spirit bounding in for another adventure.

“We can’t fight yet,” said the Emperor, once more upon his throne. “Sorry.”

Count Merac spat, “Craven.”

His face shadowed, and the image twisted. Up close, the bright young warrior seemed tarnished. Rae couldn’t see him as he was in the books, whistling on his way to certain death.

The Emperor raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a noble who will defend my honour to the death. I have no honour to speak of, and I don’t care what insults you throw at me.” His voice sank to a murmur. “If you crave death, I can give it to you.”

The count turned his face away, a flush rising on his cheekbones. Rae suddenly understood why Count Merac had whistled on his way to his doom. This wasn’t the hero of a hundred adventures. Count Merac wanted only one big adventure. His last.

Rae should stay away from both these men.

“After we sign a peace treaty.” The Emperor’s smile was not that of a trustworthy individual. “Want to sign it now?”

Obviously, Count Merac couldn’t do that. It would be treason. Yet Count Merac actually looked tempted.

“Torhell!” his mother warned.

“No,” bit out Count Merac with a visible effort, then whirled and demanded: “Where’s the Golden Cobra?”

Everyone knew why a stranger would ask for the Cobra. The ministers looked politely shocked.

“Torhell!” His mother sounded more upset than she had about the treason. “We are royal envoys. Can you not wait before asking after the proprietor of the most famous pleasure house in this accursed land?”

“Obviously, I couldn’t wait, since I didn’t,” said Torhell. “The Cobra, if you please. I have urgent need of him.”

Key shrugged. “I’ve no doubt my dead will bring the Cobra to me shortly. You’re not to kill him with an axe.”

The young count looked offended. “I only wish to speak to the man. I believe he has information I want.”

The Golden Cobra had the largest network of spies in the country, but Rae couldn’t imagine what information might be of value to this heedless warrior. She figured his mother was probably right on the money, and the ladies available for the money.

“The Cobra will come soon,” Rae assured the count. “We’re all looking forward to seeing him, but let us speak now of peace.”

“Tagar did not break the peace,” said Lady Mab. “Our princess sent us a letter from Eyam’s shores, warning our king Ivor would be killed. We found poison in Ivor’s food. The information came from Eyam. How would someone from Eyam know of a plot to poison our king, unless the plot and the poison were both from Eyam?”

“I was the one who told the princess of the plot,” Rae said steadily. “Because the gods send me visions of the future.”

She felt the hatred of Eyam’s entire court, burning as though every eye upon her was a flame. She had passed on information that caused a war. How could anybody see her as anything but a traitor to Eyam, and a spy for the enemy?

Count Merac was chatting in a low voice to a bunch of young ministers, possibly about brothels, but he threw cheerfully over his shoulder, “Did your gods send you a vision of who the poisoner was?”

“Well,” Rae admitted. “No.”

That information wasn’t in the books. Nobody ever found out who poisoned the Ice King.

The count made a face. “Bad luck for you.”

“Those of west Tagar worship the only true gods, great animals pure in strength, who hate deception,” Lady Mab told the Emperor. Courtiers gasped at her sacrilege. The Emperor appeared unmoved. “We do not believe in delusions sent by false gods or wicked spirits. We demand satisfaction.”

“Good news,” the Emperor informed her. “If Eyam planned the assassination, the ruler at the time was King Octavianus. If it will bring you joy, you may have Octavian’s head. I removed it from his shoulders a few days ago. Does anyone have the head?”

Prime Minister Pio avoided the subject of the head. “Our divine Emperor did indeed but recently ascend his throne. His Imperial Majesty would never attempt to assassinate your king.”

The Emperor nodded. “I’m disgusted by the accusation. I don’t make assassination attempts. When I assassinate, I succeed.”

Key sent Rae a conspiratorial look, a fire-edged invitation to wickedness that made Rae want to smile back. Except she feared the peace talks were going up in flames.

“When raiders set sail, we do not return empty-handed.” Lady Mab spread her richly ringed hands. “The princess’s letter condemns Eyam. What reparation will Eyam pay?”

Pio had warned them. These raiders, who take captives, take treasure, take everything and burn what they don’t steal, are baying at our walls for blood and gold. We must offer Tagar an incentive to leave our shores.

“I offer your lives in exchange for peace,” the Emperor said. “So you can kill ghouls? Every one of your raiders I kill, I will raise up as my own soldier. Surrender. In the end, the dead always win.”

How many on both sides would die, before they did? Maybe Key didn’t care.

Count Merac turned with a sweep of furs and clank of hidden weaponry. Lord Adel had to skip to avoid being hit by his cloak as if he were jumping rope.

“Surrender?” asked Count Merac. “It is not in my nature. You must break every bone in my body to break the hold of my jaws when they close on a throat. I was made to fight to the death, and hold on even past death. Try to make me one of your dead soldiers. I will be your first rebel.”

A terrified sound erupted from Torhell’s mother.

The Emperor’s smile went bright and beautiful and sinister, like flames rising behind a red stained-glass window. “Keep making threats; it amuses me. Do you think a god fears any man?”

In answer, Count Merac produced his axe. His mother tensed. Key stayed relaxed. Light reflected by flames and green crystal wrapped about the shaft, but couldn’t eclipse or even impinge on the pure gold blade. Two great curves, like two sharp halves of a sun, and the axe’s edge seemed to cut even the light.

“This is the Edge of Anguish. Only the gods’ chosen can lift it.”

Torhell’s powerfully muscled arms, showing bare through the luxuriant furs as he spun his axe, evinced no sign of strain.

“Your people are not my people, nor your gods my gods,” said Torhell Merac. “I don’t fear your divinity or your dead. The gods of west Tagar don’t take unclean, human shapes. My gods sent me my great cat. My gods are red in tooth and claw. My gods will see me safe in gold underground.”

Since he was talking burial customs, Rae remembered the future.

“Count Merac.” She made sure to sound every inch a witch queen. “I have read the book of fate. I see your death and what follows. After you die, you burn.”

Lady Mabeth gave a hiss of outrage at the very idea.

Count Merac’s blazing open face shut and darkened. “So claims the soothsayer harlot who might be our spy, or might marry your Emperor? Your own future seems most uncertain.”

Rae purred, “Do you want to know how you die?”

“Soon and bloody, witch.” Torhell Merac grinned. “But ladies first.”

He smiled when he spoke of his death with barely restrained eagerness. He laughed when the Emperor moved sharply forward in front of Rae. Darkness filled Rae’s vision: it was the Emperor’s cloak, the blue-on-black of a bruise. A shadow placed like a shield between Rae and all the world.

The Emperor warned, “Keep your axe, your mouth and your very thoughts off my lady. You want death? Be patient. I’ll give it to you. Unless you go near my lady. Then you live. Crawling, broken, begging for the mercy of death. I promise it. You will live for years.”

The sabretooth tiger Fatalis gave a long, rippling growl, a sound with deadly muscle in it. The Emperor made the same noise back, lips curling, though a human throat shouldn’t be able to replicate an animal growl.

But then, Rae thought, held safe from all harm in the shadow of a shadow, the Emperor wasn’t exactly human.

Torhell showed no fear, only wild exaltation. “When I wield this axe with intent to kill, the intent becomes magic. If I change my mind, the Edge of Anguish does not. This weapon always claims a life. Do you want to know how much blood my axe has already drunk? Do you want to see whose blood my axe will drink in the future?”

“Do you want to see your kingdom of ice burn?”

The Emperor took the count by the throat in one dark, clawed gauntlet, lifting the bigger man off his feet. The court erupted into panic.

The count threw the Edge of Anguish.

Not at the Emperor. The golden arc of the axe smashed through the blue glass of the balcony doors, burying itself in the stone parapet.

Darkness followed. For an instant Rae believed the golden axe had summoned an eclipse. Then she realized it wasn’t the broken moon of Eyam blocking the sun. A sound came from above that all those around her must believe was the roar of an animal. Rae knew better.

What Rae heard was the whine and rush of a great metal vehicle hurtling through the air. Nobody at court knew what machines could do in Rae’s world. She couldn’t explain to anyone what a plane was, and besides, this wasn’t a plane. It wasn’t a bird.

It was a huge metal dragon.

Ivor the Heartless hadn’t died on the floor of his laboratory, with his twisted metallic monster lying on the slab by his corpse, neither of them ever to rise. The king did not die, and the king’s monster woke to life.

Only the ghouls remained silent. Every soul at court broke into whispers of helpless wonder.

Rae closed her eyes in horror. “Oh shit.”

This was bad. This was so bad. Shit got real in fantasy novels when a dragon arrived.

The Ice King’s dragon circled the Palace on the Edge, metal wings cutting the air with the ponderous weight of huge axes. Rae watched the articulation in the joints, saw wheels turning inside the shining metal skull. Fissures around its metal scales glowed from the white heat within. On the dragon’s back was a vast black saddle and a rider in a bright helm – not circled by an ice crown, so the dragon’s rider was one of the king’s guards, not the king himself. Smoke curled around the monster’s metal nostrils, reminding Rae of being a child and breathing out steam into winter air, playing at being a dragon. Now dragons were real.

Count Merac roared as loudly as his cat over the heavy slicing of dragon’s wings through the wind, and the inward drag of the dragon’s bellows-breath.

“Tagar comes to your shores with Merac might of tooth and claw, Starost sight and song, and our king’s science that can make a metal monster take flight. Think carefully, Emperor of corpses, before you threaten us again.”

Key’s red gaze followed the dragon’s flight, cool as a birdwatcher seeing a sparrow.

When the prime minister said they must offer Tagar an incentive to leave, the Emperor answered, Believe me, I will.

Far too late, it occurred to Rae that the Emperor did not make empty boasts.

Softly, the Emperor said to the peace envoys, “The princess’s message reached Ivor. The princess did not. Vasilisa of Tagar set out to meet her brother’s forces, but she never reached them. My dead intercepted the princess, dragged her back to the capital, and threw her in my dungeons.”

That was why Fabianus had fought the dead, and been clapped in chains. The princess and her suitor had tried to flee together, but Key had stopped them.

Aside from her vipers, Vasilisa of Tagar was the closest thing Rae had in this world to a friend.

“You threw Vasilisa in jail?” Rae demanded.

At the same time, Pio snapped, “You imprisoned the princess?” He breathed in so sharply that Rae thought his thready moustache might get sucked up his nostrils. “Sire, your devotion to the country is commendable, but you are clearly unversed in diplomacy—”

The Emperor’s cold tones silenced the court, as though his voice cut every throat.

“I will have peace. Or I will have the princess’s head removed from her shoulders.” His smile glittered like a sword. “See? Diplomacy.”

Disaster upon disaster, falling on Eyam like an avalanche. And Rae was the one who told Key to be a hero.

“You have made a deadly error.” Lady Mab’s voice shook with fury. “She is not only our princess. Vasilisa is to be my son’s bride. Our raiders will burn your palace to the ground to retrieve her.”

“Then you will not retrieve her alive,” the Emperor promised. “Surrender and retreat, and she is yours. Marry her or murder her, I don’t care. Get out of Eyam. I will grant you three days. Consider the matter well. You may have your dragon, but I have your princess.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Cobra at the Manor


“I think we should have an assembly of ministers to advise the king and represent the people,” proposed the Golden Cobra.

“Why would we want to represent the people?” asked Lord Adel. “The people are grubby.”

Prime Minister Pio, who rarely agreed with the Cobra, seemed interested. “There is something to be said for the power to influence the world.”

“You are all blasphemers,” declared Lord Cyrillus. “It is not in our power to influence the world. All is, and ever shall be, in the Great God’s hands.”

Time of Iron, ANONYMOUS


Marius’s welcome back to Ancilley Manor was far warmer than he had ever dared hope. His sister was all that was loving and forgiving. His lady mother even gave him her hand, and ordered rooms be prepared for guests in the west wing, in her own and Caracalla’s quarters. The duchess must not recognize the bandits for what they were, and certainly could have no idea about Amelia and her business associates of the Golden Brothel.

He stopped at the door of the west wing to thank his lady mother, though of course he did not go inside. She froze for a moment at the sight of him, but then graciously accepted his thanks.

“I felt it my duty to make the marquis’s friends comfortable. He will be family when he marries Caracalla.”

“Yes,” Marius said hoarsely. “Of course.”

He had not thought about the engagement since he made the oath of blood and gold to Eric, and what kind of brother did that make him? But he and his lady mother both knew full well what he was.

“Will that be all?”

He should not have lingered so long. “You should lock the door to the west wing,” he told her before he went. “I will take no offence. You should all be safe.”

“I will lock it,” promised the duchess. “At night.”

The door had been locked against the duke his father by day and by night. The duchess was, as always, a kind mother to him.

She asked his turned back: “Marius. Have you been to the east wing yet?”

“No,” Marius admitted. “Not yet.”

Marius took himself out of her sight. In a moment of shameful weakness, he went to find Eric. He knew the Cobra would be prowling through the manor, as he had done nothing else since he arrived.

He found Eric in the Great Hall, with the door open so he could study the Heart of Ice set upon the threshold.

It was a pleasure to have Eric there, in spite of his incessant absurd questions. Perhaps because of them. Over time, Marius had grown familiar with and almost fond of absurdity.

Eric waved and smiled as soon as he saw Marius. Another absurdity.

“It’s so cool to actually be in Ancilley Manor.”

“Yes, it is always cold here. They say this is due to the nature of the enchantment on our foundational stone.”

Marius nodded to the Heart of Ice. The floor of the Great Hall was set with many flagstones, and on the threshold lay three. The Heart of Ice was the central stone. In certain lights a pale-blue shimmer of magic could be seen across its pale surface.

“Legend has it the First Duke walled up a woman when he built the manor. Sacrifice makes its own magic. Nobody can cross the Heart of Ice without the permission of a Valerius.”

“That’s something of a relief, with a ghoul outside,” Eric remarked.

Marius had been hoping he could make an excuse to go out and kill the solitary ghoul before Eric spotted it. Unfortunately, it was difficult to miss the corpse making its way through the field of poppies outside the manor.

They went outside to meet it. Marius tolerated its unclean presence near his home for as long as it took for the rotting thing to drop a letter into Eric’s hands.

Marius waited until it had shambled away, and taken the charnel smell of a day-old battlefield with it. “I hope you can tolerate the chill of the manor.”

“I think I can.”

“In winter, the walls freeze,” said Marius. “The village folk say they are the frozen tears of the woman walled up in the manor. Hundreds of women have died young between these walls. But Caracalla will not.”

He met Eric’s eyes, and had the comfort of knowing that in this, they were in perfect agreement.
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After reading Lady Rahela’s letter, the Cobra insisted on gathering everyone together, Marius’s family, bandits and servants alike, to tell them the Great God lived.

Marius was used to the Cobra’s strange whims. His family seemed confused, but supportive.

“Personally, I follow the Great Goddess only,” said the duchess, “but I respect your faith. Would you wish to conduct a ritual to celebrate him?’

“I don’t worship him!” exclaimed the Cobra. “Listen, the Great God being alive is a problem. I read in a… book of prophecy that the Great God is supposed to be dead by now! A classic prediction! The Emperor was meant to kill him when he ascended. Judging by my friend’s message, it seems the Emperor killed someone else instead.”

The Oracle predicted it, years ago. “Only the Great God’s child can strike him down.”

“The Emperor seems overfond of killing,” murmured Marius.

The Cobra shot him an exasperated look. “I just wanted to tell everyone to be very careful,” he warned. “The whole game has changed, with another god around. I’ve read stories…”

“In this book of prophecy you mentioned?” Ink the stable girl asked, her voice hesitant and tremulous.

Marius had already noticed she was shy. In this moment he deeply sympathized with the girl. It must be nerve-wracking for her to speak in front of a duchess.

“No, a different book,” answered the Cobra. “About myths.”

“Myths, which are lies, and prophecies, which come true?” Marius remarked. “I hope you won’t get the books confused, Eric.”

“I hope so too. I’ll try not to.” The Cobra began to pace the floor. “Telling the truth isn’t easy. Hearing the truth isn’t easy either. That’s what stories are for. Stories tell the truths people find hard to hear. In one myth, the god Cronus heard a prophecy he would be overthrown by his own son, as he had overthrown his father.”

Collective murmurs of approval came from all sides, servants, bandits and duchess alike. Even Marius felt on firmer ground. The people of Eyam understood a prophecy.

“To escape the foretold doom, Cronus ate his children. One of them, Zeus, escaped and overthrew Cronus and possibly castrated him. So Zeus became king of the gods. Then Zeus had many children with many different women. Zeus ate one of his lovers and their unborn child, but his daughter the goddess Athena was born by bursting out of Zeus’s head.”

Marius rolled his eyes. If he must listen to a tale, he wished the story would not be predictable and the characters would not be stupid.

“That was obviously going to happen. If you see someone’s downfall because they ate their own children, you should simply not eat your own children.”

“One should not eat one’s children for many reasons,” murmured the duchess.

Marius let himself look at her. His lady mother was looking, of course, at her daughter.

“So then the goddess Athena kills her father Zeus and becomes queen of the gods?” asked Caracalla, clearly feeling she saw where this story was headed.

“No, Zeus stays king of the gods, Athena never attacks him, they work it out and get along,” the Cobra replied. “Athena’s a daddy’s girl. Some myths are sexist. But that was an excellent question. You see, there are many myths. Another tells us of the god Osiris, torn to pieces by his brother Set to steal his throne. Osiris was put back together and rose as the god of the dead, and Osiris’s son overthrew the usurper.”

“I know I will hurt you with these words,” said Marius. “But can you make this brief?”

“There’s a ghoul lurking about our property waiting for a return letter, and it’s almost dinnertime.” The duchess paused. “Not, one hopes, for the ghoul.”

The Cobra smiled at her, as if he found something about the duchess’s icy tones amusing. “I swear I have a point, I swear it’s relevant. The story repeats, again and again. It is the same with stories of kings who have the power of gods. In one tale, King Oedipus fulfils a prophecy by killing his father. In another, King Arthur’s son Mordred is destined to destroy his father and his father’s realm.

“This is a pattern. The old god tries to destroy the new god, and the new god rises up. The new god strikes the old god down and takes his place. The old god is dead, long live the new god. But gods are immortal. The new god won’t ever inherit the throne naturally. The new god has to be strong enough to overpower the old. Nothing else will work. If, for whatever reason, the new god doesn’t strike down the old god, then the old god rules on with all his old power. Daddy is Daddy forever.”

“What does that word mean?” Marius asked. “Daddy?”

Eric frowned, then laughed. “That word sounds incredibly strange coming from you. I’ve always believed if you know the rules of a story, you have an advantage. What I’m saying is this. In the story, in all the versions of the story I know, the Emperor kills the Great God down in the abyss. This time, the Emperor didn’t. That changes who holds the power. That changes the whole story.”

If it wasn’t for Eric, that would be a relief. As a child, Marius had never liked watching his father perform the balcony rituals for the Great God. He never let Caracalla witness them. He refused to lead rituals in the capital, when he was the Valerius representative expected to head the Divine Order. Marius had chosen to follow the Great Goddess like his lady mother, to reach for the door and the light. But Marius still respected the Great God. In a choice between a wild thing on the throne and the strong hand of the Great God, between chaos and order, the choice was clear.

But Marius had pledged his soul elsewhere. He did not have two souls to give.

“Where is the Great God now? And what does it mean for our fates,” asked Marius, “that the Great God lives?”

He looked anywhere but at his sweet, small sister, who Eric feared was doomed to burn.

The Cobra answered, “I wish I knew.”







CHAPTER TWENTY

The Villainess and the Hostage


Even the bravest raiders cowered beneath the shadow of the Emperor’s monstrous steed.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Every fantasy palace worth its salt had a dungeon where they kept important prisoners. Rae knew the Palace on the Edge had one, too.

Rae wasn’t clear on where these dungeons might be. Hunting through the green-and-grey passages of the palace in search of a captive princess, Rae spotted a young sentry standing at a gate that seemed to lead down into the dark. He wore the blue and black guard uniform Key had worn once, with one of the new golden masks covering his face.

“Excuse me, is this the way to the Rooms of Despair and Lingering?”

The guard stayed silent and still as a statue. That wasn’t a no.

“May I borrow your keys? If you’re secretly on my side, don’t stop me.”

She reached out tentatively and took the steel circle bearing the row of keys from his belt. The guard’s gloved hands stayed by his sides.

“Thanks, I appreciate your help.” Rae sorted through the keys, and found one that fitted the lock. The gate swung open with an ominous creak, which seemed promising.

Rae walked down a long flight of shallow steps, stone that scraped her fingertips on every side. The rough stone wasn’t cold to the touch, but warm as if she walked through the chambers of a stone heart. This stone was heated for centuries by the flames from the dread ravine. She walked into the heart of the cliff on which the Palace on the Edge was built.

At the foot of the steps Rae had hoped to find dungeons. Instead there were passages winding in several directions, as intricate as the palace passageways above ground. She found herself within another, darker palace, with nobody to guide her.

A process of elimination was called for. Clean air from above blew freshness down several tunnels. Rae rejected those tunnels on principle. She was after the deepest dungeon. One tunnel looked promising, with the marks of many feet and chains worn into the stone. Rae followed the deep groove of dragged chains with high hopes.

Above her head came a trumpeting sound, and a heavy hiss, as of a great serpent upon the earth. Rae realized this tunnel must lead to the imperial menagerie. She had seen fabulous story-tale beasts during the Queen’s Trials when she fought to protect Lia, but she hadn’t seen all the mythical creatures that the menagerie boasted. She hadn’t seen the best one yet.

Beautiful danger beckoned. Rae could take a tiny peep at the cool monsters, then return to her quest. The Emperor’s legendary steed must have arrived by now.

No. Dungeons before dragons. Everybody knew that.

Rae retraced her steps, selecting another passage that led down deep into the dark. Flickering torches lit the stone, showing red dust where the earth of Eyam had been recently tracked inside.

At the end of the tunnel shone a light. The light was cast by fiery torches set in steel brackets that formed a chandelier shape. The Rooms of Despair and Lingering had no time for crystal chandeliers. Dungeons were metal like that.

Dungeons were metal in many ways. Laid out before Rae was a maze of steel bars, sectioning off dozens of stone chambers. Most were empty, but a few shapes huddled on straw pallets. Rae wondered what clue she might find to locate the princess.

A voice rang and rattled the bars. “Lady Rahela!”

Rae ran through the steel labyrinth towards the sound. Vasilisa, Princess of Tagar, wasn’t huddled anywhere. In the books Vasilisa became the Ice Queen who ruled all Tagar. Trapped in the deepest dungeon of a strange land, Vasilisa stood as tall as any queen in an icicle crown.

“How fares my brother?”

Her brother was called Ivor the Heartless, but his sister had a heart. Vasilisa had always believed in Rae, and never believed any of the rumours about the notorious Harlot of the Tower. As soon as Rae warned Vasilisa of Ivor’s fate, she’d raced to save him. Rae was responsible for so many problems.

“King Ivor appears to be in excellent health, and besieging our city. Don’t be afraid. The new Emperor will return you to your brother in exchange for peace.”

“No,” murmured Vasilisa. “I cannot be returned.”

Rae gazed around the low, dripping stone ceiling, the enclosing metal bars and the straw pallet. “You enjoy being imprisoned?”

“I enjoy not being married to Count Merac. The Meracs came for me. This invasion couldn’t have happened without Merac raiders. Count Merac commands the vast majority of our armed forces. Listen.” Vasilisa leaned forward, her grey-brown eyes sharpening as she delved into a question of diplomacy. “Tagar is a bigger kingdom than Eyam, a stretch of wild wastes with a citadel in the centre. Meracs dwell in the far west, Starosts in the far east, and both these noble families command more territories and men than their ruler. The king provides a buffer between enemy lands, and keeps a fragile peace. The Starosts are in decline at present. The raiders are Merac men. They march only at the word of their champion. My brother Ivor must have promised my hand in marriage to Count Merac as his prize for winning this war.”

“When you love Fabianus.”

“I do love Fabianus,” Vasilisa’s voice trembled on his name. “But I’m of royal blood. I never expected to marry where I love. The thought that I might do so, and still forge an alliance with Eyam for my brother and king, was a great happiness to me. If the dream of love is burned to ash by the fire of war, I will do my duty. But I will not marry Torhell Merac!”

Rae remembered Vasilisa telling her before about a suitor count who cared only for brothels and brawls. Still, Vasilisa’s vehemence indicated a deeper issue. Rae had read about the count, but Vasilisa actually knew him. She must have her reasons for wanting to marry anyone else.

“Do you hate Count Merac?”

Vasilisa shook her head. “We were children together. I care for him. I would never have wished to marry him, he was always wild, but… battle can cause a raider to run mad. He has turned to indiscriminate slaughter. To marry him would be to walk into the jaws of a monster and let myself be consumed.”

Count Merac was meant to die young. Ivor the Heartless was meant to be dead already. Both men waited outside their city walls. Rae couldn’t promise safety to the princess or herself.

“I’ll do whatever I can for you.” Rae feared it wouldn’t be much.

“I’m a hostage.” Vasilisa reached through the bars. “The Emperor will either kill me or surrender me to the raiders.”

And if she was surrendered to the raiders, she belonged to the count.

Rae touched the princess’s fingertips, though neither could reach through to hold hands. “I’m sorry.”

Vasilisa shook her head. “You have your own adversities to face. I hear you’re to marry the new Emperor.”

It was disconcerting to be pitied by someone in a dungeon.

“I’m not in chains, though. There’s that.”

The princess gave a wry smile. “Are you not?”

Rae remembered the Emperor saying his dead had dragged Vasilisa back to the capital. To marry him would be to walk into the jaws of a monster and let myself be consumed. She couldn’t blame Vasilisa for thinking the worst of Key, and fearing the worst for Rae.

“Can I bring you anything?”

“No,” said a voice behind Rae. “I’ll take care of the princess’s every need.”

Unexpected voices as you trespassed in the imperial dungeons were seldom good news. Rae clutched the bars as if she could hold on to Vasilisa and protect her, and risked a look over her shoulder.

“For the moment, I’m still betrothed to Vasilisa,” said Lord Fabianus Nemeth. “It’s my duty to care for her. It also happens to be the great pleasure and privilege of my life.”

Son and heir of the commander general, older brother of the Horrors, fiancé of the princess, Fabianus stood out in the dank dungeon. Mind you, a man wearing a purple satin waistcoat would stand out anywhere.

“I’m so sorry about what happened to your father,” Rae told him. “How is the general?”

Fabianus looked very tired. “He mends. Thank you for asking. And thank you for saving my sister’s life. The Horrors told me you’re the one who gave them the cure for Hortensia. Our family owes you a debt.”

Gave them the cure was one way to describe what she’d done.

“Trust me, I’ll collect. Sorry Hortensia glows now.”

“It does lead to certain challenges when advising her on matters of dress,” Fabianus mused. “Wearing jewels while shining from within looks so tasteless.”

At the mention of jewels, Rae’s hand flew up like a startled bird to touch the Abandon All Hope Diamond at her throat. It was strange how the cursed necklace kept slipping her mind. She fiddled uneasily with prongs like claws, and offered a smile. “Glad you’re keeping your spirits up.”

“The question of Hortensia’s dress genuinely haunts me.” Fabianus smiled back, but his attention slipped over Rae’s shoulder.

Vasilisa wasn’t stunningly attractive or distinctively hideous. Unusually for a book character and especially for a princess of fiction, she was average-looking. When Fabianus looked at her, you could tell he didn’t think so.

He walked past Rae without another glance, to stoop and kiss Vasilisa’s fingertips where they rested on the prison bars. Courtly as though they were in attendance at a ball, and Fabianus intended to beg the foreign princess for a dance.

“I’m just going to go,” Rae decided.

She sent Vasilisa a last wave, and departed down the long tunnel back to the surface and the Palace on the Edge. At least Vasilisa was well and safe for now, but her fate was Rae’s responsibility. Rae couldn’t let Key kill her. She needed a scheme to get the princess out of the dungeon, and out of marriage to the count.

The guard stood at the gate in the exact position Rae had left him. He gave no sign of surprise on her return.

Pushing her luck, Rae jangled the keys in front of his golden mask. “Can I keep these?”

Silence. He certainly was a taciturn fellow, but Rae wouldn’t hold it against him.

“Since you’re my friend, can I see your face?”

When Rae whisked off the golden mask, he stayed still as stone.

There was no help to be found here. This wasn’t a friend.

Key must have given orders for Rae not to be interfered with, and this guard didn’t have mind enough to do anything but mindlessly obey. The ghoul was fresh enough that he hadn’t started to rot, but was cold to the touch. In his calm, dead face, his milky eyes burned with remorseless hunger.

Hope was for fools. Rae had been talking to a dead man.
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The prime minister said Key had killed someone at the last assembly. In the interest of saving lives, Rae asked to attend the next.

She was outraged to hear ministers debating whether they should put off the Queen’s Trials.

The rules of games in a story should be ever in her favour. People loved stories with levels like a video game, well-defined punishments and rewards, and a clear winner. Whether the games were in an arena or a maze, tournaments or riddles, voluntary or forced, fought for survival or power, whether they were tests to become a magician or an assassin or a monarch, all that was unimportant. Flood, fire, earthquakes: nothing ever stopped the contest. The games must go on.

“The Queen’s Trials must and shall go on,” asserted young Lord Adel. “Soon the raiders will beg us for peace. The morale of the populace must be kept high. The old books describe the ancient rituals just as Lady Rahela saw them in her visions. ‘He is coming,’ the prophecy said, ‘All the worlds are his empire.’ This is the hour of Eyam’s glory. We should celebrate.”

Lord Adel was an idiot. “Well said, Lord Adel,” said Rae.

She had outlined the ancient rituals of the Queen’s Trials exactly as laid out in the books. Courage and Truth. A first stage to test the courage of maiden’s hearts, followed by a parade for the brave and victorious beauty of that round, and silverthorn pyres fired to celebrate the Emperor’s glory. Then the second and last stage, to know each maiden’s true heart and choose the true queen, followed by a ball and the grand wedding.

The wedding never happened in the books, but this time would be different.

“Did you notice the dragon?” snapped Pio. “I fail to see how you could have missed the dragon. It appears the raiders wish the entire city to witness their enchanted monster flying overhead, once by night and once by day. The dragon will continue to appear until morale is destroyed. Fires may cause a city-wide panic.”

“What do you suggest, then?” demanded Lord Adel. “Cower in fear?”

“The brave maidens of the tower are ready to participate in the Trials,” Rae assured the ministers, an edge of desperation in her voice.

Pio sighed. “I do not wish to create panic. But I have one more piece of bad news. My scouts returned from the Temple of the Divine Order. They found it deserted. There has been no reply to my messages. I fear the raiders’ dragon already destroyed them. We do not know when the raiders may make their move, and there is no help coming. This is no time for games!”

The ministers looked to the head of the table, where the Emperor sat.

“Let it be as my lady desires,” said the Emperor. “Let the Trials carry on.”

“Thank you.” Rae meant it with all her heart.

She needed the Queen’s Trials so the Emperor could meet his true love Lady Glacia in a dramatic setting. And over a sleepless night, she had hatched a plan to defeat the dragon. The first stage of the Queen’s Trials offered a perfect opportunity to bring one of the Emperor’s greatest weapons onto the scene early.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Lady on the Hunt


“Nobody knows your heart, Emer,” Queen Lia murmured.

“I have no heart,” said the Iron Maid. “I have found it safest that way. And I do not wish to be called Emer any longer, Your Majesty. She was a foolish girl.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Going to the Night Market to hear what gossip she could, then make the meals for the household, became a habit. Forge started to leave coins on the kitchen table, and Emer read the silent message as clear as if the coins on the table were a note. They were living off Forge’s charity. As a foundling, Emer had lived off charity all her life. People kept being kind only if you started being useful.

This morning the Night Market buzzed with terrified murmurs about the raiders’ dread flying monster, and dark muttering about the Lady Rahela. People were divided on whether she was a spy for Tagar, an empty-headed harlot leading the Emperor astray, or a witch who had cursed him.

People were united in one opinion. The Queen’s Trials, to be conducted in the old ways, must solve the problem. The true queen would be found. The she-wolf Rahela would perish.

The whole city hated Rahela. They didn’t want to blame their fears of ghouls and raiders on their long-awaited Emperor. So they blamed her for all her own sins, and all his sins too.

Emer returned to Forge Strike’s home with a headache. She chopped wilted chicory, marigold flowers, violet leaves and cabbages with unnecessary force as she started pottage for breakfast. Meat had been too costly to dream of for days.

When the door swung open, Emer seized her chopping knife and threw it with pinpoint accuracy. Forge only just managed to duck.

“Good morrow to you also. Do you always say it with knives?”

Forge plucked the knife from its place embedded in the door frame, and threw it back. Forge was aiming for the wall behind her, Emer realized too late. Right after Emer caught the knife easily by the handle as it sailed past.

She ignored Forge’s raised eyebrow and resumed chopping. “Everybody finds people who make debonair remarks under pressure irritating. Think of a clever remark to make at night when it’s too late, like the rest of us.”

Forge laughed, the sound as rich as the ring of enchanted metal. For a moment Emer was pleased.

“I have better things to do at night.”

The brief shine of a moment flickered away. Emer could well imagine what better things Forge had to do at night. In response to Emer’s silence, Forge nodded and strolled across to the closed door leading to her forge.

“Can I ask,” Emer began abruptly, then bit her lip. “Never mind. I have nothing to say. I care not.”

Forge shrugged. “Be sure I care even less.”

Emer set the knife down with decision. “Very well, since you don’t mind answering questions—”

“I don’t believe that’s what I said, sweet maid—”

“Where did you meet Lia?”

The blacksmith checked herself on the threshold of her forge. “Don’t you want to know what our relationship was?”

“I’m not a fool,” snarled Emer. “It’s obvious what your relationship was. What I wish to know is how on earth it happened? You and the Lady Lia are from different worlds. How would you even meet, let alone indicate to each other that you might be interested in pursuing a closer acquaintance?”

Forge laughed. “‘Pursuing a closer acquaintance’? They teach people to put things so prettily in the palace.” Her scorn was obvious.

Emer felt blood burn in her cheeks, no doubt turning them as red as fire turned iron. She didn’t know the words for such things. It wasn’t as if ladies could court other ladies with marriage in mind. This was an absurd conversation. She regretted beginning it.

After a long moment, Forge explained. “There are certain taverns in the Cauldron specially intended for such pursuits.”

Even the way Forge pronounced “pursuits” was teasing, but Emer felt too shocked to care.

“What, taverns full of ladies who wish to pursue a closer acquaintance with each other!”

Whoever heard of such a thing?

“And gentlemen who wish to pursue other gentlemen’s acquaintance. Whether that pursuit lasts all night long, or if it’s a matter of fumbling in the necessary for the space of time it takes to have a drink.” Forge rolled her eyes.

“Who cares what the gentlemen are doing!”

Forge Strike had the sheer temerity to wink. “Certainly not me. Your Lady Lia found her way to one such tavern. She dressed simple to pass herself off as a merchant girl, but she stood out all right. She let me buy her a drink. The rest is history. Learned as noble servants are, you’re no doubt aware history is full of horrors. Your Lady Lia’s a cold-blooded manipulator who thinks of us peasants as puppets. Every move she makes, she’s jerking the strings for her own little play.”

Jerking the strings. Emer couldn’t help but think of the jolting movement of the ghoul, its strings or its leash snapped. From puppet to bloody-mouthed animal in an instant, and who would want to be either one? Surely the nobles didn’t control Emer like that.

“She’s not my lady,” snapped Emer.

“That’s right.” Lia’s voice sounded softly from the bottom of the steps. “The lady who Emer serves is my sister Rahela. My sister needs our help, and we need yours.”

The blacksmith backed away from Lia into the safety of her forge as if she’d seen a snake.

“I don’t intend to help.”

“But you will,” Lia said serenely. “Wait and see.”

Emer had thought of what happened between herself and Lia as a secret kept under covers, a night turned unexpectedly wild, to be repeated and dreamed of, but never spoken about. Except their nights hadn’t been chance or fate. Lia hadn’t been, as she claimed at the time, innocently wondering what happened after marriage. She’d been looking for the exact same thing she searched for in the tawdry taverns of the Cauldron.

So much for wonderful discoveries and shared secrets. Your Lady Lia’s a cold-blooded manipulator who thinks of us peasants as puppets.

All amusement died in Forge’s dark eyes, like a bucket of water tipped over a fire. “Don’t make me regret letting you in. You know why I did.”

Because of the lingering feelings Forge had for Lia. But if those feelings were swallowed up by resentment, what would Lia and Emer do? They had nowhere else to go.

“Thank you for letting us stay,” Emer said grudgingly.

Forge shrugged, and looked around her chambers with a measuring eye. Emer did meticulous work. The grime of years was lifted off every surface in the little townhouse. She could see Forge was pleased with the effect.

“That’s all right,” Forge declared, after some thought. “Can’t abide cleaning and cooking for myself. You must learn to haggle better at the Night Market, though.”

“Prices are through the clouds due to the siege. I know how to haggle. We haggle at the Day Market too.”

Forge almost smiled. “See? We’re not so different down here.”

“How glad I am,” said Lia in her sweetest voice, “to see you two getting along so well.”

Forge answered by leaving the room. The door to her forge slammed, and the sound of striking hammers filled the silence left in her wake.

[image: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
By day their host worked in the forge, and by night she went out on business. Forge Strike was clearly a very busy person. The early mornings were the only time she seemed to have to spare for talking, when Lia slept. Forge wouldn’t volunteer information, but she would answer questions. So Emer learned to ask.

“How did you come to be a blacksmith?” Emer asked stiffly a couple of mornings later.

It was an unusual trade for a woman. Perhaps her father had been a blacksmith and the forge was inherited, given her name. Or perhaps in the lawless Cauldron you could take whatever job you wished.

“More properly, I’m a metalworker. I have to be, plying my trade in the Cauldron. You have to be adaptable here: it’s adapt or die.”

“Isn’t metalworker just another word for blacksmith?”

Forge directed a scandalized look Emer’s way, as if Emer had just suggested something unthinkable, like dressing a blonde in yellow. “No. A blacksmith works iron, which can be heated to a black heat. Tin and pewter, that’s a whitesmith. Silver, a silversmith, copper… take a guess.”

“I’ve seen a silversmith stall at the Day Market,” Emer contributed.

Forge took a swig from her mug of dark, astringent beer. “And in the stalls of the Day Market and the shops along the Chain of Commerce, there are a dozen types of smith. There’s housesmiths, who make gates and rails. There’s special swordsmiths and knifesmiths who make only weapons for the quality. There’s the foundry workers and farriers, and the armourers’ guild who won’t let even their apprentices touch anything that doesn’t belong in an armoury. And only the highest of the high are allowed to work with orichal metal. My mother saved up and had me sent to a street off the Chain of Commerce so I could learn to fashion any metal into anything I chose. For a few weeks I learned under a man who made only pins.”

Emer had used many a pin in her time. She never thought to wonder where they came from.

“Taught me a lot, the pinmaker,” Forge continued. “Offered to keep me on, and make me a real apprentice, but I said no. Just as I said no when the Emperor came to my door, and offered to take me to the palace. I was born and bred in the Cauldron. I don’t do well under the law.”

“You want to break laws?”

“Yes.” Forge seemed confident about this. “Cauldron-kind don’t do well under rule of law. Look what happened to Key.”

“He’s making his own laws now.”

“Didn’t he always? I heard Key got his throat cut and his body thrown in the abyss for striking down the king. Gossip says he wanted to stop the king from dallying with that Lady Rahela. They say Key was jealous. No doubt he was, but whatever else he is, Key’s a Cauldron boy. Those of the Cauldron follow their desires. Those of the Cauldron kill anyone who tries force when there is no desire. If Key intervened for your lady, he thought she wanted him to. He believed she didn’t want the king.”

So far, Forge Strike was right. Rae hadn’t wanted the king.

So far, and no further.

Emer knew little of the Cauldron, but she knew human nature. The king was no different from anyone else. He thought what he wanted was the only important thing. It didn’t matter what anyone else wanted.

Now Key was the Emperor, marrying Lady Rae. Now Key was the one with the power to make his desires into reality.

Did it matter what Rae wanted?

Emer feared, then and now, it did not.

“You expect me to believe women don’t get tumbled against their will here in the liberty, with no laws to punish rapists?”

The area of the city known as the Cauldron was a liberty, a place where the laws of the land simply did not apply. The wretches of the Cauldron were so vile that the rest of the city had given up on them following orders and ordinances. No guards patrolled the Cauldron, no soldiers kept the peace. Within the confines of the Cauldron, chaos reigned.

And Forge claimed Emer’s lady would be safe with a Cauldron boy?

Emer sneered. Forge shrugged one muscular shoulder.

“If there’s anywhere women are safe, I don’t know the place. If there’s any world where anyone’s safe, I can’t imagine it. Up there, merchants know they can roll peasants, lords know they can roll maids, and the king knew he could roll anyone. The law protects them, not us. The Cauldron’s a dangerous place, no doubt. But down here, if you wrong another, no laws will stop them taking revenge. Nobody here is ever allowed to feel safe putting the hurt on someone else. I was born in the lawless gutters, but I saw the worst sins when I stayed near the palace with the pinsmith. I watched people rich and powerful enough to feel safe always. That type think they can set snarling dogs on the world, and nobody will ever dare bite back. Biting’s something that happens to other people, they think. Those idiots.”

“Are they idiots? They don’t need to consider pain they’ll never feel.”

Forge laughed. “The king was the highest in the land. He got bit in the end, didn’t he?”

Emer imagined ghouls ripping Octavian limb from limb, and shuddered.

Forge finished her bitter drink with relish. “In the Cauldron, we know the teeth are waiting for everyone.”

She rose from her breakfast plates, on which she’d left no crumbs. Emer thought she would head to her forge, but instead she rolled a horseshoe nail about the table and continued.

“Another thing about the Cauldron. There’s no marriage in the Cauldron, since marriage is all bound up in law. The monarch and his ministers say a piece of paper proves a man is married to a woman. It’s legal for a woman’s father and her family to hand a woman over to a man like a parcel of fish in the marketplace. The woman doesn’t even need to say yes. Even noble ladies are expected to obey.”

Usually the woman did say yes, if her father or her master arranged a marriage. You said yes, thank you, because nobody wanted to say no, and know for certain that your no wouldn’t matter.

Emer’s lip curled. “If you’re a noble lady these days, it seems you’re expected to risk your life in the new Queen’s Trials everyone’s talking about.”

Forge nodded. “If you live under rule of law, there’s no escaping the rules. I’d rather size horseshoes for highwaymen, or use orichal casts and mechanisms to make skeleton keys and card-trick traps, than live helpless. Living in the Cauldron means nobody has power over me greater than I can bear. Living in the Cauldron means if I had a sweetheart, no law could take her from me. If I called her my lady wife, she would be just as much my wife as the lady of the man next door is his.”

Which was to say, nobody was anyone’s wife. There were no papers involved to prove the marriage legal, and laws should keep people safe. That was why the Cauldron was so dangerous.

Surely even in the Cauldron, two women couldn’t declare they were wives. Forge talked about having a lady wife, but what would Forge be called? If there were no words for something, surely it couldn’t be done.

“What if your sweetheart wanted to be your lady husband?” Emer asked curiously.

Forge’s mouth quirked. “I’m sure we could work something out. Here’s something most of those fancy specialist blacksmiths don’t tell you – you can hammer a horseshoe to fit all sizes.”

Emer didn’t have a chance to respond. The light sound of Lia’s footsteps on the stairs cut off the conversation.

Lady Lia’s voice rang out like a bell. “Good morning.”

Forge rolled her eyes. “It’s practically afternoon.”

“Emer tossed and turned all night,” said Lia.

They had done nothing in Forge’s bed except fail to sleep.

Emer’s cheeks burned all the same. “I beg your pardon, my lady.”

She felt reprimanded, but when she pushed Lia’s plate across the table towards her, Lia’s fingertips brushed Emer’s wrist. The touch was light. When Emer glanced at her in surprise, Lia’s gaze was sweet. “I wasn’t scolding you, I was concerned. Were you dreaming of that man you had to kill?”

You had to. But had she?

“Of him,” Emer said reluctantly. “Of picking up my axe in the Court of Air and Grace to kill ghouls. Of wearing a silk dress, and having bloody hands.”

Lia hesitated. “You didn’t wield an axe in the Court of Air and Grace. That was a sword.”

Emer stacked her plate atop Forge’s and turned away. She didn’t like the thoughtful expression on Lia’s face, or the sympathetic one on Forge’s. “I haven’t been wearing silk dresses either, my lady. Dreams don’t need to make sense.”

In dreams, things went differently than they did in reality. In dreams, impossible futures seemed like memories. The only consistent thing about Emer’s dreams was they were dark.

Later, Lia had the neighbours over for tea. Lia had everyone on Sharp Elbow Lane charmed already.

The main subject of conversation was the same as in the markets. Everyone spoke of how the Emperor must defeat the raiders, and discussed whether the new Queen’s Trials would produce a true queen.

“That’s what the Emperor needs,” declared the old lady from down the way. “All any wild man requires is good woman.”

The whole street regarded this woman as an authority on the court, since fifty years ago she had served within palace walls as wet nurse to the current Duke of Valerius after his mother and first wet nurse died. Despite all the bloody stories about the old duke, apparently he had been a lovely baby. If Forge’s neighbours were so impressed by breasts once in proximity to the aristocracy, Emer could only imagine them swooning over the truth about the aristocrat in their midst.

“I’m sure you’re right,” Lia assured the old woman. “With luck, nobody in Eyam will ever hear from Lady Rahela again.”

The neighbours gone and the gossip done, Emer ventured a comment. “Are we going to try and aid Lady Rae in the Trials? You still haven’t told me what you’re planning.”

Lia only smiled. “Everyone has secrets. Wait and see.”

Emer thought Lia meant Emer should wait, and Lia would reveal her own secrets. But Lia intended to reveal someone else’s.

That night, long past the hour when light died behind the crowded rooftops of the Cauldron, Lia reached for Emer under the cover of sheets and night.

Emer flinched as if her soft hand were red-hot iron.

“Don’t go to sleep yet,” murmured Lia. “Wait up a little with me. Stay very quiet.”

Emer wasn’t sure what would happen. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to happen.

What she didn’t expect was the sound of their own front door, gently closing. Emer turned to look at Lia. The light of the cracked moon shone on Lia’s face, making her look like a broken porcelain doll that hadn’t yet fallen to pieces. Blue eyes turning moon-silver, Lia put a finger to her pale lips and tugged at Emer’s hand.

Together, they rose from the bed, and peered out the window at Forge, cloaked and hooded, hurrying down the street.

“I wonder, where could she be going?” Lia whispered.

“Probably one of those taverns where ladies pursue each other,” Emer snapped.

She felt a brief bitter satisfaction in seeing Lia’s eyes widen. Yes, my lady, I know about that. You thought I still knew nothing at all.

Lia said only, “On a work night? Taverns don’t stay open that late, even in the Cauldron. Do you know how often Forge creeps out at night?”

Emer hadn’t known Forge was creeping out at night, or that Lia was lying in wait to watch her go. Emer slept at night, so she could keep house during the day.

She always felt like the only fool in this house.

Lia watched her, Lia’s eyes tranquil moonlit pools. “There are two choices in life. You get deceived by other people, or you find out the secrets of others and own their power.”

“What are you suggesting?”

Lia said, “Did you hear the neighbours talking about what happens tomorrow night? The winner of the first round of the Queen’s Trials rides through Themesvar in a triumphant procession. The whole city will turn out to see her.”

“And who will she be?’ Emer wondered.

Women used to die in the old Queen’s Trials. Lady Rae could die tomorrow. Rae had protected Lia. Now everyone in Themesvar wanted Rae dead. Didn’t Lia want to help her?

Emer watched Lia waft serenely about the dark room. Every move she makes, she’s jerking the strings for her own little play, Forge’s voice said in her mind. Then Emer recalled the sight of Forge stealing out of the house in the night, looking warily over her shoulder lest she be followed. Lia was right, too. Forge had her secrets.

People were like stories. You couldn’t believe in them.

Lia smiled, seeming unconcerned about her stepsister. “Let’s see which lady wins the first round. Then let’s use the cover of the night and the crowd to follow Forge Strike, and see where she’s sneaking off to.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Villainess Steals a Ride


“If a creature cannot be tamed, it must be destroyed,” said King Octavian.

The royal menagerie was a place of marvels, displaying both the wealth of Eyam and the tribute paid by faraway lands. Many fabulous beasts dwelled therein, from unicorns to griffins, leucrotta to manticore. Though a few had to be cowed by chain and whip, most came to regard their carers with affection.

Not always.

Sometimes, there was a beast with a heart too hard to respond to tenderness, and a spirit so high it resented cruelty. Such an animal now lay chained in the pit, refusing even to eat.

The king had given his orders. If the creature did not eat by sundown, it was to be destroyed. A young guard at the menagerie decided to have some boyish sport with the doomed beast. The creature was chained fast, so he could kick it at his leisure.

When the guard brought out a branding iron, the other guard on watch with him took note.

One moment the young guard was passing the mouth of the beast’s pit, orichal-clawed whip in one hand, brand in the other. Then through a stumble, or possibly a shove, he fell in.

There ends the tale of that young guard. He was recorded as abandoning his post, since no body was ever found.

“What’s that racket?” demanded the officer at the menagerie gates.

The second guard jumped into the pit to investigate.

“Good news!” he called out. “She’s eating! It seems she prefers her meat fresh off the bone.”

In the pit, the pair held each other’s gaze. Neither showed fear. Neither ever did. Fire wakens fire, and knows its own. The monster’s eyes gleamed red. So did the beast’s.

“They say you’re a wild, wicked thing, and the world would be better off without you,” murmured Key the guard. “Live, to spite them. They say the same thing about me.”

Time of Iron, ANONYMOUS


Rae stood with the bevy of maidens at the edge of the dread ravine, peering over the parapet at the outermost left wing of the palace. For the first stage in the Queen’s Trials, each maiden must prove her courage by walking a dread path.

The dread path was a narrow stone edifice stretching from one palace tower to the next and back again, curving around and around like a spiral staircase, with the sudden drops of a roller coaster. The narrow stone loops would make anyone walking the path need to creep almost upside down at some points. It was a stone tightrope carved into tangles, suspended over the hungry flames of the abyss. Like a snake eating its own tail, the path looped back to the palace, ending where it had begun. Simply by looking at the dread path, anyone could see that some of the damsels who walked it would never return to the place they started from.

“I have to ask,” said Rae. “What diseased mind built a walkway of death here in the first place?”

She felt like a snake eating her own tale. She had made the story happen. This close, the heat of the flames blasted Rae’s hair back. Far below, she saw shapes writhe and moan in the abyss.

The Emperor stood with folded arms, regarding flames and beauties with a disdainful air. “Say the word, and we call off this farce and hold the wedding tonight.”

In principle, Rae absolutely agreed. A dragon had arrived and war threatened. This was an absurd time to hold complicated romantic rituals.

But what was she supposed to do: get married and murdered, and leave Key to his doom?

Longing for Revenge, its very name sealing Rae’s fate, hung at his belt. Between the metal fangs of the snake on the sword hilt the cursed jewel gleamed black and red, as if the snake had a mouth full of blood. When the heroine of the books asked Key to throw away the God’s Eye, he hurled it into the abyss. When Rae stole the heroine’s place, Key made the God’s Eye part of his legendary blade.

It could never be you. The goddess was right.

Rae shook her head, determined to be vain, cruel and ignore political realities. “My triumph as queen will be even sweeter after seeing the downfall of my rivals. Forget the raiders at the door, my Adonis of the apocalypse. Do my will only.”

She hung shamelessly on the arm of the Emperor, checking the progress of his disgust with his unworthy bride-to-be. She found him watching her with intent focus.

For him alone, Rae murmured, “Do I sound terrible?”

The cruel curve of his mouth brushed the shell of her ear. “Truly terrible. Let the world tremble before its evil queen.”

That was how he killed Lady Ninell. Smiles, charm, until she put her hand in his and he ripped her heart out. Rae dropped his arm.

“Walking the abyss path will be looked upon favourably by your future subjects,” Pio informed the ladies-in-waiting. “It symbolises the thorny path of marriage. Being willing to risk the flame shows you are ready to rule on high over our kingdom of waiting death.”

The select audience of nobles applauded. Before Rae got disqualified as prospective queen, perhaps she could arrange a raise for the prime minister.

In order to be disqualified, Rae needed to get her maidens in a row. Several women had voluntarily declined the honour of taking part, including the Horrors. More than a dozen remained, each wearing her best day dress. One of the dozen was Rae’s preferred candidate. Lady Glacia’s face was pale, but determined. Her dress was grey, like a very modestly tailored dishrag.

Rae had dressed as the worst choice for queen imaginable. Red embroidered serpents coiled, heavy with silk thread, at the hems of her skirts. A dozen scarlet serpents wound their way across the snowy terrain of her dress to eat each other’s tails in a hungry circle around her waist. Speaking of snowy terrains, Rae’s evil twin peaks were on display in this dress. She’d planned that, too.

Glacia’s type of heroine often had small breasts, so she could be insecure but readers would be reassured she was skinny. Mention of small breasts was perfectly acceptable and overlooked in books, while any character who happened to have a large chest was regarded as obtrusively pneumatic. Heroines didn’t get their tits out. The idea of Rae as the Emperor’s true queen was absurd.

Several ministers gave Rae looks saying they agreed. Rae returned their stares with a glittering smirk.

“My dear young ladies,” said the prime minister. “Who wishes to prove her courage first?”

“Not me,” Rae said firmly. “I’m a huge coward.”

Not queen material, said the ministers’ judgemental gazes. Again, Rae and the government officials were in complete accord.

Lady Ninell put up her hand with a charming, disarming smile. “I’ll give it a go.”

“Lady Ninell Almassy walks the path,” announced Pio.

Ninell, a vision in blue, walked by the line of officials, telling little jokes as she went. She seemed to know everybody important, and know the right thing to say to each one. She was the kind of person everybody liked.

Foolishly, Rae looked towards the Emperor, as if he were still Key and would always protect her from harm.

The Emperor was looking at someone else.

“Are you Glacia?” The Emperor gave the startled Glacia a real smile. “I’m Key.”

He’d noticed her. He knew her name. It was happening! The romance was on. Glacia hadn’t done anything to attract attention, but Key had still noticed her.

Rae always thought “being mysteriously drawn to each other” was a lazy trick writers used so they could smash characters together like dolls. But now she considered this again. Who knew what drew people together? Perhaps it was always a mystery.

Glacia seemed both delighted and terrified to have attracted Key’s attention. The girl trembled from head to feet at the touch of his gauntleted hand on her grey arm.

Rae’s stomach curdled like milk left out in the sun. She gritted her teeth. Rae was a villain. It was natural for her to be jealous. A villain harbouring romantic feelings for the hero was extremely common! It never ended well, you always got humiliated, rejected, or went into an “If I can’t have him, no one can” spiral.

She needed to ignore her feelings. She needed to accept she was unworthy of an epic love and slink away. But she didn’t need to enjoy it.

As Key and Glacia talked in low voices, Rae watched Ninell negotiate the walkway of death. She was very brave and jaunty about it. On the narrowest part Rae saw her hesitate, but at the next moment she performed a little skip for the crowd. Lord Adel clapped enthusiastically.

The Emperor stayed focused entirely on Glacia. He was smiling again. Rae had to wonder what Glacia was saying that he found so interesting. Maybe Glacia was describing a favourite book. Fictional men always found bookish women irresistible. And Key, though he couldn’t read, liked stories.

“Lady Ninell Almassy has crossed the walkway of death and proved the courage of her heart to the Emperor,” announced the prime minister. “What lady dares go next?”

A lady Rae didn’t recognize volunteered to walk the path. Pio nodded her forward, and as the lady crept, trembling, onto the walkway, Rae approached the prime minister.

“Thank you for letting the Queen’s Trials happen. You’ve been so helpful, and I do appreciate it. Sincerely.”

Pio turned to her with a thin smile beneath his thin moustache. “Did you think,” he asked, “that I was helping you?”

On her way to rejoin the line of ladies, Lady Ninell took a tumble. Right into the Emperor’s arms. He caught her automatically, then glanced down at her pretty face. Key’s eyebrows indicated he was unimpressed.

“All right. I confess.” Lady Ninell dimpled. “I did that on purpose.”

At the brazen admission, Key gave a startled laugh. He hadn’t laughed much since becoming the Emperor. It made him look the carefree guard he’d once been, before all the horror. It made him look as if he could be young and happy again.

In the books, Lady Ninell always could make the Emperor laugh.

The prime minister kept talking, his tone conversational.

“As the younger son in a large family, I preferred to make myself useful in politics rather than getting crucial bits cut off in swordfights, or hanging around on balconies drearily contemplating the gods. The sister I’m closest to married Lord Almassy, and had two beautiful children.”

Rae stared. Pio wore the expression of a man in the midst of a game with a child, done humouring her, amused she’d ever thought she had a chance.

“Did you really think I was on your side? Your naivety is almost sweet, Lady Rahela.” The prime minister shook his head. “Not as sweet as my niece, Ninell.”

The man she had almost begun to like was Lady Ninell’s uncle. Which meant Pio was among the ministers who conspired to kill Lia in the books. He was one of the wicked courtiers the Emperor slaughtered at the Burning Hearts Ball.

And Rae had encouraged Key to trust him.

Rae turned and ran from the abyss path.
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Of course Pio wasn’t on her side.

She had to do everything herself. So, she was ready to commit crimes. Key and Glacia had bonded at first sight. The prime minister and his niece wouldn’t get their hooks into the Emperor. Rae planned to shove Key into the good girl’s arms expeditiously.

Time for Rae to get disqualified from the Queen’s Trials in the first round.

Right now, Rae needed to break into the imperial menagerie. The Emperor’s fated steed was waiting in there, the bloodthirsty roc who would bear him into battle. Rae needed to borrow her, then deliver her to the Emperor. Now he was up against a dragon, the Emperor required his legendary flying steed.

Rae just needed a joyride to disaster first.

“Thanks, coming through,” Rae said to the impassive ghoul guard as she made her way into the secret tunnels. He wasn’t on her side either. The dead weren’t on anyone’s side, but if Key had commanded the ghouls not to interfere with her, Rae intended to take full advantage of that loophole.

Rae made her way down the steps, then followed the upward slope of the tunnel where the marks of feet and chains were worn into the stone. Her jewel-inlaid slippers became a bright blur, chasing the deep groove of dragged chains.

Above her head came the trumpet of elephants and the hiss of great serpents, calling her. Beautiful danger beckoned, and Rae answered the summons. When she reached the gates of the menagerie, she stood marvelling at the wrought-iron depiction of snarling beasts, coiling shapes of serpents and outstretched wings matching the iron decorations on the Emperor’s black leather vambraces. Rae gave herself only a moment to experience a sense of wonder, then she marched past the gold-masked guards.

Rae watched the ghouls’ hands twitch by their sides, wanting to clench into claws and grab her. But she was used to death waiting to catch her. You just had to keep moving. As she lifted the latch on the menagerie gates and walked through, the dead let her pass.

The imperial greenhouse was like a glass cathedral. Rae had expected the menagerie to be built along similar lines. Instead, it was more a dragons’ cave with a view. There was a large, costly glass window set at the top of the great circular chamber, the crown of a cupola, but the curved walls were rough stone with vines climbing up the crevices toward the light, curtaining the six smaller windows with delicate green. Even the menagerie greenery seemed as though it wished to run wild.

There were walkways set among enclosures, stretching out for what seemed like miles. Some creatures were kept behind steel bars, while the more docile were only separated from the outside world by ropes. Rae wasn’t looking for an enclosure at all.

She needed to find a pit for a wild thing.

Octavian the king wasn’t supposed to be dead yet. Key was meant to be a guard still, about to find the beast who would be his magical steed, lying chained and starved in a pit. He would tend her, and the pair would form a bond that couldn’t be broken. As was traditional with heroes and their mystical steeds.

Wonderful monsters tempted in the edges of Rae’s vision as she made her way towards the loneliest corner of the menagerie, but she’d seen unicorns and griffins during Lia’s Queen’s Trials, and a dragon in the sky yesterday. She had never seen the Emperor’s creature.

At the furthest end of the menagerie, Rae found the pit where they kept creatures considered vicious and hopeless. The pit was deeper and darker than she’d imagined. It almost felt like standing on the lip of the abyss, to stand on the edge and peer to catch a gleam of chains and the movement of wings.

Rae stepped off the edge and fell, half tumbling and half stumbling, all the way down the dirt and stones at the pit’s sides. At last she beheld the Emperor’s future flying steed, mystical and beautiful, swift on the wing and swifter to come to his call.

The legendary roc was horrifyingly enormous.

This was a bird bigger than an elephant, able to swoop down on an elephant and carry it off in its remorseless claws. Rae had known the Emperor’s gold-and-shadow steed was a huge bird, but she realized she had pictured it as a shiny mighty eagle or a hawk, something familiar, if magnified. The roc wasn’t like any bird she’d ever seen or dreamed. The roc was a nightmare.

The terrifying wingspan was far more shadow than gold, pitch black and dark, grave-dirt-brown feathers with only a golden lining beneath. The feathers made an unsettling rasping sound as the roc’s half-unfolded wings dragged along the ground, more like great dead ferns than soft feathers.

Nobody had taken off the roc’s cracked saddle and trailing reins. They had barely managed to get them on the first time. As Rae recalled, Octavian had intended to ride the roc one day, since the birds were a symbol of power and majesty in distant lands. Someone else died trying to ride her, and the idea was given up.

Chains rattled ominously as the roc strained against them. The way the roc moved reminded Rae that birds were descended from dinosaurs. It – she – had a long neck, scaled with dark gold, winding through the air as a lethal serpent did upon the ground. The bird’s sharp black eyes bored into her. Rae remembered old dinosaur movies, the shaking of water within glasses as a predator passed, the way the bloodthirsty enormous reptiles could barely see you unless you moved. Could the monster – she, the Emperor’s fated steed, she – see Rae?

The roc snapped its powerful-looking jaws at the end of its chain. Its – no, her – mouth seemed more a sharply pointed snout than a beak. Rae suspected the gleam of teeth in the dark cavern of that mouth were sharp as well.

It seemed a very bad idea to let the roc loose. But Rae didn’t have any others.

“Pretty birdie,” Rae told the roc firmly. “Don’t kill me, pretty birdie.”

The roc, being a mythical being, was far smarter than most birds. She and the Emperor had a telepathic bond, as usual with animals magically bonded to heroes. One day the roc would even learn to speak a few words.

Rae lifted the keys she’d stolen off the ghoul guard’s belt, with which she’d opened the menagerie gates. She rattled them enticingly.

“Polly want sweet, sweet freedom?”

The roc’s jaws ceased snapping. She let Rae step in without trying to eat her, and watched as Rae fitted several keys in the massive lock binding her chains. The roc waited until the click came to prove Rae had the key that worked.

The roc didn’t wait for Rae to ease the chains from her burdened body. She shook off the heavy steel and lunged at Rae, all in one heart-stoppingly fast movement.

Then she hesitated, seeming to sniff at Rae’s dress. Surely fantasy monsters weren’t interested in boobs, Rae thought in bewilderment – then she saw the red glint reflected in the creature’s eyes.

The roc was looking at the Abandon All Hope Diamond. Finally, Rae’s evil jewellery was earning its keep and influencing the mind of men and beasts.

Rae seized the moment of hesitation to duck, and grab the roc’s reins with one gauntleted fist. Her orichal steel gauntlets gave her the strength of ten men, which was just enough strength to hold on and haul herself gracelessly into the saddle. The roc screamed in fury, a noise between a bird’s screech and a banshee howl, snapping wildly in the direction of its own body. Teeth snapped an inch from Rae’s heels, but stopped as if Rae were encased in ice the roc could not break.

Rae thanked her wicked stars for the protection of the Abandon All Hope Diamond.

Rather than catching Rae, the roc went into a frenzy, biting the air and clawing the dirt. Its frustrated attempts to rend her limb from limb created a storm of its own feathers, their dry rustle filling the air as if she were trapped inside a dead tree losing all its skeletal leaves at once. Rae clung onto the saddle and cowered beneath the dark feathery rain.

Unchained, the roc left the pit and took to the air.

The ceiling proved no obstacle. The great bird smashed through the vine-clasped circular window at the crown of the cupola. Glass shattered with a crash ringing throughout the menagerie, and for a moment they flew through razor-sharp hail. The jewel didn’t protect Rae this time. The slicing of shards into her skin stung like frost, then the wounds burned. Her gauntlets’ grip went slippery with blood. Rae’s terrified screams joined the bird’s raucous calls.

She knew how this was meant to go. The hero risked trying to fly the dragon or ride the unicorn or the giant wolf. In return, it accepted them, rewarding their bravery. She’d seen this succeed every time.

She had never thought about the unseen failures, those who weren’t heroes trampled by the unicorn or burned to a crisp by the dragon. The doomed ones, who only existed to underline the eventual triumph of the hero. Villains, of course, deserved to be crushed or eaten.

The roc’s wings made a sound like thunderclaps with every beat. Rae was flown into a seething cloud, wind driving into her face, and her stomach dropped far behind, on the worst and most unsafe roller coaster of all time. The roc banked and dived with furious force, trying to shake off the rider it could not eat, and even Rae’s gauntlets couldn’t maintain their grip. A hero would hang on through sheer grit. Rae slipped and tumbled from the saddle, clutching desperately at the reins as she fell.

Screaming in triumph, the bird flew through the black cloud towards the wicked beacon of abyss flames. Rae dangled helplessly in the air, her grip on the reins already failing.

Not the chosen one, not the hero, and about to die.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Maiden and the Lord


When Marius was a squire, he sent many letters telling Caracalla of his two new friends. It was very exciting. Neither he nor Caracalla had ever had friends before. She knew Marius wished to be close to Prince Octavianus, so he might one day serve as the king’s most loyal knight. Still, Caracalla had the feeling she would like Lord Lucius the best. She had the oddest suspicion Marius did too, really. Marius said Octavian was witty, but he actually wrote out Lord Lucius’s jokes. In all Marius’s tales, laughing Lord Lucius took the lead.

When Lord Lucius visited the manor, Caracalla understood why. When the knock came echoing through the still manor, from dark stair to empty hall, it was young Caracalla who swung the great door wide. A dream stood upon her threshold, charm blazing brighter than his red hair.

The young lord rode past the manor on an errand, he explained, and wished to call on his dear friend Marius’s family. Desperate though Caracalla was to send Lucius away before her father the duke saw him, he lit the grey manor as if a star had come to tea. At parting, Lucius kissed her hand as if she were a lady, though Caracalla was a child of nine.

Maids never lasted long in Ancilley House, but for the short time the maids stayed Caracalla would eavesdrop on them giggling and passing sketches of the Three Graces: the three lords who graced the court. It made Caracalla proud.

The young heroes: Octavian who would be king, Marius who would be the noblest knight, and laughing Lord Lucius, the light of the court. All handsome, all talented, all surely bound for glory.

And all doomed.

That was the only time she saw Lucius alive.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Caracalla was the happiest she had ever been. Marius had come home, and brought the marquis. Along with many other people. There was a red-headed woman who wore radiantly phosphorescent cosmetics. On the strength of the redhead’s shiny eyes and lips, Mama clearly hoped the lady would seduce Marius so he would give up his vow of chastity and there might be heirs to the dukedom. There was also a stable girl who wore breeches. Caracalla saw how breeches would be an advantage when riding. There were even bandits, who shared tales of banditry, thrilling because they were not happening to you. So many fascinating people now filled the manor, but the Cobra was the most fascinating of all.

Her mother warned civility was the best that could be hoped for in a marriage, but Caracalla was certain the Cobra loved her back. He never seemed bored by her. He and Marius went around the house to see what had changed since Marius had left – nothing, of course – and the Cobra invited Caracalla to come along.

The drawing room made the Cobra frown deeply. “I don’t see how you possibly could, but do either of you like these curtains?”

“I have no opinion about curtains,” said Marius.

Nor did Caracalla: “If you don’t like them, you should change them!”

The Cobra eyed the curtains as though they had insulted his mother. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”

“Do exactly as you wish,” Marius told him, sounding as puzzled and fond as Caracalla felt. She and her brother were, as always, in perfect agreement.

So it was agreed that the curtains must be changed. The new curtains, which the Cobra “rush-ordered” from the village because he felt they were in a curtain emergency, were filmy and as pretty as ladies’ dresses. The new curtains let a lot more light into the house.

Her mama told Caracalla all men preferred the company of other men, so they could discuss weaponry and indecency. But the Cobra chose to spend time with Caracalla. Her tutor Engus wheeled beside them as they went through the manor, filling in the Cobra on the history of their house, and all the trophies the Valerius family had won from battles long ago.

“Are there any items the Valerius family bought with actual money?” asked the Cobra.

Caracalla let out a peal of laughter. “Oh, Lord Popenjoy.”

People didn’t get rich buying things with money.

The Cobra winked at her. “Silly me. You can call me Eric, by the way.”

Invited by a gentleman to call him by his first name! It was true what they said: the Cobra was a flirt. Fate presented Caracalla at that moment with the perfect opportunity to flirt back.

“And here is the betrothal dagger of the Second Duke, given to a lady the First Duke disapproved of. It was a forbidden love! In our family, you know, ah… Eric… daggers are most romantic. The Valerius bestows a ceremonial dagger on their beloved, so that if a berserker rage takes the Valerius, their beloved can kill themselves before the worst happens!”

“Highly romantic,” murmured the Cobra.

“That hardly ever happens these days,” Caracalla assured him breezily, refusing to think of her father. “If the beloved of the Valerius loves and trusts them very much, the beloved signifies it by giving the dagger back.”

“I presume you don’t mean by stabbing them.”

Caracalla laughed again. The Cobra was so extremely droll. They proceeded down the staircase. She was adroitly guiding him into a walk around the grounds, which would end in a stroll about the shrubbery, a perfect place for him to officially propose.

She dropped a subtle hint.

“I am sixteen, which is a perfect age to wed.”

The Cobra made the expression of someone who had tasted something unexpected. “Caracalla. Any gentleman you wished to marry would be happy to wait until you were older. Until you were twenty at least.”

“What if I didn’t want to wait?” Caracalla bit her lip and realized she was being shockingly forward. Gentlemen didn’t like when a lady was too daring.

Her lady mother had presented the Cobra with a Valerius betrothal dagger, which the Cobra had accepted. Caracalla understood the dagger must have been lost in the tumult of leaving a city under attack, but surely the Cobra didn’t regret their betrothal.

Caracalla read in the scandal papers that the notorious Lady Rahela gave people sultry looks. She gave the Cobra a look she hoped meant: Marry me.

“Are you feeling all right?” asked the Cobra. “Did you eat too many cakes last night? Should I make myself scarce while you make friends with the chamber pot?”

One of the many interesting people who had come home with Marius and the Cobra was a pastry cook, so the Cobra had taken them all down to the kitchen to show them how confectionery was made.

Caracalla had eaten eighteen cakes, which was nothing to a Valerius, but the Cobra’s concerned expression gave her an idea.

Chamber pots were not romantic, but she’d been told gentlemen liked to care for delicate ladies.

“I do feel rather—”

“Sick?”

“Faint,” Caracalla said firmly. “If you please, would you fetch my fan?”

The Cobra smiled indulgently, and went up to her embroidery room to get it. A handsome man was running errands to win her favour! Caracalla sighed with happiness, leaning back against the front door.

The knock jolted her out of daydreams and into annoyance. Now her brother was safe home, Caracalla did not wish to hear anything further about the silly war. She was busy being courted.

She lifted the latches and swung the great door wide. “This had better be important—”

Caracalla cut herself off with a scream.

She was frightened of many things: saying the wrong thing, doing the wrong thing, disappointing Marius, and her mother’s friends seeing her embroidery. She was terrified of very little. Neither blades nor fists wielded with mortal strength posed much threat. Not to a Valerius, a woman who wore the mark, to the manor born and with bones as strong as the stones in the Mountain of Truth.

No strength, no matter how great, could stand against unearthly terror. A nightmare stood upon her threshold. Her scream burned her throat and echoed off the stone walls before she even realized she was screaming. For help. For Marius.

Marius didn’t come. Instead, there came a flash of gold in the corner of her eye, like a golden bird on the wing. The Cobra vaulted over the balustrade, landing lightly in a crouch then launching himself in Caracalla’s direction. He didn’t wince even when Caracalla threw herself into his arms with all the force of which she was capable. The Cobra caught her hands in his, rings cool against her heated flesh, grip steady and firm. Caracalla gathered courage from him. The Cobra was so brave, but she was the one with Valerius blood in her veins. She must protect him.

Only when she and the Cobra held each other fast did Caracalla turn, and rest her eyes on horror.

She didn’t live on the Edge, teeming with the dead, but even here in the countryside some poor people died without a stone to keep them safe from rising. Beggars died in ditches and woke starving before anyone knew they were dead. She had watched her father’s men put stray ghouls down from afar. Caracalla had visited the capital and seen a ghoul imprisoned. The ghoul spoke her name, but it didn’t know her. Names were the last echo in minds from which all else had slipped away. The dead knew nothing.

A dead man stood in the doorway of the manor. He looked at her, and knew her.

Lord Lucius took his hat from his shining red hair, and bowed. Though the Cobra continued to hold Caracalla carefully, every muscle of his body locked tight.

So the Cobra saw what she saw.

The nightmare was real.

Lucius looked the same as when he kissed Caracalla’s hand seven years ago, sweet-faced, intelligent and animated. Yet not for a second did Caracalla believe this was a miraculous return, that Lucius had been supposed dead yet returned alive after all. Lucius was as pale as something that had never known warmth. When he turned his head to track her movements, the dappled light edging through the leaves of the trees around the estate caught a flicker briefly in his green eyes that made Caracalla think of the film that spread over the eyes of the dead, like milk poured into tea before it was stirred.

More than any sign of strangeness was the familiarity of memory. Lucius looked exactly as Caracalla remembered. The pretty young lordling had died at eighteen, and not aged a day since then.

Lucius smiled in such a knowing fashion. “Hello, Lady Caracalla. Might I inquire if your brother is within?”

Nothing had prepared her for death to be a gentleman.

The Cobra broke in. “Hello, Lucius.”

The dead don’t blink, but a startled pause followed in which a blink might have been. “I don’t believe I know you.”

“Oh, but I know you,” murmured the Cobra. “And I know why you’re here.”

Lord Lucius kept smiling. “It is no secret. I bear glad tidings. The Divine Order needs a leader. Lord Marius is summoned by a god.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Minister to the Family


“This is a foolish song,” said the prime minister.

“Perhaps the song seems foolish because you don’t understand it,” suggested Merel the minstrel, as sharp-tongued as he was sweet-voiced.

“Why didn’t they simply—”

Merel put aside his instrument. “Why are songs sad? Because they tell the truth. Everybody wants to believe they would be clever enough and brave enough to escape the tragedy. But they wouldn’t.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


A young lady in silver walked the abyss path. Blasts of heat from the abyss flames buffeted her from below, hitting as hard as ocean waves and making her sway dangerously. Andras Pio pitied her. Clearly, nobody in this girl’s family had warned her to dress for the occasion.

She had dressed to catch the Emperor’s eye, from her gleaming silver-and-white gown down to her embroidered and pointed silver slippers.

The flames leaped, and the girl trembled like a silver candle-flame. In certain places the path was as narrow as a tightrope made of stone, and the depths yawned like a hungry mouth below. You couldn’t put a foot wrong on the abyss path.

She put a foot wrong. The girl lurched, knees buckling. Going low, she managed to steady herself. Half crouched, she shuffled forward, then cast a look over her shoulder at the Emperor and Andras’s niece. She straightened, and took another bold step forward, standing tall.

It was her last step. A silver slipper turned, and the bright girl vanished into the fiery depths without even a scream. Andras hoped she died before she knew she was falling.

He could hear Ninell telling a charming anecdote. Her friend Calpurnia loyally laughed on cue. When Pio checked to see if the Emperor was amused, he followed the Emperor’s gaze to the empty place on the abyss path where the silvery girl had stood a moment ago.

The Emperor did look rather amused.

Surely by Ninell’s jokes, Andras told himself, studying the young god’s eerie, ever-changing face.

No time to feel horror. The prime minister had his duties.

“Alas, the lady has fallen,” announced Pio formally.

One of his duties was to care for his family. His lovely, intelligent niece had secured a place by the Emperor’s side by keeping up a casual conversation and not seeming too eager. It was a good start, though Pio was concerned by the lady on the Emperor’s other arm. The Emperor was paying her a surprising amount of attention. Lady Glacia, was it? From Shroud Valley, not near the rich mines but the seashore, with Tagar blood in her veins like many from the shore. She was a noble, so not raider-born. Lady Glacia looked pale and serious enough to be related to the Starosts. A distant cousin to the Starosts might marry a minor baron of Eyam. A very distant cousin. Andras would know of Lady Glacia if either side of her family had real wealth or influence.

Not clever for a humble girl with icelands blood to put herself forward in a time of war, and get in his niece’s way.

Still, the Emperor showing interest in women other than Lady Rahela was promising. Rahela had run away as soon as she discovered Ninell was Pio’s niece. If Rahela never returned, she would no longer qualify as a candidate to become the Emperor’s bride.

One down, one to go. Later, Andras would find out more about Lady Glacia. They would deal with her then.

“I’m sorry, Glacia, we’re keeping you chatting.” Ninell gave her a friendly smile. “Is it your turn?”

The girl blinked with a sweep of trembling pale lashes, a frightened rabbit in the face of a grinning cat. “If you say so.”

Ninell laughed. “I do.”

“Lady Glacia will walk the path,” intoned Pio.

Finding out more about Lady Glacia might not be necessary. It was possible her path would end here.

The frightened girl took a shaky breath. For a moment Andras thought she might renounce her candidacy, but instead she stepped forward.

“Captive Goddess, guard me,” she whispered, further betraying her heritage.

The Captive Goddess was one of many deities worshipped in east Tagar. A heathen, Tagar queen wouldn’t be welcomed by the people. Andras must spread the word about Glacia’s faith if she survived.

Under the gaze of the court, Glacia crept along the abyss path, as grey and timid as a pale, faltering shadow. Deeper shadows leaped with the abyss flames, eager to catch her. The lady trembled and inched forward. She was trembling so much, Andras thought she might shiver herself off the path and into the pit. Yet instead of falling, she inched forward. Inch by inch, she gained ground, until she was past the narrowest point, from which the girl in silver slippers had tumbled. Andras hadn’t expected determination. If Glacia kept inching forward like this, she would make it back alive.

Then Glacia froze like a mouse under the shadow of a hawk’s wing. At first Pio thought it was a cloud. Then he looked up, and realized it truly was a wing.

A vast vicious roc had escaped from the menagerie. A doomed woman hung onto a single fraying leather rein from the monster’s neck, soon to fall and be consumed either by the bird or the abyss. She was screaming for help, some plea for her mother or her life, but her fall was certain. From the roc’s hungry circling about them, reptilian head tilted and sharp gaze focused on new prey, it appeared that the dangling woman would not be its last victim.

The shadow of wings spread, blotting out the pale, faraway circle of the sun entirely and turning the whole world grey. The crowd froze like Lady Glacia holding still with terror on the abyss path.

All save the young god.

The Emperor ran down the abyss path as though it were a summer field with grass on all sides instead of flames. He whirled the woman Glacia off her feet, throwing her across the fiery chasm, directly into the arms of one particular guard among his gold-masked legion.

Then he leaped, higher than a mortal man could. If Pio had been asked to picture a god ascending, he would have imagined the god’s rise to be as easy and insubstantial as light. Instead, there was a sense of coiled muscle, real mass powered by furious strength. Force as tremendous as an earthquake, turned into something almost human. But not quite.

The Emperor ascended in a black tower of rage to catch his bride in his arms. His black cloak flared, caught by the hell-hot winds of the abyss, blue lining lit by the blue tongues of the flames. Though fire leaped to engulf him, he did not burn.

She of snow and flame was wrapped about by darkness in the shape of a man, the only light about him those awful, lambent eyes. In her white and red dress, Rahela looked like a flower tossed up into the night sky. If the night sky had seized and meant to keep her.

When the Emperor landed, Lady Rahela held tight to his chest, the earth cracked beneath him like a line running through a mirror under the blow of a fist. The gigantic monster’s scream silenced all thought, leaving only panic behind. The roc slammed into the abyss path. Its narrow stone structure snapped like a twig, raining dust and chunks of stone into the abyss. The impact rocked them all. Scarcely had they regained their balance when the roc swooped, so close overhead they felt the wind from the passage of its wings. The crowd scattered. Pio ran to cover Ninell, who ducked her head against his chest as though she were a little girl again.

Ninell’s friend Calpurnia lost her head and ran wildly towards the abyss, then pulled herself up short at the last moment before disaster. She stilled on the crumbling edge of earth, green gown flying, saved just in time.

The roc’s jaws closed on Calpurnia with a crunch of bone. Blood sprayed across the crack in the earth, bright as flowers. Ninell gave a scream into Andras’s doublet. Feeling sick, he stroked her hair.

“It’s all right,” he murmured, even though it wasn’t. You had to lie to children you loved, selling them life like a dishonest salesman with a dyed horse. You had to tell them the world was fair, and they would be happy.

The Emperor set Rahela behind him and whirled on the roc, drawing his sword. The abyss’s light raced a red path down the blade. Longing for Revenge seemed a burning steel torch.

“Don’t kill the roc!” shouted Rahela.

A horrified murmur rose from the survivors. What evil was the harlot scheming now?

“You can still use her,” continued Rahela. Pio might have admired her ruthless cunning, if he didn’t still feel ill.

He flinched at the sounds of gristle giving way beneath teeth, the monster dining on a girl’s remains. Rahela flinched too. At least she felt some pity.

The Emperor did not flinch as he contemplated the monster, its tucked wings bigger than the eaves of a mansion house, its dark eyes avid in search of more prey. Blood dripped from its maw to the crack in the earth.

As the Emperor advanced, the pair held each other’s gaze. Neither showed fear. Neither ever did. Fire wakens fire, and knows its own. The monster’s eyes gleamed red. So did the beast’s.

Pio could not think of his ruler this way.

This was all Rahela’s fault.

“Hello there, you wild, wicked thing,” murmured the Emperor.

If nobody else would point out the obvious, Pio must. “The roc just ate a woman, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, I saw,” said the Emperor. “You wanted to hold the Queen’s Trials, didn’t you? Two women got killed trying to walk the abyss path.”

“That’s different.”

The Emperor shrugged. “Is it? All the women seem equally dead.”

His armoured claw toyed with the roc’s reins. Each seemed intrigued by the other’s lack of fear. There was a tilt to the roc’s scaled and black-eyed head that reminded Andras of a dog from his lord brother’s kennels, able to tell on sight which guest might be persuaded to sneak him scraps under the table.

The Emperor might feed more subjects to his creature soon.

Incredibly, Rahela smiled.

“Congratulations, Lady Rahela. You utterly wrecked the first round of the Queen’s Trials,” Pio snapped.

He was pleased to see her smile fade.

“Your Imperial Majesty, Lady Rahela insulted sacred tradition, caused extensive damage to your imperial palace, and stole a beast from the imperial menagerie. She must be removed from the ranks of prospective brides and exiled from the tower.”

Astonishingly, Rahela nodded. “Harsh but fair.”

Pio stared in disbelief, until he followed Rahela’s gaze to Lady Glacia. The true nature of her schemes became clear. She was more cunning than he had supposed.

Clearly, the lady intended to be the Emperor’s Oracle, the woman who he wanted and listened to, while maintaining a safe distance. Considering how Rahela eyed Lady Glacia, Rahela had already chosen a grateful and submissive future queen.

Time would tell who installed their choice of consort. Pio believed his niece’s charms were bound to sway even his strange ruler.

The Emperor didn’t appear swayed. He was not looking at Ninell or Glacia. Or even Rahela. His scarlet gaze was fixed, like the door of hell opening in a personal invitation, only on Andras himself.

“My evil chancellor. It would look bad if I maimed both chief counsellors within my first week as Emperor. So I won’t do that. Stop hurling accusations at Lady Rahela, or I’ll just kill you.”

“I meant no insult,” Pio protested.

“Of course not,” murmured the Emperor. “You’re too wise. Blame Rahela for the Queen’s Trials? Then you and every minister who wished for the Trials is a hypocrite. Blame Rahela for destroying the abyss path? Then did you wish more women to die upon it? Blame Rahela for unchaining the roc? If the roc shouldn’t be here, who brought her to this land? If your accusations are aimed at Rahela alone, you have no interest in justice. You have only a strange fixation on blaming my lady.”

His cloak flared like darkness breaking into the light of day as he turned to Rahela and rested a clawed hand on her waist. When the lady looked up, seeming startled, the Emperor’s eyes lingered an instant on her face. Then he took her hand and lifted it high.

“At the risk of her own life, my lady brought me a steed on which I can meet Tagar’s dragon in the skies.” The Emperor’s harsh voice sounded from dark cloud to burning abyss. “Who can equal the courage of her black heart? The Beauty Dipped In Blood wins the first round of the Queen’s Trials. Tonight we honour her bravery, in a grand procession through the city.”

Seeing the disappointment on his niece’s face, Pio felt sick to death of this day and its disasters. He had not known he could feel so sick.

“Oh,” murmured Lady Rahela, in a faint, stunned voice.

The Emperor abruptly dropped her hand. “Are you not pleased?” For once, the Emperor was not watching Lady Rahela. His gaze was fixed elsewhere. “If you are grateful, then show it, my lady.”

“How?”

“Tell me all you know about the Lady Glacia.”

There was a silence, in which the odds changed. The whole attention of the court turned to where their Emperor’s attention was already fixed: upon the shy young woman clinging to the Emperor’s arm. Lady Glacia blushed.

Rahela did not sound like a woman triumphant in her successful scheme. “My bringer of destruction. Do you feel mysteriously drawn to Glacia?”

“Yes,” murmured the Emperor. “I believe I do.”

No matter how sick Pio felt, it was some consolation to him that, in this moment, Lady Rahela looked sicker.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Lady Fires the Silverthorn Pyre


His Imperial Majesty moved for the path leading past the blasted ruins of the glassmakers’ guild, towards the Cauldron.

“There are fearful folk in that sinners’ den,” said a cautious lord. “Will you drag your lady into the midst of foulness?”

All eyes went to the new Queen Lia, fresh as a lily under the morning dew. She trembled as though feeling the first cold wind stir her tender petals, her gaze beseeching. Who could refuse a damsel in distress?

“I was born of the Cauldron,” said the Emperor of Eyam. “All the fearful folk in this sinners’ den fear me. But if my lady does not wish it, we shall not go.”

So the Emperor and his bride never entered the Cauldron. The proud city of Themesvar celebrated their new ruler’s marriage and their belief that the coming of the divine Emperor would raise them up over all others. That the shining maiden he had chosen would prove a golden bridge between the god and his people. That her mercy would temper his power, and the god was tamed.

Gods cannot be tamed. Gods stay wild.

The Cauldron stood apart from the celebrations. In the dark, the Cauldron bided its time. The Cauldron made its own plans.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Emer stood at the very edge of the Cauldron, among a crowd choking the narrow street. Hidden in the shadows cast by the charred ruins of the glassmakers’ guild, they waited for the imperial procession to go by.

Lia had coaxed a tale about the procession from the old woman on Forge’s street, whose grandmother as a small child had watched the last parade from the last Queen’s Trials conducted in the old ways.

As the star of the prospective brides, the winner of the first round would be carried in a diaphanously draped litter. The procession would go down the Chain of Commerce with the people waving torches made from the wood of silverthorn trees, split into sparks-and-dark kindling for this special occasion. In the Square of Divine Union they would cheer for the lady’s victory, surrounded by festive frescoes showing the Great God and the Great Goddess’s wedding day, the Great Goddess smiling with red blossoms in her black hair.

Then the Emperor would join the favoured lady, riding a richly caparisoned steed. The bright pair would never venture into the Cauldron, but they would ride past this street, fire the silverthorn pyre in the Square of Sacrifice, and make a lovely light.

At the first sign of Lady Rae’s litter, Emer shoved her way to the front of the crowd. Lia followed.

Nobody from the Cauldron could hope to watch the Queen’s Trials. They waited hours in suspense, until Lia sweet-talked a kitchen boy from the palace into telling her if Lady Rahela had survived the first round.

Neither of them dreamed Lady Rae would win. Once they learned she had, they knew they must be on hand to help if there was trouble. None of the nobles listened to gossip in the marketplace. They couldn’t know how much the city hated Lady Rae.

Emer went as far as she could while staying within the boundary of the Cauldron. She had strong arms, pointed elbows and a naturally bad-tempered face, which was enough to secure her and Lia an excellent view as the imperial procession passed by.

The diaphanous curtains of the litter were flung defiantly open, and Lady Rae’s deep-blue skirts dripped from the silken pallet onto the cobbled street. Her signature white and red had vanished, scrawled over with the Emperor’s colours; Lady Rae wore a black dress with a corset as tall and confining as a black tower, and jet embellishments so heavy they looked like dark armour. The Abandon All Hope Diamond necklace glowed like a beacon above the black tower of her corset. Rivers of blue sapphires streamed from her ears.

The crowd watched her progress in hungry silence. Lady Rae was lent dignity by darkness and beauty by the Emperor’s choice. If he wanted her, everybody else must too.

But this city had seen Rahela discarded by the king before now. She could never again be a flawless porcelain vase for them to stuff every flowery fantasy of an ideal girl into. Once sullied, a lady could never be clean. And these days, rumour painted her the blackest of villains. People wanted a true queen for their Emperor.

A few cheers rose uncertain into the livid cloud. Lady Rae waved to those who cheered, but her face remained wary.

Clearly, she didn’t love the city. Why should the city love her?

Rae was right to be wary.

Gold-masked guards formed the lady’s retinue, marching in step with the nobles’ horses. Emer saw a flash of grey flesh between gauntlet and uniform sleeve. The woman beside Emer took a step back, gagging. Realization did not dawn, but fell like night upon the crowd. The imperial guards were ghouls, and every soul born on the Edge had grown up in fear of the dead.

A voice broke from the crowd. “Lady of snow and flame? More like bitch of death and midnight!”

Lady Rae blew a kiss from bared teeth. “Stop, I’m blushing.”

“What did my sister say?” Lia asked anxiously from Emer’s side.

The crowd surged, anger overcoming fear. Emer saw the prime minister rein his horse in. The movement was sharp, deliberate and did not escape the notice of others in the procession. Emer watched the nobles let Rae’s litter go forward into the seething tumult, alone.

A guard moved to block the rush. Someone screamed, though Emer judged they hadn’t been bitten. The scream was enough. The crowd was on the litter now, pulling down the diaphanous curtains in handfuls. Wood splintered with a great crack against the cobbles, and the snowy veils tumbled down into the dirt. Emer shoved her way viciously through the crowd, trying to see where her lady had fallen.

She found her lady by the glow of the cursed necklace.

Rae wasn’t in the wreckage of wood and white silk. She had jumped clear with astonishing speed, and stood at bay in the Square of Sacrifice with gold-masked guards and the furious crowd closing in. A huge fellow wearing a green jerkin lunged at her, shouting, “You’re no bride. No true queen. Harlot of the Tower! Whore of the god!”

Rae’s fists went up, enchanted gauntlets shining silver-bright. The bitch of death and midnight stood ready to fight.

Emer had her axe hidden beneath her apron. She surged forward, stopping only when the darkness fell. A shadow covered the moon, quenching the gleam of masks, gauntlets and jewels. The next instant, the night sky flared scorching white.

Blinking violently to clear her dazzled eyes, Emer saw a great flagstone turned to a cinder, curling up at the ends as if this great slab of stone had become a charred leaf. As Emer’s vision cleared, her mind did, too, telling her the unbelievable was true. Telling her what had struck the stone.

The god-Emperor had hurled a lightning bolt.

Wind ruffled the hair of the dazed throng as a great beast arced down from the sky, the arch of its wings skimming the rooftops.

From the beast’s back leaped a shadow, growing as it descended. His cape swirled with the colours of night and evening, black blotting out the stars, blue silk lining reflecting the gleam of the procession’s torches. The god landed crouched, back arched like an animal’s, red-gleaming orichal steel claws scoring long, deep lines in the charred stone.

When he lifted his head, his was not the face Emer remembered. The features might be the same, cut in a way no one else’s were, which had made Emer believe his father must be a sailor from some impossibly faraway land. But there was an ashen cast to the god’s winter-gold skin. And the eyes burned.

The Emperor went for the man in green bearing down on Lady Rae, though the man was backing away, babbling pleas and apologies.

The Emperor halted an inch away, steel claws catching the very edge of the green jerkin.

For a moment, Emer thought the god would listen to the man’s pleas. Wasn’t that what gods were meant to do, answer prayers?

Pleading fell away into silence, and into truth. The mortal met the god’s eyes. “We never truly believed you would come. We never truly wanted you.”

Almost sympathetically, the Emperor murmured, “I know.”

The Emperor let out a perfunctory puff of air, as if blowing out a candle. The entirety of the man’s tall, muscled frame crumbled to ash, flesh collapsing into black dust in the space of a breath. When the man was reduced to cinders at his feet, the Emperor smiled. Horribly, that was the instant Emer saw the distorted flash of Key, who had once been her friend.

Even a young god didn’t seem youthful in a human way. Legend said that he, as the gods’ child, was born and perished centuries ago. But how were gods born? How did gods live, and die, and live again? Emer had seen her friend killed mere weeks ago. She’d choked with horror as his throat opened under the blade, watching him die so young. The Emperor looked ageless. A thin line of leather and rubies clasped the god’s throat, hiding the scar, like a trail of red wax left by the sealing of an imperial letter. No other vulnerability was betrayed. A dark jewel shone in the pommel of his famous sword, the God’s Eye captured between the jaws of a metal serpent. Armoured claws enveloped the hands which used to wear cracked gloves, and his grey eyes were laced with red, like the heart of ashes that never entirely died but lay in wait for another opportunity for destruction. Watching the legend reborn, Emer saw no sign her friend had returned.

Had he returned? Had Emer ever known him at all?

Had Lady Rae?

The Emperor stepped over the ashes to Lady Rae. He whirled his cape off his shoulders to wrap it around her, glancing briefly at her face as Key the guard used to do when he hoped to receive a sign of approval. He usually received a warm response. She’d been more than fond of her guard, but even from a distance Emer saw fear in Rae’s eyes. And she saw no hope in the Emperor’s gaze. She saw nothing in the Emperor’s eyes but burning.

So be it. The time had come for a burning.

At times of great celebration, the Divine Order would come light a bonfire in the last square that ended the Chain of Commerce, their capital’s main street. The Emperor’s procession had reached the end of the chain.

The Square of Sacrifice’s walls were painted fresh, gory red every year. Frescoes screamed scarlet on every side, showing how the Great God had killed his only child so that he might have power independent of all believers. The Emperor’s thoughtful gaze moved from red wall to red wall, from the axe to the Great God’s stern, pale painted face, to the child on the altar. A ripple of unease stirred the crowd like cold wind through barley.

Symbols and paintings of divine sacrifice must look different depending on your point of view. For instance, if your point of view was from your place on an altar.

The Emperor did not comment on the religious frescoes. Instead, he walked with his lady, his winged monster crooning at him from an overhanging rooftop, towards the faintly gleaming pile of wood set for the bonfire.

Silverthorn trees grew where the earth was reddest. In Emer’s childhood home of Shroud Valley, folk called those the hungry patches, land which had drunk the most blood. Nothing else thrived where silverthorn grew. Criminals used to be hanged and quartered from silverthorn branches, to feed the roots, long ago when the Divine Order still made sacrifices to imitate the Great God’s sacrifice.

On first arriving in the capital, Emer had been shocked to see silverthorn used for celebrations. The other maids laughed at her country-girl superstitions. So did her newly sophisticated mistress, determined to fit in with the ways of the court and her lover the king.

Strange, that the word “mistress” meant both a superior who must be obeyed and a great man’s toy.

Emer could see her mistress across the square, but Lady Rae had never seemed so far away. Lady Rae’s face looked drained above the glare of the Abandon All Hope Diamond at her throat, its livid red shining like a heart freshly cut from a chest.

Representing the rule of law, from soldiers to the city guard, the commander general should now place a burning torch – and symbolically, the safety of the city – into the hands of a member of the Divine Order. But apparently the Emperor had insisted he would light the silverthorn pyre with his own hands.

The Divine Order were fanatics from a bygone age. They had never been important. Emer was more concerned that Commander General Nemeth was nowhere to be seen. Lord Fabianus Nemeth wore the sword insignia of his father’s position uneasily on his violet-sheened blue silk garments, and fading bruises. Naturally, a son must fill his father’s place if his father found himself temporarily unable. But the fool of the court, who cared only for fashion and frivolity, representing the rule of law? It made the law seem a joke.

Rumours at the market whispered the Emperor had done something horrible to the commander general. At Lady Rahela’s command.

Lord Fabianus, face set in impassive lines, placed the burning torch in his Emperor’s keeping. The Emperor brandished the silverthorn torch in a wide circle with such wild abandon that the cage at its top, filled with burning pitch, overflowed and spilled fat sparks onto the darkened cobblestones. The sparks didn’t go out, but burned like tiny coals in a simmering circle around the Emperor and his lady. He held Lady Rae tight, a column of evening blue and the colour between stars, encircled in red-touched steel. Only the night wind could touch her, moving her long dark hair so it lifted from the Emperor’s cape and streamed out to the stars.

“The Beauty in Bruised Midnight,” called out a voice. The name caught on, travelling from tongue to tongue as a flame through a forest.

The Emperor put the burning torch in Rae’s hands. The silverthorn torch which meant the safety of the city.

“Radiant Son!” It was one of the few members of the Divine Order remaining in the capital, their insignia of the axe and altar embossed on his breastplate, which rose and fell with his outraged breath. “She cannot hold the torch.”

The Emperor arched a brow. “She appears to be doing so with ease.”

“It is blasphemy for a woman to touch it.”

“Can a god commit blasphemy?” The Emperor’s smile leaped like fire, enjoying a personal joke deeply upsetting to others, and he was Key again, simply Key, Emer’s horrible friend. “I leave it to the holy men to determine.”

When he looked at Lady Rae this time, Emer recognized Key’s warmth, always too intense but not yet raging out of control. Key’s focus was always unsettling, but sometimes when he focused on Lady Rae he betrayed alongside fascination a puzzled tenderness, as though he too was startled to find himself capable of feeling anything tender. Emer remembered he used to watch Emer’s lady that way often, back when they were all vipers together.

When the Emperor spoke to others, he took command. When he spoke to Lady Rae, he offered it. “I am a sacred thing, too, so they tell me. If I am felled, let it be by you. If I’m a weapon, I wish be held and wielded by you. Use me to light the pyre of your enemies.”

Rae’s lip curled. “Might be an awfully big fire.”

“Let the world burn. If you wish it.”

The people grew still; not an audience, but prey under the shadow of a wing. Lady Rae smiled as if charmed by the Emperor’s cruelty, and set her burning torch to the silverthorn.

The sacred pyre alchemized the red tongue of flame to sudden bright silver. Sparks flew as if the branches were hot metal struck in a forge. The triangular stack of wood became a silver tower, building taller than any stone tower ever could. It made you imagine towers scraping the sky, in dreams of impossible cities.

The Emperor watched the flames from the silverthorn pyre rise until it seemed they would lick the moon. “Now for the Cauldron.”

“Sire! There are fearful folk in that sinners’ den,” exclaimed a suicidally thoughtless lord. “Will you drag your lady into the midst of foulness?”

Key glanced at Rae, who winked, her eyes still full of silver fire. If you asked Emer, he did not need the encouragement.

“I am Key of the Cauldron,” said the Emperor of Eyam. “All the fearful folk in that sinners’ den fear me. And my lady fears nothing.”

He handed Rae into a fresh litter from which some noblewoman had, Emer presumed, been hastily evicted.

Rae laughed as Key helped her into the litter. Emer’s lady and the gutter guard were a pair of reckless fools, as careless as they were terrifying, but the Emperor had said, I am Key of the Cauldron. They had all been vipers together. If this was still Key, maybe they could all be vipers again.

For the first time in history the monarch’s procession wound its way into the narrow, shadowed streets of the Cauldron. As the procession’s bright flames and flags waved their way, Emer stepped out of the shadow of the burned and twisted guild.

“Stop,” Lia said, in a voice of cold terror, but Emer didn’t stop. She wanted to speak to Key herself.

Key didn’t see her. Instead, through the veil-thin curtains of the litter, Lady Rae’s dark eyes caught on Emer’s face. Against a backdrop of silver flame, silenced by the roaring of fire, Rae’s mouth shaped Emer’s name. The look on her lady’s face was not relief, but terror.

The next moment, Rae launched herself from the litter.

The Emperor’s gauntleted hand shot out, with speed a human couldn’t match, with speed a human couldn’t follow. He grasped at her garments, to stop her getting away.

The gauntlet tore cape and skirt to black shreds. The crowd watched as the Emperor’s chosen bride fought free of his hands and escaped in a flurry of darkness, as though she were a crow bride shedding feathers as she flew.

The people of Themesvar watched the beauty flee from the god, into the lawless shadows of the Cauldron.

Chaos swallowed the imperial procession. Courtiers on fine horses tried to trample down those on foot to escape the Cauldron. Emer saw one minister pulled off his horse and divested of his chains in an instant, as though Cauldron folk were the kind of fish who could flense flesh from bones.

In one hand Emer firmly grasped her axe, and in the other Lia’s hand. The girl’s quick when she wants to be, Lady Katalin had once said of her daughter’s maid, but Emer never showed Lady Katalin how fast she could be. Too much ability only earned you more tasks. Emer felt she ran around after her lady enough.

This time Emer raced through the shadows of the Cauldron. Faster than the surging crowd, faster than the ministers’ maddened horses. She ran faster after her lady than ever before.

She caught Lady Rae on Lockpick Street, racing in the direction of the Night Market. She dropped Lia’s hand to grasp the back of Rae’s jet-embroidered bodice, whirling Rae around. Emer only realized what she had done when Rae gave a thin scream, lifting her silver-gauntleted hands to try and catch the axe blade before it fell.

“Emer, no!”

Emer stepped back, bewildered. “It’s me, Lady Rae. Don’t you know I would never hurt you?”

That was the worst part. Rae had known her, had said her name, and still cowered, expecting the axe to fall.

Lady Rae was plainly terrified and exhausted. She had been in the Palace on the Edge all alone, without anyone to help her. Small wonder if she panicked at the sight of a weapon.

But Lady Rae did not panic when Lia leaped at her. Breathing like a bellows from being dragged in Emer’s wake, Lia dashed from the shadows of the Cauldron into Rae’s arms. They clung together, the dark head bending towards the gold. Nobody would ever have known that for years the stepsisters couldn’t stand the sight of each other.

But that was Lady Rahela, and this was Lady Rae. They might not be the same person at all.

“Little funny-face,” Rae said, as if using a pet name from childhood, and dropped a kiss on Lia’s brow when it wrinkled.

“Don’t call me that. I’m pretty, everybody says so.” Lia was crying, very prettily. “Are you well? Has he hurt you?”

“I was the one who hurt him. Remember?”

Lady Rae looked to Emer. She knew Emer did.

Lia said, “He wants revenge.”

It wasn’t a question, but Rae tried to answer. “I don’t know. But I know he doesn’t love me. I know he took a terrible revenge against somebody, once.”

That sounded like something Key might do.

“Come with us,” Emer urged. “A friend of Lia’s has a house near here. Number Five, Sharp Elbow Lane, with the green door. We can hide you. Then we will all run away together.”

Lady Rae’s dark eyes were haunted hollows. “He will find us. He sent ghouls after the Cobra. I don’t know why his ghouls haven’t found you.”

Because Forge Strike made the Emperor promise that if she let him inside to re-forge Longing for Revenge, neither he nor his ghouls would ever darken her door again.

“Because it’s safe where we are,” Emer promised. “Come.”

Rae stared wildly around at the shadows, as though something might lunge at her from them. “I can’t. I made a bargain with a god, and must keep it. If I don’t, doom will come. Listen. I jumped from the litter and ran into the Cauldron so I could tell you this. You two need to leave. Blend in with the crowd, slip away. Don’t let him see you. The only good thing I’ve done in this world was getting Lia out of the palace. I don’t want either of you to be part of this. I need to keep you safe.”

She shoved Lia back, viciously hard, so Lia fell and Emer had to catch her. Lia’s arm snaked around Emer’s neck, and for a moment Emer was caught in her dazed blue eyes.

By that time, Lady Rae had disappeared around a corner, a whirl of bruises and midnight. Emer started after her, but Lia wouldn’t loose her hold.

“Rahela said we must blend in with the crowd, or he would find us.”

When they returned, the Square of Sacrifice still teemed with people. Emer’s eyes raked the throngs for any sign of the Emperor. Instead, she glimpsed a familiar face, taking advantage of the chaos to slip away into a side street.

Lia followed Emer’s gaze. “There’s Forge. Quick, follow her.”

“What about my lady Rae?” Emer demanded.

“There’s nothing we can do for her now.”

“Then is there something we can do for her in the future?”

Lia whispered urgently into Emer’s ear, “Didn’t you hear her? She couldn’t go with us, because she made a bargain with a god. He’s holding her against her will.”

Emer remembered how the Emperor lunged when Lady Rae tried to flee, the lover turning hunter in an instant. The Emperor was holding Lady Rae, and he intended to keep her.

“What can we possibly do about that?”

In her sweetest, softest voice, Lia answered, “I am going to kill him.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Lonely Destiny of the Villainess


Soon after his queen died, the Emperor visited the Oracle’s cave of visions and wonder, and asked to see his lost love in the Oracle’s pool. She answered the prayers of those faithful to the Great Goddess, but she denied the goddess’s son.

“This pool shows mortal fates, and the threads that connect souls in the mortal world.”

“Are we not in the mortal world?” he beseeched.

“We are in the mortal world, and gods do not belong here. With a thousand eyes I see the winds of change, and every ripple in a sea of mortal souls. From a thousand tongues I hear songs and stories. I have lived a thousand lives in a thousand worlds. Ask how many times I have seen you rise and rule. But I can see no bright thread of connection between you and your lost queen, to follow through the dark maze of the dead. She is not looking back to find you.”

The Emperor bowed his wild head. He would never beg, unless for love. “Is there no hope?”

“You are a god. You can have anything, except hope.” When the Emperor flinched, the Oracle took pity on him. “There is still love. There are still worlds to conquer. Wait. Your mother calls for you. There is a prophecy to hear. Once I speak the words, they must come true, but there are many paths to truth.”

The Emperor refused to hear the prophecy. He left the Oracle’s cave never to return.

Years later, the Emperor held the Burning Hearts Ball. Tradition dictated the Oracle must be invited to grand occasions, though she never came.

On this occasion, the Emperor did not invite the Oracle. At this insult, the Oracle knew she must attend. So for the first time in seven hundred years, the Oracle went down the mountain of truth, to tell the child of gods his doom.

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


Rae ran into the dark, as fast and as far from her maid and stepsister as she could go. What were Lia and Emer doing in the Cauldron? She’d sent them away.

It was her one good deed, but it seemed the villainess couldn’t do good. She tried to get home, and people died. She tried to find the hero true love, and people died. Dark whispers followed her procession through the city, rumours flying with the bright flags. According to the rules of the world, everything she did was wrong. Maybe that was Rae’s fate in every world.

When everyone called you a villain, they must be right. And once you were a villain, everything you did was wrong and went wrong. Once you were a villain, hurting you was right.

Good people got to be happy. Her father had his new family, her old boyfriend and her best friend had each other, all her old friends had their whole lives before them. Rae had only long nights with loneliness and the cold certainty that if she reached out to anyone, she would be betrayed.

Maybe if she was a better person, she would have the heart to trust someone again.

She couldn’t. When Emer grabbed her and the axe gleamed above her head, Rae had seen only the Iron Maid of the books, cutting through pages and shadows to kill her.

In the other world, Rae only had the story. Now she was in the story, but she felt she was losing it. The story was breaking apart in her hands.

Whatever world Rae walked through, she walked alone. She stumbled down an alley, legs and arms stinging from the scrapes when the crowd tore the litter apart to get at her.

When Key gave her the torch, she enjoyed seeing the silver sparks light fear in every face. She told herself people wouldn’t hurt her because she had power now, and they would not dare.

Rae was almost unsurprised when a man lunged at her from the shadows, slamming her against a brick wall. All the breath knocked out of her in a sob, Rae expected the next thing she felt would be a blade sliding between her ribs or across her throat. An end, after two worlds, in a dark alley. At least it would be quick.

“I’ll take your jewels first, harlot,” the man said in her ear.

Rough hands tore at her throat, fingers pressing down hard on her larynx so she could not scream and pulling hard at the chains around her neck. She was pinned, unable to breathe, unable to fight. She would be mugged, strangled and thrown in the Tears of the Dead River.

The would-be mugger cried out and stumbled back, hands lifted, as though the heavy, dark jewel of the cursed necklace had burned his palms.

Rae caught him off balance, before he could grab her again. She snatched the knife from its sheath strapped to her leg, beneath her new bruise-coloured skirts, and stabbed out wildly.

The first strike didn’t kill him. She didn’t think he was dead until the fourth, when he stopped trying to grab at her and she heard the bubbling gurgle of blood rise to his mouth. When he slid, heavy as a sack of meat, onto the cobblestones, the weight pulled Rae’s knife down with him. By the silver light of the divine pyre, streaming down this dark alley and turning it into a ribbon of moonlight, she saw the blood on her empty hands.

The last time Rae killed a man had been the first time. The second came easier. Horror mingled with the same vicious satisfaction she’d felt when she’d wielded the silverthorn torch. Cold shivers shook her limbs, but her heart pulsed and burned along with the red jewel on her breast.

The shadow of a crown fell across her bloody palms. She felt she could close her fingers around the crown and keep it.

Rae looked up. The Emperor walked down the eerily illuminated alley of the Cauldron towards her, a great shadow soft-footed as a cat, moonlight and enchanted firelight silvering the edges of his armour. His wild hair crowned his shadow. Key’s shadow had always walked crowned, and she’d never seen it before.

Key lifted a brow at the body. “You don’t like to kill people.”

Rae was breathing hard. “I don’t think he cared about my preferences.”

“Stay beside me. I will kill your enemies,” suggested the Emperor. “Say the word and see it come true, my lady. Anybody who ever hurt you, dead at your feet. You won’t have to lift a finger. Or would you rather go?”

“Am I,” Rae asked slowly, “not free to leave?”

“Leave if you wish. But do me a last favour.”

Her knife was lost beneath the ribs of a corpse. There was a blade in the Emperor’s gauntleted hand as he walked towards her, his shadow swallowing her whole. It wasn’t the divine sword, wasn’t Longing for Revenge, but the blade looked sharp enough to pierce.

Open your heart. Let the god in, men of the Divine Order said in the books. What if that was not a metaphor?

Studying the knife, Rae expected to see a chased-gold hilt, another rich possession of the Emperor’s. She hoped to see the many-toothed blade Key had crafted himself, something that would show Key was still in the Emperor somewhere.

Instead, it was a plain soldier’s knife, not even orichal steel, with a chip in the blade. Key kept his weapons meticulously clean, but this blade was coated with a film of blood.

The Emperor watched for her reaction. “I took it from my guard, the boy you told me to me spare. Remember this blade?”

Rae shook her head.

“You didn’t get as close a look at the blade as I did. This is the knife that cut my throat, before I was thrown into the abyss. Do you remember now? I can see how you might have overlooked it. You were kissing the king when I was killed.”

He drew close, a silver-limned looming shadow, the dark waiting at the heart of the silverthorn pyre. He was near enough to strike, near enough to feel his warmth in the dark space between them, in this Cauldron alley drenched in silver fire.

Rae had read and watched scenes when she found it hard to tell if the effect was intended to be sinister or sexy. Maybe the answer was always both.

Terror made your pulse race, your eyes dilate, and your blood pound. So did desire. Fear lay down side by side with longing, and the chill of fear turned longing into heat. That shouldn’t be right, it must be wrong, but it was a wicked truth nonetheless.

She was villain enough to accept that, and think how she could turn the plot to her ends. Rae watched the Emperor. Someone she had loved before she ever knew him, someone she had loved without ever knowing it until she lost him. A monster, back from the grave for revenge.

There was enough strength and speed in her gauntlets for this. To catch him by surprise, and seize a crown of shadows by grasping a handful of his wild hair.

“I kissed the king when your throat was cut,” Rae whispered. “I’m kissing you now.”

She drew his head down and their lips met, like a dry torch waking to life at the touch of a spark.

The Emperor pressed the knife into her grasp. Rae watched as he closed her gauntleted fingers over the hilt, watched as fiery light surged down the alley like a scarlet and silver ocean to swallow them both. When she opened her eyes, the red light of enchantment had washed her hands clean.

“No more blood on your hands,” the Emperor murmured, almost tenderly. “Unless it’s mine.”

His claws slashed the air, fast as a creature in a horror movie. Her heart smashed against her ribs, like the last blow on a door about to crash down. Rae whipped up the knife, her hand in his hair pulling his head back to expose his throat for easier access. His collar of rubies glittered rich red in the silver radiance of this night. The scar this very knife had made lay, a dark secret between them, hidden under the line of fire.

“I never wanted to kiss the king,” Rae snarled. “I would rather have stabbed him.”

With a knife to his throat, the Emperor laughed. “That’s what I wanted.”

“What?”

“If you betray me again, I want you to cut my throat with your own hands.”

Rae shook her head, but she didn’t lower the knife. His clawed gauntlets dropped to circle her waist, sliding down her sides into the skirts.

“Everybody would be grateful,” the Emperor urged, and Rae’s mind reeled. “They pretend not to hate me, but they always did, and they still do. Every soul in this kingdom dreads what crawls out of the abyss. They fear the dead and the divine more. They wanted to expect me, they never wanted me to come. Every day the eyes of the whole city rest on me, asking: am I a god from the stars, or a monster from the pit?”

“Stars or the pit, who cares?” Rae whispered. “You’re with me.”

This was her monster, this was her moment. She kissed him again. He kissed her back, moving in eagerly against the knife.

The clawed gauntlets pricked her flesh like thorns through the black tatters of her skirts. She was wearing black silk spiderwebs, rent to dark threads beneath his hands. His hands curled into fists, steel skimming the sides of her thighs, so the claws didn’t tear her skin.

“Did you see how they looked at me? Did you hear what the man called me, before you turned him to ash? The scheming Harlot of the Tower, the whore of the god. Are they wrong? I do want to crush my enemies. I want never to be the one more hurt again. I want power.”

“Then hold power,” Key murmured into her mouth, as a steel fist moved between her thighs.

Between the brick wall and the monster she moved, but not to escape. Moved upon the enchanted steel ridges of the gauntlet, feeling pleasure build between her legs and travel up her body. Rae locked her teeth against a moan, not a victim’s moan at all. Heat built up in her as if she would be the one he turned to ash next, and oh, being the whore of the god was sweet.

Once her body had seemed such a vile thing, a vessel meant only for holding pain and not able to do even that. Pain had kept overflowing and cracking her sides, leaving her a broken thing, poisonous to be around.

But here, as the red flame had turned silver, her story could transform.

In a new body, in a new world, where pleasure was possible.

Love might be possible between us, the Emperor had said himself. Trust is not.

In every world, pain remained a certainty. Even with every other muscle gone ecstatically lax, Rae held her hand steady, and the knife to his throat.

[image: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
The procession back to the palace was uneventful, but when a ghoul helped Rae out of her litter, there was a note in his dead hand. From the Cobra.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The Lady and the Rebels


When the rebels came to the gates, Lia walked out to meet them. Soft as a shadow, sweet as the last mercy of a sufferer, clad in diaphanous white and beaming welcome. The rabble stilled to hear her.

“I love you,” said the beautiful queen. “I hear you. I will answer your grievances. Let us take them to the Emperor together.”

So the rebellion ended.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


They found Forge Strike attending a meeting in a shadowy warehouse. The place smelled as though meat had hung here once, and hung for too long. A rough makeshift platform had been built on which people stood in turns, making speeches about the world being unjust. Emer didn’t see how that was news.

Nobles hoarding treasure, the war with Tagar dragging on, money spent on an imperial procession when the common people did not have meat, and an Emperor with so much power they could not hope to fight him.

Everybody at the meeting agreed the world was unjust, so that was settled. Did they intend to do anything about it?

Anger seemed to prowl this room, as though enough fury could become beasts made of shadow, deepening the darkness, lending a growl and a hiss to every speech and every whisper. These people didn’t have a plan, but Emer thought they might do something. She thought if the nobles had a single throat, they might lunge for it.

Right now, wasn’t everybody’s hatred for the nobles, their fear of the Emperor, being pinned on Lady Rae? If a single throat was in danger, it was hers.

Emer and Lia crouched behind empty crates that smelled like rotted fruit. Emer, by far the taller, had to crouch down so low her thighs burned. Rahela’s mother, Lady Katalin – or far worse, her grandmother – would be horrified if they ever learned their family’s dutiful maid was attending a gathering of political radicals.

It was certainly illegal to plot against their monarch and government. But they were in the Cauldron. Speech-makers seemed less horrifying than the cut-purses and cut-throats.

“What if we stormed the Palace on the Edge?” shouted Forge, jumping to her feet. These people were searching for certainty, Emer thought, because they couldn’t find it in themselves. A faint hungry cheer rose from the crowd, shadows lit by the fire of Forge’s enthusiasm. Emer approved of Forge more than the rest. She was a woman of action.

The next moment, Emer hated action.

Lia stood and let her golden hair shine like a beacon over the empty wooden fruit cartons. As Emer scrambled up, clutching the hilt of her axe and ready to defend their lives, Lia called out a question to the platform.

“What if storming the palace does not go far enough?”

Forge frowned like a thundercloud. “What are you doing here, Lia?”

“I followed you,” Lia told her. “I’ve been listening to your speeches with great interest, and now I have something to say. If you good people will be so kind as to listen?”

Lia’s eyes caught the silver firelight leaking through the high windows of the warehouse. The rabble around the platform had whirled on them when they appeared, but gradually their attention seemed less threatening and more like flowers turning towards a sun. From all sides came assenting murmurs. At the mere sight of Lia, they were charmed.

“Stay close to me,” Lia whispered, as they walked up the rough-hewn steps to the platform.

It made Emer remember a timid golden-haired little girl in the country, who she had never known well and who had disappeared under layer after layer of suffering as Lia hardened, and the Pearl of the World emerged.

She took Lia’s hand in a protective clasp. Nobody would think it anything but a maid supporting her lady.

Lia lifted her voice to fill the darkness with a sound like bells. “Storm the palace, and then what? The Emperor commands the skies. If we rise against him, he could bring our homes and our lives crashing down around our ears. He can send us back to the dust. Worse, soon the Emperor’s forces may double. Rumour tells us the Divine Order is coming, with Lord Marius Valerius leading them, and the fury of a Valerius is greater than the fury of the dead.”

Forge glared from the other end of the platform. “So you’re suggesting we despair and surrender?”

“What I’m suggesting is this. What if we had power of our own?” asked Lia. “And we made a plan to use it wisely.”

The warehouse walls seemed to shake with muttering, the crowd as puzzled as Emer herself.

Then Emer the fool, who had held Lia’s hand thinking Lia was frightened, found herself pushed in front of the audience.

“Do you know this woman?” Lady Lia’s clear, sweet voice rose to the rafters. “Did you see her fight a manticore at the first Queen’s Trials? Did you hear the tale of the women who fought the dead and won with no man to aid them, in the Court of Air and Grace, in the heart of the palace? The mark on this woman’s face is no mark of sin. It is the mark of the gods. She is Valerius!”

Lia’s delicate hands cradled Emer’s face, on a stage as they had once in her bed. She turned Emer this way and that, swivelling her about as if she were a wooden mannequin. Numb with shock, Emer let her lax limbs be puppeted. She had absolutely no idea what else to do.

“I asked an old nurse who laid out the Duke of Valerius’s mother when she died, and she told me of the mark each Valerius woman bears. The woman before you dreams the dreams of those chosen by a god, dreams of other lives and the future to come. This woman has the superhuman senses and the fighting skill of a Valerius. This woman has all the power of a Valerius, but she’s not a noble. Perhaps she’s the last of a secret illegitimate line. Perhaps she’s the duke’s bastard. It matters not where she came from but what she is. She is one of you. Think what the people can do with our own berserker.”

The sound of the crowd was rising like flame from the shadow of the abyss. A hungry sound. In the throng, Emer saw the face of the woman she’d saved from the ghoul at the marketplace, and saw the woman’s face shine with belief.

In Emer. In what Emer could do. Seeing that belief convinced Emer: Lia spoke the truth.

Dimly through the mist of shock, Emer made out the shape of her own rage. She couldn’t feel it yet, but she could see it coming. Lia was showing Emer off like a bear in a fighting ring. What big teeth she has. Big enough to kill your enemies.

Then Lia turned her back on Emer, as though Emer was a bear on a chain who could not follow and would attack her master.

Lia walked to the edge of the makeshift platform and stretched her arms out to the crowd. Soft as a shadow, sweet as the last mercy of a sufferer, clad in diaphanous white and beaming welcome. The hungry fury of the riot stilled to hear her.

“I love you,” said the beautiful rebel leader. “I hear you. I will answer your grievances. If we work together, we can do anything. We could kill the Emperor.”

So the rebellion began.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Cobra and the Duke


“‘By the sword, I swear to be loyal and true, to love all you love, and hate all you hate. You will feel no rain, as I will be a shelter for you. You will feel no hunger or thirst while I have food to give or wine in my cup. When my name is in your mouth, I will always answer, and your name will be my call to arms. I will ever be a shield for your back, and the story told between us will be true. Everything agreed between us, I will carry out. For yours is the will I have chosen.’” The Oracle looked at Lord Marius with eyes that encompassed many worlds. “That is the oath you wish to take?”

“It is,” answered the White Knight.

“And you do not wish a will of your own?”

He replied, “I do not.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


It was disgusting how lax the ducal guard around the manor had become over the last seven years. These men had the most sacred duty in the kingdom: to protect Marius’s lady mother and sister. They needed to be the best.

Worse still, neither the city folk nor the bandits Eric had senselessly adopted possessed any formal training in arms.

Marius had the matter in hand. Captain Diarmat’s forces were each assigned a squad. When they reported a soldier was prepared for the next stage, that soldier would spar with Marius. Once Marius put that soldier through his paces, the soldier would be officially under Diarmat’s command.

One of the bandits, a young man by the unfortunate name of Sparrow, was selected by Diarmat himself. Trusting Diarmat’s judgement, Marius favoured Sparrow with special attention in the training yard.

On the whole he agreed the young man had promise, though as the spar went on Sparrow grew slow with his parries. Endurance was key in many fights. Marius gave him a cold look, and Sparrow lifted his quarterstaff, though not as steadily as Marius might wish.

Marius lunged. Sparrow stumbled backward, guard down, and Marius dealt him a few blows with the quarterstaff to provide a hard lesson.

A walkway spanned the training yard, providing an easy route from east to west wing. A walkway stretched from the north to the south tower, too, the walkways together casting an X-shaped shadow across the rectangle of the grounds at the manor’s heart when the sun sank in the sky. As the sun was doing now, seeming a bright coin tossed and hanging suspended behind one tall tower. Mingled darkness and illumination set fire to gold embroidery on fabric, a brief flare that turned Marius’s head without his mind agreeing. Sparrow whirled his staff and caught Marius with a heavy blow on the arm. Shocked and mildly impressed, Marius beat him back with a flurry of blows so he wouldn’t become arrogant. Overconfidence could get a man killed.

“Marius, can you spare me a moment in between torturing my bandits?” asked Eric. “Give that poor boy a break.”

“Would you prefer I broke his arm or his leg?”

Eric laughed, brighter than the glow of the sun behind the manor. “Don’t be hilarious, he’s a wreck.”

With his usual carelessness about his own wellbeing, Eric moved between them. Marius didn’t enjoy seeing weapons in proximity to the Cobra, so he confiscated Sparrow’s quarterstaff, and saw with surprise that Sparrow’s legs were trembling.

Possibly he had been working the boy too hard.

The Cobra patted Sparrow’s back. Sparrow immediately collapsed against this golden tower of defence, and Eric made soothing noises while the bandit burrowed his head into his shoulder. Outrageous behaviour in the training yard!

“I think I love you,” mumbled Sparrow.

Marius grasped the bandit’s collar and hauled him backward like the unruly puppy he was. “You do not love him. Cease bothering the marquis and shirking your work. You’ve barely been training six hours.”

“Don’t listen to the tyrant,” said Eric. “Go to the kitchens and have a soothing cup of tea.”

The man rolled an eyeball in Marius’s direction like a panicked horse. Marius sighed, nodded permission and let go. Sparrow dropped to the ground, scrambled to his feet and ran for the kitchens.

Marius squinted after his retreat. “Must be fond of tea.”

He expected the Cobra to scoff and reprimand him for being harsh to his precious bandits. Instead, he found Eric studying him with narrowed amber eyes and an air of concern.

Fear for what that concern could mean struck Marius’s defences like a battering ram. Eric was here, so it was someone else Marius loved. “What is it? Caracalla? My mother?”

“Marius.” Other people had said Marius’s name, but none, until Eric, with tenderness. “Your dead friend’s at the door of the manor.”

Shock sent his mind reeling, and sent an unexpected pang of sympathy through him for the poor young bandit. Marius had never experienced being defenceless in the training yard before.

Shamefully, Marius needed to swallow before he asked, “Which friend?”

He’d only ever had two. He thought the three of them would be companions until death. He supposed, in a way, they had been. Marius was the only friend left.

“I’m so sorry your life means you have to ask that question,” murmured Eric, as sweet and low as he’d spoken to the bandit, though he didn’t attempt to take Marius in his arms. “Lord Lucius is asking to see you. He says a god sent him.”

That was not the friend Marius had expected. He had imagined for a moment… If Key the gutter guard could rise from the dead, perhaps Octavian could too.

Sin always came to find you. Marius had chosen the Cobra over his king. He had broken his vow and betrayed his liege. Marius deserved his monarch to rise from the dead, demanding his guilty blood.

Lucius had been dead for years and years. He and Marius had never so much as quarrelled. You couldn’t quarrel with Lucius, who charmed all the world.

Lucius had died when Marius was away studying at the Ivory Tower. Octavian never explained exactly what had happened: only that he had perished in a failed attempt to serve the king. Octavian seemed certain he was dead.

Eric sounded certain Lucius was dead, too. Dead, and at the door. Dead, and speaking. Asking to see Marius.

“If you don’t wish to see him,” said Eric, with steadiness you could turn a whole world upon, “I will send him packing.”

“How do you intend to send away the dead?”

“Trust me,” Eric told him. “I make the way when there is no way.”

Marius had heard Eric say that before, in the caressing tone in which he spoke of his favourite books. Marius read many of Eric’s favourites, trying to understand an incomprehensible man, but he had never discovered those words in print. Unlike most of Eric’s favourite lines, this one made sense to him. If there was no way, still a way must be found.

When the dead came to call, it must be a signal to face your fears.

“I will see Lucius,” Marius decided. “First, I must go to the east wing and attend my father.”

The sun dipped below the towers, its light hidden by the looming bulk of the manor.

Marius swallowed down pride as well as fear. “Will you come with me?”

Eric said, “I will.”
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The east wing was the darkest part of Ancilley Manor, designed to be the most defensible. The windows were slits from which arrows could be fired, not intended for scenic views. They offered only glimpses of the dusty training ground.

Marius had grown up here, raised alongside his ducal father and the duke’s most ruthless warriors. Away from women who would spoil him with gentleness, or books that might teach him there was any other way to live. For a Valerius, there could be no other way.

Like an animal raised for the fighting pits, though these fighting pits were decorated with dark magnificence in mahogany and orichal gold and steel. It was still darkness, in which only viciousness was nurtured, the best part of every feeling brutally docked like a pit dog’s ears and tail. While rage was sharpened to razor points like teeth, and a furious creature launched at the throat of the world. The duke’s cub, his father’s men called him long ago. The duke’s heir.

Seven long years since he walked these halls. The duke’s cub was grown now.

Cobwebs hung from the swords and shields of Marius’s ancestors. Dust had turned silver even the golden hilt on the orichal blade Keeping the Faith, taken from the Second Duke’s hand by the First Duke when his son disappointed him. Every mirror on the walls was smashed to empty frames, and fragments like fangs. The portraits of his ancestors wore grey veils, ice-pale eyes glimmering briefly under the dust as they passed. From the open mouth of the cellars issued a foul, charnel-house smell, but the scent had lingered there since Marius was born. The blood of years had seeped through the stone and couldn’t be scrubbed out. His grandfather had kept the brides who displeased him in the chamber below, following in the tradition of who-knew-how-many Valerius dukes before him. They said when the First Duke built the manor, he designed the dungeon with orichal chains upon the wall and a door none but he could break down. A chamber for his beloved.

Marius had been put in the chamber for disobedience as a child. When the door was shut, you saw the words. Do Not Dream Of Escape.

He heard Eric’s voice in his mind, asking: Why would you dream of prison?

No Valerius could escape the Valerius curse. Marius glanced apprehensively in the Cobra’s direction.

Eric looked around with the expression he wore when subjected to amateur dramatics. “The ambiance is rancid.”

Marius’s laugh seemed to disturb the cobwebs. He could imagine his ancestors beneath the dust were startled, too.

From a shadowed stone corridor came a long scream. The screech of metal on stone went from shriek to whine, until the chair came into view. The figure in the chair looked as if he should be on the walls, draped in grey with his long, coal-black hair.

“Is that you with the blood pudding, boy?”

“My lord father,” said Marius, “it is not.”

The scream stopped. The chair’s spinning wheels ground to a halt. The father looked slowly up at the son, for the first time in seven years.

Even from the chair, he could still make Marius feel small. His lord father’s lessons, however, guaranteed Marius would never show weakness to any foe.

The duke’s tarnished-mirror eyes swept over Eric’s gold-embroidered garments. “Whose bedizened catamite is this?”

“You know, I like to think of myself as my own bedizened catamite,” remarked the Cobra. “Spiritually.”

Marius said, coldly, “Have a care how you speak of him.”

“Or what?” the duke snarled. “Is there anything more you can do to me!”

“Yes, Father. I can think of several things I could do.”

His father preferred an easy target. His bitter gaze roved back to Eric. Anyone at court looking for an easy target would look anywhere but at the wicked marquis, but the Duke of Valerius had not visited the court in a decade. He nodded at Eric’s hands covered in glittering rings, Eric’s hair sheened with chiming gold.

“Look at you!”

“Well, I can’t, can I?” asked Eric, very practical. “Someone’s broken all the mirrors.”

The Cobra gestured illustratively around at the gaping frames on the walls.

“You can still look at me, I suppose,” he added. “You’re welcome.”

“Do you call yourself a man?”

“Depends what you mean by that,” Eric said thoughtfully. “Is a man a great thing to be? If you mean someone who will not be bullied, who will guard what he cares for against the world and care nothing for the world’s opinion, I try. If you mean someone who scares women and children, who grinds down everyone he thinks weaker than him to paste for sheer love of destruction – then I suppose you think of yourself as a man.”

I suppose you think of yourself as a man. Nobody had ever spoken to the Duke of Valerius thus in his whole life. He insulted others and they never dared retaliate. That was power, so Marius had been taught throughout his boyhood: to be violent past caring.

“That I should be brought so low that a thing like you would dare speak thus to me,” the duke gritted out. “That my own son brought me so low!”

His eyes blazed silver murder at Marius. The sheer concentrated blast of hatred made Marius take a step back, as though driven by a winter wind.

“If I were what I once was, you would never dare. You cannot imagine how strong I was!”

Eric knelt, laid a beringed hand gently on the duke’s grey lap blanket over his shattered legs, and shook his head.

“I read the past and the future. I saw you stand tall as a tower, and you towered over the weak with your hand raised,” Eric told Marius’s father, and his voice echoed as the Lady Rahela’s did sometimes. As distant as a call from another world, amplified by stone and water, issuing from a cave or a tomb. The voice of prophecy. Marius had never heard Eric sound like that before. “All your life you stayed in your hole and gnawed on your family’s brutal history like an animal on its bones. You never won a great battle, even against the worst impulses of your heart. You never did anything but shrink into yourself and resent the world for your smallness. You are what you always were. Nothing more than an obstacle to be overcome on your son’s path to greatness.”

At court the Cobra used words to dazzle people, wrap them about with golden comfort and mislead them. He did the same now, though what he said was absurd. Eric’s voice could even silence the Duke of Valerius.

“I come as a courtesy, Father,” said Lord Marius.

“Oh yes.” The duke’s tone was bitter as seawater. “My courteous son!”

“One of the dead is at the door, and my friend says he is asking for me. We are Valerius. We alone remember the legend of the talking and thinking dead. We saw the last of that type into the pit centuries ago. They must obey the laws of the living. You are still lord of this manor. Would you have me invite the dead in?”

The duke cackled. “To be sure. Let the dead feast on your bones!”

A charming sentiment.

“I will bar him from our chambers,” Marius continued.

“I welcome death.”

“You can die any time you choose.” Marius inclined his head towards the armoury. “You have blades here.”

“I should not have to use a blade.” The duke flung the words at Marius’s back like the accusation they were. “I have a son! You should be my blade!”

The duke hunched in his chair, counting over his grievances as a miser counted gold. “Battles between father and son must come. The young lion hates the old. Blood runs hot with hate, and Valerius blood catches fire.”

The Cobra turned his head aside. Marius heard him murmur what must be an obscure and foreign incantation, protection against evil. It sounded like “nature documentaries”.

“That glittering fool at your side will never understand. No mortal can. They do not have the heart to endure it. We are the only ones. I know you feel it too, every day, raging through you like fire, consuming all reason. The divine wrath.”

The berserker rage, his father meant. The murderous fury that ran in Marius’s bloodline, that couldn’t be controlled.

Marius must control what couldn’t be controlled.

The cold steel of control was armour as well as a weapon. “Die any time you choose. But it will not be at my hand, or through my fault. That was my choice. It remains my choice.”

“All these years, and you never once regretted?”

Every day of every year. And yet.

Marius inclined his head in the smallest bow possible. “I remain, in all save this, your dutiful son.”

The duke hurled a helmet at him. There was no skill, only force, in the throw. Marius stepped aside and gestured for Eric to leave first, wanting the Cobra out of this place of old blood and despair. The helmet hit the stone wall and spun, red-gleaming steel not dented, staring up at them with empty eyes.

“Damn your icy eyes and frozen courtesies! You’re that woman’s whelp. I should have silenced her mealy mouth when you were in the cradle. You were meant to be my son, none of hers! Come back here. I’ll whip you until you’re my son. Come back here and… and…”

The duke’s voice made the cobwebs tremble like scared ghosts. The words thundered down the dark hallway like the steps of a great animal that might catch up to and devour them.

“Come back and kill me! Kill me! KILL ME!”
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“With my family, it always ends in blood. Our sword’s name is Starving for Blood, and so are we.”

The training grounds were empty and full grey with the coming of evening, as if someone had mixed ink in with the air. Marius leaned against the barricade of an observatory point, staring at the dust where men had practised battle.

“War is the curse of the world and the blessing of my family. War is how we leave this world with honour, how we devote our rage in service to what we believe in. The First Duke, he who crowned the first king-in-waiting and banished the dead to the abyss, went down into the abyss to guard the land. Legend says he guards it still. The second duke, the third, they died in battle and were named heroes. For all the rest of our bloody history the Valerius line has striven to be heroes again. Every one of us fails.”

“Not you,” Eric broke in.

Eric of all people should know better.

Marius shook his head. “Valerius women often die in childbirth, which is better than being killed by your lord husband. Either way, the Valerius blood kills them. I have cousins who killed each other in a duel, which was a mercy too. Many a Valerius has tried to burn the manor down. A Valerius great-great-uncle turned to religion, since the First Duke said we of Valerius would be the chief servant of the Great God and his mouthpiece upon this earth. His speeches became very popular.”

“Oh, that’s great,” Eric encouraged. “That’s great to channel your feelings in a productive—”

“He personally burned witches and tortured sinners, starting a movement called the Eyam Inquisition.”

“That’s not ideal.”

“He preached the fire and brimstone of the ravine to crowded balconies, until one day he flung himself from the balcony to join the First Duke below. My grandfather married noblewomen, set tests for them and kept the dead brides who failed his tests in our dungeon beneath the manor. And my father was meant to marry my mother’s elder sister, but she died of a broken neck the night before her wedding day. My mother had to marry the duke instead. She had me, and she lived, and she had my sister, and she lived. My father… was clear that between them there was neither affection nor—” Embarrassment strangled off the word.

“Desire,” said Eric.

The word seemed to hang oddly upon the air, as though written in fire.

In his cups, his father would speak disrespectfully of his mother often. In court years later, others spoke in the same way about Lady Katalin Domitia, Rahela’s mother. That made Marius pity Lady Katalin, which was a mistake.

Desire was a trap. Like love.

Marius nodded. “The fact my father took little interest in my mother kept her safe. She kept Caracalla from his notice. As the heir, I was raised by my father’s hand and at his side. My lady mother was gracious to grant me what attention she could, while maintaining her distance for safety’s sake. I was allowed to carry Caracalla to her chambers, before the door was barred at bedtime.”

Eric shook his head, to argue against the obvious. “You would never harm Caracalla. You were a child—”

“You are not listening. I was never something safe. Each Valerius kills the thing he loves. Valerius children kill from the cradle. Siblings and playmates die on blades and under pillows, through falls and fire and drowning. Every kindness my lady mother ever did me was at the risk of her own life. I was graciously permitted to be alone with Caracalla, and with her. Once, I fell ill as a child. My lady mother came to the east wing and nursed me with her own hands. She slept under my father’s roof behind an unbarred door to do it. She did everything she could. And I – I left them. My father wished me at court, to befriend the young king and command Eyam’s armies. I wished to leave the manor and… to make friends.”

There was no end to his list of shameful weaknesses.

“It had been years since my father paid much heed to my mother and sister. I visited – sometimes. Not often enough. I preferred the Palace on the Edge. I liked being with Lucius and the crown prince. I thought if I could swear the oath of blood and gold to my king, and be made commander general, take my sister and mother away – die in battle for my country, for a cause, and in all honour, knowing they were safe… When I was seventeen, I knew I dreamed. I rode down to visit the manor unannounced. It was sheer chance I chose that evening and not the next, when it would have been too late.

“My father broke down the door to the women’s wing. His men let him do it. His men helped him do it.

“He was nothing but wrath that day. Divine wrath, he calls it. A maidservant lay dead on the stairs I used to carry Caracalla up as a babe. I wonder what divinity there is in murdering the staff. The chamber door lay in fragments on the ground. My lady mother was cornered like a rat by a dog, trying to shield Caracalla. I pulled my father off her. I was never strong enough before. I didn’t know if I would be strong enough then. But I had to be strong enough. There was no one else. I forced him out of their rooms onto the battlements. I fought him there.”

Marius broke off. Eric, chief among Marius’s shameful weaknesses, regarded him with luminous sympathy in the deepening dark. It was unfortunately clear that Eric had misunderstood everything.

“You think it was awful for me, don’t you? I was laughing. It was the closest I ever came to playing a game with my father. It was the closest we ever came to love. Every Valerius father, every Valerius son, knows the day may come. If wrath comes upon them early or late, one of their own might meet them in equal combat. Anybody else would be slaughtered like an animal. It would have been a clean death, if I’d stabbed him through the heart. He would have welcomed that, rather than what I did. I threw him off the battlements. I broke him upon the ground.”

“You were protecting your mother and your sister,” Eric said firmly.

“My own mother knows better. It was only after my father fell that I ran back to find their chambers empty. My mother took my sister and ran. She couldn’t get past us, so she barricaded herself and Caracalla in the tower room. She knew we were two beasts battling, starving for blood, hungry as fires. She knew, no matter who won, they were not safe. I knocked upon the door, I bid them come out, but they didn’t answer. They didn’t trust me. They were right.”

“They love you.” Eric spoke of love more quietly than he had spoken of desire.

His mother and sister had written him letters when he was in the Ivory Tower, had visited him at court. Marius knew they loved him. Their love had little to do with him and everything to do with their gracious hearts.

“Valerius warriors might slay each other, but none ever left another with shattered legs and back. I did that to him.”

“Showed mercy? He tried to kill your mother and your sister, and you let him live. A man with shattered legs can live a full life. Your mother brought in Engus to teach the duke how he lived. Engus became your sister’s tutor because the duke wouldn’t see him. Your father turned away from every chance you offered him.”

“Was it a chance?” Marius asked heavily. “Was it mercy? Perhaps it was revenge. Perhaps I wanted to show him how it felt, to be defenceless.”

The dust of the training grounds silvered with evening. His father’s blood had dyed the ground at the foot of the battlements deep red, his hands scrabbling at the red dirt. Marius had towered over his father, and for once his father had been helpless.

“In the end, it was cowardice,” Marius admitted. “I could not bear to do it. I have to live with that.”

His father had to live, when it was not what he would have chosen. His mother and sister had to live with the duke. His whole family had to live with Marius’s failure.

“You know all that, don’t you?” The horror had poured out of Marius, so now he was empty. And tired. “You always have.”

Eric hesitated, then nodded. “It’s different that you chose to tell me. It means something more.”

Marius wanted to ask, What does it mean? He was aware Eric might not have an answer. At Eric’s literary salon back in the capital, everyone besides Marius often discussed stories and said, “There must be some significance” and analysed every detail of the story, down to the colours of the curtains. Everybody wanted to believe their story meant something. Everyone said “mean something” because nobody ever had any idea what that meaning could be.

Eric said, “I believed this before we ever met. I had this argument online, and I’ll tell you what I told everyone then. You did nothing wrong.”

“Online” was something Eric referred to often. It seemed people talked wildly, without fear of repercussion or duels, when “on the line”.

“You went to the Ivory Tower afterward. You swore the line of violence ended with you. You took a vow never to touch a weapon.”

“I broke it.”

“To save my life!”

Marius nodded. That changed nothing.

Eric was beginning to look bewildered. “So you must have thought that it was the right thing to do. You always try to do the right thing.”

“Not any more,” said Marius.

It was simple. He didn’t know why Eric seemed taken aback, staring around the manor as though he found himself in a place he’d never been before.

“I thought…” Eric began. “I thought you believed you were doing the right thing.”

How could anyone believe that?

“What could be right about what I did? I betrayed my king to his death. I swore the oath of blood and gold to a traitor. I failed as I did with my father. I could not bear to let you die, so I chose to be an evil coward.”

“What?” Eric whispered.

Marius could understand why this truth might distress Eric, who seemed able to find some path of light even in sinful darkness. Eric was probably worried that Marius felt guilty. Eric had a higher opinion of him than Marius deserved. Marius didn’t feel guilty. He only knew he should.

“It’s all right. I’m not sorry. I have pledged myself to you and villainy. I would do it again.”

“To me and villainy,” Eric repeated.

“You knew my king would die, and told me nothing. Can that be good?”

Slowly, Eric shook his head.

“Whatever wickedness you wish of me, I will carry out. Only ask. I will do anything.”

That was the oath.

Eric’s eyes fixed on nothing with a kind of blank terror, as though he was trying to read and had forgotten how. Marius should not have kept him so long near the east wing.

Marius said, “Enough horror. Let us go talk to the dead.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The Lady Washed Clean


When the Iron Maid at last learned the dark secret of her birth, she did not take it well.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Emer stumbled through the Cauldron, past the debris of the procession, and the empty stalls of the Night Market.

A Valerius bastard! Everybody knew Valerius seed rarely took root. When it did, more often than not the birth killed mother and child both. Theirs was hungry, furious blood. Any woman expecting such offspring should rid herself of it immediately. A duke’s by-blow or the spawn of another Valerius, it wouldn’t matter. There could be no benefit to bearing such. Especially not a daughter. Men gloried in sons. A bastard son might be carried to a Valerius door and brought up a soldier to serve his legitimate kin, but nobody needed a daughter.

Emer rarely thought of her mother, presuming she had abandoned her at the edge of the abyss, but now the thought of her beat against her temples. Had Emer’s mother not known the father was Valerius, or hoped it was not so? Had she died screaming?

Few engaged in love affairs with a Valerius. Of those foolhardy few, even fewer survived long enough to bear a child.

“Lonely, miss?” slurred a man, lurching towards her. He went cross-eyed at the axe blade that suddenly appeared, hovering between his eyes. “Never mind. Have a nice walk by yourself! Helps you think, doesn’t it!”

Emer wished she could stop thinking about the likely circumstances of her birth. Rape of an innocent or an unlucky harlot. A birth ending in death, and a cursed, marked baby. Where to put the brat, but on the edge of the abyss? That was where you put unwanted babies, and nobody would have been more unwanted than she.

Emer had been told her foundling tale. A baby abandoned on the edge of the dread ravine, covered in her mother’s blood, just about to roll off the edge to her doom. There the tale would have ended, on the same day it began, except Lady Katalin Domitia took pity on the child, picked Emer up and put her in the cradle with her own daughter.

Yet now Emer considered the tale in a new light, her own story made no sense. What could motivate someone to act against their nature? Emer knew the lady, had been brought up by her. Lady Katalin was not the kind of woman to take pity on an orphan. She wasn’t a kind woman at all. She would not have done it.

Unless she heard tell of a child with an interesting mark. A Domitian woman would know what the Valerius mark looked like. A Domitian woman wasted no tools put in her hand. Lady Katalin had picked up a child that she intended would prove useful to her in time.

And Lia had known what the mark meant, and kept it from her, as Lia had kept so many things from her. She revealed Emer’s secret when it was useful to her, not a moment before.

From first to last, Emer had been nothing but a tool in noble hands. They kept her close, but not because they cared for her.

From childhood the older servants praised Emer’s eye for detail, her skills proving useful with dress and hair. No loose thread on her lady’s gown or stray lock from her lady’s coiffure escaped Emer. But who could ever have imagined that the power of Valerius would make for a perfect lady’s maid?

The kitchen staff had taught Emer to use a cleaver and said she had a rare talent, the strength to part sinew at a blow.

You see things as I do, Key had told her, more than once, in a way that suggested a bond between them. She thought he was trying to make friends and suggest they had a point of view in common. She hadn’t known he meant it literally. See better, smell better, move faster, kill as easy as breathing. That was why he always tried to be friends. Key had noticed she had abilities different from other people, and thought it made her like him.

Was he right? Emer thought of the Emperor slaying his subject with a lightning strike. Was she a monster like him?

Did nobody truly know their own story? Key had known. Lia had known. Had everybody else known her truth, and laughed at the fool at its centre?

Without realizing it, Emer’s steps had led her along the edge of the abyss. Past the bustle of the Night Market and towards the Graves of the Unloved Dead, where she knew fresh dirt was heaped high on new graves tonight.

People who could not afford tombstones to keep their dead in the ground buried them in the Graves of the Unloved Dead. Hoping they might earn enough to buy a stone one day. Hoping their dead would not rise.

Sometimes hope failed.

Emer waited by the new graves. She watched hands soft with rot paw their way up to the surface, watched the ghouls rise with grave dirt in their hair. If Emer died, if her use was at an end, she would be put down in the dust with them. As uncared for as they.

Her axe fell as the ghoul rose.

All hurt, all betrayal, all memory was drowned in blood as she swung, and cut, and killed, and sobbed.
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Through naked cunning, Lia spoiled the argument Emer intended to have.

Emer stormed up the narrow dark stairs of Forge Strike’s narrow, dark house, intent on having it out, and found Lady Lia Felice bare as the day she was born. Lia was taking a bath.

The battered old tin bath was kept in the forge. Emer had seen it, but none of them had used it before. Emer had used the basin many times, running the sponge briskly over her body while still wearing a chemise with unlaced stays, and glancing furtively over her shoulder at a sleeping Lia. Scared Lia would see, as if Emer had never let Lia take off that same chemise. Scared, without knowing why.

They slept in the same bed, in the lawless Cauldron where all things were permitted, but they never touched. Too many resentments and untold secrets lay between them.

More secrets than Emer had ever suspected, it seemed.

Emer had assumed Lia washed in the same way Emer did, but perhaps not. Perhaps Forge carried the bath up to Lia’s room every morning when Emer was at the market, brought hot water up the stairs and tenderly saw to her every need.

There was a piece of slippery pink soap held between her lady’s fingers, gliding over the length of her arm, leaving a trace of foam along the damp line of collarbone.

Emer swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry.

“You’re back,” said Lia. “I’m so glad.”

Beads of water became crystal and pearl against her fair skin. Glimmering beneath the surface of the water, glimpsed as both shape and shadow, was the slight, lovely curve of her breasts.

“I realize you are annoyed with me,” Lia continued in the softest voice. “If I had told you what you were, and what I intended to do, you would not have come with me.”

“I might have. We will never know, will we? Because you didn’t tell me!”

“It was a risk I couldn’t take. Please tell me you understand.”

Emer understood very well. Lia had no faith in her.

Long ago in a tower room as the shadows fell at evening, Emer had knelt by Lia’s bath and carefully washed her lady’s hair clean, then slid her hand between her lady’s thighs, serving her well. She could not help but wonder if this lamplit glimmering moment was an offering to cool her anger, or to make Emer ready to be of service in other ways. Whatever her lady might need.

Emer knelt, but she did not pick up the sponge nor pour the scented oils. She met Lia’s blue eyes instead, the sweetest eyes in the world.

“You are very beautiful, my lady,” Emer said steadily. “It is not enough.”
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She went downstairs, hoping Forge would be at her work. Instead, Forge was at the kitchen basin, washing her cup and plate from a late dinner, the table already cleared. When Emer met Forge’s sharp dark eyes, she remembered the smith had been watching her on that platform too. Forge knew everything.

Emer went to the table, sat and folded her hands primly before her. “I don’t care to hear any opinions on what you think I should do with Valerius strength.”

Forge shrugged. “Wasn’t going to offer any.”

Emer didn’t believe her. “I’ve seen you ply your tools deftly enough in the forge. I am no tool. No matter what you or she may think.”

“And I’ve seen you walking through the Night Market,” said Forge. “A lady’s maid with fine, soft hands, neat as a new pin, book learned and prim and proper, but nobody cheats you. You can tell which fruits and vegetables are still sound at a glance, and when the butcher fails to give you enough meat.”

Yes, Emer had keen eyes because apparently she had Valerius blood, which made you swift and strong and possessed of murderous fury.

Being angry was terrifying now, but Emer couldn’t stop herself. “I fail to see why you’re talking about my ability to choose fresh vegetables!”

“You’re smart. You make wise choices. If life was a market, you should get to make your selections.”

“Ah yes,” said Emer bitterly. From among her great wealth of options. Whatever selection she made, she feared she could not afford.

“Do you know why I let you two in, that first night?”

Because of Lia’s upturned face in the lamplight, and the past between them of taverns and long nights, skills and secrets Emer knew nothing of. “Well enough.”

“Even when you were clearly very lost, you were fighting to protect someone. You were determined. I thought you were brave.”

It was kind of Forge to say so, Emer supposed. She stared bitterly down at the bare table before her. She was utterly unprepared for the blacksmith’s light step before her, or the callused hands that cupped her face, as though Emer was something precious and finely made. Somehow the kiss still came as a shock.

Forge’s mouth was firm and warm. When Emer’s hands came tentatively up, she grasped the carved muscle of Forge’s arms, as solid and more reassuring than the hilt of an axe. Emer held on and pressed in with sudden ferocious desperation. Forge stepped back too soon.

The ghost of heat on her lips lingering like a promise, Emer found herself speechless, gazing up into dark eyes and possibilities undreamed of.

“Know this, Emer Valerius, if that is who you decide to be,” said Forge Strike. “You do have choices.”







CHAPTER THIRTY

The Maiden and the Stable Girl


“It was the will of the Great God, before his death, that you would lead the armies of Eyam.”

“Of course,” said Lord Marius, “I must do my duty.”

No matter what he might prefer, he always did.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Her lady mother and her brother were devoted followers of the Great Goddess. Caracalla wasn’t devout, really. She found prayers out on the Great God’s balcony chilly in the early mornings, and disturbing on the days the Divine Order made their sacrifices, while contemplating the single candle flame on the Great Goddess’s feast day was a bore. She didn’t understand why the Great Goddess didn’t want a whole bonfire. They lit silverthorn bonfires for the Great God in the capital, her nurse told her. Caracalla enjoyed the idea of the spectacle, but it didn’t move her heart the way everyone said gods were supposed to.

Caracalla had only ever prayed one prayer she truly meant, and that prayer was always answered. Let my brother come home to me.

The gods might fail, but not Marius.

She sat on the steps hugging her knees and steadfastly ignoring the dead gentleman’s attempts to make conversation. Master Engus had been summoned for reinforcements. Finding Caracalla distressed, he placed his chair in her line of sight as he gave the ghoul brief answers. You must be careful what you said to the dead, lest they construe a careless word as an invitation.

The mindless ghouls could speak your name, nothing more. It was their only trick. The thinking dead had a hundred tricks. But Ancilley Manor was well protected against any foe. Caracalla stared at the icy shimmer on the foundation stone set in the threshold. The Heart of Ice meant even living souls could not enter or leave, not against the will of a Valerius.

Lord Lucius tapped his cane against the frame of the door and hummed a jaunty tune, to all appearances a well-behaved young lord amiably indulging his hosts’ strange whims. When Marius’s firm unmistakable step echoed in the hall, the dead man’s fire-red head lifted, a predator scenting prey. The flicker of hunger kindled into a glowing welcome.

“My old friend. Grown even broader with the years! I didn’t think it possible.”

Marius’s gaze was winter ice on the lake, frozen all the way through.

But he responded with a ghost of warmth. “My old friend. The years passed by and left you behind. I’m sorry for it.”

Lucius made a gesture with a hand that was too pale, the slightest bluish tinge about the nails, as if admitting a regrettable inconvenience. “The gods willed my fate, so I could come to you now and you would listen to me as you always did when we were boys. Glad tidings! The Great God is risen from the abyss. You’re to be greatly honoured. He calls upon the line of Valerius to attend him, to lead his Divine Order, and serve him as loyally as your line always has.”

The words were out of an epic adventure, but Lucius’s tone was faintly ironic, as though inviting them to share a joke.

Nobody took the dead man up on his invitation.

“Greatly honoured by the Great God,” sang out the Cobra mockingly. He stood half a step behind Marius, who shook his head slightly in disapproval at the Cobra’s blasphemy, but relaxed at the sound of the Cobra’s voice. Caracalla smiled.

Lucius’s faint smile dropped. “In all seriousness. When the gods call, mortals must answer. Open your heart, Marius, and let the Great God in. Invite him in. Do your duty.”

Marius always did, Caracalla thought.

But, it seemed, not this time.

“You serve a god?” Marius’s tone was dry and doubtful.

Lucius admitted, “I serve myself first. At least invite me inside, Marius. In the name of our old fellowship, you will not be sorry for that.”

The note of appeal rang true. Caracalla remembered how, from only his letters, she’d known her brother liked Lucius the best.

Marius must still like Lucius, for he relented. “Do not venture into the west wing, the east wing or any private chambers unless asked. In the name of our old fellowship, Lucius, I do welcome you.”

The Heart of Ice flared, washing the doorway with silver. As Lucius’s smile spread and he came swaggering over the threshold, waving his cane, Marius added, “But not the god.”

Lucius opened his mouth. Marius’s attention had already shifted elsewhere.

The Cobra moved towards Lucius, as fearless as if he were a warrior with a weapon in hand. “When you died, you were thrown into the abyss. The Great God caught you, and at his touch you woke to life once more. You promised the god you would be useful.”

Lucius’s mouth appeared to have frozen open. It was strange to hear someone gasp without breath. “How do you know this?”

“I read a book,” replied the Cobra. “In the book I read, Marius did lead the armies of Eyam, but Key had already killed his divine father in the abyss, and the thinking dead fell with the Great God. Now the book is changed, and the god lives. Gods can only appear in mirrors, or water, or liminal spaces. So this is the use the god has for you, Lucius. You’re an errand boy. He sent you to fetch Marius.”

Had the Cobra read a book of prophecies that had not come true? A book of false prophecy? Caracalla didn’t think books of false prophecy should be allowed. You wouldn’t know if the future was true or false until it happened. You might as well have no book at all.

She did not like the look the dead man was giving the Cobra.

The Cobra didn’t notice. “Marius. My lady Caracalla. If there was a great secret about your family to be revealed later, would you want to know it now?”

Caracalla nodded eagerly. Marius nodded warily.

The Cobra chewed on his lip, then shrugged. “Can’t believe I’m about to spoil the big reveal, but here goes. The First Duke, the founder of your line, was the Great God in disguise. He went down into the abyss when he could no longer sustain a human form, but before he went, he had an heir. The Second Duke, followed by the Third Duke, and so was born the line of Valerius. Whatever he asks of you, consider this. You are not a servant to the god. You are a son.”

Oh. More a great-great-great-however-many-greats-grandson, Caracalla supposed, and she a however-many-greats-granddaughter. Though her own father always made it clear daughters didn’t matter.

She felt almost light-headed with shock. It wasn’t every day you found out you were descended from a god. She found herself immediately worried about who the great god might have had a child with. The legends of their land said the Great God never loved anybody but the Great Goddess.

But you didn’t need to love somebody to have a child.

“If the Great God was the father of our line, who was the mother?”

The Cobra shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

“I just thought it might matter,” Caracalla whispered.

She must have been the first woman held captive in the manor’s bridal chamber. It seemed as though she should matter, but apparently she did not. The myths of other lands said when gods consorted with mortal women, the women were often unwilling and the children doomed.

Perhaps this explained the great warrior line of Valerius all too well.

The Cobra studied Marius as if Marius was a book. “Silent knight, holy knight.” The Cobra’s voice sounded more tender than amused. “What are you thinking of?”

“Divine wrath,” murmured her brother, in the dull fire-roar of their father’s voice. Caracalla flinched.

The demand from the dead came as sharp as a blade. Lucius’s pale eyes bored into the Cobra. “How do you know all this, sir? Who are you?”

The Cobra smiled faintly. “Nobody of importance.”

Her brother’s next words said that was a lie. Her brother’s next words made the Cobra the most important person in the room.

“Do you wish me to serve the god?” Marius asked. “If you wish me to, I will. If you do not, I will not. Command me.”

Silence echoed through the ancient stones of the Great Hall, as everybody heard the future duke say the words and understood their meaning. Marius had told Caracalla long ago that one day he hoped to swear the oath of blood and gold to his king. To have a leader he could trust, as he did not trust himself.

The Cobra answered, “I refuse to command you.” His eyes glittered oddly. “I will not lead you into evil.”

Why was the Cobra talking about evil? Caracalla had no idea, but she saw the result clearly enough, the distance that opened up between them even though neither moved. As though her brother and the Cobra were embroidered on a tapestry, and a great force was tearing the tapestry in half, with one on either side. Like a thief darting to pick up the tapestry once it was torn, she saw Lucius seize his opportunity.

“Whoever this man is, clearly he does not understand you, Marius. I know you of old. Let the Great God light the way for you.”

Marius looked again to the Cobra, who snapped: “Do what you want.”

Despite his tone, Caracalla thought it was kind of the Cobra to give Marius permission for that. Her brother hardly ever did what he wanted.

Marius’s face cleared while the Cobra’s face darkened, as if they stood under different skies, when both realized that could be taken as a command.

Marius lifted his head, as though concluding a prayer. “Then I follow the Great Goddess, like my mother before me. The goddess is the door and the light. I do not call to the abyss from sacred balcony nor lonely cliff edge. I will lead no armies in the Great God’s name.” He inclined his head towards the Cobra. “Unless the marquis wills it.”

The Cobra’s voice rose. “Leave me out of this!”

Caracalla crossed the floor to her betrothed’s side, shaking her head, shaking all over. She didn’t want the Cobra to take back the implied command.

The Cobra clasped her trembling hands. Over his golden shoulder, Caracalla saw her brother’s expression change slightly and wondered for an instant if she had made a bad mistake.

“Marius,” snarled Lucius, his cane clattering to the flagstones with the sound of bone, not metal. The way he spoke was not the way a friend would speak a name, but the hungry sound of the dead, tricking their prey, laying claim to a kill.

Caracalla gave a small scream and clung to the Cobra. Just then came a footfall upon the grand staircase.

The brown-haired, grey-gowned, very small woman descended the steps, hands demurely folded, gaze modestly upon the floor. Every soul in the hall fell silent on her approach.

Eumenida Valerius, the duchess, their lady mother. Caracalla was half a head taller than she, and Marius a tower to her, but she had a way about her. If the duchess had ever set foot on a ship, she would have been its captain.

“Lord Lucius,” she murmured. “I’m not accustomed to entertaining the dead, but if my son says you are welcome, so do I. Delighted to receive you to Ancilley House. I fear my dear children grow overwrought in your presence. Please retire to the smoking room.”

As soon as the duchess’s feet touched the flagstones of the hall, Master Engus wheeled across the flat, grey stone to her side. With the swiftness of someone who had a secret to protect, Caracalla saw Lucius take note.

Lord Lucius’s eyes were as cold as a soldier’s taking stock of an enemy, but his voice was filled with courteous apology. Soft though he hated to disoblige a lady, Lucius said, “I cannot smoke.”

An edge of ice gleamed in the duchess’s whisper. “And I cannot truly feel delight you are here. Yet we pretend, otherwise society collapses, and we all run around screaming in despair as madness closes in and tea is never served. Caracalla, my love, you have my leave to depart.”

Caracalla fled.
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In desperate need of comfort, Caracalla went down to the stables. Amid the soothing rustle of straw and soft neighs, she went to the rations box and produced an apple she then fed to her childhood pony Clover, and a dead rat she fed to her war steed Swift Fang. Swift Fang, true to her name, had already eaten the head off her rat when Caracalla heard the noise.

She spun in terror that the ghoul had come to find her, and found the stable girl who wore breeches regarding her with startled dismay. Caracalla waved a hello with the hand still grasping a headless rat.

The stable girl looked horrified. Which was odd, considering her profession. While the poor did own sad, vegetarian horses, anybody rich enough to hire help for the horses must be rich enough to own a proper steed. Nobody accustomed to a noble’s stables would be discomposed by the sight of a war steed’s bloodied fangs. When fleeing the city, Caracalla suspected the girl had grabbed for any protection: breeches, and the claim to a useful trade.

Very clever of her. If you were not protected, you perished. Caracalla lowered the hand holding the headless rat, and offered a friendly smile.

“Hello there. Ink, is it? I’m Caracalla.”

“I know who you are, Lady Caracalla,” said the stable girl reverently. Caracalla’s mother would be pleased at least one of the strangers in their home felt appropriate awe when dealing with nobility.

Caracalla herself didn’t require awe. She wished for sympathy. “There’s someone dead and talking in the manor!”

“What?” Ink sounded outraged. “That should not be happening.”

“It should not! Luckily Marius is dealing with the situation. He will know what’s best.”

Ink nodded. “He always does.”

So true. Caracalla was glad they agreed. It made her wonder whether she might ask Ink the truly important questions.

She started with the easiest question first. “Is Lord Marius Valerius the most noble and valiant knight in the world?”

“Yes,” said the stable girl.

Correct!

“Are breeches more convenient for riding?”

“Yes.”

As suspected!

“Do you want to be best friends?”

“Yes.” The stable girl paused. “Wait.”

Caracalla clapped in joy. She had never possessed a best friend before. Or a friend at all, really, but it was only reasonable to try for the best.

“You can’t take it back. I hope you’re a woman of your word. As a Valerius, I scorn to tell a lie. We Valerius are men and women of honour. We kill people, some would say too frequently, but that’s much more honourable than telling lies. Consult any book about knights and it will tell you the same.”

The stable girl blinked. “Do you kill people?”

“Not frequently at all,” Caracalla promised. “Maybe one person once, but I don’t think she counts above half.”

“I’d like you to explain what that means before I agree to be best friends!”

Ink had already agreed, but Caracalla was ready to explain if it would smooth the path of fellowship. “My old teacher, before Master Engus, always said I would be the death of her. Once I was climbing from my bedchamber window to evade my lady mother’s lessons on ladylike comportment. I intended to drop gently into the flowerbed, but unfortunately Mistress Una had stopped to smell the roses. I happened to land on her with force. She took to her bed and died two weeks later. But it might have been a coincidence! She was extremely ancient.”

Ink regarded Caracalla with horror. “That must have been distressing.”

“Not really, she wasn’t a gifted teacher. I much prefer Master Engus.”

Ink the stable girl seemed to chew on this with the same deliberation Caracalla’s old pony did on her apple. Caracalla patted the spot on the hay bale beside her encouragingly.

“So, are we best friends?” Caracalla bit her lip. “Unless you already have one?”

For a moment Ink looked suddenly and unbearably sad.

“No,” she answered slowly. “I don’t have one.”

Caracalla was puzzled, until it occurred to her Ink’s previous best friend must have been slaughtered when ice raiders attacked the capital. What a tragedy.

On the other hand, it left a place vacant for Caracalla.

Slowly, Ink came over to sit on the hay bale beside Caracalla.

Who savoured her victory for a moment, then inquired, “So, my dear friend. What tidings from the capital?”

“The raiders are at the gates,” said Ink impressively. “The god-Emperor has risen with the hungry dead.”

Caracalla shook her head in deep disappointment. “I know all that. Tell me, does the Golden Cobra have a paramour?”

She didn’t wish to hear tedious news. She wanted to hear gossip.

“Many paramours!”

“I know he is a rake,” Caracalla nodded with relish. “We are betrothed, you see.”

“I’m so sorry,” murmured Ink.

“I’m delighted,” Caracalla assured her. “He’s kind and amusing and handsome – what more could one wish in a husband? Only I would like to capture his heart, and I wished to know if I have a serious rival. The court says not?”

The lamplight, held far from the dangers of dry haystack and nervous horse, shone upon a moment of silence. Ink seemed to be struggling, as the Cobra had earlier, with the decision to speak when speaking might change all things.

Caracalla’s new friend took her hand. Ink’s fingers were not callused as a real stable hand’s would be, confirming Caracalla’s growing suspicions that she might be a rich merchant’s daughter in disguise. How thrilling!

Ink’s eyes were huge and dark in the lamplight.

When she spoke, her words were darker still. “The court says the Cobra blackmailed your brother to act the part of friendship, and Lord Marius secretly hates him. The court says nobody knows where the Cobra came from, or where he gets his fortune. And I say, whatever you do, Lady Caracalla, don’t trust the Marquis of Popenjoy. He’s a liar. Ask your brother! The Cobra is a villain.”
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Naturally, Caracalla did not believe any vile rumours about her betrothed and dearest love. Her lady mother said the lower classes had an unsophisticated view of life. Ink only meant that the Cobra took lovers. Everybody knew that.

Still, when Caracalla went creeping up the staircase of her tower and saw a movement in the dark, her heart went wild and her hands searched the stone wall for a weapon as she thought it was Lucius, or worse: her father, like a monster in a night-told tale, back to finish what he started.

Ink’s warning meant her heart did not quiet, even when she saw it was the Cobra. He sat on the lowest step of the stairs, one hand in his loosed braids and one holding a letter. A woman’s writing, Caracalla saw that much with her Valerius sight, until the Cobra caught her eye and tucked the letter away with a shake of his head. He was used to Marius being able to see and hear what others could not, she supposed.

“Is that a letter from one of your lovers?” Caracalla asked. “I wish you wouldn’t have so many. It distresses—” she did not wish to be an overbearing wife “—my brother.”

“Does it?”

“You know how he is,” said Caracalla. “So honourable.”

It wasn’t a lie. The subject did distress Marius. Anyone could tell.

“This is not a letter from one of my lovers.”

“One of your spies, then.”

Caracalla nodded wisely. In a way, having many spies must be like being a Valerius. You could see and hear what others could not.

“Who has been telling you dreadful stories about me?”

The Cobra’s smile flashed bright, then dimmed almost immediately, as if under the shadow of a dark suspicion.

Caracalla hastened to reassure him. “I like terrible stories.”

“Do you?” asked the Cobra softly. “Here’s one. What if a friend wrote to you that you could stop a great disaster? That you could save an innocent soul. Except in order to save one, you would need to put another person in their place. To die in their place.”

“Oh, you couldn’t,” Caracalla said at once. “That wouldn’t be right. That would just be killing the other person.”

Through Valerius eyes, she saw the faintest release of tension in the Cobra’s shoulders.

“Unless, of course, the other person would be willing to take the innocent soul’s place. But how likely is that?” Caracalla shrugged. “Who would volunteer to die?”

The Cobra murmured, “A hero.”

“A hero” should be a beautiful thing to say, but somehow from the Cobra’s lips it made Caracalla shiver. She thought again of Lord Lucius the ghoul, of her father, and of her new friend calling the Cobra a villain.

The Cobra’s voice was as low as the sigh of cold wind through the stone corridors of the manor, as if talking to his own soul. “If there was a hero, and an innocent soul, and one of them must die, and only you knew you could replace one with the other, what would you do then?”

“I suppose I would have to ask myself…” said Caracalla. “Which one I was willing to sacrifice.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

He Who Came Before the Cobra


The other squires avoided Marius on the training grounds. Even the prince. Everyone except Lord Lucius, proficient in battle, though not Marius’s match. Lucius laughed when they fought, and when Marius won Lucius never showed either resentment or fear.

Sometimes he thought Lucius was his only true friend.

Sometimes, years after Lucius’s death, Marius still thought so.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


The First Duke built Ancilley Manor as a fortress. The manor itself was a solid quadrangle with high, grey walls on both sides. At the centre lay the training grounds and stable yards. Each wing joined with the main house but jutted out, each corner defended by ramparts and a square tower. The east wing was for the duke and the ducal military forces, with the training grounds lying directly outside the duke’s door. The west for Valerius women, as far from the east wing and the underground brides’ chamber as they could get. The north for servants.

The south wing was intended for guests. Given the Valerius family’s murderous reputation, they had few visitors. Even the Cobra and Marius’s considerable retinue had chosen to be crowded in the warmer, cleaner chambers of the west and north wings. The south wing had been shut up for years.

Until the dead came to call. The servants had aired out a room, but Lucius must be sleeping in mildewed sheets and cobwebs. If the dead slept.

Marius had posted twice the usual amount of sentries, half to watch without the walls and half to watch within. Childhood friend or not, Lucius must be monitored near Eric, Marius’s family, and their people.

Eric had not spoken to Marius since Lucius’s arrival. A few times it seemed he might speak, only to turn away instead. Marius was beginning to wonder if he had offended Eric in some way.

Marius often said the wrong thing, but Eric could usually interpret it right.

For years at court Marius had been suspicious and hostile when it came to the Cobra. It shouldn’t bother Marius to be on bad terms with him now.

Even Captain Diarmat couldn’t keep up during spars with Marius in his current mood. Marius sent everyone off the training grounds when he almost broke the young bandit Sparrow’s arm.

Wielding a sword was a comfort he had been denied too long. Marius stayed out on the training grounds alone, cutting at air and shadow and starlight.

Until a blade met his, the ring a welcome bell inside his head.

Marius glanced up, startled, to catch the gleam of Lucius’s smile. “Been a long time,” Lucius murmured.

Since they were boys. Since they were squires together, who would be great knights one day. Marius had never been knighted. Lucius had died after being a knight less than a year.

“I will still win,” said Marius.

Marius disengaged. When Lucius lunged, Marius parried, putting Valerius strength behind the blow. It should have knocked Lucius off his feet into the dust, made his blade drop from his nerveless fingers. Instead, it knocked Lucius back half a step, and Lucius was quick to step in again. Their blades fell into ringing rhythm like the march of an army, or rain on armour.

Lucius didn’t pant from exertion as the living did. “I’m stronger and faster now.”

Marius repeated, “I will still win.”

He had no doubt of that. But it was a relief, to be less careful.

“You always did,” Lucius admitted easily. “I never minded, did I?”

Marius made an admission in turn. “No. I believed the thinking and talking dead were no longer the people they had been, but you seem like—” Not the same, not that. “The same person.”

His friend was changed, but not lost. Marius had never understood until now why people opened doors when ghouls called their name, even though they knew better. They wanted it to be possible. They wanted the dead they loved, and the old days they loved, to come back.

They wanted a miracle.

“I am the same person,” said Lucius. “It pleased me to come to you, and tell you that the Great God is coming to you. To you, not the Emperor, and the Divine Order will be yours and the Great God’s. Only say the words. Let the Great God into your heart.”

Marius let himself be curious. “What is the Great God like?”

“Very handsome.” Lucius smiled. “He looks like you.”

Marius scoffed as Lucius went in low, trying to get a blow in past his guard. Lucius always teased like that when Marius refused to go to brothels or flirt.

With his easy warmth and charm, the Cobra used to remind Marius of Lucius.

But Lucius was a knight, honourable and true. Marius never doubted Lucius. He had known Lucius before Lady Katalin pretended she was sweet to learn secrets from Marius, before the Cobra introduced himself to Marius by blackmailing him. When you were young, the world seemed cleaner. It was easier for Marius to trust, back then.

“I visited the manor once, when I was alive,” Lucius said, offhand. “So I could understand you better.”

“And did you?”

Marius would have been terrified if he’d known, back then. Terrified his friend would see the bridal chamber with the chains, and never see Marius the same way again.

“I didn’t meet your father. Though I would be happy to do so now.”

“I think not.”

Thanks to Marius, his father would be easy prey.

Lucius shrugged and inclined his head towards the tower where Caracalla would spin. “I met your sweet sister when she was a little child and not the lovely young lady she is now. I saw the doors she and your lady mother lock against every threat. Do they still lock their doors against you? It must feel like your own family sees you as a wild beast to be caged.”

“That is what I am,” Marius answered coldly.

He remembered leaving his father to crawl and bleed upon the ground. Marius was ashamed to think how long he had waited, begging his mother and Caracalla to come out, to show him they were safe. Listening to the scared whimpers behind the door, until he understood they would not venture out until he was gone.

Nobody was safe with a Valerius. Not even a Valerius.

For a time they fought in silence. Lucius might have more strength than a mortal man, but though the sword he wielded was orichal steel, it was no match against Starving for Blood. Against the black curtain of night, Marius’s blade notched the other a dozen times. Even though orichal steel burned red, silvery-blue sparks flew as though Marius chipped at a block of ice.

“Lady Caracalla seems terribly fond of the marquis,” remarked Lucius.

“They are betrothed,” Marius informed him stiffly.

Moonlight turned Lucius’s pale gaze opaque. “So I gathered from watching your sister. I would not have known from watching him.”

Eric did not act like an engaged man, but he had accepted the betrothal dagger when the duchess offered it. Affairs of the heart mattered little to the Cobra, that was plain.

Once, Marius resented Eric’s cavalier attitude towards the betrothal, but now he had no right. When Caracalla flew out of the manor to greet them, Marius realized that from the instant he heard Eric was in danger, after he killed for Eric and swore to him and journeyed through the wild woods with him, in all that time… Marius had not given his sister’s betrothal a moment’s thought.

Whenever she saw Marius, Caracalla ran to his arms. For Marius’s sake, she pretended she had never cowered from him behind a locked door, that she had never feared him. She deserved to live under the steady, certain warmth of kindness.

Of course Caracalla wanted the Cobra. Of course she must have him.

She deserved everything. If his sister wished to carve out Marius’s insides, he would hand her the blade.

“Your sister as a bride, and the oath of blood and gold,” Lucius murmured. “The Golden Cobra has received all the great treasures of the Valerius line.”

“He didn’t ask for any of them.”

“No,” said Lucius. “I saw that. He would not even command you, would he?”

Unlike Eric, Lucius was of Marius’s world. Lucius understood what swearing the oath had meant to Marius.

“Your Lord Popenjoy sleeps with men, too,” Lucius said brightly. “Did you know that?”

Marius’s mind reeled.

Instead of demanding, Which men? Marius answered, “Why should that concern me? I don’t sleep with anyone.”

“I remember,” Lucius’s voice was mocking. “You always try your best to be good.”

When Eric asked to hang new curtains in the manor, Marius had not realized they would let in so much light. The old, heavy hangings blocked out the world at their windows, cut the manor off and shielded it in the same way as their stone walls and enchanted weapons. That was the way it had always been, the way it should be. The world needed to be protected from what a Valerius could do.

As Marius looked to the window, he saw through the gauzy curtains lights burning and shadows dancing. Faintly, through the thick stone walls, he heard the sound of Eric’s awful music. Little wonder that Eric, who changed every room he walked in, thought he could alter the past and the future, wash bloody history clean and promise golden joy.

What do you want? Eric had asked. A sweet question said in the sweetest voice, understanding nothing at all. Marius was born in the cold stone manor, with its chamber of chains. Marius had struck down his father and heard his sister whimper in terror of him.

Marius couldn’t want anything. He couldn’t want anyone.

In silence, Marius turned from the light to battle in the dark. The oblivion of violence was the only relief possible, blade against blade, the ache of muscles easier than any other ache. But even the relentless dead could not win against him.

As their swords met Lucius spoke, and Marius believed his words. “No matter how much you try, you will never belong anywhere. The saints hate and fear you. The sinners have no use for you at all. The mortal world doesn’t want you, but we do.”

Marius struck the blade from Lucius’s hands. He could have struck Starving for Blood through the dead man’s heart, but he did not.

Lucius circled him, as though they were still fighting. “The abyss calls, Marius. We know what you were made for. No more futile struggles, no more impossible choices. Only surrender. The abyss wants you for its own.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The Villainess Steals Treasure


The Emperor led his lady by the hand into the Room of Golden Wonder. Lovely as any jewel within, the lady surveyed the stacks of coins with equanimity.

“My lord, let us give this gold to the poor.”

“Which poor?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Which poor people would you like to me give this gold to?” the Emperor asked. “The virtuous poor? How shall we determine their virtue? I don’t have a weighing scales to measure virtue. Shall we simply pass gold out in fistfuls to anybody on the street, in view of as many of our people as possible?”

Her sweet gaze was reproach enough for his harsh questioning.

The Emperor sighed. “Distribute the treasure as you see fit. Before you do, will you not choose a gift from me from among all this?”

Lady Lia shook her golden head. “No, my lord. I want nothing from you.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


The second and final test of the Queen’s Trials, to test a queen’s true heart, was held beneath the glass roof of the imperial conservatory. The ladies-in-waiting-to-be-queen lined up in the greenhouse like a row of potted plants in various flowery shades. They stood before low tables on which a row of vials was displayed.

A vial for each lady, holding a red concoction made from eyebright and clary star flowers and the crushed roots of mandrake that screamed like children when plucked from the earth. All this, to find the strange wonder of a woman both true and fair.

Rae cursed the enchanted earth of Eyam. No second Flower of Life and Death, but enough to make truth potions for everybody.

“Please consume your vials in an orderly fashion,” Prime Minister Pio instructed. “For some, truth comes easily, and for some, truth is reached with more difficulty, but truth will come to you all within one full turn of the sun and moon. When truth comes, please report to the Emperor. Offer him wise counsel as a true queen, and prove your love as a true bride.”

No problem. Rae only needed to sneakily tip the potion down her sleeve, and watch out for Glacia. Lady Ninell had heard what Key said about Glacia, just as clearly as Rae. Unlike Rae, Ninell had no reason to leash her jealousy. Rae could see Ninell’s china-blue eyes watching Glacia from behind the leaves. Rae had selected Glacia to be the new heroine of the story, so Glacia was Rae’s responsibility. She knew all too well what had happened to Lia in the original story. Enough women had died during the first round of the trials. She needed to keep Glacia safe.

She remembered how Marlowe back home had stranded Rae by sharing messages behind Rae’s back. Marlowe hadn’t been brave enough even to tell Rae why.

If Ninell was anything like Marlowe, Ninell would never dare physically harm her.

Rae held Glacia by her side, talking about books, until it was Glacia’s turn to drink the truth potion. She had kept both Glacia and the vial in her line of sight the whole time. Ninell had no chance to tamper with the potion.

With all the secret bravery of a heroine, Glacia took the truth potion as if it were a tequila shot. As Rae lifted her own vial, positioning it to slip just before her lip, Glacia smiled shyly over at Key.

A glancing blow struck Rae’s elbow upward. The truth potion flooded her mouth, sparkling as if she were drinking stars, stinging tongue and throat like envy.

“Oh I am sorry, Lady Rahela,” cooed Lady Ninell. “I didn’t mean to jostle you. I was just in such a hurry to get my vial. Can you blame me for being excited?”

She sent a wink over to the Emperor, who stood outlined against the glass and sky, watching them all with a sardonic air.

Rae swallowed, trying to get rid of the taste of truth. “How will we know when the truth potion kicks in?”

Nobody seemed sure of the answer. Another lady, wearing a coral gown, coughed. Light bloomed at the base of her throat, as if a bright bubble was being born there.

“Never mind,” said Rae.

The woman in coral crossed the grass to stand before the Emperor.

“You are a disgusting dead thing. We all hate you, and we’re frightened of you. We wish you had never crawled out of the pit.”

Her hand flew through the air to slap the Emperor’s face. The Emperor caught it casually, not trying to be careful, so his claws grazed her skin and a few drops of blood bedewed the grass. The lady gave a scream and fainted in a heap at his feet.

The Emperor said, “Great news, my evil chancellor. I’m fairly certain the potion is working.”

“Well done, noble maidens of the tower,” intoned Prime Minister Pio, after a moment’s embarrassed pause. “The effect of the heart’s reveal potion may be immediate, or it may take the full day and night, but in time every one of you must reveal your true heart. Once all hearts are known, the true queen will be revealed.”

Rae realized she hadn’t chosen Glacia to be the heroine of the story. She had only known the rules of the story well enough to see the hero would choose Glacia.

The aftertaste of the truth potion was bitter. Or perhaps that was the taste of Rae’s true heart.
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“I do not know if we can change our fates without sacrificing somebody, but I intend to try. Tagar is not the real enemy. Watch for signs of the Great God.”

Rae had read the Cobra’s note many times by candlelight as evening drew in, until she decided she needed to try to get the letter to Lia and Emer in the Cauldron, so they could all talk it over together. She dressed in clothes which would be easy to move in since they came in parts: a gauzy, brief white chemise with sleeves hanging in the shape of daggers over her hands, an embroidered white silk corset with front lacing, and a red silk surcoat. She lay down in Lia’s virginal-white and veiled old bed in the tower, biding her time until the Palace on the Edge fell asleep.

She woke to the sound of a soft cry behind her bedroom door. She was by the door by instinct, ruby slippers clicking on the marble, before the thunder came.

Thunder on the ground, not in the sky.

Thunder shaking the earth. Dull percussive crashes, shaking the city walls.

Rae had intended to creep stealthily from her chamber and head towards the secret tunnel that would lead her to the Cauldron, determined not to put a foot wrong.

Instead, she threw open the door at the speed of terror, determined to flee as fast as possible.

Neither plan worked out.

One step over the threshold, Rae tripped and stumbled over a large object in the dark. Her foot landed on something that definitely wasn’t floor, and she pitched forward in the darkness. Fear flashed through her, even as she fell. Beyond the threshold of every maiden’s chamber in the tower lay treacherous stone steps, and a stone wall to dash her brains against.

Stone didn’t catch her. Arms did. When Rae tumbled down, one arm snagged around her waist and the other broke her fall. Key didn’t let his claws touch Rae’s skin, though a sharp whisper of metal slid through her skirts and in her hair. She felt her long hair fan out, spilling down the steps. She could have fallen all the way down from the top of the tower. Instead, Rae lay on the edge of a fall, held and caged.

A hoarse and sinister voice in the midnight darkness murmured: “Ow. You stepped on my lungs.”

Breathless, Rae said: “I hear you’re an immortal, invulnerable god. Stop complaining.”

Her eyes were still adjusting to the dark. She glimpsed the red gleam dancing in Key’s gaze, reflecting flames that were not there. She traced the shape of his shoulders as a deeper shadow directly above her.

When she pushed at his chest, he let her sit up. He wasn’t wearing his bronze breastplate. She supposed it would be uncomfortable to lie down in. The breastplate was originally made for a conqueror king of Eyam, not the Emperor. She preferred him all in black.

The crash from outside the city walls came again. The Maidens’ Tower was shaking. Even the ghouls in the abyss must be shaking.

Rae clutched at the black folds of Key’s shirt, until she got a secure grip on the leather straps of weaponry beneath and held onto him. “Key. What are the raiders doing?”

Limned in silvery red by moonlight and abyss fire, Key’s shadowy figure had one leg drawn up so she could rest against it, and lay propped up against one elbow so they could talk. Otherwise, he seemed unacceptably relaxed for a ruler whose enemy would soon send his city walls crashing down.

“Battering rams,” Key said. “They won’t want to use their dragon, in case I kill their princess. But I have my roc now, so they need to either surrender or make a move.”

“And their move is bringing down the walls? I thought battering rams were for doors!”

“They’re battering rams with mechanisms, to increase the force,” said the Emperor. “King Ivor is a clever man. I guess a few kings must be clever, by random coincidence. Bit of a waste.”

“I don’t know. Ivor seems to be using his brains!”

The thunder came from all sides. It seemed to come from the very bones of the earth. The noise made Rae want to grind her teeth to powder, just as the walls were being reduced to powder.

She had believed the sound of the battering ram was thunder, before she heard the crash. Unmistakable, the sound of an avalanche. Rocks fall, Rae thought, and everybody dies. Walls fall, and we do.

Rae stared out the arrow-slit window of the Maidens’ Tower, but she could see nothing. Her breath came in shallow pants as she waited for fires to start across the city, for people to begin screaming. But Themesvar lay quiet beneath the broken moon.

“King Ivor’s not the only one using his brains,” Key remarked. “Nobody expected my dead to rebuild the city walls overnight. So nobody watched them do it.”

A low, terrible sound rose. For a moment, Rae dismissed the sound as nothing but ghouls moaning in the abyss. Until she realized the sound was closer than that, though still apart. It was the sound of ghouls moaning beyond the city walls.

Which were still standing.

“The walls of Themesvar are thick.” Rae worked it out. “Like sea walls, built to stand for centuries against the heat and smoke of the abyss. Nobody was going to notice if the walls you built were thicker still.”

He laughed at the note of wonder in her voice, sounding as pleased with himself as she was pleased with him. “Exactly, my lady. Two walls. The raiders believe for a moment, when the first wall falls, that they’ve broken through. Between the walls, I hid a little surprise.”

There came the screams, only a little later than Rae had expected. On the other side of the wall.

“You walled up your dead soldiers.”

“My dead won’t starve. They won’t perish. They could wait encased in stone for a thousand years, until someone broke a wall down. And then they would rise, and eat.”

Thick, clotted screams rising on the night air, people screaming through mouthfuls of blood. But these weren’t their people, Rae reminded herself. This was the enemy. The raiders had attacked the capital. The raiders would have died when the Emperor conquered Tagar. They would have died anyway, like the maidens who fell during the Queen’s Trials. It didn’t matter.

It was still a relief to see the light, like a tiny sun, of the Edge of Anguish. Somewhere in the dark Count Merac wielded his golden axe, and the screams died down as the tide of battle turned.

“The raiders will take down my dead,” the Emperor predicted. “I’ll take some of the raiders back and raise them up as my own. The stalemate will continue. The raiders’ plan to end it has failed.”

Caught between horror and relief, on a stone floor in the god’s arms, Rae began to laugh. “Fancy meeting a god-emperor like you in a place like this. Outside my bedroom.”

Had he intended to come in, and finish what they began in that alley? The thrill, half fear, was cut off by more sober thoughts. Surely not: the Emperor had been lying on the floor, not trying to climb into her bed.

“I sleep here every night.”

Why, to stop her escaping? The demand she’d made in the alley, Am I not free to leave? echoed in her bones. If you struck a bargain with a monster in a castle, you had to pretend you were a guest or a bride or a storyteller for a thousand nights. Anything but a captive.

But perhaps a captive was exactly what she was.

Since Rae actually was trying to sneak out of the castle, perhaps she should be under guard. But not by him.

“If I ruled the kingdom, I wouldn’t sleep on stone floors every night. As I believe I’ve made clear, if I ruled the kingdom, I would go to the treasury and swim in gold like Scrooge McDuck.”

“Ah yes,” said Key. “Your lover.”

Rae opened her mouth to hotly deny these allegations, then saw the gleam of Key’s teeth in the dark. Seeing Key’s teeth bared was seeing a blade bared, a bright threat, but somehow it cheered Rae up.

“Why do you sleep here every night, Your Imperial Mystery?”

“I slept here before. When I was your guard.”

He had? Why? Rae didn’t ask, because as soon as her mind formed the question, the answer was clear. To protect her. And what had she done for him in return?

“You’re not my guard any more, you’re the monarch. You’ve got the royal chambers. I’ve seen the royal bed, and the royal feather mattress the size of a football field.”

In the night-grey pause that followed, Rae felt an icy drop of horror slip down her spine.

Rae had seen the royal bed, and Octavian in it, but she hadn’t joined him there. Not that anybody in the whole world would believe her.

After the pause, Key replied: “I don’t like feather mattresses, they’re too soft. Like lakes that drag you down into sleep and hold you there, and then you can’t get out of the nightmares. I’ve never slept easy a day in my life.”

“The nightmares?”

Key waved a hand, moonlight gleaming red on the armoured claws. “Everyone has nightmares. The blade coming down, the altar, the fall, the dead on their thrones. Sleep is like anything else: you need to be able to escape fast.”

So spoke the man flung into a fathomless abyss with his throat cut, the man who escaped from where there was no return. Rae wasn’t sure everyone had those nightmares.

“Do you still think you’re remembering past lives? Have you remembered being the God-Child?”

“No more than I remember blowing out the sun like a candle. I dreamed that, too. I’ve decided that they are only dreams, nothing more, because how could I have done that? You were coming to the door before the attack on the walls began.”

“I heard you call out,” Rae whispered.

She realized it was true as she said it, that it was his cry that had woken her from a dead sleep and sent her to the door. And she realized as metal claws traced her surcoat, not a garment for sleeping in but for escaping the palace, that the truth must seem like a lie.

All he said was, “I’m glad you came out.”

“You’re glad I stepped on you?”

Key nodded. “I sleep here every night, but in the morning I was planning to talk with you. Tomorrow I intend to choose Lady Glacia as the winner of the second round of the Queen’s Trials. I want you to understand why.”

This information chased away Rae’s worry about nightmares. So the story was proceeding exactly according to plan. The hero found himself unexpectedly drawn to the new heroine, wanting to elevate her above all other women. Rae’s plot had worked perfectly. She should feel elated.

For some reason, she almost hadn’t believed this would happen. Even though that was how the rules of the story worked, and she knew the rules.

You could never be his true love.

Some people were born to be loved. Some were not. The goddess had told her. The story had told her. Her whole life had told her, before she ever walked into Eyam. Why was she such a fool, to still get shocked by the inevitable?

“You don’t need to say anything,” Rae said in a level voice. “I understand. You’re doing the right thing.”

“Oh.” Key seemed mildly taken aback. “All right.”

“I’m glad,” Rae lied. “Choosing Glacia is what a hero would do. Thank you.”

It was heroic he’d come to tell her, trying to be careful of her heart even though his heart had changed. Nobody else had ever told her they were leaving. The only thing they ever told her, father and lover and friends and team, was that it was her own fault, for being unfair, angry, bitter, untrusting. You’re so difficult, her father told her frequently, until he was so tired of her that she didn’t have a father any more. Marlowe’s voice echoed in her mind, putting Rae’s agony on trial. So everyone could judge Rae for feeling it.

You’re so difficult to love. That was the silent part of the sentence, the part they didn’t say. But Rae understood.

Key scoffed, sounding highly doubtful. “Don’t count any heroics before they’re committed.”

“Not for being heroic. For coming back.”

No matter if he were dead or ruined, twisted shade or mad god. No matter if it were all her fault, if it were the one great sin of which she could never wash herself clean, she was grateful, and this was her last chance to say it.

She studied his shadowed profile. “I’ve never said that before. Thank you for coming back. Wrong or not.”

The Emperor appeared to reach a decision. “I don’t want your gratitude.”

“What do you want?”

The gauntlet appeared in Rae’s line of vision. A hand offered to her, claws as sharp as knives and red at the edges, its shadow falling across her face like the bars of a cage. Open in invitation.

Key said, “Come, my lady. Let me grant one of your wicked whims.”

A heroine would say no. You were meant to say no when offered power, to prove you deserved it.

Rae reached out in the shadows and took his hand, every time. She always would. But he wouldn’t be offering it much longer.
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The Emperor led his lady by the hand into the Room of Golden Wonder. She surveyed the heaps of treasure with no equanimity whatsoever.

Because there were literal heaps of treasure. Piled against the walls like a golden snowdrift; rubies sitting like fat cherries on gold sundaes, sceptres and crowns and gem-encrusted armour in haphazard arrays like a great golden jumble sale.

Rae kicked off her ruby slippers in the sliding drifts of cold coins, felt gold pieces cool against her bare feet, and twirled. She scooped up a handful of gold coins and tossed them over her head. One almost hit her in the eye.

“Heavier than you’d think. But still really fun! This is a disgusting, obscene amount of gold.”

Key brushed a bright coin from the dark waves of her hair. “A disgusting, obscene amount of gold looks good on you.”

More than anyone could ever spend. And what good was it? All his gold hadn’t saved Octavian. Still, Rae couldn’t help thinking of her mother’s mortgage, of all the peace and security this could buy someone, while it would mean less than nothing to a king.

“Does all this money make you think of your dad?”

At least her mother and her sister were safe from exhaustion and starvation. The man who adopted Key had died from fever and overwork, and Key had to scrimp and save and kill to try and buy him a tombstone, to keep his only family in the ground.

“Yeah,” Key murmured, a gleam in his eyes like wildly waving red flags she wished to investigate. “If he saw all this, my father would get so anxious he might fall over, working out how to give it away, who to help first. A sweet man. But, oh my gods, so annoying.”

Rae laughed, and Key with her. He had a face made for laughter.

Key tossed a coin over his shoulder, not looking to see where it landed. “When the Cobra comes back, he’ll tell me what to do with all this.”

Nobody should ever have this much money. But, no doubt due to Rae’s wicked nature, she still found a room of treasure extremely compelling.

She turned to Key. “Hey. Want to make gold snow angels?”

“How do you mean, boss?”

He hadn’t called her that in a long time.

“You never lay down in the snow and—?”

“I’m going to stop you right now. Lie down in the snow of the Cauldron? There would be rusty blades under there. If you were lucky.”

Rae had no choice but to drop to the coins, and show him how it was done. Key stretched out on a pile of gold as though lying down upon a riverbank, propped himself up on his elbow, and watched her with interest.

Gold snow angels weren’t terribly efficient. Gold was heavier than snow, and the gold pieces kept tumbling back in place or rolling away to the corners of the room.

Rae ceased her attempts and stared up at the vaulted ceiling, glimmering deep blue and gold. Lapis lazuli tiles, wrought with golden stars, and if she looked into the deep blue long enough she felt suspended in an expansive evening sky.

The Emperor’s face hovered above her against their private lapis lazuli sky. Young and ancient, sacred and profane, a much-desired horror made for wrath and laughter. The face of a god, or a lover from a book. Either way, all you had to do was believe in him.

Being near him gave Rae the feeling of being on a roller coaster, wanting to go on it, excited to go on, yet at the same time experiencing a creeping, thrilling sense of dread. Her nerves screamed with something like terror and something like exhilaration, telling her not to do it, that she mustn’t do it, no matter how badly she wanted to.

“You once told me it would be fun to be a witch and curse people,” said Key. “What curses would you lay on your enemies, if you could?”

Rae considered. “I’d curse them to suffer all the pain they caused.”

“Tenfold?”

“No. Just the pain they caused. So they know. Exactly how it felt, and exactly what they did.”

Leaving her alone. But she wasn’t alone now.

Against the gold, Key’s eyes shone ruby red. “You used to talk about taking whatever we wanted. Being as selfish and wicked as we wanted. You liked being evil, then.”

“I like being evil more when it’s a game.”

The Emperor shrugged. “Then call it a game. I’ll play. Tell me the story of what you want. I can make it true.”

“What I want…” Rae sighed on her bed of golden coins.

She’d been thinking of the rules of the story, and their stolen time in the alley, and come to a conclusion.

A hero always refused the booty call. A villain would make one.

This was her last chance. She should sleep with Key. In this golden room, for no reason but sheer hedonistic pleasure. The woman who did that proved she wasn’t a heroine or a true love. She was the bad-girl stop on the journey to true love. Rae was scared, wished she wasn’t, and decided she would pretend she was not until it came true. Even wicked harlots had to start somewhere.

Keeping close to Key would fit the rules of the story. The desperate woman, trying to hold onto him when he was already lost.

So she rose and pushed Key down onto the gleaming coins and jewels, her long hair veiling them in shadows away from the world, and kissed him in the holy, profane dark. The bitter, envy-stinging taste of truth lingered in her mouth, but he tasted like spiced wine, the most expensive wine in Eyam, the kind that went down sweetly. She kissed him and when he kissed her back the kisses felt like stories told in eloquent silence.

He kissed her back and pulled her down against him, his mouth against hers like his body under hers, hot and eager, and perhaps neither of them should be alive, but both of them were. She kissed him until she had to hide her flushed face against his throat, burning with shame for rolling around on gold with a man she had no right to. A man who was going to someone else, who would choose and love someone else.

Except it was safe to want him now that he wanted someone else, now that he would be the hero with the heroine and not damned with her. She could be as wicked, greedy and selfish as she wished. She could play the villain, and not feel half as much shame as she should.

Key sat up with her in his lap, tucked his face in against hers, kisses landing like fireflies, like burning sparks, on her cheekbone, the side of her jaw. He ducked his wild head down and pressed his lips against the side of her throat, then on the dip at its base, then a kiss just above where the dark jewel rested between her breasts. That sent a tangled barbed-wire twist of pleasure through her, catching sharp at her nipples and between her legs.

This was ridiculous, but this world went by the rules of story. Maybe she was in one of those books where a guy could practically give a woman an orgasm by tapping her on the shoulder. All signs so far seemed to point that way. Rae lifted one shoulder in a helpless, delirious shrug. Great news if true!

The Emperor misinterpreted the gesture and helped her off with her silk surcoat and skirts. Rae lifted her arms, enveloped for a moment in the dress, then emerged in only the gauzy chemise and boned corset. The kind of corset that turned a woman into a white tower, red vines climbing up the structure to the tower top. The dark, heavy gem fell back into place, cold between the swell of her breasts when all the rest of her was eagerly hot, caging her throat when she wanted to breathe.

She thought of the Cobra’s letter. Is everything going wrong for you? Maybe it’s that cursed necklace.

The Abandon All Hope Diamond. The God’s Eye, which protected Rae and increased the power of enchantments. But did she really want the God’s Eye watching her? It was a sign of the Emperor’s favour, but the Emperor’s favour was no longer hers.

“My lady?”

“Will you take this off?” Rae whispered.

She felt the light bite of the Emperor’s metal claws at the nape of her neck, deft at the heavy gold-serpentine clasp of her necklace. Then she felt the dead queen’s cursed necklace tumble free, jewels slithering down her embroidered corset and onto the gold pieces. Just another piece in the imperial treasure house.

Red silk slid from between his armoured fingers to the coins, and she leaned in to whisper. “What I want? Call me Rae.”

Between his gleaming claws, the Emperor neatly caught a lock of her dark hair and toyed with it thoughtfully before sweeping it aside to reveal her face. “Hello, Rae.”

At the sound of her real name in his mouth, Rae smiled. Key smiled back, his eyes shining like rubies fallen into in a river, about to be lost.

What a gift to be like this, even for a moment. To be with your favourite character, the one who means so much he seems written solely for you, the one nobody loves like he deserves.

They fell in against each other, kisses growing from hungry to devouring. Key’s hands travelled up her spine, steel against silk.

“Take them off,” Rae murmured.

Key moved to obey, then caught himself and arrested the motion. A complicated series of expressions pulled at his mouth rather than him pulling at his gauntlets.

He’d taken off the gloves he wore once, shown her the old scars on his hands. But he wore a new scar along his throat now.

“I’m a…” he began, then his too-sharp teeth pressed down on the slight tremble of his lower lip, and he stopped.

I’m a creature of iron and blood, which was something he said in the later books. Or, I’m angry, which he had every right to be with her. He might have said anything. The one thing that was impossible was I’m afraid. He was never that. The Emperor had nothing to fear in this world.

“I don’t want to,” Key said, at last. He gave her a look, either challenging or defiant. Red gleamed in the grey like fire buried in the heart of burning pages.

Rae caught his nape in the circle of her bare palm, and pressed her forehead against his. “Then don’t. Do whatever you want.”

The world held no mercy for villains. Perhaps they could have a little mercy on each other. He would only be a villain for one more night. So they should make the most of it.

“Whatever I want?” Key asked, mouth twisting in what seemed to be genuine amusement. His gauntlets went to the laces of her corset, iron claws catching on the twisted ribbons, already straining. They could be sliced in an instant.

A new bolt of fear went through Rae. She remembered how, once, she couldn’t look at her withered body in a mirror. Now everyone else looked at this villainess’s body as though its curves wrote a promise that she was made for sin.

Perhaps violent transformation was the only way to survive a death sentence, so you never really survived. Not the way you were before. She had become a stranger to herself over and over. It felt like exposing scars to try and show herself to someone else, ask them to learn who she hardly knew.

Key let his forehead dip and rest against the line of her collarbone. “This can be enough.”

“Oh no, it cannot.” Rae slipped her gauzy arms, encircled with their golden serpents, around his neck. “Haven’t you heard? I’m a wicked woman. Endlessly greedy. Demanding.”

He smiled. “Make your demands.”

“Let’s be like this.”

Not wholly bare. Armoured by corsetry and gauntlets. Because she couldn’t believe in perfect love that accepted all things, but she still wanted to make greedy demands.

He kissed her and they tumbled down again onto the treasure. He laid her out against gleaming gold and ducked down. The hands spreading her thighs were steel-cold, but his mouth were hot, greedy and wicked as she.

With heroines in love scenes, it was true love and it all felt so right. This felt all wrong, she knew it was wrong, and she loved it.

Why did it feel so forbidden to want? Why did she fear and hate her own hunger? Perhaps because no matter how bad she felt about it, she stayed so hungry. Perhaps you never stopped being hungry, for life, for love, for stories, for survival after death. For this.

She writhed on the coins and screamed at the starry vault of the Room of Golden Wonder.

When Key came slithering back up her body, she pulled his clothes apart with shaking hands, demanding more.

He hesitated. She saw his gaze drop to the hollow of her throat, and realised what he was looking for. No light of truth burned there. She would have seen her truth reflected in his grey eyes.

He murmured, low and sweet, “Would you like to hold the knife to my throat?”

Rae shook her head, hair falling in wild tangles over her bare shoulders. “Tomorrow I’ll hold the knife to your throat. Tonight I’ll hold you.”

He kissed the sweat-slick hollow of her throat. When he slid inside, it hurt, her body out of practice at a lesson Rae had never learned, but even the ache demanded more, and more.

She couldn’t keep him. But she could keep this, like a rose kept between pages, like a favourite story kept between the covers of a book.

She could carry away a golden moment from the treasury.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Maiden and the Undead Rogue


“Could I have saved my sister?” asked Lord Marius.

“You did save her,” answered the Oracle. “In another world. But not this one.”

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


Caracalla worried about what Ink had said for days. They were best friends now. They should trust each other.

But surely, she should trust her betrothed as well.

She tried to find a moment alone with the Cobra, but Lord Lucius lingered near.

“Stop following me around,” the Cobra said sharply one day in the portrait gallery.

Guilt halted Caracalla, until she saw the Cobra’s gaze was trained not on her but on Lucius, fresh from the training grounds, bareheaded but still in his armour. His red hair seemed freshly washed. The dead, it seemed, did not sweat or tire. Lucius could keep up with Marius as nobody else could.

Caracalla was happy to discover she and her betrothed were in complete agreement! Lucius could get lost.

The slanted light of the windows made a line of fire strike as Lucius tilted his head. “I’m only trying to get to know you. As the new friend of my oldest friend.”

The Cobra leaned his hip against a stone windowsill. “All right, let’s get better acquainted. Want to know something?”

“Oh, I do. You seem to know so much.”

“I know this,” said the Cobra. “I know what you did, Lucius. When you were alive, barely more than a boy. You sabotaged the old king and queen’s carriage, thinking you would profit if they died and your childhood friend became king. Octavian killed you for it.”

Lucius hesitated. “A misstep, I admit.”

A misstep? It was regicide and treason!

The Cobra laughed, as if regicide and treason didn’t mean much to him. “You may be dead, but you haven’t changed. Octavian’s gone now, and the gods have risen. You’re up to your old tricks, crawling back to your friend and seeing how you can use him.”

“Me, use him? I’m not the one who manipulated him into swearing the oath of blood and gold.”

Caracalla remembered Marius saying Command me to the Cobra.

“That’s not how it happened,” snapped the Cobra.

Lucius laughed. “How did it happen? Let me take a guess. Poor Marius, he never did make friends easily. I always knew there would be trouble between him and Octavian. They never saw eye to eye, and neither was wise enough to pretend they did, and now Octavian’s dead. So am I, and there never was any other friend. Maybe your presence in his life made that certain.”

Oddly, the Cobra flinched at that, though Caracalla couldn’t see why.

Lucius’s tone grew knowing. “So Marius was lonely unto desperation, and the crisis of war came, and Marius swore his oath to you. I wonder if he regrets it now. Perhaps he can’t even bring himself to regret it. Perhaps he considers himself simply damned. He believes being doomed is his fate. Is it? What does this book, which tells you so much, say about Marius’s fate? Perhaps you’re the reason Marius is doomed.”

Another flinch. Caracalla wished she could instruct the Cobra to control his tells in battle. When you flinch, you tell the enemy the blow hurt.

“How dare you speak of Marius so?” Caracalla asked Lucius.

The Cobra moved swiftly to stand between Lucius and Caracalla. It was nice, having her betrothed try to shield her from harm. Nice, but not necessary.

Lucius remained focused on the Cobra. “How did you sneak your way into his acquaintance? I’d bet you took a dishonourable path. Did you intend to ruin his life, or did you simply not care?”

Lucius left a significant pause. The slight cloud almost lifted from his eyes, sparkling with anticipation, as though enjoying yourself made you more alive.

The Cobra waved a languid hand, though his shoulders remained tight. “Go on with your evil speech. I’m not providing you with any cues.”

Lucius obliged. “You told Marius the secret of his divine heritage, but you didn’t tell him how I disposed of the old king and queen. Why not? Because he won’t believe you. I’ve heard the people talking about you. You’re the wicked marquis. He and I were squires together, bonded in childhood and honour. He never thought me anything but good and true. If I had lived, he would never have sworn to you.”

“Ah, there it is.” The Cobra smiled, slow and almost sinister. “Sorry you missed your path to power.”

Lord Lucius smiled back, as innocent as a boy. “Did I? I see my path very clearly.”

“Then take it, but don’t come for the line of Valerius. I will stand in your way.”

“And who are you to stand in my way?”

“Haven’t you heard?” The Cobra laughed. “I’m the wicked marquis.”

For once, Caracalla wasn’t pleased to see her brother enter the room. He stood in the doorway of the portrait gallery. As if looking at the tableau surrounded by a gilt frame, Caracalla saw what he saw. The wicked marquis, self-confessed out of his own mouth, draped in gold and laughing a dark laugh in Lucius’s face. Lucius, hair as bright as a helm, his stricken expression making him look a lost young knight, while a little too pale to be a healthy one.

She remembered again her brother’s letters, his eager praise of his new friend. He’d never talked about the Cobra with such open admiration.

“Is there a problem?” asked Marius.

Silence followed as the Cobra considered the question. “No,” he said at last. “We’re just learning to understand each other. Aren’t we, Lord Lucius?”

Lucius nodded, retreating to Marius’s side as if for protection. Frankly, Caracalla had found Lucius and the Cobra’s conversation unsettling on both sides, but it was her duty to support her future husband.

A Valerius always did her duty. She went to the Cobra, took his arm, and tossed her head.

“Lord Popenjoy has been nothing but charming to Lord Lucius.”

“Lady Caracalla is so loyal to her beloved,” Lucius said lightly. “I suppose she would say anything her betrothed wished her to say.”

Caracalla flushed with pride. “Of course I would.”

Only then, the Cobra recoiled, leaving her standing alone with her hand outstretched as he repeated, “Your what?”

He looked so genuinely astonished, as if such an idea had never occurred to him. Even though he’d accepted the betrothal dagger. He’d asked her to call him Eric.

“My – my betrothed,” Caracalla stammered.

“I’m nothing of the sort,” the Cobra declared. In the gallery of her ancestors, her shame witnessed by every Valerius who had ever been.

As always when in trouble, Caracalla looked to Marius, and reeled from betrayal. Unmistakably, the expression her brother wore was relief.

It was suddenly obvious Caracalla had been terribly mistaken. Marius had never searched the court to find his sister the best possible husband.

The final humiliation pressed down on her like the thumb of a giant, squashing Caracalla down to nothing, as the Cobra said with clear disgust, “I would never marry a child.”

He saw her as nothing more than that.
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This wicked marquis who used and tossed aside women was all a wicked lie! Caracalla sobbed wildly, wishing she’d been dallied with and discarded. It was much worse that he’d never even thought about her that way or suspected the existence of her castles in the air. He’d never taken her seriously at all.

He’d called her a child!

Now all her castles had collapsed. She wouldn’t be taken to the capital by someone bright and charming and kind, Marius’s best friend, which meant she would be with Marius always. She would be trapped in the manor forever, the stone tomb her father haunted worse than any ghost.

When she heard a footstep light on the straw, Caracalla relaxed, thinking it was Ink.

“My lady Caracalla.” Lord Lucius’s voice sounded soft, hesitant to disturb her. “You must forgive the marquis. He’s from strange lands, with no idea how to behave among civilized people.”

Only the dead offered her sympathy on the breaking of her betrothal. Having horror for a houseguest made horror wear thin. She supposed this conversation might as well happen.

Caracalla sniffed. “Must I forgive him?”

“Well, no,” said Lucius. “Don’t forgive him, for all I care.”

Caracalla couldn’t help laughing. With the lamplight gentler than the light of day limning his face, Lucius almost looked handsome. He almost looked alive.

He laid a hand on Caracalla’s arm, over her sleeve as a gentleman should. She couldn’t tell if his hand was cold or not.

“Apologies for causing you pain,” Lucius added. “I thought your betrothal was common knowledge.”

Caracalla sat up straighter. “It was, wasn’t it? Everybody knew! It’s absurd of him to misunderstand.”

“Did he misunderstand?”

Caracalla hesitated. “What do you mean?”

“You and your brother are so trusting, and the Cobra is a cunning man,” murmured Lucius. “What if he let the betrothal stand for long enough to get Marius in his power? You do know what the oath of blood and gold means, don’t you? He can make Marius do anything.”

Caracalla shook her head involuntarily. She did not want Marius to be controlled, not by anyone.

But she really did not think the shock on the Cobra’s face earlier could have been feigned.

“If the Cobra’s so cunning, why wasn’t he more tactful about breaking off our betrothal?”

“Because he is a heartless villain,” Lucius answered smoothly.

He seemed to have more to say, but Caracalla interrupted him by throwing a lamp at the stable wall. The lamp shattered, the wooden wall splintered, and the dead man jumped at the force of her throw. Caracalla wished the lamp had been lit. She wished the whole manor would burn.

“So he’s a villain. And you’re a villain. And I don’t care,” Caracalla raged. “He doesn’t want to marry me, and that means I’ll never get out of the manor! I’m tall and awkward and men worry I might murder them, even though we pretend the Valerius curse is only for men! It’s not, obviously. Women get just as angry as men do. I could chop my husband into little bits!”

“I think you’re very pretty,” Lucius murmured.

Caracalla didn’t think that was an appropriate response, though it was gratifying to hear.

She swallowed a sob, which made her cough. “Even if I were pretty, I can’t talk like a court lady. I can’t be witty; it is mortifying when several people look at you at once.”

That surprised a laugh out of Lucius. Caracalla was surprised in turn. It was the only sound she’d ever heard from Lucius that seemed genuine.

“You are like your brother,” said Lucius. Caracalla found that highly complimentary, and made her think Lucius might be fond of Marius, after all.

Not that it mattered.

“Marius is a man, he can get out. I cannot. Whenever my mother speaks of going to court, my father threatens to burn the house down, or feigns illness so it’s our duty to stay with him, or… he can still hurt her. I do not go into the east wing, but she still does.”

Caracalla had imagined her mother would come to stay in the Cobra’s bright, beautiful city house. They could all be happy, with no Valerius portraits menacing them from the walls, but her mother would never abandon what she believed to be her duty.

There was no escape. There never had been any escape. She’d only had a dream, and now the dream was over.

“You could,” suggested Lucius. “Go into the east wing.”

“Does being dead make you slow-witted? I don’t wish to go into the east wing.”

She would rather be a thousand miles away. She would rather be kidnapped by ice raiders. Sometimes at night, Caracalla remembered the day her father came for them as if she were living it all over again. The door of her mother’s rooms, splintering under blows from her father’s fists, the roar of his fury beyond words, the glint of sharp metal through the cracking wood. Her mother would die before she let her father touch Caracalla, so her mother would die first. Caracalla would be all alone with him.

“I understand,” said Lord Lucius, so mild. Even though he was one of the dead, it was a pleasant contrast to the shouts of other men. “Listen, Lady Caracalla. I only wish to help you.”

Caracalla sniffed. “Why?”

“Any true gentleman wishes to help a lady in distress,” Lucius assured her. “All you need to do is this. Go to the east wing, and persuade your father to invite me in. Then I could speak to him of the honour being offered to your family, and the opportunity to invite the Great God into his heart.”

His words wrapped around her, gently persuasive. His smile was sweet by starlight. But he was dead, and she was Valerius. Speak as softly as he might, he couldn’t hide his hunger from her.

“Do you mean my father harm?” Caracalla sat up straight. “Are you going to eat him?”

Lucius scoffed.

Which, Caracalla couldn’t help noticing, wasn’t a “no.”

The Cobra didn’t want her. She would be trapped in the manor forever, unless she did something about it.

“I’ll tell you what.” Caracalla, true daughter of the Valerius line, leaned in close and whispered low to the dead man, “If you want to kill my father, I’ll help you.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

The Minister and the Domitian She-Devils


The Emperor beckoned Pio over. “Come spill poison in my ear.”

“It is my honour to advise you, sire.”

His Imperial Majesty gave Pio a mocking smile. “That’s what I said.”

In truth, which Pio would never speak to another soul – he was, after all, a politician – he hated the young god even more than he hated minstrel songs and stories. But they had no alternative to accepting the Emperor’s rule. Where could they find another god?

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


How better for a queen to show her true heart than by acting as political advisor to her future husband? He had trained his niece in diplomacy from the cradle. Pio was confident Ninell could win the final round of the Queen’s Trials.

Unfortunately, the Emperor had no notion of political discretion. He had decided he would hold court for all his subjects, rather than sensibly hearing the wisdom of his lords.

A servant girl came before the throne, complaining of liberties taken by her liege lord. Pio could not believe she was bothering the Emperor with such trivialities.

Ninell wisely chose to show womanly solidarity. “My dear, you are right to come to our Emperor with this. First, Your Imperial Majesty, shall we interview other members of the household, to see what they say about the characters of the accused and accuser?”

Her voice was clear and reasonable. The likelihood of any other servants speaking up against their lord was, of course, non-existent.

Lady Rahela slipped through the throne room doors, hopelessly late and trying to move soundlessly. Pio was glad the lady got to see Ninell’s moment of triumph.

Then the Emperor said brightly, “No need to hear from witnesses. The matter is being dealt with. Care to have a look from the balcony?”

The gold-masked dead had dragged Lord Barbas out into the centre of the courtyard below. They lifted their gold masks to bare the lower half of their rotten faces and lunged for him, teeth first, hands tearing him apart as though the lord was a roast chicken.

Almost every day the palace maids had to clean blood and entrails from the cobblestones. This was the price of being ruled by a god.

“The Barbas family controls Loneliness Harbour,” Pio warned tightly. “They have powerful friends.”

The Emperor raised a brow. “More powerful than me?”

“No, Your Imperial Majesty. You are all-powerful.”

Every monarch, god or not, thought he was all-powerful. Until people decided he wasn’t.

Half the court had turned sick and pale at the bloody spectacle. The servant girl who had brought her complaint to the throne clasped a hand over her mouth as if she might spew her breakfast on the gold tiles. The Emperor gave her a puzzled look, as if he had expected gratitude for his savagery.

Even Lady Rahela gazed at the sight below with dismay, as if she imagined the Emperor might have changed overnight into a hero, merciful and wise.

The Emperor brightened at the sight of her. “My lady. Just in time.”

“In fact she is very late,” said Pio sharply.

Unlike his Emperor, he found the sight of Rahela displeasing. Her dress showed signs it had been put on in haste and her hair was falling down in wispy disarray. She yawned even as Pio spoke, rumpled and flushed, as though flaunting that she had risen just now from bed, and anyone could guess the bed was not her own.

The whole court knew Lady Rahela had no shame, but had she no maid?

The Emperor apparently had no fault to find with the lady’s appearance. “You come at the right time to receive your surprise gift. It should be arriving now.”

“While we impatiently await its arrival, Your Imperial Majesty, may the maidens of the tower continue the Trials, and show you their true hearts?”

At times Pio didn’t know why he still tried, except he had always striven and knew not how to do anything else. The ministers filed away from the grisly spectacle at the window. The Emperor did not again assume his throne.

“Our noblewomen could counsel you on the matter of the ice raiders. Had their delegates deigned to appear in court today.”

Ninell took his cue, and took advantage of the fact the Emperor was in their midst rather than upon his throne by curtsying low enough that her pure-blue skirts spread across the gold floor.

“Your Imperial Majesty, I have spies in the Tagar camp. King Ivor spends his days studying books and machinery as the east and west factions fight among themselves, and their general does nothing to stop it. Count Merac drinks in his tent day after day. A drunk fool is not fit to lead an army nor stand in your presence.”

The Emperor smiled, looking at her face, as well he might. Clearly, the Emperor liked an intelligent woman. It was the one point of sympathy between Pio and his monarch.

“You’re right, Lady Ninell. As usual,” the Emperor added Ninell beamed. “What do you advise?”

“Send a final message to the Ice King himself,” said Ninell. “His envoys failed. His attack on our walls failed. You have his sister hostage. Her good health depends on his submission.”

“Very well.” The Emperor nodded to Pio. “Have the message sent as Lady Ninell outlined.”

Finally, matters were going according to plan. Pio bowed exceptionally low to indicate his full agreement. From the corner of his eye, he saw Lady Rahela watched them with her face unguarded and openly pained, finding her own plans in disarray.

The Emperor sauntered back to his throne, giving Ninell a last nod of approval. His eyes lingered on Rahela, but he didn’t call upon her next.

Instead, he called upon Rahela’s preferred candidate. “Lady Glacia, approach the throne.”

A gold-masked guard attended Glacia to the foot of the throne. Watching Glacia venture hesitantly forward, Pio couldn’t imagine what about her had attracted the attention of the Emperor. Perhaps it was only that she was so unremarkable, so clearly shy and scared, that it won sympathy. Even the gold-masked guard caught her hand as she stumbled upon the steps to the throne. One might take his attentiveness as forbidden yearning for a noble lady, if the guard were alive.

Glacia pressed the offered arm, and lifted her head with a poor attempt at boldness. “This situation reminds me of a book, Your Imperial Majesty. Do you like to read?”

As soon as she spoke, her pale face flooded with red like a snowfield at sunrise. Even the Emperor’s face briefly froze, as though he could feel something as human as embarrassment. Pio suppressed a scoff. Where would a peasant learn to read?

“I am very fond of reading.” Glacia, finding herself in a pit, continued to dig. “If you wished, I could read the book to you.”

This seemed to please the Emperor. “I’d like that. What wisdom is in this book?”

“The book describes the meeting of two powers who chose a neutral place at which to meet,” Glacia offered. “Perhaps if you summon King Ivor somewhere that isn’t the throne room of Eyam, King Ivor might attend you.”

It was a simple enough suggestion, but nobody had made it before. Pio studied the Emperor’s expression. By now, Pio would have known another man well enough to guess what his reactions might be. This ruler, wayward and whimsical as wind, remained unpredictable.

When the knock on the door came, Pio realized he must wait for his answer.

The guard at the doors announced: “The Lady Dian and her daughter, the Lady Katalin Domitia, have arrived from Shroud Valley at the command of the Emperor.”

It seemed the Emperor’s gift for Lady Rahela had arrived.

The court erupted into astonished whispers. The Domitian women, back at court? Had they not fled the court under the cover of night and in a cloud of disgrace? There had been talk of treason and mysteriously dead husbands. Only the king’s favour protected Lady Rahela from needing to flee with them.

Now the Emperor’s favour brought them back.

It seemed Rahela didn’t appreciate her lover’s gesture. Her bejewelled hand flew to her throat, which was for once bare of the Abandon All Hope Diamond. She breathed as if choking upon the air.

The Emperor addressed his ungrateful lady. “During the first round of the Trials, you called out that you wanted your mother. Here she is. Have I failed to please you?”

The question sounded like an accusation. This, it occurred to Pio, was a test.

Anyone could see Rahela had failed, and was still failing. She should have made haste to thank him. Instead, she watched with horror that seemed to grow like a shadow at every step her mother and grandmother took across the golden floor to her side.

The court had ever considered Lady Dian and Lady Katalin as a magnificent pair. The countryside had not dulled their charms. Several men sighed as they watched their progress. Clothed in mourning black with daring red skirts, half scarlet women and half black widows, throwing smiles to the assembly as though tossing flowers and favours. The Ladies Domitia.

Lady Katalin, Lady Rahela’s mother, was considered the great beauty of a generation. The lady had tumbling dark hair that ever looked wild and never untidy, and lips that promised much but said little, which all agreed was the ideal for women’s lips. Rumour whispered Lady Katalin was the only lady ever to charm the icy Lord Marius.

Lady Dian, Lady Rahela’s grandmother, must be sixty years of age, though her glossy dark chignon was shot with only a few glittering silver strands. She was extraordinarily handsome. It wasn’t Dian’s age that made people consider Dian’s daughter the greater beauty. “That woman’s always thinking at you,” a minister once confided to Pio. “It’s exhausting.” A schemer, allied not only to men but rich and clever women, and with a talent for being always at the side and never at the heart of a storm. Nobody was ever able to prove anything about Lady Dian. They only managed to pack her off to the country when her daughter slipped up. If Pio had ever been unwise enough to volunteer an opinion on the Domitia family’s scandalous beauties, he would have declared a strong preference in favour of Lady Dian.

Such women were both lure and trap, both sweetness and poison.

Lady Katalin rushed towards Rahela with her hands outstretched, Dian a dignified presence gliding behind her. “Rahela, darling, you were a mere baby when I saw you last.”

Rahela had been eighteen, a woman grown who ought to have married then and certainly long before now. Pio understood why Lady Katalin might not wish to point this out.

“I don’t remember,” muttered Rahela.

“Now you’re all grown up, and betrothed to our Emperor, who has come to us at last like a star descending upon earth to choose the most beautiful bride among all mortals.” Lady Katalin laughed, and smoothed Rahela’s hair. Then her eyes narrowed, as if seeing the untidy locks for the first time. “What’s this, my dear?”

“I was – I was ill,” Rahela mumbled. “My mind became bewildered, and I can’t recall you perfectly. I’m sorry.”

When had Lady Rahela suffered from any ailments? The whole court would have known. Pio would certainly have known. But could this woman lie, after she had taken a potion to show her true heart? Pio realized he was not sure.

He also realized he was not the only one who thought Rahela’s story suspicious. The Emperor had grown very still. His stillness had the intense quality of a hunter suddenly beholding the quarry he had waited for and almost despaired of finding.

Lady Katalin said sharply, “Has this illness recently befallen you? Is that why you appear at court with your hair and dress like a slattern’s?”

Rahela jerked her chin up and held her head high. For all that Pio disliked the woman, her untidy hair became suddenly a dark crown.

“Is how I look so important it’s the first thing you comment on? After years?”

Lady Katalin’s generous mouth thinned as though someone was drawing her red velvet purse strings tight. “Where is your maid?”

“I sent Emer away.”

This news sent Katalin staggering back a step, as though pushed. Pio frowned. Rahela had doubtless had a fine maid, but no servant was irreplaceable.

Quietly, Lady Dian murmured, “My dears, the joy of reunion has shaken both of you. Let us resume this interesting conversation in private.”

Lady Katalin didn’t listen. Lady Katalin took a step towards Rahela to recover the one she had lost, then took another. In a sudden rush, she flew at Rahela, lifted a delicate bejewelled hand, and struck Rahela in the face.

Before the whole court, Lady Katalin accused, “You are not my daughter!”

The court surged into a heaving sea of shock. Katalin spun around, black and red skirts flying, as if she were a petitioner at court begging every minister to hear her and believe.

“Did I not shape her in my body and bear her? Do I not know every inch of what I made? I am a mother! I know my child! She does not speak like this, she does not move like this, and she would not be reckless enough to send away her protector. When did she begin to act so differently? Was it when she first claimed she could tell the future?”

Katalin’s eyes roved the court in glittering demand. If Lady Katalin had not been a noblewoman, Pio thought with distant shock, she would have made a fine actress. The crowd responded to her as though she played on an instrument.

“We heard of her claims she read the future. I thought it a girlish trick, but if her prophecies come true, where does her power of soothsaying come from?” demanded Lady Katalin. “From the sun and the Great Goddess… or from the darkness where dwell the souls of the hungry dead, longing to come to Eyam and rise? There are many twisted things that would possess a girl’s body, and puppet her to power. What say you, people of Themesvar? Is she ghost or witch?”

Hidden in the crush came calls of both “ghost” and “witch”. The cries were faint, but they might yet come clear. Lady Katalin was very convincing.

Lady Katalin turned to the Beauty Dipped In Blood. “Speak. Are you Rahela?”

At that precise moment, a light as small and glowing as a pearl woke in the hollow of the Beauty’s throat. Astonishingly, impossibly, the Beauty answered: “No.”

Her words couldn’t be true, and yet words spoken with heart’s reveal potion on the tongue must be true.

Lady Katalin sprang, tearing at Rahela’s hair. “Monster, demon, unclean spirit. What have you done with my daughter?”

Rahela fought her off, but even wearing her enchanted gauntlets, her strength seemed strangely sapped. Pio could have sworn tears gleamed in her eyes as the two women locked in combat and the crowd burst into utter pandemonium.

“Enough!” roared the Emperor over the noise, rising like a tsunami from his throne. “ENOUGH! Guards!”

The gold-masked guards fell upon Katalin. Pio’s chest clenched like a fist, anticipating another massacre. He did not think he could bear to watch the ghouls rip apart a noblewoman in the throne room.

The Emperor checked himself, perhaps considering that to have ghouls eat his perhaps-still-betrothed’s mother might be unwise. “Take Lady Katalin to her chambers until she is calm,” he ordered.

Lady Katalin made a noise of protest. The Emperor’s voice rose ominously.

“Take her away,” he repeated. “Until I am calm.”

They all saw the moment when Katalin realized she was in the grip of the dead. She froze, a whimper escaping between her locked lips.

The Emperor regarded her from a height. His eerie voice created echoes on its own. “You may know your daughter. You do not know me. But you will know me well enough to fear me. Soon.”

Katalin let herself be dragged away. Rahela stood swaying.

“Lady Dian?” The Emperor whirled upon a fresh victim. “Do you wish to repeat your daughter’s wild accusations?”

This lady was far too clever to show she was wild.

“Of course not, Your Imperial Majesty,” murmured Lady Dian. “My poor child is driven out of her wits with excitement. She will sing a different tune on the morrow.”

Lady Dian’s tone suggested she would see to it personally.

Still holding the arm of his throne, the Emperor’s claws tapped on the carved bone. “I look forward to hearing that song.”

As the Emperor’s attention was briefly directed elsewhere, Pio seized his chance.

He addressed Rahela. “Do you wish to show your true heart by advising the Emperor? As part of the Trials?”

Rahela stared at him blankly, then burst out laughing. It was a frenzied sound, the kind of laugh that tore at a throat, that made you think of torn hair and clothes and madness. Her hair flew about like black ribbons at a midnight maypole. In that instant, the Beauty Dipped In Blood looked every inch a dark spirit.

“My true heart,” repeated Rahela. “What a joke. This is my true heart. I never get anything right.”

Pio wondered if the Emperor might intervene, but the Emperor watched Lady Rahela silently. Perhaps he, like most of the court, was considering whether she might be witch or ghost.

“Lady Rahela has declined to complete the second round of the Queen’s Trials.” To avoid another disaster, Pio clarified to the Emperor: “This means you cannot choose her.”

The Emperor answered, “I never intended to choose Lady Rahela.”

Pio prepared a look of politely gratified surprise. Here it came. Finally, the moment of Ninell’s triumph.

The Emperor reached out a hand, the shadow of his gauntlets falling over the golden mosaic of the floor, giving the effect of a huge wild beast clawing at the sun.

“Lady Glacia. I wish to honour you above all women. You are the winner of the second and final round of the Queen’s Trials. Come to my parlour, and tell me your secrets.”

So Lady Rahela’s preferred candidate had been selected.

Pio checked to see if Rahela looked triumphant. Instead, Rahela, standing alone in the court, wore for an instant the bleakest expression imaginable. As if she were a child abandoned in a storm. The worst part was how utterly unsurprised she seemed, as though she had always known she would be abandoned.

Witch or harlot, spirit or liar, one thing was clear: Rahela would never keep the love of a god.

“My, what a distressing scene,” said a voice behind Pio.

He wondered how the lady had got behind him. She must walk as soft as a cat.

“It appears to me,” remarked Lady Dian, “neither of us got what we wanted here.”

As the throne room doors swung closed behind the Emperor and his new favourite, Pio gave a curt bow. “Unlike the Emperor, I am not asking ladies for counsel at this time.”

“Naturally. You are Prime Minister of this court and chief advisor to the Emperor.” Lady Dian smiled acknowledgement of his accomplishments. “Such a powerful man could never need aid from me. But if you wish, I would be happy to listen to your troubles. The whole country knows how clever you are. Perhaps as you tell your tale, the answer you seek will become clear.”

“The whole country knows how clever I am?” Pio repeated. “Perhaps. Unfortunately, I know how clever you are, madam. I decline to be manipulated into pouring out my troubles, and my secrets with them.”

“Oh dear,” murmured Lady Dian, unruffled. “I must be losing my touch.”

Pio bowed. “Not at all. I’m certain it would have worked on most men. As for myself, I’m flattered you thought me worth manipulating.”

Lady Dian’s eyes were dark pools that invited drowning, but Pio could not tell her either his worst fear or his great hope. His fear, that he was learning to hate his Emperor. Or his hope that, after the Emperor choosing another woman and her own mother spurning her as a monster in full view of the court, Lady Rahela – the murderous Beauty Dipped In Blood, the vilest of the Domitian she-devils – was finished at last.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The Maiden to the Manor Burn


“I live to serve,” swore Lord Lucius.

“Myself,” he added, once his master had departed.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Ancilley Manor was grey by day, but silver in the moonlight.

Caracalla met with her undead conspirator in the shadow of the walkway over the practice grounds. Everyone fled training as soon as dusk fell and Marius let them escape. As night deepened, sentries would be posted. This moment between twilight and full dark was their chance.

Not even the stars seemed to dare shine, and the wind held its breath, as Caracalla crept with Lucius across the practice grounds towards the east wing. “So all I must do is persuade Father to invite you in?”

“Exactly.”

Caracalla tapped gently upon the door, and whispered, “Father never does anything I want. My plan is this. If I run in scared, and beg Father not to say something, he will say it. He will think it’s funny to scare me. So tell me, exactly what do you want me to say?”

“Was it ‘Open your heart to the Great God’?” inquired the Cobra.

Caracalla jumped and looked wildly across the pale dust of the practice grounds, then up at the orichal silver doorknocker on her father’s door. She couldn’t see the Cobra anywhere.

“Don’t look for him. Don’t listen to him. He’s not part of our plan.” A note of panic crept into Lucius’s voice. “Don’t say anything about the Great God, Caracalla. I’m the only one who needs to be invited in.”

The Cobra called out, “Shall we talk about your plan, Lucius?”

She saw him at last.

The wicked marquis was strolling down the covered walkway. Earrings wrought in a string of golden crescent moons chimed gently as he moved. Caracalla and Lucius both spun guiltily to face him. He spun a painted fan from one hand to the other as he sauntered over to the duke’s door, to face the dead.

“I worked it out, you treacherous weasel,” he said lazily. “I worked out why the god had another child to start the Valerius line. I worked out why the god needed you for a messenger. Gods must appear in water, in mirrors, in the wind, because they can’t walk upon the earth. The god retired to the abyss because his mortal form had worn out, and he became more shadow and flame than flesh. In order to be reunited with his son in the mortal world, the god needs a mortal body. He started the line of Valerius because he was preparing a vessel. He didn’t send you to Marius to invite Marius to be the commander of his armies. He sent you so Marius would invite him in. So he could use Marius as a puppet.”

Disgust iced the pit of Caracalla’s stomach, and burned in the Cobra’s challenging gaze. The dead young lord visibly measured his chances, then shrugged.

“Aren’t we all the god’s puppets, in the end? The Great God gave me an instant of clarity in death, and I begged to help him. What was the alternative? Become one of those hungry, mindless things? Rot?” Lucius shuddered. “Take pity on me, my lady Caracalla. Get me inside.”

Caracalla stared up into those death-clouded eyes and felt no pity. “You would hurt Marius?”

“If I had no alternative,” Lucius admitted, “but I do have an alternative. Your father yet lives. Let me into the east wing.”

The Cobra’s lip curled. “So you can make the duke into the god’s puppet? After you sweet-talked your friend’s little sister into helping, you creep. Evil’s one thing, but have some class.”

Caracalla blinked. “Were you sweet-talking me?”

Lucius rolled his eyes as if inviting the Cobra to join in on a joke at Caracalla’s expense. “Well, I’m glad someone noticed. You really are as dense as your brother, Lady Caracalla.”

She was painfully reminded of her one visit to the Palace on the Edge, how the courtiers would snicker and whisper behind her back. Lord Lucius, the darling of the court. He was just like them.

Except dead. And the dead moved fast. Before Caracalla or the Cobra could react, Lucius was upon her. He seized her hand, lifting it to his mouth so he could rest his lips on the inside of her wrist in a cruel parody of a kiss.

Caracalla sneered. “I’m Valerius. You think I can’t break your hold?”

She felt Lucius’s lips curve in a smile against her throbbing veins. “Not before I bite you, my lady. And you know what happens then.”

A ghoul’s bite meant you withered away, fever and rot eating you slowly from the inside out if the ghoul did not devour you swiftly first. A ghoul’s bite meant certain death.

For a moment in the stables, by starlight, Lucius had seemed almost a friend.

“I hate you,” Caracalla whispered.

“So hate me,” Lucius responded. “But let me in to your father’s house. Quickly. I swear, you and your brother will both be glad you did.”

Behind them, in the darkness waiting over the threshold to the east wing, a window shattered. Even in the grip of the dead, Caracalla winced. She knew the sound of her father’s fury.

She didn’t recognize her father’s voice in the desperate howl that followed. “Great God, I summon you! Great God, I am your servant. Great God, I invite you in!”

“Oh no,” murmured Lucius.

His tight, dead grasp on her wrist faltered. Caracalla used that split second of weakness to break Lucius’s hold. And his stupid dead hand. She wrenched, stumbled, and tumbled into the Cobra’s waiting arms.

Lightning slashed its bright knife across the livid face of the sky, so for a moment it was as broken as their moon. Lightning struck the manor, answering the duke’s cry.

Clearly, across the manor, they heard the crack of ice, as though the Heart of Ice on their threshold had been struck a blow.

Caracalla stood frozen in horror in the dust of the training ground and watched sparks cascade down the grey roof of the east wing, as though someone had emptied a cup of stars over Ancilley Manor.

Lucius nursed his hand and spat at the Cobra, “The duke heard you talking. Look what you’ve done now!”

The Cobra exclaimed, “What I’ve done? This is your doing!”

“Is it? You and your precious book were right. I am a treacherous weasel,” snarled Lucius. “So why do you imagine I would serve a god any better than I served my king?”

The Cobra and Caracalla exchanged uncertain glances. They knew better than to trust a word Lucius said, but… when Marius had asked, You serve a god? Lucius had responded, I serve myself first.

Don’t say anything about the Great God, Caracalla. I’m the only one who needs to be invited in, Lucius had warned just now. When her father called on the Great God, Lucius had said, Oh no.

Lucius’s frustration was extremely convincing. “I was betraying the Great God! You guessed the god’s plan, not mine. I was simply going to eat the duke, in order to gain enough of the divine spark to live and think without the god’s blessing. The Great God would have lost an opportunity. Marius and Caracalla would have been safe. I would have solved everybody’s problems. Now everything is ruined. Because of you. Truly, you are the wicked marquis. You thought you were saving someone, but you doomed us all.”

A whisper turned to a roar over their heads. The fire was spreading, racing, turning the walkways to chains of living flame. As they watched, the roof of the west wing caught fire.

The Cobra tightened his arm around Caracalla. “Oh shit.”

Thunder didn’t roll. Thunder tolled like a bell, to signal that one time was over, and a new age had begun.

Lucius’s face turned paler than death. “The god is coming. Run!”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The Cobra and the Last Duchess


“I am so sorry to tell you this, young master,” said Caracalla’s old nurse. “But your sister perished in the fire.”

It was as if that faraway fire burned Marius’s throat, distant smoke choking him so he could scarcely breathe. At last he said, “And my lady mother?”

“I fear she died before the fire,” the old woman whispered. “At your father’s hands.”

“Isn’t that the worst thing you ever heard?” Eric asked his sister. “Lord Marius has suffered more than Jesus. Somebody help this sad, beautiful man!”

Excerpt from a dramatic reading of the now-revised Once and Forever Emperor series by ERIC MITCHELL, the future Golden Cobra, aged fourteen


When Marius saw the sparks, for an instant he thought they were sparks flying from the abyss past the palace windows. Then he remembered he had returned to the manor, and fire was the manor’s doom.

As soon as he heard the whisper which would become a roar of flame, Marius did something he had never done before in his life. He caught his mother up in his arms, though the duchess turned as stiff and cold as a statue wrought in ice at his touch, and he carried her down the stairs and over the threshold. There was a crack clear across the Heart of Ice, as though the stone had become the surface of the moon, but the Heart was still shining.

He roared louder than the fire for his soldiers and found Captain Diarmat beside him at once, that highly competent soldier already organizing former bandits and city folk into lines with buckets from the wells and the horse troughs. As soon as Marius put her down, his lady mother came to life again and started terrorizing the servants into another line.

The soldiers were going back into the manor, in pairs and spread out, to get out anyone who might be trapped inside. Marius must find Eric and Caracalla. The urge burned in him stronger than fire through the manor. There was a woman hanging from a window, shouting something to the night wind, and it was Marius’s duty to protect her, and he didn’t want to.

The lady Amelia jumped from the window into Captain Diarmat’s waiting arms. Then she shoved Marius.

“Go!” she shouted. “That idiot was headed for the east wing. He said he would save your sister himself.”

Marius ran to them as if on a path of gold and flame and words.

He found Eric and Caracalla escaping the east wing – and Lucius. Every window raged with crimson. It was clear where the fire had begun. On some level, Marius had always known that was where the fire would begin.

Marius permitted himself the shameful indulgence of grasping Eric’s arm, pressing his lips against Caracalla’s hair. Then he pulled himself back to duty.

“You must stand clear. Amelia and my mother are organizing buckets at the well. Go aid them in their efforts to put the fire out. I have to go in and get my father.”

“Marius,” said Eric. “Your father’s gone. He’s with the Great God now. Shit, that sounds like a metaphor. I mean it literally. He called and invited the Great God in, and that’s who will walk out of the manor. This is the moment the manor burns. We didn’t stop it. I made it worse.”

Ancilley Manor, second in grandeur only to the Palace on the Edge. The home of his ancestors for centuries. Marius would not have expected to feel loss.

“There is a way forward,” said Lucius, his pleasant voice the answer to a prayer. “These flames are the flames of the abyss. Gods are reborn in fires like this. He walks in your father’s flesh now, and you could walk by his side and lead his armies. The Great God will reward you for loyal service. He can keep your mother and sister safe. He can make this manor perfect again. Gods are born in fire. You were born for this.”

It might be so. The promise tasted sweet to him, buying security for those he loved with blood. His friend Lucius always did have all the answers.

Marius looked to the Cobra.

No sweet promises there. “Do what you want,” said the Cobra, harsh and unyielding.

Except doing what Marius wanted was dangerous. Doing what Marius wanted would mean doing something wrong. What Marius wanted was to be told what to do, and Lucius would do that. Despite receiving Marius’s oath, it seemed the Cobra would not.

Furious resentment coursed through Marius like blood, hot as the fire raging through the manor.

“You see what he is,” Lucius said rapidly. “He’s the wicked marquis. Even the stable girl knew he once blackmailed you for an entry into court. He’s lied to you. He’s sending letters to the court and the ice raiders.”

“I know about the letters!” Marius snapped, even as he thought – to the ice raiders? Eric had never mentioned anything about letters to ice raiders.

“Do you know what the letters say?” Lucius asked. “Do you know he was talking to your sister, about a choice he would make? About a scene of disaster, and how one person could take another’s place, but the marquis wasn’t sure who he would sacrifice. The Cobra was plotting, Marius – to stop you from saving your sister, as he stopped you from saving your king.”

Disbelief tore Marius’s gaze away from the fire, away from the raging ghoul, to Eric.

“He is no knight. He has no knowledge of honour as we know it. Can he understand you as well as I can?”

“I think not,” said Marius hoarsely. “He seems not to understand me at all.”

Lucius continued, “Marius, I can save you. I know how to break the oath of blood and gold.”

That seemed to surprise everybody, even Eric.

“I have one question,” said Marius.

Lucius nodded eagerly.

Marius addressed the Cobra. “Let me ask once again. You do not have to command me. I want only the truth.”

The wicked marquis waited warily. Only a faint chime of the absurd golden beads in his hair showed he was not entirely unmoved.

Marius asked, “Is Lucius bothering you, Eric?”

The Cobra swallowed. “Yes.”

Marius swung Starving for Blood, and carved Lucius’s head from his shoulders. The bright head Marius used to look for in the palace training grounds rolled into the dust outside the manor. The clever hands were suddenly outflung, fumbling, in a last protest.

There was very little blood, in the end. Lucius had been dead for years.

“Now he won’t bother you any more.”

Caracalla let go of the Cobra’s arm to give a little clap of support.

“That was all you ever had to say,” Marius added.

The Cobra said, as faintly as the chime of gold, “And how could I know that?”

Because it was obvious. Marius couldn’t work out how to make it any more obvious.

“Doesn’t your book of prophecy tell you what will happen?” his sister asked the Cobra, though she wasn’t looking at him. She was watching Lucius’s body stretched upon the dust, pale hands still trying to claw his way back to life.

Seemingly at a loss, the Cobra shook his head. “I thought I could stop the story from happening, but I can’t. The manor is burning like it always burns. And I should have told you before, Caracalla. You burn with the manor.” The Cobra cleared his throat as if he found an obstruction there. “Every time.”

Horror robbed Marius of speech. She needed to be protected! From all things, including knowledge.

His small sister said, in a faltering voice, “Why?”

“Because there is always something to fight in the manor,” the Cobra answered. “Because you want to give those outside the manor a chance. I know two versions of the story. Both times, you barricade yourself in with the threat. Both times, you die bravely.”

His voice was kind, offering what comfort he could, and knowing it was so little.

“And this time I need to fight a god? Or – or Father?” Caracalla’s voice broke on “father” as it had not on “a god”, but then her pointed chin came up. “You said I was brave in your book. I – I can be brave again.”

“No,” Marius snarled at her. “I am your brother. I will fight every battle for you.”

There was no kindness in him. Battle was the only way he knew how to love someone.

The great stone house groaned as though giving birth. Shadows flickered in the windows. It was like looking at the abyss, trapped within stone walls. Marius began to see the Cobra was right. Someone would have to stay behind, to make sure the others got clear away.

A tall shadow formed in one window, as tall as Marius’s father in his nightmares. Then the shadow vanished like smoke. He heard the sounds of destruction inside, and he told himself it was fire sending rafters crashing down and burning ancestral portraits from the walls, but it sounded like the duke hurling weapons and roaring for Marius to obey.

The story was coming true. Someone would need to shut themselves in with the monster.

It must be a Valerius, someone who could use the Heart of Ice to seal what raged in the manor inside. Someone who could hold off a monster. But not Caracalla. Never his Caracalla.

“No.” Pain shone in Eric’s golden eyes, gentler than the glow of fire. Terrible to see. But Eric had a kind heart: he would suffer for anyone.

Though it was another sin, Marius let himself reach out, and touch Eric’s face with the side of his hand. He was punished for it: some of Lucius’s dead blood remained on Eric’s cheek when Marius’s hand fell. Marius shouldn’t touch anyone, least of all him: it would always leave a stain.

“Once, you asked me what I want,” said Marius. “I have an answer now.”

Eric nodded, eyes wide open.

“A warrior’s death on the battlefield,” Marius told him.

To die accomplishing a worthy task, saving someone, slaying something evil. To die knowing he would never lose himself to Valerius rage and hurt those he loved, and that he died clean.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” muttered Eric.

“And once the mortal wound was taken, battle over and calm fallen on the field, I would like to die in your arms.”

He wanted Eric to know.

Eric shook his head. “What is wrong with you? Don’t talk like this. Don’t… don’t do it. Don’t die.”

Marius believed in Eric’s clever mind, but even cleverness could not produce a miracle.

“I have no other choice. Do you see another Valerius here?”

“Certainly, dear boy,” answered his mother.

The duchess walked across the dust of the training grounds, the hem of her gown dragging, a large enchanted sword from the Valerius armoury in her small hands. Marius was astonished to recognize the orichal blade Keeping the Faith, and wondered when his mother had stolen it. Two others came in her wake. Ink the stable girl walked in her shadow. Caracalla’s teacher wheeled his chair behind.

“Let me go with you, Eumenida,” begged Engus.

In this moment of extremity, even a servant using his mother’s first name only sent a distant echo of shock through Marius. The duchess didn’t seem displeased. She touched his hand. Marius supposed Engus was a faithful servant.

“No, dear. I would rather do this alone.” The duchess lifted her face, ice-grey eyes filling with reflected flames. “I should have burned it all down years ago. Burned the house with him inside, so my children would grow up without a father. Far better than growing up with their father. Monsters are always hungry. The worst monsters are hungry enough to eat their children. I knew poison seeped through the manor walls. I knew my lord husband would raise my boy up to be a beast. With any other boy, he would have succeeded. I knew the day would come when my husband came for my Caracalla. I was a coward.”

Marius would not tolerate anyone insulting his mother, even herself. “Anyone would have been frightened of him!”

“But frightened of you?” asked his mother softly. “My good boy, my kind boy, who came to save us? I shut us up in the tower. I wouldn’t open the door to see your face when you begged. I never liked to see your face. You look so much like him. I deserve to burn.”

Marius shook his head. The distressing circumstances had made his mother temporarily lose her mind.

“You did right. We were two beasts, and I the younger and stronger. I left him in agony. If you had opened the door, I might have killed either one of you. You were both right to hide, and right to fear me. I know very well what I am. Would you leave Caracalla alone in the world with a monster? It must be me.”

“We’re all monsters here, sweet boy.” The duchess shook her head. “A family of monsters, raised in a tomb.”

Caracalla said, “No!” His sister whirled in between them like a wind of change. “Marius, when you came that day, I knew you would. I prayed you would save us and you did. You aren’t a monster. You’re a knight.”

Helplessly, Marius turned to the duchess. She would tell Caracalla to stop raving. His lady mother always knew what to do.

His mother told him, “Caracalla tried to fight free and go to you that day. I held my hand over her mouth to stop her calling for you. I had to hold her down with all my strength. Your sister never feared you for a moment. You were always her hero.”

That couldn’t be right, but Caracalla was nodding violently, tears pouring down her cheeks. He didn’t know why she would lie to him, but it couldn’t be true.

The roof of the west wing caved in with a crash and a great, seething plume of smoke. The windows of the rest of the manor were shining red now, too. Whatever flames these were, from above or abyss, they were growing. Whatever shadow grew at the heart of the fire, it was coming.

“Engus, this is a frightful scene. Take the children away,” commanded the duchess. She turned and showed Ink a startling mark of favour by kissing the stable girl on the cheek. “Good girl. Thank you for bringing me here.”

“Why would you bring her here?” Caracalla shouted at Ink.

“Don’t raise your voice, my love. Be a lady,” admonished the duchess, and kissed Caracalla on her brow. “Your life has been the great dream of my heart. Go quickly.”

“Both of you must go!” exclaimed Marius.

Couldn’t they understand? This was his task, to fight for them.

When his mother looked at him, he did not know how to fight her. But he would have to, if she did not stand aside. “Let me shield you once, dear heart, as a mother should.”

“Mother, I cannot let you. Ask me for anything else!”

His mother gave a little disappointed “hm” as if informed by one of her lady friends that they were out of scones for tea. “My lord the Marquis, I have been glad to have you as my guest. I know you care for my children. Will you do me a last great favour, as your hostess?”

An abyss of dread yawned within Marius. Terror choked him, worse than smoke, at the thought he might get what he wanted. Eric would finally do what Marius had desperately wished, and invoke the oath of blood and gold.

“Eric, do not! I beg you.”

Eric was already nodding.

“Marius,” he ordered, and his words spun enchantment, spun a web, forged new chains. “I command you not to go into the manor. Marius Valerius, I command you to let her go.”

That was when Marius truly understood why Eric recoiled from using the oath, why he kept telling Marius to do what he wanted.

Because this time, Marius could not do as he willed. This time, Marius strained against invisible ropes of scarlet and gold as his mother walked, ever graceful, ever quietly dignified, through the door of the manor. The house of their ancient line, the tomb of their ancestors. She passed inside into its fiery mouth.

Caracalla gave an anguished scream, burrowing her head into Marius’s chest.

For once, the Cobra was not kind.

“We have to go and find the others,” Eric commanded. “Or what she’s done is for nothing. We have to go now!”

[image: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
Marius and Eric gathered up their people. Refugees from the city and bandits, soldiers and farmers alike. They made haste and got clear of the manor, then halted in the dark realizing they did not know where their flight should lead.

“This is where it all goes wrong, in every tragedy,” Eric murmured. “When the manor burns, and the gods show up.”

“My mother is dying to buy us time. How shall we use it?”

The fire of those words burned Marius’s throat, smoke choking him so he could scarcely breathe. But she had made a soldier’s sacrifice, which should be honoured with a battle plan.

Eric raked his hands through his hair.

“I’ll write a letter to warn Rae. I don’t know how long she can hold him in there, but we have to assume when the Great God emerges, he will march for the capital and his son. I don’t know what will happen when he reaches the city, but Themesvar may need a shield. Themesvar may need an army. You have been training one.”

“I have not been arming one,” Marius said, appalled.

Marius turned and looked at all the people standing in the distant firelight. He had not realized there were so many.

The young bandit Sparrow hoisted an enchanted spear in the air. “Er. Is this a bad time to mention we’ve been rifling the armoury?”

The leader of the band, her red kerchief now singed, shrugged. “We are bandits, my lord.”

“So it will be as Lucius said. You will lead an army back to the capital,” said the Cobra. “Just not the army he thought. There’s just one more thing.”

Marius knew where he and his mother had found comfort in his childhood. He knew how battles were won.

“We need an ally as strong as our enemy. We need the Great Goddess.”

As soon as he said it, the path was clear. He just hadn’t wanted to see it before. Someone needed to seek the Oracle, and someone needed to lead a force on the capital. But Marius had sought the Oracle before, and already asked the one question each mortal was allowed.

There was only one man clever enough to ask the Oracle just the right question, to get the answer they needed, and that was the wicked marquis.

“I will go ask the Oracle,” volunteered Eric.

At least if Eric went to the Oracle, he would not be caught up in a battle. Marius didn’t want to be parted from him, but if something rose from the flames, surely it would follow the larger force.

Marius hated it, but he bowed his head. “Take Caracalla with you. Take her teacher, take that girl she’s struck up a friendship with. Go. Be safe.”

His sister met his eyes, cold certainty flying between them. When ice struck ice, there were sparks, as from a white abyss. She did not argue. She knew as well as he that their mother’s sacrifice must not be in vain.

An objection came from an unexpected source.

“Oh, Lord Marius! Please let me stay with you,” Ink implored, clutching at his sleeve. “I can be useful, I swear it. I have something I must tell you!”

“What is it?” Marius snapped.

Ink’s dreamy gaze darted towards the Cobra, turning suddenly sharp as her gaze stabbed him. She told Marius desperately, “I love you.”

Her dark gaze was very beautiful, and it was very plain she could not see him clearly at all.

“Then you’re a fool.” Marius shook off the girl’s clinging hands, turning away from her beseeching eyes.

The others were making ready, his army to go with him, the Cobra’s little party headed for the mountain. That foolish girl was lucky to go in safety and in such company.

Loving Marius was as nonsensical as loving an avalanche, or the idea of your own death. He turned back to the Cobra for one last look.

“I really thought I could stop the manor from burning,” murmured the Cobra, soft as smoke. “Doom always comes. The manor always burns.”

“But this time, Caracalla was not inside,” said Marius.

It should have been Marius. But for his sister’s whole precious, fragile life he had known, and known his lady mother would agree, that Caracalla must be saved.

They watched the building burn together for a flickering moment in time, thinking of who was inside. Firelight swept over the field of poppies before the manor, dyeing the flowers red twice over.

“I want you to know something,” Eric said.

Marius felt almost afraid, though he knew not why. “What?”

A shadow of doubt crossed Eric’s face, even under the glaring red wash of the fire, then hardened with resolve. “I will never command you again. Not after tonight.”

He could give the one command Marius would not wish to obey, and then stop?

“Why not?” raged Marius. “Are you scared? They always called you the coward of the court, and it’s true. You keep secrets from me. You talk in riddles – ‘do you like like me’ – when you know perfectly well how to make yourself understood. You don’t want to be understood. You’re too scared. Speak plainly for once.”

“I am a coward,” said Eric. “I don’t want this epic bullshit. I don’t want battle scenes or last words, I don’t want to fight a dragon, I don’t want power over you. I’m too scared to be part of the story. So let’s end this here. I command you to live as if I was dead. Marius Valerius, I lay upon you my last command. Be a hero. Do only what you truly believe is right.”

He turned and walked away as Marius and the fire raged at his back.

Marius called after him, “If you were dead, why would I care about what was right? Why should I care about anything?”

Eric did not look back. He never did.
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At the top of the stairs, wreathed in smoke and sparks, stood the silhouette of a woman wielding a great sword. At the sight of her, the shape that was still half a man stilled. The mouth opened, tongue a lick of flame within, and shaped a name.

A god’s words are all thunder. “I expected someone else.”

“As the lady of the house, it is my duty to welcome a guest. I heard you call for my child, but I sent my children away. I have nothing left but this sword.” The duchess smiled. “I’ll give it to you gladly.”

“Cease this pointless defiance or I will cut you down where you stand.”

Eumineda said, “Try. I am not afraid of you any longer, my lord husband.”

The lady descended the grand staircase towards the Great God, stepping lightly as if going down to her first ball.

“Do you truly believe you still address your husband?”

“I see little difference. My lord husband always believed himself a god.”

The god’s voice roared with the flames consuming the manor. “Low creature of a lesser line. There is barely a spark of the divine in you. If the spark offends me, I will put it out.”

“Do you imagine you control the cursed bloodline because you began it?” asked Eumineda. “No helpless woman is trapped in here with you. You are trapped in here with the last Duchess of Valerius.”

She was a small, frail woman, but with one hand she brought the great sword over her head in a shining, deadly arc. Amid fire and darkness, the woman’s eyes were ice.

“Honour in my heart, death in my hand!” The duchess gave her war cry. “For Caracalla. For Marius.”

The lady charged.

The blaze of Ancilley Manor rose in a red tower to the broken moon. So passed the last duchess.

The manor always burns, but this time the children escaped.

Excerpt from the Once and Forever Emperor series, latest version, ANONYMOUS







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

The Emperor and the Abyss


The Emperor sat alone upon his throne.

With a sneer of cold command, the Emperor said: “There are no more worlds to conquer. Let me begin to destroy them.”

Then he spoke the last word, and the word came true. Once the last word was spoken, the story of life ended.

The Emperor remained untouched.

Under the broken moon, beneath a barren sky. Around his throne the wasteland stretched, boundless and bare. He was the last living soul in his shattered world.

The story of the Once and Forever Emperor will end in the next book…

Excerpt from the Once and Forever Emperor series, ANONYMOUS


The late unlamented king had outfitted his private quarters in luxury past the point of decadence. Key considered that it was like one of those cakes at nobles’ feasts, layer upon layer of indulgence. A circular feather bed, a library stuffed with gilt-wrapped tales of chivalry, a wine cellar lined with the most enchanted vintages and, directly above the wine cellar, a bathing chamber that was more giant bath than chamber.

The royal private quarters were now the imperial private quarters. Key didn’t sleep in the bed or read the books, but he was meant to play the Emperor. He should enjoy his luxuries.

A fight might come at any moment, and he hoped it would. So he refused to slow his reflexes, but now and then he would drink a mouthful of the wine and smile. Once he had been hired to cart barrels of this wine into the palace, because he looked strong.

A noble had struck him, as a warning to take care. “A drop of this wine is worth more than all your blood, gutter rat.”

His lady was fond of taking baths. He used to threaten people to make sure the water was as hot as she preferred. The room she called their villains’ lair would fill with steam like smoke, and she would laugh and sing, her voice far more beautiful smoke. She bathed behind a red screen. Through the gaps in the panels he would sometimes catch a glimpse of glistening skin or a wet tendril of hair, then turn away.

Emer used to say, “My lady is not for the likes of you.”

Emer always saw so much, almost as much as he did. Key wished he could find Emer.

The vast bath had rough black stone sides, and a clouded glass bottom that let the lights from the wine cellar shine through. The bath was always full to the brim with water, so hot the steam curled white in the air, filling the room like smoke, but not like song.

Rose petals perfumed the steam, red as blood in the night-dark water. When the Emperor rose from his bath, a guard had a robe of black silk held out waiting for him. Though water still ran down his back and limbs like rain, and petals clung to his shoulders, Key slipped into the robe. Nobles didn’t even notice spoiled silk.

It was almost time for his appointment with the intriguing Lady Glacia.

He stood at the window, framed on either side by black beeswax candles in steel brackets. Across the carefully sculpted grounds of the Palace on the Edge, he could see his abyss, and the Tower of the Maidens.

His guard waited for his command.

His guard Conn, the one who had killed him, would say he was glad to serve his god. But Key had sent Conn away with a message to the ice raiders. A dead man stood guard instead.

“Are you glad to serve your god?” he asked the ghoul’s still face.

He thought they must be. They preferred doing his bidding to anything else, even satisfying their endless and ravenous hunger. Perhaps more power would let his dead speak. Then they could tell him they were glad to serve, and Key would know the story they told him was true.

Truth made him think of her. Lady Rahela. Rae. His lady, with her hair like shadow and her words like snakes.

She had failed the test. Her mother had not recognized her.

His lady had warned him she was ambitious, heartless and ruthless. That she would destroy anyone in her path to achieve her aims, and all she cared for was power.

He wished that was true. It would have been simpler.

Key looked once more at the message in the Cobra’s writing, held out to him between dead fingers.

“Rae, the Great God has taken over the Duke of Valerius. The god can walk the earth once more, and he will come for his son. I don’t know how much time you have before he reaches Themesvar, but it cannot be long. Before he arrives, you must prepare, and if necessary, you must prepare to flee.”

Key’s reading was far more advanced than he let on, but puzzling out this many letters made his head ache. Besides, he never listened to anything said after the words “you must”.

Rae. That was easy enough to read. Rae. Short for Rachel. He had read that name in letters of fire against the sky, and heard it from his lady’s lovely, lying mouth.

Rae, short for Rachel. Not Rahela. She wasn’t Rahela at all.

“My lady Rae,” said the Emperor thoughtfully aloud. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Key lit the candles with a touch. Then he held the Cobra’s letter to the flame, and watched it burn.







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The Lady’s Vicious Creature


“I don’t care who dies,” Lady Emer, the Iron Maid, told Queen Lia.

They were the last words she ever said to Lia, before the queen died.

Excerpt from the Once and Forever Emperor series, ANONYMOUS


She found her lady on the floor of the throne room, in a pool of black and blue and red. Emer slipped in the blood as she ran to her, fell to her knees and took her in her arms.

When she turned the body over, she expected to see Rae’s dead face.

Instead, she saw Lia’s.

Emer woke with a shudder in Forge’s tumbled bed. Lady Katalin had taught her as a child never to disturb her mistress’s sleep.

She found Lia already awake, studying Emer’s expression. Emer worried if Lia looked long enough, she might learn her secrets. Emer’s dark dreams. Emer’s kiss with Forge.

Emer said, “I’ll do it, my lady. I’ll be your pet Valerius for the brutes.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Emer,” Lia murmured. “May I ask why you changed your mind?”

“Because your plan is to make our way into the palace,” said Emer. “I need to see Lady Rae. She said the Cobra was sending her letters the Emperor couldn’t read. But Key pretended to be worse at reading than he was, when Lady Rae was teaching him her letters. So she would be impressed with his progress.”

It had seemed such a small sin, harmless and sweet, that it had completely slipped Emer’s mind. Until in her dreams, she feared for Lady Rae, and woke knowing why.

In the morning after market, she told Forge she had agreed.

“I hope you won’t regret it,” Forge said.

“Why would I regret it?” Emer asked, refusing to look at Forge in case she found she wished to kiss her again. She felt like a hedgehog who had eaten another hedgehog, prickly inside and out.

“Because Lia has a power, perhaps a greater power than yours,” said Forge. “Lia makes you want to believe in her. All I’m saying is, maybe you shouldn’t.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Witch, Ghost, Villainess


The minstrel Merel enjoyed much favour in court. Lia and Lord Popenjoy were both fond of songs and thus kind to singers. As Merel was a foreigner unaccustomed to the ways of Eyam, they had to explain to him about the enchanted weapons the aristocracy possessed, orichal steel and lost magic. Every noble family had one. Almost every family.

“What happened to your family’s enchanted gauntlets?” Merel asked one day.

“My stepsister Rahela was lost to the abyss while wearing them,” said Lia. When Merel murmured condolences, the queen shook her head. “Don’t grieve for her. She was a wicked woman who deserved her fate, and the truth is, she does not matter. She has been dead for a very long time.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Despite the hideous confrontation at court, Rae’s head was strangely clear today. She had decided to leave the court early in the morning, after she had left the cursed necklace in a heap of gold and walked away as Key slept. Even before she faced Lady Katalin’s accusations and found herself with no defence possible. The woman was right. Rae wasn’t her daughter. She was using Rahela’s body, and the real Rahela was nowhere in this world.

That truth made Rae seem a monster.

She needed to go. Perhaps to find Emer and Lia, perhaps to seek the Cobra; perhaps the goddess would take pity on Rae and say she had done enough, but Rae couldn’t stay and watch Key fall in love with Glacia.

Except she couldn’t abandon Key without a word.

When people hurt you and leave, hurt is all you’re left with. The wound is the end, forever and ever. So how can it heal?

Rae saw no way to avoid her fate. She would have to tell Key the truth.

Key was taking tea with Glacia now, the winner of the Queen’s Trials. The thought of Key made pain twist in Rae’s chest as though he held her heart between two impossible iron claws. But if Rae went to the hero and heroine, if she explained all the real truth at last, perhaps they would believe her. Perhaps the story would turn kinder.

The truth was the only answer. In the clear light of day, it had occurred to Rae that Key would probably not marry Glacia right away. Not right after sleeping with Rae. That didn’t make any sense. She tried to hold onto her new clarity as evening drew its shadows down. Perhaps this was the effect of the potion, her true heart wanting to tell him the truth at last.

She had promised Key she would tell him one day. The pearl of truth was still glowing at her throat. He would have no choice but to believe her now.

Half agony, half hope, Rae crept towards the door in the shadowed hall. She looked at her feet, rather than her hand opening the door. When she had to do what scared her, she did it, but she didn’t have to look at it.

The malachite floor beneath her feet was dark green like the sea at evening. Rae’s slippers were white with red tips, as though she had ventured into the sea and found the rising tide was blood.

The Room of Peace and Pleasantry was brilliantly lit, cream with gold embellishments. The chandeliers were confections of sparkling crystals, the gleaming walls lined with mirrors.

In one mirror, iced over by the glass, Rae saw the profile of the Emperor. Wild black hair curving over his brow like a crown turned to ragged shadow. The edge of a terrible smile, the light of one burning eye, matching the fiery light of the jewel in his sword hilt. His orichal iron claws shone with dark enchantment, running red as though the metal had veins of fire. The clawed gauntlets that had toyed with a strand of Rae’s hair, run along her spine, and caught hook-sharp in the laces of her stays. The shadow of the claws was thrown on the gleaming wall, as huge and curved as the teeth of a sabretooth. In the cruel trap of the Emperor’s claws, incongruous and absurd, hung a dainty porcelain teacup.

In another mirror, as if lost under ice, Rae saw Glacia’s reflected face. The shy girl who loved books, the girl Rae had specially chosen to be the heroine of the story. She had convinced herself they belonged together, and now she saw them together.

The Emperor’s claw pressed the teacup to Glacia’s pallid lips. Glacia was pale all over, nothing but pallor, from ice-white mouth to light-drained eyes.

She was dead. Key had killed her.

Rae stumbled back. The Emperor’s head jerked and swivelled around, moving too sharp and too fast, like a nightmare creature in a horror movie. Any thought of him as Key ebbed away, the sharp, selfish urge to survive overcoming all else. The Emperor was the threat. Rae was in danger. She needed to run.

She stayed.

One step back, and Rae couldn’t see the mirrors, only the occupied chairs. If she had stood on this spot when she’d opened the door, she wouldn’t have seen anything wrong. She wouldn’t know Glacia was dead.

Pretending this was the case, Rae fixed a natural smile over her horror, as carefully placed as a painting over a crack on the wall.

“Sorry to interrupt. I’ll come back later.”

She closed the door before the Emperor could respond. If she lingered a moment longer, something would betray her, and the Emperor would know for certain that she knew.

Behind the door she heard the rumble of Key’s voice, but Rae was already racing through the shadows, out of sight.

Rae had to escape. Now.

Flee the Palace on the Edge, and find Lia and Emer in the Cauldron. Get away from the heart of the story and the monster waiting as if in the centre of a labyrinth for those who wandered in unwary.

She had to go. But she couldn’t leave the ice princess.
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Despite the pounding of her heart like a fist on a door, warning she should escape, Rae walked with a firm, steady step through the tunnels to the Rooms of Despair and Lingering. The keys she’d taken from the dead were clutched in her fist, metal teeth biting into her palm. She couldn’t go without Vasilisa.

Glacia was dead. It was Rae’s fault. Rae was the one who pushed her towards Key, who had judged Glacia by ridiculous rules. Glacia, who prayed to a strange goddess when she was frightened, and who had loaned Rae her favourite book. Rae could never return it now. Rae had fed Glacia to the dragon, imagining he was a prince.

It was Rae’s fault Vasilisa was imprisoned below the Palace on the Edge, a princess instead of a queen. A captured princess, chained waiting to be eaten by a monster. According to a story’s laws, a princess was prey.

Another guard waited in the dungeons, watching over the single prisoner. Rae gave a nod to the impassive gold mask and, of course, the ghoul simply stood and watched as she walked by.

Vasilisa, lying on her straw pallet, smiled when she saw Rae. The smile dropped away in amazement when Rae started trying keys in the locks of her cell door. The keys almost slipped from Rae’s grasp, cold metal sliding against sweaty skin, but Rae hung on desperately. Sweat stung her eyes like tears, she tasted salt as bitter as despair between her lips, but it was only sweat. She had no time to think or weep. She was rescuing the princess.

“What are you doing, Lady Rahela? This is treason!”

She needed to say something powerful and convincing.

“Come with me if you want to live,” said Rae.

Princess Vasilisa stared in outrage. “That clears up nothing at all! Kindly tell me what’s happening.”

“The Emperor murdered one of the maidens of his tower,” said a voice from the mouth of the dungeon. “A helpless and blameless lady, killed on a brutal whim. Lady Rahela is right. We must get you out of the palace at once.”

Rae hadn’t realized she had hope before it was lost. She ran from Key because running was what you needed to do to survive, because trust was impossible and dangerous. If she’d stayed and demanded an explanation, she would have felt so stupid when she died.

Yet she’d hoped it was a misunderstanding, that there was a reason for him to kill Glacia. But Key had slaughtered a man in the courtyard this morning. Key killed as easily as he breathed, she had always known that. And Key was killing more now.

Rae didn’t recognize the voice. When she turned, swinging Vasilisa’s cell door wide open, she barely recognized the man. His clothing was in disarray, as if carelessly thrown on. He wore a sword at his hip.

On second glance, Rae saw the crumpled shirt was lilac, with poetic sleeves and elaborate embroidery. When Fabianus looked at Vasilisa, the grim lines of his face relaxed and he resembled himself again. The fool of the court, who only wanted to waltz his lady about a dance floor.

“Will you trust me, and come with me?” Fabianus asked.

The princess stepped through the prison door and laid her hand in his. “I will.”

“Let’s go quickly,” Rae suggested. “Follow me. I know a secret tunnel that leads out into the Cauldron, and once we’re in the city we can find our way to the gates. Come along. The dead won’t stop me.”

Rae turned to lead the way out of the Rooms of Lingering and Despair, and found a spear barred her way.

The guard standing before her pushed his gold mask up. The face beneath was alive.

“The dead will not stop you. They must mindlessly obey our lord,” agreed Conn, the guard who had cut Key’s throat, the guard for whom Rae had begged mercy. “But I live. I serve my god. And I will stop you. Traitors.”

Rae clenched a gauntleted fist, but before she could swing, a throwing-knife sailed through the air and struck the guard’s spear to the ground. Rae looked towards the princess, who she knew had battle training, only to see the fool of the court advance.

“I told the whole court I don’t enjoy fighting,” said Lord Fabianus, son of Commander General Nemeth, a man who had risen from the lowest rank of nobility to one of the highest positions in the land on sheer battle prowess alone. “Nobody ever asked if I was any good at it.”

Rae supposed they never had.

Fabianus produced another throwing-knife from his belt. “Not to be a braggart. But I am rather good.”

He threw another blade, which Conn only just managed to duck, then threw himself at the guard. The clashing weapons attracted attention. Above, from the tunnels and the palace beyond, Rae heard steps that fell too perfectly in synchronization, many dead feet answering to a single will. The Emperor’s army was coming.

Over his shoulder Fabianus shouted, “Vasilisa, go! My sisters wait for you with a ship. Lady Rahela! Get my love out of the city and away from the Emperor.”

Rae nodded with determination, seizing Vasilisa’s hand and pulling her bodily through the dark tunnel, the sounds of battle echoing after them as they fled. Her head whirled and throbbed, still seeing Glacia’s dead face, picturing the same fate befalling Vasilisa. Shadows slithered through the tunnel, darkening her vision.

“My lady, tell me something.” The Emperor’s face emerged from the darkness ahead, calm as a death mask. “I held trials, knowing you lied about why you wanted them. I lit pyres and flew monsters for your entertainment. You desired pleasure, I pleased you. You wished for power, I gave you a throne. You wanted your enemies crushed, I crushed them to ash. How did I fail to live up to your expectations? Why are you not pleased?”

His last question sliced the air like a knife. She knew the truth of her heart now. She was terrified.

Rae screamed and pushed him to one side, pulling Vasilisa with her and running down the tunnel as fast as she could. Even though her rational mind knew it was useless. She could not run fast enough.

A rush in her ears swallowed the sound of blood pounding in her temples. Her wrist was seized in a vice-like grip.

“Caught you, my lady. Do you wish to play hide and seek all night?”

This time Rae didn’t scream. She gave Vasilisa a hard shove, down the tunnel and away from her.

“You may go, Princess,” said the Emperor, casually. “I’ll catch up. Let me have a moment alone with my bride.”

Vasilisa stumbled at Rae’s shove and ran, her footsteps sliding and splashing into the distance. Rae hoped she got away, even though she knew it was unlikely.

Held fast, Rae knew there was no chance for her. All the playfulness, all the sweetness, had drained away from last night, turning what had been gold as grey as death. She felt her pulse, beating furious defiance against his claws. Down here in the tunnels, deep in the ground beneath the palace, it was cold as the grave. She was all alone with her death.

She saw the Emperor was furious. She was furious too.

“You killed her!”

“Yes, I killed her,” the Emperor roared, the cut-throat harshness of his voice tearing as if the wound would bleed afresh. It sounded like the abyss itself spoke. “I am not sorry for it. I am not sorry for any of my sins. I am not sorry for any of your sins. You didn’t care when I was whipped for you, you didn’t care when I died for you. And why should you, my lady? You told me you were selfish and power-hungry and grasping, you told me you would use people. I could understand that. We were evildoers together. But suddenly you show tender care for so many. Why has my evil queen’s black heart grown gentle? Why does every death matter to you except mine?”

Yours taught me all the rest mattered. I learned this world was real and I have been trying to help those in it, help you become a hero, but I am a villain and everything I touch collapses to ruin!

Rae gasped out, “You understand nothing.”

“You tell me nothing, Rachel,” the Emperor spat, and grinned like a skull when she flinched. “Do you think I’m a fool? I read what you wrote on the night sky. What are you, if not Lady Rahela? Are you a ghost preying on the living? Are you a witch who cursed me? If not power or pleasure, what is it you want?”

“I didn’t want Glacia to die!”

“Would you rather I died?” the Emperor asked idly. “Of course, you would. Is it that you find me so disgusting, my lady Rae? Is that what makes you tell lies to escape me?”

He talked of her cursing him. Her real name, given as a joyful secret between them, came out a curse thrown bitterly in her face.

She remembered reading once that all stories were about point of view. If you were the person stepping through a door into a land of enchantment, then it was a story of wonder. But if you were living your life, only to see a door open in the fabric of the universe and some strange thing creep in from another world, then it was a horror story.

Maybe she was the monster. Maybe it was his duty as the hero to kill her.

“Will you hate me forever,” asked the Emperor, “because I killed the king?”

Shock ripped a wild laugh from Rae’s lips. “I don’t care you that you killed him. I hated the king.”

“The first day we met, you swore to me you loved him. Nobody else could hear. You didn’t have any reason to lie. I believed you meant it. I still do.”

The first day they met, the day Rae entered this world. When she was so excited to approach the throne, because she thought she would see the Emperor.

“I did mean it,” Rae screamed at him. “I still do. I thought he was you. I read about your life as if it was a wonderful story. I loved you for being my only comfort. I loved you because I felt you were the only one who would ever understand me. I loved you before I ever met you. I love you with all my heart.”

He had to believe Rae, with her true heart revealed.

Whether he kissed her or killed her, she expected a reaction.

“Oh, my lady.” The Emperor didn’t hesitate for the space of a single heartbeat. “If only I believed you. But I don’t.”

It was so dark, Rae realised. The luminous glow of truth at her throat had faded away. She hadn’t even noticed when the light died.

Despair silenced Rae.

His grip on her tightened. “Stop lying. Tell me where it is that you came from, and what it is that you want!”

Rae fought against his grasp. “I’m from another world. I want to go home!”

She stood still and cold in the shadowy tunnel. He traced her throat with his gauntlets, the back of her neck in a steel trap, lifting her chin with the tip of an iron claw. It felt as if her heart were beating in her throat. So in a way, her heart was held in his claws.

If the Emperor of prophecy ever did crawl out of the ravine as the unforgiving ruler of the hungry dead, what a warped corpse-god he would be, Key had said once.

Yes, Rae told her lost Key silently. He would.

The Emperor held her fast. In years to come, the Emperor would learn how to travel on the wings of the storms he raised. He shouldn’t be able to do that now.

Wind rushed in Rae’s face, and the tunnel sped by as they hurtled suddenly through the air. She gasped for a ragged breath as her blurred vision cleared, seeing the horrified faces of Vasilisa, and Fabianus’s sisters. Key had transported them directly to the escaped prisoner. Hortensia’s face was the first to come into focus, skin still lit by a faint bluish glow, as if she’d swallowed a candle-flame. Even Hortensia, changed as she was, gave a shriek at the monster appearing abruptly in their midst.

The women scrambled to flee. The Emperor had made his point. He could catch up with them anytime he wished. His claw slid cool along Rae’s jawline, leisurely tracing.

“You can’t leave. This is your home now. If you will not try to be happy here, there is another way,” the Emperor told Rae thoughtfully, “My dead are always glad to be with me. My dead want whatever I want. Is that the only way to make you happy, my lady?”

Helpless shivers ran through her, as if his words pushed cold poison through her veins. She was so afraid, and so entirely furious. Did he think she would surrender to death? She who had fought death alone for years, she who had escaped from death to another world. She wouldn’t die for anybody.

“The dead aren’t happy. The dead are only dead. You can’t make people be happy to stay with you. Is that why you killed Glacia, because she didn’t want to stay with you? Because you’re scared nobody ever will?”

The Emperor’s eyes changed, not ash-grey or fire-red but black holes as though everything that was Key had burned away. Behind him, a sword swung through the shadows. With a sound like the scream at a heart of a star, the Emperor whirled, lashing out with his claws curled.

At Fabianus Nemeth, who must have fought off the guard and come after them.

Fabianus should have run after his princess and his sisters. He should have left Rae to die. Instead, he swung a blade against his monarch, trying to save Rae. He was brave and true, and he failed completely. His blow never landed.

Fabianus toppled slowly backwards. His expression, always faintly surprised, did not change. There was a hole carved in his violet silk shirt, a gaping cavern where his heart should be.

The Emperor withdrew a dark and dripping prize held in iron.

That was the problem with a villain who would kill anybody, Rae thought with terrible clarity. You could pretend this was a video game, with every victim a faceless nonentity, but a villain who would kill anybody would eventually kill somebody you cared about. Someone brave and beloved, and that death would cast a light on all the other deaths and show their horror.

“Fab!”

The Nemeth twins had turned back, though it was not safe, to hear their brother’s voice and see their brother fall. They rushed to cover their bodies with his, trying too late to shield him.

Princess Vasilisa, whose lover had begged her to get out, must be still running.

Good for her, Rae thought. She should ensure Vasilisa’s escape. If Rae ran, the Emperor would chase her.

The Emperor held the heart in his gauntleted hand, with an air almost of bewilderment.

Rae seized her opportunity to use the oath of blood and gold. “I command you to let me go!”

She saw the enchantment in the air, scarlet and gold forming like blood in the water, and light in the dark.

And she saw how little effort it took the Emperor to break the enchantment.

Like blowing out a candle, or tearing a ribbon someone had foolishly believed was a chain.

“You’re not the only one with secrets. You have lightning on a leash, my lady.” He smiled. “A leash I can break.”

Rae said, in the voice of prophecy: “‘Oh I sing the saddest song. What must be, shall be. Show me a hero, and/I’ll write you a tragedy. Tell the tale a thousand ways/Truth remains like a bloodstain. You can never change your fate. It has always been too late.’”

She saw him flinch, as if with remembered pain. As if he knew the rest from dreams.

She leaned in. “Strive for glory, reign on high. Now as in the past. Emperor, I am your doom. Believe me at last.’”

He did believe her, as she had promised him one day he would. He lost his grip, and she did not finish the prophecy of doom. Even now, she couldn’t bear to do that. She tore free and ran, not towards freedom but towards the palace, the Emperor’s furious roar at her back.

She ran knowing he would catch her, ran through whirling shadows feeling his breath on the back of her neck. She raced through that dark, cold stone tunnel with death on her heels.

Nowhere in the Palace on the Edge was safe from the Emperor. The null stone in the Court of Air and Grace had once stopped Key for an instant, but the courtyard was too far. She would never reach it in time. She ran for the Maidens’ Tower and up the stairs, breath sobbing out with every step, into her bedchamber.

She threw herself from the shadowed staircase into her room, and slammed the door behind her. She stood panting in her tiny marble hall, vision contracting so she felt she was in a marble vault with stone angels on top. She bolted the door, even though she knew a bolt couldn’t keep him out.

But he slept outside her door every night. Perhaps it would amuse him to wait outside, knowing she would have to give in and go out sometime.

Rae watched as a single metal claw inserted itself into the shadowed space between door and threshold, slitting the air like a knife through a belly, sliding the bolt up.

She whirled into her bedroom, slamming another door shut between them, and stared in terror not at the door but at her bronze mirror.

She remembered the ghoul maid in her room, the dead voice making Rae promises. The bargain she had struck with the Great Goddess.

But it wasn’t the goddess.

Everything came clear to Rae, now it was too late.

The Great Goddess had never controlled the dead in the books. Key was the only one to do that. Now the Abandon All Hope Diamond no longer hung around her neck, Rae remembered Key could have inherited the power of controlling the dead from either parent.

When she called to the gods, the wrong god answered. She made assumptions, and the god let her. She called for a god while wearing the God’s Eye, after failing to take it off. She knew the jewel influenced Key, and brushed off whatever influence it would have on her. The Great Goddess never spoke to humans with contempt, but the god who answered Rae had. Once again, Rae had seen only what she wanted to see, heard only what she wanted to hear. Rae had made the bargain with the Great God, not the Great Goddess.

“You lying bastard,” Rae told the mirror, then dashed the mirror to the ground so her reflection was lost and the mirror hit the stone floor with an empty ring like a gong. No god answered, and there was no time left.

The window in the uppermost chamber of the Maidens’ Tower was the only one not barred. For only a fool would ever jump out. Rae marched over to the little white bed where Lia had once slept and ruthlessly stripped the sheets, tying them into knots, pulling at them ferociously to see if the knots would hold. She pulled down the blue curtains and tied them to the bedpost. A rope made of bedsheets and curtains, to escape a tower room. It wasn’t much of a chance, but it was the only one she had.

Rae crossed the floor with its pearly mosaics showing the high Cliffs of Ice and Loneliness for the last time. She dropped the pale, twisted worm of material out the window, and climbed slowly down as the sparks flew upward in a radiant cascade, dancing scarlet in her sight.

She was almost halfway down when she realized the rope was holding. Within the terror echo-chamber of her heart, Rae felt something like hope creep in.

Then above, she heard the snick of metal, and looked up expecting to see the Emperor with his claws bared.

Instead, she saw Lady Ninell, hanging from her own bedroom window in the Maidens’ Tower, a few floors below Rae’s own. Ninell had a pair of pearl-handled scissors in her hand.

Dread made the tall stone tower seem to tilt and sway, sky and abyss bleeding into each other to form an endless drop into star and flame.

“Please don’t,” Rae begged between barely parted lips.

From this vantage point, she realized Ninell did not look as much like her former friend back home as Rae had thought.

Judging new people by past hurts was foolish. Rae had believed Key could not value her, because others treated her as worthless. Rae had believed Glacia could take Lia’s place, the place of a queen Key would love. She ended up putting Glacia in Ninell’s old place, the place of a queen candidate Key would kill.

Rae had believed Ninell was a coward who wouldn’t dare directly harm her. She now saw her mistake.

Ninell’s dainty pair of scissors snipped, snipped, and snipped away at the twisted rope, until Rae hung by a thread.

Lady Ninell neatly cut the last thread. Rae went tumbling from the tower through the void.







CHAPTER FORTY

The Minister and the Horror


“The gods told me a twin was angling to marry the prime minister,” the Beauty Dipped In Blood taunted the Horrors, using her divine gift of prophecy to be cruel. “Which twin was it?”

Time of Iron, latest revision, ANONYMOUS


Pio walked into his home and into chaos, the sound of slammed doors and crashing falling objects overhead. This was the result of allowing Nemeth to share his bachelor quarters: first, Nemeth was maimed, then Pio could not then turn away the children when disaster came. A single invitation had become an invasion. He ran up the stairs and, without knocking, into the chambers prepared for the Nemeth ladies.

Hortensia Nemeth was tearing apart the rooms, hurling Nemeth possessions – dresses and waistcoats, miniature portraits, enchanted weapons – into a carpet bag.

“You appear to be in some distress.”

“I always thought you one of the cleverest men at court.”

“Thank you for the compliment. I’m not sure it requires genius to make this particular observation. You’re ransacking your own rooms and—” Pio made a small, abortive gesture. “You’re… flickering.”

It seemed ungentlemanly to remark a lady’s appearance, yet the fact remained. The eldritch glow of her person ever since she consumed the Flower of Life and Death seemed to be failing, as if a guttering candle in a night wind were caught beneath her skin.

Pio wondered if this was a symptom of distress.

Hortensia tried to fasten the bag, but found it crammed too full. She gave a sobbing breath, as if this small inconvenience had been added to a heap of too many disasters to bear.

“I always thought you one of the kindest gentlemen, too.”

“Please don’t share that opinion with anybody else at court,” said Pio. “Think of my reputation. You’re clearly distraught and not making any sense.”

Hortensia fixed her strange gaze upon him, glowing like the eyes of an animal in pitch darkness. “You let Father stay in your home because you knew we didn’t have any money, and let him keep his dignity by pretending it was for political convenience—”

“I assure you,” said Pio, much harassed. “Everything I do is for political convenience—”

The luminous distraught maiden in his home didn’t seem to be paying attention. “I used to think that when the frightful king married some poor soul, I would be free, and we could be married. I thought I would be safe then.”

“Lady Hortensia!” Pio almost shouted. “You’re young enough to be my daughter.”

She was of an age with his niece Ninell.

Tears slid down her face, each tear-track glowing like the path of moonlight on the sea. “It doesn’t matter. It hasn’t for a long time. I was dying, and now I’m – and you hate magic.”

“I also dislike displays of strong emotion.” Pio offered her a handkerchief. “You’re completely overwhelmed and raving. You need to sit down and have a cup of tea.”

She was always the sensible twin. The sisters used to joke it came from being minutes older.

Hortensia wiped her face. “I can’t. I have to go.”

“Where are you going? When will you be back?”

“We are not coming back,” Hortensia whispered.

Despite the late hour, there was no sign of her twin. There was no sign of her brother Fabianus.

Pio knew, despite every muscle in his body wishing fervently not to know, that another catastrophe had occurred. “Will you not say goodbye to your father on his sickbed?”

“There is nothing I can say to comfort him.”

She turned away, towards the door. Pio forgot himself enough to catch at Hortensia’s hand as she went by, then gave a hiss of horror.

The girl’s hand was blood-red to the wrist.

“Hortensia, what happened?”

She shook her head, loose hair flaring luminous as a sheet of lightning about her shoulders, and said nothing.

“Hortensia.” Andras tried to keep his voice steady. “What did the Emperor do to you?”

“He tore my brother’s heart out,” Hortensia answered.

She spoke in her old prim tones. Always the polite twin, the perfect lady. Dread held Pio frozen.

Hortensia made a low curtsy. “The princess has escaped. I am leaving. You will not see me or my sister again. Thank you, Prime Minister, for your many kindnesses to my family. I hope you survive the coming wars.”

With that, the lady turned her glowing-pale back and left his house, like a ghost grown tired of haunting.

By sunrise the whole court knew that the Emperor had poisoned one of his ladies and murdered Fabianus Nemeth, that sweet, helpless fool, down in the labyrinthine tunnels under his palace. One of Pio’s spies among the guards swore he saw the twins, weeping and carrying their brother’s corpse between them, down the longest tunnel towards the sea.

Another scout reported blood on the stone walls, and carried back proof. He delivered to Pio the crushed remnant of a human heart.

Crushed by cruel steel claws.

Though his scouts scoured the city, no other trace of Hortensia, Horatia or Fabianus could be found. And there was worse news yet. Pio visited the Maidens’ Tower to make sure Ninell knew it.

“Have you heard about Lady Rahela?”

His niece jumped at the question. They were all, Pio supposed, a little on edge. “No. I have not left my chambers! Has she… met with some accident?”

“I wish she had.” Ninell’s eyes were wells of horror as Pio continued, “Lady Rahela released our hostage the princess, and restored her to our enemies. She has been well rewarded for her treachery. Both women were seen in the enemy camp.”

He was not surprised Ninell gasped. “How did Lady Rahela end up there? What does this all mean?”

“This means war is certain. The raiders may burn our city to the ground,” Pio concluded. “Unless our Emperor, in his fury, kills us all first.”







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

The Villainess and the Dragon


The dragon had shining articulated joints, wings with silvery delicate membranes. It would have been magnificent in the air, had it ever flown.

All it needed was life.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Rae was extremely surprised to wake. When she lost consciousness in the screaming, tumbling void that was her fall, she’d been dimly grateful that she wouldn’t feel every bone in her body break at the end.

She didn’t spend a second wondering if she were dead and this were the afterlife. That kind of behaviour was for time-wasters. Rae feigned unconsciousness, catalogued her surroundings, and set about risk assessment.

Wind combed restless fingers through her hair, blowing cold upon her face. She felt the heat of flames from the abyss, but the heat was distant and thus must be far below. By deduction, Rae was flying high. Someone’s arm was around her waist. A man’s arm, his touch light and impersonal. It wasn’t Key. The way Key held her was different. Key held her as if he wouldn’t let her go, but something about this clinical touch told Rae letting go was a distinct possibility.

Through the rush of air that had become a roar, Rae heard another noise, like the sound of hinges creaking. Like the sound of two enormous doors, opening and closing, opening and closing, again and again.

Rae peeked through one eye, catching a glint of silver.

Two enormous wings flying, bearing their weight aloft.

She was flying on the back of the metal dragon. Rae had been captured by the enemy.

A voice in her ear said, “I can tell you’re awake, Lady Rahela.”

Out of the fire, into the bitter grip of ice.

Since it was clear feigning unconsciousness wasn’t working, Rae disdained to pretend any longer. “Lucky for me the dragon was performing his nightly flight to terrorize the populace. I don’t suppose you would be so kind as to just drop me off, would you? Anywhere would do.”

The man behind her snorted lightly. “Have the Emperor’s betrothed in my grasp, and let her go? I think not, Lady Rahela. I’m taking you back to the Tagar encampment.”

She’d been recognized. In retrospect, that was Rae’s own fault for making an escape dressed in her signature outfit. She’d been panicking, but now she felt extremely calm. None of the raiders loved or hated her. She hadn’t betrayed any of them.

Nothing was personal, so her mind was clear for scheming.

“Will I be exchanged for the princess?”

Rae kept her voice casual. She didn’t know where Vasilisa might have gone, or even if she’d got out. Best if Tagar didn’t know either.

The voice behind her sounded unconvinced and unimpressed. “Princess Vasilisa is the reason the dragon was sent to fly over the city. Once she reached the mouth of the tunnel, she sang a Starost song to call Fatalis. The notes of a Starost song are not like ordinary notes, and the count’s tiger is no ordinary animal. The princess is now safe in the camp, watched over by Count Merac, his personal guard and his great cat. There is no need to exchange you for her. I don’t anticipate that she will be taken again.”

So Vasilisa had managed a clean getaway. Excellent news. Rae might receive some gratitude from the ice crown.

Perhaps she could stay with Vasilisa, hear starfrost song, stroke the giant tiger and stop breaking her own heart.

“I helped the princess escape,” Rae claimed promptly.

She expected doubt, but she knew Vasilisa would back her story.

She didn’t expect the reply: “So what if you did? King Ivor is called ‘the Heartless’ for a reason. The king won’t care what you did for his sister in the past. Only for what use you might be to him in future.”

That left Rae with one more card to play, one that had worked before – but not without complications. At least now, Rae had a reputation as a prophet. Knowledge of the future was power in the present.

Rae combed through her memory for any nuggets that might convince the ice raiders she was useful. She needed more time and more information. “You’re telling me the king is awful.”

She tried to twist around in the driving wind and catch a glimpse of the dragon rider. Her eyes stung and her vision swam, and she saw only the bright, blank helm of the king’s personal guard.

“Aren’t most kings awful? Every king who ever ruled Tagar successfully had to be. The icelands do not tolerate weakness.”

Uncertainty set needle-sharp claws in Rae’s nerves. Knowledge was the only power she might have among the raiders.

She wracked her brains for information about Tagar that might prove useful now, rather than in the future. She was relieved to remember the blood feud.

The princess had told her, Meracs dwell in the far west, Starosts in the far east, and both these noble families command more lands and men than their ruler. The king provides a buffer between enemy lands, and keeps a fragile peace.

Rae knew more than that.

“My gods have told me about the blood feud,” she said. “Two families at each other’s throats, with an actual system where the heads of both families must duel. One goes to the grave, and the other to the king’s right hand, and that’s how you appoint a prime minister.”

“We call them seneschals,” said the dragon rider. “But yes.”

“And it’s not just the ritual duels,” Rae said. “The two families and their followers seize on any excuse for a fight. The war with us is useful to you, isn’t it?”

“Up to a point,” said the dragon rider. “That doesn’t mean we want the war to go on forever.”

“So I’m to be kept prisoner, until you raiders decide to exchange me for peace and a ransom, or behead me to punish the Emperor if he will not make the exchange?”

She didn’t want to be exchanged. She was also not allured by the prospect of beheading.

“Let us hope your Emperor doesn’t make any more moves with his undead army. It would be a shame if you were beaten for his trespass, or if we had to return you to him… piece by piece.”

By now, Rae had learned to swallow fear down like a pill, dry and fast, then smile and pretend she never faced it. “That’s a horrifyingly creepy thing to say. And not something you would say to a noblewoman, if you were just a humble guard. Watch the arrogance, King Ivor.”

Wind rushed into the space between words. The dragon rider at her back seemed to hesitate for the first time.

“Yes,” he said at last. “I am Ivor, ruler as far as the sun chases the ice, conciliator between unyielding stone and ceaseless wind. King of Tagar. Nobody flies my dragon but me.”

She twisted around in the dragon’s saddle. He bowed his neck, drawing the helm from his head. So for the first time, suspended in the sky on his shining dragon, Rae beheld Ivor the Heartless.

King Ivor was a young man, which she had expected: he was Vasilisa’s twin. He looked nothing like his sister. His sharply defined features were set in lines of impatience with the whole world. For all his smooth-faced youth, his hair was grey, polished pewter with no light or dark strands left to indicate what colour it had once been. It was cut very short, shorter than men wore their hair in Eyam, but with two long, thin braids at the front which streamed in the wind like silver ribbons.

The king’s helm had a crown of ice upon it. So if the king could wear a different helm, he would be incognito. Rae had worked that out right away.

Rae winked. “Obviously, the gods told me that right away. I wanted your guard down. It was a scheme to get you talking and it worked.”

“Very clever, Lady Rahela,” said Ivor. “As you’re my prisoner, and I’m controlling the dragon, I believe I’m still ahead.”

“Prove it,” Rae challenged.

She tried to sound more confident than she felt.

“All right,” Ivor agreed pleasantly. “I don’t think the gods told you anything, Lady Rahela. I think you read all you know in a book about another world. In a book about this world, in fact. And I don’t think you are the only one from that other world.”

The glittering river and brilliantly coloured roofs of Themesvar swirled into sight beneath the dragon, and were lost.

Rae felt extremely dizzy. “What makes you say that?”

“Books are written in our world, too,” said Ivor. “I’m a man of science. I studied at the Ivory Tower, and found a book there describing scientific marvels that do not exist in our world. I fused that knowledge and magic together to make my dragon. But the man who wrote that book is long dead. And you, Lady Rahela, are not dead yet.”

“Thanks for those reassuring words.”

Rae wondered if she should claim to be a scientific genius. That seemed too easy for a man of science to disprove.

“I was hoping your knowledge of the future might prove of some use to me,” said Ivor. “Answer me this, and earn your freedom. Do you know how to end the blood feud? We have searched for a solution for centuries of bloodshed. We were once two lands, one ruled by wild strength and divine beasts, the other by remorseless light and compelling enchantment. Centuries ago magic dwindled and ice swept across our lands. Without combining our strength we would not have survived, but neither the Starosts of the east nor the Meracs of the west have ever forgotten they were once kings, and neither will tolerate the other’s authority. Long ago, the royal family had a shield against Merac and Starost magic, but the shield is lost. So the authority is mine, and shaken every time the feud breaks out. And it will break out over any conflict.”

Rae considered the problem. “What’s the current conflict?”

“The Starost and Merac counts competed to marry the princess once. The Starost and Merac maidens compete to marry the king now.”

“You poor man,” Rae cooed. “Is there too much choice at the babe buffet?”

Ivor said dryly, “One Starost maiden has poisoned two rivals already. I put off selecting a bride due to ill health, but an heir is needed. However I choose, bloodshed is certain. Do you know how I can end the feud?”

“The feud will end,” said Rae. “But not until after you and Count Merac are dead. Sorry to disappoint.”

She would have lied, but she couldn’t work out a way to end the feud other than the way it had ended in the books, through most of the combatants being dead. There was enough blood on Rae’s hands.

“Ah,” said Ivor. “Well, it was worth asking. Nice to meet you, Lady Rahela. My sister seems fond of you, so I hope I don’t have to behead you in the morning. But if I must, I will.”

The Waiting Wastes came into view. Even the raiders’ camp was divided, one half sombre grey, the other bedecked in bright furs and flags.

“Wait! I know the answer to your current problem.”

“What is it?”

“The thing is…” Rae chewed her lip. “It’s more something I can show you than tell you.”

Ivor gave a short, incredulous laugh. “Good effort, Lady Rahela.”

The dragon swooped, stars sparkling along its iridescent scales and turning its wingspan into a mirror-bright stretch of silver. She savoured the last moments of her dragon ride, until the great metal beast landed in the raider encampment.

“Guards,” Ivor called out as he dismounted, “I have the Beauty Dipped In Blood. Seize—”

He gestured to Rae, obviously thinking that she would need to be pulled off the dragon by main force and clapped in chains.

Rae slid down the side of the dragon, gauzy skirt snagging on the metal scales and attracting raider attention as she showed some leg. Torhell, Count Merac, sitting on a tree trunk with his great cat sprawled at his feet, lifted his shaggy head.

Rae seized the moment granted her by surprise. She seized Ivor the Heartless by his chainmail shirt. Fingers digging into the links, she pulled him to her and kissed the king on his startled mouth.

When he was still frozen by this indignity, Rae spun to face the raiders assembled before them.

“Have you heard rumours that I’m a spy for Tagar? Well, it’s true! Your king wooed me with romantic letters. I could not resist him and betrayed my country for his sake. Now he has carried me away, and we will be married in summer.”

She beamed. Behind her, Ivor choked.

“You’re to wed the mystical seer with the enormous bosom?” Torhell sounded amused. “Congratulations, my king.”

There was an unexpected stir of agreement from the raiders. Vasilisa had said the forces were Merac men, and Prime Minister Pio had told her how the raiders burned, looted and took captives. This king of science, refusing marriages and – if Rae was reading Ivor correctly – refusing to wench and drink with his men, must seem strange to his raider subjects. Now their king had taken a captive. He’d flown home with their enemy’s bride.

Rae hung fondly on Ivor’s arm, waving at the crowd. Several heavily armed men in furs gave a cautious cheer. She caught sight of an ally, coming towards her.

“Lady Rahela,” said Vasilisa, face set stone-hard with grief but hands clinging to Rae’s arm, “I am so happy you will be my sister. They say Ivor has no heart, but he only needed a special lady to win it.”

Ivor made a sound, half frustration and half animal in a trap. “A special lady indeed.”

Rae turned and kissed Ivor, in order to whisper rapidly against his cheek, “I know your secret, Ivor.”

She knew nothing. She was taking a wild guess based on current information. Rae prayed she was right.

“You poisoned yourself, so you could fake illness, and avoid choosing a bride. Until your sister suddenly found out about the poison, and you needed to throw the blame on Eyam. I was the one who told Vasilisa, and I did you a favour. If you kept taking poison, the toxins would have built up and killed you. I’m doing you another favour now. What would your raiders think if they knew you dragged them across the sea for a lie? I won’t tell, if you play along. In return, I’ll play the part of a captive bride, a symbol of triumph over your enemy. The raiders will respect that. You won’t ever need to take poison again. Nobody will expect you to choose a wife from the feuding families now.”

The dragon sighed and laid itself upon the grass with a creak of metallic joints, curling into a shining circle around the side of the encampment.

“You are deranged,” hissed Ivor.

Rae winked. “I know. All this, and I’m cute too. Tell me, my betrothed. Do we have a bargain?”

In full view of the raiders, the Ice King kissed her hand. Rae felt his frozen snarl against her skin.

“Very well, Lady Rahela,” murmured Ivor the Heartless. “Be my new poison.”







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The Maiden and the Minstrel


Mysteriously he arrived and mysteriously he disappeared, as though appearing from air and melting away into air once more. But for three short years of the Emperor’s reign, Merel the minstrel was the most famous singer and storyteller in Eyam.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS, now revised


The aproned man at the door eyed their ragtag band with deep suspicion. “There is no room at the inn.”

Her mother was dead, her home burned, and Caracalla was more tired than she had ever been in her life.

Ashes bitter between her lips and hanging from her eyelashes like tears, Caracalla began to sob in dry, painful gulps. It felt like she was swallowing cinders. Ink put an arm around her shoulders. Master Engus leaned forward and took her hand.

The Cobra took a large gold drop from his ear, and tossed it in the innkeeper’s direction. The man caught it, then looked at what he’d caught.

“Perhaps I was hasty. Now I think of it, there could be some room at the inn,” conceded the innkeep. “Actually we can rearrange some things, and there should be plenty of space. Please come in, my lord. Can I tempt you to some drinks and a meal as we prepare your chambers?”

As it seemed the preparations might take some time, they agreed. The innkeeper stepped aside for his honoured guests and they filed in, Ink with her hat pulled low over her eyes and slouching to hide she was no stableboy, the Cobra’s glittering clothing smirched with blood and ash, and Caracalla stumbling through the smoky interior of the inn as through a nightmare. Master Engus required assistance with his chair in order to ascend the three steps into the inn.

The Cobra seemed annoyed by this. The slight fuss attracted the attention of several villagers having drinks, and suddenly Master Engus was hailed on all sides by well-wishers. Everybody wanted to know if he was back for good and would set up the schoolhouse again.

Master Engus was the only one who shared her grief, but he had a home to return to. Caracalla did not.

The innkeeper ushered them towards a hastily cleared table near the fire. Caracalla flinched, though this fire was a small, smoky thing that gave off little heat. Even the man sitting directly beside the fireplace, legs stretched out and boots propped on the hearth, was still cloaked and hooded.

The Cobra ordered food for everybody, though Caracalla told him she wasn’t hungry. When it came, the Cobra tapped the wooden bowl with an autocratic chime of rings. Master Engus and Ink both gave her looks of such concern, Caracalla felt she simply must lift her spoon and eat just a bite.

She ended up scraping the bowl, rich, meaty soup sliding welcome down her smoke-scorched throat and the feeling of being full steadying her. What a monster she was, to feel better for having eaten, when her mother was dead.

“Would m’lord care for a song?” asked the newly assiduous innkeeper. “Here, you! Sing for your supper, or there won’t be one.”

The innkeep rang a metal cup against the wall of the hearth. The hooded and cloaked man startled, reaching for his boot – where he hid his few coins, Caracalla would wager – then checking the motion and picking up the lyre propped against his chair.

“And stop sulking under that rag.” The innkeep pushed back the man’s hood with the air of one chucking a child under the chin.

The young man drew his cloak more firmly around him. From the look of him, so unusually pale you could see blue veins run beneath the skin and a certain cut of nose and mouth, he was foreign. Judging by the way he clutched the cloak, he was from warmer climes, Lotharingia or even farther south. A travelling minstrel, far from home. Sometimes Caracalla’s mother indulged her and let a wandering troubadour have food and shelter in the manor in exchange for a song. Caracalla was always desperate to hear the minstrels’ stories.

She was as homeless as any footloose troubadour herself now. All the songs would ring false. But if Caracalla no longer ached for stories, someone else was forever loyal to them.

“Oh, hello.” The Cobra half rose from his chair at the sight of the minstrel. He sounded utterly delighted. “Well met, mysterious hooded stranger. What a fortunate chance encounter at an obscure country inn.”

The stranger plainly did not share the Cobra’s delight. “Do you know me?”

“I hope we can get to know each other. I am the Golden Cobra, otherwise known as the wicked Marquis of Popenjoy. And – correct me if I’m wrong – you must be Merel the minstrel.”

The minstrel arched a pale brow beneath a baby-fine fall of oil-black hair, cut peasant-short with the black too dense and dead a colour to be true. Poor young man, Caracalla thought. He must have gone grey young. That was unfortunate considering his chosen profession. Audiences expected those in the performing arts to be decorative in addition to doing their job well. Being decorative might be even more important than doing their job well.

“I must be. And how do you know me?”

The minstrel sounded coolly confused. He clearly didn’t know the Cobra at all.

“Call him m’lord,” snapped the innkeep.

“No need. You’re the most famous minstrel of the royal court in Themesvar.” The Cobra paused. “Well, you will be. Once you get there.”

Merel, if that was his name – and Caracalla supposed it must be – gave the Cobra a highly doubtful look.

“Fascinating. For now, since I am not yet feted by the royal court, I must sing for my supper. If you will excuse me…”

The innkeep lifted his arm to clout the minstrel about the ear for his insolence. A shame, though richly deserved. But the Cobra made a sound of horrified protest. In the confusion the minstrel managed to duck under the innkeep’s arm and onto his feet, strings of his lyre already strumming. He gave the Cobra a last, cold look before he turned his back on them.

“Apologies, my lord, he’s no idea how to speak to his betters. I can have him beaten or thrown out of doors if it’s your pleasure.”

The Cobra gave the innkeep a look almost as cold as the minstrel’s. “It would be my pleasure to hear him sing.”

“You’re too kind and forbearing, my lord. I’ll say one thing for him, it’s why I keep him on despite his nasty temper. He can sing.”

He could and did. The small, smoky inn was suddenly filled from floor to rafters with melody. The minstrel’s long fingers moved so rapidly over the strings of the lyre that the dancing strings seemed to glitter. Or perhaps the glitter was in Caracalla’s eyes. The minstrel’s voice was a clarion call to sorrow, as though sound and tragedy could travel far enough to ring the stars like bells. Before, she felt all her tears had dried up in the fire that burned the manor. Listening to his voice, Caracalla felt it might be possible to cry. That was the strange magic of a tragic song or story. When they made you cry, they made you feel better. They promised you were not alone in sorrow, that others had suffered and survived to tell the tale.


“Oh, I sing the saddest song

What must be, shall be.

Show me a hero, and

I’ll write you a—”



The Cobra called out, “Stop!”

The glow and glamour of the song cut off, like a door rudely slammed on someone bearing a gift. Merel the minstrel turned frostily to the Cobra. “I thought you wished to hear a song.”

“The story tries to fall back into place. The story wants certain events to happen,” murmured the Cobra, so low Caracalla didn’t think he intended anyone to hear.

If you wanted a Valerius not to hear, best to whisper in another room. In another country.

Louder, the Cobra told Merel: “Not that song. You heard that one in a dream, didn’t you? Don’t trust what comes in dreams. Sing me one of the songs you wrote yourself.” He leaned forward. “I want to hear you. Please.”

Caracalla thought he would offer money. Enough coin would persuade any hungry travelling minstrel to do whatever he wanted. But the only gold the Cobra offered was his imploring voice, the absolute sincerity of his attention, and his shining undeniable charm.

Even the cold minstrel said grudgingly, “Oh, very well,”

The strings started to fly once more, in a gleaming blur. His voice began sad and beautiful and all-encompassing as before, a mourning song for all the world, nothing but grief. Then the song changed and turned, suddenly coloured with anger and joy and a dozen different feelings, a rainbow of emotion defying the rain. Caracalla sat amazed.


“All those not born heroes, rise

Stars don’t shine, true love lies.

If you have no hope any more,

That’s what we need singing for.”



Caracalla might sit amazed, but nothing held the Cobra long. He was listening in evident pleasure one moment. He was on his feet the next, and for a wonder she was too. He swung her right off the floor, and the Cobra and the song carried Caracalla in a whirl around the room, up to their ankles in wood shavings, throat still burning from smoke and sobs as she laughed. She had imagined dancing with the Cobra a thousand times, always in a ballroom surrounded by her proud family and courtiers sorry they’d ever doubted her, sailing on a marble floor in a glittering ball gown with puff sleeves. That was a beautiful fantasy and this was real and terrible, yet somehow still beautiful.


“We who fight but never win

If even trying was a sin,

Oh, we never stood a chance.

All that we can do is dance.”



When the Cobra dumped Caracalla, too breathless to laugh any more, onto the bench, Ink leaned forward and hissed, “Shouldn’t we be lying low to avoid detection, my lord?”

“I don’t think lying low would work for me,” said the Cobra. “Not really my style.”

They waited long enough that a former neighbour offered Master Engus a bed in his home. Engus refused, but Caracalla saw the tired lines around his eyes and the way his gaze moved to her. She knew why he refused, and why she must not allow it.

“You should go. These people need you. There’s a place for you here, and my family can no longer offer you a position.”

Engus studied her face. “I don’t wish to slow you down, but I hate the thought of leaving you alone in your grief, Caracalla.”

Master Engus couldn’t wear mourning like family did after experiencing a loss. They had never spoken of what Master Engus and her mother were to each other. As far as the world was concerned, they were nothing to each other at all.

If the world ever found out any different, if Marius ever found out, then her mother’s memory would be stained.

“You have been a… a faithful servant.” Caracalla raised her chin. “But I am already alone in my grief.”

Engus left, then. She watched his chair wheel away, leaving tracks in the grubby wood shavings on the floor and in the dust. She wanted to run after him and say better last words at their parting.

Perhaps there were never any good last words.

She noticed the Cobra’s eyes fixed on her, meditative and tender.

When the minstrel was done singing and his supper laid before him, the Cobra rose from the bench.

“I think I made a mistake, earlier. I meant to say, I have contacts across the country who report back to me on promising talents. I sincerely believe your gifts will make you the most famous minstrel in court.”

Merel glanced up from his bowl of stew, far more meagre than theirs. He seemed startled. “Mm. Well, I thank you for your belief in me.”

The Cobra leaned against the wall by the hearth, where firelight picked out the subtle gold embroidery running through his clothes as though tongues of flame licked up the lean length of his body. “Everybody needs someone to believe in them.”

Even bandits succumbed to the Cobra’s wiles. Caracalla herself had fallen headlong in love at a glance. The minstrel had lasted some time: Caracalla commended him for his strong will.

When Merel relented and smiled, it transformed him completely, as if his whole face became a mirror to reflect light. “I do intend to come to court one day. Perhaps I may find some success there. But I will not come while war with the raiders threatens. War is no good for the arts. I wish they would make haste to finish the whole messy affair. Count Torhell Merac of the ice raiders need only storm the castle, carry off their fair princess, marry her and take her back to their home across the seas. That would make an excellent song, an ice bridge melting beneath the lovers’ very feet as they race across an abyss of flame. Metaphorically, of course. I wish he’d cease inconveniencing everybody and get on with it. The count appears slow in deed and wit.”

It appeared that the minstrel dared to be insolent about many of high rank.

“I hear the princess is not so very fair,” ventured Ink.

Sweet Great Goddess. Caracalla was truly appalled. Did all members of the lower classes speak disrespectfully of nobles behind their backs?

Merel smiled. “All princesses are beautiful in songs, you know.”

The Cobra must have met Princess Vasilisa at court. Caracalla was about to ask if he considered the princess beautiful, but bit her lip. There was no need to tell everybody in the inn who he was.

Merel continued his analysis of politics as ingredients for art. “The disappointing count aside, the war has produced a great deal of material for songs. Love songs with three points always go over extremely well with audiences. People say they don’t like them, but nothing fastens their attention more. The all-powerful god-Emperor is betrothed to the lady of snow and flame, who may be oracle or witch… or a spy for the coldly brilliant Ice King.”

The Cobra made a face. “I’m sure Lady Rahela isn’t a spy. I know a spy when I see one.”

“Even if she isn’t a spy, she may still be trying to seduce him. She seems a lady interested in power. And the king of the ice court has his flying dragon.”

“I’m sorry,” said the Cobra. “He has a what?”

“So you don’t know everything,” observed Merel the minstrel, with a wry twist to his mouth.

The Cobra laughed.

“You’re not the only one who knows things,” added Merel. “A minstrel collects a piece of news in every town, and ends up the only one with every piece.”

“Let me know if you want a job.” The Cobra sounded absent-minded, squinting as if he were reading and trying to make out words so small they were nigh invisible. “Seriously, the dragon flies now? My… spies said the dragon would never fly. Dragons. Shit. We are epically screwed.”

Caracalla didn’t see how a dragon could be more fearsome than any other beast. One of her ancestors had single-handedly killed a wyvern and put its head up on the wall.

The wyvern’s head was ashes now, too.

The innkeep bustled over. “My lord, I prepared a pallet in the stables for your boy, and a fine chamber for you and your lady.”

“I need two chambers.”

“There is only one chamber,” said the innkeep, “and, I fear—”

“Only one bed,” the Cobra and the innkeep chanted together. The Cobra’s tone was fatalistic.

“Only one bed,” whispered Ink, sounding horror-struck.

Caracalla didn’t know why everybody was suddenly counting beds. There was one.

“I see,” remarked the Cobra. “Only one bed. Well, there’s no getting out of that dilemma! Except there is. Go to bed, Caracalla, you’re exhausted. I’ll buy this minstrel a drink for his song.”

Did the Cobra imagine Caracalla was trying to trap him into marriage? The idea was insulting. Caracalla had seen enough of what marriage was like, if you didn’t wish to be married to each other.

But he was right. She was exhausted, and she didn’t care what he thought of her any longer. She trailed upstairs to the much-discussed bed. It was a well-appointed bedroom, though a faint scent slipping in through the gaps of the closed windows told Caracalla the room was situated above the stables. She was certain the chamber was the innkeep’s own, but he had been paid handsomely enough to surrender it.

Caracalla had a large, silken bed all to herself, and she had ached with exhaustion every weary step from Ancilley Manor. When she lay down, she expected to fall asleep instantly. Except she kept seeing her mother’s face, turning towards the fire, and her brother’s face, turning towards the war.

Even cradled in silk and on feathers, she couldn’t sleep.

Perhaps a drink would help. Mama’s friend Lady Servilia always said a little nightcap was a fine thing. The Cobra could buy her one, as well as the minstrel.

Caracalla rose, and padded barefoot into the gallery. There was a landing above, wrapped with wooden rails, with tables and chairs set for customers to drink and eat at. At this hour the landing was deserted. Peeping over the rail, Caracalla saw the main chamber of the inn was empty, too, save for the Cobra and the minstrel. They sat close together upon the same bench.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she heard the Cobra say. “I was hoping I would, one day. If we both find our way to the capital again, I’ll sponsor you and bring you into fashion. But even if I don’t make it back, trust me. You will succeed.”

“Is where you’re going dangerous?” asked Merel.

“We go to visit the Oracle. Prophecy is never safe.”

Caracalla was shocked by the Cobra’s lack of discretion! He might have read of this minstrel in his spies’ reports, but he didn’t really know him. It was foolish to act as though he did.

Merel shrugged. “I’m no stranger to peril. A visit to the Oracle of Eyam would make a fine song. I think I’ll follow you. I cannot make my way to court at present, and if I stay here, the innkeep might hit me again. That situation could quickly become unpleasant.”

He shook his head so the dull, dyed-lifeless locks lifted like black straw in a breeze.

The Cobra paused to consider. “If my friends agree, I’d be happy for you to join us. I always welcome a song.”

Merel drummed his long fingers on the table. “And… me? Myself?”

“Of course.” The Cobra’s golden, easy assurance remained unshaken. “I know all about you.”

That confidence seemed impenetrable one moment, only to be destroyed the very next.

When Merel the minstrel murmured, “Do you welcome me?’ he added a further clarification.

He leaned in by the light of the dying hearth fire, and kissed the Cobra upon the mouth.

Caracalla clapped both hands over her own mouth to prevent a startled cry from escaping.

Even the all-knowing Marquis of Popenjoy let out a soft, surprised sound when Merel leaned back.

Caracalla couldn’t see the Cobra’s expression, but she saw his shoulders tense and heard his voice go urgent. “The job offer isn’t contingent on favours of any kind. You can come with us to the Oracle. I will help you in the capital. You don’t have to do anything you don’t wish to. I don’t want you to feel under any undue pressure.”

“I don’t, my lord the Marquis.” Merel sounded amused. “Perhaps you should. After all, you have no bed for the night… and I have one big enough to share. I’ve already accepted your invitation. Will you accept mine?”

The Cobra huffed a little laugh, sounding half ironic, half amazed. Then he reached out across the space between them, beringed hand closing on the exposed nape of Merel’s pale neck, and drew the minstrel in for a slow kiss.

The court says all he touches turns to gold, Marius had written in one of his letters home. Caracalla could see that happening now, the kiss far more expert than Merel’s had been. It was the difference between seeing someone fumble with a key in a lock, and the oiled precision of the master key sliding in. Under the Cobra’s touch the minstrel’s body seemed suffused with brightness even in the low light, iron-hard tension melting into shimmering, liquid ease.

Caracalla gripped the rail tight with her free hand, fingers still sealed over her lips, and gazed with disbelieving eyes upon the unfolding scene. The two men’s mouths locked hard, then parted wet, to let out ragged breaths. In some ways, it seemed like a sparring session: the Cobra in control, teaching and playing, letting his sparring partner lead because that was how you learned. Merel’s skilful musician’s fingers turned clumsy in their eagerness, parting the Cobra’s shot-silk, ash-stained waistcoat to run his fingertips all over the Cobra’s sleek, dark skin. He pushed the bronze silk past one shoulder where the material slid down, until the silk caught on the bracelet around the Cobra’s bicep.

The Cobra laughed, stood, shrugged off the waistcoat and dropped it to the floor. Merel backed him into the table and the Cobra slid on, stretching luxuriously as if the rough board of the table was a silken bed.

The musician’s fingers turned clumsy again on the laces of the Cobra’s trousers. The laces were elaborately tied, but not to that extent.

After a moment, the Cobra pushed Merel gently back, propping himself up on his elbows.

“You haven’t done this before.”

“No.” Merel hung his head, dyed hair in his eyes, sounding wretchedly embarrassed. “I couldn’t before. I want to now.”

“Are you sure?”

Merel promised: “Yes.”

The Cobra gave his easy, golden laugh and climbed off the table, bending to scoop up his silken waistcoat. He offered Merel his hand. “Then show me this famous bed. I hear there’s only one, and we have to share.”

As soon as the door closed behind them, Caracalla dashed from her place by the railing and down the steps, out the front door of the inn and around the back until she found the stables. Ink was nodding over an elaborately bound book by lamplight, brown hair far lighter than Caracalla’s own tumbling free from the cap onto the beautifully and strangely illustrated pages.

She squinted up at Caracalla, bleary-eyed.

Caracalla announced her news. “The Cobra and the minstrel are being intimate in the tavern as we speak!”

Ink’s eyes widened. “I knew he was scandalous,” she breathed. “I don’t know why I’m still so scandalized!”

Pleased by the impact of her news, Caracalla came closer. “Did you know two men can be swains? Can two women—”

Ink sat bolt upright on her straw pallet. “I’m very flattered, but!”

Caracalla flopped down on the pallet. “By the door and the light, I wasn’t propositioning you. I only just learned about this business five minutes ago. I rushed to tell you as you’re my best friend, and I thought perhaps you didn’t know!”

Ink said, “I did know. Most people know.”

Both peasants and merchants were raised less sheltered than noblewomen, Caracalla supposed. Being sheltered sounded nice in theory, but unless you came out from under your shelter, you never knew if it was raining or not.

Caracalla wanted to understand the world. She remembered Merel speaking about collecting pieces of news. If you had enough information, you could fit the pieces together and see the world in a whole new shape. You could see what you hadn’t seen before. You could see what had been under your nose all along.

She ventured, “What do you think about the Cobra and… and my brother?”

“I think that’s a filthy rumour!” snapped Ink.

So it was a rumour.

Ink leaned forward. “Listen, my lady. I know all the gossip. The court says Lord Marius is infatuated with the most beautiful woman in the world, Lia Felice.”

Caracalla didn’t know much, but she knew her brother. He’d mentioned Lady Lia a couple of times in his letters, then ceased to mention her entirely.

Ink clearly noticed the doubt that must have been written across Caracalla’s face. “Even if Lia let him down or foolishly chose a much less worthy man, so many wish to heal Lord Marius’s noble wounded heart. The Golden Cobra may not be as terrible as the rumours paint him, but he is not worthy of your trust. He is certainly not worthy of your brother. Believe me, he is a villain.”

She sounded very certain and very knowledgeable. Caracalla seldom felt that way herself.

Caracalla had read the Cobra’s fine play, Romeo and Juliet Take Over the Government, then read other plays to learn about the theatre. Ink’s tone made her think of the cast of characters laid out at the beginning of a play, lists of names in black and white, firmly placed in the “Hero” or the “Villain” category, with no possibility of moving.

The Cobra was always in motion. She remembered him leaping, like a golden bird in flight, to protect her. She thought of him dancing with her at the tavern tonight.

Whether he was a villain or no, if he had an understanding with her brother Caracalla believed the Cobra wouldn’t be tumbling minstrels at random taverns.

“I suppose you must be right. They’re not swains.”

The rush of discovery was fading for Caracalla, and with excitement ebbing away, exhaustion rushed back in. She lay down on the pallet, Ink hastily whisking the book away to make room for her.

“Can I sleep here?”

It was a tight fit, but they made it work, curled up like puppies and clasping hands. Rest seemed achievable in company, holding hands a reassurance Caracalla wouldn’t lose anyone else as she slumbered.

So quietly that Caracalla wasn’t sure if Ink didn’t want to disturb her if she was sleeping, or Ink didn’t mean her to hear at all, Ink said, “You’re my best friend too.”
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They woke to men cursing and heavy footfalls above their heads.

“’S drunks,” mumbled Ink. “G’back to sleep.”

Except Ink wasn’t Valerius. She couldn’t hear what Caracalla could, the sharpness of the consonants and clear enunciation. These men weren’t drunk.

She heard the demand: “Where is she?”

From the room upstairs. The chamber above the stables, where Caracalla should be sleeping alone.

Quickly, Caracalla reached out and shook Ink’s shoulder hard. When Ink startled Caracalla put her hand over Ink’s mouth and held her fast. “Don’t panic,” Caracalla whispered in Ink’s ear. “Men have come to kill or take me. The innkeep must have told them where I slept, but I don’t hear his voice now, and by the weight of these men’s steps they are heavily armed. The innkeep is likely dead. I intend to sneak into the tavern and try to get the Cobra, then we must away. Understand?”

There was a silence.

“Nod, you must nod,” Caracalla added hastily.

Ink nodded. When Caracalla lifted her hand, Ink whispered through lips pale with fear, “I’ll come with you.”

So they crept through the inn’s front door, still holding hands. In her free hand Caracalla carried a sword, half hidden in her skirts, as the sight of it made Ink seem nervous. Imagine being scared by a mere blade. Perhaps Ink was as sheltered in her own way as Caracalla.

Or perhaps it was the sight of a blade in a Valerius hand that unnerved Ink. If so, Caracalla couldn’t blame her.

She remembered which door Merel had led the Cobra through, but she never reached it. The men who had been in her bedchamber came marching downstairs, and she saw they wore thick clothing, to keep you warm upon the sacred balconies. Before her father could no longer walk and the god’s men went away, when Caracalla was a child, her father made her watch the ritual. The god’s men would bring a condemned criminal to the duke, the Great God’s chosen warrior. With his sword Starving for Blood, the duke would cut the criminal’s throat. Blood would flow along the balcony, steaming in the cold air of early morning. They would all lift their hands as if warming them over the great fires of the abyss, and proclaim that through justice they were one step closer to the gods.

These men bore on their chests a symbol Caracalla knew well. The insignia of an axe, limned in red. The axe that spilled the God-Child’s blood, and created Eyam.

These were the Great God’s men, who Lord Lucius had promised her brother would lead to glory. This was the Divine Order.

Ink screamed. At the sound, the Cobra and Merel tumbled out of the door of Merel’s bedchamber, Merel putting on his cloak, the Cobra not remembering a single upper garment in his haste.

“Kill the men,” shouted the leader of the god’s men. “Take the girls.”

Take the girls? What purpose did the Divine Order have for girls?

The god’s men rushed down the stairs in a scurrying pack like rats, and it was as though all the smoke of the lost manor swirled before Caracalla’s eyes, blinding her with something worse than tears. She shoved Ink towards the doors, intending to cover Ink’s retreat, and felt the heavy metal hilt of a sword – a broadsword by the weight, her brother’s remembered lessons echoed in her dimming mind – slam into the back of her skull. Her fingers tightened on her own sword hilt as her knees buckled.

Everything fell into smoky, scarlet-stained darkness.
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Caracalla woke for the second time, finding the straw upon the inn floor stained past reckoning, red and matted with gore. When she turned her head, a dead stranger stared unseeing back at her; it seemed he had three eyes, two milky and one metal, until she realized he had been killed by a dagger placed dead centre between the eyes. Caracalla struggled to lift herself up among the heaped corpses, clumsy with terror, recalling the moment her hand found the sword hilt.

Blood was splashed across one wall like a flag. Even the door handle looked dipped in red. A corpse lay in a crumpled heap at the foot of the door like an abandoned petticoat.

Her enemies were dead, the danger to her over. That much was clear. But a Valerius in a killing rage would cut down friends as well as foes. Her father always said a Valerius had no friends. Not truly. A Valerius was the divine blade. The rest of the world was meat to be carved.

Caracalla’s friend had not reached those doors before the darkness.

“Ink?” She called the name as an abandoned child would, begging not to be left alone. Her plea hung in the shadows like an outstretched hand.

A man’s voice said, “Caracalla.”

She almost sobbed with relief when she saw the Cobra in the corner, Ink cradled protectively in his arms. Despite Ink’s reservations about his character and the Cobra’s current lack of upper garments, she was crying into his shoulder. Caracalla had scared her that much.

Merel the minstrel loomed over Caracalla, offered her his hand. She grasped it and rose. “If you’re awake, come. We must go quickly.”

They collected their belongings, and the Cobra his waistcoat, and fled the inn. As their group left the little town behind, and Ancilley Manor farther back than that, Caracalla’s spirits began tentatively to rise. Marius also killed wicked people threatening what he loved. It wasn’t being a berserker. That was being a protector. It was almost like being a knight.

Merel’s hood whipped back in a wild Eyam wind, and showed tiny silver earrings in the shell of his ear. She was reminded of the fact he was foreign. Anyone from Eyam knew it was unlawful for men to wear jewellery. The Cobra certainly did, he just insisted on doing shiny crimes. Poor man, Merel didn’t know the ways of their land yet, and had certainly never met a Valerius before. Last night, as the music played, he had worn a dreamer’s air. In this cold morning, he looked colder than the air on the mountain.

No doubt Merel was unused to violence. Artists were sensitive.

Caracalla patted his musician’s hand. “You were doubtless startled when I slaughtered everybody in an orgy of bloodlust back there. You see, my family has a curse of divine rage, and we kill people.”

Merel blinked at her several times in bewildered succession.

She thought she must have explained it wrong, until eventually he replied, “Bears kill people. Falling trees kill people. People kill people all the time. Your family is not special.”

“What I mean is, I’m terribly sorry if I terrified you with my berserker fury.”

Merel said, “That’s quite all right.”

He walked in step beside her as they climbed, though his hand where she had touched him was stained with blood. Her hand swung by his, just as red. When Caracalla looked over her shoulder, Ink and the Cobra were following them, even if Ink’s step was slow and her expression wary.

There was more than one reason for Ink’s step to be slow. The Cobra was extremely physically fit, through enchantment he had told Caracalla was called “jazzercise”, though even he was shivering hard in his impractical clothing. Merel must have tremendous lung capacity from playing instruments, as climbing a mountain did not seem to even wind him. And Caracalla, of course, was Valerius. Ink was the only one with capabilities not above the ordinary. She gave the Cobra a filthy look whenever he tried to help her.

The Mountains of Truth loomed before them, peaks in jagged strange shapes, the sun their crown. The Oracle waited there, the voice of the Great Goddess who Caracalla’s mother and brother had always loved. Caracalla felt her heart jump with painful hope, and wondered if this was what people meant by a leap of faith.

Perhaps you only really believed in gods when you needed them. Caracalla needed the Great Goddess now, to fulfil her mother’s last wish: to save the city her brother was bound to protect. Each of them would get only one question. Caracalla knew what hers must be.

The four companions climbed from early-morning sunlight into the deep shadow of the great mountain, to see the Oracle, and learn the truth of the world.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The Villainess In the Raider Camp


“Shall it be war or peace?” asked the Emperor.

“Peace,” said Count Starost.

The Emperor seemed sorry he had asked the question.

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


The dragon formed the periphery of the raiders’ encampment, its smooth metallic coils taking the place of fences and posts. Though they were all encircled by the same dragon, the division in the camp could not have been more clear. Merac raiders sat about in small groups, chatting loudly and cooking over open fires, polishing swords or adjusting straps over their furs. The heaviest armour any raider wore was a riveted leather doublet.

Starosts and their followers attended to their bows, long knives and chainmail in relative silence, grey-hooded heads bowed over their work. And in the centre were the king’s men, dressed and armed in a halfway point between the hostile groups. The king’s men were the smallest force among the Tagar army.

An air of readiness hummed through the whole crowd, Starosts, Merac and king’s men alike. Now that the princess was safe, Rae thought uneasily, the raiders awaited Ivor’s word to attack.

As Ivor showed Rae around by morning light, the metal dragon provided a strange contrast to the world. On one side, a canvas tent, ropes and pegs in the dewy morning grass, ready to trip unwary feet. On the other side, a dragon’s claw wrought in metal, a bird talon become a scimitar.

She skipped over the metal curve of one devastatingly sharp claw. The king of Tagar walked by her side, hands clasped behind his back, to all appearances conversing with his betrothed.

This could be the opportunity Rae needed to get on the same page. “Listen, I wanted to make one thing clear. I know how fake engagements usually go, but please do not fall in love with me. I don’t mean that as a fun challenge. I have enough to deal with.”

Ivor let out a short laugh, then looked surprised at himself. “You’re very self-confident, Lady Rahela. Has anyone ever told you that?”

Rae winked. “I tell myself that all the time.”

Ivor looked faintly worried by the wink. “No offence meant, but you are clearly a very troublesome person. My life is a series of endless troubles. Each of my subjects is a trouble greater than the last. I have no intention of falling in love with you. Or anyone else.”

Rae regarded the Ice King with deepest suspicion. “That’s what they all say. As soon as they declare they’ll never love again, the story sets into motion. This whole conversation is dangerous. Shut up!”

“You’re the one who started the conversation,” Ivor snapped in return, then saw something that cut his angry retort short. “We must be quiet. A long-awaited ceremony is taking place.”

Rae followed Ivor’s line of sight.

On the solemn side of the raiders’ camp, among grey tents like a cluster of shadows, stood a silver-cloaked and hooded congregation. They gathered in front of a small woman wearing a simple white garment with her silver-fair hair bared, who in turn stood before a cupboard-sized shrine. For a moment Rae thought the shrine was filled with glittering fairy lights, until she recalled this world had no electricity. Instead, she realized, the shrine was filled with strangely luminous shards of glass dancing in a wind that wasn’t there. Rae remembered the family the Meracs feuded with always dressed very differently from their enemies. The Starosts wore grey and went hooded, disdaining wealth and glory. Honestly, Rae always found them to be killjoys. In the books, when Vasilisa became Ice Queen, her Starost chancellor was ever stern and cold. But he was clever. He was able to hold off the Emperor longer than anyone dreamed possible.

She could use a man like that.

Rae studied the crowd of Starosts with interest, searching for that chancellor. A tall man, well-muscled beneath the cloak and to all appearances in his early thirties, stood before the white-clad woman.

“Is that Count Starost?”

Ivor’s gaze raked the surrounding camp, searching urgently. For what, Rae didn’t know. “Not yet. This is the ceremony held to elect a new leader of the Starost forces.”

“What happened to their old leader?”

“Solas, Count Starost, went on a quest for light and truth.”

Rae frowned. “Do you mean enlightenment?”

“I mean enchanted light,” said Ivor impatiently. “Countries use what they have to hand as a power source. Eyam has the dead, earth drenched in blood producing marvels and the rising ghouls. Tagar is always divided. In the West we have the endurance of the stone and the vitality of wild beasts. In the East, the cold, clear air that carries, and the glint of light on snow. Magic waned, and that in the east almost went out. Even the Starosts could only perform little light magics, like illumination that blinks out when someone lies, and only glows again when that someone tells the truth. There was a legend of a light source that could power clockwork armies and metal messengers, but everyone who tried to follow the vague and sinister directions in the histories perished before ever reaching their destination.”

A hopeless quest was a classic ingredient of fantasy. Rae nodded wisely. “Someone succeeded in the hopeless quest?”

Someone always succeeded in the hopeless quest.

“Count Starost knew the ridiculous feud between the families couldn’t continue. After a duel gone wrong, he made a bargain with me that I would elevate his mother, the Dowager Countess Starost, to become the Ascendant, who speaks for all our gods. Thus the Starosts could have spiritual power and the Meracs military power, and both be content. He broke off the feud by leaving the field, and went in search of the source for all bright power. Starost succeeded in his quest, though he perished at its end. He left crystals with me that would shine as long as he lived. The night the light in those crystals died was the night my dragon’s head lifted from the slab in my laboratory, its eyes burning white as stars. It took months from that moment to build my dragon, but that was the moment the spark of life lit. Starost is the reason my dragon flies. I owe him the peace he died for.”

The spark of life, Rae thought. Magic from outside of Eyam was never as powerful as magic in Eyam, but a source that could make a dragon fly… That might be strong enough.

“If I bring about peace between your people,” Rae said slowly. “Can I use the power he died for?”

“How will you use it?”

She met the Ice King’s eyes. “To destroy the God’s Eye jewel that the Emperor carries on the hilt of his sword Longing for Revenge.”

To break the enchantment Key was under.

Ivor said, “I believe we have a bargain.”

The white-clad woman – the Ascendant, Rae presumed – held a glowing crystal in her hand, illuminating the shallow cave of shadow beneath the tall man’s hood for an instant. She touched the crystal to the man’s forehead, cheekbones and the base of his throat, each touch giving off another flare of light.

Surely this new leader would be the Count Starost of the books. Cold and stern he might be, but he wanted peace. Rae could use Count Starost’s help.

“The Starosts need a new leader badly. They will not listen to a Merac’s command, and my archers are in chaos,” Ivor explained as they watched. “Solas Starost has been dead almost a year, and it is time for his farewell ceremony. This is a very welcome development.”

There was a note of tension in his voice.

Rae eyed him with alarm. “So what’s the problem?”

Across the way in the grey-lined clearing, the Ascendant intoned, “Will you lead us truly, kindly, wisely, walk the path of light all your days, and when our days end, sing us steady to sleep?”

Rae and Ivor watched as the new leader of the Starosts clasped hands with the Ascendant. The glow of the crystal between their locked palms and linked fingers built, silvery and radiant, as if together they could hold a star.

Until a streak of gold, fast and bright as a lightning bolt, cleaved the air. The crystal dropped to the ground, silver light quenched. The man tumbled to the ground beside the darkened crystal.

His head, rolling out from under the shadow of his hood, ended up several yards away.

“Try leading the Starost clan without a head,” suggested Torhell, Count Merac.

The fur-clad, gold-draped warrior strode into the circle of horrified Starosts to retrieve his axe. He picked up the golden Edge of Anguish and began to wipe blood off its sun-shining surface. He surveyed the Starosts hungrily, as if dearly hoping someone would take him up on the challenge of his gaze.

No Starost did, but their king spoke.

“Count Merac!” Ivor snapped. “At any moment we may be at war. Refrain from killing those our own side.”

“A Starost is never on the same side as a Merac.” Torhell now seemed absorbed in cleaning his blade. “You’re king. Order them to stop insulting me.”

“Captive Goddess, guard us. Nobody insulted you, you brutish murderer,” the Ascendant bit out.

“You did insult me!”

Torhell made a sweeping gesture with his holy axe as if to display her insult to his king and the entire audience. The Starosts gave him a look of collective grey-eyed hate.

“It’s insulting,” Torhell informed the Ascendant, “to place somebody like that at the head of your house and in direct opposition to me. Find someone worthy.”

“What would you know about being worthy?”

Torhell glanced at the headless body dyeing the dirt red. “For starters, find someone who knows how to duck.”

“You jest because you never suffered,” the Ascendant said bitterly. “You have never felt alone, you have never felt regret—”

“I have suffered,” claimed Torhell. “I’ve suffered boredom. I’m suffering it right now. I want my suffering to end.”

“We don’t care what you want, Merac,” called out one of the hooded crowd. “We need a leader!”

Torhell sheathed his axe. In the same movement, he lunged and snatched a bow from a hooded figure nearby. He strung the bow, and fired an arrow that sang across the wastelands, covering an incredible distance to hit the topmost bough of a tree in the Waiting Elms forest.

The arrow was so far away, Rae couldn’t see it. She only saw the tree sway as the arrow struck.

“There,” announced Count Merac. “Archery is meant to be a Starost specialty, is it not? Let the Starost who can split my arrow be your new leader. Find someone who deserves to be my enemy.”

Torhell tossed the bow back at the hooded man he’d stolen it from.

Every one of the Starosts wore a silvery hood, except the Ascendant, whose head was bare, her long hair hanging in streaks of silver-fair and shock-white. Rae presumed her hood situation was for religious reasons. Beneath the hoods, every Starost looked stunned.

“Nobody can hit that mark,” hissed the Ascendant.

Torhell shook his head, the gold beads in his braids chiming. “Shame on you for lying, and you a holy woman! You and I both know who could hit the mark every time.”

The Ascendant’s pale head swung towards her tiny illuminated shrine. Dimly, behind the swinging crystalline lights, Rae glimpsed a picture. Tears rose to the Ascendant’s eyes.

“You are in the water, you are in the air, you are ever with me, for you are everywhere,” whispered the woman. “My son the hero and light-bringer is not yet a year gone. The Star of the East’s spirit lingers yet. He sees everything you do.”

Torhell raised his axe in readiness, making a show of looking in all directions.

“If he doesn’t like what I’m doing, let him stop me. What’s that? He won’t? Still dead? Then I suggest you find somebody else who can stop me. Fast. I hear our king is deeply concerned about your declining ranks.” Torhell’s voice rose to a roar like his beast’s. “Does anyone dare try me? Anyone?”

The Starosts shrank back en masse. Only the Ascendant didn’t move as he advanced. The axe’s reflected brightness leaped from each blade of grass, swinging gold and hungry. She never even flinched.

“Tell me he won’t kill a woman,” whispered Rae anxiously.

“He’s unfortunately broad-minded in his tastes,” said Ivor. “Count Merac is having an extended murderous tantrum over not getting his traditional duel to the death against the Starosts. You ask what the problem is in my court? You’re looking at him.”

Torhell lifted a gold-ringed hand up towards the Ascendant’s throat. If she was essentially the high priestess of all Tagar’s gods, surely it would be extremely blasphemous to kill her.

The Ascendant eyed his hand with distaste. “Get away from me with your rings. Kill me if you wish, but do not touch me.”

The beringed hand faltered, then clenched into a fist. The great cat at his heels rumbled, low and alarming. Torhell made a noise of exasperation deep in his throat, and strode away, shoving Starosts as he went past.

Ivor stared at the cooling corpse on the ground and sighed. “It has been two days since our last blood-feud incident. Someone clean that up.”

Rae preferred not to see blood, so she looked away, towards the silver scales glinting in the morning light. Then she squinted.

“Would it be unladylike to ask about the status of your dragon?” Ivor blinked at her. Rae elaborated. “Does it ever move as though it had a mind of its own?”

“The dragon is a machine with neither mind nor will. Naturally, it does nothing without my command,” said Ivor.

As the king spoke, the dragon twitched and uncurled its tail from around the camp, leaving the encampment defenceless. The pointed metal head lifted, eyes flaring sudden brilliant red. When Ivor cried out, the dragon didn’t curve its long, shining neck down to its rider. Instead, the dragon unfurled its brilliant metal wings so they fanned out like the world’s largest sheet of tinfoil, and took to the air in its first flight alone.







CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

The Maiden at the Cave of the Oracle


“Are you in the market for prophets? You will find many false, and only one true. I am the only mouthpiece of the Great Goddess in the world. I have seen all the other worlds, and those that are yet to be. I know your fate. Will you hear it?”

“No thank you,” the Golden Cobra told the Oracle. “Honestly, I’m hardly ever honest, even with myself. That truth sounds like more than I can bear.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


Her brother had already been to see the Oracle, and apparently he had told the Cobra exactly how it went. One climbed the path almost to the top of the peak, and eventually the Oracle’s guards, trying to be stealthy in the undergrowth, would come out and escort you to the mouth of the cave. You went in alone, the Cobra said, though Caracalla was hoping they would be allowed to go in alone together. Then you knelt before the Oracle, and offered her drops of blood for the pool in which she saw the future. A simple matter.

She who dwelt in darkness and dealt in prophecy waited for seekers after truth. Her words were harsh, her truth as cold and unyielding as her mountain. The Oracle would know what to do.

“What truth do you wish to know?” Caracalla asked her companions as they climbed.

The Cobra considered. “A redemptive truth.”

Ink frowned. “The real truth.”

“As opposed to the fake truth?” the Cobra murmured.

Ink directed her frown at him. “A villain like you wouldn’t understand.”

The Cobra laughed. “Are you a hero, then?”

“Yes!” said Ink, serious as the grave. “I want to be a hero. I’m going to be a hero.”

Caracalla wished they would learn to get along better.

“I don’t want to be a hero or a villain. I don’t wish for any truths. I don’t want to be part of a story, only to tell one. I want to write a song,” said Merel as they neared the summit, and rounded a curve in the path.

Caracalla had been wondering why they didn’t see any of the Oracle’s guards. She saw a guard now, clad in gold-touched white for the sun, lying face down in the dry grass. Ink gave a terrified shriek and grasped Caracalla’s hand. The Cobra surged forward.

“Don’t bother.” Merel’s tone was very practical. “He’s dead.”

“The Divine Order got here before us.” The Cobra began to run towards the cave, waiting for them as wide and dark as an open mouth about to speak.

The Cobra never reached the Oracle’s cave. He staggered and almost slipped, and Caracalla saw that what she’d taken for shadows at the cave entrance was dark water. Fragments of light and colour flashed and disappeared in the water before Caracalla’s eyes. She glimpsed a tower as bright as a lamp. A blasted landscape under a red sky. The dark water was a liquid mirror, tarnished and now broken, and reflecting glimpses of impossibility. This was the Oracle’s pool, overflowing. Truth had left its cave and spilled out into the world.

Another body lay at the cave’s mouth, half floating and half drowned in the rush of truth. This body was a frail, crumpled thing, wearing a dress of a dozen soiled layers, though beneath its greenish underwater cast, Caracalla saw black and white.

The Cobra skidded to a halt in the brackish water, and fell to his knees. He took the body in his arms, turning her carefully. She was not dead yet. The voice of the Great Goddess, their Oracle, lay gasping soundlessly under the open sky.

Every time Caracalla thought there might be hope, hope was lost. She wanted her brother.

Who would drag an Oracle out of her cave? Who would spill the sacred waters of her pool?

The Oracle’s eyes gleamed as white as a fish that had never seen the sunlight. When her clawed fingertips scrabbled at the Cobra’s gold-embroidered sleeves, Caracalla saw they were black to the first knuckle, as though she had dipped her hands in ink. She opened her mouth once more and noise came out – a birdlike caw, nothing like language. When she cawed, Caracalla saw the tip of the Oracle’s tongue was black as well, as though she had been drinking ink for years.

“What can I do for you?” asked the Cobra. “I’m listening.”

“Every story is a tragedy, if it goes on for long enough,” whispered the Oracle. “You either die a hero, or live long enough to see yourself become a villain… and then you die. In every story, you die. If you go to war, a great kingdom will be destroyed. The prophecy is always one of doom.”

“She’s raving.” Merel’s voice was as crisp and cold as winter air, though his eyes softened with sympathy.

The Cobra paid attention only to the dying woman in his arms. “Did the Great God do this to you, so you wouldn’t be able to call on the goddess?”

The Oracle nodded, then croaked out, through pale lips and blackened tongue, “The coward of the court, they called you, and they were right. Always dancing and weaving away from the truth, from pain, from reality. Truth’s coming for you this time.”

She sounded so tired.

The Cobra stopped frowning. He took the clawed, ink-stained fingers in his steady hands, as if to warm them, and he laughed at her. Not a mocking laugh, but sympathetic, reassuring, as if inviting her to marvel at the absurdity of life together.

“O sacred Oracle, is talking this way a test, or does it make you feel mystical and important?”

Faintly, ever so faintly, like the faintest ripple in a pool, the Oracle smiled back at him. “One grows accustomed. And I get confused. It’s good to see you again.”

“We’ve never met.” The Cobra spoke softly. He didn’t sound puzzled. He sounded scared, as of a dawning realization.

“Not in this world,” murmured the Oracle. “Not in this version of the story. Everything changes. The flicker of a butterfly’s wing creates a storm. You pull a thread and the tapestry unravels. You change one tiny detail of the story, love someone or hate someone or kill someone, and that change is the domino that sends all the rest crashing down.”

“What’s a domino?” asked Caracalla.

The Cobra frowned down at the Oracle. “It’s a game. You call it muggins, Caracalla, and you play it with bones. We play the same games in every world. Sometimes the game looks a little different, that’s all. My lady Oracle, where do you come from?”

“I don’t remember,” murmured the Oracle. “I have been the voice of the goddess too long. Now I will be silent, as another voice rises. You must remember this. You can still find the goddess in fire and wind, in water and glass. She waits in the gold room. You already know where to look.”

“Do you come from this world?” the Cobra asked steadily. “Or another?”

“What do you know of other worlds!” demanded Ink.

Even if Ink hated him, this was no time to accuse the Cobra, Caracalla wanted to say. But she kept her peace. The Cobra obviously hadn’t even heard Ink. He was listening to the Oracle.

“I come from another world,” said the Oracle. “I was the first through the door. But that was so many worlds and times ago. Had we but world enough and time, and surely I did. But is it ever enough? No time to tell you much, in the end. I’ve never died before. How interesting.”

The Cobra said, like a prayer, “You won’t die.”

“You’re a charmer, Eric Mitchell. That’s why she let you in. But the plan never worked, did it?”

“What plan never worked?” asked Caracalla.

The Cobra clasped the dying woman’s hands tighter. “Maybe it could work this time.”

“No, I don’t think so,” said the Oracle. “This tale is darker than any before. You once said when we try to change the story, we only make it worse. Perhaps you were right. When I look ahead, I see only darkness. You wish me to speak plainly? The god is watching you. The god is swooping down. The god is coming. Run!”

Her weak voice rose in a desperate, despairing little cry. Her hand rose with it, clawed and straining for the light, as though she longed to touch the sun. Then her hand went limp, all possibility of holding on lost. The Oracle lay still.

In the end she’d said the same thing Lucius had said, with the same urgency in his dead voice. Caracalla held Ink’s hand fast, to drag her away or protect her, she knew not which. Only that she intended to hold on.

“She’s dead, Eric,” Caracalla spoke with resolve. “We have to go. Now.”

Ink approached the Cobra. “I need to talk to you.”

“Ink,” Caracalla said. “You don’t. There is no time!”

When the shadow covered the sun, she knew it was too late.

She lifted her eyes to the skies, and the monster in it. Made of metal, a beast and a sword at once, its wings great blades that cut the air. And the creature’s eyes, the same red that had painted the windows of home when the manor burned and the god came into being behind them.

The Oracle had said, The god is swooping down. Caracalla hadn’t known it would be literal, she had only known swooping would be bad.

It was worse than she could have dreamed. The dragon descended, iron claws raking up the stones and earth of the mountains. Metal claws struck Caracalla, snapping closed and open like curved bear traps, trying to pincer in and seize her. Caracalla threw herself and Ink down the slope, rolling, flat on their stomachs in the grass waiting for the next swoop.

There came a rattle, as a fistful of stones hit the dragon’s shining steel flanks. As the dragon swung its pointed metal muzzle towards the Cobra, the Cobra stooped to pick up another handful of rocks. The dragon opened its jaws.

A throwing-knife struck the dragon in its eye. The eye must have been glass or something stronger, for the blade glanced off its surface, but the blow left a spreading spiderweb of cracks over the divine-wrath crimson. The dragon reared. Another knife streaked through the air, aimed at an infinitesimal dark gap between shining scales on its underbelly. Caracalla knew the blade could not strike true, but then the blade did. The dragon screamed like a carriage hitting a stone wall, and lurched to the side, wings flaring to take to the sky.

Or so it seemed. The dragon lunged at the last moment, going low rather than taking flight, great claws digging a trough in the mountains deep as a grave. The claws scooped up earth and grass and stones. And girls. Ink screamed. Caracalla screamed with her, clutching Ink close and at the same time trying to fight her way out of the dragon’s claws, even as the ground dropped away.

The Cobra came running down the side of the mountain, leaping for them, every laughing line of his face set in terror and determination. Caracalla thrust her hand out between the iron claws. Their fingertips brushed. The dragon screeched its rage, a thin jet of flame cutting a black line on the mountain stone, but the flame wasn’t aimed at the creature’s own claws. In order to seize them, the dragon had gathered up so much earth its claws hung open, earth crumbling away between them like breadcrumbs from a child’s loose fist. It was possible, just possible, that the Cobra could pull Caracalla down through the opening in the metal claws to freedom.

Caracalla saw the shadow of the dragon’s head shift to another angle, and the shadowy jaws open. She didn’t know what the flame would hit this time.

The Cobra got knocked down to the ground by someone who spun through the air with the same incredible swiftness and accuracy as his throwing-knives.

Caracalla knew then she had been deceived. She hadn’t killed those men at the inn. Someone else had.

Merel the minstrel landed, long daggers in both slender musician’s hands, crouched over the Cobra’s body, defending him. Then the sight of the others, the sight of the very ground, spun wildly away as Caracalla and Ink were lifted up in the dragon’s claws into the hopeless, friendless emptiness of the sky.







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Minister to Ills


“Persuade me to evil,” the Emperor addressed his prime minister. “I grow bored by affairs of state.”

“It’s no fun when you ask me to do it,” Pio told him.

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


The Emperor sat alone above them all at the dying of the day, on his throne of jewels and gilded bone, holding court.

Lord Ernac coughed. “Sire. Do I have the honour of your full attention?”

“Mmm? I order you immediately executed for your crimes.”

Their dark overlord swept the court with his fiendish red gaze, daring one of them to object. Temptation hung before Pio like a fruit: he saw the shining opportunity to let someone else die, so the divine wrath wouldn’t fall on him.

But he was Prime Minister, chosen to lead the assembly, to act as intermediary between ministers and monarch. Pio cleared his throat. “Your Imperial Highness?”

The Emperor laughed. “Only joking.”

Relief almost knocked Pio off his feet, and Lord Ernac darted away immediately. The dark mutter of the court rose like shadow at noon. How many fits of caprice would the court endure before they turned against him as a tyrant?

Would it matter? Nobody could stand against a god.

The place beside Pio where the commander general should stand was starkly empty. Nemeth was still abed with fever in Pio’s quarters, his youngest son by his bedside. He kept asking for Fabianus and the girls.

Pio supposed he could give Nemeth Fabianus’s heart.

He had no idea what to do with the heart. He had no idea what to do with his Emperor, who had been ominously quiet since the message from the Ice King arrived.

“Tagar has our princess. Tagar has Rahela Domitia. What do you have?”

Pio watched the Emperor’s gauntlets tap against the gilded arms of the throne. Each tap made Pio’s nerves scream with something like horror.

He felt a slight tug on his ministerial robes. Ninell had reached out and taken a pinch of the blue silk, to hold and console herself as she used to hold her dolly when she was small. She’d been very quiet of late. Pio sent her a small, reassuring smile, telling Ninell silently that there was nothing to fear while her uncle was by.

Fortunately, being a politician, he was an excellent liar.

No wonder sweet Ninell was in a state. It wasn’t only the Nemeths’ fate. The Queen’s Trials had ended in disaster, with a funeral to be held instead of a wedding. Lady Glacia was slain, Lady Rahela flown, and the Emperor’s mood was dark indeed. The throne room felt more and more like that moment in childhood when you were sitting about a campfire telling tales of ghosts and demons, then you realized the fire was dying and the wind rising, and all tales on the cusp of coming true.

Lady Dian Domitia, dressed head to foot in jet and rubies, observed the scene before them with a measuring eye and a slight smile. Her daughter nowhere to be found, her granddaughter in the arms of the enemy, yet her composure never left her. She was a wonderful woman.

Pio kept telling himself that soon the Emperor’s wounded heart would be healed by the love of a true queen. Specifically, Ninell. A clever queen would restore peace to the nation, equanimity to the monarch, and no doubt shower her family with honours. All would be well. It would.

Pio said, “May I suggest, Your Imperial Majesty, that this is for the best? Forgive me, but Lady Rahela is deranged.”

The Emperor raised a brow. “You’re making me miss her more.”

“I do not jest,” Pio insisted. “Sire, she’s a black widow with a black heart. With my own eyes, I saw her push the late King Octavian off the battlements of the Palace-on-the-Edge to his doom.”

Unbelievably, the Emperor started to laugh.

“Sire, I fear I don’t understand.” He feared he would never understand his ruler’s bizarre sense of humour.

“Once I kill the Ice King,” declared the Emperor, “the wedding is back on.”

Then the Emperor’s laughter cut off abruptly. Pio stared around, trying to see why.

The tall windows of the throne room bled red light. This was not unusual. If these had been the windows on the other side of the chamber, the side that looked out onto the dread ravine.

But they were the wrong windows. Red light was spilling in from the wrong side.

Pio was absolutely sick to the teeth of living through world-changing events. Could they not go a single week without cataclysmic disaster? Just one week!

Pio hoped it was a trick of the light, until the Emperor drew his sword. Usually the blade had a lambent glow. Now it blazed as though the steel remembered fire. The words “Longing for Revenge” were reflected and magnified, scarlet script on gold. Written in fire, across the ten-foot-tall golden doors of the throne room.

“Fire on the mountain,” the Emperor murmured. “I saw this before.”

Pio said, “When, Your Majesty?”

“In a dream,” answered his monarch slowly, as if in another dream.

“What does it mean, sire?”

“The god is coming.” In answer to the stir of bewilderment, the Emperor arched an eyebrow. “The Great God,” he clarified. “The one you call my father.”

Bewildered mutterings descended into a hum of excitement and hope. He will be wise, he will be just, he will save us. The Great God.

The Emperor rose from his throne. His movements had become extremely deliberate and purposeful, as though he were an arrow flying to its target.

Pio licked his lips. “What will you do, sire?”

“Oh, I intend to welcome him.”

The young god stormed from the throne room with his sword blazing in his hand.

Who could stand against a god? Pio thought dazedly. Nobody but a god.

“Quick, Andras,” purred Lady Dian, adding “Forgive me for the familiarity, Prime Minister. Let us go at once and secure a good view.”

She was right. They needed to know what was happening. He put his arm around Ninell, keeping her safe by his side, and led the way.

Onto the battlements of the high palace walls rushed ministers and courtiers, as if to the grand balconies over the abyss on a feast day. It seemed the world had become the abyss, teeming with the dead, with danger and the divine. All mortals could do was witness these great and terrible days.

Smoke veiled the moon, as if that luminous white eye would not wish to see the events that transpired below.

Pio did not wish to see, either.

He had spent his life scheming and climbing towards power, but it was earthly power he’d wanted, not this. Yet still, this felt like the natural consequence of all he had worked towards. As if he had climbed a mountain, then found himself foolishly amazed by the view.

To have the secret knowledge that the highest in the land could stoop so low. Their prophesied Emperor, foolish dead young King Octavian, the late King Septimus. Those above crushed those below, simply for the crime of being below. Everyone powerful thought they were all-powerful.

With the clarity provided by divinity, which magnified all things so you were forced to see them for what they were, Pio realized he had never expected rulers to be good.

He’d accepted the rise to power would be ugly and hard, told himself what mattered was ascending one step and then another. Focused on getting as close as he possibly could to the top, he had climbed by mistake into the obliterating sun.

Having known the son, Pio found himself possessed by a sick, dizzying vertigo at the thought of beholding the father. He didn’t want to be in this place, living through these times.

Yet here he was, and all he could do was wait for the clash of gods below.







CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

The Villainess and the White Knight


“Someone should do something,” wept Lady Lia.

Emer had not wept since her mistress Rahela died, but she found herself in agreement. They cowered in the little room at the top of the tower, watching flames rise from the roofs of houses across the city as well as from the abyss. They said the king was lost. They said Eyam was lost with him.

But Emer knew the way of the world. Nobody ever did anything on hearing the desperate cry “somebody should do something”.

Key the guard, watching Lia’s tears, said: “I will.”

“I will, ‘my lady’,” Emer corrected.

She frequently asked the gutter guard to call Lia “my lady”. He always refused.

His eyes danced, reflecting the red flicker of abyss flames. “It’s sweet of you to call me that when I have such a bad reputation, Emer.”

“You will be swallowed by the chaos,” cried tender-hearted Lia.

“I am chaos,” said Key, with his disturbing smile, and left. They heard his footsteps echoing on the stone steps of the tower all the way to the world below.

They did not realize how far down he would go until they saw him climb into the abyss. Down into the consuming fire and all-enveloping smoke, into the hungry moans of monsters and the terrible heart of legends.

Emer had always hated him, but as she saw him disappear into the flames, she knew they were lost.

“I saw the atrocities and I said, ‘That’s my man and I support his hobbies’,” Rae told her sister, when Alice paused in her reading. “I saw the red flags and I said red’s my favourite colour. He’s simply the greatest and sexiest character of all time, and nobody appreciates him as they should.”

Excerpt from a reading of the now-revised Time of Iron by ALICE PARILLA, age sixteen


As a hostage, Rae wasn’t allowed to attend the Tagar high council. After the dragon took wing and flew away, the royalty and aristocracy of Tagar withdrew to the royal tent, an edifice that was half austere, shining with subtle Starost silver thread, and half ostentatious, hung about with Merac furs and straps secured by gold. Rae sat outside, attempting shamelessly to eavesdrop through canvas, but heard only the loud hum of debate and not the words.

So she sat, with her chin on her fist, and thought of Key, and enchanted light-sources.

She looked up when they all filed out: the king with Princess Vasilisa beside him; Torhell, the count, and the dowager countess Lady Mabeth; and the Ascendant walking alone in her white robes and grief.

Ivor announced: “Something seized control of my dragon. Even your Emperor was not able to do that. The situation has gone beyond our control and I will not risk my people. We are leaving.”

Rae stared at him with fresh horror. “You can’t go.”

“You must come with us,” Vasilisa urged. “Marry my brother, be my sister and our queen. We will make you happy in Tagar. This is a cursed land of evil gods. Only pain and death lives in Eyam. Let’s escape together. It’s what my love would have wished.”

She took Rae’s hand.

Lady Mab, brightening and ignoring the mention of Vasilisa’s love, suggested, “We could have two weddings aboard ship.”

Sail away to a land of ice with strangers, where no dead walked or gods rose, where Rae hadn’t created a disaster of blood-soaked betrayal. In some ways, it would be an escape.

In another way, it would be giving up. Rae didn’t do that. Key belonged to this land. So did Lia, Emer and the Cobra. Rae wasn’t leaving them to deal with the horrors alone.

“Stay,” Rae told Ivor. “We need you. You have different magic, different gods. You have a chance to take back your dragon.”

Ivor looked furious at the mention of his dragon, then crushed the fury. “How could we even begin to think about fighting whatever did that? We would need another army!”

“Lady Rahela,” said a cold voice behind them. “Ivor. It seems I came at the right time.”

Escorted by harassed-looking camp guards, Lord Marius stood at the head of a wildly strange band. From farmers holding scythes to probable bandits armed to the teeth, from knights in armour to ladies in very little clothing at all, it was a force Rae would never have imagined Marius leading.

They had never liked each other for an instant, and the sight of his icily perfect face filled Rae with delight. The stalwart hero, arriving with an army in the nick of time. Suddenly she saw why Marius had always been her sister’s favourite character.

“Where’s the Cobra?”

“Consulting the Oracle,” replied Lord Marius. “The Great God has risen and is coming to take the city. We felt we required the aid of the goddess. What are you doing among the raiders, Lady Rahela? Have you been taken hostage?”

“I’m betrothed to their king,” Rae said brightly.

Marius’s frown suggested a headache coming on. Rae feared they weren’t going to get on any better this time around.

“Did you fail to properly comprehend the term ‘engage the enemy’?”

When away from Lord Marius, you remembered the towering presence and chilling assumption of perfect morality. After a moment in Lord Marius’s presence, you remembered he was a huge bitch.

A new idea struck Rae. “You called him Ivor. Do you two know each other?”

Ivor and Marius exchanged a glance. “Yes,” said Marius. “We studied together at the Ivory Tower, on the Cliffs of Ice and Loneliness. The prince was always tinkering with strange contraptions.”

“Marius was always confessing his many sins of thought and deed to our tutors, and getting whipped,” Ivor countered. “Hours sometimes the whippings took, in the ice, with a thorned lash. They were trying to get him to stop confessing, I believe, but he’s relentless. He should have died under the lash. He didn’t. He’s Valerius, and I saw what that meant. This changes things.”

The great sabretooth tiger made an interested sound in Marius’s direction. Marius ignored the tiger.

Torhell leaned forward, face brightening with hope. “Fight me!”

The look Marius directed in the count’s direction was a wintry blast. Rae was used to Lord Marius’s disapproving looks. At court, he did not usually follow them up with action.

This Lord Marius, his white cloak gone, his white sleeves smoke-stained and rolled up for work, moved forward and in a whirl of efficient motion grasped Count Merac’s elbow before the count could reach for his axe. Then the Valerius threw the raider over his hip. Faster than the instant it took for a wind to change, Lord Marius had Tagar’s general on his back, hurled full length upon the ground with the point of Starving for Blood at his throat.

“Insolent puppy. You’re commanding troops, and you challenge a potential ally? I saw in the first attempt at an invasion of Themesvar, your archers are a disgrace.”

“They’re not my people,” objected Torhell. “They’re Starosts!”

“You command the army, including the archers. If your army is untrained or will not obey you, that is a stain on you and your leadership. Do better, or die of shame.”

Torhell leaned up on one elbow into the blade at his throat, eyes taking on an avid gleam. “The archers are bad, aren’t they?”

Ivor and Vasilisa both gave Marius an approving nod. All the raiders regarded Marius, towering over their leader in a way that suggested ice cliffs rather than towers, with an air that suggested here was a man to suit their ideal of a warrior.

“Eyam’s gods might prove a problem later. Best to smelt the impure metal now, rather than letting it become part of your mechanism to break at some future point,” murmured Ivor.

Still prone, Torhell winced. “Don’t talk like that, sire. You’re embarrassing us in front of Lord Marius.”

Vasilisa stepped up, her hand on Ivor’s arm. When she spoke, Rae remembered that in the books she was the Ice Queen, and would give speeches to rally troops against the Emperor.

“What my brother means to say is this. The gods are set apart. They live in the heavens or the underworld, they influence but do not engage in the affairs of men. A single god ruling in barbaric Eyam is one thing, though even then I did not like the term Emperor. Which of our lands did he wish to swallow to make this empire? Now we hear another god is coming. This so-called Great God has stolen a weapon of Tagar, our king’s great dragon, and we do not know how or what he means to do with it. I call this Great God a thief, and his son the Emperor a murderer. I say we stay and fight!”

Under the sound of cheering and rattling sabres, Ivor muttered: “We had better get my dragon back.”

“I could fight a god.” Torhell seemed charmed by the prospect.

“Death to these foreign gods,” the Ascendant declared. “We who follow the Captive Goddess have hated them always.”

With a pang Rae remembered Glacia, shy and faltering, calling upon the Captive Goddess for strength. She loved the gods of east Tagar as much as she loved her books of romance and adventure, but in the end the Captive Goddess had not saved her.

The moment of union between Meracs and Starosts shattered as soon as it was forged.

“Death to all false gods, including the puny Starost spirits of light and air.” Torhell gave the Ascendant a boyish, taunting smile. “Especially the Captive Goddess. I hate her the most.”

The two factions of the ice court began to shout at each other about disgusting beast gods and pathetic spirits not worth the name of divinity. Rae worried this army would always be at their fellow’s throats, never able to be pointed in a common direction.

“SILENCE!” Lord Marius’s command was an avalanche. “Cease your petty squabbling. Do you not see? The gods are coming.”

What Valerius eyes saw first, they all saw soon after. From their vantage point outside the city walls, they watched the light change. The gates to Themesvar opened, and onto the Waiting Wastes stalked the Emperor.

Even now Rae’s heart sang at the sight, as if her heart was a minstrel or a bard telling an epic tale. She always loved the battle scenes, where the Emperor became a whirling one-man army no mortal could withstand. She watched him prowl through the dust and changing light, suggesting that thunderclouds gathered above though the sky was clear. Key was all blaze and midnight, as if he leaped from a page charred by fire from another world, still burning.

Every delighted spark coursing through Rae chilled under a breath of fear. No mortal could stand against him, but the foe he faced now was not mortal.

The ice raiders would not have to fight gods if the gods killed each other first.







CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

The Lady Abandons All Hope


“Why would you not take the Abandon All Hope Diamond?” the Emperor asked his queen.

Lia smiled. All those who beheld her sighed. “Why would I need a necklace? I have you.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


When the sky changed, Lia’s rebels poured out into the narrow streets of the Cauldron.

Lia was giving another speech to the restless would-be rebels, about how they must wait until the time was right. Emer sat suffering under dozens of interested eyes, strangers waiting for her to exhibit some strange power. She didn’t look up at Lia, and didn’t dare meet Forge’s steady gaze.

She did look up when the sky blazed red, in a pulse like a heartbeat, then turned back to blue. Lia stopped mid-speech, and carefully, quietly, the rebels of the Cauldron filtered out onto the streets, only to lose their heads and join the wild rush of every soul in Themesvar to the city walls.

Cauldron folk did well in the fight to see what was happening. Emer spotted several people she knew at the Night Market around once she, Lia, Forge and the others were atop the walls. And once upon the walls, Emer could see a tower of smoke.

The abyss often smoked and sparked, but this smoke was coming from the other direction, from the heart of Eyam. If Emer squinted through the mist over the Solbury Mountains, she believed she could make out the massive wreck of a building still smoking. She could always see farther than most.

“They say the ducal manor is aflame,” a woman beside Emer announced importantly.

“Is that so,” murmured Lia, gently encouraging, gently curious.

“You know how it is with the Valerius family,” said another woman who sold inferior vegetables at the market. Everyone murmured sorrowful agreement. “Hope Lord Marius hasn’t snapped and murdered his mother and sister.”

“Surely not. He is so honourable. And his eyes are sad.”

“I could fix him,” said the man who sold the best eggs.

A girl half-grown came running through the rubble created by the hasty erecting of barricades. “Amelia of the Golden Brothel is coming back! She’s sent messengers! She was in Ancilley Manor when it burned.”

“A soiled dove was at the manor? Being entertained by the duchess, no doubt. A likely story. Did they have an orgy? Did they invite Lord Marius?” scoffed the inferior-vegetable seller.

Everyone clearly believed Lord Marius would murder his relatives before consorting with women of the night. Having met Lord Marius, Emer was inclined to agree.

“Amelia’s part of a force coming to warn the city. Lord Marius is leading them; they’re calling for people to join them. Promises they’ll be well rewarded.”

The idea of pay caused some interest, but more apprehension. A woman clutched the girl to her apron. “Will there be more fighting? Is it the raiders?”

The girl shook her head against her mother’s apron. “They say it’s the Great God.”

Once, Emer suspected, the hardened people of the Cauldron would have scoffed at this claim. Once she would have scoffed herself. That was before the Emperor rose to sit the throne.

“Is that not… good news?” asked a timid-sounding woman beside Lia. “He is the Great God. Will he not bring back peace, and prosperity, and make the crops grow—”

“Have you ever even seen crops? You’ve never been out of the city a day in your life—”

“Will he not do the things a god is supposed to do? Like a father.”

“I see you never met my father…”

“A good father,” said the timid-voiced woman stubbornly. “The kind everybody wishes they had, the kind everybody should have had. Perhaps the Great God’s coming is for the best. Anyone can see the Emperor is wild as weather.”

“It’s the harlot’s fault, leading him astray—”

“I can fix him,” said the egg-seller.

“What, both the Emperor and Lord Marius? You would be most assuredly and extremely murdered.”

“What a way to go, though.”

A good father. Emer thought of the Square of Sacrifice, of the altar and the blade, of how Key had looked at those blood-drenched frescoes as if seeing them for the first time. In a tale, the ways of gods were inscrutable. They could be wise and just and still eat their children. Bring the tale closer to life and Emer felt differently about it.

“What about this world,” Emer asked the timid woman, “makes you expect a god will be kind?”

With her Valerius eyes, she could see the Waiting Elms woods thinning. They weren’t burning. They were turning to dust even as she watched, creating a vast, bleak plain. The Waiting Wastes spread wide, swallowing all before them. Even the Tears of the Dead River suddenly ran dry, changed from flood to silver thread. The light of the sun on that stretch of land seemed filtered subtly red, as though you could dilute sunlight with blood. The stage was set for a battle of the gods.

Abruptly, the city walls rang with chaos and cries.

“The Emperor goes forth! The Emperor says open the gates!”

“Is he going to welcome his father?” asked another voice.

Key would welcome him with a blade, if Emer had ever known him at all. She heard the slow and ponderous sounds of the great gates being swung and scraped open. Shivering even among the crush atop the walls, she watched the Emperor go forth.

Midnight cape flaring, black crown of hair wilder than weather, not faltering a step as he strode across that stretch of blasted earth and through the blood-drenched air. Every bird and insect in the world had gone still.

There was a presence coming to meet Key, stirring the dust that had been a forest, making the thready flow of the river change course. Emer had seen a figure like this once before – the night the abyss opened and the Emperor rose; glimpsed what she had thought half a shadow and half a dream, a pillar of fire with Lord Marius’s face.

She did not want to see it again. But he was coming.

Emer felt a tug at her sleeve. She resisted, but Lia kept tugging insistently, until Emer reluctantly gave up and came down from the barricades. Lia had gathered her rebels about her.

“The whole city watches as the gods clash,” said Lia. “Why? Can we do anything to change what will happen? Do you think we will fail to notice when one or the other wins out? Watching the battle is useless. What’s useful is the distraction the battle provides. I said we needed to wait for a time, did I not?”

Lia spread her hands, a magician and a lovely assistant both at once, as if she were about to do a trick.

“The time is now. The palace is left unguarded. I say we storm the palace gates and loot the treasury.” She lifted her voice so the rebels closest to her could hear. “We already have a Valerius of our own. Let’s take enchanted swords, let’s take enchanted gauntlets. All the strength others have hoarded, let us now take for our own.”

[image: Illustration of a dagger with a double edged blade and cross guard.]
Lia was right. There were no guards at the palace gates, merely a great locked chain of orichal steel.

Lia nodded to Emer. “Break it.”

“I cannot break apart a steel chain with my bare hands!”

“How can you be sure,” asked Lia, “unless you try?”

Emer thought about killing all the ghouls at the graves, the pleasure and ease of it. She thought of all she had seen beyond the city walls, which she was sure the others hadn’t seen.

She grasped the stout links of the chain between both hands, and pulled with all her might. The chain broke as easily as if it were made of daisies. She stepped back, dazed, and the rebels flooded into the deserted Palace on the Edge.

When the cat’s away, the mice will play, the butcher back in Shroud Valley who taught Emer how to ply a cleaver used to say. But cats come back.

“Spread out and find weapons, find treasure. Quick as you can,” Lia called out, and as the rebels scattered she turned her eyes to Emer. “You and I will go to the Room of Golden Wonder.”

As they made their way to the treasury, Emer saw servants discreetly ducking behind doors, as fearful of marauding Cauldron folk as they were of the gods. Emer missed her own tidy uniform of blue dress and white apron, the safety of anonymity in it, the promise she would never have to be anyone remarkable. Strange to be back home, and find that either the place or she had irrevocably changed.

“Will you tell me what you’re planning?” Emer asked as they walked down a passage, her new Cauldron-made boots striking the moody-green malachite floor with an ominous echo that her soft maid’s pattens never had. “Wait, you never do, do you?”

“Do you know what, Emer?” Lia asked crisply. “I’m getting very tired of your attitude towards me. You’re acting like one of the gentlemen at court, who think that if a lady knows anything of bedchamber pleasures her entire moral character is fatally compromised.”

That wasn’t fair. “I am not! It’s not the – the bedchamber pleasures, it’s that you kept secrets from me. You manipulated me.”

“Did I? How horrible!” Lia said. “Remind me, how was it we came together? Were you not sent by your mistress in order to spy on me, betray me, and blacken my name by accusing me of a crime I didn’t commit?”

“You said you forgave me for that.”

“I did and I do, but I cannot help remembering it when you look at me with those coldly judgemental eyes. Back in the Shroud Valley when we were children, I used to admire you so much. You were so strong, nobody would ever bully you. Is it Forge Strike’s influence that has you thinking so meanly of me?”

“I don’t think meanly of you!”

She thought the world of Lia, but she feared her as well. Saying so would sound absurd. Lia was a tiny, gentle lady, and Emer could pull apart a steel chain with her bare hands.

When they reached the treasury door, Emer felt chastened enough by Lia’s words that she strode forward to break the lock without Lia asking. The door of the Room of Golden Wonder had been commissioned by a fanciful king of days gone by to look like the top of a pirate’s chest. Carved skulls and crossbones in the corners, and stylized heaps of coins wrought in golden wood.

And a great, golden lock.

It broke in Emer’s hands like butter.

Once, Emer had lined up with the other maids at the treasury door to receive her wages. There was no reason to dole out coppers in front of a room of gold, except to remind servants of their place.

When the door swung open and Emer saw what she had only imagined before, her eyes dazzled. Literal heaps of gold, loops of pearls festooning the heaps and jewels as big as the eggs of the Emperor’s monstrous roc. Emer used to dream of enough gold to run away and buy a cottage. She scooped up some brilliant coins. She was holding enough to do that now.

“Should we take a sack and fill it?” Emer asked Lia.

“No.” Lia sounded almost absent-minded. “I’m looking for something else.”

“What’s that?”

Orichal weapons, perhaps? Lady Rae wore the gauntlets of Lia’s family. She had stolen them, though now the stepsisters shared them. It made sense that, once robbed, Lia would want orichal weapons to keep her safe, a blade or a shield.

“Something of my own,” replied Lia. “I must thank you, Emer, for making things so clear to me. My sister used to tell me I would be queen. The Cobra too seemed certain that through some man’s love I would climb high. I thought of ways I could effect change, once I had the power they told me was my destiny. But the Cobra and my sister were liars. The king’s favour. The court’s admiration. The rebels’ faith. Your strength. None of it was ever mine. It’s not really my power, if it will leave me as soon as someone else changes their mind.”

She paced among the heaps of gold, soft white skirt whisking behind her. Emer’s stomach sank with every word she spoke.

“The idea if you seem good enough, or lovely enough, or charming or sweet enough, that the world will give you everything you desire if only you do not demand it, that’s a trap. Can a smile break steel, or stop the Emperor hurting my sister? I am done borrowing the power of others, done with everything being snatched back from me when they discover I committed the great betrayal of being human. I want something else. And there it is.”

There it was, lying on the gold like a black worm coiled at the heart of a yellow rose. The Abandon All Hope Diamond. Emer remembered how it had burned above Lady Rae’s black and blue dress. She remembered how fast Lady Rae could run in the Cauldron, how strong she had been, and remembered Lady Rae’s frightened eyes. How unlike Lady Rae it was, to show fear.

“The cursed necklace,” Emer said thickly.

She did not want to go anywhere near it. She did not want Lia anywhere near it.

Lia smiled. “Mine now.”

Lia’s fingers closed around the gems, which Emer had last seen burning darkly around Lady Rae’s throat. The great jewel at its centre, which superstition called one of the lost god’s lost eyes, drew you in and swallowed all thought like a burning void.

Emer shuddered at the memory of how little she had recognized Lady Rae, wearing that necklace, when they met in the Cauldron. How Rae had become the Beauty in Bruised Midnight with her wild eyes and stormy hair. How little Emer had recognized Key as the Emperor, with the other God’s Eye burning in the hilt of his sword. What happened, Emer had to wonder, when you caught a god’s eye?

“Lia,” she said urgently. “Don’t take it. If I have been harsh to you, if I have judged you too cruelly, think only that I held you up so high that any fall shocked me. Let us try again, on a level with each other, to see each other clearly, and be kind. I swear to you I will be better. Put the God’s Eye down.”

Lia’s face shone. She made all joy look gentle and luminous. The Pearl of the World, the court called her, and even among riches Emer could not dream of, Lia still looked like the greatest treasure in the room.

“And if I will not?”

“Then I leave the Room of Golden Wonder,” said Emer. “Without you.”

Lia stared down at the jewel in her palm, moving her hand slightly as though measuring its weight. She didn’t even glance at Emer, and Emer was unsurprised. What did Emer have to offer, in exchange for the power of a god?

“Where will you go?” Lia’s voice sharpened. “Back to Forge Strike?”

“I will go to find my friends.”

Lia only shook her head, as if Emer might do as she pleased, and Lia would too. Slowly, Lia reached up and fastened the cursed necklace about her lovely, fragile throat. The crimson fire in the dark gem’s heart seemed to leap as if to greet her.

Emer looked back only once, at the brightest thing among all the dazzling heaps of gold. Then she turned and left her lady behind.







THE END OF THE BEGINNING

The Gods Show Up


“Will you tell again, my lord, how you killed the god your father and became ruler of the skies?” asked Lady Ninell.

“I caught him by surprise,” said the Emperor, far above them all. “He believed I would welcome him. We fought on a battlefield of broken stones, in the heart of hell. We wielded blades, not enchantment. He was strong. I wanted to know who was stronger. I wanted to know if I could do it.”

Silence followed. Wearily, the Emperor looked out of the great throne room windows at his land, captured under disrupted light by their broken moon.

“If I’d realized how it would feel, to be a god alone… Maybe I wouldn’t have done it.”

Time of Lies, ANONYMOUS


MARIUS

The Last Hope gazed across the blasted plain that had once been fields and woods, and was now only darkness stretching outside the city walls. The young god-emperor stalked the battlefield, Longing for Revenge flashing like red lightning held in his hand.

The god’s father came to meet him. Through the blackened trees he came, and though all was darkness the shadow that trailed at his heels was a pale void.

He was the god’s father, not Marius’s father. All sign of weakness, infirmity or age had departed from him. He no longer had eyes. In the space where eyes should have been were openings to a furnace. He was the abyss made flesh. He was everything Marius’s father had ever wanted to be.

If there was any part of the duke still in him, he must be so happy, Marius thought.

The charred earth fractured beneath the gods’ feet as if they walked on fragile black mirrors, spiderweb-shaped cracks fanning out under their heels, a crater forming to give them an arena. The sky was screaming, the air warping, the world splintering in an effort to contain divinity. As if through a glass darkly, the mortals witnessed the battle of the gods.

But Marius saw and heard more than most.

The Great God was physically bigger, more imposing, as his father had always been, as Marius himself was. Key was tall enough, but not built along the same massive lines. Marius wondered if Key took after his mother, or if insufficient food growing up in the gutter had made him less towering and more lean than he would otherwise have been.

Did divine children resemble their parents? Could divine creatures starve and suffer as mortals did? In Marius’s head his father’s voice rang, seven years ago. I know you feel it too. Divine wrath.

The god’s voice, in contrast, was soothing. “I don’t want to fight you, son.”

“Great news!” said Key, still the godless gutter ruffian Marius remembered, even with the holy sword blazing in his hand. “Then just die. Thanks.”

He brought the sword around. The god held him off with his great sword, then engaged again, getting in a hit that turned Key’s bronze breastplate to bronze dust. When Key danced back, too swift to be followed, the Great God managed to lock blades again, strained against him, then disengaged. Key’s evil scarlet gaze followed the movement. The sword hummed and thrummed in its sweep through the air, and Marius saw Key’s seemingly involuntary step back.

Beside Marius, Lady Rahela made an urgent noise of distress deep within her throat.

Shining Goddess preserve them all. The Once and Forever Emperor, his coming foretold in legend, was a coward.

Key whirled and their weapons clashed again, striking sparks that fell like hot, red rain across the field of battle. When Key leaped back, his father thundered forward in pursuit. Everywhere the Great God’s feet touched, the earth cracked as though made of fragile black glass. These monstrous gods could break Marius’s land apart without even trying.

Key rolled across the fracturing earth and tried to hamstring the Great God his father. That vicious little guttersnipe, not even fighting honourably in a divine battle. Rahela screamed encouragement until her voice went hoarse.

What a generous heart this woman had. Affection to spare for all the countless men to whom she was betrothed.

The Great God’s greatsword swept towards Key again. Key set his teeth, stood firm and parried the blow. Longing for Revenge lit in his hand like a silverthorn branch set aflame. As Key swung, Marius saw the blaze of the Emperor’s sword quench the glow of the moon, the sparkle of stars, and even the light in the Great God’s eyes.

RAE

Marius wasn’t thoughtful enough to provide running commentary on the battle of the gods, but standing beside him Rae could read his tells. She knew when the battle was going well for Key, and when badly.

Everything goes to hell when the gods show up.

In the rippling chaos of the elements, Rae couldn’t make out everything, but having a favourite character meant she was trained to watch for even a glimpse of him in a scene. She kept her attention fixed on Key.

The Great God aimed his blade, with horrible precision, directly for the scar that ran along Key’s throat. Every mortal eye, from the wastes to the palace and city walls, saw Key’s violent flinch.

“Craven,” muttered one of the raiders behind them.

Rae turned to give him a venomous look. The raider recoiled, but not from shame. The look on the raider’s face only said Rae was a madwoman.

When you were hurt and showed the wound, nobody ever forgave you. The Great God had led the God-Child up the Mountain of Truth, laid him upon a stone slab and cut the child’s throat with his shining axe, and some part of Key remembered. And they blamed Key for flinching.

The Great God didn’t flinch. He had nothing to flinch about. He never felt any of the pain he inflicted.

Others thought that was strength. Rae knew better.

The Great God seized the opportunity of Key’s hesitation to lock them both in combat, body to body, with the Great God’s sheer size bearing Key inexorably down. Key fought the inevitable, fought past the point of inevitability. He should have been down ten times, but he wouldn’t go.

Until he did, falling to earth with a muffled cry. Rae saw the blood spread dark against Key’s black clothes, saw the red crackle of enchantment and realized the god had slipped a long thin orichal knife between his son’s ribs.

On one knee, Key waited, the shadow of his father’s blade on his neck. Then the Great God let the blade fall, its point hitting the earth, as he knelt too. A collective bewildered murmur drifted to the clouds.

The Great God clasped the back of his son’s neck like a beast snagging its pup by the scruff. Key leaned his forehead against the Great God’s, and the Great God stroked Key’s wild hair to tameness.

The god’s murmur came like thunder. “My calf.”

Key turned his face slightly from the fatherly embrace, so Rae saw the vicious triumphant curl of his smile, and his eye gleaming red.

He will love someone truly one day, the Great God had told her from the mirror.

Key had cared about her, even when she got him killed. In every version of the story, that didn’t change. Key would do anything, forgive anything, suffer anything, for someone he loved, hoping to be loved back. Key knew all these tricks he wouldn’t learn until later in the original books. The Great God had taught his son. The Great God had taken his son in his arms, when Rae turned Key away.

Laughing, his voice ringing to the sky so everyone in the city could hear, the Emperor said, “Welcome home, Dad. Did you have fun burning everything down?”

MARIUS

The Great God and the Emperor were in on this dark scheme together. They had been all along. The battle had been only a god’s game for his vicious child, as a father might throw a son a ball.

“I mastered the situation. As I will master all the world, my calf,” replied the Great God, tenderly. “And give it to you, on a string. You are my doorway, opening to the ways of all flesh. My firstborn, my sweet prince.”

Key’s laughter was slightly wet, a tinge of blood on his sharp teeth, and entirely sinister.

The Great God whispered one more thing in his son’s ear. Even Marius, for all his Valerius hearing, could not make out what was said. With that whispered secret, the Great God lifted his son from his knees and waved benevolently to those crowding the double ring of walls beyond.

His voice rolled across the plain like kindly thunder. “Glad tidings, good people. My wayward child has returned to me, and I have returned to you all. Fear not! Order will be restored.”

Faint at first, then gathering in strength and conviction, rang the sound from the walls. Louder and louder it came, so Marius was forced to hear and to believe.

The people of Eyam were cheering for the Great God. The city welcomed their divine father back with open hearts. The god would tell them what to do.

He must have made some involuntary movement of protest. Divine attention fell upon Marius. “Ah,” said the Great God. “The bastard seed.”

Marius uttered his first words to a divinity in tones of icy outrage. “I beg your pardon?”

“The line of Valerius,” explained the Great God. “Your ancestors had to breed with mortals occasionally to survive. A vile thought. Bound to result in thin, sullied blood. But your flaws are not your fault, my boy, and you are the chosen of your line. You live in the time of the Emperor, and you shall have the honour of leading his armies, and standing at the Emperor’s right hand. Have you not always known it was your destiny to serve? Accept your fate, Valerius. Do your duty.”

The Emperor shot Marius a wickedly amused glance, which Marius chose to ignore. He concentrated on Eric’s remembered voice. Do only what you truly believe is right.

Marius drew Starving for Blood, and levelled his blade in the direction of his enemy.

“It seems,” said Marius Valerius. “I must kill a god.”

RAE

The crowds cheering on the walls grew suddenly quiet as Lord Marius took the field against the foe. The hush was deeper than applause. The capital might worship gods, but they knew the Valerius heir of old. All justice and no mercy, all high beauty and no love, he forswore the bloodstained legacy of his forebears and lived the narrow ascetic life of a scholar, forbidden to touch wine, women or weapons. Nobody had believed a Valerius could keep those vows, but Lord Marius was ever faithful. All admired him from a distance, and none would ever draw close.

Rae finally saw what all the fuss was about.

He came cloaked in snow and silence, his raiment shining beneath the full moon. Their White Knight, their own and very Last Hope.

The people firmly believed Lord Marius would not draw his sword for any reason but to defend the innocent, and battle against a terrible enemy.

She saw the Great God’s pale face grow ever so slightly paler as he took note of the believers’ response.

Then he resumed command. The Great God declared, “You will change your mind.”

The world whirled as it had when the Emperor whirled Rae through the tunnels to face horrors. Suddenly the small knot of people who had drawn closer to the two gods were standing with them on the golden battlements of the Palace on the Edge.

The crowds on the city walls were turning to look up at them now.

“And if you don’t, Valerius, it hardly matters. The father, the son, and the sacred prophet,” said the Great God from on high, with calm satisfaction. “That is all we truly require. The old Oracle is gone. We shall have a new soothsayer now.”

“Not interested,” Rae shouted.

“How strange,” remarked the Great God. “Did you think I was talking to you?”

His gaze slid past Rae, to the vision moving up the steps set in the palace wall. Dressed in simple white, though her skirts had grown dark from walking through the Cauldron’s filthy streets. Her hair shone like gold beneath the sun, and the Abandon All Hope Diamond gleamed around her neck. Lia wore the God’s Eye with pride.

Lia curtsied, her skirts spreading on the gold ground like the darkening petals of a flower learning to bloom at night. “Welcome, my greatest lord.”

The Great God smiled benevolently upon her. “Welcome, my priestess.”

Rae tried to catch Lia’s eye, but Lia did not even glance at her. Rae remembered too well how the Abandon All Hope Diamond necklace narrowed your vision. Besides, the Great God wasn’t the god Rae was interested in.

Reckless though it might be, Rae left Marius’s side to walk down the palace battlements towards Key. Marius moved with her, Rae realized, to shield her if a god lashed out.

“Key.” Rae heard the note of desperation cracking her strained, mortal voice. “Pluck the God’s Eye from your sword hilt. Destroy it, and you will see more clearly. This is not who you are.”

Key recoiled. He grew paler by the second beneath the gold of his skin – Rae feared from blood loss – but he obeyed her as he always chose to. His claws tore the darkly shining God’s Eye from the metal fangs of his sword hilt. As Rae watched, dizzy with incredulous hope and love, the Emperor’s gauntlet closed on the great cursed jewel on her command. His strength reduced the God’s Eye to dust, as his bronze breastplate had shattered to dust beneath the god’s blow.

He leaned forward with a handful of ashes and dust, and blew the remains of the jewel into the howling winds that rose from the abyss. Eyes on hers fiercer than the flames through the smoke, Key’s voice rang strong and dripped venom.

“I grow tired, my lady, of you telling me who I am. This is who I am. This is who I’ve always been. I’m not corrupted by evil influences. I am corruption itself. I refuse be the hero of your story.”

As he refused, his voice dropped into the nightmare of a caress. His words wrapped around Rae like smoke that adored her.

“I want to be the villain of your story, and I want you to love it. I know how to make the story go my way.”

MARIUS

The Great God looked upon them all impassively, as from a height. For a moment he shimmered like air grown too hot, so for an instant he could not be seen, but he could still be felt. Oppressive as clouds bearing down upon the earth, trapping them in heat forever.

Worse than the Great God’s indifferent distance was the Emperor’s wicked delight.

Marius had always found Key’s insolent grins intensely unpleasant. He had never hated any of his smiles as much as this one, curling and cruel with anticipation, as he watched his bride.

The Great God said, “The idea of consorting with mortals is loathsome, but mortals must learn to obey the will of the gods rather than defy them. I believe I can make an argument that will persuade you to agree with anything I say.”

Marius scanned the skies for the dragon Ivor had been ranting about, but he found them empty. When his gaze fell from the heavens, he saw the soldiers of the gods marching their captives through the palace.

Key was attended by gold-masked ghouls, but the Great God had living servants, godsmen wearing uniforms decorated with axes. From the very centre of their ranks, the Divine Order marched forth two girls: Ink, her hat pushed half off her head and all her long hair tumbling, and a tall girl with a split lip. His Caracalla.

Marius knew he must be evil then, wicked past bearing, since even faced with his sister in peril, another thought came quick on the heels of his fear. What has become of Eric?

He met his sister’s eyes, trying fiercely to pour into his gaze that he would not fail her, that he would be the hero she believed in, the hero who would always come for her. If only he could work out how.

False belief betrayed them all. Marius believed the trap was for him, Caracalla’s life held ransom for his good behaviour, until the woman beside him stumbled heedlessly forward as though she had forgotten all else in this world.

Lady Rahela stared at the tearstained face of Ink the stable girl and cried out, in a voice gone lost and helpless, “Alice?”

RAE

Alice fought, in the grasp of the Great God’s evil soldiers. Impossibly in danger, impossibly in another world.

“You opened the door, so I caught the door before it closed and came through,” Alice sobbed out.

This was Rae’s fault.

“I… I have… I have—” Alice’s fearful gaze went from Key to the Great God, to Marius, then fastened on Rae once more. “I have tried to fix the story. I tried to help Lord Marius. I saved him and his sister from the fire. Lord Marius wouldn’t let me go with him, and everything’s gone wrong.”

“Everything went wrong long before you came,” Rae whispered.

“You have made many mistakes, Lady Rahela,” agreed the Great God. “Choose right this time.”

“Join us,” said Key.

In the book before Rae walked into it, Key made the hero’s choice to climb down into the abyss, fight the god in the depths below, and rise again as the Emperor. Because of her, he had been thrown into the abyss with his throat cut before he rose.

Rae remembered what the Cobra had told her about knowing the rules of the story, and felt she finally understood what he meant. She remembered the truth she had written to the Cobra. The story tries to fall back into place. The story wants certain events to happen.

You could take someone else’s place in the story. If you chose.

“Don’t cry, funny-face,” Rae told her sister. “I’m here.”

Alice whispered, “We’re in so much trouble.”

“Trouble won’t stop me,” murmured she of snow and flame.

Rae looked from the tearstained face of her sister, to the cold triumph of the Great God, to the icily furious expression of Lord Marius, so like the god’s and yet a little different. Last of all, she looked at Key.

Then she took a single step from the top of the golden palace wall, into darkness. Down, down, down into the consuming fire and all-enveloping smoke, into the hungry moans of monsters and the terrible heart of legend.

She leaped into the abyss.








Rae’s story will end in…
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