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KERRI MANISCALCO

ihe king of demons, would sense the disturbance from his circle and

er-entually come sniffing around.

Envy had gotten good at pretending over the years; a necessity to save

his court.

He knew what others saw when they looked at him, the mask he'd

crafted of a handsome, devil-may-care prince who liked games and rid-

dles. He understood that the r,vell-dressed erterior and disarming dim-

ples he rarely flashed were simpl)/ two more weapons in his arsenal'

Clever ways to hide the dangerous demon lurking beneath his chiseled

fagade, the ruthless prince w-ho'd long since lost any sense of morality

when it came to accomplishing his goals.

Envy picked up the feather, his thumb brushing the emerald plumage

almost in reverence, until that feeling gave way to something darker.

The feather was a reminder of the time his own edges had been more

soft than hard, and the note itself r,vas a warning that a new game was

beginning.

Be ready. That at least was a challenge Envy intended to win. He'd

been waiting for this game to start for more than half a century now,

watching his court slide closer toward ruin every ,vear. In being soft, in

making that one mistake, Envy had damned them all.

That was a secret that wouldn't remain hidden from his brothers for

long, especially if things continued as they were.

Already the signs were clear enough, should anyone look closely. It
was apparent in the way Envy's courtiers grew foggy, or that constant

half-second delay amid conversation. As if they couldn't recall where

they were or who they were speaking with.

Thus far it only lasted for a heartbeat, but it would worsen. Time

would see to that.

And Envy knew that the Fae bastard would draw the game out, wait

as long as possible to start, just to weaken Envy as much as he could.

Envy, like all his brothers, drew his power from provoking his sin. And a

court in peril was the envy of no one.
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KERR I MAN TSCALCO

"'Whc wants to see if life truly imitates art?"

Rhanes pointed to the buxom brunette standing nearest.

For the life of him he couldn't recall her name, which also struck him

as rather odd. Deep down he felt as if he'd known her for ages and had

never leered at her like some ciegenerate from House Lust, one of their

rival courts.

Any peculiarity he felt swiftly vanished.

"You, there!" he shouted, voice booming.

Knees high, he pranced before the glittering throne like a proper fool,

his legs seeming to move of their own accord.

"Come sit on my lap, love. I've got a mighty gift for you."

Rhanes grabbed his limp cock, sending the ladies into titters.

"You're a dead man if His Highness finds you up there!" Lord...

whoever. . . called out to him.

Rhanes shook his head, attempting to clear it. He must have had much

more demonberry wine than he recalled. Even in his younger years he'd

never gotten so pissed that he'd forgotten the names of his friends.

They are his friends, aren't they?

He glanced at the semifamiliar faces of the lords and ladies gathered-a

drunken group of twelve, thirteen including himself. Aside from Rhanes,

who wore red, they were all dressed in a deep hunter green. The colors

and numbers both felt significant somehow and a bit foreboding as he

noticed that the hour was nearing twelve.

Midnight.
Flashes from earlier that evening crossed his mind. He was almost cer-

tain he hadn't started the night wearing the red suit-it wasn't one of

Envy's House colors.

His pulse pounded as words emerged in his fog.

"Same lie Lilac." The phrase was bizarre. He couldn't recall whether

he'd heard it before; he must have, though.

Everything in his head was jumbled and wrong. Except. . '

Something was happening in their court. Something spoken only in
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KERRI MANISCALCO

angering his prince in favor of stopping the room from spinning. He just

needed one moment of stillness, one beat to breathe, to think. If he could

only remember. . .

Everything screeched to a halt the moment he sat.

Each lord and lady crumpled to an unmoving heap on the checkered

floor, like chess pieces knocked astray.

A game. That had to be what was happening. The prince would know
for certain. And Alexei would find the prince.

Rhanes stiffened, searching for the vampire, but Alexei was nowhere

to be seen.

"\I h.- .'ro-"

T:. :e -ls sropped ringrng. \lidnight had finally come.

D::k snoke suddenlr- tw,isted up and around the throne, forcing
Rhanes ro hold his sleeve to his nose, eyes stinging. He searched out the

source and caught sight of himself in a mirror across the chamber, his

mouth falling open in horror.
Half the throne was untouched and the other half, the part where he

sat, now chained by magic, was engulfed in flames.

He was burning.
rff/hatever fog had been hovering vanished and rcality hit Rhanes hard

and fast. He screamed as the very real flames whipped him like a sadistic

lover, melting his flesh.

He wanted to save himself, run far from the deadly flames, but for
some reason, all he could scream was "SAME LIE LILAC!"

As the blessed darkness of unconsciousness slowly descended, Rhanes

could have sworn the prince finally emerged from the shadows, emerald

eyes glittering.

A tiny spark of hope lit within him. The prince was stronger, he'd

resist the madness before they were all damned. He had to.

"Same lie. Lilac," Rhanes whimpered.

Same lie Lilac. Same lie Lilac. Same lie. Lilac.
The prince stood over him, merely surveying the scene, as if commit-

tlng lt to memory.
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KERRI MANISCALCO

Camilla pushed the stool back from her easel and quickly abandoned

her painting as she moved to the old oak desk that acted as the register

and a wonderful partition to keep the irksome lord at bay.

"Was there anything I could assist you with, or are you simply admir-

ing the art this evening? "

His attention dipped to her paint-splattered smock. She hadn't

removed it upon his arrival, and the slight pressing of his lips indicated

that he wished she wouid.
"Don't play co1,, darling. You know why I've come."

"As we've previously discussed, rny lord, the debt has been paid. I've

even secured a memory stone for you. All you have to do is feed that par-

ticular memory to it."
Or so Camilla had been told by the dark-market dealer she'd pur-

chased the alleged magical stone from. She hadn't felt any buzz of magic,

though that u,asn't exactly a surprise, all things considered" Still, Vexley

refused to accept the stone.

He gave Camilla a bemused look as if her denying him something he

wanted were more outrageous than a magical stone that could withdraw
any memory he chose to give it.

Lord Vexley wasn't quite a dandy, but he certainly spent money like

one. He was the firstborn son of a viscount and as such had indulged in

only the finest things for the whole of his spoiled thirty years.

Four years prior, after a rather scandalous theater incident that

involved not one but two stage actresses and a very public display of
drunken affection during what was now called "the intermission of
infamy," his father had cut him off from his inheritance and named his

brother the heir instead, a bold move that should have shocked all of
rMaverly Green's elite.

But rnuch to his family's surprise, Vexley's antics hadn't disgraced him

in the slightest. If anything, he'd become something of a rapscallion leg-

end around the Green.

Society praised incorruptible morals above all, especially for women.

But virtues never heid the same appeal as sin. They weren't as thrilling

ar.r;|} 18 ttu'
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