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			For everyone who’s ever stared fate down

			and said, “Not today.”
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			A Note from the Author

			Prince of Swords expands upon many of the challenging topics introduced in Arcana Academy and dives deeper into the hardships and trials experienced by the cast of characters. For example, some of the topics mentioned or explored in this book include suicide and suicidal ideation, substance abuse, torture, murder, death of family members, imprisonment, domestic violence, infidelity, body transformation, bigotry, and depression. While I endeavor to handle such subjects with care and respect, it is important for sensitive readers to be aware.

			If you find yourself in a situation that makes you feel unsafe, or if you are experiencing extreme hardship or crisis, know that you are not alone. There might be more resources and programs available to you than you realize. Search for your local crisis hotlines to find additional help.

			Your author,

			Elise Kova
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			Chapter 1

			Sister. It’s the only word Ravin said that I can hear with perfect clarity.

			My ears ring. Pain ricochets through my body. My breathing is ragged and thin.

			Put her with her sister, Ravin decreed.

			Arina is alive.

			The Stellis knights hold my arms, but I manage to nearly lurch out of their ironclad grip. They weren’t expecting me to have any strength left after Ravin’s beating. Truthfully, neither was I. But the mention of my sister being alive awakens a strength in me that defies every expectation.

			The two Stellis recover quickly and take a step closer to box me in. Though their grip on my arms is unyielding, still they strain to keep me in their grasp as I struggle.

			“Where is she?” My words are raspy and venomous.

			The firstborn prince and heir of the Oricalis Kingdom turns his attention back to me. How had I never noticed the lifelessness of his eyes before? He’d been hiding in plain sight: the Major Arcana of Death.

			“You really are dense, aren’t you?” he says. “You’re going to see her again, and soon. She’s waiting for you in the dungeons of Halazar.” His lips curve into a terrifying smile. Ravin crosses the gap and in an instant is standing way too close to me for comfort. He leans forward, hands folded at the small of his back. His cheek glides next to mine. “And I am going to have so much fun with the two of you. I’ll make sure that you can hear each other’s screams. Maybe I’ll even let you watch.”

			I lunge again. My shoulders strain against the Stellis’s grip. I will dislocate them to get to him. I’m unarmed—my deck is spent. But who needs magic when you have rage?

			Ravin tries to get away but he’s not fast enough. My teeth close around his ear. There’s already so much blood in my mouth that I hardly taste his. He pulls away and grabs at his wound. I spit out a tiny chunk of his ear.

			Amusement flashes in his eyes. “I can see why my brother liked you.” He purrs, and the sound makes me gag. Ravin outright laughs at my reaction. “Oh, you’re going to be fun to break. Take her to the docks.”

			The Stellis carry me out the door, stepping on Bristara’s body. I will not allow them to force me to deface her memory. I go limp in their arms and lift only my feet.

			I’m certain that one day I will cry for her—for my hand in her death. I chose to spin the Wheel of Fortune, and it shifted our fates. A death that had been intended for me was instead cast upon her. But the most bitter pill to swallow is that it didn’t have to happen. Ravin’s Death card wouldn’t have worked on me to begin with.

			But the Wheel of Fortune is unpredictable. Change fate, and it’s impossible to know where you’ll end up. I ended up alive, and Bristara—founder of the Starcrossed Club, our guide, our guardian—ended up dead. And all the secrets she held about my family and the organization she and my mother once belonged to are gone with her.

			We emerge onto the narrow walkway between the buildings that leads to the Starcrossed Club’s townhome. The Stellis throw me against the wall, pinning me down by the throat and shackling me. Attached to the chain between the cuffs is a lead. The guard pulls it taut and jerks me forward like I am a dog on a leash.

			Behind me, Ravin emerges from the townhome. He makes it a point to step on Bristara’s back as well and pauses there while he gives orders. My rage turns cold. He glances my way, as though to check that he’s gotten a rise out of me, but I don’t visibly react. I will not give him the satisfaction of my pain.

			A Stellis rushes out of the doorway. “They closed up the passageways behind them,” the man reports. “We could try breaking through, but it would take some time to determine where the tunnels connect through the rock.”

			“No, the rats have abandoned this place. They’ve scurried back to their den. We will smoke them out in time. I’ve just the person for the job.” Ravin reviews the front façade of the townhome as one would a bookshelf. As though a hundred options are before him when we both know which one he’s going to pick. “Burn it.”

			If he expected a reaction, he’s not getting one from that, either.

			The rest of the Stellis clear from the house. The last of them holds up a King of Wands. He must be powerful to wield the ultimate card of a suit.

			The card bursts into flame, turning to ash between the man’s fingers. He slumps, relying on one of his comrades for support, the card leaving him spent. Simultaneously, the building ignites.

			For a moment, we all just stand there. I assume Ravin is forcing me to linger here—forcing me to watch another home reduced to cinder and rubble at his hand—to be cruel.

			He doesn’t realize what he’s offering me is an act of kindness.

			The last time he destroyed the Starcrossed Club, I was gone. When I returned, my homecoming was ripped from me without warning. It left me with a hollow in my gut and more questions than answers.

			This time, I watch what was once Bristara’s home become her pyre. I watch what was once my home, too—even if I was too young when I occupied it to possess memories of it—burn and crack and smolder, disappearing as smoke and ash on the wind.

			The Starcrossed Club’s sky has fallen. Its stars are scattered and wayward, the constellations that connected us broken. Gregor, Jura, Twino, Ren…Will I ever see them again?

			“To Halazar.” Ravin strides past me. But then he stops and locks eyes with me. “Are you going to be a good girl? Or do I need to gag you?”

			I don’t want to be anything resembling Ravin’s “good girl.” Especially not when he says it in that condescending way of his…But I want a gag even less. My jaw and teeth ache from the beating, and a gag will only make it worse.

			“Well?”

			I respond by pressing my mouth into a thin line.

			“Good.” He flicks his wrist, and the men yank me from the wall and push me to follow Ravin, even though I offer no resistance.

			To Halazar, he said.

			To my sister is what I heard.

			Yes, I will comply, for now. I will find her, get her, then hold her close to me…

			While I burn down the world and all those who would harm us. The townhome was just the first ember.

			The heavy shackles bite into my wrists as we march through the quiet streets. The sound of clanking iron mingling with the Stellis’s heavy plate armor has lanterns flickering to life in the windows. Soon, eyes are on me from all angles.

			At long last, the wicked convict who escaped Halazar has been brought to justice, I think for them all.

			Ravin quickly mends his clothes and wounds with some swift card work before we emerge onto the main street, though a tiny divot remains on his ear where I bit him. Other than that minor, unnoticeable-to-anyone-but-me flaw, he looks every measure the triumphant Oricalis crown prince and Eclipse City regent.

			I scan the Stellis as we walk. One of them must be the one who called off Ravin’s attack—who stopped Ravin from killing me by persuading him I was more valuable alive. But I can’t tell which one. There was so much chaos. What did that Stellis say? I struggle to remember. Something about my being useful? My card as a Major Arcana? Kaelis?

			The thought of the second-born prince stops me in my tracks. My consciousness has narrowed onto a single searing memory—Kaelis’s hands around my wrists, pinning me to the bed. I feel every sumptuous touch of fur and velvet on my bare skin as he looms over me, as he pounds into me relentlessly. I bite down the ache of longing, of shame. How could I have ever desired a son of Oricalis? And why do I still?

			I paused for only a second, but that’s one second too long. The Stellis shove me, and the present comes crashing back. Everything hurts. There are no tender whispers or soft touches here. No room for pleasure, or desire. I am fueled by hate and held together by spite.

			We turn off the main road. A secondary thoroughfare runs between Fool’s March and River Park and right in front of the Fatefinders Club. I would have expected everyone to be gone by now, especially after my discovery and disappearance.

			I expected wrong.

			Lanterns flicker along the exterior. A short row of carriages await the last of the patrons from the Feast of Cups ball. They all stop the moment they lay eyes on me. On their faces I see fear, morbid fascination, and outright contempt. I also see a few gleaming eyes and smug grins—Clan Moon, probably.

			I scan the crowd. I don’t see Glavstone; he’s probably waiting for me at the prison. But my eyes do catch one familiar set: Sorza’s. When our gazes meet, her eyes widen. For a second, I think my friend and fellow Major is going to call out to me, but she turns away, and a twinge of hurt flashes in my chest like an Ace of Wands. It’s probably for the best…I’m nothing more than a liability to her now. And, like with Kaelis, I’ll probably never see her again.

			We arrive at the docks, and more eyes are upon me as the guards load me into a small vessel at the end of the pier. It’s the same boat that took me to Halazar the first time. But this time, the prince who’s putting me there joins me—Ravin leaves nothing to chance as he takes his seat at the front.

			All I can see before me is his beaming triumph and the island prison looming behind him like an ominous shadow against the sky. Its walls confine the worst of the worst of Oricalis. But also the innocent who are unjustly deemed criminals for daring to use their own magic as they choose, rather than as the crown dictates.

			I am one of those unjustly convicted. Maybe now I am also the worst of the worst.

			But this time, I’m getting my sister, I’m getting us out, and then I’m burning this world down, starting with Halazar.
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			Chapter 2

			The small boat glides effortlessly across the whitecaps of the Farlum River. My eyes water from the brackish air. The stench of the festering island ahead so overwhelms me that I nearly vomit.

			The boat sails between the breakwaters that shelter the only entrance to Halazar. As we glide into a cove, a large portcullis looms overhead, like a beast that’s devouring me. The last time I arrived, it was with much less fanfare. Now nearly twenty guards line the U shape of the stone dock. At the very top of a wide, terraced staircase is a set of fortified double doors. And in front of those doors stands a man. The first time I came here, he couldn’t be bothered. I was just another prisoner of many.

			Now Glavstone waits for me, eyes gleaming in the torchlight. The sight of him makes my skin crawl.

			The two Stellis hoist me out of the boat. I don’t resist, but I certainly don’t comply, either. Ravin disembarks alongside me and greets Glavstone with a familiar handshake. The warden of Halazar Prison barely takes his eyes off me long enough to show the prince proper respect.

			“I assured you that it would be done, did I not?” There’s a note of pride in Ravin’s tone, and a note of condescension when he adds, “All it required was a bit of patience.”

			“A bit of patience…and the death of my son.” Glavstone is trying so hard to keep his voice calm and level. But I know him too well. I can hear the contempt he’s trying to hide in each strained word. See it in the tension that makes the muscles of his throat strain as he clenches his jaw. He loathes me as much as he loathes the sum cost of my recapture. It’s incredible that he doesn’t immediately cast a card my way.

			“A grave and lamentable loss that had to come to pass.” Ravin does a good job of feigning compassion. “But I swore that you would have your vengeance for Eza’s death, and now I bring it to you. As you can see, it has already begun.” Ravin gestures to my beaten state with pride.

			The shackles weigh me down. The Stellis’s hands are heavy on my shoulders. It’s as though everything is trying to force me into the ground. To crush my existence into dust. But they’re going to have to work harder. I smirk slightly and lock eyes with Glavstone.

			Glavstone sees my expression for what it is: a challenge. The vein in his temple bulges.

			“To my office,” he announces. “For processing.”

			Two Halazar guards lead the way. The halls are hazy with smoke from torches and thick with grime. I’ve been out for long enough that I can again smell the stink that clots the air. To think that my nose had become so used to it that I couldn’t smell it when I last left.

			Ravin walks ahead of me and alongside Glavstone, lazily holding my leash. The two Stellis take up the rear. No one says anything.

			We come to the rough, worn door that looms so large in my worst nightmares. Glavstone unlocks it with a key from a ring attached to his belt.

			“Wait here,” Ravin commands the Stellis before we enter. They assume positions in the hallway opposite the door as it shuts behind Glavstone, Ravin, and me. When it’s only the three of us, Ravin continues, “She’s to go to the dungeons immediately and not to be removed under any circumstances. Put her in level three, cell four.”

			“The dungeons?” Glavstone looks between me and the prince. “Did you not bring her to me so that I might kill her?”

			Surprise, I think dryly. I almost say it.

			“We are not killing her,” Ravin says.

			“Your highness—”

			Ravin lifts a hand, stopping him. “Not yet, at least.”

			“Why?” An ominous shadow crosses Glavstone’s face. He’s so mad that I’m still breathing, and I love it.

			“She has value to us alive. We are good at extracting information and utility from our tools. You proved that to me when she was last here.” Ravin speaks so calmly, as if he’s merely planning another soiree.

			“There are other ‘tools’ we can use.” Glavstone’s words have taken on an unsettling quiet. He’s planning a way around this. I wonder if Ravin truly doesn’t see it.

			“Her Major card is particularly useful, albeit unpredictable. We can force her to make it for us, as you had her make cards before. If she refuses, break her until she does not.” Ravin shrugs. “And at the very least, then she can be used to draw out my brother. He does seem…genuinely fond of her.”

			The mention of Kaelis puts me back in the passageway of Arcana Academy on my way to find Silas hours ago. Kaelis is there, barely visible in a sliver of moonlight. His mouth on mine. A kiss that tastes like goodbye.

			The second prince won’t be coming for me, not after the way I exposed myself at the Feast of Cups. It’d be too risky for him. The ache in my chest at the thought is worse than any of the lingering pain from Ravin’s beating.

			“There are other ways to get at your brother.”

			“That is for me to decide.” Ravin’s tone takes on an air of caution. “If we kill her, her power will transfer to another instantaneously. The power of the Wheel of Fortune is not a variable we want out in the world—one that can potentially be used against us.”

			“Can the Hierophant not find other Majors?”

			“He only has a vague sense of them unless he’s standing before them, and as we know from last time, her power is particularly slippery.” Ravin casts a wary glance my way. “It is better to keep her in hand, for now. Does my brother have knowledge of the dungeons?”

			“No. I have ensured that those who do are sworn to secrecy in my service or are dead after they have outlived their usefulness,” Glavstone says.

			Did I ever tell Kaelis about the dungeons? I struggle to remember. Every conversation we had replays in my mind in far too vivid detail. He mentioned consigning me to the lowest pit of Halazar. I assumed he meant the dungeons…But he never said them by name.

			A new fear looms, more irrational than any of the others. Kaelis won’t know where I am. Even if I’d written off ever seeing him again. Even if I knew, logically, he was never going to come for me.

			Part of me still believed he would.

			A tiny, insignificant corner of my mind that I’d like to pretend doesn’t exist imagined him turning the world over to find me—the only one who could. You are alone, Clara. The sooner I accept it, the easier this will be.

			“Good. See to it that it stays that way. Should you have any reason to suspect otherwise, report directly to me.”

			“I always do.” Glavstone bows his head.

			Ravin rests his hand on Glavstone’s shoulder. “You have been a true and loyal servant. The crown will not forget this.”

			“Thank you, your highness.”

			“Now, to the dungeons with her. I’ve a mess in my city to clean up.” Ravin strides from Glavstone’s office.

			“Understood.” Glavstone stares at Ravin’s back with purpose. Neither of us moves as the door shuts and the echoes of the prince’s footsteps and the clanking of the Stellis’s armor fade down the hall.

			“You’ve always been Ravin’s little pet, haven’t you?” I get the first words in. Those two clearly have a well-established rapport. I can’t believe I didn’t guess earlier that Ravin had a mole inside Halazar—a double agent. He had one inside Arcana Academy; why stop there?

			I’ve barely finished my sentence when the warden’s fist sinks into my gut and knocks the air out of me. I double over. Still bruised from Ravin’s beating, agonizing pain hits instantly.

			Before I can straighten, Glavstone catches me on the chin with his knee. My hands bound, my legs little more than gelatin, I fall hard.

			He looms over me. There’s the same glint in his eyes as all the other times he’s tortured me—brighter than ever. He’s going to relish this.

			“No.” Glavstone yanks me up by my corset. “You can’t pass out. I’m not done with you yet.”

			His grip and the card that appears over his shoulder remind me of what’s still in my corset: a slim golden card. It’s as strong as steel. And it can be used to summon the World—or, by virtue of me having it, prevent someone else from summoning it.

			Glavstone is none the wiser as he releases me.

			I brace myself for the damage his card will inflict, and I’m shocked to find my skin mending. I know better than to think this is kindness.

			There’s no compassion in the way he looks at me. No empathy. No humanity. Nothing but cold, cruel hate that yearns for my complete and total destruction. Whatever is to come, there will be no negotiating with him. All hope of mercy died with Eza. Even if I wasn’t the one who put the blade to his neck, Glavstone blames me all the same, and nothing I say or do now will change that. I know it in my marrow because…because I’ve felt the same my whole life.

			About Oricalis. About him. About Ravin.

			True hatred is a stain on my soul that will never be expunged.

			“Beg for my mercy,” he demands.

			I say nothing.

			Glavstone grabs my face and shouts, “Beg!”

			Still, I say nothing.

			“Beg!”

			“Go fuck yourself.” I’ll die before I ever give him the satisfaction.

			Glavstone snarls and stands. He spits on me and then slams his boot into my face.
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			Chapter 3

			What was once my inking room has become my cell. Glavstone doesn’t take me to the dungeons like he promised Ravin. He keeps me accessible at all hours of the day for his most violent, torturous whims.

			Each time the bookshelf swings open, every muscle in my body tenses, reminding me of just how much pain I’m in. And how much more I’m about to endure.

			I’ve been fastened to a ring bolted to the wall. I don’t remember it from the last time I was here inking cards for him and wonder if he installed it while plotting my return. He’s given me just enough chain that he can throw me around.

			But not enough to escape.

			The beatings are relentless. Blood and gore and filth overwhelm my senses. My body is a canvas of bruises and broken bones. But no matter what he does to me, I never ask him to stop. I never beg for mercy. I refuse to let him break me.

			Eventually, he will have to move me to the dungeons, whether he likes it or not. He’s still at Ravin’s command. The firstborn prince will return and demand to see me exactly where he wants me.

			When he finally does put me down there…I’ll be closer to my sister. I keep breathing because I know that somewhere deep in the rock beneath me, she does as well. I am the only one who knows she’s alive. The only one who could save her.

			I will not die. I will not beg. I will not scream.

			I will wait.
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			I don’t know how much time has passed. It’s hard to tell. He feeds me just enough to keep me alive. He heals me with the Queen of Cups—pulling me back from the brink so he can start all over again.

			My clothing is soiled and damaged beyond repair. The boning of my corset is beginning to wear through. My modesty can be damned; the only thing I am afraid of is him finding the golden Major. He clearly knows a decent amount about the Major Arcana. I assume he knows that a golden card can be used to summon the World, and that’s one advantage I’d die before giving him.

			I do everything I can to guard the tiny spot on my side where it rests as he beats me. He never notices.

			Luck is still on my side.
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			My hair, thick with dried blood, clings to my face. I spend most of my time between the beatings leaving my body. Retreating somewhere far, far away. Somewhere I can’t be touched.

			There’s no light in this tiny room, save for a paper-thin sliver underneath the bookshelf that serves as a hidden door. The darkness and stillness for hours on end give me time to think. In a way, the solitude is worse than the beatings.

			At least when Glavstone is here I have something else to focus on: survival. When it’s quiet and I’m by myself, my mind wanders.

			The golden Death card…was stealing it the right thing to do? If I hadn’t, Kaelis might have gotten to the Star and rebuilt the world by now. It wouldn’t have been my world, but if he spoke true, it would’ve been a good one. Better than this…

			You’ll never be done with me were his parting words. In any world Kaelis made, I wouldn’t be in prison. I’d be at his side.
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			Sleep chases me, catching me when I least expect it. There’s a vulnerability to sustained unconsciousness that instinct has me working to avoid. But I can’t do without forever.

			My dreams torment me. Not because they’re nightmares, but because they are so good it makes the waking minutes and hours that much more unbearable.

			
				I sit with my sister at a table at the Starcrossed Club—not the townhome, the original. She turns over the cards before me.

				The Moon. The Emperor. The Two of Cups.

				“Oh, you’re going to meet a mysterious and handsome man,” she teases me.

				“I have no time for men.” I scoff.

				“Fate disagrees.”

				I am with Kaelis, nested in a bed of blankets, his arms around me. His mouth is on my shoulder.

				“Don’t go,” he whispers to me.

				“I must.” But why? Where am I going?

				“Clara…don’t leave me.”

				“Kaelis…” I turn over and reach for him, but he’s not there.

				A warm breath on my ear. “I’m here, my destiny…”

			

			The words are so sharp and clear it’s like he’s right next to me. I jolt awake, looking behind me. But of course he’s not there.

			My only company is the pain…and the warden.
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			I’m not sure how long it’s been. Days? Weeks?

			The office door opening and closing hardly registers. I’ve retreated into myself. Hiding from the pain of my body. From the bruises and beatings.

			But this time is different. What pulls me back is a familiar voice. A voice that’s in Glavstone’s office, and no longer only in my dreams.

			“Thank you for seeing me, Warden Glavstone.”
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			Chapter 4

			It can’t be…My left eye has long since swollen shut, so I pry my one good eye open. The room is still dark, with only a whisper of light creeping from underneath the bookshelf that serves as a door. Am I dreaming again after all?

			“I am always pleased to make time for you, your highness.” Glavstone doesn’t sound pleased in the slightest. “Though I do wonder what couldn’t wait until the morning…and what required that a full retainer of Stellis accompany you.”

			“I hear you have something of mine.” Kaelis’s voice is low and smooth as silk. Sinister. Perfect.

			Kaelis. My entire chest burns with his name. I want to scream it, but my throat throbs, and my lips are too split and swollen to even move.

			“Pardon?”

			“Clara Daygar.” It’s so strange to hear this name on Kaelis’s tongue. Clara Redwin—the fake noble family name he gave me when I was pretending to be his bride—was how he usually referred to me. Before that, when he first came to get me from Halazar, it was Clara Graysword—the name I gave to distance myself from my family when Ravin first caught me.

			Daygar was the name Mother, Arina, and I went by. The first name I can remember telling others. Even though I always knew my real name—Chevalyer. That name Mother made Arina and me swear to keep secret. Names are powerful things. They’re a unique sort of magic, she’d say. Now that I know how Ravin’s power as Death works, I understand why.

			“Ah, that was her name, wasn’t it?” Glavstone says. “A truth we only uncovered thanks to your brother. His devotion to the defense of the crown is admirable.” Even I don’t miss the subtle jab at Kaelis. He’s no doubt referring to how Kaelis was the one who was “deceived” by me.

			“Bring me to her.” He’s here. He’s really…truly…here. I press my eye closed again and choke down emotion. He came for me after all.

			A long pause. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You see, after the last time, and her mysterious escape, Prince Ravin and I deemed her too much of a flight risk. He personally gave me the order for her execution, as regent of Eclipse City,” Glavstone says calmly.

			“K-Kaelis…” I rasp. I want to scream, but I can do no more than wheeze. There’s no way he could hear me. I lack even the strength to rattle my chains. Tears burn my eyes. I’m here. I’m here…Please find me.

			“You what?” Kaelis says, seething.

			“You’re welcome to check my records to verify. Ask any of the guards.” Guards Glavstone pays handsomely and threatens in equal measure.

			There’s silence, then a thud, like a heavy book being slammed onto his desk, then paper rustling. Horrible silence follows.

			Footsteps cross the room. Kaelis, no, don’t go…

			“If I’d known you’d wish to interrogate her again, I would’ve kept her alive for you. But it’s difficult to refuse an order from the regent, given it’s Eclipse City’s coffers that fund this establishment.” Glavstone sounds as nonchalant as if he were merely chatting about which Minor Arcana is his favorite. The footsteps pause. Then grow nearer. “Y-Your highness, if there’s a record you need, I would be happy to provide—”

			Without another word or warning, the bookcase swings open. The light is blinding. But a familiar silhouette cuts through it, devoid of details. Kaelis is a single living shadow.

			“How?” Glavstone part snarls, part wails.

			Kaelis’s response comes in the form of a card. I don’t see what it is. It must have been Swords: All I see is a flash of light and a whorl of shadow. A heavy thud follows. Glavstone can’t have died that easily…But the thought grows distant once I’m face-to-face with Kaelis.

			He’s just as I remember him: absolutely perfect. Handsome in that pained and aching way of his. His black eyes are sunken and shadowed by his hair—a deep purple that looks black until the light hits it in just the right way. He’s dressed simply—for him, anyway—in tight-fitting black trousers with a vest of a similar make.

			The prince staggers to me, disbelief etched into the furrows of his brow. Is he shocked by my condition? Or just that he even found me at all? He falls to his knees beside me. His hands tremble as they reach out to me. Cards fly from his deck, and his magic sinks into me, finding every fracture and lesion, stitching me back together. Soon the physical wounds are gone, but the stabbing pain in my heart remains even as his hands cradle my face. With tender caresses, as though I were still frail and broken, Kaelis brushes away the strands of matted hair clinging to my face.

			“Clara.” My name breaks upon his lips. “Clara,” he repeats, raw and desperate as he pushes his forehead against mine.

			“You came for me.” In that one fragile whisper, my confusion and gratitude mingle.

			“I swore to you that I would never let you return here.” In his words is an anger that I can only assume is directed at himself.

			I choke back amusement, and it sounds like a sob. “Little late for that.”

			“I’m sorry it took so long.” This moment is far too tender for this place of death. After our last interaction…I’d thought we’d said goodbye. But here I am, wanting to weep at the sight of him, wanting to kiss him.

			Yet one thought, one emotion wins out against the others. I grab his vest with what meager strength I still possess. “Glavstone. He was mine.”

			“He’s not dead yet.” Kaelis helps me sit, then stand, his cards removing my shackles. My whole body still screams with phantom pains attached to mended wounds, but I move anyway. I’ve no excuse to delay my vengeance.

			“I’d promised you Eza, but Emilia saw to him. So I thought Glavstone might be a suitable substitute.”

			This man offers me my enemies still alive so that I may bring them death. That’s how I know he loves me.

			I stagger out of the little room, pushing Kaelis away and walking on my own. Glavstone is a bloody pulp on the floor. Whatever card Kaelis used on him this time makes the last time I saw Glavstone bleeding at the prince’s feet look like mere scratches. Sinew has been detached from bone. Muscle flayed and peeled back like the skin of a ripe fruit.

			But, sure enough, he is still breathing.

			I grab a letter opener off Glavstone’s desk. It’s shaped like the Oricalis sword, and I hope it was a gift from Ravin. Let the crown he served be his undoing.

			“M-mercy,” he rasps.

			I bark laughter. After all I endured in silence. After I never begged for mercy.

			I crouch next to him.

			“Tell me that even as a rat of Eclipse City, I’m stronger than you could ever hope to be.” I drag the point of the tiny dagger down his cheek.

			“You…you’re…stronger…” he manages to say.

			“Tell me I own you now.”

			“I…am your puppet.”

			“Tell me your son was a waste, just like his father.”

			He twitches. I can see from his eyes that he’s trying to find the strength to lunge for me, but not enough flesh is attached to bone for that. Instead, he clenches his jaw and curls his lips.

			“Tell me.” I drag the dagger along his jaw.

			“My son was a waste.”

			“If only Eza could hear it.” I hum. Glavstone stares at me in murderous agony. “Now, last thing, tell me where Ravin is keeping my sister.”

			His eyes widen in shock. I hold his gaze and slowly nod. I hear Kaelis emerging from the bookcase behind me, but the prince doesn’t intervene.

			“Don’t forget, you’re my good little puppet now.” I pat his cheek with my other hand.

			“Level three.” The deepest level. “Cell five.” The farthest cell.

			My hand balls into a quivering fist; my mouth twists into a snarl. I can already imagine what she endured merely by being down there—at that depth, there is no sound, no light.

			There’s not enough time in the world to destroy him in all the ways I’ve fantasized.

			“I can help you,” he wheezes. “Mercy.”

			For a breath, I stare at the pitiful creature before me. “In Halazar, there are only two options: You break, or you die.” With that, I slowly plunge the dagger through his throat.

			He opens his mouth, perhaps to plead one final time, perhaps to apologize. But there’s no breath left in him to say either one, and no life left in his eyes.
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			Chapter 5

			I expected killing him to feel better than this. I stare down at him. The man is finally dead.

			“How did you know where I was being held?” I ask as I stand, swaying slightly. It’s not as though I was being kept in a normal cell.

			“You told me once where he kept you when he forced you to ink.”

			Did I? My mind might be hazy from the pain, but I’m fairly certain I never told him. Did he mean Glavstone had told him? After all, the warden was playing both sides.

			The last time I’d really given thought to where I was being kept when Glavstone took me from my cell to ink was when Eza put me in that mental prison of his. Kaelis was the one who pulled me from it. I’d heard his voice then. Did he somehow see what I was seeing? Or was I rambling in the real world without realizing it while trapped in my vision?

			Or…Did Eza used to report to Kaelis, too? The relief I’d first felt at the sight of him dulls. The blood on the Oricalis symbol still gripped in my palm is a reminder of everything I stood for—and still stand for. It reminds me of everything he is…and yet also is not. My instincts try to tell me I cannot trust him, almost in defiance of what is before me: the man who is risking it all to rescue me.

			I shift my feet and drag my attention back to him. I keep expecting him to explain or plead with me.

			But this man does neither.

			Without a word, he turns for the door. As he pulls it open, he barks a short and simple command: “Do it.”

			Instantaneous movement on the other side of the door. The sounds of clanking armor, a brief scuffle, and then the sizzle of magic.

			I’ve no idea what Kaelis is playing at, but I will not be caught off guard. I drop to Glavstone’s side. He keeps his deck in a holster attached to his belt. I undo the whole thing, slip the belt off him, and cinch it around my waist. As Kaelis opens the door wider, I reach into the card holster. The moment my fingers come into contact with the deck, a surge of magic races through me like a gust of wind. Instantly, I know every card. And it’s not a moment too soon.

			Plated Stellis rush inside the office. A hulking knight dashes toward me, arms out, as though he means to tackle me. I summon a card. Glavstone’s inking is clunky and awkward. The magic doesn’t flow nearly as smoothly as I’m accustomed to. If I wasn’t as good at wielding as I am, I might not have managed to summon the Five of Swords at all.

			Before I can actually cast it, however, the Stellis rips off his helmet. My eyes widen. The card I’d nearly used falls to the floor harmlessly, its magic dissipating.

			Gregor crushes me in a bear hug. It’s particularly spiky thanks to all the plate he’s wearing.

			“Wh-what?” I’m unable to form a cohesive thought.

			Kaelis drags the bodies of the Halazar guards into the office with the help of two other Stellis.

			“A bit of help here?” Kaelis snaps at Gregor.

			“Right. Sorry.” Gregor releases me with a sheepish grin.

			Then a fourth Stellis with a slight but all-too-familiar limp enters.

			“Twino?” I meet familiar eyes as Twino pulls off his helmet.

			“Ren? Jura?” As I say their names, each Stellis straightens away from the bodies they were hauling in with Gregor’s help. Ren lifts his visor, and even though I can’t see his face, I can see the smile in his eyes. Jura removes her helmet entirely and tosses it aside.

			“You’ll want your helmets to get out of here,” Kaelis cautions.

			“But it stinks.” Jura scrunches her nose.

			Kaelis barely refrains from rolling his eyes.

			I’m not sure where to look. Gregor’s beaming face. Jura and Kaelis looking surprisingly at ease with each other.

			Or Twino, who comes to a stop in front of me. His palm lands gently on my cheek. “You look like you’ve been chewed up and spit out.”

			“You look…alive.” I throw my arms around my friend’s shoulders. I don’t think he can feel my embrace through the armor. But it doesn’t matter; we’re so relieved to see each other we heave a simultaneous sigh of relief. “How did you all get in here?”

			“Him.” Twino steps away and nods in Kaelis’s direction.

			My eyes meet the prince’s once more. “You…How did you even find them?”

			“I made it so your friends wanted to find me.” Kaelis looks smug, and judging from the way my friends all scatter their gazes and press their mouths into hard lines, it must have indeed involved skillful manipulation on the prince’s part.

			“However it happened, thank you. Though I wonder if I should feel offended you let me rot for a year the last time if you were able to break in all along,” I say, mostly in jest.

			“We couldn’t have pulled this off without him.” Twino taps his Stellis breastplate, and I give a knowing nod.

			Reunions and further questions can wait. “We need to get to the dungeons,” I say.

			“You already know, then?” Kaelis asks.

			Something about the question makes time grind to a halt. A part of me has already connected the dots between everything I know, but I chose to ignore the truth he hints at until this moment. “Know what?”

			“We’re getting the Star, and we’re taking her with us. She’s being kept in the dungeons.”

			There it is. The thing I’d been yearning to overlook. To protect myself from as though it’d somehow protect her.

			I remember the day Kaelis and I briefly discussed the Star. He’d told me they were in or had been through Halazar, and I’d wanted to hear no more. Now I sway and stagger, Ravin’s words echoing loudly between my ears.

			This time, she goes into the dungeons of Halazar. Somewhere deep. Somewhere no one, but especially not my brother, will ever find her…Put her with her sister.

			A tapestry of memories weaves across my mind, threads of individual moments knotting together into a final pattern.

			Glavstone’s office fades away. I’m with my mother, cradling my sister as she sleeps.

			
				“Mother,” I ask quietly so as not to wake my sister, “will Arina be like me?” I sit on the floor with my sister’s head in my lap; my inking supplies are scattered around us—half-finished drawings that I’d started while listening to Mother’s instructions of “feeling the cards” but that didn’t go anywhere. Pages of circles, endless circles wrapping on one another.

				She doesn’t look up from her inking. She is always working, over and over, on the same meaningless drawing exercises that she has me focusing on regularly. “How like you?”

				“Will she also be drawn to the cards?” I stroke my sister’s hair. She doesn’t even stir.

				“Perhaps, but you are very, very special, Clara. If she is drawn to the cards, it will not be in the same way as you are.”

				I close my eyes and speak with intention. “I want—I wish for Arina to be very, very special, too. That way, we can be special together, forever.”

			

			I’d said it with every fiber of my being. With the same force of will and flare of magic as when I cast a card. I remember Mother’s panicked expression, her slightly parted lips. She never told me what surprised her about what I said, quickly moving the conversation on.

			What if I…Could I have inked my Major all those years ago? Had I spun the Wheel without knowing what I was doing when I was nothing more than a girl? Were those cards I was inking rudimentary versions of my Major? Did I make Arina “like me” in that I shifted fate and made her a Major?

			Has there ever been a turn of fate where my power hasn’t made those around me suffer?

			“…Clara.” Gregor shakes me. Twino is at my other side, looking on with worried eyes.

			I’m shaking. I stagger and grip Glavstone’s desk with white knuckles. But not for support…It’s to keep me from hurling myself at the prince.

			Whatever expression I wear is enough that Kaelis takes a half step back. For a split second, he looks as though he might bolt.

			Good. You should be afraid of me.

			When I speak, my words are colder than the night between the stars. “Did you know?”

			A thousand questions are wrapped up in that: Did you know the Star was my sister? Did you know she was alive? Did you keep the truth from me?

			Whatever he says next will shape everything.

			“Know what?” Jura interjects.

			“That she was the Star.”

			“Who?” Ren looks among the remaining members of the Starcrossed Club for clarity, but none of them has any to offer.

			“My sister.” I don’t remove my gaze from Kaelis. “Did you know Arina is the Star?”
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			Chapter 6

			Silence. And then, just as I am about to break it, Kaelis speaks.

			“I didn’t even know Arina was your sister,” he says calmly. The flash of hurt in his eyes has my frayed nerves calming. “You only ever called her your ‘friend.’ ”

			“Sister or not, did you know Arina was the Star?”

			“No,” he answers calmly. “If I had, I would’ve told you, I swear.”

			“Arina…She’s not dead?” Gregor, like Ren, asks the room.

			Ren lifts his hands uncertainly.

			Jura mouths, I don’t know.

			“She’s alive,” I say. “She’s here. And we’ve wasted enough time. We’re getting her.”

			Twino shifts. “Clara, I know that Arina’s death was—”

			“Ravin told me she was alive,” I interrupt pointedly. “This is not ravings following the abuse Glavstone put me through. I assure you, I am quite mentally competent. This is not my first experience surviving torture.” Ren and Jura both wince at that. “She’s here in the dungeons. And I would bet anything that she is the Star.” My eyes drag back to Kaelis. “Level three. Cell five.”

			Kaelis slowly nods, confirming what I already know. His voice is soft and solemn when he says, “The Star, based on what I uncovered, is being held on level three, cell five.”

			“Fuck.” I turn and storm back to Glavstone’s body and kick his corpse in the side for good measure. I don’t know what he, specifically, did to my sister. But fuck him for it. Fuck the whole world. I grab the key ring off his desk and then head for the closet door.

			As I open it, the world seems to oscillate. For a second, I’m back in Eza’s vision. It’s surreal just how closely my motions match what I did then. Except this time, the armored individuals that move behind me are my friends. Kaelis’s voice is actually present as he pushes past Gregor and Jura, not distant and disembodied as it was in the vision.

			“Clara,” he says.

			“Yes?” I unlock the trapdoor in the floor of the closet. Just as I’m going to start down the stairs, Kaelis grabs my wrist and shoves something into my palm.

			A deck.

			The cards are gorgeously made, with gilded edges and inked with heavy lines that show a complete disregard for conserving precious powder. I instantly recognize the elegant, almost minimalistic style of the main subjects of the cards contrasted with the heavily detailed framing. And if not for that, I’d still recognize the way the magic flows through them almost as easily as I’d recognize it channeling through my own cards. It’s undeniably Kaelis, from the first brushstroke to the last caress of power.

			I hold his stare, and Kaelis leans forward to speak only to me. “You deserve a better deck than whatever swill Glavstone inked.”

			“Thank you.” I mean it fully.

			Kaelis nods. As he releases his grip, his fingers drag over the back of my hand. There’s so much quiet longing in his touch. An apology that this is not the time or the place for. A yearning that doesn’t want to be ignored, yet must be.

			I turn, brace myself, and start down the stairs.

			All I can think of is how much this place has taken from me. I want to rip the whole thing apart, stone by stone, every cell and iron bar. As long as Halazar stands, it will always call me back. It will always be a part of me.

			From the outside, Halazar looks like a box, with three stories extending above the rocky island. Basement floors descend three levels into the bedrock of the island as well, but each is only one hallway long, with just a few cells lining it. These levels are stacked on top of one another, connected by stairs at their ends.

			As we descend deeper into the bowels of Halazar, the air becomes as thick as the scum that oozes down the walls.

			“Welcome to the first level of the dungeons,” I announce as the stairs finally end at a compact hallway. I lift a cold lantern off the wall and summon an Ace of Wands from Glavstone’s deck; I am saving Kaelis’s cards for when I really need them. Sure enough, the magic is weaker than I’d like—than I’m used to—thanks to Glavstone’s mediocre inking.

			The lantern is still full of oil and sparks to life, but its glow doesn’t reach very far. Doors emerge from the darkness like ghosts. Everything is eerily still and silent until a door suddenly rattles so violently it nearly bursts off its hinges. Screaming rises from within, a sound more beast than man. Other prisoners join in a haunting litany of yelling and shrieks.

			“What’s happening?” Ren’s voice has a slight quiver.

			“They know we’re here,” I say.

			“So they’re trying to escape?” Gregor reasons.

			“Maybe. Maybe they think a beating is coming. Maybe they are expressing their pain when they know someone can hear them.” The door is still rattling behind us even after the darkness consumes it.

			“Were you…” Jura struggles with the question. I let her. “Were you kept down here?”

			“Once,” I say, pausing at the end of the hall at the precipice of another staircase. “Only on this first level. From here on, the other levels are unknown to me.”

			But deep below is my sister, and nothing will stop me from getting to her.

			“How long did he keep you here?” Kaelis murmurs over my shoulder.

			He hovers like a shadow that’s as familiar as my own.

			“Only a few days, I think. Not too long. It didn’t have to be to nearly break me.” The door to what was my cell looms in my periphery. Haunting me.

			“I should’ve gotten you out sooner,” he murmurs.

			“Yes. Back then. But what’s done is done.” I glance at him. Kaelis doesn’t flinch or look away. “At least you were swift this time.”

			We plunge into the desolate darkness. The second level is laid out exactly like the first, but there are no noises here. If those within can hear our footsteps, they are too broken to react.

			On the switchback of the final staircase I imagine we’re somewhere below the riverbed. No one says anything as we reach the final hall. Here, there is nothing more than stale air and rough stone stained with memories best forgotten.

			Despite what Ravin said, and Kaelis’s research supporting it, my chest is so tight I can barely breathe: Do I dare believe my sister is here? I can still feel the bones that I thought were hers in my arms.

			We come to the final doorway. Cell five.

			I pass the lantern to Kaelis and search the key ring I filched off Glavstone’s desk to find the one that unlocks the door. It takes my trembling hands three tries to find the right key. I move agonizingly slowly. But none of them dare try to do it for me.

			The door opens with a sharp scream of old hinges. Beyond it, a narrow, short passage ends in another locked door—to prevent runaways, I’d suppose. The cells on the first level of the dungeons had solid doors, but nothing like this.

			A lump catches in my throat, one I can’t force down no matter how hard I swallow. Hands trembling, I fumble with the keys again, their noise jarring against the suffocating silence. I yank open the second door, and a rush of putrid air barrels into me. I gag, the stench of death and decay thick on my tongue. For a heart-stopping moment, I worry she died mere days before I could get to her.

			Not when I was so close…

			I step inside, unable to bear the mystery any longer and yet terrified of what I might find. The darkness is so absolute, it is an abyss that swallows the dim flicker of the lantern. Another step. The ghostly shifting shapes coalesce into a figure in the very back, huddled in a corner.

			Is she moving? Is she even breathing?

			Stumbling, I make my way to her, fighting against the swamp of dread and guilt that mires me. I want to run, but I am too bogged down with horror and fear.

			Arina, forgive me for all my weaknesses. For taking so long. Forgive me. Forgive me…

			The walls are streaked with filth and the desperate etchings of fingertips raked across stone until the prisoner’s nails surely gave out. The floor is stained with a sickly, mottled brown from horrors more numerous and vile than my brain can conjure.

			I’m only a few steps away when I see the faintest tremble to her shoulders. She’s alive.

			I choke down a sob as a thousand buried emotions resurrect themselves at the same time.

			She’s hunched, curled in on herself, arms folded tightly around her knees as if trying to shield what little remains of her body. Her arms are so thin I could nearly wrap my thumb and middle finger around them. On papery white skin from shaved scalp to curled toes is a tapestry of bruises and scars and still-weeping wounds. I’m almost afraid that if we even try to move her, she’ll crumble to dust in our hands.

			But she is alive.

			Every labored breath protrudes her ribs, visible through the holes in her rags. How is she even still breathing? I ask myself.

			But that’s my little sister, a rebel to the last. Every breath she takes is defiant.

			She mutters over and over, her words indistinguishable. Like a long-unanswered prayer for salvation from this place. I kneel next to her. She doesn’t move.

			“Arina?” I whisper.

			She flinches but doesn’t turn.

			My hand lands on her shoulder. “Arina. It’s me.”

			With agonizing slowness, she lifts her head. I know that profile instantly, even hollowed as it is.

			It’s her.

			Tears stream down my face. Her eyes are distant and unfocused. But they’re hers. The lantern light picks up the gold in them, and they seem to glow an almost catlike yellow.

			I’m barely breathing. My heart is going to burst from my chest or spasm from skipping too many beats until it stops entirely.

			She’s here. She’s alive.
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			Chapter 7

			Her body is as still as a corpse. Her eyes are sunken, dull, and lifeless. They stare straight through me. There’s no sign that this empty shell of the woman who was once my sister—once my whole world—even recognizes me.

			“Arina?” I whisper, my voice cracking as I grab her other shoulder. I make a conscious effort not to dig my fingers in too much or my nails might puncture her fragile skin. I force a brave smile. Happy. We should be happy to see each other. I offer the expression like a map for how to claw back some of the humanity she’s lost. “It’s…it’s me. Clara. Your sister.”

			Silence is her response. Deafening, soul-crushing silence.

			“Arina?” Her name is strained on my lips. “I’m going to help you.”

			Not even a flicker in her eyes. Not even a twitch. Nothing.

			The Queen of Cups—the one Kaelis inked—rises from my combined deck and it surges with power. The distant sound of running water fills my ears as the magic pours over her in a shimmering blue haze. Her wounds mend.

			But the damage was more than one card can heal.

			“May I?” Kaelis steps forward.

			I nod. It’s better to conserve my magic; I’m already exhausted. He casts the same card, the Queen of Cups. More wounds mend. But it can’t fill her hollowed body or haunted eyes.

			“Is that better?” I cup her face with both hands.

			She still doesn’t move. The Queen of Cups can heal physical damage. But it leaves behind the memories of the pain; it cannot touch wounds of the mind.

			“Clara…” Twino steps forward.

			“Say something, please,” I beg.

			“Clara, she’s going to need time. It…it will be all right.” Twino is comforting me. Me. When my baby sister is all skin and bones, he’s lending his strength to me as if I’m the one who needs it.

			I hang my head, my arms trembling. Arina remains limp underneath my palms, barely strong enough to keep herself upright. Her spirit has left, wandered somewhere far, far away. I can recognize it because I’ve done it.

			But I could always find my way back. Never was I so divorced from my body that every tether snapped, as it has with Arina.

			“You’re right,” I admit. My voice has taken on a deadly calm. The sight of her so broken has ignited something absolutely feral within me. “We need to leave, quickly, before anyone finds Glavstone.”

			Or before Ravin shows up. The bastard has a way with timing. Though a part of me would welcome it…I’d annihilate him if I saw him now. He might have more cards than me, he might be stronger than me in this moment…but I have fury.

			Very slowly, I pry each finger away from Arina’s withered frame, making sure she’s steady enough on her own before I completely release. Gregor moves without need of instruction and collects her with ease into his large arms. Arina sags against his sturdy frame, limp.

			“We have an extra boat prepared for you; we took two here.” Jura’s words are distant; it’s hard to hear them over the rush of blood in my ears. “The five of us will have to leave together, as we arrived, to avoid suspicion. But we can distract them on the way out so you can sneak by with Arina. Once you have the boat, go to the northern edge of the city and—”

			“No,” I say calmly, still staring at my sister. The world has been reduced to her, and her alone.

			“No?” Jura looks among the other members of the group, confusion furrowing her brows.

			“No?” Twino repeats. He’s the only one who dares to approach me. “Clara, it’s better this way. We’ll meet—”

			“We’re not separating. We’re not sneaking out. I’m tearing it all down.”

			The words are a vow—an oath sworn on my blood and hers. An oath like the one we swore to avenge Mother’s death.

			None of them says anything, but I can feel their uncertainty. No…more than that…I tilt my head slightly and look at them. The mere sight of my Starcrossed family soothes my rage some, enough that they can be sure it’s not directed at them. But I can see the hint of fear in their eyes. “Halazar is finished. Neither I nor my sister will ever suffer this place again. But as long as it stands, we will always be at risk.”

			It’s so perfectly clear. I don’t know why I never saw it before. Sneaking around, hiding in the shadows, trying not to overextend my hand, minding what I did or did not do…It was still playing within the rules of Oricalis’s game.

			It’s time to start making my own rules.

			“If you do this, you are going to be hunted down.” Kaelis states it as a simple fact.

			“And that is different from how I’ve lived my life until now?”

			“You will never find safe quarter in this world again.”

			I don’t miss his choice of words: in this world. His gaze is singular and as intense as ever. I glance at the rest of the crew. “Go.” They oblige me, and I take a step closer to the prince.

			He doesn’t back down. If anything, there’s a spark of amusement in the voids of his eyes; my tenacity has always delighted him. “Kaelis, I know what you’re after and what you need to get it. If you think you can force my sister to ink her golden Major for you, I will fucking destroy you. She has been abused by one prince. I will not stand for her to ever be under the command of another.”

			He leans back slightly, insulted. “What makes you think I would?” I open and shut my mouth, looking away. Kaelis catches my chin with his knuckles, gently guiding my face back to his so he can look into my eyes. “I will protect you, and her. I swear it on my life.”

			Not his name or his titles, because we both know he doesn’t really care about those…but his life. One thing I know Kaelis values.

			I dip my chin.

			“I know you’re hurt, Clara, so I don’t blame your anger. But I am not your enemy,” he says, gentle but firm.

			“I know,” I whisper, glancing in the direction of my crew.

			“Good. We shouldn’t waste any more time.” He releases me.

			I catch up to the rest of them quickly; Jura has taken the lead with the lantern. Kaelis isn’t far behind me. As I fall into step with them, I give Gregor a pointed look. “Guard her with your life.”

			He scoffs, mildly offended. “You think I wouldn’t?”

			No. And that’s the only reason why I’m allowing him to touch her.

			I toss the key ring to Ren. “Unlock the doors—it’s the large iron one. I assume they’re all keyed the same down here.” There aren’t enough keys on the key ring for every cell in Halazar to have a unique lock. Based on what’s there, I’m assuming it’s one for the dungeons, and then one key for each floor above. “We’ll start with the dungeons, then move up to the others.”

			“Is that wise?” The moment Jura asks, I arch my brow. “Aren’t they dangerous criminals?”

			“ ‘Dangerous criminals’ like me?” I ask. “Like Arina?”

			“I…You…” She swallows and looks away, clearly uncomfortable in her guilt at the suggestion. “You both were different.”

			“Yes. And no.” I look to my sister. Ren continues to hover uncertainly, keys in his hand. “There are dangerous criminals here. But not all of them are. Tell me, Jura, how many more would you condemn to Arina’s fate? What is worse: freeing a hundred criminals or imprisoning one innocent man?”

			Her lips part, but there’s no sound. Her gaze drifts to Arina. Every scar etched across my sister’s body reads as a narrative of Oricalis’s unyielding cruelty. Jura’s gaze softens some, then hardens with her resolve. I know her as well as I know my sister, and I’m certain she’ll make the right choice.

			“Besides,” I continue, “I’m destroying this place one way or another. But my fight is with Oricalis and all who uphold the throne, not with those who are also crushed underneath their heel. Good or evil, I’m not their judge, nor will I be their executioner. I’ll give them a chance to survive. The rest is on them.”

			Jura says nothing more.

			I scan the rest of them. “Any other objections?” No one speaks, not even Kaelis. “Good.” I nod to Ren and then begin the march out of Halazar, once and for all.

			Ren does as instructed and unlocks cell doors along the way. Three of the remaining four cells on the third level are empty. One bars in a corpse that sends a shiver down my spine. It could’ve been Arina.

			On the second level of the dungeons, we find our first living prisoner.

			“Go,” I command, my voice echoing off the barren walls loud enough for any others on the floor to hear. “Halazar ends today. Your life is yours again.”

			He doesn’t waste precious time questioning or second-guessing. Instead, with a strength his withered frame shouldn’t have, he scrambles up and pushes past us.

			We carry on like this, Ren dashing ahead and unlocking doors, the rest of us—save for Kaelis and Gregor—throwing open the doors and telling people to go.

			We emerge into Glavstone’s office to a cacophony of alarm bells reverberating through the halls and passages of Halazar. Their desperate clanging carries across the Farlum River like the frantic cries of dying beasts. But any help will come far too late.

			“So much for being subtle,” Ren murmurs.

			“We lost that advantage when we let the prisoners run ahead of us.” Jura sets her gaze with determination.

			“Are you all ready?” I ask.

			Distant shouts echo through the open door to Glavstone’s office. The prisoners are already creating the chaos I expected them to.

			“As ready as we’ll ever be.” Twino is removing his plate armor. The rest quickly follow suit. No need for deception now, and they’ll be faster without it.

			“Good, then—” I’m interrupted.

			“In here!” A guard skids to a stop in the passage outside Glavstone’s office. I recognize him instantly, Sevan. One of Glavstone’s favorites. “They’re coming from in here!”

			Sevan’s eyes widen as he beholds what must look like a group of freed prisoners, a pile of Stellis plate, and the second prince of Oricalis all standing together. Confusion gives way to fear. He knows what’s about to happen on some subconscious level.

			Kaelis lets out a dramatic sigh. And then, almost casually, he says, “Now that you’ve seen us, you’ll have to die.”
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			Chapter 8

			Before I can react, Kaelis steps forward. The Knight of Swords rises from his deck and hovers suspended in midair for a second—just long enough for me to realize what’s about to come.

			The card explodes in a burst of light and shadow. A countless number of silvery arcs race away from Kaelis like shooting stars. Midflight, they elongate and twist, reshaping into swords of pure magic. The spectral weapons dance around the guard as if carefully choreographed, so precise that I wonder if Kaelis is commanding each one.

			“Efficient” is the sole word that comes to mind as I witness Kaelis using the card that’s practically synonymous with him. It’s brutally, terrifyingly efficient.

			In a heartbeat, it’s over. Sevan doesn’t even have time to scream before the breath is stolen from his lungs by a blade across his throat. I don’t think he even felt pain. One moment, he’s there, and the next, he’s bloody ribbons on the floor.

			The swords fade away, and I turn to Kaelis. He has one hand in his pocket, weight shifted almost casually. There’s no warmth to his expression, but also…nothing sinister, either. His face might as well be forged of cold, carved marble.

			Kaelis adjusts his coat and retrieves his deck, shuffling through the cards effortlessly. They fan across his chest from one hand to the next, half propelled by magic.

			“If we are going to do this, then let’s get it over with,” Kaelis says. “But there can be no reputable survivors to say that I was working with prisoners.” I presume he doesn’t deem any former prisoners as reputable.

			“Is the prince known as ‘void-born’ worried about his reputation?” Ren quips.

			“At least I have one to speak of.” Kaelis doesn’t miss a beat.

			Ren’s mouth drops open.

			“Ouch.” The word is somewhere between a chuckle and a wince from Jura.

			There’re the outlines of a rapport among them. They have stories to share about how this relationship came to be when we’re not here and Arina is safe.

			“We need to move. We’ll go floor by floor for the main three levels, opening the cells just like we did below. The prisoners will help keep the guards busy. Then down to the docks,” I announce.

			“Are you sure it’s wise to delay departing?” Gregor asks.

			“I find myself in unlikely agreement with him.” Kaelis gives Gregor a nod.

			“We can sit here arguing over it, or we can just do it. The latter of which gets it done with faster.” My tone makes it clear I’m doing this with or without them. Ill-advised? Absolutely. But I cannot take another breath while Halazar still stands. There is no future for Arina and me in its shadow. “Gregor and Twino, straight to the docks with you both—guard our boats and if something goes wrong, get Arina out of here.”

			There’s not another word of protest. Gregor passes me, cradling my sister’s limp form to his broad chest. In the light of Glavstone’s office, I can see her more clearly—the crusted blood that puckers her ashen skin, the deep and gnarled scars. I touch her gently, but her blank stare doesn’t even swing my way. She’s awake, yet completely lifeless.

			My hands ball into fists. I shift slightly, focusing on Kaelis. He must sense it because his attention swivels and then narrows on me.

			“The deck you inked for me, is it complete?” I ask.

			He nods.

			“Good.” With that knowledge, I throw myself into the chaos Halazar is devolving into.

			We head in the opposite direction from Twino and Gregor. Halazar is not complicated in its layout—simple enough that I was able to get an almost complete sense of it the last time I was here as Glavstone took me from my cell to ink for him.

			We reach the first-floor cellblock.

			Familiar rows of iron bars line either side. Prisoners recoil at the sudden light and sound. Our footsteps are punctuated by the clanging of metal as Ren undoes the locks with the key and the sounds of iron and stone shattering as the rest of us use magic to forcibly open the cells.

			The prisoners pour out and we move on to the next floor.

			The air thickens with the sound of guards shouting. Magic flares. We free more prisoners in the same fashion. One more floor left.

			My legs burn and every breath feels like inhaling daggers as I race up the last staircase. But I can’t stop—not when there are still cells locked. Not when I hear the cries of men and women whose position I was once in.

			“Clara, we should head to the docks!” Jura calls from behind me, equally breathless.

			“We’re almost done.” My feet hit the stone of the final hall of cells.

			“We don’t have time,” Jura pants, catching up.

			I stop her with an outstretched hand. Ren as well. Kaelis hovers behind them. They both regard me questioningly but don’t push past.

			The King of Swords hovers over my shoulder. Not the rudimentary figure of a man wielding a greatsword like Glavstone had inked…but a detailed and embellished king upon a throne of swords, everything down to the tiny gems in his crown carefully rendered.

			Kaelis’s cards feel delicious. Since I learned to ink from such a young age, I’ve rarely used anyone else’s cards. And when I have, they paled in comparison to those I could ink myself.

			But this…This. Magic dances across every inked line. It’s as though Kaelis folded power even between the elements of the design, storing more than should be possible.

			He’s not a Major. Yet this card feels like one. It’s staggering. It leaves me breathless with delight. Desperate for more.

			Reclaiming my focus, I thrust out my hand and the card. The hum of magic that had surrounded it erupts into a gale of wind. Hundreds of shimmering swords of light unfold from shadow. They slice through locks and bars with earsplitting cracks. At once, the doors fall, every prisoner freed. The exertion of magic has me swaying slightly, but I keep myself upright.

			“Move!” I yell. “To the river! To freedom!”

			I take my own advice.

			Beneath us, prisoners are taking their revenge on the guards, paying back years of brutality. My boots skid on blood-slicked stone. I barely stop in time as a guard lunges from an adjoining hall.

			The Five of Swords rises from my deck in a blur before bursting into magic that condenses into a light shortsword, which I wield with nimble precision. The guard falls with a grunt.

			I don’t stop or slow as I barrel down the main stair of Halazar toward the docks. I pay the other prisoners no heed, nor the guards attempting to contain them. It’s utter chaos, and, in the mix, we’re disregarded.

			Ahead I see Gregor, his massive frame standing firm as he fends off those who would take our boats. Arina is slumped against Twino in the back vessel. Twino uses his deck to assist Gregor and dissuade those taking their chances swimming.

			We push our way through. Jura dispatches another guard who tries to stop us. Kaelis avoids harming anyone while in view of so many. He darts around most of the carnage, not even getting so much as a drop of blood on his boots.

			“Took you long enough!” Gregor barks. His attention shifts, and he jabs a sword over my shoulder, yelling at another prisoner, “Stay the fuck back if you want to keep breathing.”

			The freed prisoner jumps into the river, taking his chances with the water. Twino continues to support my sister and regards the man warily as he swims by the boat.

			Jura and Ren dart past me, starting for the boat with Twino and Arina. I move to follow. But when Kaelis doesn’t take another step, I pause, two paces away.

			He stares at the forward boat. His eyes swing back to me.

			“You all go without me. I’ll take this one.”

			“What?” Gregor takes a step forward. “If you think we’re going to let you sail back and report to the enforcers that—”

			“If I was going to turn you in, I wouldn’t have even helped you get this far in the first place,” Kaelis interrupts with a sigh. Luckily there’s too much chaos for anyone to overhear. “I am going to attract attention. You can use that to your advantage. I’ll call the enforcers my way.” His eyes find mine, holding my stare. “It’s your best chance to escape into the tunnels.”

			“How do you know about the tunnels?” I whisper.

			He takes a step forward, head tilting, chin ducking slightly, voice lowering to a whisper. “I’ve always known much more about you than you’ve ever given me credit for.” Kaelis leans away a fraction, locking eyes with mine. “Trust me to give you a chance to escape.”

			“You’re…letting us leave?” I breathe. He doesn’t know I hold the true golden Death card. But we both know he needs Arina if he has any hope of summoning the World.

			“You said you wouldn’t see your sister suffer under an Oricalis prince again. Take her to where you think she’s safe.” A tiny, confident smile. “I know you’ll come back to me.”

			You’ll never be done with me is the softest echo under his words.

			“We need to go!” Ren calls.

			It jolts me back into my body. I take a half step backward.

			“You know where to find me when you’re ready.” Kaelis moves for the other boat. Gregor steps aside and allows him to leave.

			I join my sister and crew, watching as Kaelis uses the Ace of Cups to glide effortlessly out of the watery entry of Halazar. We are quickly behind.

			The stream of prisoners is beginning to slow. There’s nothing to loot within the building, so I can only assume that the people who took their chances have already made their way out.

			As we emerge onto the river, we weave among men and women fighting against the waves, too fast for any to grab onto our boat and risk capsizing us.

			The docks of Eclipse City, opposite Halazar’s island, are swarming with people. Enforcers are commandeering boats to reach the island and try to reclaim some semblance of order. But it’s too late. The prisoners have had their chance.

			My focus returns to Halazar itself. There’s only me…and that nightmare of a building.

			The prison’s alarm bells finally still, the last toll echoing off the sheer cliffs that surround the Farlum River. The sun is just breaking in the distance.

			Two cards rise with me as I slowly stand, working to keep my balance as the boat continues to move.

			“Clara?” Twino asks with a note of confusion.

			“This ends. It all has to end.”

			With a final, steadying breath, I gather my power and my pain. The cards begin to shimmer, and a faint aura of gold and cerulean clouds me.

			I throw my hand skyward, casting the cards to the heavens. The King of Coins explodes in a symphony of a million golden coins scattering across an unseen floor. Simultaneously, the King of Cups unleashes a shimmering aura of blue and purple that races across the water’s surface, building into a ripple that reaches from city’s edge to cliffside. Gold from the King of Coins streaks through the aura like lightning underneath the waves.

			Destroy. Destroy. Destroy!

			A scream rips from my throat as the raw power of casting two of the most potent cards in their suits at the same time threatens to cleave me asunder. Bones rattling, fists clenched, I force myself to stay standing and bear witness.

			The earth groans and rumbles, echoing my rage as bedrock splits deep beneath Halazar’s foundations. The water rises, forming a towering wall higher than Eclipse City’s tallest spire. It dwarfs Halazar, making the building seem insignificant for the first and only time in its existence.

			Don’t hold back, a voice all my own commands. It drowns out any of my mother’s warnings that would usually come forward. The time for hiding has ended. Let them know who I am and what I’m truly capable of.

			Halazar’s swan song is a haunting melody of groans and rumbles, of twisting metal and crumbling stone that is ultimately swallowed as the earth beneath it yawns wide. A chasm forms, sucking in the building, its island, and a swath of the river. The large wave surges behind the last of the swimming prisoners who scramble in the water, before crashing over the briefly exposed expanse of riverbed and all remnants of Halazar. That place and all its horrors is over…consigned forever to a watery grave.

			My knees give out, and I collapse, utterly spent.
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			Chapter 9

			Jura catches me with waiting arms. She’s as steady as a rock, even in the swaying boat, having grown up on the river. “By the fucking Twenty…” she mutters under her breath. “Clara, how…what…what did you just do?”

			A really good question. It was probably not the smartest decision. And yet…I close my eyes and sigh in relief. For the first time in nearly two years, the endless shadow of Halazar and the screams of torture that lived within me are gone.

			The reprieve is only momentary. I struggle to straighten so I can check on Arina. But my body refuses to move. Every muscle objects.

			“Give yourself a second, Clara. Rest. I’ll take over steering, too.” Jura braces me against her with a firm arm around my waist. An Ace of Cups rises from her deck, shimmering blue in the dusky light before disappearing. The boat shifts slightly as she assumes command.

			“Arina—” I begin, voice cracking.

			“Arina’s breathing, though barely,” Gregor interrupts. He is holding her again, his massive arms cradling her like she’s made of glass. My sister has never looked so small or frail.

			“She needs medical attention.” I try to summon Glavstone’s Queen of Cups from my deck, but it falls before I can cast it, dropping uselessly into the boat. Jura scoops up the card and offers it to me, but I ignore it, staring wide-eyed at my sister. Beyond my sister. Never has a card failed me. Never has my magic felt so thin and weak.

			The endless font of power I always took for granted…exhausted.

			“Clara, your magic…” Ren whispers.

			“I never used so much at once. But it’ll come back soon enough, I’m sure.” I am, in fact, not sure. But I won’t worry about a “what if” when there’s so much in front of me to panic over.

			“We’re going somewhere safe,” Twino says, but I hear the faintest hint of hesitation in his voice. His eyes are alert, scanning the shoreline.

			“You have a new hideaway?” I surmise, following his gaze.

			“Something like that.” He’s focused on the northern edge of the city, where the sheer cliffs and jagged peaks loom and carve up the lightening sky.

			As I force myself to find strength again, I look behind us at the forever-changed landscape of the Farlum River, scanning the waters still full of prisoners swimming for the shore and the chaos of the enforcers along the riverbanks ready to meet them—launching vessels of their own to cut them off in the water. Kaelis is nearly back and I know whatever time he can buy us will be limited.

			“We’re going to stand out if we stay in this boat.” Every part of me is on alert for any possibility that Ravin might see me. “We’re obvious targets.”

			“They have their hands full over there.” Ren nods toward the enforcers working to corral or kill prisoners as they reach the shore.

			“All it takes is for Ravin to find us.” I lock eyes with him. “With my magic and body so weak, I’m not sure I could fend him off.”

			“That’s what you have us for.” Jura shifts at my side and pats the deck at her hip.

			“You don’t know what he’s capable of,” I say flatly.

			“I think we do.” Gregor’s tone is unusually grave. He shifts his grip on Arina. She is enough of a reminder of the prince’s cruelty. But then he continues, “We watched a ghostly skeleton drag the blade of a scythe across Silas’s neck. No blood. No wound. He just fell. Eyes wide and blank as if there had never been a soul in them in the first place.”

			Death. A chill runs down my spine despite the balmy heat of early summer. The way Gregor describes it is exactly like the drawing I saw on Ravin’s card.

			“You know what it was.” It’s not a question from Twino. He knows my expressions too well; he can see the recognition in my eyes.

			“What you saw was a Major tarot: Death,” I say gravely. “Ravin is the Major of Death.”

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Gregor groans. “Majors aren’t real and then suddenly they’re all around us. Am I a Major now?”

			He means it as a jest, but I answer seriously. “You could be,” I say. All of them startle at that. I elaborate: “The power of each Major card always exists in the world. When one personification of the Major dies, the power is transferred into another person—it could be an unborn baby, or it could be someone wizened with age.”

			“So you’re saying one of us could suddenly wake up and discover we can ink legendary cards?” Gregor’s tone is suddenly hopeful.

			“There are only two you could make that discovery for—as only two Majors are now unaccounted for: the Chariot and the Hanged Man.” The reminder of Silas gives them all a pause. Luckily, they don’t ask about the Hanged Man. I don’t have the energy to explain Eza to them right now.

			“So you’re saying there’s a chance?” Gregor seems hopeful.

			“I think you’d notice some differences in your power,” Jura says.

			“Would I? How would I know?” Gregor looks to me.

			“I’m not exactly an authority…” I murmur. “Besides, being a Major makes you a target. The king keeps them accounted for and close at hand—either at his own court or those of the High Lords and Ladies of the clans under him.”

			“The king doesn’t want to see his toys damaged,” Twino mutters.

			“He clearly doesn’t give a shit about damaging his ‘toys.’ ” There’s malice behind Gregor’s words as he adjusts Arina in his arms. “If I’m not the Chariot or Hanged Man, maybe I should kill some more Majors, just to see if I get lucky…”

			“Not the best use of our time,” I caution, but he doesn’t hear me.

			Gregor’s focus is now solely on Arina, his expression softening. “Maybe, if I had more power, I could do more…” He says the last under his breath, and a lump forms in my throat. I want to tell him that I have power beyond what I’d ever imagined possible and yet…it still hadn’t been enough to keep Arina safe.

			“Let’s focus on surviving right now,” Jura says, ever the voice of reason.

			“If Ravin is Death, and can kill anyone, from anywhere, why are we all still breathing?” Twino asks as he eyes the swiftly approaching cliffs that support the opulent houses of Fated Heights.

			“He must know a person’s full and true name to kill them,” I explain, Mother’s warnings about keeping my true name a secret more present in my mind than ever. “It’s a requirement of his Major. He didn’t know mine, and I assume he knows none of yours. But Silas’s name…he did know.”

			“And why not kill you by other means?” he asks.

			“Twino, must you bring up our friend’s demise so casually?” Jura sighs.

			“I’m not bothered; I know what he’s getting at,” I say. “Ravin deemed me more useful alive.” Thanks to some mysterious Stellis. “I think his motivations mostly centered around using me to get to Kaelis and some sadistic pleasure at the idea that my pain could be used to further torture Arina.” What Silas said about how Ravin would, at times, make him watch the torture of his family will be forever seared into my memory.

			“So we’re not all about to die in an instant. That’s good, at least.” Ren’s optimism is hollow.

			“I wouldn’t be so sure.” Jura points to the ridgeline. A pair of enforcers are racing along the streets and jumping low fences onto terraces that line the luxurious buildings.

			One points at us, shouting, and cards rise.
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			Chapter 10

			“Damn it,” Gregor grumbles. “They’re always faster than we expect.”

			“What’s the plan?” I ask, assuming they have one, as I shift, testing my muscles and feeling out my magic. Everything still hurts. But seeing them come for me—for my sister…that has strength returning. Strength enough to see us through to safety before I collapse for what promises to be a really, really long time.

			“Back into the tunnels,” Twino says in a begrudging manner that tells me they’ve been using these tunnels with little success for however long I was in Halazar. Arina and I were always the ones who navigated them the few times we took our crew below the city.

			Using magic to move the water around and against the vessel, Jura guides us to the cliff face. Tucked within the rock is a large opening—an outflow that thankfully looks like it’s been used only for rainwater. It’s just beyond reaching distance from the water’s surface.

			“Hurry,” I urge as Twino shifts in his seat. “They’ll be in range soon.”

			“I know.” With an Ace of Coins, Twino makes a stone ladder for us to climb up to the entrance. And no sooner has he done so than magic flares above us. The enforcers are leaning over a balcony, cards balancing on outstretched fingertips.

			“Escapees here!” one of them calls. A pause. Then, louder, more frantic, “It’s her!”

			Her. How I hate my infamy.

			A flash of gray light. A Swords card. I cast the Seven of Wands on instinct. Every tongue of flame explodes with a blaze of golden light, shielding me from the brunt of the attack. A single sword of light makes it through, pinning me to the vessel by my forearm. He cast the Eight of Swords. If not for my reaction, I would’ve been stuck.

			Jura lets out a noise between a shocked gasp and a pained yelp on my behalf.

			“Go.” I grit my teeth and yank my arm free. The sword is spectral—not solid. And one alone isn’t enough to keep me here. The pain barely registers among all my other aches. “Get Arina inside!”

			Gregor is passing Arina up to Twino and Ren, who have already scrambled up and into the opening. Jura jumps from the vessel, narrowly avoiding a burst of flame that turns the water to steam beside her. I instead choose to jump against the rock wall just out of sight of the enforcers, using an Ace of Coins to give myself a secondary path up. Jura is right behind me, pulling herself onto the ledge.

			“They’re in the water system!” is the last shout we hear from the enforcer, echoing down from above.

			We huddle inside the entrance. Then we all spend a single breath to heave a momentary sigh of relief. I’m the one to push off the wall first.

			“Let’s go.” Adrenaline is overpowering my exhaustion once more: I’m going to make it through this. I have no choice. “They’ll be finding a way down here soon.”

			“Here.” Twino hands me a lantern. “We planned ahead.”

			“I expected no less.” As I take the lantern, Twino lights it with an Ace of Wands. The small flame does little to ward away the heavy darkness that perpetually slumbers beneath the stone of Eclipse City.

			I start ahead, and the rest follow.

			I’ve never ventured this way before. The tunnels under Eclipse City are vast and ancient. Some are naturally made—as this one appears to be, its water-carved stone smooth under our feet. Other tunnels had been cut out of the rock with tools and magic, the walls jagged from the markings of human hands. And some, the deepest and hardest to get to, run like streets between ancient buildings that serve as the foundation of modern-day Eclipse City. A forgotten underworld of crumbling stone and darkness.

			I head in the direction of the city center, where the deepest and oldest parts are—the ones I’m most familiar with.

			“Do you know where you’re going?” Ren whispers, keeping close.

			“More or less.” I try to sound more confident than I feel. “I know that if we keep going in this general direction we’ll hit one of the main arteries. I’ll be fine from there.”

			“We tried to map some of it, but it’s a multilevel maze down here.” Jura’s unease is palpable. She’d always hated the tunnels and would avoid them at all costs.

			“That’s why the tunnels will keep us safe.” I hope. The path splits, and as I turn, I catch a glimpse of Arina. Her eyes are closed, her breathing shallow but consistent. “How is she?”

			“No change,” Gregor says grimly. “But at least she’s with us now.”

			I nod. Another turn and I reach a familiar stretch. Mother taught me how to read the different cuttings of the stone to use as markers. “Soon we’ll be—”

			The echoing sound of armor in the distance halts us. Breaths held. We exchange tense looks, huddling closer.

			“Already?” Panic thins out the single word, pitching Ren’s voice higher.

			My attention narrows on Arina. She’s going to slow us down. My mind is made up in an instant.

			“Twino, Ren, take Arina.”

			“What?” Gregor and Ren say nearly at the same time. Twino’s silence is telling.

			I give my instructions to him. “Follow this pathway all the way to the end, as fast as you can. Right. Left. Straight past four openings, then right again…” Twino’s lips move silently, repeating every word. His eyes watch my finger as I draw it through the air, mapping it out for him. I’m trusting his visual memory to get them to the last safe place I can think of. “There’s a stone door that blocks off a little room you can wait in—it doesn’t look like one, but it will open with just an Ace of Coins. You still have one?”

			Twino nods.

			“Take her and go.”

			“I should carry her. I’m strongest,” Gregor objects as Ren stretches out his arms.

			“She’s skin and bones. Ren and Twino will manage.” The words are so cruel to say. But they’re the truth. Just looking at her sunken cheeks and protruding collarbones is painful.

			“But—”

			“I need you here, buying them time.” I speak over Gregor’s objection. As loath as I am to put my friends in even more danger, I know they wouldn’t have it any other way. We’d all die to protect one another.

			“I need you, too.” Twino emphasizes with a tap on his bad leg.

			“Fine.” Gregor passes Arina to Ren as the distant sounds of armor grow closer.

			“Me?” Jura asks.

			“With us.” I affirm what I know she already suspected.

			She nods, her expression hardening. Jura might prefer to spend her time drying flower petals for scones. But she also knows how to fight when she needs to.

			“Clear this passage!” The enforcers are close enough now that a shout echoes down to us. The voice is vaguely familiar and gives me pause.

			“Go,” I urge Twino and Ren. As they race off, I pass the lantern to Jura. Her confused look prompts me to explain: “I don’t need it. I know where I am now.”

			“It is darker than midnight down here,” she whispers.

			“I’ll be fine.”

			The voice speaks again. This time closer. It bounces off the stone walls until it seems as if it’s coming from every direction all at once.

			“Hunt her down!” Emilia’s shout resounds with deadly authority. The eldest Ventall daughter, heir of Clan Tower, was killing to protect me mere weeks ago…Now she’s the one they’ve sent after me. “Leave no passage unturned. Clara Daygar is the daughter of the leader of Oricalis’s greatest enemies.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 11

			I freeze, my blood turning cold. Daygar. She could have found out my name in a number of ways.

			The research I’d asked Alor to pursue for me. Ravin, who no doubt appointed her to this task. Mentions from the guards of Halazar who might have survived.

			Her knowing my name isn’t what has me standing wide-eyed with my heart racing. No…It’s her mention of me being the daughter of the leader of Oricalis’s greatest enemies.

			The Worldkeepers. A secret and ancient organization that Bristara had only a moment to tell me of before her death.

			“She’s looking for you,” Gregor breathes. Fear and determination war for dominance in his expression.

			“Of course she is.” I place my hand on my deck. The power in Kaelis’s cards surges in response. It’s almost as though he’s here next to me, living in the shadows that cling to the stone—to my body. Lend me your power, I submit to his essence. “And I’m going to find her.”

			“Clara, you’re in no position to fight, especially not head-on.” Gregor grabs my biceps. “You just destroyed Halazar. You can barely stand.”

			“I didn’t say anything about fighting head-on…or fighting fair.” I free myself. Something in my eyes has his grip loosening. “You two be a distraction and try to stay as safe as possible.” It’s bad enough that I have to drag them into settling my score. The least I can do is take the brunt of the attacks. “I’ll handle the rest.”

			I walk off into the tunnels, leaving them and the flickering glow of the lantern behind. The darkness is oddly comforting in its totality. They came thinking they were the hunters…right into my domain.

			“If we let her go, she will bring down Oricalis. If you do not find her, your partners and children and all those you love will never be safe,” Emilia shouts. “For duty to crown and kingdom, we will find her, and we will end her like we did her mother—end the bloodline of our enemies once and for all!”

			I stop, chest so tight I can barely draw a breath. I see Mother again—her warm smile as she stroked my hair from my eyes. The scent of inks and paper that always clung to her clothes. Her gentle kiss as she bade me farewell before slipping on her cloak and disappearing into the night for whatever business she couldn’t risk me knowing…

			Her face just before it slipped over the mountainside in Eza’s vision.

			They murdered her. Emilia’s mother murdered her. Alor’s information proved as much. Emilia knows it, too. Alor shared the truth with her. My confidence in this being true is now absolute.

			Thank you for the admission, I wish I could say to her. A part of me might have felt bad for what I’m about to do. This woman had once killed a man for me, and some tiny fraction of my soul might have seen myself as “owing” her something for it.

			But now all I owe her is death.

			As long as the Ventalls live, they’ll keep hunting us until we’re nothing more than a memory. No, not even that. We’ll be expunged from history as the “traitors” we are.

			Arina will never be safe. And neither will I.

			I begin to walk. Slowly. Purposefully. I decide against the Seven of Wands, forgoing the option of shields. Stealth is its own defense, and the darkness is going to be worth more than any magic armor. The seven tongues of flame would be more of a hindrance to my safety than a help with the seven attacks they’d block.

			The Eight of Wands sinks into me, speeding my movement. I next cast the Nine of Wands. Pain vanishes from my body. The cacophony of aches that might have distracted me are gone for nine minutes. The world is sharper.

			The Knight of Wands is a whisper of smoke under my fingers, and sparks dance across my mind. It burns my fear away, though there wasn’t much left to begin with. I am not fearful; I am vicious. Hungry.

			The tunnel stretches ahead. I feel my way along the grooves in the wall, following the faint crunch of boots on stone. Emilia, in her haste, seems to have scattered her forces to search. If they’d stayed together, they might have been a problem. Now I almost pity them.

			Almost.

			“What’s that?” I hear in the distance. “What? Where?”

			Gregor and Jura. I move faster.

			A sliver of light is nearly blinding after navigating by touch and sound alone. I close my right eye and continue, sneaking up behind a pair of Stellis knights—not city enforcers, Stellis. Emilia is leading a formidable charge after me indeed.

			A few steps away, I cast the Ace of Swords. A small, sharp gust extinguishes their lantern. Darkness falls like the executioner’s axe. I close my left eye and open my right. The two men look around frantically in the near-total darkness, their eyes adjusting.

			My right eye is already acclimated.

			“What was that?” one hisses, panic thinning his words.

			“Your cards!” The other fumbles for his sword, rather than cards.

			The Five of Swords is a silver spark that takes the form of a dagger in my palm, perfect for being nimble in these claustrophobic passages. The first Stellis shifts, hearing my hasty steps. His armor catches faint glints of distant light. The Stellis’s plate is impressive, but there’s a small opening between the high collar and their chin—a gap you must get dangerously close to in order to exploit.

			I go for the Arcanist first, moving like a shadow, breath controlled. One strike is all it takes to end him with nothing more than a wet gurgle. Hot blood spills over my hand, splattering before his body clangs against the ground.

			His partner stumbles, finally freeing his blade. But I’m faster than he is. The dagger finds flesh again, and he crumples before he can make a sound.

			I feel nothing. There is no joy in these kills. Only duty. Kill or be killed.

			I’m down the passage, toward the next flicker of lamplight. This Stellis is alone, warily peering down a pathway in a way that makes me wonder if he caught a glimpse of Jura or Gregor. I dispatch him before he even knows I’m there. As he falls, shouts echo to me from the location of the first two.

			“Someone’s definitely here! We have two down.”

			I move, hearing footsteps grow near. My heart pounds harder—not with fear, but with the thrill of the hunt. With finally feeling like I’ve thrown off the shackles that have been on me my whole life. No more hiding my power. No more holding back.

			“One over here!” My third victim has been discovered by the man who quickly becomes my fourth.

			He drops hard, plate armor clanging against the ground, and I move again, not staying in one location for too long. The tunnel floor is slick beneath my feet—blood or water? I can’t tell. Probably both.

			Their panic becomes my companion, hanging close in these tight passages. Their footsteps quicken, making it easier to tell where they are based on the sounds of their plate. In tandem, the echoes of others darting about reverberate, glints of light strike me. Jura and Gregor are doing a good job of sowing confusion, and I move in tandem.

			More magic flares in the darkness—Wands like fire, Swords like jagged bursts of lightning.

			“Barricade entrances. Keep her in here with us; do not let her get away!” Emilia shouts.

			They try to get an edge on me, but they can’t. I know these passages better than any of them. Every twist, every turn, every alcove where the darkness is thicker than blood.

			“You think we won’t find you?” Emilia’s voice cuts through the growing chaos: part threat to me and part command to her soldiers. “Wherever you hide, I will hunt you down. I have been tasked with bringing you to justice, and I do not fail.”

			I ignore her, veering down a passage where my next unfortunate victim waits. His breathing is what gives him away—rapid, shallow gasps of fear. I slip behind him, close enough to smell the sweat on his skin before my blade finds its mark.

			Moving with precision, I take out another that sees me with enough time to get a lunge in. Another hears the scuffle, shouting for more to come, “Over here!” I end her before anyone else can arrive.

			“Another!” someone bellows from behind, voice thick with dread. “How many does that make?”

			“Sound off!”

			Very few voices call out in response.

			“To me! To me! Regroup!” Emilia’s demand is a little more shrill than I think she’d like. That’s a real twinge of fear she’s working so hard to ignore.

			Perfect.

			I don’t hesitate and press the advantage while I have it. Emilia is too skilled to give me another opening or make another mistake. My feet fly over the stone, more cards flaring to life as I sprint through the near-complete darkness with a reckless speed that threatens to break my body.

			Then there she is.

			Alone.
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			Chapter 12

			Emilia stands in a chamber where three tunnels converge. Two lanterns flank a ladder descending from the entrance above. The light casts her face in a harsh relief, emphasizing the deep lines of worry on her brow. Her hand rests on the pommel of a sword at her hip.

			“I know you’re there, Clara.” Her voice is steady now. “I can feel you. I can fucking smell the blood on you.”

			The Five of Cups is chill against my fingertips. The cold must be sweeping over her because she begins to frantically look around. The card calls upon the subject’s greatest doubts. Her brow furrows, and I suspect she’s trying to rationalize her sudden and overwhelming need to second-guess her abilities.

			“You know you’re no match for me.” There’s a murderous edge to my voice. I step into the light, wearing nothing but rags and blood and a crazed expression. “Hello, Emilia.”

			“Traitor,” she snarls, nearly spits. “To think, I once considered you an ally.”

			“And now you hunt me like an animal.” I circle her slowly. She watches my every step, ready to lunge. “On whose orders? Ravin’s? Or your mother’s?”

			To her credit, she doesn’t flinch. But her voice is far more composed than her posture. “Turn yourself in.”

			“You know I never will. And you’re not in any position to negotiate.” My fingers tighten on the hilt of the dagger in my palm; blood from all those I’ve slain drips from its blade. The weapon thrums faintly, as if purring, pleased with the carnage I’ve offered it.

			“Neither are you, by the looks of it,” she counters, eyes flicking to the bruises and wounds across my body. “You’re exhausted, Clara, held together by magic alone. But after picking off my knights…just how much do you have left to give? How much time do you have before your enhancements run out? Do you have enough cards in whatever decks you’ve stolen to keep going?”

			I ignore her, not allowing weakness to show. “Tell me what you know about my mother’s death, and maybe I’ll let you live.”

			Her lip curls into a snarl. “There is no world in which I negotiate with a traitor.” Her hands continue to rest on her weapons, but no card is drawn, and her blade remains sheathed.

			She has an opening and she’s not attacking. She’s probably waiting for reinforcements. But the Emilia I knew would attack first and ask questions later—Eza was proof of that. Which means…

			She must be under orders to bring me in alive. It’s the only explanation for why I’m still standing. She’d need a lot more muscle to overpower me without killing me.

			“This isn’t a negotiation…think of it more like an order,” I say to goad her.

			“Your mother’s choices led to her end—just like yours will.” It’s a nonanswer. As I’m figuring out her game, she’s figuring out mine. She knows that I want this information more than I want to attack her.

			However much we want to kill each other, we’re holding back blades and cards, seeing who breaks first.

			“Her choices?” I take a step forward, waving the dagger nonchalantly as the sound of footsteps growing closer echoes down the tunnels. “You mean the choices she was forced to make because of the precious king you defend so ardently and thoughtlessly? You’re no better than a dog. You would turn on your own family if your king commanded you to.”

			Emilia’s control snaps, her face flushing as her voice pitches higher. “Better a bitch than a whore.”

			“Excuse me?” My tone sharpens in kind. The knuckles of the fist around the dagger turn white.

			“Lies and deceit…you’re so much like her,” Emilia almost growls. “Seducing your way into the arms of powerful men.”

			The accusation stings more than it should. Memories of Kaelis’s touch flash through my mind—his hands in my hair, his lips on my neck, the weight of him pressing me into his bed. The way he looked at me like I was something to be worshiped and destroyed all at once.

			“You don’t know anything about me,” I caution her.

			“I know enough,” she sneers.

			My eyes narrow. This is about more than me. What does she know about my mother?

			“Why aren’t you killing me?” For the first time, there’s no venom, just genuine curiosity in my words.

			Her panic flashes in her eyes. Something that she’s more afraid of than me—of not capturing me.

			Whatever it is, it doesn’t linger. With a grunt and the speed of a whip, she lunges, card and steel both at the ready.

			I sidestep her first swing, my dagger deflecting a second attack. There’s a burst of fire—Ace of Wands—and I dart back, parrying the blaze with the cool ice of an Ace of Cups.

			“Still fast with your blades,” I say, voice surprisingly steady despite my racing heart.

			“To think I once used them to defend you,” she snaps, slashing again, faster this time.

			I duck low and use the Ace of Coins to shift the rock beneath her boots. She recovers quickly as I lunge. Our weapons lock, the clash of metal ringing sharp throughout the tunnels. The few remaining Stellis must be nearly upon us. Gregor and Jura can only keep them busy for so long. I’ve already used a lot of energy and magic. I’m not going to be able to take them on all alone. But I don’t dare hope my friends enter the fray, either.

			“How will you ever survive the shame?” I say, our faces close as we each struggle to get the upper hand.

			“Capturing your head might be enough of a balm.” She throws me back just as the last of the living Stellis arrive, emerging from an attached passage. They stop right in the entry.

			“Captain!” the leader of the three calls, drawing both of our attention.

			My heart sinks, and my whole body freezes.

			Jura struggles against his grasp. A dagger is at her throat. The man at his right has her deck in his palm. She’s bloody, but alive. For now.

			Gregor is nowhere to be seen.

			“Looks like these tunnels are infested with quite a few rats.” Emilia looks from Jura to me.

			“I don’t know her,” Jura says, struggling futilely against the knight’s grip. “I was just trying to escape Halazar.”

			“You don’t look like a prisoner to me…But if you are an escaped criminal, there’s only one thing for you.” Emilia’s attention shifts to the knight holding Jura. “Kill her.”

			“Don’t!” I can’t stop myself. The word tears from my throat before I can think.

			Emilia has a wide, triumphant grin. “Quite the reaction for someone you ‘don’t know.’ ” I glare at her, saying nothing. “Let’s make a trade. I’ll let her go free, and you’ll come with me. A life for a life, Clara. A fairer deal than you deserve.”

			“Don’t do it,” Jura says, though I barely hear her over the blood racing through my ears. “You know they’ll just follow me and—”

			“Shut her up,” Emilia commands calmly.

			The Stellis tightens his arm around Jura’s throat, reducing her words to wheezes, and anger flashes through me. But I do nothing. One wrong move and it’s over for Jura. I don’t want to see any more people I love hurt.

			“So, Clara, what will it be? Run and she dies. Fight and she dies. Surrender and she lives.”

			A thousand thoughts race through my mind. A thousand possibilities. Like a deck shuffling. If Emilia so much as senses magic from me, Jura is dead. I can’t cast anything. I can’t move.

			“You know you’re in no position to keep up this fight.” Emilia’s voice has fallen eerily quiet. She can see how weary I am. My time of numbed pain is almost up. “Make your choice.”

			What can I do? I look to Jura hopelessly. She merely smiles back at me. But the expression is all sorrow and resignation.

			I want to scream, but emotion chokes me.

			“Can I say goodbye?” I try to make the question one of pure surrender.

			“No.” Emilia’s too smart for that. She’s not going to let me get close. “Dismiss your weapon, deck on the ground, and then two steps back.”

			I do as she says, releasing my blade. It vanishes into the air, the magic that formed it unspooling. Then I reach for my deck.

			“Clara, don’t!” Jura urges. “You can’t.”

			“You’ll let her go? Alive?” I focus only on Emilia as I remove the pouch that holds the remnants of Glavstone’s and Kaelis’s decks.

			“I will; I swear it,” Emilia vows.

			“Don’t believe her!” Jura’s voice is thin. I scan for any signs of Gregor but find none. Where is he? Did they already get him?

			Despite Jura’s warnings, I do believe Emilia. She has honor, in her own way. Slowly, with all their eyes watching me, I place the deck on the ground and step away. Emilia stands taller with triumph.

			“Clara, you must keep fighting,” Jura says, drawing my attention back to her. A card is in her hand, down by her pocket. They missed it. She didn’t shuffle it into her deck because it wasn’t hers to begin with. It’s the Queen of Cups, inked by Glavstone. The card I tried to use to heal Arina in the boat.

			She must have pocketed it when it fell in the boat.

			“No…” The card is too powerful for her. Jura is tenacious, and strong. But she’s not the best Arcanist among us.

			We both know she can’t cast above a five, and I can’t reach my deck. The Ten of Cups is beyond my reach.

			Jura meets my eyes, and all the sorrow in the world is contained within them. It’s unbearable—the way it fills the space between us with everything we never had a chance to say, all the secrets we missed the opportunity to share and never knew it. The air is as thick as our bond. As heavy as the loss that I already know is coming.

			In that instant, we wordlessly share a thousand memories.

			The first time I saw her, standing in the doorway of the Starcrossed Club, eyes hollow from weeks upon weeks of seeing Marked Arcanists shipped to mills on the riverboats. Her hands shaking as she clenched a deck one gifted her. “He couldn’t use this any longer, but he told me to. How do I help them?”

			The first job we did. How she pretended she wasn’t afraid. How I told her she didn’t have to be because she wasn’t alone.

			The late nights of drinking Bristara’s wine on the rooftop, swapping fantasies about the futures we’d steal for ourselves if the cards never deigned to give them to us.

			The family we found in each other in the wreckage of all we’d lost.

			“Don’t,” I breathe. But the sound is too small. Too fragile. And too late.

			Her smile is steady and her resolve unwavering, even as her fingers tremble.

			“The coffin is full. Have a glass of mulled wine for me,” she says softly, eyes shining with unshed tears.

			My stomach drops.

			“Stop her!” Emilia has noticed the card.

			But it’s too late. The Queen of Cups is cast. It hovers in the air, shining blue. For a moment, I feel its power wash over me, sinking into my joints, mending my wounds. But the second passes in a blink, souring.

			The magic begins to shine so bright it’s nearly blinding. Power swells almost like a bulging pustule behind the card. It’s too much for her. The Queen of Cups twists and turns upside down.

			Reversed.

			A sob claws its way up my throat. “Jura, no!”

			“Go, Clara!” she shouts, but I can’t move. I’m stuck. “Don’t let me die for nothing!”

			They’re trying to stop her, but it’s too late.

			With Emilia and the Stellis distracted, I grab my deck and turn, and a sob escapes, as uncontrolled and frantic as my steps. Jura’s scream chases me—raw agony—splitting my ears as the magic swells.

			There’s a snap. Unbearable. A crack of power that I imagine is what it would sound like if reality split in two.

			A twisting fissure breaks across the earth. Emilia and the Stellis are shouting. Rock falls, blocking the path between us as a cerulean explosion knocks me back.

			There’s a rush of water that quickly freezes into ice. I tumble down a sloped tunnel, gasping for air, catching my balance, losing it, finding it again. My screams mirror hers as the magic reverses; it twists and contorts Jura into something inhuman.

			She’s dying.

			She’s dying, and I’m running.

			Tears stream down my cheeks as the earth implodes. Fractures race beneath my feet. The tunnel collapses behind me. But I keep running.

			I keep running, even as the chorus of her screams and the groans of the earth turn to silence.

			Just like that, my friend is gone.
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			Chapter 13

			I run. And run. And run.

			I don’t know how far. I don’t remember the twists and turns. The tunnels stretch endlessly before me, black as plain ink, as though I’ve finally been consumed by the endless void that I’ve always felt one wrong step from falling into. My fingers drag over the stone, guiding me by touch alone. My lungs burn from every heaving breath that tears up my throat.

			She’s gone.

			The thought nearly cleaves me in two. Her voice still rings in my ears—Go, Clara! So I do. Her inhuman screams chase me.

			I trip over a jut of stone, hitting the ground hard. My knees slam down and split, palms scraping. The pain is immediate and sharp, but it is nothing compared to the agony already burning through me—the pain she felt. Jura. I try to get up, but I can’t. I’m stuck in place. Pinned by the sobs that I can no longer fight.

			Raw grief bursts from me. My shoulders shake and ribs ache from the howling. I press a hand to my mouth, and the metallic taste of blood blooms across my tongue. The sound of my crying is going to draw them to me, if any somehow managed to survive, and I am in no position to fight.

			I fold in on myself, clutching my stomach, still holding my face, my fingers like a cage for my sobs. The cold stone seeps through my clothes. The stillness is unbearable in the wake of Jura shattering like glass under the pressure of power she wasn’t made for. I don’t even know if Gregor made it out alive and I cry even harder.

			This wasn’t supposed to happen. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We’d done so many jobs. Made it out of so many tough spots with our skins intact. Jura was strong and capable, and I swore that I’d keep her safe—that I’d keep them all safe.

			The one time it truly mattered, I failed them. I abandoned her and Gregor. I sob harder, pressing my forehead into the stone beneath me.

			Go, Clara!

			Even as guilt crushes me, I find the will to stand. Even as my mind replays her screams, her skin beginning to vein and fracture with untamed power, I start to move. I drag my feet as fast as I can, beginning my search for Gregor.

			Then I’m grabbed.

			I scream and twist and thrash, my body reacting on instinct. Panic has a card rising from my deck as my elbow slams into a gut. The man lets out a wheeze, but his arms only wrap tighter around me.

			“Clara!” Kaelis’s voice cuts through my hysterics. It pulls me back from the edge of madness.

			My body goes slack as I turn to face him. A small lantern casts his face in golden light. It lends him a surprisingly gentle visage. He’s the last person I expected to see, yet somehow exactly who I needed most.

			“How are you here?” My voice is raw from crying.

			“You needed me,” he says, as though that alone is explanation enough. As if it makes any kind of sense.

			But he’s right. I did. So I don’t ask questions when the answers don’t matter.

			I collapse into him. There was a time when I would never have let Kaelis see even a shred of weakness on me. Now he’s the only reason I’m still on my feet at all. Now I let myself completely and utterly break, trusting his arms to catch me.

			And they do. Without hesitation. He crushes me against his chest as if he knows that any slack in his embrace would result in me shattering beyond repair. His arms form a shelter—a fortress against the world that tries relentlessly to break me.

			His steady heartbeat is the only thing that feels real. One hand cradles the back of my head, fingers threading through my matted hair with a gentleness that streaks guilt through me. Why should I be comforted when Jura suffered so horribly? When Gregor could be dead, too?

			I fist the fabric of his coat and clutch him. The scent of him fills my senses. The scent of his room, that familiar place with that fluffy little cat and the settee I could spend hours on. Somewhere everything seemed…all right. And somewhere far, far away from the broken world I now stand in.

			“Jura…Jura’s dead,” I finally manage, the words muffled against his chest.

			“I know. I was close enough to hear her screams.” He holds the back of my head as delicately as he forms his words. His lips press into my forehead near my temple, lingering. “I’m sorry, Clara. I truly am.”

			I hardly recognize the man. There’s none of his usual arrogance. None of his sharp-edged wit or biting remarks. He has lowered his guard for me alone.

			I’m not sure how much time passes. Minutes. Hours. Time itself is suspended in this pocket of safety he’s created for me. I trust him to watch my back as I let down my guard and mourn.

			Eventually, the tears stop falling and my breaths stop heaving. As I straighten away from him, every muscle in my body throbs with exhaustion. I’ve been hollowed out from the inside. I’ve not wept like that since I thought Arina was dead.

			Kaelis keeps his hands on me, steadying. His grip loosens, but they hover by my arms, ready to catch me at any second should I collapse again.

			“It’s my fault.” My voice quivers, barely above a whisper.

			His hands slide up to cup my face, forcing me to meet his gaze as he brushes the remnants of tears from my cheeks. “You know it’s not.”

			All I offer in reply is a shrug and the ghost of a bitter smile. I was the one who told them to come with me, I think but don’t say. “What if…what if I can’t protect them, Kaelis? The rest of them. Arina…My sister needs me to be strong, and I…” The words are lost. I squeeze my eyes shut and step back, shaking my head, turning away as though I could turn from what feels like weakness.

			He doesn’t move. He gives me space. Though I can feel his desire to pull me back to him, even if he doesn’t act on it.

			“Every time I fight, I lose someone I love. Every time I try to bring down the crown, I’m crushed under its heel. What’s the point of fighting if you lose everything you’re fighting for?” My voice cracks at the end.

			Silence is my answer.

			I sigh heavily, wrapping my arms around myself, seeking comfort. My own embrace pales in comparison to the reassurance of his.

			“There is still a way.” Kaelis continues to hover behind me, close enough that I can feel his warmth. “As long as you draw breath, there’s a chance for us to remake this world. There is still hope, Clara.”

			I don’t turn. I can’t face him. I can’t believe he’d even think of this right now and all that it implies. Yet…part of me still clings to his words and the glimmer of hope they offer. The final option.

			“Jura died so you could fight. So fight—rebuild this world.” His voice softens, almost pleading. “Make our world.”

			I finally shift to look at him. The prince barely has a hair out of place. His clothing is soiled only from where he clutched me to it. The contrast between us couldn’t be starker. Even down in the underbelly of Eclipse City, he’s composed and elegant. Whereas I’m about to crumble in a way that can never be put back together.

			“Come back with me.” Kaelis extends a hand, palm up, an invitation rather than a demand. “Come back to the academy. Its halls will protect you. I kept you safe before, and I can do it again.”

			For a breath, I consider it. The idea is so tempting that I nearly give in. I don’t know how he would, but I want it more than anything.

			“I can’t.” My voice is barely audible. Though my body betrays me by swaying toward him.

			“Where else could you go? You will be safer with me than anywhere else in the world,” he insists. His voice’s deep resonance sends a shiver down my spine. The voids of his eyes never leave mine.

			“My fake identity is gone.”

			“I will hide you.”

			Fuck, I want to believe him. I want to retreat to the last place I had any sense of security and believe that Kaelis can make all the pain and hardship go away as easily as casting a card. But my sister isn’t even here. I don’t have even half of the story of what’s happened from my crew. Gregor is still out there—I hope—as are Twino and Ren. I don’t even know if they’re safe.

			A wry and weary smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You trusted me—you began to trust me once. Trust me again. Put your faith in me fully, now until forever, and I will never let you down.” Kaelis lifts his hand, still holding it out. “Bring your sister and come home with me.”

			Bring your sister. The words stick in my brain a bit sharp. In a way I know he didn’t intend. They carve a small wound that makes space for a seed of doubt to worm its way into me.

			“Is that all you want? Is that really why you’re here?” The question is fragile.

			“Clara—”

			“Do you want me, or the power she has?”

			“I want you,” he says without hesitation. Without even a heartbeat passing. “But you know as well as I that we need her power. Not just for ourselves, but for her benefit, too.”

			A chill sweeps through me. I shake my head and look away. Logically, I know he’s right.

			“Didn’t you tell me to take her to where I thought was safe?” I ask.

			“That was before my brother mobilized the full force of Eclipse City and Clan Tower to find you,” he says gravely.

			There’s a shared breath where we merely stare at each other. All the instincts I’ve ever known war with my better sense. Maybe Arcana Academy is the safest place for us.

			“I can’t make this decision right now,” I whisper. Never have I sounded more frail. “Let me see my sister and sleep on it.”

			There’s a flash of pain in his eyes. He wants me to say yes. To run to him. I can see it written all over him. But he sighs softly and nods, banishing the notion with a sag of his shoulders.

			“Return to me when you are ready.” Kaelis steps backward, holding my gaze, as if tempting me to run back into his arms.

			I almost do.

			Without another word, he leaves. Disappearing into the darkness of the tunnel, lantern in hand, heading for whatever passage he entered from. I stand, watching the space where he was, wondering if I made the right decision.

			Kaelis can wait. For now, I head back toward the epicenter of Jura’s sacrifice. I need to find Gregor. He might not even be alive…But I have to try.

			The Queen of Cups mended some of my wounds, but the majority still ache. I’m not well. I’ve lost blood. I’m starving. But I must find my friend. I can’t lose him, too.

			In the distance, I think I hear his voice echoing from a different direction. I begin to race toward it, heart pounding with hope and fear. Gregor stands with two people I’ve never seen—their faces are covered by a strip of fabric that’s sewn into the lower portion of their hoods, covering their mouth and nose. Their clothing is mismatched and form-fitting. They look like the assassins who tried to kill the king on All Coins Day. He speaks to them with a tired but relaxed expression.

			All their eyes turn to me as I emerge from the shadows.

			“Clara,” Gregor breathes, relief washing over his grimy, tear-streaked face. “Thank the Twenty.”

			One of the masked figures steps forward, hand extended. It’s a mirror of what Kaelis just offered me. Except I know nothing about this stranger. My wariness is only made worse when she says, “Come with us, Clara Chevalyer. We will take you to your sister.”
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			Chapter 14

			Chevalyer. My name. My real name.

			The name that will let Ravin kill me in an instant should he ever discover it.

			“How do you know who I am?” I can barely speak through my shock.

			“We know much about you.” The older of the two figures lowers his chin. “And that is why you know you can trust us.”

			This omission has the opposite effect from what they intended. I immediately trust them less. Maybe they want me to believe my mother told them. Maybe she did. But I’ve no reason to think they aren’t an enemy who’s sleuthed out my name—my secret safety—and will now hold it against me.

			I hesitate, glancing back the way I came, as if I might see Kaelis standing there. But there’s only dark, damp stone. I turn to Gregor and the strangers. Gregor gives me a small but encouraging nod. He clearly trusts them.

			And that’s the only thing that has me saying, “Lead the way.” But I guard the skepticism in my voice.

			We follow the two masked figures through a maze of passages that quickly become unfamiliar. Gregor walks beside me in silence, his shoulders hunched.

			I slip my hand into Gregor’s. His large palm is rough, worn from years of blades and brawls. He flinches and then drags his haunted eyes to mine.

			“What happened back there?” he asks. “I heard…I don’t know what I heard.”

			“Jura, she—” My throat closes on the words, objecting to the truth. “She went out saving my life by taking Emilia and the rest with her. She used a card she knew was too much for her and it reversed,” I whisper, the words barely audible even to my own ears. Though I’ve no illusion that the two in front of us can’t hear.

			Gregor freezes mid-step, swallowing hard. “Of course she did.”

			“I…” The words stick. “I’m sorry.”

			“It was her choice,” he says, though I wish he sounded more convinced of it. Maybe then this crushing guilt would abate some.

			“It’s still— If I wasn’t there…” I can’t find what I mean to say.

			Gregor stares at the ground, his silence deafening. “At least the rest of us made it.”

			Such a hollow victory. What good is “making it” when the cost is so great? I stare at the two in front of us. My speculations about who they are run wild.

			“What do you know about these people?” I lean in to whisper, making an admittedly futile effort for them not to hear.

			“Not much more than you.” His eyes flick to the shrouded figures. I can’t tell if they’re guides—or jailers. “They say they found Twino, Ren, and Arina in the tunnels and have given them shelter.”

			“How do you know?”

			He hesitates, freeing his hand from mine to rub the back of his neck. “They described Arina in detail, said how they were already helping her…plus I did see Bristara with someone dressed like this once.”

			“And that’s enough for you to trust them?” Surely he must realize how none of that guarantees the rest of our crew’s safety.

			“They’re in a small group of people I’ve seen in a week that hasn’t been trying to kill me on sight. Besides, they know things about us, Clara. Secrets about Bristara and the club.” His voice drops even lower. “About you. About your mother.”

			That much was clear from the second they used my real name. I fight a chill that has nothing to do with the cold air of the underground. My mother has been gone for years. Yet today her memory has been invoked so much it’s almost like she’s still lurking in these tunnels.

			“They called themselves Worldkeepers.”

			Bristara had used that term, too. Guardians of the World…Guards of the secret of the vessel upon which the World is imprinted…and your mother was involved with them. She’d said something like that.

			“Clara?” Gregor’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

			“I’ve heard the name before,” I admit. All this knowledge they have on us must’ve been why Twino and Ren agreed to go with them.

			We stop outside a decaying door leading to what must have once been a grand house. It is now mostly collapsed under the weight of modern-day Eclipse City above us. The older guard knocks in a pattern too complex for me to memorize in one hearing. After a moment, the door creaks open.

			The space beyond is unexpectedly large—a once-grand parlor now cracked and crumbling. A couple is huddled in a corner, sleeping heavily. Another person tends to a makeshift kitchen that’s little more than a pot and flame. Supplies are stacked in corners: food, weapons, basic necessities. At the center stands a table. Seated at it is the man I presume to be their leader, and the last person I expected to see.

			There’s no way…

			“Vaduin. Fucking. Thornbrow?” I blurt, blinking, as though this is some illusion I might dispel.

			He doesn’t look up from the papers spread before him. “I still prefer Head Professor Vaduin Fucking Thornbrow. But I suppose the formality’s dead.”

			Vaduin Thornbrow. Head Professor of Wielding at Arcana Academy. The same man who chastised me for drawing my cards manually. Who taught me how not to. Who had me scrubbing away Kel’s blood for hours after a card reversed on her. Who gave me the impression he had no interest in me at best and outright disliked me at worst.

			“You…You’re one of—”

			“The Worldkeepers.” He finally lifts his eyes. “One of the last. Some might even call me their leader.”

			I take in the scene anew. The crumbling sanctuary, the limited resources, the people who look more like refugees than a resistance. “This is it? The mysterious force that fights against the crown? That thought they could take down the king? This is it?”

			“What we lack in numbers, we make up for in conviction.” Vaduin stands now, his eyes meeting mine. “Belief is sharper than any blade, stronger than even stone. It far outlives the trappings of mortal men. Even of fate itself.”

			I’m not impressed by some fancy words, and I make no effort to hide it. My eyes scan for exits, and I note two—possibly three, if there’s one behind a curtain.

			“I assume you have questions,” Vaduin says. I can’t tell if his obliviousness to my skepticism is genuine or feigned.

			“A few thousand.”

			He gestures to a chair opposite his. “Sit.”

			I don’t move. “This isn’t a classroom, Professor, and I’d rather not.” I’m already outnumbered. The last thing I want is to make myself less mobile.

			And there’s no sign of Arina.

			“Clara,” Gregor says softly, “maybe we should hear them out.”

			I cast a wary look his way. Gregor holds my gaze, urging me without words. With a sigh, I reluctantly take the offered seat. The wood creaks and threatens to give way as I sit heavily. Its perpetual dampness seeps through my clothes.

			“The Worldkeepers,” Vaduin begins, wasting no time, “originated as guardians of the World card. When a wish is made with the World card, we are the ones who remember past versions of reality when others forget.”

			“Past versions of reality?” I interrupt.

			“When someone uses the World card to remake reality, everyone but the individual making the wish forgets the world as it was before the wish. But the Worldkeepers—those who have taken the oath and bear the mark of our order—are blessed with the ability to remember.”

			I think of what Bristara showed me. The card she used to reveal a sigil on her forearm. But I pretend to be ignorant in an effort to gain more knowledge. “What mark?”

			Vaduin rolls up his sleeve, revealing his forearm, just as she had. There’s nothing visible there.

			“I don’t see anything.”

			“You wouldn’t,” he says. “It can only be shown with a card unique to our order.” He places a seemingly blank, circular card on his forearm.

			Like with Bristara, the card vanishes the moment it touches his flesh. A symbol glows in its place like a tattoo emblazoned with metallic rust-colored ink. The design is simple: a diamond with a starburst in its center.

			“Fancy way to hide it,” I murmur, trying not to sound too impressed. Invisible ink on the card used to summon the mark, I assume. But the mark itself and how it’s made remain a mystery to me.

			“It is survival. To be marked as a Worldkeeper while Naethor lives is to be marked as dead. He has hunted us for a generation in a bloody, almost-complete purge.”

			“Was that Naethor’s wish on the World?” I ask.

			“No.” Vaduin shakes his head. “His wish was for power. Or so I’m told. I wasn’t a Worldkeeper then. But he used the power he gained to continue to hunt the ten surviving Worldkeepers from the last iteration of the world, nearly succeeding. Only one managed to evade him long enough to begin rebuilding the order. The same Worldkeeper who harbored knowledge of how to ink the vessel—the card that the World is placed upon. Our former leader: Laylis Chevalyer.”

			My heart stops at the mention of my mother’s name. “My mother was your leader?”

			Vaduin nods. “The last true leader of the Worldkeepers. The last to survive from the previous world, to know the truth of what changed. She rebuilt our order from nothing after Naethor’s wish changed everything.”

			Which means none of these people standing before me have ever survived a world-changing wish. They all took their oaths and got their marks after Naethor became king.

			“If she was so important to you, why didn’t you save her when she was at the Descent?” My voice is brittle with the control I barely keep on it.

			“We tried,” Vaduin says quietly. “But we arrived too late. The Ventalls’ agents had already done their work.”

			It’s further confirmation that Lady Ventall is behind my mother’s death. As if I could have any doubt after Emilia…

			“If what you’re saying is true,” I begin carefully, “then what do you want from me?”

			“You are the only one alive who knows how to ink the vessel card—a sacred art historically passed only between the leaders of the Worldkeepers,” Vaduin says, his eyes never leaving mine. “Your mother taught you, didn’t she?”

			The memories of sitting at Mother’s side are hazy: Watching her trace intricate patterns over and over again. Her whispers of encouragement. Telling me to feel the designs. To commit the power to form.

			“She taught me many things.” I attempt to deflect.

			There’s a shine of excitement in Vaduin’s eyes. He believes I know how to ink this card. And maybe I do…But if I was forced to, right now, I’d hardly be confident in my ability. I’d need time to sort through my recollections to try to find the right lines she showed me all those years ago.

			Still, let them think I can. I’m more valuable that way. Which means they’re that much more likely to help Arina and me.

			“Does that mean you expect me to lead?”

			“If you are deemed worthy. We are not Oricalis, or Revisan. Our leaders are chosen not through bloodlines, but through merit determined by one’s peers.” The way he says it tells me more than one individual is annoyed at my mother teaching me what she did since I wasn’t elected as a leader. I just can’t tell if he is one of those people annoyed. “But before any such vote can happen, you would need to be initiated.”

			The mention of initiation reminds me of something else Bristara told me during the one opportunity we had to speak about the Worldkeepers. “If I’m so important, why keep me on the outside? Less than a year ago, I was too ‘untrustworthy’ to even know about your organization. Now you’re telling me your history and showing me your hideaways?”

			“It was idiotic of us to think we had the luxury of doubt,” Vaduin says gravely. “Our already-small numbers are half what they were last year.” The ones trying to kill the king on All Coins Day were Worldkeepers, I’d bet my life on it.

			Which makes me think that the people I see now are all, or nearly all, the Worldkeepers who remain. Hardly an inspiring sight.

			“What is it that you want from me?” If they don’t expect me to lead—at least not right away—and they aren’t forcing me to ink the vessel card this instant, there’s something else.

			“We want to summon the World for ourselves and use the wish to rebuild the Worldkeepers to be all that we should be.” Vaduin straightens in his chair.

			“And I’m the only one who can make that happen,” I realize. He lowers his chin slightly. “I’m the only one who knows how to ink the vessel. And…I’m the only chance you have at getting the golden cards.”

			“We know Kaelis has them now.”

			Not all of them, I think. But I do not reveal the golden card still pressed to my side. That’s another advantage I will keep for myself alone as long as possible.

			“Sounds like you need me a lot more than I need you.” I lean back in my chair. “Why would I give the power to remake the world to anyone else?”

			“Clara…” Gregor says warily from where he stands off to the side. There’s much that can be read in his tone, and I refrain, keeping my focus on Vaduin.

			“Because you need us as well.” Vaduin steeples his fingers. “Tell me, Clara, how should you prepare the paper for the vessel?” I narrow my eyes in response, and he smiles slightly, resting his palm on a folio at his side. “These are all the notes we’ve compiled on everything your mother told us before she died. Notes on the vessel. What we could remember. What little information persisted between worlds for us to research. But we lack two critical things: the design, and the core ingredient for the ink.

			“We know where the vessel must be made. And upon what paper it should be inked. But those things do us little good if we don’t know the ink to apply and in what design. I believe the missing ingredient is somewhere within the halls of Arcana Academy. I’ve traced its path that far. But I’ve not been able to find it. And there’s one person who I think would know.”

			“Kaelis,” I say for him, ignoring how one of the younger Worldkeepers flinches at the mere mention of the prince’s name. “You want me to use my proximity to him to not just steal the golden cards he has, but get whatever information he has on the vessel—or the ingredient itself.”

			“Precisely.”

			“And if I do find out what this secret ingredient is, then you’ll give me the paper and take me to this special place where it must be made,” I continue, the words tasting like ash. “But only if I take your oaths and swear to use the vessel card, and the World, for your wish.”

			“I always knew you were a quick student.” Vaduin seems oddly pleased, as if he can take credit for my performance.

			“What makes you think Kaelis would still trust me?”

			Vaduin’s lips quirk upward. “After today, it’s safe to say we’re all confident.”

			“If she does it,” Gregor suddenly interjects, “will you induct the rest of us, too?”

			I turn to him, shocked. “You’d want to join them?”

			Gregor meets my gaze steadily. “This is what Bristara was clearly training us for, Clara. This is the true Starcrossed Club.”

			I’m not sure if I agree. But now isn’t the time or place to argue over the intentions of a dead woman.

			Vaduin considers Gregor’s question. “The induction takes place in the ancient stronghold of our forefathers on one of the apexes of the seasons, when magic is at its most potent. If you give us reason enough to trust you as well, we will give you the rites alongside Clara.”

			Gregor stands a bit taller.

			I want to collapse into dust. I’ve spent my whole life surviving, struggling, proving myself time and again. I’m done with tests and trials. Done with false promises and hollow ideals. But if everything Vaduin said is true—and I’ve no reason to believe otherwise—I’ll need this vessel for the World, too, if I ever hope to summon it.

			No one, not even me, is getting their wish without it.

			He’s right…I do need them.

			“So, do we have a deal?” Vaduin turns his attention back to me and extends his hand.

			“Take me to my sister first,” I say firmly, “and I’ll think on it.”

			Vaduin withdraws his hand. “As you wish.”
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			Chapter 15

			With a nod and a gesture, Vaduin signals to the older Worldkeeper who led us here. Just as I suspected, he guides Gregor and me toward one of the exits I noted earlier—a narrow hallway awaits us. I take one last look at Vaduin over my shoulder. He’s already engaged in deep conversation with another Worldkeeper, too hushed for me to catch a word of it.

			The walls of the passageway close in around us. What was once the hall of a building crumbles into another tunnel. The air is thick with moisture and the peaty scent of dense earth. At the end of the hall is a faint glow, a turn, and then another room.

			Twino and Ren sit off to the side, talking in low tones around a lantern. They both are on their feet the moment we enter. Gregor goes to them, but I only give them the barest of nods, my focus entirely on a tattered blanket hung like a curtain in the back corner of the room.

			She’s there. She must be.

			The Worldkeeper gestures toward the curtained-off corner and leaves. None of them stops me or says anything else. I cross, gently tugging the blanket aside.

			Arina lies on a makeshift cot that looks more like a pile of blankets than a mattress. She looks just as bad as she did in Halazar, her bones cutting through scar-covered skin. Her eyes are shut, but her lips move with barely audible whispers, no fully formed words, as though she’s speaking to someone in her dreams.

			My little sister…I always saw her as not just younger but small—smaller than was ever fair, if I’m being honest. But she’s truly tiny now, whittled away by cruelty. It’s nearly impossible to believe that this is the same young woman who would charge into any danger headfirst. The clever, tenacious girl who was ready to tear down Oricalis before she was ten.

			I slowly drop to my knees beside her, afraid I might startle her, even though I know she’s a world away. The rise and fall of her chest is steady. Her eyelids flutter. Her mumbled speech pauses, only to continue after a breath.

			“Arina…” My voice barely works. “It’s me…”

			Another pause; for a second, I think she might open her eyes, and it damn near kills me waiting for it. But she doesn’t.

			Reaching out with trembling fingers, I lightly touch her hand. No response. The hands that once moved over cards with the grace of a dancer are motionless.

			I gently caress her cheek with my knuckles. She lets out a wheeze. Her brow furrows, and I retract my hand so fast it’s as though I were burned. Even just the faintest of touches and she flinches.

			What did Ravin do to you? I already know it is more horrible than my worst imagining. The question alone sours my stomach, and I look away, unable to bear the images of torture that the sight of her brings to the forefront of my imagination. Then guilt instantly brings my gaze back. She deserves for me to bear witness—not to what he did to her, but to her strength and perseverance.

			“You made it,” I whisper. “You survived.” And that is a rebellion far greater than any I could ever lead. “Now you can come back to me. I swear, from now on, I will keep you safe. I will never let anything like this happen again. I’ll burn down the world, if that’s what it takes.”

			Expectedly, there is no reaction. I force myself to step away. A part of me wants to stay by her side for every hour between now and when she wakes, however long it takes. But another part of me knows I can help her more by keeping myself moving and continuing the fight.

			I emerge around the curtain. All three men look at me with similar pained expressions.

			“She needs help.” I state the obvious.

			Twino nods. “They do have some supplies here, and talented Arcanists who have already taken a look at her and are working on a strengthening draught.”

			“I’ve seen their ‘supplies.’ She needs real help,” I say flatly. Gregor’s eyes dart to the opening of the room with a slightly worried expression. I just shrug. I hardly care if someone overhears.

			“At least she’s alive,” Ren says softly, almost trailing off. I hear what he doesn’t say: unlike Jura.

			I look to Gregor, and he hears my unspoken question, giving a slight nod. He told them.

			“I’m sorry about…” I sit heavily on the floor by the lantern, the words too much. The day too much. Every part of my body hurts, but nothing more than my heart. “Jura saved my life. She took the others out with her—there’s no way they could’ve survived. I wanted…There wasn’t time to…She didn’t…”

			I can’t find the words. What can I say to them? What can I offer when her final words were for me to run, and I did—I left her to die in agony like a fucking coward?

			Twino eases himself down next to me. He has a long, thin board he’s using as a makeshift cane. I can only imagine the pain he’s in after today.

			“It was a good death,” he says quietly, staring into the lantern. “She died to save a friend. I hope when my time comes, someone can say something half as kind about me.”

			“It’s not as though any of us are dying comfortably in our beds, surrounded by family, at a ripe old age.” Gregor lands heavily on the other side of the lantern.

			Ren says nothing as he sits next to Twino, their sides pressed against each other. He rests his temple on his partner’s shoulder.

			I struggle to think of something comforting to say that might ease the grief. But words fail me. Just like I failed them…

			“Wish we had some mint tea,” Ren says softly. “Jura always loved it most before bed.”

			That simple sentiment has tears pricking at my eyes. I inhale a slow, shuddering breath. If I break now, the tears will come, and they won’t stop.

			I can remember the little balcony gardens Ren kept for Jura’s cooking overflowing with mint. The aroma of the tea that she’d place on my nightstand when I was up too late reading or inking, Arina snoring softly beside me. Our little home in the lofts and attics above the Starcrossed Club.

			Safety. Family. Gone—no, destroyed, all thanks to one man.

			“We’ll find some.” The words crack. I barely manage to get them out. “We’ll mourn her properly.”

			“At least we’re together still,” Gregor says, though the optimism is hollow. “What’s left of us.”

			The words hang heavy with the weight of all we’ve lost. Bristara’s wisdom and guidance. Jura’s warm nature, her laughter that could fill a home. Arina’s spirit…

			“How did you all manage to get into Halazar to break me out?” I ask, shifting the topic slightly so I don’t suffocate underneath it all. “And thank you, by the way.”

			“You’re more than welcome,” Twino says. “As for the how…Kaelis came to us.”

			“There’s a story there,” I prompt.

			He chuckles softly. “We were planning to try to get to you. Thanks to Ravin’s parading you through the streets, we knew you’d been taken back to Halazar, and we knew we couldn’t leave you there…if you were still alive.”

			“Glad you are, and it wasn’t all for nothing,” Ren adds.

			“So we stole a boat,” Twino continues.

			“Jura was confident she could navigate the currents in complete darkness. We were planning to go at the next new moon,” Gregor adds. “But the enforcers discovered the missing vessel faster than expected. They were on our trail, led by someone new.”

			“Emilia,” I finish. The heir to Clan Tower being assigned a leadership role immediately upon graduation by the heir to the throne is fitting.

			Ren nods. “We thought we were done for. We had nowhere to go, no safe haven. Then Kaelis showed up.”

			“Thought he was going to be our demise. But…I was wrong. He was the one to save us.” Gregor does not sound pleased about this, despite it meaning he survived the whole ordeal.

			“He protected us these past five days by helping keep the enforcers off us and not turning us in,” Twino adds, gentler than the rest. “Counts for something.”

			My skin is still warm from the way Kaelis held me. His scent is still fresh. The gentleness of his voice fills my ears. He’s not what you think, I wish I could say to them. But I’m not quite sure they’re ready to hear me defending Kaelis.

			“There’s something else,” Gregor says, mostly to Twino and Ren, in the wake of my silence. “The Worldkeepers are willing to let us take the oaths and join them…” He quickly recounts what happened with Vaduin.

			There’s a long pause when he finishes. I regard Twino and Ren thoughtfully. Their expressions are vastly different at this news than Gregor’s was. Ren rubs his eyes. Twino shifts uncomfortably.

			“We’re too tired to decide anything tonight,” I say with a note of finality. “Today has been—”

			“Forever,” Ren finishes for me. “Today has felt like a fucking eternity. And you’re right, I’m exhausted.”

			“We’ll reconvene about this tomorrow, after we’ve slept on it.” I glance to Gregor, making sure he won’t object. He doesn’t.

			After a brief but satisfying dinner supplied by the Worldkeepers, we settle into our respective corners. Twino and Ren are by the lantern. Gregor by the door, instinctively keeping guard. There are some blankets, but cold stones are our pillows. Still, it’s somehow warmer than Halazar.

			I return to Arina’s side, settling on the floor next to her pallet. We’re still here, my heart beats quietly. We’re not whole, not even close.

			But we’re here.

			Leaning against the wall, I watch her face as the lamplight slowly dies and search for any sign of the girl she used to be. Any hint that she might still be in there.

			“I will keep you safe, no matter what it takes,” I vow one final time before sleep claims me.

			Yet, even as I say the words, I wonder if it’s a promise I can keep. The world seems intent on tearing all I love from me. I’m not sure how many more losses I can survive.
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			Chapter 16

			The night is heavy and the air thick as I slink through the dark, forgotten passageways beneath Arcana Academy. These corridors are crumbling from disuse and coated in a thick sheen of dust. Moonlight sneaks through the shattered panes of grime-coated windows that overlook the sea in faint and fractured beams that quickly fade.

			My breathing seems to echo back to me like a warning that this is a place in which no life is meant to tread.

			Deeper and deeper I go into the bedrock, drawn by an unseen force. One that has my chest squeezing tighter with every step.

			Come. The word slips between my ears like silk.

			Come. Another voice, layered over the first. Deeper and far more familiar. I know that voice. Come to me.

			Kaelis. The name rises to the forefront of my mind as a shiver races up my spine. I glance over my shoulder, half expecting him to be there. But he’s not. He wasn’t here the first time I traversed these warded pathways. He isn’t now.

			My footing falters and my balance slips. I grab blindly for the wall, but my hand closes around nothing but air. The shadows surge, swallowing me whole.

			I plummet into a void. But the darkness isn’t empty—it’s alive. Shifting, reaching, cradling me. My landing is impossibly gentle. The moment my shoes make contact with the floor, silvery flames ignite in twin braziers flanking doors ahead. They illuminate ornate reliefs on the doors’ surface. At a glance, the carved symbols seem chaotic—a jumble of layered and overlapping tarot glyphs—but then their pattern clicks into focus.

			Unlike the last time I was here, no cards are necessary to open the doors. As if recognizing me, the doors part on their own. No…perhaps recognizing not me, but instead the voice that’s summoned me here. The one that’s still looming at my side, disembodied yet present.

			Come.

			The word crashes upon my mind like an ominous roll of thunder. Before I can react, the air around me stirs violently. Something—no, someone—snatches my wrist. The cold, invisible fingers wrench me forward, and my feet barely touch the ground as the world fragments into a blur. Light, fire, acid, bones, and the sweet, peaty smell of death all tangle together, and I find myself standing before another set of closed doors.

			The temperature drops, and my breath curls in the air. Spectral vines slither from the darkness and uncoil across the floor like living smoke. They wrap around my right arm, their phantom thorns sinking into my flesh—all pain but no blood. The sensation is simultaneously searing and numbing.

			White rosebuds dot the vines like stars blooming in the night sky. Their delicate petals gleam with arcane radiance. My attention is pulled from them as the heavy doors creak like old bones.

			A figure stands just beyond, barely visible in the half-light of the faintly glowing vines and rippling like a mirage—like the light and shadow of an Ace of Swords. The figure shifts, and I catch glimpses of familiar features: The sharp line of a jaw, a sweep of hair that is the same shade as midnight. And eyes like voids.

			“Kaelis?” My voice is a rasp. Though something tells me I could scream and this place would swallow the sound like it never existed.

			The response comes in a breath against my ear. Warm and impossibly close, even though he still stands before me. Clara.

			My name is strained upon his tongue. His voice is so heavy with yearning that it nearly cracks. My knees weaken as the shadows grow longer, and unseen hands wrap themselves around my waist. I barely manage a gasp as the hands—his hands—glide over my shirt and then slip underneath the fabric. With touch alone they set my skin ablaze.

			Destiny’s design…

			Nothing is real but his touch. The light of the roses has faded, and the eternal void envelops me. A vast expanse that demands surrender. Desire wells within me as yet more hands run over my calves, up my thighs, and land on my sex with a touch that makes my breath catch.

			Clara, my Clara…

			His voice is everywhere and nowhere, inside my head, pressed against my lips. There is nowhere the invisible hands don’t reach now. They caress me with a reverence that makes me ache. That draws a moan as they ease away every pain I carry.

			“Kaelis,” I breathe, yearning—desperate to touch him.

			Soon, this man, my destiny, promises. I feel lips brush against my neck, my collarbone, lower and lower. Soon…

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Clara?” A new voice jolts me awake.

			I lurch forward as if I’d been slapped. Twino catches me so I don’t tumble into Arina, his hands steady on my shoulders. Concern is etched deep into his furrowed brow above his spectacles.

			“Are you all right? You were making sounds in your sleep.” He glances away, and I nearly perish at the thought of what “sounds” I might have been making given where that dream ended.

			“I’m fine.” I get control of my breathing by pressing a palm to my brow. A thin sheen of sweat covers my forehead. For a second, my focus is on my right forearm. The same forearm that the roses wrapped themselves around in my dream.

			“A nightmare?” Twino asks. I hope it looks that way.

			“Something like that…” I check Arina, but her still form shows no sign of movement. The blankets are still exactly as I’d settled them on her. Luckily, I didn’t disturb her.

			With a hand at the back of her neck, Twino tilts her head and slowly pours a draught between her barely parted lips. The liquid is thin and pale and smells faintly of herbs. I almost ask if Jura was the one to make it, and my whole chest nearly collapses in on itself with a fresh wave of guilt and grief.

			“What’s that?” I manage.

			“It’s mostly liquid food,” Twino explains. “They’re hoping that with enough sustenance in her, she’ll begin to rouse.”

			My first instinct is not to trust anything from anyone when it comes to my sister. But harming Arina wouldn’t be wise of them…not when they want my help so desperately. If I can’t trust a man, I know I can always trust his sense of self-preservation.

			We both hold our breath as Arina murmurs faintly when he pulls away. But nothing. Twino sighs and returns the stopper back to the bottle.

			“So…” I start. “Are you working with the Worldkeepers, then? That’s your choice?”

			Twino pauses, the empty bottle still in his hands. He sets it down carefully. Every movement is as purposeful as the next word he chooses. “No.”

			“No?” I can’t say I’m surprised, given his reaction to Gregor last night. But there’s a finality in his voice that catches me off guard. A sound that prompts me to ask, “Then it’s on to rebuilding the Starcrossed Club?”

			“No,” he repeats, and as he brings his pained eyes to me, my stomach drops. “I’m tired, Clara. I am not even old, but I feel as if I’ve lived a thousand lives. I’m tired of revolutions, of schemes and heists, of waking up and wondering if it’s my last day to be alive and pretending I don’t care. Pretending I’m not afraid.”

			I stare at him, struggling to process what he’s saying. What it means for all of us, for everything we’ve built together. “Twino…”

			He takes my hand in both of his, meeting my gaze. For a moment, all I see is his younger self across the table from me in the original Starcrossed Club, ready and eager for our next mission. But that man is gone. In a blink, I see the man he is now staring back at me. I haven’t looked at him this closely in too long…he does look well past his years.

			“I will always, always be your friend, Clara. I am not turning my back on you; but I can’t keep going on as we have been.”

			“I understand.” I smile, even though fresh tears sting my eyes. Because I do understand. I wish I could turn my back on it all sometimes, too. I wish Arina and I would’ve left through the tunnels and taken our chances with the desert and the border of Oricalis when we had the chance as girls.

			Twino’s eyes shift. “I should say, we’re done.”

			I follow his gaze. Ren has poked his head around the curtain. He steps toward Twino and me.

			“You’re sure?” I ask Ren, already knowing the answer but needing to hear it anyway. If Twino’s mind is made up, then Ren’s is, too. They’ve been together long enough that they will move as one.

			“I don’t want to die in some forgotten sewer,” Ren says solemnly. I look away, knowing exactly what he means. Like Jura…The words hang between us, heavy as the shackles around the wrists of Marked Arcanists sent to the mills. Ren crouches with a tired smile. “I don’t blame you, Clara. But what happened to Jura…it gave us some clarity. We’re not immortal. You might be the luckiest woman I’ve ever met, but even you don’t always get out unscathed. And if you can’t, how could the rest of us think we had a shot?”

			“All we have is this life,” Twino says quietly. “And we want to start enjoying it, not just living it. Not spending good years looking over our shoulders or waiting for the next knife in the dark. We know what you and Gregor said about the World erasing memories, and we’re all right with it. We’ll take whatever future comes to enjoy this present in our own way.”

			I suck in a breath and nod slowly. I want to beg them to stay. Want to scream that I need them. That my luck is only as good as the people around me. That I just lost Jura, and I can’t lose them now, too. That we’re stronger together, and they can’t just give up on everything we’ve fought for.

			But I simply nod. And then nod again, eyes pressed closed as I will tears not to fall. I can understand their choice. More than that, I respect it. They are choosing their own fate—making their own world.

			As I will make mine.

			I pull Twino in for a tight embrace. Then do the same for Ren. “Please, keep yourselves safe.”

			Ren studies me as we pull apart. “We’re not the ones to worry over here. What about you, Clara? What will be left of you if you keep on this path?”

			What will be left of me? The question hits deeper than expected. I’m barely holding myself together physically and emotionally. Every crack is plastered over with fury and a raw determination that borders on insanity.

			“There will be enough of me to meet a new world.” And that’s all that matters. Before either of them can follow up with another question, I stand and say, “Vaduin will want to hear of our decisions. I must begin preparing to return to the academy.”
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			Chapter 17

			I round the curtain that separates Arina from the room, leaving the conversation with Ren and Twino behind.

			Gregor snores heavily by the door, his massive frame somehow managing to look invulnerable even in sleep. Dark circles ring his eyes, leading me to wonder how late he stayed up “on guard.” If he really trusts these Worldkeepers. Or if old habits merely die hard.

			“Some guard he is,” Ren says with a note of fondness.

			I nudge Gregor with the toe of my boot. “All right, big guy, time to get up.”

			Gregor wakes with a start, his hand immediately going to the deck strapped around his biceps. After a second, he gets his bearings and sighs. “Morning already?”

			“Probably?” I shrug. “Hard to tell down here. But we should go to Vaduin.”

			We four make our way back through the narrow passage that connects with the main room. For a second, I’m worried about leaving Arina undefended, but I force myself to go. There’s only one way in and out of that room, and I can watch it the entire time.

			The main room is busier than it was yesterday. More figures in dark clothing move about with silent efficiency. At least their numbers inspire a little bit more confidence…Boxes are moved in and out, suggesting some kind of job that I barely keep myself from inquiring about. Vaduin is at the center table, giving orders.

			“Ah…” He hums when he sees us approaching. “I trust you all slept well?”

			“Well enough,” I answer for all of us.

			“And did your sleep yield the clarity you sought on our offer?”

			Twino is the first to speak. “We appreciate the invitation, but we decline.” He gestures between himself and Ren. “We’re getting out of this life entirely.”

			Vaduin nods, unsurprised. “Where will you go? Do you need passage outside of Oricalis?”

			“We’ll stay here for now,” Twino says, glancing at me. I give a slight nod.

			I hope they stay longer than “for now.” Crew or not, they are still the closest thing I have to family other than Gregor and Arina.

			“Then the offer remains, should you change your mind,” Vaduin says.

			“Noted.” But nothing about Twino’s stance makes it seem like he’d ever take Vaduin up on it.

			“I’m staying,” Gregor says simply. “I’m ready to see Oricalis burn, and I’m ready to be the one to help do it.” His conviction strikes me with the thought that there were two paths following Jura’s death: fleeing and vengeance. “And besides, someone needs to keep Clara from doing something stupid.”

			I shoot him a sharp look. He just grins.

			“Excellent. We look forward to teaching you our ways, and, should you prove worthy, you will earn your place among us.” Vaduin’s eyes shift to me, the most important of this lot to the Worldkeepers. “And you?”

			The room stills. The other Worldkeepers pause what they’re doing, not making the slightest effort to hide that they’re hanging on my next words. I let out a soft sigh.

			“I’ll do it.” I meet Vaduin’s gaze with conviction. “I’ll find what you’re missing for the ink, and then I’ll make the vessel so we can remake the world.”

			Vaduin’s face lights up. “Good. Very good. We can continue to look after your sister while you’re back at the academy searching.”

			“No.” The word comes out so fast and sharp that it nearly cuts him off. “She’s coming with me. She won’t be far from my side ever again. Gregor can be our go-between as needed since he’ll continue to work with you. Or I’ll give you updates myself, as we will both be in the academy.”

			“It won’t be as if you can just stroll into my office.”

			“If I can move around secretly, then I can find a way to get to you.”

			Shock is written across Gregor’s features throughout this whole exchange. He was clearly trying to stay silent but can’t. “Not only are you going back to the academy, but you want to bring her back to the academy? To the man who broke you both?”

			“That was not Kaelis,” I say firmly. “He had nothing to do with Arina’s torture. That was Ravin and Naethor. It’s always been them.”

			“Clara—”

			“And Kaelis will be none the wiser she’s there,” I continue, cutting off Gregor’s protest. “I’ll make sure of it.”

			Gregor seems unconvinced. I can tell when he wants to say something more because he literally chews on his words. Something in my expression must convince him to hold his tongue as he finally gives a reluctant nod.

			“Take her, then.” Vaduin shrugs, as if it’s of little concern to him. “But if something happens to her—remember that you made that choice.”

			It’s clear he thinks this is a bad decision, as well. But I find myself unable to care what he thinks.

			“There is something else I need your help with,” I say to Vaduin. Gregor mentioning the Majors yesterday reminded me of something. “I need you to help find Silas’s family.” I assume Vaduin knows who Silas is via Bristara, and he proves me right.

			“We are already stretched thin,” Vaduin says warily.

			“They’ve been tortured by Ravin, and their time is probably running out now that Silas is dead and they’ve outlived their usefulness to the prince.”

			Vaduin frowns. “There are many people that Ravin and his sycophants are torturing. I’m sorry, but they aren’t our priority.”

			Something in me deflates, and I struggle for a second to keep my posture. He’s right. I swore to Silas I’d protect his family, right before I got him killed…But my personal oaths don’t matter to the Worldkeepers and I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to do it myself while also taking on everything else.

			“I’ll do it.” Gregor steps forward.

			I meet his eyes, and we share a wordless exchange. One second, he can be fighting me on something, the next, he’s stepping up on my behalf.

			“That…might work.” Vaduin strokes his chin in thought. “We usually give all our pages a task before they become full knights in our order. This could be yours. Find Silas’s family, rescue them, prove your skills, and we’ll make you a Worldkeeper.”

			Gregor beams brightly, looking from Vaduin to me. As if I’ve somehow handed him something he was looking for without even knowing it.

			“Done.” Gregor nods.

			“One last thing,” I say to Vaduin.

			“Of course there is,” he murmurs.

			I ignore the remark. “If anything happens to my friends, or Silas’s family while Gregor is trying to help them, I will hold you personally responsible.”

			Vaduin raises an eyebrow.

			“You claim to have resources, contacts. Use them. Keep Ravin distracted while Gregor works, if you must. I don’t care how you do it, just make sure those I care about stay alive.”

			“Clara,” Twino starts to protest, but I cut him off with a look.

			“This is not negotiable,” I tell Vaduin. “You want my cooperation? Then you keep the people who matter most to me safe.”

			Vaduin considers this for a long moment. “Very well. We’ll do what we can.”

			“Good. Gregor, get Arina. We leave now.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 18

			The tunnels stretch ahead of us from the intersection where we stand. A Worldkeeper gives us each brief but clear instructions. Twino and Ren will emerge into the city through a forgotten sewer grate. Gregor and I will go back to the portion of tunnels I know.

			We’re headed in opposite directions.

			The four of us stand together, not saying anything for several seconds. We all need to go. Yet none of us can bring ourselves to move.

			This isn’t goodbye, I try to tell myself. The two have already said they won’t leave Eclipse City, at least not yet. So why…why does it feel like the last time I’ll ever see them?

			“Where are you going to go?” I ask, thinking they might answer with a bit more detail now that there are no Worldkeepers around. Though, logically, I know better. Everything echoes down here, and there might always be someone in the shadows.

			“I had half a mind to buy a home in Fated Heights,” Twino says.

			“Pfft.” Gregor’s eyes nearly pop out of his head. “Where do you think you’re going to get the money for that?”

			Twino grins slightly. “I handled the accounting for the Starcrossed Club, remember?”

			“You…” Gregor shifts Arina in his arms as he takes a step forward. “That was the club’s money.”

			“Do we need it now?” Twino glances between us. Ren is looking rather smug at his love’s side. I can’t stop a mischievous grin on their behalf. “The money was in the bank under an alternate name Bristara went by, not the club’s.”

			Ren straightens. “And this kindly older woman happened to have a nephew who will come to claim her fortune, now that word of her untimely demise has reached him. Such a shame she had no other heirs.”

			I let out a laugh.

			“You can’t honestly let this happen,” Gregor says to me.

			“There’s no more club.” I shrug. “I don’t need it. And you’re throwing in your lot with the Worldkeepers. Let Twino and Ren use it. We all worked for that money, seems only fair some of us reap the reward.”

			“Thank you,” Ren says to me.

			“Stay safe, please.” My throat is thick with a lump I can’t swallow as I pull Ren then Twino in for a tight embrace. Twino and I linger over our hug a bit longer.

			“As safe as anyone can be these days,” he says softly.

			I nod.

			“Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Ren says as Twino and I break apart.

			“That leaves plenty of room for trouble,” I point out.

			“I know.” He grins.

			“Shall we?” Twino looks to Ren.

			“Lead the way.”

			The two men walk into the tunnel, figures growing smaller and fainter in the flickering lamplight until the darkness swallows them completely. This is it…the end of the Starcrossed Club. The end of everything that’s ever made me feel safe since Mother’s death. The end of what made me who I am.

			The same feeling as earlier returns with more clarity. It’s not goodbye…But it is the end of an era. A turn of fate’s wheel. I will see them again, but when I do, our paths won’t be overlapping anymore. Not as they have been. We’ll be “old friends” catching up. It’s not bad. It’s just different in a way that makes my heart ache.

			Everything I loved is leaving. I look to Gregor, and judging from his expression, he’s having many of the same thoughts.

			“It’s just us now,” I say softly, my eyes falling to my sister cradled in his arms. It still hurts to look at her.

			“Hey…” He takes a step closer. “For ‘just us,’ we’re going to be pretty fucking unstoppable.”

			I let out a soft laugh and shake my head at his perpetual good nature. Then I nod in agreement. Everything’s a contradiction in me. I agree and don’t. I’m optimistic and hopeless. I’m crumbling and yet have never in my life felt clearer in what I need to do.

			There is only one path forward for me. Only one path to ensure my own and my sister’s safety. One path to a future that gives us both a home we can count on for good.

			The World.

			“Yeah, maybe we will be.” My words are fragile but sincerely meant. “Let’s go.”

			We walk in comfortable silence for a while, our footsteps echoing off the stone walls. Gregor’s breathing is steady despite carrying Arina, but I can see the strain in the set of his shoulders.

			“Want me to take her for a bit?” I offer.

			He shakes his head. “I’ve got her. She’s lighter than my pack was on most jobs.”

			The comparison makes my stomach twist. Of course she is; she’s skin and bones. Ravin stripped away everything from her.

			“Gregor,” I say after another stretch of silence, “why are you doing this? Choosing to join the Worldkeepers is more than saying you’ll help because we’re as good as blood.”

			He’s quiet for so long I think he won’t answer. When he does speak, his voice is rougher than usual. “You ever wonder what your life would’ve been like if things had been different? If the crown hadn’t destroyed everything you loved?”

			“Only every day.”

			“I had a sister once.” The words come out flat, matter-of-fact, but I can hear the pain beneath them. I barely stop my head from jerking his way, my jaw falling open in shock that he would bring it up—he’s never talked about it before. Though I do glance his way. Gregor stares forward, into the darkness. I know the look of a man seeing the past rather than the present.

			“I…I know,” I admit.

			“Bristara?”

			“Yeah.” The previous club matron told us all a little bit about one another. Enough that we all knew which lines we shouldn’t cross. The topics that, if mentioned, could send someone into the depths of sorrow.

			He nods. I can see a touch of conflict on his face. Even well intended, Bristara had shared his most personal story. But it was for a good reason, and she did it equally for everyone. By the time I finally told the club about Mother, they all already knew.

			But when I did, they heard my telling of my story. Bristara only ever shared the rough outlines, never the full color. The heart of our truths was always ours to share.

			“She was younger than me. Sweetest person you’d ever meet. Always laughing, always getting into mischief. Kind of like someone else we know.” He looks down at Arina with fondness that has more meaning than I ever realized.

			“I’m afraid I can’t relate to ‘sweetest person’ and ‘mischief’ in a sibling. You know damn well Arina at her best is a fiery rebellion wrapped in chaos with a dash of sass.”

			He chuckles, and I crack a smile as well, still focused on my sister. That’s how she was. Now…Who knows how she will be when she wakes. I promptly banish the thought. She will be my sister, and that is all that matters.

			“Malie was curious, especially after I started showing an inclination toward the arcane,” he continues. “I found some illegal inking tools and played with them. It was all so harmless. Not that it matters.”

			“It never does,” I murmur, already seeing where this is headed.

			“I didn’t even know she took the pen, paper, and powders. I don’t think she even realized what they were. The enforcers found her out with them, drawing. ‘Illegal tarot,’ they called it. As if a nine-year-old girl who didn’t even have the slightest whisper of power could be some kind of danger to the ‘greatest kingdom in the world.’ ” His tone sours, expression hardening. “They took her. Dad went off to find her—to fight for her liberation. Never saw them again.”

			“And your mother?”

			“They told her that if she spent another stretch at the Descent, they’d free my sister. She agreed. How could she not? Mom never returned.”

			“I…I didn’t realize your mom died there, too,” I whisper.

			“Well, she wasn’t murdered. It was just an ordinary accident,” he says, as if that makes it better.

			“I’m sorry.”

			He shrugs, like it doesn’t matter. Gregor’s shoulders have always been slumped, as if he were carrying an invisible weight, but now his posture takes on new meaning. “Point is, I’ve got nothing, Clara. I don’t have a Ren to go off and start a life with. I don’t have the peace Jura managed to find no matter where she stood. All I have is—”

			“Rage,” I finish for him. We share a look of pure understanding.

			“Even you…You have your place as a Major; so does Arina. You can make the vessel and summon the World. What do I have?”

			“You still have us,” I counter.

			“I know. But I can’t take your purpose or your place. And I want to fight. But I do better with someone to tell me who, what, where, and when to punch. Guess I’m simple like that.”

			“I’ve always liked you simple.” I nudge his side.

			We continue on in silence. I navigate our way through the now-familiar tunnels on half-remembered paths and then on instinct through well-worn territory. The air becomes fresher, carrying hints of the flowers that grow in the graveyard and the distant smell of the city.

			The tunnel opens onto a wide storm drain that empties into a narrow ravine between the mountainside and a row of shops on Silver Street. The metal bars of the drain have long since rusted and fallen away. Their remnants cling like rotted teeth that we carefully step around. To our left, downward, is Rot Hollow. This outflow becomes a little river down there. I knew many who’d wash their clothes in it. To our right, upward, is the very edge of the city.

			We both inhale the fresh air. Then I say, “We’ll wait a couple hours till dusk. I don’t want to be moving when it’s still so bright.”

			Gregor nods and carefully settles Arina onto the ground. It hasn’t rained in a fair bit, so it’s dry where we stand. She stirs slightly at the movement, a soft sound escaping her lips that almost resembles my name. I jolt and hold my breath but exhale any hope of her waking when she settles back to her usual catatonic state.

			We pass the time by attempting to throw pebbles up onto a slanted ledge. Most roll off. Then we talk about the first meal we want to eat once we’re settled in, how good a bath will feel, our favorite memories of the old club. We talk about everything but our obligations, and, for a moment, it all feels normal.

			“Time to go,” I say as the sun creeps toward the horizon. Gregor stretches his arms and collects Arina.

			We keep off the main road, staying close to the cliffs and old rockslides. It’s slower but makes us less noticeable…at least until we’re far enough from the city’s edge that I’m confident even if anyone saw us, it wouldn’t be with any detail.

			I make my way toward the mausoleum as the last light fades from the sky. The door is still unlocked. Still. Like an invitation that Kaelis will never rescind. I fight a smile and lose.

			“This was it all along?” Gregor whispers as we descend the now-familiar stairs. “The secret passage into the academy was just a door?”

			“Mm-hmm,” I hum. The sea breeze hits me as we reach the interior of the bridge, where tiny slits—imperceptible from the outside—offer breaths of fresh air and just enough light to navigate by.

			The moment my feet cross the threshold of the academy, I pause. Then I take another step. Stop again. I’m back. The realization feels like a physical blow. The one place I swore to my mother I’d never go, I now can’t seem to escape.

			I don’t even want to. The thought hits me even harder.

			Gregor pauses at my side.

			“I’m fine,” I answer his unspoken question and force my feet to move. “This way.”

			I guide him through the passages I know by heart, up stone stairs that sag under the weight of time, past rooms that I’m convinced are known only to me and the ghosts. Everything looks the same.

			We pass Silas’s door, and I stop without meaning to. I hadn’t been consciously leading us here. But now that we are…My hand hovers over the knob for a breath before I push it open. The moment it opens, I instantly wish I hadn’t.

			The room that had once been a beacon of warmth in this cold, dark fortress is nothing more than a husk of its former self. Bookshelves have been toppled, tomes scattered across the rug with its map of Oricalis and the worn paths where Silas had paced for hours on end. Pages are ripped from the bindings and scattered across the floor. Silas’s drawings have been torn from the walls, his artwork reduced to fragments.

			“This was it?” Gregor asks quietly. “Where he lived?” He must recognize the artwork. Silas was always sketching at the townhome.

			“Yeah…” Glass crunches under my feet as I cross to his desk, or what’s left of it. The drawers have been pulled and dumped, contents strewn across the floor.

			I kneel, picking through the various sketches that are crumpled but otherwise intact and collecting a few. His family might want them. One such rendering catches my eye—it’s a room I recognize from when I was last recovering from my time in Halazar. A room deep in the academy that I used as a training area. It’s been rendered with surprising detail, accurate down to the desk I pushed under a window.

			Except, on the desk in the picture is an envelope. I stare at the carefully drawn lines, inked slightly thicker than the rest, as if to emphasize them. My brow furrows. The ink is fresher. This letter was added later to the picture…

			“Can we use this room?” Gregor asks, yanking me from my inspection.

			“No.” I stand, carefully folding and pocketing the drawings I’ve collected. “Ravin knows of it. I wouldn’t risk it.”

			That’s more than enough for Gregor to agree. We leave the ruins of Silas’s sanctuary behind, moving deeper into the academy. I’ve a few ideas for places—deep enough that no one would find it by accident, simple enough for Gregor to remember the path between the bridge and the room, and far enough from the wards of the workshop of the Fool that no uncomfortable magic lingers there.

			I decide on a decrepit wing of apartments. If the fact that the door wouldn’t open without me putting my shoulder into it wasn’t enough of a tell that no one has been here in a long time, the thick layer of dust that covers everything certainly is.

			Across from the door is a large hearth, soot-stained and dormant, with stately windows of stained glass flanking it, punching through the cliffs and overlooking the sea. Two couches in a tall style I’ve never seen before are on opposite sides of a low table, creating what would be a cozy sitting area. Two bedrooms are off to the left and right of the main room. Each bedroom with its own bathroom. Thankfully, the water still runs, even down here.

			The beds are bare and creaking. The mattress sags, even under Arina’s weight. But at least it is a mattress. And it’s a room with a door that closes—a room that I can refurbish, a door that I can lock to keep her safe.

			For the first time, I feel like I can breathe a bit easier. It’s another temporary respite.

			Because nothing will be permanent until I can remake the world.

			“I’ll show you the route here twice more,” I say to Gregor as we close the door to what’s now Arina’s bedroom. “Make sure you know exactly how to get here.”

			We trace the path from this room and back again, Gregor repeating every turn. On the third go-around, he leads. He still hesitates at points. But by the fourth time, he moves with confidence.

			“Only you,” I emphasize when we return to Arina’s quarters. “Don’t show the path to anyone else, not even the Worldkeepers. Not yet.”

			He nods. “I understand.”

			“There’s one more thing I’d like to ask of you…Will you stay with her tonight and whenever I cannot?”

			“Of course.” He glances around. “As long as you bring me food.”

			“I can arrange that.” The academy is still on its summer break. But I’m sure I can find something in the kitchens. Kaelis is still here, after all.

			“Where will you go?”

			“I need to get the supplies she needs and start looking for what Vaduin wants,” I say.

			A long pause. “So, to Kaelis, then?” Gregor’s tone is unreadable.

			I nod.

			We stare at each other. I’m the first one to look away. He shifts, folding his arms. The awkwardness is unbearable.

			“Well, good luck,” he mumbles.

			“Thanks.”

			Another second of us staring at each other, and then I head off.

			I swing by the kitchen and scavenge for some dried fruits, nuts, and cheese. When I return to deliver the rations, Gregor makes jokes that I must be a bird, and that’s far better than the tension that had overtaken us earlier.

			Still, I know he doesn’t like the idea of me going to Kaelis. I can feel his disapproval as I leave.

			I weave through the passages, up and across to an outer tower connected by a single bridge that I move within, not on top of. The Stellis were there during winter break last year; I’ve no reason to think they won’t be now. For the first time I wonder if they’re there by Kaelis’s orders, or if it’s Naethor or Ravin keeping an eye on him.

			I emerge into Kaelis’s closet, the familiar scents of his colognes and soaps stopping me in my tracks—cedar, frankincense, and a unique blended aroma I can’t piece apart. My heart pounds as I listen for movement in the main room. Hearing none, I slowly, silently crack the door, scanning the familiar chamber.

			No one.

			It’s only ever Kaelis and his maid, Rewina, in here. But I don’t really want to run into her. The smell of food draws me to his dining room door. I press my ear to it. There are the sounds of clanking cutlery, pauses, shifting goblets. But no talking. By the sound of it, he’s eating alone.

			Slowly, I ease open this final door, just enough to peek through. The warm glow of candles shining off the dining table is exactly as I remember it. It’s elegant, refined, and utterly gorgeous, in stark comparison to the chaotic mess I still am.

			Then my eyes land on him.

			Kaelis sits in his usual seat at the head of the table. A book is open beside his plate. He’s dressed casually, a velvet robe draped over loose silken clothing beneath. His deep purple hair, nearly black, is mussed, as though he’s been raking his hands through it in thought. Hands that he now brings to his lips, biting at his thumbnail. I’m not sure if I’ve ever seen him so relaxed…and I’ve seen the man naked.

			I open the door, and he looks up instantly. Our eyes meet, and I hold my breath, waiting. Waiting to see what his reaction will be. If he meant it, telling me to come back here.

			A slow smile spreads across his face, smug and satisfied in that way that’s uniquely his. But there’s also genuine relief in his eyes. When he speaks, the words are harsh, yet simultaneously full of affection. “You look like death.”
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			Chapter 19

			“I’m actually the Wheel,” I say dryly, giving a bow with a sarcastic flourish. “Death would be your brother, and I’m rather offended by the comparison.”

			Kaelis laughs—it’s light and far more joyful than any sound I’ve heard from him in ages. I’m taken aback by it. Though it’s gone before I can blink.

			“Fair point,” he concedes, still smiling as he sets down his goblet. “Though, there is one similarity you share with my brother: You look terrible.”

			“How charming. Is this how you greet all your guests?”

			“Only the ones who show up looking as if they’ve been crawling through sewers.” Given the past few days I’ve had, I can’t believe he’s trying to joke about this. But I suppose if we don’t laugh, we’d just cry.

			“Funny you should say that…” I move toward one of the chairs at his table.

			“Don’t you dare.” He holds up a hand, stopping me mid-step. “You are not sitting on one of my chairs like that.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You stink and are covered in the Twenty knows what,” he says bluntly, but there’s no real cruelty in it. “I already had to scrub your blood from one couch you nearly ruined; there is no hope for the velvet if you sit now.”

			“This is my greeting? After everything?” I fold my arms. “I’m going to think you like your luxurious appointments more than me.”

			“Did I not hold you in the tunnels despite your state?” His expression softens ever so slightly.

			I can’t stop myself from glancing away, the reminder hitting me like a physical blow. It was only a day ago. A day ago, Jura died, and now I’m standing here. We’ve hardly had time to mourn—hardly even to think. I inhale slowly and force the thoughts away. If I let them overcome me now, they will overwhelm me completely.

			“I’m sure you burned the coat I clutched and sobbed into,” I mumble.

			“I absolutely did.” He stands with a weary smile. Even in the most casual clothing I’ve ever seen him in, hair mussed, nails bit down to nubs, he carries himself like royalty. “Come.”

			“Where are we going?” I ask as he approaches.

			“To get you cleaned up.” He pauses at my side. “Unless you wish to remain…pungent.”

			“A bath would be lovely.” I follow him back through his room and into the closet with the hidden door I entered from. The entry to his bathroom is opposite the secret passage.

			Memories of the last time I bathed here flood back unbidden. The massive marble tub, the gilded fixtures, his expensive soaps, soft towels made from some fiber that I’m not certain even grows in Oricalis. Everything’s just as it was then, the time he stripped me down so gently and—

			I freeze at the thought and force my hand to stay at my side, rather than pressing into the golden card that’s still hidden between the boning of my fraying corset.

			Oblivious, Kaelis moves to the tub, turning golden taps. Steam rises as hot water cascades. He adds a few drops of something that fills the air with the scent of lavender and covers the surface of the water in bubbles.

			“You really don’t have to do all this.”

			“I really do. When was the last time you had a proper bath?” He glances over his shoulder, nose scrunched in a playful way.

			“I can take care of it myself.” All I can think of is getting him out of here as quickly as possible, and then I must hide the card. If he sees—if he realizes I’ve been carrying the real golden Death card all this time—he’ll know I switched the cards.

			That I’ve lied to him.

			“You’re exhausted, you’re hurt, and you’re—”

			“If you say I stink one more time…”

			“—in desperate need of care,” he finishes, giving me a look that makes my chest tighten. “Let someone take care of you. Let me take care of you, Clara. For once, just…let me.”

			The vulnerability in his voice undoes me more than the demand itself. I’m suddenly acutely aware of how much I’ve missed this—not just the luxury, though I did miss that, too, but the way he looks at me. Like I’m something precious, delicate, even. Instead of seeing all the deadly and jagged edges of the broken woman I’m turning out to be.

			He cares. And still I’m standing here, lying to his face.

			“Fine.” I sigh softly. “Do you still have any of the clothing you made for me?”

			“I do.” He nods. “They’re in your room.”

			Not the other room. Not the attached apartment. My room.

			“Would you mind getting them? I don’t want Rewina to know I’m here.”

			His eyes narrow slightly, even as a grin arcs his lips. “You certainly are comfortable using a prince as your errand boy.”

			I give him my sweetest smile. “And some food, too, please? I don’t think I’ll survive to the other side of the bath without a little something.”

			“You’re lucky I find your audacity charming,” Kaelis murmurs, moving for the closet.

			The moment he disappears, I pad lightly to the entrance of the closet, fingers already hooked in the laces of my corset. The door to the room isn’t closed completely. I hold my breath and strain my ears, hearing the distant whisper of the main door to his room opening.

			I frantically tug the laces loose enough for the golden card to slip free. I snatch it off the floor, then move to the racks of clothing that hide the secret door to the depths. My eyes settle on a formal jacket hanging toward the back. Dust has collected on the dark fabric. He hasn’t worn it in a while, and hopefully he won’t want to anytime in the next few hours.

			I slip the card into an inner pocket, my fingers trembling slightly as I smooth the fabric back into place, trying not to shake loose too much of the dust nor leave behind any grime.

			Should I just tell him? The thought comes out of nowhere, like a lightning strike on a clear day. Would he understand my skepticism that led to me taking it for myself? Or would he resent me for it? Would it fracture the fragile trust we have? I can’t risk it; I need him to remake the world.

			I need him, the thought repeats, softer, more desperate. I press my eyes closed, and behind my lids I see Arina, broken and hollow, deep within the academy. I think of what Ravin has done to her. She deserves a safe place to rest. I don’t want to risk Kaelis kicking us out now for my not trusting him.

			I need him, even gentler this time as my fingers linger on the fabric of his clothes. It’s an admission for me alone. A confession that my heart already well knew. I don’t want to risk upsetting him because if I lost him now, I might be lost forever.

			I’ll switch it for my forgery when the time is right, I decide. I’ll fix this. He doesn’t have to know. Right as I do make my choice, the bedroom door opens.
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			Chapter 20

			I lunge back to the bathroom. He didn’t see me, did he? I’ve barely started unlacing my boots when Kaelis appears in the doorway, one arm draped with familiar clothing and the other balancing a platter.

			“And here I thought you sent me off so I wouldn’t see you naked.” He settles the clothes on the large ottoman in the center of the closet, sets down the platter, and pauses. For a breath, I think he sees the indents of my footprints in the plush carpet that ends at the threshold of the bathroom.

			“I have no shame in front of you.” I try to pull his attention back to me.

			“You’ve made that perfectly clear.” He leans against the doorframe of the bathroom, not suspicious in the slightest, watching as I peel away layers of grime-stained fabric. Despite the banter, his expression hardens, gaze growing serious—murderous, even—as his eyes trace every bruise and every fresh scar.

			I pause for a second, our eyes meet, and neither of us says a word. Yet, it feels like a whole conversation occurs. His anger on my behalf. My indifference. His frustration and helplessness in the face of what I’ve endured. My inability to offer him anything to quell that anger.

			It’s nothing compared to Arina, I want to say. But I don’t. Instead, I leave the moment there and ease myself into the bathwater.

			Tendrils of dirt unspool off me and I can’t stop a sigh of relief. Kaelis lingers in the doorway, as if waiting to see if I’ll kick him out. When I don’t, he enters and pulls over a small stool to the side of the tub.

			“May I?” He gestures toward my hair, and I nod without thinking.

			His fingers are gentle as they work through the tangled mess, water cascading over my shoulders as he douses the worst of the grime away. I should protest, should maintain some semblance of independence, but Twenty, it feels good to be doted on. To have someone caring for me amid my worrying for everyone else.

			“Your hair is getting long,” he murmurs.

			“That is usually a side effect of time on hair.” I close my eyes as he begins to massage soap into my scalp. “Remember the last time you did this?”

			“Often.”

			I let out a soft laugh. “Often?”

			“More than I care to admit.” His fingers work in slow, careful circles, and I can feel the last of my defenses cracking. Confronted with brutality, I’m as immovable as the mountains that surround Eclipse City. But show me a little tender care, and I crumble. “What made you return to me?”

			The slight uncertainty in his voice surprises me. But for all his arrogance, his absolute confidence in most things, I can see in the way he holds himself, presented himself, he genuinely wasn’t sure I’d come back.

			“Didn’t you know I would?” I tilt my head back to look at him and catch the way his eyes trace the rivulets of soap down my neck, watching as they drip over my breasts to join the bubbly water that leaves just enough to the imagination. “Weren’t you the one to say I’d ‘never be done’ with you?”

			“It’s true. You and I are quite entangled.” His hands still for a moment, and his eyes lose their focus, as if he’s staring at a different place and time altogether. “But I also know you, Clara, and I know there’s always a reason with you. A purpose behind every choice.”

			I could lie. Could pretend this is purely about wanting to see him, about missing what we had. But we’ve both played enough games, told enough half-truths. I’m already concealing one treachery from him…If I’m asking for his help, he deserves honesty—at least from here forward.

			“I have reason to believe the key ingredient for the powder needed to ink the vessel is here in the academy.”

			His hands pause in my hair. “You met with the Worldkeepers.”

			It’s not a question. I shift to get a better look at him and find him studying me with that sharp intelligence I’ve always found both attractive and mildly unnerving.

			“Fine,” he says when I don’t respond. “Don’t confirm it. But know that it’s easy for me to piece together. You disappear into the tunnels, evade the enforcers, manage to pull yourself together—a feat that requires some amount of resources you did not have—and then return with a very specific task that hinges on knowledge you didn’t possess previously…” He resumes washing my hair, his touch still gentle despite the calculation in his voice. “The only people who would know about the vessel card beyond my family are the Worldkeepers.”

			I just smile, neither confirming nor denying. It’s answer enough. “Will you help me find it?”

			“I would defy destiny for you,” he murmurs, and the simple certainty in his voice makes my breath catch.

			I grab his wrist, water sloshing as I turn to face him fully. “Thank you.”

			His thumb traces across my knuckles. “But if you’re hunting for this information, Clara, we’re going to need to conceal your identity.”

			“I don’t think Clara Redwin can be salvaged at this point,” I say dryly. Less than one week ago at the Feast of Cups, I ruined the hope of ever using that name again.

			“It won’t be Clara Redwin. It won’t be Clara at all. Your new identity must be completely different and more concealing than ever before.”

			I don’t bother suppressing a groan. “I’ve had enough new identities to last a lifetime. Besides, I’m too recognizable to too many people now for a bit of hair dye or a new name to do the trick.” I’ve already thought it through and resigned myself to stealth.

			“I’m suggesting a lot more than hair dye.” His expression has turned serious, almost calculating. I’m a challenging problem he’s working through.

			“An illusion?” The Seven of Cups can modify one’s appearance in small ways—hair a touch longer, eyes a shade brighter or darker. But it’s not real and usually detectable at close inspection.

			“Not an illusion…The only perfect illusion that can trick all the senses and can’t be seen through is made with the Moon. But even that is temporary. We will use magic, along with more practical methods.”

			“What do you mean?” A chill runs down my spine that has nothing to do with the cooling bathwater. His tenderness has vanished, and once more I see the prince, the general, the schemer.

			“You’re right, hair is simple enough to dye.” His fingers trail through my wet strands almost absently. “But the rest…bones might need to be broken and reset. Skin changed. Magic to redesign the meat beneath the flesh…It will not be easy, or painless.”

			I follow his logic with horror—but also with budding fascination. “You’re not suggesting…”

			“We’ll need to remake you so completely that not even your closest friends would recognize you.” The way he speaks…I know the idea of reconstructing me from scratch appeals to the side of his genius that borders on madness.

			“You must be joking.” I’ve never heard of anyone doing anything like this, ever.

			“I see no other way.” His expression is deadly serious now, all traces of earlier warmth gone. “It was one of our mistakes last time. Ravin probably recognized you after Halazar, even if he couldn’t place exactly where he’d seen you before given the state you were in. By the time he could, you were under my protection as student and betrothed. But you’re right that we can’t use that card a second time, and you cannot afford to be recognized again. Not when you’re Oricalis’s most wanted.”

			The implication weighs heavy; I drain the tub and fill it with fresh water as I try to process what he’s suggesting. The idea of deliberately breaking my own bones, of carving away pieces of myself…it’s a curious prospect in theory, yes. But to actually do it?

			“I won’t let anyone see me,” I say. “I’ll stay hidden.”

			“But what if someone does see?” He leans forward, dark eyes burning. “All it takes is one person, Clara. Especially with you here, where two-thirds of the student body and the vast majority of staff and faculty recognize you. It’s not a risk I want to take. I’ve already spent far, far too long thinking I’d lost you forever.”

			The raw emotion in his voice makes my throat tight. For all his calculation, his cold pragmatism, the thought of losing me again clearly terrifies him.

			“It’s not your call,” I say softly.

			“It’s not,” he agrees. “But think about whether it’s a risk you want to take.”

			Even though he doesn’t say it directly, I hear the unspoken words: Think about your sister. If Ravin finds me, he’ll use me to find her. And then it’s over for both of us. If I somehow manage to conceal her from him, she’ll be at the mercy of others while I’m Ravin’s captive. The Starcrossed Club is officially disbanded. Could I trust Twino and Ren to hide her? Could I trust Gregor to do what must be done? The Worldkeepers might come for me, but only because I have knowledge they need, and I’ll be even more indebted.

			There’s only one choice to be made, and I know it as well as Kaelis does. But I can’t bring myself to say it. Not after all I’ve lost—my mother, my name, any hope of a normal life. But when Arina comes to, she wouldn’t recognize me, and that hits almost like one of Ravin’s kicks to my gut. I can’t gain something without losing something.

			How many pounds of flesh will this world demand of me before I’ve earned my peace?

			“I’ll consider it,” I say finally.

			“You’ll consider it?” He clearly expected immediate agreement.

			“I’m sorry I’m not jumping at the idea of rearranging my face.” I sink deeper into the hot water, letting it wash away the chill of our conversation. “Call me sentimental,” I mutter.

			He doesn’t push, but I can see the wheels turning behind his eyes. He’s already planning, calculating exactly how to remake me into someone else entirely, as if he already knows it’s merely a matter of time until I acquiesce.

			The thought should terrify me more than it does.

			As Kaelis stands to get a towel, I emerge from the tub feeling more human than I have in days, my skin pink from the heat and finally clean.

			“Stay the night,” he says as I move toward the clothes he’s laid out.

			I pause and almost say yes. Almost let myself fall back into the comfort of his bed, his arms, the illusion of safety. But then I think of Arina, hollow-eyed and broken, waiting for me in that cold room.

			“I can’t,” I say, and the disappointment that flickers across his face fills my chest with a sweet ache. “Not tonight.”

			He nods, stepping back to give me space to dress. “Tomorrow, then?”

			“I’ll come back tomorrow,” I say, but I make no promises about staying. I consume a sandwich in a few large bites, shoving the rest of the food into the pockets of my clothing.

			“Where are you going?” he asks as I move for the secret door.

			I glance over my shoulder. “You really think I’ll tell you?”

			A soft laugh. “Not in the slightest.”

			I descend into the tunnel and wait. I hear him murmuring something under his breath. I’m too far away to make out the words, but the tone is tender. The light shifts from under the crack of the door. I hold my breath, wondering if he’s about to follow.

			But he doesn’t.

			I wait long enough that the lamps are turned low when I crack the door open again and listen for any signs of movement. I doubt he’s gone to bed, seeing as the man’s a night owl, so I suspect he’s retreated into his office.

			With Kaelis none the wiser, I retrieve the card I stashed earlier and make my way back through the academy’s winding passages. Arina and Gregor are both sleeping—occupying one bed each. Quietly, I place the food on the table in the middle of the room. The lack of dust makes me smile. Gregor tidied up while I was gone.

			Then I leave again.

			There’s something else that’s been weighing on my mind. The drawing Silas had made, the one with the oddly detailed rendering of that abandoned office I’d used to train in. The careful way he’d inked that envelope calls to me.

			Muscle memory guides me through familiar corridors. Toppled statues remain on the floor from when I was lifting them—over and over—to rebuild my strength. The desk is still where I’d pushed it underneath the window so I could pull myself up on a well-wrought curtain rod.

			And there, on that desk in this abandoned office, exactly as Silas had drawn it, is an envelope I’ve never seen before.
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			Chapter 21

			I approach warily, as though the envelope is a trap. It’s the same exact shade and type of paper as the drawing in my pocket. Undeniably Silas.

			Sucking in a breath and leaving the rest to fate and luck, I open it. In the center of the paper is a string of letters and numbers written in Silas’s script:

			23X.4B.5S.10081.

			It’s a book in the library. I recognize the numbering system instantly. I’d spent enough time there last year studying and researching.

			Why would he dare risk putting something so overt where, theoretically, anyone could find it? Even if this room has been abandoned for the entire time I’ve been in the academy and I’ve never seen signs of anyone else entering, it’s not as if someone couldn’t stumble upon it.

			Then there’s the vague notion that this could be a trap. But the only person who could’ve laid it would be Ravin—probably the same person who ransacked Silas’s room. He could’ve altered one of Silas’s drawings. The letter crumples in my fist as I halt.

			Do I dare? Is it worth the risk? I look at the sketch and pick up my pace again, making my choice. The lines on the drawing are undeniably Silas’s. Twenty, I’d know it from the ink alone. He always had a fascinating mixture of pigment he’d use just for sketching.

			Running through the halls, I make it to the library in no time. Of course, it’s completely empty. Students and faculty all go home for the longest break in the academic year. Even still, I listen and look for signs of anyone else and stick to the shadows.

			If I had a different face, I wouldn’t need to worry. The thought is hard. Grim in its truth. I banish it, focusing on the here and now as I arrive at the twenty-third section of the library, fourth bookshelf in, fifth shelf. Fingertip dragging across the ink that has long since seeped into the spines, I search for the book numbered 10081.

			10079…10080…

			10082.

			My hand falls to my side, and I skim the shelves around where the book should be. All the others appear to be in order. I pull the letter from my pocket again, studying it.

			“What do you want me to see?” I whisper, as if his ghost might hear me and answer. There must be something I missed.

			Then, as I move my thumb to fold up the letter, I see it.

			A streak of black in the bottom left corner. One that almost looks as if his pen slipped and he struggled to catch it. Something easily disregarded.

			Except…

			Holding out my right hand, I grasp an invisible pen, hovering its tip over the page, which I brace with my left. I scribble over the numbers. I pretend to drop the pen four different times, in four different ways.

			The only way for the pen to make that mark on accident would be if Silas was left-handed. And I know he wasn’t.

			This mark was intentional. But what does it mean? I flip over the page, nothing on the back. Then I rotate it.

			10081 becomes 18001.

			I skim the shelves, searching. The book is in a completely different section. My hands quiver as I reach for it. Its title is faded, gilding completely flaked off. I flip through the pages, and one falls out.

			There, written in the margins in a familiar script, is the message.

			Go to my first prison.

			“Silas.” I choke out his name with a disbelieving laugh. When did he leave this for me? It must’ve been during the Feast of Cups. Did he know that I’d use the card he gave me? He probably did.

			Pressing my eyes closed, I fight a rush of guilt. I was so predictable. He knew I’d damn him…and he gave me that card anyway.

			I’m running again, back through the depths of the academy. This time, two letters are tucked into my pocket alongside his drawings. I leave through the tunnel inside the bridge.

			Down Silver Street, not far from Ravin’s manor, is a decrepit, tucked-away building. The windows are a mix of boarded up, cracked, and grime-coated. I let myself in through a familiar back door and head upstairs. The entire time, I have my magic focused on my cards, ready to summon any at the first sign of trouble. But all that greets me are the faded outlines of our boots in the dust, heading down the stairs, from when we teleported here—none are heading up.

			The bedroom is exactly as I remember, from the threadbare sheets to the dusty aroma. It’s getting late, so I waste no time scouring the room from top to bottom. At first, I move slowly and methodically, searching for any signs of Silas’s presence. When I find none, I begin to search more vigorously. Still nothing. After what feels like an hour of turning the room upside down, I stop and rake my fingers through my still-damp hair.

			“Where is it?” I say with a groan.

			Crossing to the window, I scan the sky. There’s the faintest blush of dawn kissing the stars. I’ll need to be back soon. I wouldn’t dare move around Eclipse City right now in broad daylight. At least, not with my current face…

			Sighing, I spin in place and lean on the windowsill, about to consider my options.

			Except the sill moves ever so slightly under my weight. Jumping away instantly and assessing it, I give it a gentle tug. It shifts again.

			The last time I was here, I came to this very window, I rested my hand on this very sill, and it did not move. With a determined yank, I pull it right off. The wall inside has been hollowed out, mostly by termites, but also from what looks like clumsy knife work gouging at the remaining wood. There’s a gap just wide enough for a familiar journal.

			It’s worn, leather-bound. The edges are covered in dust and ink splotches. I run my fingertips over its front, very nearly unable to bring myself to open it.

			Every time we ventured out, he never left without it. Tears roll off my cheeks, darkening the leather. It wasn’t there when I was throwing things from his desk into a bag as we were running.

			“Did you know that you were going to die?”

			Silas knew.

			He had to have.

			He knew everything. About me. About my crew. The people we were and what we would do. He knew I would go back to his room and find his trail that would lead me here.

			Because when I open the journal to the very first page, scribbled across the back side of the cover is a message that begins with:

			At the end of it all, I decided if I was going to die, I’d do it free. On my own terms.

			I was the Chariot, after all. I was never meant to be chained.

			“You bastard,” I whisper. I’m laughing again. And crying. I rub my face vigorously with the heel of my hand, wiping the tears from my eyes. The last thing I want is to smudge the ink on the pages as I flip through them.

			It’s like turning the pages of the last year of my life, but through Silas’s eyes.

			The journal starts distant and emotionless. It’s a report of my movements within the academy. He even recalls the details of my battle for the Arcanum Chalice—he must’ve sneaked in to watch. Now that I know all the tiny threads tying him and Ravin together, I can clearly see exactly how it all unfolded, unbeknownst to me.

			Warden Glavstone ran to Ravin like the rat he was after Kaelis broke me out. Ravin came to the academy, to see for himself. He used a Chariot card. I always thought Silas was taking him in and out…but Ravin could use the Major Arcana all along. He’s one of us. Then Ravin went to Silas after the first time I saw him in the academy. He must’ve told Silas to follow me and get information—to get closer to me.

			Silas followed my every movement. That’s why he was there that first night as I made my way through the wards leading to the workshop of the Fool. That’s how he was there to save me.

			My eyes snag on a note that is dated just after our first meeting.

			She looks so much like Arina.

			One line, set off from the rest. Written in a slightly different script, as if added as an afterthought at the end of the day. As if meant just for him, more than anyone else.

			The next page stops my heart.

			A sketch of Arina as I remember her—not the broken woman I found locked away, but the radiant and rebellious force of nature I always knew as my little sister. My hands drag over the inked curve of her cheek, trailing to my own profile beneath hers.

			How cruel the world has been to us. How I would die to bring her back if it would be enough…

			That’s not the last mention of Arina. His anecdotes now and then are written as if directly to her. His guilt at the betrayal he committed against her. His genuine belief that she’d died. His joy at feeling like he might be able to do good, for once…even as it killed him inside with worry for his family.

			Sketches of the townhome are positioned next to details on how to get there. That’s how Ravin must’ve known how to find us. “You bastard,” I whisper. Yet my venom has dried up. I can see on the page Silas’s journey from cold executor of Ravin’s will to questioning acquaintance to cautious ally and even…friend.

			Then I reach the final page of writing.

			Well done.

			Though, if I didn’t think you’d be able to get here, I wouldn’t have left this for you. I’m not sure when my death will happen, but I know it will. I won’t be able to help you as I intended for long. Probably not nearly long enough.

			He knows my name, after all…

			Find my family, please. If they’re still alive, save them. And get the bastard. Though, I probably don’t need to tell you that. That much I’m confident you’ll do no matter what.

			Thank you. For everything you’ll do. For giving me hope, however fleeting it might have been.

			I wish I could’ve done more. But this is the best I can do…Be free, Clara. Charge ahead. Don’t ever let them chain you down again.

			I flip the page and find the next page folded into a makeshift envelope. Tucked into it are ten silver cards. On each, the chariot charges forward, as if to leap off the surface. I pull them out with reverence.

			Clutching the cards to my chest, I draw a shuddering breath and whisper, “Thank you. I will make sure your family is safe, and I will get the bastard.”

			I pocket the cards, and I tear out some pages, notes about his family—things they might want to see as a token of their son and brother. But I leave the rest in the journal and place it on the bed. No one needs evidence of Silas’s crimes. His alliance with Ravin.

			Let him be remembered not as the man he started as, but as the man he became.

			“Goodbye, Silas,” I whisper and turn for the door.

			I walk down the stairs and bid the place one last farewell. The King of Wands rises from the deck Kaelis made for me, its crimson ink shimmering nearly golden in the first light of dawn.

			It bursts with a shower of sparks, and the whole house is ablaze in a blink. I visualize that journal, resting on the bed, as the epicenter of the fire. I’m two blocks away when enforcers rush to the scene.

			I lurk in an alleyway, making sure it all burns—that their magic can’t put it out. That’s how I overhear one saying, “It’s her. Fan out. Find her!”

			I turn, sinking deeper into the shadows shrinking with the dawn. I need to get back, and I’d rather not use one of the precious cards Silas gave me. Two enforcers come down my alley, and I quickly turn in another direction before they see me, pressing into an alcove and holding my breath. Deck at the ready. But luck is on my side; they completely overlook this narrow gap between buildings.

			“This is futile. We’re not going to find her if Emilia Ventall and the Stellis couldn’t,” one says grimly. The lack of hope fills me with pride.

			“Just look at what happened to them.” I can hear the wince in his voice.

			“Exactly. So, no point in exhausting ourselves. I hear Prince Ravin’s bringing someone new in, someone he’s confident can find her.”

			“Who?”

			“How would I know? Whoever he is, I hear he’ll sniff her out like a dog.”

			“Lord Moreus Ventall? Bring in the father where the daughter failed?”

			They’re growing distant now; I strain my ears and hold my breath.

			“Not him. Someone else coming…but not…”

			“…about time…”

			The two enforcers are gone, and suddenly the balmy morning air is cold. Cold as the ice in my veins. Ravin is bringing someone in who can sniff me out “like a dog.”

			Fuck. I dare not speak it. I turn on my heel and slink toward the nearest entrance to the tunnels. I speed back to the academy through cramped and dimly lit passages, emerging only to make my way through the graveyard before plunging into the bridge once more.

			I quickly stop to see Arina and leave a note for Gregor, explaining I’ll be gone a bit longer. Then, I make my way to Kaelis’s apartments. He’s asleep in his bed, and I stand at his bedside.

			“Kaelis,” I say firmly.

			He jolts awake. Several cards hover instantly—rising from different points around his bed. The man’s armed to the teeth even when asleep.

			“By the Twenty, Clara,” he groans. “What?”

			“We’ve made a mistake.”
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			Chapter 22

			Kaelis sits up, instantly alert, sheets pooled around his waist. The first light of dawn outlines his lean chest in red and gold.

			“We overlooked something important: the Hierophant.” Two words and his eyes widen slightly with the same realization that I had. A Major under King Naethor’s command with a power that could be my undoing, regardless of what face I wear.

			“The Hierophant needs to be physically close to a Major to identify them,” Kaelis says. It’s reminiscent of what Ravin said to Glavstone, and the reminder has me even angrier at myself for not thinking of this sooner. “Unless he’s—”

			“Ravin is bringing him here. I just overheard it from enforcers in the city.”

			A tug of his lips downward. “What were you doing in the city?”

			“Your concern is sweet, but let’s focus on the primary problem.” I sit on the edge of the bed, folding my legs and grabbing my knee. “We need to kill the Hierophant.”

			Kaelis falls back with a groan, rubbing his hands over his face as he says a muffled “It’s too early to be plotting murder. That is very much an after-at-least-one-cup-of-tea discussion.”

			“As long as he lives, he’s going to be a problem. We know where he is now, I assume.”

			“He’s kept at the castle in Fate Hearth.” Kaelis slides his hands off his face. “Since the Hierophant’s card can give a non-Major the ability to use a Major card, Father keeps him close. I haven’t heard any word of him being moved…but I’m not exactly in my father’s good graces. They’d move him with a Chariot, so I might not even know until he’s here. He could well be already.”

			“The enforcers were talking like he hadn’t arrived yet,” I muse. “We can get him at Fate Hearth if we go now.”

			“It’s three days to Fate Hearth. Unless…”

			“Unless you have a Chariot.” I reach into my pocket and show him the silver cards Silas left for me. Kaelis sits back up again, eyes widening slightly. “And since I’m a Major, I can use other Majors at will.”

			Kaelis throws off the covers and moves for his closet in a blur. For a second, I am distracted by the two divots at the bottom of his back and the perfect curve of his ass. He catches me staring as he turns, a dark brow arched.

			“Really?” he says flatly. “Shouldn’t you be more focused on what we have to do?”

			“I’m perfectly capable of both scheming and admiring.” I continue to watch as he dresses himself.

			His hands pause on the button of his trousers. “Did you sleep?”

			I shake my head.

			“Rest.” Kaelis points at the bed.

			“We don’t have time.”

			“Clara—”

			“I’ll rest when I get back, before we remake my face,” I say. Kaelis’s eyes widen a fraction. I never expected to find the courage to take the leap to remake myself from a dead man, but Silas put his faith in me—gave me this opportunity. I’m not going to waste it. I’m going to do whatever it takes to keep myself and Arina safe. “This will be the last thing I do as Clara Graysword.”

			“Very well, but you will not be doing it alone,” he says.

			“Kaelis—”

			“Spare me the ‘I can’t bring you.’ ” He rolls his eyes and puts on his shirt. “Unless you happen to know the layout of Fate Hearth castle and know precisely where my father keeps his Majors locked up, you need me to come.”

			“You could explain it to me.”

			“This will be faster, and safer.”

			“All right.” I nod and stand. There’s no time for arguing, and he does make a good point.

			His eyes drop to the weight in my pocket; my thinning deck is still partly Glavstone’s, partly his. “Follow me.” He strides past, and I oblige.

			We head for my previous room, and he retrieves a leather deck holster from a drawer of the dresser. It’s dyed black as night. Wordlessly he kneels and slips the bands around my thigh. Him in front of me, kneeling, his long fingers gently tightening the buckles, sends small shivers across my skin.

			“Is there anything you don’t think of?” I ask as he stands.

			“When it comes to you? Nothing. You are my favorite obsession.”

			My fingertips linger on the holster as I move my hodgepodge deck into it. There are already cards inside. More gifts, handcrafted by him.

			“Are you ready?” He doesn’t let me linger on the sentimentality behind the gesture. Doesn’t even give me an opportunity to properly thank him.

			“Yes. Are you?” I hold out my hand.

			His fingers glide against mine, clutching them tightly, as though he knows the streak of nerves that is beginning to thread through me. “Take us to the same room we arrived in the last time we went there.”

			I nod, the Chariot summoned with a thought. The card bursts into fragments of light. In an instant, the world falls out from under our feet before rushing to meet us once more. Except this time, we’re standing in a room I’ve been to only once. As the distant whinny of a horse fades from the recesses of our minds, Kaelis moves for the door.

			“It’s early still. The staff is preparing for morning protocol. You’ll need to get to the Majors before anyone else will be buzzing about. Father orders them to ink daily so he can stockpile their cards, just in case something happens to one of them.” Locked up. Monitored. Ordered…Truths that, while not surprising, fill my mouth with a sour taste. It’s not much different from what Glavstone had me doing the first time I was in Halazar. “I’ll show you part of the way, tell you the rest, and then I’ll head for the royal chambers.”

			“You’re not going to take me to the Majors yourself?”

			“I doubt they’d want to see me.” He says it so flatly that I know better than to ask further. I might have come to personal terms with who Kaelis is, but I know better than to think everyone else would, especially with the Worldkeepers’ and Gregor’s skepticism to remind me.

			“What will you be doing? Won’t your father question it if you suddenly show up?”

			“If he sees me. I know this castle almost as well as the academy.” “Almost” seems an odd thing to say, considering this is where he grew up. “If I don’t want to be seen, I won’t be, and I know how to guide people without them even realizing my influence. I can buy you time while he’s none the wiser. You’ll have at least an hour before my father even thinks of leaving his quarters.”

			Kaelis opens the door, and we emerge into a familiar passage. He heads right for the main hall that we came to less than a year ago to celebrate the new year and the Season of Swords. I say nothing as he pulls open the door, mostly because my heart is in my throat. All my trust is in him now.

			I trust him. The thought is as warm as slipping into his bath. As soft as his grip on my fingers as he guides us through the empty room.

			The long table stretches unadorned. The chandeliers are unlit.

			We enter another passage that looks almost identical to the first. This time, Kaelis goes for a nondescript door with a knob so tiny I don’t realize it’s there until he’s turning it. Behind is a cramped staircase, completely different from the plastered and trimmed walls we’ve been crossing between.

			“Servants’ passage,” he explains, leading me inside. I close the door behind us and follow him up the narrow stairs. A single lantern flickers at the top step, powered by the same magic as those in the academy. “Some are used more than others. There’s no reason anyone would take this route—it’s usually just for staff during events.”

			“No reason” is not impossible, I think. I’m on alert. But Kaelis seems at ease in these claustrophobic spaces of unfinished wood panels.

			“When I was a boy, I would sometimes retreat into the mazes between the walls. Harder for people to find me here.” His voice is soft, and I can’t determine if it’s to avoid someone else hearing in one of the intersections we pass through, or if it’s from the weight of the memories of the past.

			“Why were you hiding?”

			Kaelis pauses underneath a small lantern. The light is harsh, even diffused. Haunting shadows cling to his eyes and under the swell of his cheeks.

			“To survive.” Two words and he turns, walking faster, as if running.

			The urge to ask more is insatiable. Yet I don’t. The rigid line of his back and the tension in his shoulders keep me silent. I know what it looks like when you’re not ready to talk about something.

			Once, his secrets scared me. They were monsters to be hunted down and slain. Now I let him have them. Nothing about him is as terrifying as it once was.

			Finally, he stops at another junction. I’ve noticed that carved into the corners and walls are tiny notches. Rough brushstrokes appear in different segments of the passage. Some kind of directional system, I assume. I try to make sense of it, but the code eludes me.

			“That way, first stair on the right, and it’ll take you inside the laundry area. There, you can swipe a servant’s uniform. There’s only one other way out. Go through the door and down the hall, up the first stair…” Kaelis details a route that makes me wish Twino with his memory was here to collect it. But it’s just me now. As most things will be from here on out. I smother the instant sorrow that rises at the thought and stay focused. “…then keep your head down, and the Stellis that guard the Majors’ apartments shouldn’t stop you.”

			“Shouldn’t?”

			Kaelis shrugs as though worry isn’t burning in the voids of his eyes. “Nothing is guaranteed from here on. But I have every faith you’ll manage.”

			He lifts his hand, and it hovers, retreats, then returns to find its place along my jaw. Kaelis holds me for a heartbeat with the barest of touches that rattles my whole chest. I suck in a breath as the urge to kiss him is suddenly overwhelming.

			“Go; meet me back at this spot within the hour.” No sooner has he said it than I hear the chime of distant clocks. His hand falls, and he turns, retreating.

			I watch him disappear, something like regret souring the back of my throat, and then go in the direction he said, opposite of where he headed. The laundry is right where he’d indicated. There’s an old woman, hunched over and slowly stirring giant cauldrons of laundry. She doesn’t hear me over the rolling boil or hissing steam and is none the wiser as I quickly change. I burn my old clothes away with an Ace of Wands, scattering the smoke and ash with an Ace of Swords. Not even a glance my way from her. The scent of fire is quickly overwhelmed by the heavy perfume of royal soaps. Before I leave, I grab a stack of linens and stride out.

			Fortunately, servants wear a hooded robe. I’ve little doubt King Naethor doesn’t want to look upon the faces of the help. Despite this, I summon the Seven of Cups. An invisible splash of water strikes my face. My hair is slightly darker. Eyes duller. It’s an imperfect illusion that’s possible to see through when looked at too closely, and it only lasts seven minutes. But that should be all I need.

			Just as Kaelis said, two Stellis stand guard on either side of large doors that are emblazoned with the sword of Oricalis—a crowned blade twined in rose vines. But this one has a sun on one side and a moon on the other, emerging from gilded clouds, a globe hovering above it all at the apex.

			Heart pounding, I approach. Just one too-close examination and this will all come crashing down.

			But before I even draw near enough for them to see my shadowed face, they swing open the door, hardly glancing my way. I’m just another servant. Another unnoteworthy helper in Naethor’s employ.

			The apartments of the Majors remind me somewhat of the academy. The first floor is a common area that is empty at this early hour. No one sits at the tables or lounges on the sofa by the fireplace. A wide staircase stretches up the back and splits underneath a massive window, leading to a second-floor mezzanine that circles around the room. Individual doors branch off from here. There are twenty, each numbered in gold.

			Naethor accounted for the possibility of keeping us all here. The thought has me clutching the linens tighter. The Hierophant is number five. I assume each Major is kept in their respective room.

			Operating under that theory, I stride for five.

			Right as I’m passing it, the second door opens. I nearly walk right into it, hastily catching my balance at the last second, hood shifting. I grab it, yanking it back over my head as a sharp gasp stops my heart.
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			Chapter 23

			“Clara?”

			Fuck. Our eyes lock, and I know Elorin sees right through my illusion—if it’s still there at all. Her mouth falls open slightly.

			I suck in a breath, frozen. Why, out of everyone, would it be her? The one person among the Majors here who can recognize me without issue.

			Do I kill her? I don’t want to. But leaving her alive is a risk. Though, if she tells anyone I was here, it hardly matters if I’m already gone. I have the Chariot. I can be quick, but I can’t leave Kaelis…A thousand thoughts race at once, and I don’t have time to judge them all, so I just act.

			“Go back into your room and tell yourself this was all a dream.” There’s a heavy note of warning in my voice.

			“You sure you can allow that? Now that I’ve seen you?” She tilts her head to the side, as though reading my mind. That is what her card allows, but not the innate skill as the High Priestess.

			This woman is dangerous. Her doll-like appearance and rainbow hair aren’t particularly threatening. But they’re a porcelain veneer for the true iron beneath.

			“I know your style,” she continues. “You don’t like vulnerability. Which is why I suspected you’d come.”

			“You did?”

			She nods. Her eyes scan the other doors. I think of using the distraction to my advantage. But her focus is back on me before I can make up my mind.

			“As soon as Naethor came and said the Hierophant would be headed to Eclipse City soon, I had a feeling you’d find your way here, especially since you know Silas.”

			“Knew,” I correct bitterly. “Silas is dead. Ravin killed him.”

			She staggers slightly, as though the news is a physical blow. Elorin glances away, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. “We’re all just fucking toys to him, aren’t we?” she mutters.

			“To be discarded as he pleases,” I finish.

			Her attention swings back to me. “We all know why the Hierophant is being moved to Eclipse City, there’s only one explanation: to hunt you. Which is why you’re here to kill him, aren’t you?”

			“Obviously.” The word slips out with ease. There is her innate ability in action. People feel safe enough around her to say whatever is on their mind without hesitation. I need to be extra cautious. But how can I be with magic whittling away at my guards?

			“What if I tell you there’s a way that you can get what you want without getting blood on your hands and raising more questions?”

			“I’d say you’re being idealistic or attempting to distract me.”

			She sighs and glances around once more. “Come inside, will you?” Instead of heading for her room, she leads me by the hand to the Hierophant’s door. With a soft knock as the only warning, she opens it.

			A wizened gentleman sits at a long table pressed against the wall beneath a window. His white hair slips off his shoulders as he turns. I notice the skin on his hands is paper-thin as he sets down a brush. Books frame him on either side. Inking supplies are plentiful and tidy.

			He surprises me with the strength of his stare, especially compared to the slight hunch of his shoulders. The Hierophant runs a hand over his neatly trimmed beard, studying me like a scholar. “Hello, Wheel. I was wondering when you’d come in.”

			Even knowing his innate power, seeing his magical sixth sense in action is impressive. I stand a bit taller, no longer trying to hide my face. Little point in it now.

			“It’s just like we suspected; she’s come to kill you, Alphos.” Elorin glances to me as she crosses to sit on the edge of his bed.

			He shifts his chair and, with both feet on the ground and hands on his knees, asks, “Is it true, have you come to kill me?”

			It’s not Elorin’s magic that makes denial feel pointless. “Yes.”

			“Did you have a card in mind to do it with? The Five of Swords? Your favorite?” He speaks low, voice weathered slightly with age but still strong. “Or would you be a bit more creative on my behalf?”

			“Five of Swords was the extent of my plan. Other cards if needed, of course,” I admit.

			He nods as if he’s a professor and I answered a question correctly in class. “I would assume you know I’m not keen to allow you to do that.”

			“I figured as much.” This conversation is bordering on the surreal. So calm and even. As if all of this is perfectly normal. I glance between him and Elorin. “I suppose I’m wondering why you both aren’t attacking me, knowing this?”

			“You really are dense sometimes, Clara,” Elorin says softly. “Did it occur to you at any point that you might have a friend here?”

			“I’d hardly call us friends.” Not enemies. Not hostile. Friendly, maybe…But certainly not friends.

			“An ally, then,” she remedies.

			“Can I call you that?”

			She tilts her head. “Enemies of enemies make for good friends—or allies, if you prefer.”

			“You hate the king, too?” I glance between them so it’s clear I’m asking them both.

			“I thought that much was obvious.” While it’s true Elorin never seemed keen to go to Fate Hearth, I didn’t think she was at the point of being ready to take action against our sovereign.

			“While I admire King Naethor’s desire for order and honor of tradition”—the Hierophant isn’t endearing himself to me with that admission—“his approach in many areas leaves much to be desired.”

			“Lukewarm criticism hardly inspires confidence that you’ll rise to the level of what I need from you.” I lock eyes with him. “If you assumed I was here to kill you, then you know what I need.”

			“My silence.” He doesn’t mince words. “My lies when Ravin brings me to Eclipse City.” I nod. “You have my word, it will be done. If you are discovered, it will not be from me.”

			I shift, regarding him warily. “Why would I believe it’s that easy?”

			“The alternative is you killing me.”

			“The alternative is you running to Naethor the second I turn my back and handing him Oricalis’s most wanted.”

			He chuckles and shakes his head. “You really are a skeptical one.”

			“Rightfully so.”

			Alphos leans back in his chair, stroking his beard again. “Tell me, what’s your intention, if I don’t turn you in when I ultimately would have the ability to do it?”

			I open my mouth, hesitate, and say finally, “I’m making a new world for myself…and my sister.” The second part is far softer than the first. A quiet confession that is still surreal to say out loud. “If King Naethor finds me, he’ll kill me. Ravin already tried.”

			“And failed. A feat, when faced with Death itself.”

			I stand a bit taller, prouder than I expected at that remark. “My whole life, they’ve destroyed everything. I’ve watched as Oricalis took and took with no repercussions, one thing after another. Every sanctuary I’ve ever had, every love I’ve ever known, tainted or destroyed. I will have no home for myself and those I love unless it’s one I can carve from the clutches of destiny.”

			“And what about us?” Alphos gestures to himself and Elorin. “Where do we fit into this new world of yours?”

			“I don’t follow.”

			A slight, knowing smile. “That was a good answer.”

			Oh. “Do you think I’d keep Majors captive as he has?”

			“I told you she wasn’t like that,” Elorin says. How much did Elorin tell him about me? Tell all of them? I thought she hardly paid attention to me last year. But her keen eyes missed little.

			“Power can easily change the hearts and minds of mortals,” Alphos says gravely to Elorin.

			I speak instead: “This won’t change me. My whole life I have resented Oricalis. I won’t suddenly become them.”

			Both their eyes return to me, and then to each other one more time. Elorin gives a slight nod. Alphos a soft sigh.

			“I’ll give you your time,” he finally says.

			Relief tries to course through me. But I’m too cautious to let it overtake my better sense. “How can I trust you? If Ravin or the king finds me, they’ll know what you did, and they’ll kill you for it.”

			“They will probably make me wish they killed me.” He’s so calm about it, and there’s a searing urge to correct him—to tell him exactly what they can do, because I’ve seen it written in the scars that line my sister.

			“How can I trust you to endure that?”

			“Because I think whatever world you have in mind will be better than this one. And I would rather throw my lot in with you,” he says simply. I fold my arms. “Fine. If not that, then I’m dead either way, no? Either you kill me now or I take the gamble and risk dying at the king’s hand. At least this way I’ve a better chance at a world I can be free in—a world all future Majors can be free in.”

			Risking everything for freedom is something I am very familiar with.

			“It’s worth it to have allies,” Elorin chimes in. “Especially ones in Fate Hearth. You can count on us, Clara. We want the same things as you. None of us like being kept here.”

			I think of the Worldkeepers, another group of people telling me to trust them when I’ve no reason to. How can I trust people I hardly know when so much is at stake?

			But I don’t have time to debate this. Time is running out. I’m shuffling my options like cards.

			“All right,” I finally land on. I’ll throw my lot in with them, for better or worse.

			Elorin stands. “Good. Let’s get you out of here before the other Majors wake.”

			Alphos stands as well, offering me his hand. “I look forward to working with you.”

			Forcing myself to take it, I say, “Likewise.” Though I’m not sure if it’s true.

			Elorin leads me out, closing the door behind us. I pause for just a second on the other side. Still unsure of the gamble I’ve made.

			“It’ll be all right,” she says with a note of gentle encouragement. “Alphos has been almost like a father to me since I came here. He’s a good man; you can trust him.”

			Maybe his age means he has nothing to lose. Maybe that’s why he’s not afraid of throwing in his lot with me. Still, he seemed spry enough to have at least one good decade left…Why risk throwing it away?

			“We all hate Naethor,” she whispers as we start toward the stairs, as if my thought were so loud she heard it. “Few more than Judgment. I can get him aligned with your cause, too.”

			Maybe luck is still on my side, to have this much help. “Judgment is the one reviving the king if there’s a successful attempt on his life, right?”

			She nods.

			“Why are you doing this?” I ask as Elorin comes to a halt at the top of the stairs that will lead me back down and out. In the distance is the soft chime of a clock. Thirty minutes have passed. I should start my way back.

			“I saw inside your mind.”

			Five words and my body turns to ice. “You…you said you’d never do that without permission.”

			“Only once, and I got only a notion of who you are in your heart. I did not peer into memories or prod deeper than searching for your guiding truth—to know that, at your core, you truly aspire to win freedom for all Arcanists.” She meets my eyes, unwavering. “I looked inside Naethor’s, too. And you are our best option.”

			Something about the way she’s staring at me has my throat going dry. I swallow hard. “Well, I’ll try to live up to that.”

			She nods, and I start down the stairs, the sentiment continuing to ring in my ears. I’m their best option? All I can think of is burning the world down for my sister. Of vengeance. Of a home I’m not sure I’ll ever see—or even be able to build.

			Damn it, I want to live up to their expectations and be the person they need, that this broken world needs. Don’t waver, I tell myself, part scolding. What you want and what they want are the same.

			“One more thing.” Elorin’s soft voice halts my steps. I look back at her. “Be careful with your Major. I’ve learned a lot more about all the Majors since coming here, and the Wheel is…volatile.”

			“I know,” I say dryly, thinking of Bristara.

			Still, she continues pressing her warning. “The Wheel is halfway to the World, a smaller version in its own right.”

			“I assure you it’s not,” I nearly cut her off. “If I had that power, nothing would be as it is.”

			“Fate has a will of its own,” she says. “If you spin the Wheel, you can’t always decide where it lands, only suggest. It is your intention against fate’s.”

			“Hardly seems like a fair fight.” I try to speak with confidence, but it falls flat.

			“If anyone has the force of will, I think it’s you. Just make sure your intent is clear when you use it, but know you ultimately cannot decide the outcome, or how it comes to pass.”

			“Thank you for the explanation,” I say, and mean it. She nods and turns, returning to her room.

			I leave as well, feet light and thoughts heavy. The knights don’t stop me on the way out. Even though the halls are slightly busier, the laundry room is empty. The old woman stirring her cauldrons is gone, so I don’t even bother with too much secrecy as I slip back into the servants’ passages.

			Kaelis isn’t there waiting as he said he would be. The moment I come to a stop, I hear the distant chime of clocks throughout the castle.

			The hour he gave me has expired.

			Where is he? My mind is immediately playing out everything that might have gone wrong.

			The Page of Wands rises from my deck, and I snatch it from midair. I worry its edges, debating, waiting for one more minute to see if he comes around one of the nearby corners. But he doesn’t.

			This card can’t take me to him…but it can show me the right direction toward a particular place, and I know where Kaelis was going.

			“Take me to the king’s apartments,” I whisper to the card as I hold out my palm, casting it.
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			Chapter 24

			The card spins in my palm, faster and faster, getting warmer. A tongue of flame rises from its center, pointing to my right. The tiny beacon persists even after the card is gone, hovering like a compass needle.

			I start walking with purpose in the direction it points. I can trust the card to guide me in the right direction. But I cannot trust it to keep me safe from danger. So I remain vigilant.

			Footsteps down the hall to my left have my heart racing, but I keep my pace measured. I’m dressed as a servant. I’ve no reason to look like I’m fleeing. The average person here has no idea what Clara Graysword looks like, especially not if I keep my head down. But I do raise my other hand to hide the orange glow of the magical compass guiding me. There’s no reason why a servant wouldn’t know where they were going…or would be using magic.

			The halls grow quieter, shifting, becoming narrower. The needle then points to a wall. Knowing the magic cannot be wrong, I search for a tiny knob like Kaelis used earlier. There is none, but there is a seam that when pressed reveals a narrow door.

			I sidestep to fit into this next passage. The sound of a familiar voice has me sucking in a breath.

			King Naethor.

			“…be ready to lead,” he says.

			“Yes, Father,” a new voice replies.

			I ball my hand into a fist, extinguishing my compass. Ahead are points that glow like tiny stars. Beams of light pierce through the wall to the left, striking across the passage I’m in. I creep forward, the voices becoming louder.

			“Ravin is leading the charge to find her, but he might end up compromised,” Naethor continues. Silence is his response. “Kaelis cannot be permitted to leave the academy now under any circumstances. He is becoming too…erratic.”

			Erratic? I reach the wall of perforated holes, coming to a stop just before it. The holes are so tiny it’s clear they’d hardly be visible in the main room. And even if anyone noticed them, I’m sure it’d seem like some kind of decorative element. Not a means to eavesdrop. But even if the chance of them seeing me through the perforated wall is next to nothing, it’s not nothing.

			“The Chalice’s strength is wavering, even after being fed.”

			“Will the next crop of students not be enough?”

			Daring to lean slightly forward, I get fractured glimpses of the king and the youngest prince. Prince Belen sits on a stool, as if receiving a lecture. The king paces before him.

			“It will postpone the inevitable somewhat. I’d been hoping having her would quell his unbridled ambitions some, but it has only made them worse.” Naethor pauses, folding his arms. “At least she will be of some use to us, alive or dead. There is only one way to cure your brother of his afflictions.”

			Movement at the opposite end of the perforated wall draws my eyes inward to the narrow, secret passage I’m in. Kaelis stands just beyond the dots of light at the opposite end. Armored in shadow.

			He crosses without hesitation. I glance to the king, but Naethor doesn’t seem to notice any movement from behind the wall. I’m sure the king thinks himself the only person in the castle to know of this passage and uses it for his advantage.

			Kaelis grabs my hand and squeezes past me, our bodies pressing together in a way that leaves no room for air. My lungs burn as I stare up at him, and his eyes meet mine in a way that makes me feel as though I listened to something he didn’t want me to hear. How long was he there? Did he hear his father talking about him?

			Closing the door to that secret passage, he whispers without looking at me, “Did you do what you needed?”

			I nod. “They’re on our side.”

			“They’re on our side? You didn’t kill him? And who’s ‘they’?”

			“Killing him would raise more alarm.”

			“But that’s what we came here for.” He doesn’t like that the Hierophant remains a variable. I can’t entirely blame him for the sentiment.

			“I know. But a better opportunity presented itself. I have him, and Elorin, and possibly the other Majors on my side.”

			“Clara—”

			“It’s done, Kaelis,” I say firmly.

			He dips his chin slightly. I stand a bit taller in response to his unspoken challenge. With a soft sigh, he leans forward, pressing his forehead to mine. The sudden gentleness nearly puts me off-balance.

			“I will never doubt trusting you. I just hope the people whom you put your trust in prove worthy,” he murmurs. “We should return.”

			The Chariot rises, and in an instant, we’re back in his room.

			“I’ll begin preparations for the procedure.” He goes to turn away.

			I grab his hand, stopping him. “Kaelis, the Arcanum Chalice…” The question is lost for a moment as what I overheard replays in my mind.

			“What about it?”

			“What does it do? Beyond giving those who sacrifice to it access to deeper power…What does it do with the futures fed to it?”

			“It converts the futures into the powers it bestows,” he says like it’s obvious. I don’t see any trace of deceit on his face. Perhaps even he doesn’t know what Naethor intended with the Chalice.

			“Your father said the Chalice’s strength was wavering. Do you know what he might have meant?”

			Kaelis considers this but ultimately shakes his head. “So far as I can see, the Chalice remains the same as ever. But if it were to waver, then Arcanists wouldn’t be able to be equally strengthened. Perhaps it is my father’s fear that Oricalis’s power on the world’s stage will diminish.”

			I nod, repeating the conversation again in my mind. It seemed like more than that? Or something different…But perhaps that’s all it was; Naethor’s obsession with his own might knows no bounds.

			“You should rest. What awaits you next will likely be…overwhelming.”

			“I will be fine,” I reassure him.

			Kaelis doesn’t seem convinced. “I will do my best, but know that the pain will be immense. Perhaps greater than you’ve ever felt before.”

			I almost scoff. Pain? Pain is having my body broken at Glavstone’s hands. Pain is having my mind fray at its edges in the Halazar dungeons. Pain is howling when I believed my sister was dead or losing one of my dearest friends before my eyes.

			“I’ll survive it,” I say with the confidence and ease of casting an ace. “This must be done.” My hands ball into fists. I’m going to enjoy when I can finally reveal the ploy to Ravin. When he’s staring up at me, bloody on the floor.

			Kaelis nods, as if he always knew that would be my response. “Very well, we’ll begin at dusk. I’ll need to gather supplies and ink the necessary cards, and you should rest while you can.”

			“I’ll see you at dusk, then.” I start for the secret passage in the closet.

			He asks after me, “Not curious about what the preparations will entail?”

			“I am,” I readily admit. “But I suspect this process will take some time.” I hold my thoughts there. When he gives a nod, I continue, “Then I’d like to go and spend as much time as I can with my sister.”

			There’s a glint of understanding in his eyes. It’s strange to see it, knowing the relationship he has with his brothers…Does he yearn for it? Sibling companionship? Even though Kaelis is a middle child, he might as well be alone. He didn’t even so much as glance in the direction of his youngest brother.

			“Go,” he says. “Enjoy it while you can.”

			The phrasing is a bit ominous and haunts me as I venture back to Arina. The morning light spills through the stained glass on either side of the fireplace, splitting into rainbows. Gregor’s snores reverberate from the bedroom to the right. The food I left out last night is gone. Hopefully at least some was consumed by—

			Arina.

			She’s sitting up in bed, staring out the window.
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			Chapter 25

			My whole chest squeezes so suddenly and so violently that I let out a croak. I stagger, stumble, drag my feet to her when I want to run. But I can’t…I can’t run. I’m trembling too violently for that.

			“Arina?” I whisper.

			She doesn’t look my way. Her eyes are vacant and fixed on the window. How long has it been since she’s seen sunlight? Tears stream down my cheeks.

			“Sister.” I’ve made it to her bedside. She doesn’t look my way but doesn’t flinch, either. That’s good, right? It must be.

			I slowly sink onto the edge of her bed. My hands shake as I hold them back from gripping her. From pulling her to me.

			She might not want to be touched—might never want to be touched again.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper. Those two words are so pathetically small. So I keep talking as if I’ll find some combination of sounds that feels like enough. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. That I let you go alone into the academy. That my actions pulled you into this. That I—”

			My voice cracks, and I press a fist into my mouth, glancing away, trying to smother the sobs that claw at my throat. How dare I be the weak one.

			“I’m sorry that I left you alone,” I finally finish.

			The silence hangs so heavy it causes my joints to ache. Still, she doesn’t look at me. She’s breathing. Alive. Present. Yet still so very far away.

			“I thought you were dead…I held what I thought were your bones.” Who had I held, then? One of the other students who disappeared last year? “If I’d known you were alive, I would’ve fought to the ends of the earth.”

			I shift closer, tilting my head. She stares out the window. The unfiltered dawn is nearly blinding. Still, she looks right at it.

			“But…I will fix it.” My voice drops to a whisper, hands balling into fists so tight that my nails dig into my skin. “I will do whatever it takes to fix this broken world.”

			She lets out a small sound—almost like the idea of a sigh. I lean forward more, ready to listen. How I wish she’d just scream at me instead of this.

			“Do you hate me?” I ask, barely audible.

			Finally, she blinks. Her gaze shifts, ever so slightly. Her chin lowers, like she’s seeing me. Not fully, or clearly, but also not like she sees in me a stranger or a threat.

			“I wouldn’t blame you,” I murmur. “I won’t even dare to ask for your forgiveness. But I need you to know I love you. I’ve always loved you. And I’ll come back when I’m able. But this might be the last time you see me as I am.”

			“What does that mean?” Gregor asks from the doorway.

			I straighten, my attention whipping around. He doesn’t seem utterly shocked by Arina’s state. “She been like this for a while?”

			“Woke up in the middle of the night and sat. She ate what I offered her.”

			“That’s good.” At least she can begin rebuilding the strength in her body. And maybe it’s a sign that somewhere in there she really does recognize us. That she knows we’re not going to give her something that would harm her.

			“What did you mean when you said she won’t be seeing you as you are?” Gregor crosses, looking down at me with a serious expression.

			“I’m going to remake myself,” I answer him but still speak to Arina, hoping she hears it. What would I do if she doesn’t trust me the next time she sees me because she doesn’t recognize me?

			“How?”

			“We’ll start with the face, and then we’ll see how much else we need to do.”

			“Clara—”

			“It’s going to be the only way to keep her safe,” I say, reminding myself of the same. “Ravin appointed Emilia to look for me because she knew me—because she spent all last year watching me thanks to my proximity to her sister. If I look like myself, even a little, I’ll be a risk to everyone.”

			“Fuck.” Gregor runs a hand over his scalp. A thick fuzz has begun to grow. It’s been a while since he could last shave.

			“After this, I can do what I please—whatever must be done. It’ll be freeing.” And with the Hierophant on my side, I’ll truly move without fear. No one will know my face, and the one person who could magically sense my identity will not out me. I hope.

			He grabs my biceps. “Do you hear yourself? You’re talking about changing everything that makes you, you.”

			I don’t flinch, staring up at him with an unwavering gaze. “I am so much more than my skin and bones, and there is nothing I won’t give to accomplish my goals. I’m going to remake the world, Gregor. My body is nothing in comparison.”

			Gregor’s fingers unravel slowly. He sees something in my expression that changes his own. Like he’s truly seeing what I’ve become for the first time—untethered, so used to fighting my way out of corners my feet know the steps like a dance.

			I force my expression to soften. “Will you look after her while I’m gone?”

			“Of course.” He seems almost offended I’d even feel the need to ask.

			I give him a weary smile. “Thank you.”

			We spend a good portion of the rest of the day planning. We do it at Arina’s bedside. I step away only to find some food, stocking them up on provisions and showing Gregor the way to the kitchens. My suspicion that there is still a chef in the academy proves correct, judging from the warmth of the stove and the fresh scraps in the bin when I enter. But the chef is nowhere to be found an hour after lunch.

			I take enough food that I’m sure he’ll take note. But he’ll bring his concerns of strange disappearances from the pantry to Kaelis, no doubt. And Kaelis will smother the worry. He’ll find a way to avoid attracting suspicion. He always does.

			After managing to get a bit of sleep, I give one last farewell to Arina and Gregor and return to Kaelis’s apartments. He’s not in his room, dining area, or study, so I venture into the wing that was mine and find the room I’d last stayed in transformed. The bed is gone. Vanished magically, no doubt. A heavy blanket has been laid over the rug, and a large table waits in the center of the room. Smaller tables have been moved in, with decks of cards spread across them alongside saws and pliers and hammers.

			A bracing breath fills my lungs. I stand a bit taller. Kaelis turns from where he stands, assessing his supplies. He takes a second to study me, as if searching for a trace of doubt. Finding none, he gives a nod.

			“I sent Rewina away,” he says, anticipating my question. “I didn’t want to risk her hearing anything. And yes, I moved all the furniture myself.”

			There’s a tease there about him being a spoiled prince and still moving heavy furniture around, even with the help of magic. But I can’t bring myself to make it. Not when those blades and surgical tools are glinting in the fading light.

			“Are you ready for this?” He places a final deck down on a side table.

			“I am.” No hesitation.

			“I take it you wouldn’t like a Knight of Wands to take an edge off the nerves, then?”

			I shake my head, thinking of Arina. “I will be fully of my own mind for this.”

			He nods but stares at his deck, as if considering whether he needs one. If that’s indeed the cause of the hesitation, he ultimately decides against it.

			“Do you trust me?” he asks softly. Why, suddenly, does it sound like he’s afraid?

			“More than I should, clearly.”

			“Then forgive me for all that’s to come.” He crosses to me, and his palm rests gently on my cheek.

			“I’ve given it some consideration and think we should begin with the face,” I say. “It’s the most important.”

			“I was thinking the same.” His thumb drags across my cheek slowly, as if memorizing it for the last time. Finally, he gestures to the table in the center. “Lie down.”

			I do so without hesitation. I place myself upon the altar of his magical theory. Of his arrogance that he can remake me. I am an offering to his power.

			“At any point, I welcome your input.” He approaches. One last time, his knuckles brush along my jaw. “And know that if it were up to me, if the world were of a different make, I would’ve never changed a thing about you. You are perfect, Clara.”

			“And I always will be.”

			He smirks slightly and takes in my features one last time with sheer adoration.

			Then he destroys them.
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			Chapter 26

			I become little more than clay beneath his hands. Kaelis doesn’t hesitate. Doesn’t falter.

			Even with cards to numb and heal, the pain is just as he promised: excruciating. Until it all fades away. Until I disconnect from my body as I have so many times before when I have been forced to endure such torture.

			Was it all practice for this moment? Was this always my fate?

			My nose is broken first. A sharp, brutal snap with a blunt tool. My body jerks instinctively, but Kaelis places a firm hand on my shoulder. “Hold still, or I will be forced to restrain you.”

			I try to do as he asks.

			Kaelis realigns my nose with a sickening series of crunches. The Queen of Cups mends it, fastening it into its new shape. The cheekbones are next, and he’s forced to use the Eight of Swords to pin me to the table. Shavings of bone are vanished from underneath my skin with some clever use of the Five of Coins; it feels as though a pumice stone is grating under my flesh. At the same time, he uses a tiny blade on the outside. Stitches as thin as spider’s silk tug my skin tight, holding it together. Anchoring new contours of my body in place.

			The prince is relentless but not cruel.

			His touch is firm, his movements decisive, and he speaks only in short, simple instructions. As if he knows my pain-addled brain couldn’t take anything more. This slow, methodical unmaking of everything I’ve ever known myself to be is agony, and by the end I’m nothing but trembling exhaustion and fleeting consciousness. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to be put back together as I was, but after this, I doubt anything short of the World could give me back my old face. This is something I wouldn’t endure again.

			The cards he uses are lost to me. The tools become blurry. My senses leave my body.

			Finally, after what seems like forever, he pulls away. I close my eyes, willingly submitting to sleep, but am jolted back as his hands return. This time, not to tear me apart, but to lift me into his arms.

			My head lolls against his shoulder. The scent of him wraps around me, as cozy as his warmth.

			“How can you break me and yet still feel…so safe?” I rasp.

			“I’m the last person you should feel safe with.” The words are nothing more than a low rumble in his chest, full of what almost sounds like disdain for himself.

			He brings me to his bedroom, laying me gently on his bed. The mattress has never felt softer. Yet, somehow, it’s still too firm for every aching joint and healing wound. I hiss and groan as I try to relax my locked muscles.

			I almost miss the ghost of his hand over my forehead, smoothing sweat-slicked strands of hair from my face. A soft sound escapes me, something between a sigh and a wince. He stills, his hand flinching away.

			“Don’t stop,” I murmur. There’s the sag of his weight on the edge of the bed. His hand remains, gently caressing. My eyes crack open. “I thought you didn’t want me bleeding on your furniture.”

			“Foremost, I am offended you think I have allowed you to still have any open wounds. And secondly, you have no idea how many old blankets I have piled up. I’ll burn it all when we’re done.” There’s the ghost of a weary smile underneath his tired and sunken eyes.

			How long was he working on me? My eyes fall closed. It doesn’t matter. I take the rest while I have it.

			When my eyes flutter open next, it’s because Kaelis is pressing a sliver of ice between my lips, fingers lingering as he coaxes me to accept it. I didn’t realize how raw my throat was until the ice melts. Something about the chill from within numbs everything else just a little bit.

			Another piece follows. And another.

			His fingers are so gentle. So careful. My heart squeezes as I stare up at him. He meets my gaze, staring at me not as some kind of experiment…but as something to be admired.

			Everything hurts worse after sleeping.

			I try to choke out a sound as his fingers linger just a moment longer, his cold skin brushing the corner of my mouth before he pulls away.

			“You screamed quite a bit; I thought your throat would be sore.”

			“It is.” I try to force a smile. My muscles don’t move in the way I expect them to. “You did break my face apart.”

			“I did all I could to make it hurt less.” He glances away.

			“I know.” I try to shift my hand and reach for him, but I lack the strength.

			“I loathe hurting you.” He says it so quietly I strain to hear.

			“We do what must be done,” I remind him. This is for Arina, to keep her safe. For us, so I can do what must be done and give us all a better chance at a better world.

			He sighs heavily, staring into the bowl of ice that rests in his lap. Strands of messy dark hair shade his eyes. Dark circles cling under them, as though this process is somehow also remaking him.

			No more words are exchanged. But when he presses the next piece of ice to my lips, his touch lingers a second longer. Fingertips resting on my mouth, my jaw. I can still feel his touch just as well, even with my new face.

			Eventually, I stop taking the ice, and sleep consumes me.

			When I wake next, I find someone else in the bed with me, but it’s not Kaelis. Priss has curled up between my legs. I nearly break myself trying to sit to pet her. But it’s worth it to give her a long overdue scratch between her ears. Her purr alone might be enough to heal me.

			Sitting, I see where Kaelis has gone.

			He didn’t sleep in the bed with me, despite its size. He did not take the space because he was not invited; that is the only reason I can assume. He’s not even on one of the couches on the other end of the room. The second prince of Oricalis, headmaster, void-born, clan killer, butcher…spent the night on the floor next to me, just so he wouldn’t have to leave my side.
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			I am taken exclusively between the two rooms. One of pain. One of recovery.

			The days blur together in a haze of agony and mending, half sleep and forced sleep when Kaelis casts the Four of Cups to put me out of the misery I am enduring. I don’t fight the reprieve.

			But he is always there.

			He brings me ice and water. Broth and bread when I can accept something sturdier. He presses cool cloths to my forehead.

			Not once does he, or his cat, leave my side.
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			My eyes are the source of much debate. Their crimson color, while not unheard of, is uncommon enough that it must be changed. It’s synonymous with the infamous criminal Clara Graysword. There’s much back-and-forth as to what can be done with them that won’t impact my vision.

			Our discussions last long enough that it gives me some time to properly heal—outside of merely card mending. My thoughts gain a bit of clarity, so I can help him work through theory.

			“What about the Wheel?” I ask, despite thinking of Elorin’s warning.

			“Too unpredictable. Knowing our luck, you’d get rid of your eyes entirely,” he mumbles, tapping his finger on the dining room table. It’s nice to sit as though everything is normal, even when I know it’s not. The cloths that have been draped over every reflective surface so I don’t see the horrific state I’m in—the polished wood of the table included—remind me of that.

			“Need I remind you that I have exceptional luck? At some point I’ll have to use it; shouldn’t I try in a controlled setting?”

			“If you’re confident enough…”

			That’s the sentiment that has me backing down. I’m too weak to feel confident casting a Major. Instead, we return to the card we so readily dismissed as an option to keep me safe ages ago.

			The Seven of Cups alters appearances for a short length of time as an illusion. However, when the magic is enhanced by the Ten of Cups and combined with a minor wish of the Nine of Cups, the alterations seem to stick, at least in a half measure. The change is subtle and too small to use for anything else, especially because of how much magic it consumes. We lose a lot of time to the effort. But it is enough to alter the color of my eyes ever so slightly toward a more rusty brown, according to Kaelis, and that’s all we really need.

			The process drags on.

			Pieces of myself are scattered across the floor. Kaelis begins to use the Eight of Coins—a card that speeds up one’s performance in a project—to expedite his efforts and push my body to heal faster as we work on other areas. I hear him murmuring to himself in moments of lucidity, but I don’t need him to say his concerns aloud.

			The Fire Festival is swiftly approaching, and with it a new academic year for Arcana Academy.

			I must be finished before then.
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			Finally, I wake, and he’s not there.

			In his place is a small pile of clothes, neatly folded at the foot of the bed. I study them, tracing each detail with my eyes and then my fingertips. The first layer is a fitted tunic, a deep navy. It has a high collar and long sleeves, both with silver embroidery along their hems. The sleeves taper close to my wrists, looser around my shoulders, clearly designed for mobility without getting in my way. Under that are plain trousers that tuck into patent leather boots. Over it all is a long vest of silver, its lower hem skimming around my calves.

			It reminds me of the dress I wore to the castle in Fate Hearth during last year’s winter break. And given everything else…that makes me all the more certain that this was not merely what was on hand. It was crafted. Tailored just for me.

			On top of the clothes is a note that reads:

			Get dressed and meet me for dinner.

			“So dramatic,” I murmur lovingly as I begin to pull on the clothing, dusk streaming through his windows.

			As I dress, I feel out of my body. It’s been two days since he last worked on me. The swelling in my cheeks and jaw has finally vanished. My sight is no longer blurry from various dyes and potions dripped into them as Kaelis and I were testing options for handling their color. And my hair…It twists in effortless waves, now nearly to my waist. That is the single element of my new appearance I’m familiar with. I’ve yet to see anything else of my new body.

			The prince is waiting for me in the dining room, leaning against the table. He straightens the moment he lays eyes on me. For a second, there’s a flicker of doubt in them. They narrow slightly, as if scrutinizing his work. Or…perhaps as if growing accustomed to seeing me as I am now, rather than how he’s always known me.

			“Well?” I hold out my hands. “Do I look like Clara Redwin-Graysword? Infamous criminal?”

			“Not in the slightest,” he says with a note of awe. “See for yourself.” Kaelis gestures toward a corner of the room where a tall iron-framed mirror is propped against the wall at a perfect angle to bounce light from the chandelier and candles at night. Still covered by a tarp.

			“Are you sure?” I glance between him and it.

			“You must sooner or later. I think now’s the time.”

			My heart is pounding as I cross the room. My gait has changed. Every step a bit different from how I remember taking it before.

			Kaelis continues to watch me closely. That worrying look as he gazes at me is how I know he’s doing more than merely assessing the work ahead. This is something deeper in his eyes. Something as knotted as what’s in me.

			As I pass him, his fingers twitch. Why he hesitates to reach for me now when he used to so freely is strange. He knows every inch of this new body of mine. He made it.

			I pause a step away, waiting. Kaelis accepts the unspoken invitation, closing the gap between us. Wordlessly, he adjusts the vest over my upper chest and collar, smoothing out unseen wrinkles with deliberate motions. It’s such a simple yet intimate thing. His restraint is nearly unbearable. My breaths shallow under his hands.

			Will you still touch me as you once did? I want to ask. Yet I cannot. I don’t dare.

			“You were perfect as you were,” he murmurs.

			“Am I no longer perfect?” I meant it as a witty retort, but it’s so weak. Almost fearful.

			He laughs, low and deep, eyes flicking to mine. Hands hovering near my body without touching me. The corner of his mouth quirks into a grin that’s knowing. Familiar. “You are the same woman, no matter what eyes you have or clothes you wear. You will always be. Change your hair, your height, every physical element of you…it matters not to me. I am devoted not to your vessel, but to your soul. A soul I would follow across all the worlds.”

			His hands fall away, and he gestures to the mirror. I swallow the lump in my throat and finish what feels like a great trek alone. I grip the tarp and pause. I’m not ready.

			So I don’t know what propels me to pull the cloth from its place.

			As it falls, I can’t look away.
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			Chapter 27

			I don’t recognize the woman in the mirror. She moves when I do, turns her head and lifts her hand at the same time. But there is nothing else that would connect her to me.

			Horror wars with fascination—and both battle a strange thrill that begins to course through my veins at what this all means for me. For what I can do now.

			The rich brown of my hair is lighter, highlighted with streaks of a blush-tinted bronze.

			My skin remains my own, but the scars that once lined it, etched by all the cruelty I’ve endured, are now gone. The last vestiges of Halazar are finally expunged from me.

			In place of the scars is a map of unfamiliar freckles and birthmarks. I take a few steps closer to the mirror, turning my face left and right, studying the new shadows my cheekbones cast and just how oddly narrow my nose is. I touch my cheek. Even my fingernails are longer, the nail beds slimmer than I remember.

			Every part of me has been rearranged. My proportions are subtly different from head to toe. It’s as though I’m playing dress-up in my own skin.

			But there’s one thing that feels more out of place than the rest: my eyes. Even though they still have a reddish hue, seeing the rusty brown is strange. Those crimson eyes, my last visible link to my mother, probably the thing I loved most about myself…are gone.

			I swallow the lump that tries to form in my throat.

			I chose this. I could have fought it, attempted to go without. I could have said no, or asked him to stop. But I committed. Nothing is permanent in this world. There is no home that can’t be destroyed by my enemies so long as they live. Why should my body be any different? At least this way, I will reap the benefits.

			For the first time in forever, no one beyond a select group that I choose will know what I look like. No one will recognize me; I hardly recognize myself. I don’t need to look over my shoulder. I don’t need to keep to the shadows. For that, Mother would be proud. I know she would.

			And who’s to say I can’t put myself back to how I was when I make my wish with the World?

			Kaelis continues to watch me. I wonder if he can’t bear the silence, because eventually he asks, “What do you think?”

			My fingers drift over my jaw, over the slightly higher curve of my cheek. “No one will think I’m Clara Graysword, that’s for sure.”

			He shifts a bit closer, edging into my field of vision. “What do you think?”

			“I won’t lie, it’s strange.” My eyes dart between him and the mirror. “To see myself, but it’s not me. But it is…” I think it helps he went to lengths to incorporate aspects of my appearance I’d always mused over altering—like the length and color of my hair. “But I can live in this skin. Maybe even have a bit of fun with it. You certainly didn’t make me ugly.”

			“I couldn’t if I tried, and I’d never try.” He scoffs, a bit of his usual arrogance returning.

			“Should I think that you’ve made me into your ideal shape?”

			“I told you at the start, if it were up to me, I wouldn’t have changed a thing.” His hand lifts, fingers skimming over my sleeve, fabric pooling under them. His touch lingers longer than necessary.

			The space between us narrows, barely perceptible at first, but all of a sudden his sharp features are merely a breath away from mine.

			“May I confess something?” The question is a low rumble.

			“When have you ever hesitated?” My heartbeat quickens.

			“Even though you were perfect as you were, I must admit I find it thrilling to have an opportunity to discover you yet again.” He leans in, and I can feel his breath against my lips.

			He waits, and when I don’t move away, his mouth finally meets mine. It’s just a whisper of contact, but it sends a rush through my veins. He kisses me like a man who was about to die of starvation and is now taking small, simple bites of food because anything more would be too rich for his body. My eyes flutter closed as my body melts into him on instinct.

			He grabs the back of my neck, fingers threading through the silken strands of my hair. Then something changes. The kiss transforms with a shift of his mouth. There’s hunger in it, a desperate, consuming need that makes my knees buckle. His other hand envelops my waist, pulling me flush against him as he backs me toward the mirror.

			Eyes fluttering open, he studies me, both of us gasping for air, wet lips barely touching.

			“Clara,” he murmurs, as if reminding himself—reminding me that this is who I am now.

			I nod, lids heavy, as cool glass meets my back. His body is a wall of heat, and I can feel every hard line of him as he presses against me.

			“I’ve missed you.” His kisses are molten along my new jaw. “Missed tasting every inch of your skin. Missed having you here, mine…all mine.”

			His hands map unfamiliar territory, fingertips tracing my new curves like one would the inked lines of a card. When his lips find the hollow of my throat, I arch against him, a soft moan escaping before I can stop it.

			“That’s it,” he murmurs against my flesh with a low growl. “Let me hear you.”

			His hands slide lower, and the room spins. One finds its way to my hip, moving between my thighs. I can’t believe we’re doing this here, now, after I’ve only just finished my remaking. The thought has reality crashing back in around me, jarring me from the haze of desire.

			“Stop.” I press my hand firmly against the solid wall of his chest.

			He freezes instantly, pulling back. “Does something hurt?”

			“No, it’s not that.” I shake my head, catching my breath. “I need to see my sister, make sure she’s all right.”

			His brow furrows. There’s raw desire at war with understanding. But also a touch of worry. “Do you resent me for what I’ve done to you?”

			“Kaelis, no.” I leave no room for misunderstanding in my tone or expression. “You might have suggested this, but I decided to do it on my own. This choice, ultimately, was mine.”

			The worry has yet to abate. “Do you hate yourself for what you’ve become?”

			“I think I will learn to love this new form of mine.” Already my worry and grief are fading into the thrill of possibility. “At least until we can use the World to return me to my former self.”

			“You’re sure?”

			I see his hesitation for what it is: worry and insecurity. It’s so odd to see either on him that I’m surprised I didn’t notice at first. They hang off him like a too-large coat. I offer an encouraging smile and say, “I am sure, Kaelis. Leaving is purely because I want to see my sister. The process took longer than expected.”

			“All right.” Kaelis gently rests his palms on my hips, thumbs stroking gentle circles. “You’re sure leaving can’t wait just a little longer?”

			I laugh softly. “You know it can’t.” I can already see it in the slight, almost sheepish smile he’s giving me.

			“Yes, your sister comes first.” There’s an understanding in his tone that has my shoulders relaxing. I sense perhaps a thin edge of frustration in him, but no resentment or bitterness.

			“I’ll come back to you soon.” I rest my palm on his cheek, and he covers it with his hand, turning it to kiss my fingertips.

			“Do what you must.” Kaelis steps back slowly.

			“Thank you.” I lock eyes with him when I say it. I want him to know how much his understanding means.

			Kaelis nods, looking away. There’s a faint flush on his cheeks that completely stills me. Almost…bashful? Him? Impossible. First insecurity and now this? Who is this man? I can’t stop a smile.

			“You should take the food with you.” He gestures to the other end of the table. I didn’t even notice the silver domes.

			“Don’t mind if I do.” I head straight for them, lifting one to find a plate laden with meat and potatoes. I spill it all into a cloth napkin, wrapping it up. I’m sure Kaelis is aghast at the lack of decorum, but he merely smiles as though offending his sense of decorum is part of my charm.

			“You know, I could help take care of her, if you tell me where she is.”

			I pause. “We’re fine, for now.”

			“I know she’s here.” He leans against the table. “You wouldn’t let her go too far from your reach. And the food kept disappearing from the kitchens even while you were with me. I must commend you for making the right decision to bring her here; she’ll be safest with us. I can help see to it.”

			I give him a sidelong glance. “Is it supposed to make me feel better that you’ve deduced all this?”

			A slight grin. “You’re not going to tell me where she is, are you?”

			“No.” I finish tying the knot on the napkin.

			“The offer is there, whenever you change your mind.”

			“So arrogant.” I cross to the door, pretending to ignore him.

			“You love me like that.”

			Rather than responding, I leave, letting the sentiment hang, ignoring the weight in my chest at him saying the word “love.”
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			Getting to Arina’s rooms is pleasantly easy.

			I quietly enter, reassured by the sounds of Gregor’s snoring. It sounds like nothing has gone wrong so far. She’s asleep when I arrive, and I can’t decide if that’s for the better or not.

			I pad over softly and kneel at her bedside, resting my hand on hers.

			“You won’t recognize me when you wake,” I whisper. “You’re going to think my hair is wild. I can already imagine what you’ll say about the color. I bet you’ll call it pink.” I huff nearly silent laughter, the saddest smile arcing my lips. “I’d give anything for you to tease me. Not that I’d admit it if you were listening.”

			I pause a beat, as though she’s going to wake up and do just that. Arina doesn’t move and somehow the night seems a little bit darker—a little bit colder.

			“I wish…” I swallow past the lump in my throat, sagging farther into her mattress. “I wish I could be sure that you’re still in there. I’m keeping faith. It was the only thing that had me surviving as Kaelis remade me…but it’s so hard. Can you…”

			Pressing my forehead into the edge of her bed, I draw a shaky breath.

			“You’re in there, I know you are. Just like it’s still me past the changes to my appearance. No matter how different we look, I will always be your sister, and I will always come back for you. So I will wait however long you need to return to me.” She’s been through so much. I can’t ask—will never ask anything more from her again. I won’t even ask her to return to me. If she can, she will. The rest I leave to faith.

			I let the tears fall. They’re searing hot down my cheeks as they drip to the floor. But they don’t wake her. Nor do my ragged breaths, or my ironclad grip on her hand.

			Somewhere between my memorizing the delicate whorls of her fingertips in the moonlight and studying the latticework of veins on the back of her hand, the tears run dry. There’s nothing left in their wake but hollow resignation.

			I fall asleep hunched and wake, aching, with the dawn.

			Though, as the world comes into focus, I nearly jump out of my skin. Arina is staring straight at me. As though…as though for the first time she’s seeing me and not merely looking right through me in a daze.

			I bring her quivering hand to my cheek, as if feeling its new shape would help her understand what happened.

			“It’s…it’s me, Arina. Clara.” But even my voice sounds slightly different after all I’ve been put through. What cruel twist of fate it is that Arina’s moment of clarity should come after my physical transformation. “I know I don’t look like you remember, but it’s me. Your sister.”

			Her eyes flick left and right, as if trying to read my face. As if searching for something. She blinks, and I wonder if the world is coming into focus.

			“Arina—”

			“Who the fuck are you?” Gregor snarls from the doorway. I can feel the spike in magic as his cards rise.
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			Chapter 28

			“Step away from the bed,” Gregor snarls. Arina’s expression dulls slightly as it drifts toward him.

			Well, this reassures me about my new appearance. Without a word, I slowly stand, take a step back, and meet his eyes. Sure enough, he has cards at the ready. I wait as a little test.

			“Tell me how you got here, and maybe I’ll let you live.”

			“Do you really not recognize me?” I’m fighting a smile. I even told him what I was going to do. “I wonder if Twino and Ren will.”

			There’s a flicker of doubt across his face, but he doesn’t ease. He really doesn’t know who I am.

			“It’s me. Clara.”

			“What?” He falters, cards falling into his palm, but he doesn’t banish them yet.

			“The same Clara who was there to bandage you up when you split your knuckles after pummeling that guy at the Twisted Tavern in the teeth because he wasn’t about to take no for an answer from Jura.”

			“Clara?” he whispers, then, louder, eyes widening, “Clara. You…You don’t…”

			“I don’t look like myself, I know. That was kind of the point.”

			“You said you were going to change your appearance…but I never imagined…”

			“It’d be so good?” I grin slightly. “It is me, though. And I come bearing gifts.” I hold up the meat and potatoes.

			“Thank goodness, we’re starving.” He goes right for it, setting the food on the bed by Arina’s legs, tearing off little bits that he gently places between her lips.

			“Has it been hard to get food?” I ask.

			“A little, but I’m managing. Especially since Twino and Ren found a spot just like they planned, in Fated Heights.”

			“Did they now?”

			He nods. “Ren’s taken to writing down all of Jura’s recipes that he can remember and practicing them. Which means I’ve had a good many meals to bring back. Still can’t quite get the lavender scones right, but he has time to practice. He’s already got a good kitchen garden going.”

			“I bet he does,” I say softly, an idea forming in the back of my mind. “Any updates on the Worldkeepers I should know about?”

			“Mostly preparation for Vaduin reentering the academy…” He gives me an overview of what’s happening among the Worldkeepers—which is mostly lying low following the chaos of Halazar. While he speaks, he continues to feed Arina, and he and I take bites ourselves. He’s oblivious to the idea that’s coalescing in the back of my mind. He wraps up at the same time the food is gone. “…but they’re all ultimately waiting on you to get the missing details of the vessel and make it,” he finishes.

			I nod. “And I think I know what I need to do to get it.”

			“Oh?”

			“I did this”—I gesture to my face—“so I could move freely while I searched. But I’m going to need an excuse to be in the academy.”

			“You look a bit too old to get away with being a student again.”

			“I’ll ignore you calling me old.” I give him a sidelong look.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, ancient, then.”

			“You jerk.” I playfully punch his arm.

			He gives me a wild grin and I can’t help a laugh as I stand.

			“Where are you going?” he asks.

			“I think I’ll take this new face for a test run and go and see the place Twino and Ren got.” I give Arina one more long look. Leaving her side is more agonizing than anything Kaelis did to change my face. “Will you look after her?”

			“Of course.” Gregor nods. “We have a pretty good system. I think she understands me.”

			I’m not sure about that last part. But if he has hope, then so will I. “Thank you.”

			I head back to Kaelis’s apartments, and I find him in the dining room, taking his breakfast. He looks up the moment I enter.

			“You’re back in less than a day,” he says, lounging in his chair. “Be careful, Clara. I might get used to this.”

			I roll my eyes. “Don’t get any ideas. I need to go out, and I need less flashy clothes to do it in. I assume you have some, you hoarder.”

			His expression shifts. Still amused, but slightly more alert. “Out?”

			“Yes,” I say a little more firmly. “There’s something I need to check on.”

			Kaelis tilts his head. “I’m certain you mean ‘something we need to check on.’ ”

			“I’m doing this alone.” I fold my arms. He looks at me with a dull expression that reads as You can’t be serious. So I respond with a clear “I’m serious.”

			“So am I.” He stands, the casual charm slipping just slightly. “We have no proof your new disguise will hold up.”

			“Gregor didn’t recognize me. That’s a pretty good endorsement.”

			“And pretty low stakes.” He shifts, pushing his chair out slightly, grabbing the arms and relaxing his hands, as if holding court with a subject and not…whatever I am to him. “You’re willing to risk being identified for whatever this is?”

			“I’m going to have to try it eventually. Wasn’t that the point of all this?” I gesture to myself.

			He glances away. “That’s true, but I would prefer to be there if something goes wrong.”

			“And you are so much less conspicuous than me.” My words are steeped in sarcasm. “You draw more attention with your cheekbones than I would if I was still walking around in my prison garb.”

			His lips twitch, as if fighting a smile. “You think my cheekbones are that noteworthy?”

			“By the Twenty,” I murmur with a sigh.

			“I’ll lag behind,” he offers as a compromise. “Conceal myself and shadow you from a distance, just to make sure everything goes well.”

			“It still seems like too much of a risk.”

			“Indulge me.” His tone softens, taking on a serious note.

			I exhale. “Fine. But a hundred paces. Minimum.”

			He grins. “Sixty.”

			“Eighty.”

			“Deal.” He gestures toward my old quarters. “Take whatever clothing you like from your rooms. The closet and dresser are both still full for you.”

			I freeze mid-step. “Are they…” I can’t finish the question, the struggle I endured to make my new body flashing before my eyes.

			“You’ll find them as they were before, not as they have been the past two weeks.” He stands, avoiding my gaze. Two weeks. That means there’s just under a week until the new school year begins. Not much time, but enough to prepare for my plan. “No evidence Rewina or anyone could find.”

			“Thank you,” I say softly, watching as he leaves without so much as acknowledging I’ve said anything at all.

			I’m slow to move. Slow to make my way across the entry and into that narrow hall that leads to the bedroom. And even slower to push open the doors.

			When I do, I brace myself for blood, tools, leftover trauma—despite what he said. But what greets me is…silence. Stillness. The room is exactly as I left it months ago, not some magical surgical center. Four-poster bed. Embroidered rug. A half-used candle I remember lighting ages ago on the windowsill. As if time itself refused to pass.

			I’m relieved there’s no evidence, but at the same time, it’s almost as if it never happened at all. As if this was how it was the whole time, and the person I used to be—the form I used to take—was nothing more than a dream. The worst pain of my life should have left a mark. But the room is as unblemished as my skin.

			I stand in the doorway longer than I mean to, letting the quiet soak into my bones. Then I shake the thoughts loose and make for the bath. The tub is small, the water lukewarm. Kaelis’s would be far more comfortable…

			My thoughts wander to him. To me pressed against the mirror. It’s so mild compared to other things we’ve done, yet I think about it like a new obsession. Enough that I’m fighting my hand from slipping between my legs and using the water as a lubricant. I need to stay focused.

			When I return, freshly dressed in nondescript basics I found at the bottoms of the drawers still full of clothes tailored perfectly to my size, Kaelis is already waiting in similar clothes—gray cloak, worn boots, a neutral tunic that makes him look irritatingly handsome for someone trying to be forgettable.

			We wind our way through the lower levels of the academy and across the bridge in silence. The crypt just on the other side of the bridge is as quiet as the old graveyard beyond it. Kaelis checks the exit first, peering out.

			He gives me a small nod. “All clear.”

			The graveyard greets us like an old ghost. We emerge from the mausoleum into a shaft of bright morning sunlight that nearly blinds me. I squint, pausing to fill my lungs with air, nearly to the point of bursting.

			Kaelis watches me, lingering in the shadows, his eyes unreadable.

			“Well, does the air taste the same in your altered body?” he asks finally.

			“It tastes like freedom.” The breeze carries my soft words. Can I really move around freely? Even before I went to Halazar the first time, I always had to be cautious—to constantly look over my shoulder. I’ve been hunted for one reason or another since I was a girl. The notion of possessing true freedom almost seems too good to be true.

			I start walking into the city. Kaelis lags behind. Now and then I glance over my shoulder, ensuring he’s still there, especially as I enter the city limits.

			The streets of Eclipse City are as chaotic and loud as ever—nobles stroll about, merchants set up their shops, the aroma of bread hangs in the air, beggars shake their cups, and there’s the occasional flare of magic. People jostle past me without a second glance. I’m just another face in the crowd. Not a fugitive. Just…someone. Anyone. And, by the Twenty, it’s intoxicating.

			After I use the World, this will be my life.

			Kaelis continues to follow me at a respectable distance—close enough that he could reach me with a card if something went wrong, but far enough away that he’s little more than another shadow moving through the noise.

			And yet, I feel him. Always.

			I boldly stride along the main street. It’s the most direct route, and the most likely to be patrolled by enforcers or Ravin’s Stellis. The only true test of my disguise is to put myself right in front of the danger. The first batch of enforcers move past me with little more than a glance. I turn into the main square, intending to cut through River Park for Fated Heights.

			I’ve taken only a few steps into the square when a hand closes over my upper arm. Firm. Leather-gloved.

			My body tenses instantly, instincts flaring. I barely refrain from drawing a card. Breathe, Clara. I turn slowly.

			An enforcer stares down at me with an expression of cruel triumph. My blood goes cold.

			“Got you.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 29

			I smile slowly, and hope it looks sweet rather than I-am-one-thought-away-from-killing-you murderous. “I think you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

			“Nice try, but you fit her description perfectly,” he says.

			Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.

			The Feast of Cups comes to mind: Kaelis telling me to wait, to be patient, that he would come to my aid. But I panicked then. Maybe I still would’ve ended up in Halazar had I remained calm. Maybe Kaelis wouldn’t have been able to divert them. But I’ll never know.

			I lost my composure then, but I don’t now. Kaelis is only a few steps behind me, and I know he’ll step in if this goes wrong.

			“I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say coolly, pitching up my voice slightly and putting it more toward the front of my face. Not quite full-on noble clan–born. But clearly from a well-off family. I’m already crafting a persona to match my new face.

			His grip tightens. “Next you’re going to try to tell me that you weren’t just in Malazar’s Emporium.”

			“You’re absolutely right. I was not. I would never be caught dead in that half-rate supply shop.” My judgmental tone becomes genuine. Malazar is known for cutting his arcane powders with plain ink. Any cards made with it are incredibly weak—if they work at all.

			“Malazar just said someone went through his shop and when they left, his shelves were two bottles of powder lighter, and you fit the description of that someone perfectly.”

			This isn’t about me. I fight the biggest smile. To think this man has the woman responsible for demolishing Halazar in his custody and is falsely accusing her of some petty crime.

			“You have the wrong woman.” Keeping my cool has become much easier.

			“Then you won’t mind me taking you into custody so we can get to the bottom of this.”

			“I would, in fact, mind.” Just because my disguise seems perfect doesn’t mean I want to be paraded in the context of a prisoner in front of the enforcers who’ve all seen me before. That’s not worth the risk. “I am a law-abiding citizen of Oricalis, not some gutter thief.” I can barely say it with a straight face.

			“Anyone who’s innocent would not object.” His grip continues to be unyielding.

			“Is there a problem here?” Kaelis’s voice is as smooth as silk.

			The enforcer stiffens, suddenly looking as if he’s staring down an apex predator. His grip on me finally relaxes, and his hand falls to his side. “No. Yes. No. Sir—I mean, your majesty…This woman matches the description of a petty thief we’re looking for.”

			“I suggest you go and check the description again.” Kaelis’s tone leaves no room for questioning. “Given that there’s no possible way this woman was involved, as she has been with me for most of the morning.”

			“But protocol says—”

			Kaelis cuts him off with a soft sigh. Barely audible, yet the man’s spine goes ruler-straight when Kaelis’s eyes flick back to him and narrow slightly. “And who sets protocol?”

			“Prince Ravin.”

			Technically the right answer when it comes to Eclipse City enforcers. But definitely not the right answer at this exact second. I nearly wince on his behalf as I swear I hear a barely audible growl get smothered in the back of Kaelis’s throat.

			“I—I mean the crown does.” The enforcer gets wise and quickly corrects himself.

			“So, are you someone who can question the crown?”

			“No, but…” His eyes dart between me and Kaelis. “I was just…”

			I let out a sigh. What a harmless oaf. “My prince, I think this is a misunderstanding; this man is clearly just trying to do his job in keeping our city safe.”

			My mind is moving at a swift clip. With my new face, I don’t want to immediately be seen with Prince Kaelis going out of his way to defend me. It’d start too many rumors. I need to soften this and give a plausible explanation.

			“Good enforcer, I’m afraid that I cannot go with you, as the prince and I have business to attend to.”

			“What sort of business?” He seems more curious than probing, and definitely much calmer when speaking to me instead of the prince.

			I still had a few people I wanted to run my plan by first, but…Here goes nothing. “He was helping me purchase supplies I need as a new professor in Arcana Academy.”

			Kaelis stiffens at my side. I only catch it because I know him so well.

			Yet he speaks without missing a beat: “Obviously I did not wish to draw too much attention to myself as we went about it, hence these rags.” Kaelis picks at his clothes in disgust.

			“Oh.” The enforcer pauses, then nods, as if this all makes sense.

			“I think, given this context, you can agree that I wouldn’t dare steal in front of the prince, nor would I need to, seeing as professors at Arcana Academy have their supplies graciously paid for by the crown.” I finally let my smile out. “But if you would like to be sure, I am happy to turn out my pockets for you. Would that be sufficient, given the full circumstances?”

			The enforcer hesitates. His gaze flicks to Kaelis, who’s gone utterly still beside me, his hands folded neatly behind his back. He radiates calm, but I can sense unease beneath the surface.

			“I think so,” the enforcer finally says.

			I pass my deck to Kaelis and then turn out my pockets as promised, opening my coat to demonstrate that the inside pockets are also empty. As I move, I make it a point to show that there are no other places I could be hiding any contraband, while still preserving my modesty.

			“Are you satisfied?” I say when I’m finished.

			“Yes.” The enforcer nods.

			“Good.” My voice warms just enough to feel gracious without softening too much. “Then we can consider the matter resolved?”

			“Yes. Apologies. Truly.” He bows quickly, then spins on his heel and all but dashes away into a nearby alley.

			The second he’s gone, Kaelis exhales sharply through his nose and mutters, “That idiot’s lucky you settled that and not me.”

			I eye him sidelong as I begin walking again, determined to get off the crowded main square and into River Park proper.

			The trees of River Park offer a nice covering of shade for the middle of summer. Sea breezes set them to swaying, dappled sunlight dancing across the well-manicured gravel path that snakes through the soft grass. “You were about two seconds away from breaking every bone in his arm, weren’t you?”

			“Perhaps,” Kaelis says idly, pulling his hood back over his head. “Or his face. There are so many good options when it comes to maiming a man.”

			I shake my head and fight a sigh. “You can’t do that.”

			“Can’t do what?”

			“Attack people on my behalf,” I say. He scoffs. I glance around, making sure no one else out for a stroll can overhear. “I’m serious. If you do, it defeats the entire point of me having a new face. Hard to explain why the infamous Prince Kaelis is suddenly going scorched earth for a random woman he’s only just met.”

			The prince seems to consider this. “So you want me to sit idly by if I see you in trouble?”

			“I want you to trust me to take care of myself.”

			That gives him such pause he actually stops mid-step, forcing me to do the same. Our eyes meet and the wind runs invisible fingers through his midnight hair. “Do you think I don’t know you can take care of yourself?”

			“Well, if you’re constantly running to my aid, it does beg the question,” I admit.

			“You are the most capable, skilled, powerful person I have ever known. You can wield a blade as well as your guile, and both pale in comparison to the force of nature you are with magic.” He takes a step to close the gap that formed between us. I can see his hands twitch at his sides, nearly taking mine, but he refrains. That little motion somehow both makes my breath catch and makes me sigh with relief at the same time. “It is not that I think you need me. It is that I don’t know any other way. Every instinct, every beat of my heart, tells me to protect you, as if it was the true and singular purpose I was made for.”

			The breeze picks up, carrying the sounds of children playing and the distant crash of whitecaps from the Farlum River onto the breaker walls. It somehow all emphasizes the silence between us. Every shallow breath.

			Everything we left unfinished when he had me pressed against that mirror…

			I glance away. “Well, as long as you think I’m competent.”

			He merely smiles, as though he knows what I’m avoiding. We begin walking again. When he speaks next, his tone has shifted from annoyed to more curious. “I think you’re more than competent enough to be a professor at my academy.”

			“Yes, put me under Vaduin as a professor of wielding.”

			His expression falls. Then a low laugh under his breath. “Very amusing.”

			“I’m serious.” My tone is almost sweet, and I give him a sly little smile in time with a look from the corners of my eyes, tossing my head slightly to the side, almost coquettishly.

			“I thought you and him couldn’t stand each other? I still remember the rooftop and the bucket.”

			“As do I.” With the mention, I’m back on the rooftop scrubbing Kel’s blood for hours after her card reversed. “But I think I’ll be able to manage him best. And we both know I’m most qualified to teach wielding. I’m terrible at reading and we don’t want me teaching inking—my style is too distinct; I’ll need to be careful just inking cards for myself. No need to draw further attention to it.”

			“True. True.” Kaelis chews over his thoughts a moment, and it isn’t until we’re nearing the northern edge of River Park that he finally says, under his breath, “He’s a Worldkeeper, isn’t he?”

			I’m not surprised that’s the conclusion Kaelis drew. I’m certain there were suspicions from the moment Vaduin entered the academy. Combine that with my disappearing, Kaelis already suspecting the Worldkeepers helped me, then my suddenly coming back confident in Vaduin and me getting along? It’s not too far of a logical leap.

			“You know I can’t confirm that.” I give him a smile. “But I’m sure Vaduin will come to you asking for a personal favor about some young woman he met over the summer who shows great promise.” I can send Gregor to deliver the message while I see Arina…The next steps are forming in my head, and I fall silent as I run through everything that must be done before school begins to make my story believable to any who’d probe.

			We walk in silence for a stretch as we pass the Fatefinders Club. It’s quiet at this time of day. Open for business, but very few patrons are there. Strange to think it’s already been over a month since everything happened. It looks so normal.

			The neighborhood begins to thin. Gone are the compact townhomes and apartments, replaced with stately manors. Though they’re still built close to one another, there’s more room to breathe between them than the apartment buildings, giving this district a feeling of luxury that the muddled and chaotic city center can never quite achieve. We climb the narrow stairs between buildings up the cliffs. There, the wind tastes more of mountain cold and a hint of salt than the bustling city.

			And that’s when I finally see it.

			The manor is slightly more modest than the rest, with gray stone and black trim around the windows. The shutters are latched with iron on the street-facing side. But I suspect the back of the house that overlooks the river is not so buttoned up.

			The front doors gleam with wood polish. Through them I can smell the aroma of warm spices, slightly sweet with floral notes—Ren’s cooking something. The scent is familiar enough that I know what recipe of Jura’s he’s attempting to re-create. Yet I can also tell it’s not quite right: The spice blend is off. And that difference has my eyes pricking again.

			I knock twice, pause, then once more, another pause, then three times. It’s an old knock Twino and I made up when we were younger. We’ve long since stopped using it, as it’s too easy to learn or re-create. But I hope it sounds like a friend coming to call anyway.

			The door creaks open.

			Twino stares at us both. His eyes dart from Kaelis—face shadowed and half hidden by his hood—to me and back. Twino’s brows lift, and I hold my breath.
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			Chapter 30

			“Can I help you?” he finally asks. Yet again, my disguise holds.

			“Is this any way to greet an old friend?” I can’t stop a grin.

			“Excuse me?” His brow furrows.

			“Ten stones to the left of the back door of the original club. Forgot to wrap the supplies in oilcloth once and the brushes molded. Scolded for weeks.” It’s a reference to a hiding spot at the old club, used to get supplies to Arcanists who couldn’t risk coming into the club itself.

			His eyebrows furrow slightly, but he doesn’t say anything. Twino is skeptical and cautious to the last.

			“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He steps backward, into his home, angling to put the door between us. “Have a nice day.”

			Kaelis’s arm reaches around me, stopping the door with a palm. He lifts his chin slightly, showing his face.

			Twino’s mouth drops open slightly. “Fucking Twenty…” He looks back to me. It’s all too much to be chance: Someone could’ve overheard our special knock. The information about the club could’ve been happened upon—after all, others besides me did know it. But Kaelis being at my side completes the picture.

			I drop my voice to drive the point home, trying to make it sound as much as I can like my old self. “Bristara never did like it when you swore.”

			“You…” His words are lost. “What did you do to yourself?”

			I stand a bit taller and grin more broadly, now immensely satisfied at my decision to remake myself. My new appearance is passing every test with flying colors. I’d bet even Ravin wouldn’t recognize me. “Impressed?”

			Twino reaches out, running his hand along my jawline, narrowing his dark brown eyes. “It’s not an illusion…”

			“You couldn’t tell that just by looking?”

			“I didn’t believe it.” Worry competes with awe. He’s too smart not to suspect what this means I endured.

			My grin relaxes into a gentler, more reassuring smile. My friend doesn’t need to worry for me. Not now. “You should let us in before your neighbors begin gossiping.”

			“Of course.” He ushers us through the doorway.

			“Cozy” is the first word that comes to mind as we enter the foyer. The warm wooden floors are worn from past owners to pale tracks that lead to and from rooms, most heavily trafficked toward the back, where a door of iron and glass is open to a tiled kitchen beyond. Pegs stick out of limewashed walls behind the door, where Kaelis now hangs his coat. Stairs are lined with a runner that brings in a splash of color in a brilliant pattern of reds and pinks that’s distinctly Clan Lovers. It’s sparse, plain by the standards of most of the well-to-do that live in this neighborhood. But a worthy foundation for a new life.

			There is a quiet guilt that swims through me at the notion that a part of me, however small, would’ve ever wanted anything else for them. Even if it means they are no longer as present in my life.

			“Ren—” Twino begins to say.

			He’s interrupted by a blur of golden fur and scratching claws. The dog rockets itself toward us, bounding out of the kitchen. His tongue lolls in his open mouth that honestly looks like a smile.

			But the second he lays eyes on me, the creature skids to a halt, whole body suddenly rigid and hair standing on end. A low growl rumbles from his throat.

			“Gilly, this is a friend.” Twino steps closer to me, resting a hand on my shoulder. He says to me, “Sorry, he’s never done this before.” As if that’s supposed to make me feel better…It’s like the animal can smell the blood on my hands and knows I don’t quite belong in a place so peaceful.

			Then the dog shifts his gaze to Kaelis and his entire demeanor transforms. Ears perk up, tail wags again. He trots over and sniffs Kaelis’s shins before sitting with eager eyes.

			Of. Course. He. Does.

			“Nice to meet you, Gilly.” Kaelis crouches and scratches the dog behind his ears.

			“Do you even like dogs, Mister Cat Owner?” I’m wounded over a ball of golden fluff. I can’t help it.

			“I am fond of any creature that demonstrates intelligence and excellent judgment.” Kaelis is so smug I’m surprised he doesn’t collapse under the weight of it filling the air around him.

			“He has a cat?” Twino blinks at my side. His remark goes ignored.

			“I can’t believe you.” I sigh and shake my head, at both dog and man.

			“Consider it payback for stealing my cat,” Kaelis says in a way that tells me he is definitely not over Priss liking me best.

			“He has a cat and you stole it?” Twino now looks between us.

			“What’s going on?” Ren stands at the entry to the kitchen, flour-dusted apron tied at his neck and waist. His eyes do little more than drift over me, but they stick on Kaelis. He speaks flatly: “You.”

			“Not exactly the warmest welcome.” Kaelis straightens away from Gilly.

			“Out.” Ren points to the door with a wooden spoon that I think he has half a mind to throw at Kaelis’s head.

			“Excuse me?” The prince’s composure nearly falls with his surprise.

			“Whatever is going on, we want none of it. We’re retired. We’re baking cookies. We’re drinking tea on the terrace. We read books now and actually get to the end because no one is here trying to get us to go on some crazy heist that damn near kills us.” By the end the words are blurring together. Ren shakes the spoon at the door. “Out.”

			“Ren—” Twino starts.

			“Don’t you ‘Ren’ me with your beautiful big brown puppy-dog eyes. You are almost as bad as him.” Ren’s spoon swings from Twino to the dog and back. “You said we were done. You promised.”

			“I’m just here to visit,” I say calmly.

			“Respectfully, I don’t even know you.” Ren doesn’t sound respectful in the slightest, and I fight a laugh.

			“Yes, you do,” Twino says. “It’s Clara.”

			Ren blinks. Mouth falling open and then closing. For a second I think he’s seen through my disguise. But then he says, “Twino, I’ve been telling you that you need to get your eyes checked.”

			“No, it’s her, it really is her,” Twino emphasizes.

			“If you’re really her, prove it.” Ren folds his arms, spoon still at the ready.

			“I’m going to bet that you already have a pot of lavender on your terrace growing flowers for Jura’s scones that you’re clearly trying to re-create, but you’ve absolutely used too much clove in your spice blend,” I say readily, pleased with more proof of my disguise. “I also hope you bought the right sugar—the large granules, not the fine-ground kind, because—”

			“Because the top needs the crunch, and the fine ground won’t achieve the same results,” Ren finishes in time with me. We share a smile, both remembering the time when he made that very mistake on a trip to the store. Poor man was sent out again by Jura, in the rain. But warm scones made the hassle worth it. “It is you.”

			“In the slightly new flesh,” I say, then quickly add, “And don’t worry, I really am not here for anything. I just wanted to see how you both were. A social call for my own peace of mind.”

			He smiles in a manner that tells me he believes me. “Let’s show you around.”

			Gilly dutifully follows his new masters as we wander the house. On occasion, he stops by Kaelis for scratches. But I never get anything more than side-eyes and feel more betrayed with every step.

			There are bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs. The lower floor is reserved for entertaining. The front three rooms are two parlors that flank the foyer, and a large kitchen and dining area behind them that spans the width of all three and connects to an equally wide terrace where plants happily grow. I readily cast a Seven of Coins to help promote growth and double the yield of the container garden.

			That’s where we ultimately settle: at a little table situated by the open doors of the terrace. I can already tell Twino’s seat from the rest. It has a side table piled with books and journals. The dog curls up contentedly at his feet as Ren brings us tea and a plate of not-quite-right but oh-so-delicious scones.

			“Everything’s beautiful,” I compliment them easily as Ren sits.

			“It’s been nice.” Twino nods.

			“I’m thinking of opening a small tea shop.” Ren carefully stirs two sugars into his almost-overfull cup. “Share Jura’s recipes with the world, once I perfect them.” He takes a scone, nibbling off an end and following with a heavy sigh. “You’re right, too much clove.”

			“It would’ve helped if she’d written them down.” I take a bite as well. It’s just barely off. Close enough to ache. Far enough to not instantly take me back to my friend.

			“I offered to help him with the Six of Wands,” Twino says. The card offers success in a minor task, but—

			“I want to do it on my own,” Ren insists. Just as I suspected would be his answer. “Jura did it without magic; I want to also.”

			“I didn’t take you for a magic-free purist,” Kaelis says, humming.

			“Clearly I’m not.” Ren gestures to the plants on the terrace that I just helped grow with magic. “But for this, it feels more like I’d be honoring her properly if I honed my own skills. Plus, I want to know how it’s done, I can’t cast a six on my own nor do I want to waste the ink.” The Six of Wands helps complete the task but doesn’t always show how.

			Twino looks to me. “Maybe you and Gregor can help taste test…Arina, too.”

			The addition of my sister hits me like a blow to the chest. “Yes, Arina would love that,” I manage, though every word feels like glass over my tongue. I quickly change the topic. “Do you have any ideas for a location for your cafe?”

			We talk about big dreams and little ones. About making an honest living that one can actually subsist on. How the money Bristara left behind was, according to Twino, “enough to be comfortable on, enough that we won’t have to worry, if we’re smart about it and make a bit to cover day-to-day expenses on the side…”

			We talk about the dog, how they found him already living in the empty house and couldn’t be expected to kick him out. How now that they’ve had a dog, maybe there could be talk of a family someday…

			We talk until the sun is beginning to hang low in the sky, burning behind the distant mountains.

			“We should go,” I say for Kaelis and myself, realizing he’s said very little this entire time.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to stay for dinner?” Ren asks.

			“Unfortunately not. We have things to discuss.” I stand, even though a part of me is yearning to do the opposite.

			“Like what?” Twino asks.

			I merely smile, eyes darting to Ren.

			He leans in to Twino. “We’re out of that life, my love. Probably for the best we don’t know.”

			Twino sighs and nods. “Probably for the best.”

			I can tell a part of him misses it. But not enough to want to come back…not anywhere close. Not when he has this. The aroma of good food, the creak of well-loved floors, the warmth of a dog sleeping underfoot.

			“Please stay safe, you two,” I say.

			“The only injuries I am at risk of these days are paper cuts.” Twino gestures to his books.

			“I’ll see you out.” Ren stands.

			We go to the door, Kaelis collecting his coat. Ren pulls me in for a tight embrace. I return it readily, even when it lasts longer than I expected.

			“Thank you,” he whispers, small and still somewhat scared. “For not pulling him back in. You know he would’ve gone if you asked.”

			I squeeze him tighter. “He wouldn’t have. His life is with you now.”

			We pull apart and share a knowing smile. There was a time when maybe it would’ve been true. When Twino and I had both recently joined the Starcrossed Club and were as thick as thieves. When our friendship—when that whole world—felt like forever. But it was just a chapter in our lives. One, if I’m honest, I might have been trying to add to long after the ink was dry.

			It’s time to turn the page.

			With one final shout of goodbyes from Twino, Kaelis and I step out into the night. I pause at the top of the stone stairs that lead from the street to their door, looking behind me, staring through the wood to where I know Ren is starting a light dinner and Twino is still reading.

			“They’re happy,” I say quietly, the words mostly a reminder to myself.

			“Yes.”

			I find Kaelis studying me intently. Eyes searching. But for what, I don’t know.

			“Thank you.” I start walking, heading back for Arcana Academy. “I think I needed to see that. To know they are safe and well…” I pause. Kaelis doesn’t rush to fill the silence, and I’m not sure what prompts me to. “No, more than that…I needed to see that this kind of life is something that could be obtained. This”—I gesture around me at the well-manicured houses—“was always for other people. For people not like me. But to see them here now—to see someone I know achieve that type of domestic peace. It makes me think I could attain it, too.”

			Kaelis is quiet for a long moment, as if waiting to see if I’m really finished this time. Finally, he says, “Is that what you want? Would it make you happy?”

			“I don’t know,” I admit, the honesty leaving me feeling even more exposed. “But I know what won’t make me happy.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“Continuing to lose everything I’ve worked for. To scrape it together and lose it all, time and again.” I finally look his way as we pass under the trees of River Park once more. “This is going to be it, Kaelis. There is no going back after this year. I’m going to find out how to make the vessel, and then I’ll use it to summon and cast the World.”

			Kaelis nods slowly, understanding illuminating those fathomless eyes even in the growing night. He doesn’t immediately proffer information on the vessel, but I’m not sure whether I can assume that means he knows nothing. “Let us end it, then.”

			“Let us remake the World into something that can never be taken from us again,” I whisper, even though it feels as loud to me as a scream.

			The darkness is all-consuming and we slow to a stop. He’s barely visible in the distant lamplight. The hood shadows his expression. But I know every curve of his face and I nearly move to touch his strong jaw.

			My throat is dry. My hands twitching to grab his. To pull him to me. This is the second time I’ve wanted to kiss him. And, just like before, I’m at a loss. Trapped somewhere between what we could be and all the misconceptions I once had about him.

			Do I need to hold back any longer? Or can I touch him as freely as my heart desires?

			Before I can find the answers, he steps back.

			“Very well,” he says finally, nods, and starts walking again, as if making it a point to leave me behind. “Tell me of your plans to make yourself my newest professor.”

			For the entire walk back, I outline my ideas for how I am going to, once more, infiltrate Arcana Academy as Oricalis’s most wanted.
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			Chapter 31

			About a week later, I meet Vaduin at a cafe outside the academy I’d always wanted to try. It’s at the end of Silver Street—somewhere I’d pass from time to time whenever I left Rot Hollow. But I’d never had the funds before to carelessly spend on rare teas and extravagantly fancy little cakes.

			Now I have access to the deep coffers of an Oricalis prince and have absolutely no qualms about spending the crown’s coin.

			“You are an industrious woman, Sophie Veillgar,” Vaduin says as he takes his seat across from me. He’s dressed in finery for the reopening of the academy. Today is the Fire Festival, the celebration of the season of creativity, passion, boldness, and forward movement.

			I pour cold tea for us both—steeped the night before to avoid igniting fire today, as is customary for the day of the Fire Festival—and smile, quite self-satisfied indeed. “I will not let you down, Head Professor.”

			“You should know I still have reservations regarding this approach for you to help me conduct research.” He lifts the cup to his lips, narrowing his eyes over it.

			“I know.” I take a sip of tea. We’ve been back and forth. “But having you vouch for me will give me full freedom of movement.”

			“Me vouching for you…” he repeats thoughtfully. “Do you make it a habit of finding successful men to hide behind?” He means Kaelis.

			Was that supposed to be an attack? Oh, Vaduin, if you want to attack me, you’ll have to try harder. “Hiding behind? I’m not hiding in the slightest. From where I sit, I’ve had two successful men gladly bend to my will at a word.”

			He chuckles. His smile relaxes, and he taps the table just like he would his desk during discussions on theory when he was quizzing the class. He’s more pleased with this approach than he lets on.

			We pass the time in conversation. It occurs to me that this is the first time I’ve ever really spoken to the man without other forces weighing on me. Forces that made me leery, skeptical, or distant from learning about him objectively.

			Vaduin is a scholar, through and through. At one point he alludes to how he found the Worldkeepers. “I know a great deal about this world. So when I find something interesting to me, it’s a rare and special thing indeed.”

			The implication is not lost on me. Even with all of the information Mother hinted at and outright gave me. Bristara’s clues. The Worldkeepers looking out for me…I never found them until they revealed themselves to me. Whereas he was able to seek them out.

			I mostly stay quiet and enjoy my tea, listening to the information he freely offers. I learn how he picked up his love for knowledge as a young boy—from all the people who went through Traveler’s Rest on their way to the inner sea along the Farlum River, and from being so close to Clans Hanged Man and Hermit. He speaks with wistful longing and bitter sorrow about Clan Hermit’s library, a legendary place that was said to house nearly all the knowledge of the world…And that was destroyed by Kaelis.

			At last, he stands. “It’s time.”

			I do not miss my chance to spend Kaelis’s coin, placing the money on the table for us both.

			The moment we turn onto the main road, we meet with a long line of people stretching between Starburst Row and Silver Street. Mothers and fathers clutch their initiates close. Students intermingle, far more relaxed and confident than the initiates. Most of them I recognize, especially when my gaze lands on Luren, Sorza, and Dristin. None of them looks my way.

			Then I see less-friendly visages: Nidus and Cael, the Tower and Emperor Majors, respectively. They were Eza’s left- and right-hand men, but I saw little of them after Emilia ended Eza’s life.

			My gaze swings back over the sea of students and sticks on one more person: Thal. At once, I remember what they said about their Major. It can erase pain. My thoughts return immediately to Arina. They could help her…But would Thal want to? And would Arina?

			The questions swirl as we arrive at the front of the line, among the Old Ruins right before the gate. The academy looms in the distance, as imposing as it has always been, a void against the hazy mountains. I take my place with the other professors, exchanging brief introductions, as Vaduin moves on to the front of the line.

			When the last sliver of sun slips past the horizon, the gates swing open with the groan of ancient hinges.

			The three head professors are the lead torch bearers. I find myself sucking in a breath in anticipation. When I was a girl in the city below, this was always my favorite part of the festival to watch. Torches kiss the stone railing on either side of the bridge. They ignite the thin channel of oil that stretches from where we stand on the city side all the way to the academy.

			As we begin to walk, the fire continues to spark to life in the distance. It dances up the front façade of the academy along oil-soaked ropes that connect to the massive braziers suspended from bridges and balconies. The behemoth that is Arcana Academy sparks to life. Flames illuminate its ancient towers.

			The procession passes underneath the massive doors and into the spacious main entry of the academy. The torches illuminate the statues of the Majors circling the main hall. Though now I notice the knights flanking the statues on either side, and the lines and symbols that surround them, designs that almost look like the marks I saw on Vaduin’s and Bristara’s arms. Are these statues supposed to represent the Worldkeepers? If so, why would they be here?

			There’s no time to linger as we plunge into the main central hall. Shadows hastily close in, like ink soaking into parchment, threatening to swallow the light. The torchbearers ignite lanterns along the way, but there is only endless night ahead.

			The professors end up on a small balcony in the back of the chamber where the Chalice resides. Kaelis strikes a stark silhouette against the magical glow of the Chalice on the floor below. His long fingers elegantly shuffle a deck of cards.

			One by one, the returning students approach and select three cards from his deck. Kaelis flips them with much less fanfare than he will do for the initiates in a short while. Three cards, each symbolizing something specific in their future.

			Every student chooses one to cast into the Chalice. When they do, a flare of magic envelops them, one that fades as quickly as it comes. Once they have made their sacrifice, that future can never come to pass—it and all of its possible iterations are forfeit. In exchange, they unlock even more power in the form of confidently wielding higher cards in the Minor Arcana suits. After previously establishing a bond with the Chalice, it’s easier to make the sacrifice and no one fights any possible future for all to see.

			Their souls have been marked by the Chalice and it now recognizes their magic. My fingertips rest on my forearm, mindlessly tracing where Kaelis’s magic marked my flesh to give me access to the workshop of the Fool. The same forearm the Worldkeepers would mark were I to officially join them.

			What magic can leave such a binding on a person?

			Without warning, something Kaelis says pulls me back to the present.

			“…and the Knight of House Swords will be Alor Ventall.”

			Alor steps forward, head bowed, hand over the center of her chest. Her silvery hair is tucked neatly into a bun, just how her older sister, Emilia, wore her hair.

			The older sister Jura took out with her.

			An eye for an eye…Their mother killed mine.

			I grip the banister as if I can physically wrench control of my errant thought that the woman’s youngest daughter is also in my sights. That she will be my student. And I could do whatever I want with her…

			I nearly have to turn away as the students return to the stands to watch the new initiates conduct their tests. Everyone has a few minutes to get settled, though by now the initiates are collected in the room below this balcony.

			As they battle their futures, I war with my need for vengeance. What does it matter if Alor’s mother killed mine? Emilia is dead. And I am going to remake the world anyway.

			The sentiment is so calm and logical, it somehow almost makes the rage burn hotter. As if trying to be thoughtful about my feelings is just reminding me of all the ways I have been wronged. As if it’s an affront to my mother’s memory and the injustice of her death to leave it be.

			The initiates are finally finished, and the whole ritual of sacrifice to the Chalice was little more than a blur.

			Las Rothou, head professor of reading, emerges from the stairs connected to our balcony. “Welcome, professors!” she greets warmly. “It is a delight to see so many familiar faces as well as new ones. Let us go to the main hall to enjoy light refreshments while we wait for the final processing.”

			She means waiting for the Marked to be branded.

			It’s strange to see the process of the Fire Festival and the Chalice from the other side. Last year, I was cloistered in that sparse room below, uncertain of what awaited me, and then exhausted to the bone and burnt from losing a future that would never be. This year, I walk through brightly lit passages among the professors, making small talk and laughing like I’ve not a care in the world. Like I’m one of them. And they’re none the wiser.

			We enter the main hall alongside the flow of students. Some of the professors greet third years warmly, already discussing projects for the year and placements with clans. Staff weave around students and faculty with trays of sparkling teas, juices, and wines.

			I’m pulled into a conversation with some other professors I’d been standing next to. For the moment, everything seems to be going well. Too well.

			Then the great doors of the main hall open, and everyone pauses for a breath. Like a shadow drifting through the long beams of light cast by the blazing fires set along the edge of the room, Kaelis enters. Surveying the crowd, his eyes, flashing like a warning, find mine.

			Then another enters behind him, stopping at his side.

			Ravin.

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 32

			Ravin moves with the same grace as Kaelis. It’s second nature to them both, baked into their bloodline. But that’s where the resemblance ends. Kaelis is measured steps and calculated poise. He’s knowing looks and barely-there gestures. Ravin is all showy performance—wide smiles, shining eyes, hands that never stop moving as he pauses to greet students and faculty. No one would ever know that under that charming smile is the shroud of Death itself.

			I adjust my grip on my wineglass before it cracks in my hand and take a gulp.

			Kaelis makes his rounds, greeting his professors new and preexisting, Ravin an ever-present companion. Why is the crown prince here? If Kaelis had known in advance, then he would’ve warned me. Which means Ravin is a surprise.

			I brace myself as they finally reach the small circle of professors I’m standing with. Kaelis’s eyes flick to mine, and the look he gives me says everything. He didn’t know Ravin would be here, and he likes it about as much as I do.

			“Ah, you’re one of the new ones.” Kaelis doesn’t miss an opportunity to cement our lie, or my new identity.

			“Yes, your highness.” I duck my chin.

			“Headmaster, when we’re in the academy,” he says, almost offhand, as he turns to greet another professor when they pass by. His entire body language says I am of little importance. And I could kiss him for it.

			“And you may call me Prince Ravin.” Ravin scoops up my hand, pressing his lips to it, and I barely stop myself from retching. As Kaelis’s eyes turn back to me, there’s a spark in them that’s damn near murderous. “While my brother can’t be bothered to introduce us, I would love to know your name.”

			“Sophie Veillgar,” I say without missing a beat, forcing a smile. Play the game. I try to sink further into this second skin of mine even as I fight for my hands not to tremble as Ravin takes his time releasing my fingers.

			“Lovely name.” Ravin smiles, continuing with platitudes as smooth as silk. “It’s so refreshing to know that new talent is regularly brought into the academy. I know my brother ensures that the staff is composed of only the most capable individuals. What is it you teach, Miss Veillgar?”

			“Wielding. I’m a professor under Vaduin.” I keep my voice in the same measured, confident tone. As though just speaking to Ravin is a supreme honor.

			“Ah, yes, that’s right…” Kaelis says with a hum, attention returning to me in earnest from his side conversation with the other professors. His gaze is guarded, almost dull, like he couldn’t be more bored to be looking at me, even as he makes a show of sizing me up. “Vaduin spoke highly of your skill. Perhaps I should sit in on your class one of these days to ensure you’re a worthy investment.”

			“It would be my honor.” My words nearly quiver. I fight to not wipe the hand Ravin just kissed.

			Kaelis locks eyes with me in a manner that almost says, Look at me. Look only at me. The trembling stops. He’s here. My disguise is perfect. Ravin doesn’t know. There is no reason to panic.

			“Perhaps you might also observe one of my lessons, Headmaster?” The woman next to me shuffles forward slightly. “I would be glad for any suggestions on how I could improve my craft. There’s no higher honor than to learn from one of the best Arcanists to ever live.”

			“I’m not sure if you could handle my lesson, Lady Armena.” Kaelis wears a tight smile that the woman at my side somehow misreads as coy. I’m not sure how, when it’s so obvious he’s clenching his jaw.

			“You really are so scandalous, Headmaster.” Armena laughs a little too loudly, leaning in to playfully bat at his arm. I’m honestly surprised Kaelis doesn’t retaliate with a card when she touches him. “Whatever shall we do with you?”

			I’ve never seen anyone showing remote interest in the void-born prince. Then again, the only time I was ever close enough to possibly see such behavior, I was his bride-to-be. And no self-respecting noble would dare publicly throw themselves at a sworn prince.

			You know, there are women who would kill to be engaged to me, Kaelis had said to me a year ago. I’d scoffed at it then. But he had no reason to lie.

			“Now I see why you’re always chasing me away from the academy, brother. When you have women throwing themselves at you here, why invite competition?” Ravin chuckles, and Armena’s face turns scarlet.

			Kaelis has yet to move. He stands as still as a statue, wineglass in his grasp. Eyes narrowing slightly.

			“Do not touch my person if you wish to keep your hand.” Kaelis brushes off his sleeve where she touched it.

			Ah, there’s the reaction I was expecting.

			She mumbles a quick “Yes, of course” and then makes it a point to engage herself in a conversation with the two other professors who stepped aside when Kaelis and Ravin arrived.

			I am suddenly alone with the two princes, the other professors we were speaking with following Armena.

			Kaelis’s eyes return to mine once more. “I look forward to seeing your performance this year, Sophie Veillgar.”

			With that, he abandons me. I know he had no reason to stay, but I want to scream for him to come back when Ravin lingers rather than following his brother. He leans in, locking eyes with me. He’s so close that I’m certain he must be able to hear the pounding of my heart.

			“I wouldn’t get your hopes up. My brother is recovering right now.”

			“Pardon?” I don’t trust myself to do anything more than feign ignorance and say only a single word.

			Ravin sighs. It’s all a show. This man. His fancy clothes. His suave mannerisms and charisma. I see right through it. I see his dead, haunted eyes.

			“I heard a woman matching your description was out in the city with him from an enforcer.” Ravin’s network is truly unmatched. “Surely you know what happened with his previous intended?” He keeps his placating tone and pitying expression.

			“I…I’ve heard.” I nod, leaning into my part.

			“Then you’ll understand that it’s likely he’ll let any woman into his bed in an effort to move on.” Ravin shakes his head with mocking sorrow. “Poor man. You seem nice enough that I’d hate to see you ensnared in his web.”

			You don’t know the half of it.

			Here Ravin is, warning me, when I’m the one who has Kaelis dancing at my whim. When I’m the one calling the shots with the Worldkeepers. When I’m Ravin’s sworn enemy, the orchestrator of what will be his ultimate demise, and I’m standing right in front of him and he doesn’t even know it.

			“Thank you,” I say, trying to sound earnest.

			“You’re very welcome.” With that, Ravin heads off to mingle with some of the other professors that Kaelis has just departed to meet. But the headmaster is heading for the main table, and the other professors follow closely behind. As we take our seats, so, too, do the students in advance of the arrival of the initiates.

			I sit at the far end of the large faculty table. Given the way it arcs, I’m able to glimpse Kaelis as he stands to address the initiates when they enter. Curiously, Ravin sits at his side. I would’ve expected him to leave—he has no business here.

			“Welcome, initiates, to the hallowed halls of Arcana Academy, a bastion of learning, and the seat of tarot magic itself. You have done well—you’ve made it through your initial trial. However, your tests have only just begun…” He begins with the usual introductions and information about how the academic year unfolds. The Kings of each house stand, declaring how many slots they have. But right when Kaelis would usually end his welcome speech, he says, “There is one more thing before I will let you all begin enjoying your Fire Feast.”

			Murmuring and uncertain looks. The students, who know this is abnormal, can’t keep the surprise from their faces.

			Kaelis motions to his brother and then sits.

			Ravin stands. “Thank you, brother, for your hospitality on this most celebratory eve. I realize it is unconventional for me to be in attendance. But these are…desperate times. A shadow has fallen upon our kingdom. An Arcanist of dangerous skill and wicked intent.

			“Last year, she infiltrated these halls. She impersonated a noble, lying to our prince and your dear headmaster. She attempted to worm her way into the royal family.”

			Murmurs ripple among students and initiates alike. I shift, trying to look appropriately horrified and somber when all I want to do is roar with laughter. Infiltrated? How hilarious when it was Kaelis who helped break me out of prison in the first place so he could use my abilities.

			“She has broken free more of her ilk and attempted to kill a captain of the Stellis charged with her capture.”

			Attempted to kill…Did Emilia survive? Jura died and she somehow lived. I bite back a scream and dig my nails into my palms as I clench my fists.

			“So I have come here today for two purposes.

			“The first is to reassure you that my brother and I are doing all that is in our power to keep you safe both here and in Eclipse City. We will not rest until she is brought to justice.

			“And the second…” Ravin reaches into the inner breast pocket of his coat and retrieves a letter folded into an envelope as black as the fabric itself. Emblazoned on the front in an ink that’s dried to a glossy finish is a single sword emerging from a field of clouds. A crown caps its tip, and thorny, flowering rose vines trellis down around the blade. On the back is a silver wax seal, already broken.

			The prince makes a show of opening the envelope with a flourish. He reads from the missive within.

			“A declaration from King Naethor Oricalis to his loyal subjects of the kingdom in his name.” Ravin pauses, allowing everyone to hang on the prospect of a royal declaration. “The criminal known as Clara Graysword remains at large. She is the sworn enemy of Oricalis. Anyone found offering her aid or safe harbor will be considered an enemy of the crown and shall be put to death alongside her.”

			All I can think of is the irony of Kaelis being the one to offer me safe harbor. Of Ravin kissing my hand and giving me warnings.

			“However, anyone who gives credible information tied to her whereabouts will be handsomely rewarded in a manner befitting the information provided.

			“And…should any bring her forward, alive, so that she might be brought to justice, then they would be rewarded with all the titles and lands of Clan Hermit.”
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			Chapter 33

			All the titles and lands of Clan Hermit, I muse the next day as I ready my classroom. King Naethor must really want me captured if he’s offering such a prize. I run my hand across my desk, the chalkboard behind me. I pause, gripping the back of the chair and looking out over the seventeen empty desks.

			There would’ve been eighteen, had I remained a student.

			Every head professor has professors underneath them who rotate teaching the second and third years. This year I’ve been assigned to the second years for three days out of the week. Which will give me plenty of time to begin scouring the academy for information on inking the vessel…

			As the bells chime, I shut my eyes and draw a bracing breath.

			I look up right as the door opens and straighten away from the chair as the first of my new students enter. I recognize each of them, but it takes all my willpower not to react as Luren and Dristin enter, deep in conversation, Sorza not far behind. Alor is one of the last. As they settle into their desks, Luren’s eyes are drawn to me. She gives a warm smile and a nod, one I have to force myself to casually respond to in kind. Her attention immediately returns to Dristin, who’s meticulously cleaning his glasses.

			Did she recognize me? There is no possible way if Gregor, Twino, and Ren all didn’t.

			None of them says or does anything out of the ordinary as I pass between the desks to shut the door. I intentionally move a bit differently, with a little more sway to my hips and a flourish to my hand movements partially inspired by the ever-flighty Professor Rothou. When I speak, I keep my voice a little higher and forward, up in my nasal passages only slightly. It’s a bit more girlish and bubbly than I ever sounded as Clara.

			“Welcome, second years!” I clap my hands twice, overeager. “This is going to be a thrilling year as we work on your wielding together. Since I know this is your first class of the year, it falls to me to explain a bit about what you can expect in the months to come.”

			Vaduin was kind enough to tell me everything I needed to know this morning over breakfast. Luckily, since he’s my supervisor, us having such a public conversation isn’t suspicious in the slightest. So far, my plan to become a professor is working out perfectly.

			“Last year, you fought to earn your place here in the academy. This year, you will strive to impress the clans of Oricalis. As many of you know, but for those who don’t”—I make it a point to glance at the non-noble students—“each clan possesses a certain number of Arcanists as designated by the crown.”

			The word “possess” is ash on my tongue. But I carry on anyway.

			“These Arcanists assist the clan with various tasks given by the clan leaders. By the end of this year, you all will have your placements within clans. It is up to the clans and the crown to decide your placement. At any point, you might be claimed by a clan, so long as the clan has not reached its allotment of Arcanists and there is no protest or objection from the other clan leaders or from the crown.

			“Just before All Coins Day will be the Selection Soiree. During this soiree, you’ll have the opportunity to make first impressions on the clan leaders. So I recommend thinking about which clans you might want to join in advance.”

			It’s well known that some clans treat their Arcanists far better than others. Clans Lovers and Magician are considered to be ideal locations for Arcanists, whereas Tower and Strength Arcanists face harsher conditions due to the duties and culture of the clan, as well as the location of the clan headquarters.

			I can almost see many of the students reaching the same conclusion. Being a weapon of war and living with Clan Tower in Cellawyd, located in the heart of the Blood Forests where monsters roam, is less than ideal.

			“Then, during All Coins Day, you’ll be carefully observed and assessed by the clans. You’ll receive invitations before winter break from prospective clans—that you can accept or deny—to go and stay with the clan over the break. Your Three of Swords Trials results will be given to the High Lords and Ladies of the clans for review. If not before, you’ll receive your final invitations at the Feast of Cups at the end of the year. Are there any questions?”

			No one moves.

			“Excellent!” I clap my hands again. “My role in all of this is to ensure that you have the best clan placement possible. Consider me your sister in arms in your mission to end up where you want to be. My door is always open during afternoons on the days I teach.”

			The teaching is actually the easiest part. Vaduin taught me well last year, and I know exactly what he looks for in his wielding, so I can mirror and expand on his approach to tarot. But I also don’t hesitate to throw in just a little bit of my own flair. A tiny amount. Not enough to get me caught. I’ve already had to consider how I’ll ink my cards a tiny bit differently to avoid suspicion.

			How quickly it sneaks up on me that by the end of our morning classes, I already care about my students’ outcomes. Vaduin mentioned over breakfast that I might find I like teaching. Damn it, he was right. It fits a role I filled with Arina nicely and scratches the itch I’ve always had to help other Arcanists.

			I tidy the cards on my desk into a deck and begin to erase the chalkboard, all the while musing over how, if things were different—if the world itself were shaped differently—maybe I would be a teacher and impart the art of magic as I’d learned it. A world less rigid and far more free.

			Is that what I want after all this is over? I don’t have a good answer. The idea of “over” is strange and feels impossible. I let out a soft sigh, turn—and then nearly jump out of my skin.

			All the students have left save for one: Sorza. The door is closed behind her, and she leans against a desk, arms folded. The woman looks straight through me with a dull expression.

			“Can I help you?” I say through a smile in the same cheerful voice.

			Sorza strums the desk with the pads of her fingers, tilting her head left, then right. A sly little smile creeps across her lips. “Do you remember last year when Myrion, Thal, and Elorin were explaining the Majors to us for the first time?”

			“Excuse me?” I try to give an incredulous laugh, but Sorza speaks over it with confidence.

			“They told us every Major had an innate ability. There was the unique power of their card. But also a power they had simply for being a Major, one that needed no card.” She lifts her index finger, pointing at me like a sword directed straight at my pounding heart. “You could ink any Minor with any ink, so long as you mixed a little bit of your blood. But I never told you what I could do with my innate power. It was less obvious than yours, though. So it took me a while to figure it out.”

			I say nothing. Denial would be comical when she’s made it so obvious that she knows. For now I’ll keep a level head and see where she’s going with all this damning information.

			“Lies, deception, falsehood…true Justice sees through it all. And I am Justice.” Sorza gives a little bow as her knowing smirk widens to a broad grin. Out of everyone who could possibly see through my disguise, I never imagined it would be her. “Though I admit, without my power, I wouldn’t have recognized you, Clara.” She pauses briefly, and I run through a thousand options for what to say next. Before I can decide on one, Sorza bursts into raucous laughter that’s almost so loud I’d tell her to hush if she didn’t stop on her own. “Don’t look so panicked, I’m not going to tell anyone.”

			“You won’t?” I round the desk.

			“Why would I?” Sorza’s expression turns as serious as the grave. “I’ve already been told where I’m going to end up. Didn’t have a chance to tell you before you decided to go and become Oricalis’s most wanted again. But that was my Feast of Cups selection celebration…I’m headed for Fate Hearth to be one of the king’s creepy robed shadows, and Elorin told me all about what I can expect in that role.” Her tone goes flat at the end in a chilling way.

			“It’s not good.” And I’ve seen only a tiny glimpse of how the king treats his Arcanists.

			She shakes her head. “She said King Naethor uses his court Arcanists for all his dirty work, and none more so than the Majors he keeps at hand. And now that I know for sure that you’re not actually some long-lost, stuck-up noble—and that my gut is more than a good sense but it’s magically right…you’re my ally. Not them.”

			All right, out of everyone to recognize me…this I can work with. Her motivation to be my ally is the same as the other Majors who work for Naethor: how badly he must treat them for them all to hate him.

			Sorza folds her arms and locks eyes with mine. “I want in on it.”

			“In on what, exactly?”

			“You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t working on something big. I saw what you did to Halazar—what you’re capable of when you’re not pretending to be a student. You could’ve gone anywhere with that kind of power, but you’re back here.” She studies me like one would a new deck. “I want to work with you and, in exchange for my invaluable assistance, you’re going to figure out a way to get me out of going to Fate Hearth.”

			Sighing, I lean against my desk as well, bracing myself on it and thinking. I’m barely keeping my own schemes in order. But she knows who I am. And she’s right, she could prove useful. “I can’t make any promises…and whatever I come up with won’t be easy.”

			“I can imagine, since you’re someone who’d rearrange their whole face to escape the law.”

			I let out a bitter laugh. “I’ll do my best.”

			“Good.” Sorza nods. There’s no arguing or pressing the matter. She takes me at my word because she knows it’s not a lie. That is true power right there.

			“Since we’re working together, I need something from you,” I say.

			“Already?” She whistles. “You do move quick.”

			“I’ve a lot going on.”

			“What is it, then?”

			“I need Thal. They’re in their third year, and I’m a new professor. I’ve no reason to call them that wouldn’t seem odd, and sticking out is the last thing I need. But you can still access the Majors’ retreat with ease. Can you get them to agree to come here without it seeming weird to any of the other students or professors?”

			“I’m happy to.” Sorza doesn’t ask why, she just pushes off the desk with a definitive nod. “Give me time to work it out. Thal and I weren’t exactly close, so it’d seem off if I moved too quickly.”

			“Thanks. Time is of the essence.”

			She nods and starts for the door, pausing before she opens it. “It is good to see you again. I really am glad they didn’t get you.”

			I nod, agreeing on so many levels.

			With one more smile, Sorza leaves, and I turn back to my desk. I take the deck I was using to teach and place it into one of the drawers, clearing off the rest of the paper and pens with it. Just as I lock the drawer, the door opens.

			“Did you forget—” I’m silenced the moment I lift my eyes. They meet a familiar pair, but not Sorza’s.

			Kaelis.
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			Chapter 34

			“Headmaster.” I barely refrain from calling him by his name with the door wide open.

			Kaelis is dressed down—by his standards. He wears a pair of simple black trousers cut in a straight line down his lean legs. His shoes are plain leather—not polished or embellished. His shirt, white and crisp, is tucked in under a silk vest in a deep purple that is nearly as dark as his hair. The first button of the shirt is undone, and his cuff links are removed to roll his sleeves up to his forearms. Those two details are hardly anything, yet they have my heart racing like I’ve never seen a fucking forearm before.

			“I came to check on my new professor. How are you finding things?” He shuts the door and drags his fingertips across the students’ desks as he stalks over.

			“I have everything I could need,” I say, barely able to manage the higher, melodic lilt I’ve been working to keep in my voice as the air in the room thins. I’m not even sure why I’m trying. He knows who I am. But I’m shivering at the idea of what it’d mean if my façade cracks now. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

			His eyes dart to mine, and there’s a flash of agitation followed by the ghost of amusement. Neither enough to stick. “You know it’s Kaelis.”

			“I…I couldn’t.” I glance around even though I know everyone has left.

			“No one else is here. They’re all on their way to lunch. All distracted.” He finally stops right in front of me. The smallest yet smuggest of smirks. “And I locked the door.”

			“Kaelis, what’re you doing?”

			“Satiating a need.” His dark eyes threaten to devour me as his hand finds my jaw, long fingers curling around the back of my neck. “Finally finishing what I started.”

			“We can’t,” I breathe.

			“Why?”

			“Not here.” My eyes dart around again, but with less conviction. They return to him too quickly. Heart pounding.

			“I couldn’t bear to wait a second longer to taste you.” He leans forward slightly, lids growing heavy.

			“You’re stronger than your base needs, Kaelis.” I can’t decide if I want to focus on his lips, or his eyes. Both threaten to devour me.

			“Not when it comes to you. For you I am weak.” The radiant warmth of his body banishes the perpetual chill of the academy. “For you, I want to make every mistake and indulge every desire.”

			My knees are turning to jelly and my conviction stands just as strong.

			He leans in, cheek nearly brushing against mine. I choke on everything I want to say but can’t muster. One hand still on my face, the other traces the outline of my curves. “Let me have you, Sophie Veillgar.”

			Why is it so exciting to have him call me by my new name? I lean back. His right palm meets the smooth wood beside me, then his left. Kaelis keeps pushing forward, fingers spreading on either side of me. I’m caged in. Heart pounding.

			The way he looks at me makes the world fade away, taking doubt and all my better sense with it. He looks at me like I am simultaneously his salvation and his damnation. As if I am a savior and a danger.

			I draw in a ragged breath as a tremor ripples through me, and he does the same in tandem.

			Before I can blink, his mouth is on mine. The kiss is rough. Possessive. One hand wraps around the small of my back and tugs me even closer, his hips grinding into mine. My hands land on his chest, but my fingers can’t decide if they want to grip his vest and pull him closer or push him away.

			His lips move down to my neck, nibbling and sucking. A moan escapes my lips before I can stop it. This is every delicious dream I’ve ever been sweetly tortured with—dreams that have featured him more and more as time passes. Everything is simultaneously similar and new.

			“We shouldn’t,” I manage to say between kisses as he moves back to my mouth.

			“Why?” He’s as breathless as I am. Voice husky. Fingers dug into me like claws.

			“This is my classroom.”

			He outright laughs at my half-hearted, pathetic attempt at an excuse. “And don’t you think that makes it a little bit more thrilling?”

			Fuck. Why does him saying that turn every corner inside of me molten? Why do I grab him tighter, knuckles white, chest tight, and breaths thin?

			Kaelis’s voice is gravel and need. It draws out a whimper from me as his lips nearly move against mine when he speaks. “If you want me to stop, Clara, tell me and I will.”

			I could never. Not when I can feel his glorious cock straining through his pants, pressing against me, pushing away every doubt and coherent thought.

			“Well?” His thumb drags across my lips. I don’t know when both his hands returned to my body, but I never want them to leave again. “If you don’t want this, then stop me now before I fuck you on this desk.”

			He waits, our eyes locked, his stare probing.

			I wish I was a more complex creature. But I’m not.

			“Fuck me on this desk.” I wrap my arms around his neck, relying on him entirely for support as I lean back.

			“With pleasure.” He lifts me onto the desk, and I wrap my legs around his waist, arms around his shoulders, clutching him tightly. With our mouths locked and tongues dancing, he makes good on his promise to explore every new curve of me. I shudder and sigh, muscles relaxing as if to melt into him.

			Kaelis lifts my shirt over my head along with my smallclothes, and I can barely contain my anticipation as his hands hit my bare skin. His left arm is still wrapped around my back, bracing me. His right hand traces the swell of my breast, the dip of my waist, and the curve of my hip. As he pushes me to recline slightly, I’m reminded of when he fucked me on his dining table. The way he kissed and licked between my legs until I was screaming. His mouth finds my breast, and I let out a low moan that I barely silence.

			He pushes my skirt up my thighs, and I gasp as his hand goes straight for my clit, my back arching, breasts yearning for his mouth. Kaelis’s eyes never leave mine as he rubs over the thin fabric of my undergarments. He wraps his other hand around the back of my neck in a motion that commands me to hold our stare. To see him, and him alone. He wants me to beg. I know it without words, and the fact that I don’t has him moving even faster, in all the right ways, leaving me breathless, as if to prove a point.

			Right before I hit my climax, he shifts his hand, hooks my underwear, and pulls the fabric down my thigh. My underwear hangs off one ankle as he spreads my knees and positions himself between them.

			“Ka—”

			I can’t finish. Our eyes lock; his hand shifts in my periphery, but all I see is his face. Without warning, he thrusts into me, my slick opening ready but the sudden pressure and pain and pleasure tangling all at once as a knot in my throat that leaves me gasping.

			His hands are on either side of me again, bracing on the desk. Kaelis is hunched over me, his mouth by my ear as he growls, “Fuck.”

			Agreed.

			“This…” he continues with a rasp. “This is how I’ll always know you. Change your face, Clara. Change your body. Change the fucking world itself, I don’t care. But I will find you. I will find you in every iteration. I will know you. Because inside? Under your skin, on your very soul, you’re always mine, and you always will be.”

			The desk is sturdy, but it creaks under the weight of our bodies as he thrusts into me. Every steady stroke sends waves of pleasure across me. My ankles are locked against the small of his back as I lose myself in him. It feels so mind-numbingly good to have him inside of me for the first time in what feels like forever. To have his hands on me. We work so perfectly together—better than should be possible.

			He finds the perfect rhythm that has tension coiling in me without even laying a finger on my clit. So when he does, it nearly sends me over the edge. The sound of skin on skin fills the room.

			I reach up, pulling him to me, his lips to mine. My fingers rake through his hair as my tongue finds its way into his mouth again, in no hurry to leave. My hands trace down the wiry muscles in his neck. The arc of his shoulders.

			Without warning, he pulls out, neither of us reaching our climax. My heels fall hard against the desk, legs quivering. I work to prop myself up as he’s somehow composed enough to be pulling on his trousers.

			“What…” Before I can find my question, he speaks.

			“Don’t actually stay in the professors’ wing like you did last night. Come to my chambers. Come back home to me, and I will give you the rest and more.” Kaelis finishes the laces on his trousers with purpose. “As fun as desks are, I want a bed to fuck you on and a room where we’re not smothering our moans.”

			“Excuse me?” I’m scrambling to gather my clothing as he’s halfway across the room. “Kaelis, you cannot be serious—”

			Without another word and with a coy smile, he slips out the door.
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			Chapter 35

			What a dramatic ass, I think as I smooth the wrinkles in my skirt, as if order in my appearance might restore order in my thoughts. Fortunately, no students come looking for me all afternoon, so I have the time to gather the remnants of my composure before dinner.

			Kaelis, of course, is nowhere to be seen throughout the rest of the day, nor is he in the main hall while food is served. Somehow his absence taunts me. Throughout the meal, I imagine him sitting alone in his apartments, waiting for me to show up.

			We’re only one day into the academic year and I’m already figuring out how to move from the professors’ wing into his chambers without raising suspicion. But that’s a future problem; there are other places I need to go tonight. Kaelis can wait—give him a taste of his own medicine. If I’m risking people questioning my movements, I’ve someone far more important to visit.

			The entire time I descend into the lower passages of the academy, I look over my shoulder to make sure I’m not being followed.

			Gregor is tending to Arina. The man is fastidious; I can find no fault in his care. Arina is sitting propped up against pillows wedged against the wooden headboard. Her eyes are open, and she dutifully eats the spoonfuls of soup he feeds to her.

			But she doesn’t otherwise move, nor react, nor speak. She will sit, even get up to tend to her physical needs when prompted, and lie back down to sleep. But every movement is without thought, as though her mind has come fully untethered from her body.

			“I have something for you.” He sets down the now-empty bowl and reaches into his jacket, producing a flyer with ripped corners. “These have been plastered all over the city.”

			I take it from him, studying the rough likeness of my original face sketched on it. It reads:

			Clara Graysword, still at large, illegal Arcanist, enemy of the crown, destroyer of Halazar prison, terrorist.

			“Lovely,” I say dryly and crumple it, tossing it into a corner of the room as I continue to hover by him and Arina.

			“There’s a lot of enforcer activity out there,” he cautions.

			“Then it’s a good thing I’m in here with a new face.”

			“The Worldkeepers are also hearing rumors of a Major coming? The Hierophant?”

			I reassure Gregor that the Hierophant is nothing to worry about. “I’ll let them know,” he says in response, and something twists in my gut. He already speaks about the Worldkeepers with such familiarity…

			“Why does it feel like everyone else but me has already moved on from the club?” I whisper to Arina after he leaves to continue his hunt for Silas’s family. “At least having someone I trust on the inside is helpful.”

			After bathing my sister gently with a rag and changing her into fresh clothes, I settle her back into bed and kiss her forehead. I wait until after she’s dozed off to shut the door and leave, moving swiftly into the depths of the academy.

			I find my way to a familiar sequence of rooms. At the end of them is a doorway that opens only once my fingers brush its handle. The markings Kaelis gave me last year shimmer white before fading. Mysteries compound around me, and this is the year I will have answers.

			Even if it kills me.

			At the end of the short hall is the workshop of the Fool, exactly as I remember it. But I see it with new eyes. I see the small prototype of the mechanical mill that bears King Naethor’s mark—the same mark as is on the lockbox he keeps affixed to his chest. Kaelis’s father was here in another life, of that I have no doubt.

			Did he come here with the former queen? The academy was once her castle, so Naethor could’ve married her to get closer to this place…Given that he killed her and took her crown, it wouldn’t be surprising if he manipulated her in other ways.

			In the back of the room are a series of nearly empty jars of powder. This is what I came here for and I take them all. The ink I used to forge the Major cards might hold the key to creating the vessel—it’s a place to start, at least, and I know this is one place that Vaduin would not have been able to investigate.

			The powder catches the light strangely. Colors seem to shift like tiny trapped rainbows. There’s something familiar about that unique iridescence—similar to the powder from the crystals of the Drowned Mines used to ink Cups, but not quite the same…Yet I can’t place where I’ve seen it before.

			I bring it with me as I return to Arina’s room and settle in, taking tonight’s shift from Gregor, ready to spend the rest of my evening picking apart this mysterious powder.
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			I barely manage an hour of sleep before class. Yet, somehow, even in that short span of time, I dream of Kaelis. Of having gone to him each night since he asked. I dream of him, of his hands on me. Of his mouth, hot and sweet and full of tender words.

			
				I love you, he whispers in my ear. I love you in this world, in the next. I love you until the stars burn out and history is nothing but faded ink on the pages of books that will never be read again.

				His voice shifts, deepening. You are mine. You, Wheel of Fate, are the only thing that can turn my destiny around…

			

			Come morning, the words are distant. They disappear with the first light, like dew off leaves. Pulling on my professorial clothes feels like donning a second skin. By day, I am Sophie Veillgar.

			Clara returns at night. As the stars bloom, I fill pages upon pages with sketches of what Mother taught me—diving deep into my memories. Refining and perfecting.

			But all my confidence the night before evaporates into nothingness as I stare at my sketches.

			Wrong…Wrong…Wrong…

			It’s still wrong.

			What am I missing? What good will the ink be if I can’t even remember the design of the vessel?

			The Worldkeepers think I’m useful for only these two reasons. I have sway with them only because of this. If I lose it, I can bid any benefit I might gain from them farewell alongside my hope of ever casting the World.

			When I can no longer stand trying to remember the design Mother taught me, I switch to investigating the powders. The strange, glistening dust I’m picking up from the powdered ink is the same for every color. Oddly familiar, but I can’t place it.

			I agonize for hours on end.
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			I push through the morning lessons, time and again.

			The Selection Soiree looms on the horizon. I do my best to help prepare the students for All Coins Day so they can secure the most advantageous placements possible—even though I know, deep down, that some of them will inevitably end up at the least favorable clans. They know it, too. And as the days pass, they prepare even harder for what’s to come, the weight becoming nearly oppressive.

			As a result of my general warmth, passion for their preparation, and open-door policy after class, no one finds it odd when Sorza becomes a regular fixture in the afternoons. To everyone else, we’re just a teacher and an eager student. But behind the closed classroom door, we’re simply friends and peers again.

			Sorza tells me of the current dynamics of the Majors—of the space left behind by Myrion and Elorin. I tell her of meeting Elorin in Fate Hearth and of the Majors’ collective dislike of Naethor there. It seems to reassure her some.

			“What about Thal?” I ask, changing the subject.

			“Still working on it,” she repeats her common refrain.
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			I try to alternate between nights in my room and nights with Arina. The other professors have learned I keep odd hours, so they don’t question my comings and goings. They make remarks at breakfast at first—sometimes to my face and sometimes not. But eventually, when nothing scandalous arises from it, they grow bored of commenting on it.

			I continue to research and scour my memories of what Mother taught me. While there are no major breakthroughs, I seem to be making slow progress. Until one night when Gregor emerges from Arina’s room the moment I enter her chambers.

			“What is it?” I ask, noting the tension in his shoulders.

			“She’s acting different.”

			My heart skips. “Different how?”

			“Restless. Twitchy.” Gregor’s eyes dart from me to inside the room. “She’s been pacing for the last two hours. I can’t get her to stop, and I’ve tried everything I could think of…” He trails off and shakes his head, staring into a corner for a moment with an expression of utter despair. I know how hard it is for him to want to help and then not be able to. Gregor returns his attention to me. “She won’t sit, she won’t eat, she doesn’t say anything.”

			I set down the fresh batch of books I brought and push past him into her room. Arina is just as he said, pacing, movements sharp and agitated. Her eyes dart around the room. Her hands twitch at her sides. No part of her settles in any one position for very long.

			“Arina?” I approach slowly, hands outstretched, bracing and filled with futile hope.
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			Chapter 36

			“It’s me, Clara, your sister. Remember? I look different now. But it’s me.”

			She doesn’t acknowledge me, just continues her pacing. Back and forth. Back and forth…

			I step into her path, forcing her to stop. “Look at me.”

			For a moment, her eyes focus on mine, and I see a flicker of recognition. I hold my breath.

			As swiftly as it seemed Arina recognized me, the expression is gone, and she tries to step around me.

			“No.” I take her shoulders gently but firmly. She stills, but her chest heaves with barely contained breaths. “Gregor said you’ve been at this for hours; you need to rest.”

			She tries to step back, but I don’t let her. She could, if she really wanted to. I’m barely holding her. But she doesn’t rip herself free. She whimpers, small and frustrated sounds that shatter my heart. It takes all my strength to keep calm, to keep smiling so she sees a friendly face, even though I’m still not sure whether she recognizes it as me or merely a kind stranger. Arina lets me guide her back to the bed. But even when she sits, she fidgets constantly, hands picking at the blankets.

			“I’m going to feed you now,” I say, holding a hand behind me. Gregor understands and quickly crosses to put some bread in my waiting palm. She opens her mouth, and I place a tiny piece on her tongue. I speak to him even though my focus is on her. “This is good. It means she’s becoming more coherent, she’s trying to come back.”

			Gregor steps closer. Arina doesn’t even glance his way. “Maybe…But this activity makes me more worried.”

			“How?”

			“What if she hurts herself when we’re not looking for even a second?”

			I pause, then feed her the last piece of bread. Before answering, I encourage Arina to lie down. She does, even though her eyes are wide and alert as I settle the blanket back up to her chin.

			“Let’s talk outside,” I say softly, and Gregor follows me out.

			“I can bring a Worldkeeper,” he says after he cracks the door. “We can add more people to the rotation so that—”

			“No.” The word comes out sharper than intended. “That’s a variable I do not want.”

			“Clara, it’s what’s best for her.”

			“The best for her is not having strangers around her right now. Think of how she might react if she wakes up alone in a room with someone she doesn’t know.” I’m very glad when he does not point out that my face is probably a stranger’s.

			“She’ll get to know them,” he says.

			“It’s not worth the risk when she’s showing signs of progress.”

			He studies me. Sees through me, more like. “You can trust them.”

			I glance away, as though that’d stop his inspection. I hate that he pinned my unease. “I don’t know them.”

			“But I do.”

			“You hardly do.” I roll my eyes.

			“Better than you,” he points out. I can’t argue with that. “Turns out I’m good at this whole Worldkeeper thing. Even better is I like it.” He shrugs. “They trust me and can be useful. Let me help you make genuine inroads with them—get resources we need, she needs. It’s not often I get to be the diplomat; that’s always been Twino’s role. It’s my turn now.”

			I sigh softly at that. “Fair enough. And thank you for it.”

			“You’re welcome.” He has the tug of a smile, but it barely sticks and isn’t close to reaching his eyes. “I…I should’ve done more for Jura. Let me do more for you, and Arina, and everyone.”

			The words are a blow to the chest. One that has my eyes stinging. There’s no romantic love in what he says or the way he says it. But there is love. And loyalty. The same I have for my sister, when I swore she’d never suffer again.

			“You’re really passionate about joining them, aren’t you?” I say softly.

			He nods. “I believe they’re going to help save this world, Clara. So, will you let me bring in more Worldkeeper help for Arina?”

			“Maybe, in time…But for now I don’t trust anyone but you.” I look him dead in the eyes. He looks away, hesitant. “Gregor.” I draw his eyes back to me. “Give it time. For now we’re the only ones we can really be sure of.”

			“What about Kaelis?” The question seems genuine, but it instantly makes me uneasy. Gregor can’t keep the note of disgust from his tone.

			“He doesn’t know where she is, either.” I’m glad I can be honest.

			“No?”

			“No.”

			He sighs, rests a hand on my shoulder, and gives it a friendly squeeze. It turns into an embrace as he tugs me forward, arms quickly wrapping around me. We hold each other tightly.

			I know. My heart whispers what I can’t bring myself to say. I know I’ll have to start giving my trust completely. The Worldkeepers, Sorza, the Majors, Kaelis—they all want my complete trust…but how can I after all that I’ve lost?

			“All right,” he says, finally releasing me. “Until you’re ready to let others help, what’re we doing about Arina?”

			“I’ll stay with her tonight. Go and keep hunting for Silas’s family.”

			“I meant in general,” he clarifies.

			“We’ll do as we have been.”

			“What if I need to leave? What if it’s for more than quickly stealing food from the kitchens?” He frowns, glancing to the cracked door. “What if I’m gone when you can’t be here?”

			I think to the other night and how I ran off after she dozed. “Try to wait until she’s asleep and lock the door. She usually doesn’t get out of bed on her own, right?”

			“Not usually, but sometimes…”

			“Then it’ll be fine.”

			“Clara—”

			“I’m not letting anyone else I don’t completely trust be alone with her,” I say with a note of finality.

			“Fine.” He sighs. “Figure out a lock for the door.”

			After he leaves, I do—I fashion a simple latch on the outside with the help of the Three of Coins. Making such a tiny thing is perfect for that card. Then I settle in with my books, falling asleep on one of the sofas covered in blankets I’ve absconded with over the past few weeks.

			I’m jolted awake as Gregor returns. I show him the lock and leave, groggy, dragging my feet to my room, where I freshen up before heading to the dining hall for breakfast.

			Everything is relatively normal, until the doors to the main hall slam open without warning.

			Prince Ravin strides in, his black hair immaculately coiffed. At his side is his wife, Leigh Strongborn. The woman wears a variant of Stellis plate, with a heavy sword on her hip as though she is prepared for battle.

			And then there is Emilia.

			Scars are etched across her like spiders’ webs. The skin around them is pulled taut, uneven. One runs from her hairline down across her face and to her neck. Another runs over her mouth, leaving her with a permanent scowl. The scarring continues past her neck and under the high collar of her plate.

			But the scars aren’t simply gnarled and discolored flesh. Magic has been embossed into her skin in an unnatural way I’ve never seen before. The scars shimmer faintly under the light in the same prismatic way ink does before it dries.

			Even her eyes look different, their golden hue a bit duller, as if a part of her very essence was stripped. But the cold fury I last saw in her stare remains. No…it’s become something more. She was already ruthless; now she’s monstrous.

			A squadron of Stellis march behind Emilia, Ravin, and Leigh and then fan out, lining the perimeter of the room. It takes all my power to look shocked but not guilty. Not afraid. Yet my eyes meet Vaduin’s for a second, and even he has the glint of panic in his wide-eyed stare.

			At nearly the same time, Kaelis rises from the table. He balls his hands into fists and then clearly forces them to relax.

			“Ravin.” His greeting carries through the room, edged with a quiet threat. “If you wanted an invitation to my academy, all you had to do was ask.”

			Ravin merely smiles slightly in response.

			It’s Emilia who steps forward, every movement pained, and speaks. “Until further notice, Arcana Academy is under my control.”
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			Chapter 37

			“Excuse me?” Kaelis strides around the table and then practically launches himself forward. “You have no authority here.”

			“I do, in fact.” Emilia remains calm, producing a letter. I’m reminded of the letter Ravin had at the start of the year. It’s a missive from the king himself. My heart pounds, and the only thing that keeps my ass in my chair, cards in my deck, and expression calm is knowing that no one—other than Sorza—has recognized me. “By order of the king, Arcana Academy will be under the control of Emilia Ventall for the purpose of finding the traitor Clara Graysword, until her investigation has concluded.”

			The whole room is abuzz with murmurs and wary glances. If looks could kill, Kaelis would’ve already ended them all.

			Ravin’s heels click with an ominous echo as he crosses the vast hall. He pats his brother’s shoulder in a way that looks just encouraging enough to conceal the condescension. “Emilia’s been rummaging through my city for weeks, this should only be a few days. We need to make sure that rat hasn’t retreated back to its former nest.”

			Emilia addresses the room. “Those who are loyal to Oricalis have nothing to fear. Return to your rooms now and await further instruction.”

			Heart pounding, I shepherd my students away. As I pass Emilia, I force myself to breathe and keep my gaze forward, posture composed, and strides even.

			If she’s here, does that mean the Hierophant is, too?

			The second years follow me, along with a handful of Stellis. Sorza lingers near me, as do Dristin and Luren, since they tend to stay close to Sorza. No one says a word as we pass even more of the knights searching the halls. A cold sweat dots my brow. Gregor had mentioned things were becoming increasingly restless in the city. Did something happen that pushed them here?

			I should go and check on Arina. But there’s no way I can. She’ll be fine until I can find a chance to sneak away. Gregor is there.

			Just as we’re about to arrive at the main common area of the students’ dormitories, one of the Stellis blocks our path.

			“I need Sorza Sprigspark.” The demand is flat and formal, but I don’t like the way his hand lingers on the hilt of his sword with the promise of violence.

			Sorza doesn’t move immediately. Instead, her gaze flicks to me. I give a slight nod. I can’t stop this.

			“What do you want with her?” Luren asks out of nowhere, bolder than I ever thought the woman could be.

			“She will be interrogated, just as the rest of you will be, too.” The Stellis’s voice remains calm, but his grip tightens.

			“The students of this academy are under the headmaster’s care. You can’t just pull us aside to do who knows what to us. We are students, Arcanists; we are not traitors.” Luren doesn’t flinch. What happened between the academic years to make her so bold?

			“You heard the king’s orders. The academy, for the time being, is under Captain Emilia’s control.” The Stellis takes a step forward. “Sorza, now.”

			Sorza gives Luren’s hand an encouraging squeeze. “I’ll be fine,” she whispers.

			“Move.” The knight grabs Sorza’s other arm, yanking her forward.

			“Do not manhandle my students,” I say firmly. He looks at me warily. “She is complying.”

			“I can do what pleases me.” The man smiles—no, more like sneers—and oh, how I loathe his words. He shoves Sorza toward the other knights, who catch her with firm grips. They are far too delighted to have this power—to come into the territory Kaelis has carved out from Oricalis for years.

			“I said, do not manhandle my students.” I step forward. This is way too risky. Clara, you are being an idiot, I scold myself with every movement I make. But not doing this would feel more disingenuous to my persona as Sophie Veillgar, the teacher who cares for her students. And it’s too ingrained in me to stand up to fucks like these to stop now.

			“Or what?” The Stellis before me moves between me and Sorza. Without warning, he grabs my face, squeezing. He loosens his sword in its sheath. My mind is sorting through the cards in my deck. “What will you do?”

			“She won’t do anything.” Kaelis’s voice is cold fury.

			There’s a flash of light that’s engulfed by shadow right in front of my nose. A breeze blows my hair. At once, the pressure disappears from my face.

			I blink as the man’s hand falls. Not lowers. Not moves.

			Falls.

			With a clang.

			Severed at the wrist. Magic cutting through armor, skin, and bone.

			The Stellis stares at the stump that is his wrist before letting out a bloodcurdling scream. He staggers back. I can feel Kaelis moving forward, the weight of his presence causing the students to part for him. He stares over my shoulder and down at the man.

			“Lay a hand on one of mine again, and you’ll lose a lot more than that,” Kaelis vows.

			The Stellis can’t form a response. He’s in too much shock. Blood pools on the floor. His comrades are shuffling their decks, magic stopping the bleeding. The man grabs up his severed appendage and runs off.

			I’m honestly not sure if a wound like that will be able to be mended.

			“Run, tattle on me to my brother like we’re children,” Kaelis says under his breath with a dramatic sigh. Then he turns to face the Stellis who remain—those holding Sorza—who have gone very, very still. “You might be here with my father’s blessing. But do remember that this is only temporarily a place open to you. This is my academy, where I train the king’s Arcanists. To bring harm to them is to threaten or damage property of the crown.”

			No one says anything. No one moves. Most jaws have gone completely slack.

			“Students, return to your rooms,” Kaelis commands. The Stellis take their opportunity to leave as well. The prince glances my way. “Professor.”

			Students go one way, he and I go another. It’s the path toward the professors’ wing. No one should be suspicious at all. Yet my heart is pounding.

			The moment we’re out of sight, he slows and steps closer to me, pushing us into an alcove, lightly caressing my face, as if his touch could smooth away the remnants of the Stellis’s. Like it’s a stain that Kaelis now needs to smudge away.

			“Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“You shouldn’t have stepped in,” he murmurs.

			“Neither should you,” I reply, just as quiet. “I told you not to protect me so brazenly.”

			“I will die before I let someone treat you like that.” He snorts softly. “Besides…this time it’s not just about you. I am ready to boil each of them alive in their armor for this transgression. Fuck my father’s orders. I wouldn’t be shocked if Ravin forged the damn thing.”

			Never have I seen Kaelis so enraged. So…on edge. His anger, while justified, is also unnerving. He’s afraid. I touch his forearm lightly.

			“Don’t worry about me.” I drop my voice, looking up at him. “I can take care of myself.”

			My reassurances do nothing to ease his nerves. “He’s here.” Two words have me reliving every choice I’ve made in the past few weeks. He’s here. The Hierophant. Kaelis’s voice drops even lower. “You’re sure? This might be your last chance to change your mind about your decision.”

			I know what he’s asking: Am I sure I can trust the Hierophant? No. There are so very few people I’m sure I can trust. But I can trust he has reasons to hate the king, too. That those reasons would be enough for him to ally himself with me. I hope.

			“I’m sure.” Let the cards fall as they may. Let me reap the reward or punishment of my faith. Let it be a test of what I get when I trust. He nods. I stand a bit taller and swallow down the fear that sours the back of my tongue. “Do what you need to do to manage your brother. I’ll look after the students, too.”

			His gaze finally softens some. “Thank you.” This prince, for all his sharp edges, does care about the students he’s sworn to protect. “I can only assume your research has been what’s keeping you from me. Given the number of times I’ve seen you in the library at odd hours.”

			“You’ve been watching me?” I should be unnerved. Yet I’m fighting a blush. It’s Kaelis, after all. The man who just cut off a Stellis’s hand to defend me.

			He completely ignores the question. “Have you made progress?”

			I know what he’s asking, and a lump forms in my throat. “Not really.”

			“The sooner we can undo all of this, the better.”

			“You don’t think I know that?” The frustration in my words isn’t with him. “I am trying.”

			“Let me help. Come to me.”

			“I needed to exhaust all options first.”

			“Like I’m some last resort?” He plays it off with a scoff, but I can tell he’s wounded.

			“No,” I say hastily, gripping his hand with both of mine. The movement has me leaning in, our noses nearly touching. We breathe in sync. “I…It’s been a lot, Kaelis. I’m trying to get my bearings.”

			“It has been. But that’s the thing, you don’t have to do this alone.” His hand shifts, fingers lacing with mine. “I know it is your way—your instinct. You are strong and self-sufficient; none of that must change. But you don’t need it with me. I will be on your side until the end of time.”

			I sigh softly. “I know.”

			He nods. “After this ordeal with Emilia is over…come to me. Please.”

			As always, it’s the “please” that does it. “Yes.”

			“Thank you.” He sighs relief, but his grip doesn’t ease. He stares as though drinking me in for a final long moment. “Until then, stay safe.”

			“You, too.”

			Kaelis releases my hand and moves first. I’m left standing in the alcove, just out of sight, palm burning where he held it. I return to my room, but I don’t sit. Instead, I pace for the first few hours, breath catching every time I hear the clank of armor or the gruff command of a Stellis in the hall outside my door. I try to ink as the day wanes, but I can’t. Waiting has utterly consumed me and my nerves won’t abate.

			Any second, the Hierophant could change his mind. Any second, I could be exposed. Even if he doesn’t know my new face, he doesn’t have to.

			The next morning, at last, I’m summoned.
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			Chapter 38

			The knight sent to fetch me doesn’t say a word beyond my name and a brief command. Pulse pounding, I follow him through the faculty wing of the academy, down toward the classrooms. The interrogation room has been set up here, so the walk is short.

			It’s sparse, with all remnants of what this room once was—an office, if I had to guess, judging from its size—removed. A single flickering lantern hangs in the ceiling’s center instead of a chandelier. It casts shadows dramatic enough that Kaelis would approve. Stellis linger in the gloam along the edges. Centered in their ranks are two hooded figures. One must be the Hierophant.

			There are two chairs in the middle of the room. One is already occupied by Emilia.

			“Sit.” She gestures to the chair across from her.

			Wordlessly, I do as commanded.

			She’s not wearing armor now, and I can see more magical gnarled scars twisting from her knuckles up to her shoulder, where they disappear again under her clothes. I try not to stare. Instead, I keep my posture poised and breathing even. My expression is one of mild concern.

			Emilia doesn’t speak right away. Instead, she studies me, crossing her legs and resting a stack of paper on her knee. Tapping the pen on the blank page as if searching for her first question.

			I wonder if she’s waiting for the Hierophant to make a motion. I try to look at the two robed figures from the corners of my eyes, but their faces are too shrouded. But the one to my left seems to be about the right build…

			Silence persists.

			He’s not turning me in. The thought has me slowly sucking in a breath. Trusting him wasn’t the end of me. Maybe I will get out of this alive.

			“How long have you been at the academy, Professor Veillgar?”

			As if she doesn’t already know…“This is my first term.”

			“You seem to care an awful lot for your students, Sorza in particular, for only knowing her for a couple months.” Her pen scratches across the page.

			“Yes, I am dedicated to all my students. And Sorza is a talented Arcanist,” I say with a slight smile.

			“I hear she comes often during your office hours.”

			“Many students do.” I fold my hands in my lap, shifting on the chair. I swear they found one of the most uncomfortable ones. “It’s up to them to choose when they’d like some extra tutelage.”

			“And how do you feel about Luren?”

			Luren has come only once or twice, and always with Sorza. I don’t bother trying to hide my surprise at the sudden and specific mention of Luren. “She is also a talented Arcanist. Overlooked by many, I think.”

			“Tell me, Professor.” Emilia’s eyes, now a pale gold after Jura’s death, flick toward me and then back to her paper. “In all your discussions, do you find Luren as someone who is loyal to the crown?”

			Ah…So that’s what’s happening. Luren, ever the outcast. Ever the one they seem determined to pin everything on. The one they knew was close enough to me last year that I gave her a token.

			I blink, emphasizing a startled expression. “Of course she would be.”

			“Do you have any reason to believe Luren has information on the whereabouts of Clara Graysword?”

			“No, not at all.”

			As Emilia dips her chin, I catch a subtle glance to her left. A pause. Then the scratch of her pen. Before she looks up again, I dare to follow where her gaze went. It’s the other hooded figure. She lifts her chin slightly.

			Sorza.

			The pieces are falling into place. Naethor knows what Sorza can do—that she can determine fact from fiction. He probably granted Ravin authority to use her, and thus Emilia by proxy. If the Hierophant couldn’t find me on his own, they’d use Sorza’s skill to root out anyone giving me aid.

			Sorza gives the smallest of nods. Emilia exhales and leans back. By the time her eyes return to me, I’m waiting on her again. Even if the other Stellis saw me looking Sorza’s way, they have no reason to believe I recognized her. My glance lasted only a second.

			“Very good, now, do you have any information on the whereabouts of Clara Graysword?” The look she gives me is piercing.

			“Of course not. I’m not sure why you think I would.” I let offense bleed into my final statement, trying to coax out more information as to why she’s asking this question of me, specifically.

			“You are one of four new professors this year. Given the circumstances, I must ask.”

			“Ah, of course.” I smile again.

			“Now, one more time, do you, or does anyone you know, have any information, current or past, about Clara Graysword, or any other names or faces she might be now using to conceal herself?” Emilia tilts her head slightly, putting Sorza back in her periphery.

			I don’t miss how carefully the question is phrased. Where is the line with Sorza’s power? When does a half-truth become a lie?

			“No,” I say simply.

			Another slight nod from Sorza. She’s putting her life on the line for me. If my cover is broken, ever, Ravin will hunt her for this. I know he will. Two Majors are already missing; perhaps King Naethor won’t care about ending the life of a third. Especially one who has proven she will not be loyal.

			Gregor was right: There are people I can trust.

			“Good. Very good.” Yet as Emilia taps her pen, I can sense a slight agitation in her movements. This isn’t going as she planned. She’s coming up empty-handed, even with permission to use the power of Majors. I fight a smile. “That will be all, Professor Veillgar.”

			“Thank you for your diligence,” I say as I stand. “If I come across any information, I will be sure to tell you or a city enforcer.”

			“See that you do.” She barely looks at me, having written me off.

			I’m escorted back to my room, where I am kept, meals delivered, no word given, and no sign of Kaelis…

			Two more days pass before the Stellis finally announce that we are free to resume life in the academy as normal.

			We emerge from our rooms like confused animals finally freed from their cages. The Stellis knights still prowl the halls, but only to gather their things. There’s a collective exhale that students, faculty, and staff alike share. But it’s twinged with a touch of worry: Everyone is glancing from the corners of our eyes as we search to see if anyone was taken.

			The answer comes when we all converge in the main hall for breakfast. Every seat for students and initiates is filled. It is a seat at the faculty and staff table that’s vacant. Head Professor of Reading Las Rothou stops in her tracks, her hands rising to cover her lips.

			“It cannot be. I didn’t see this in the cards…”

			The other professors stop what they’re doing, quickly taking a tally. Sure enough, one among us isn’t accounted for. Armena, I remember her from the first night, also a new professor.

			My mind is racing all through breakfast and class. I try to keep things as normal as possible. But as soon as the bells toll, I say, “Sorza, a moment.”

			The students shuffle out, Sorza delaying. Luren whispers something to her and casts a wary glance my way. I wonder what Emilia asked her. Probably about Sorza staying after class, given that she’s now skeptical of Sorza spending time with me.

			Sorza reassures her with a smile and sends her off.

			“Thank you,” I say quietly as the door closes. “You could’ve damned me, but you didn’t.”

			“You know I’ve thrown my lot in with you.” Sorza approaches, hopping up onto one of the desks.

			“Armena, the one who was taken…”

			“I had to give them someone. Emilia has had no real leads. Her investigation is floundering,” Sorza says grimly. Guilt haunts the depths of her eyes. “Ravin didn’t care about the truth; they needed someone for optics, to justify what they did here and make the citizens feel like they’re closing in.”

			I nod solemnly. “It had to be done,” I say, as if that could assuage both our guilt at someone being arrested because of us. Maybe I can get the Worldkeepers to track them down…I wouldn’t be surprised if Vaduin is already doing so. “I won’t forget what you did.”

			“You’d better not.” Sorza scoops up her bag and walks out the door.

			I’m not far behind. It’s been four days since I last saw Arina. I’m sure Gregor figured things out, but it’s well past time for me to relieve him. Hopefully, since Emilia was here, that means that the Worldkeepers haven’t been under threat in the city and things have been quiet—

			The distant echo of a scream has me halting in my tracks. Ice surges through my veins.

			Arina.
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			Chapter 39

			I begin running. The sounds of Arina’s screams tear through me, echoing louder and louder the deeper I go. Each scream is a dagger. Every other thought I have bleeds out.

			My sister needs me.

			I throw open the door to her apartments and dart right for her room. Gregor is there on one side, two Worldkeepers I don’t recognize on the other. But my focus narrows on her.

			Arina thrashes. Her arms—still heartbreakingly thin—pull so hard against the leather straps they’ve tried to restrain her with that they’re cutting into her skin. The few inches of brown hair that’s grown back is now a tangled crown. Her gaunt face is as pale as bone, and her wide, glassy eyes dart around the room as if she’s living a thousand nightmares at once.

			“Arina!” I try to scream over her.

			“Don’t touch me! Don’t touch me!” She thrashes as anyone tries to draw near. The Worldkeepers fling healing cards that don’t do anything. Even a Four of Cups barely sedates her for more than a second.

			The first words I’ve heard her speak, and it’s like this. My heart shatters and I don’t even have time to pick up the pieces.

			“Arina, I’m here.” I step forward, and everyone else stops, looking to me, as if I have the answer—as if I know what to do.

			“Who are you? Who are you?” She stares at me with pupils so wide they nearly eclipse her irises.

			My knees threaten to give out. She…she saw me after. She seemed to know it was me when I came to visit. But her mind does not belong to her right now; it belongs to her trauma. “Arina, it’s me, Clara.”

			“You are not her.” She’s practically foaming at the mouth. “Clara is dead. I…I slept next to her corpse!”

			The fuck did Ravin do? The only thing stopping me from burning everything down is knowing that the last thing my sister needs right now is more violence.

			“I don’t know who that was, but it wasn’t me. I’m your sister, just with a slightly different face.” I slowly approach the edge of her bed and hover, unsure if sitting would help or send her spiraling further. I can see deep gouges in her flesh—claw marks left behind from her brittle nails and hand-shaped bruises from the attempts to subdue her. “I’m the same sister who let you stay up past your bedtime to watch until we saw Mother’s boots through the window. The same who then helped settle the covers over you so she wouldn’t know.”

			“Clara…I can’t…” She looks up at me with tear-streaked cheeks. “Make it stop. Please, make it stop.” She sobs. “Someone, please.”

			My heart shatters.

			I sit on the edge of the bed and reach out to cup her cheek. She flinches but then—for a moment—relaxes. For a breath, I see her in there.

			“Arina, it’s okay,” I whisper. “I’m here. You’re safe. And I will never let them hurt you again.”

			“I will never be safe. He will always be here, within me…” The words quiver at the end, almost like a laugh. “I will never—never…” She grips her head. “Let me die. Let me die already!” She’s screaming again.

			I try to hold her. Try to throw my arms around her shoulders to embrace her—as if I could somehow steady her and ground her in this reality. She bites my ear, taking a chunk, and thrashes.

			Jolting away, I stare down at her, gritting my teeth against the pain. Gregor heals me—I see his card from the corner of my eye. I barely mumble a “thank you.” My eyes are locked on my sister.

			I will never let them hurt her again…But what good is that vow when they keep hurting her over and over—when Ravin’s torture is not just mapped on her skin in the scars she bears but underneath it?

			I grit my teeth, and a card rises from my deck. The Four of Cups washes over her, and she goes limp. But her eyes are still open. Tears still stream from them as pained wheezes escape her slightly parted lips.

			“Another.” I hold out my hand. One of the Worldkeepers gives me one from their deck. I cast it again. This time, Arina’s eyelids grow heavy and close.

			I gesture to the others to leave. The two Worldkeepers step out ahead of me. But I stop, staring at the wall by the door. At the tiny, pale scratch marks, lined with blood. In an instant, I can see her, scratching at the door. I think of what I told Gregor as I left last time: Lock the door…it’ll be fine.

			This is my fault.

			Nausea rises in my throat. I force myself to breathe slowly so I don’t hyperventilate. Gregor follows me out the door without being asked. Raking my fingers through my hair, I walk to the far window.

			“We tried the Four of Cups,” he says, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess your card was stronger than ours.”

			I stare out the window and keep my voice low. “I told you I wanted no one else here with her.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“You brought Worldkeepers here. You showed them the passage into the academy after I had—”

			“Are you listening to yourself? Be serious, Clara,” he interrupts. “Didn’t you see her? You think I could’ve handled that on my own?”

			“You could’ve tried.”

			“I did.” A low snarl rises up the back of his throat. “I had been trying for days while you were locked up there. But I couldn’t do it alone anymore when I found her halfway out the fucking window trying to jump.”

			Everything goes so still I hear the blood rushing through my ears. Jump. Arina…My sister…

			I look toward the Worldkeepers helplessly.

			“I didn’t know what else to do,” Gregor pleads through his frustration. “Maybe if you had let me get extra help to begin with—”

			“I know.” I lean against the wall, unable to support myself any longer. I bury my face in my palms and draw a shuddering breath. Should I send her back to be with the Worldkeepers? Have them stay here? I’m not sure. I’ve been trying to handle it all for weeks now, alone, and what do I have to show for it?

			Nothing.

			I tilt my head back and stare at the ceiling. Pull yourself together, Clara, and stop acting like you’re fifteen and think you know everything and can do everything by yourself. My crew as I knew it is gone. But I can’t take on their roles. I’m not as diplomatic as Twino, as patient as Ren, or as clever as Jura. I’m not as charismatic as Gregor. All I have on my side is power. But that alone is a blunt tool.

			You trusted the Hierophant, and it worked out. Sorza, too. The enemy of your enemy is your friend…Take the leap.

			Pushing away from the wall, I cross to the Worldkeepers and extend a hand. Even if they get burned down, time and again, I must start building bridges. I either survive with help or die as an island. “I’m Clara. Thank you for looking after my sister while Emilia had control of the academy and I couldn’t get to her. I’d love to discuss what it might look like for you to continue lending a hand, for her sake.”

			The two Worldkeepers exchange a glance, and then a slight smile. They shake my hand one at a time, as if they’ve been waiting all along for this to happen.

			“I’m Xora. We have a healer, Ferier. He’s very good,” the taller of the two women says. She wears her long, straight black hair slicked into a tight ponytail. Golden studs line her ears, offset against the rich brown of her skin.

			“Vacelle,” the other says. She’s fairer skinned, with intricate bright blue tattoos down her left arm in an identical shade as her long, wavy hair. “Ferier is training me, and he’s as good as Xora says. Not a graduate of the academy, but he can use Minor Arcana Ace through Ten with ease. We could bring him to help tend to her. We’ll let Vaduin know and figure it out.”

			“Please do.” I nod. And hopefully Sorza gets Thal soon, too…

			“And don’t be too hard on him.” Vacelle nods in Gregor’s direction. He stares out the window, no doubt a bit sore following our brief confrontation and exhausted from everything he’s been managing these past few days. “He’s doing his best and is a good man.”

			“That we can agree on.” I nod. Curiosity strikes. “How is he with the Worldkeepers?”

			“Incredible. He’s committed himself to his test and is making progress finding Silas’s family. I expect he’ll be able to take the vow soon.”

			“Good,” I murmur. I’m happy for my friend. But why does it feel like I’m losing yet another person? I sigh, cursing how my heart twists sometimes in ways that my better sense can’t unknot.

			Bidding my farewells, I make my way to my room and study the powders from the workshop of the Fool as the night deepens. I wait until the moon is high in the sky and everyone is tucked into bed to ensure there is little chance of accidentally happening upon someone else. It’s not long before I’m through the bridge and coming up to the entrance in his closet.
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			Chapter 40

			The wave of nostalgia that slams into me when I enter Kaelis’s apartments is overwhelming. The pain I endured here has already dulled in my memory. There were many times I resented being here. But now there’s a familiarity to this place that makes me realize his chambers are the only space that’s remained of my old self. The club is long gone, the townhome burned, even Halazar is gone.

			But these apartments remain. As warm and welcoming as I’d come to find them. As ostentatious and curio-filled as I remember.

			As if summoned by my thoughts, Kaelis emerges from his office.

			Our eyes lock. His lips part slightly and his shoulders sag, as if the weight of every trouble has been reduced to little more than a feather. At last, as a breath, he utters, “You finally came. The hour is late. You missed dinner.” He takes a step closer.

			“You were waiting for me for dinner?”

			“As I do every night I’m not in the main hall.” Kaelis gives a little smile. “It’s only polite.”

			“Polite? Said by the man who fucked me senseless on a desk but couldn’t bring me to climax.” I fold my arms.

			He takes another step, encroaching upon my space. “It’s not that I couldn’t…But if I had, you wouldn’t be here now, would you?”

			“Kaelis.” The way I say his name has him freezing. “That was long enough ago that it wasn’t even in my mind coming here tonight. And, I would’ve come to you eventually, regardless.”

			“I know,” he says.

			Does he? I look up into the voids of his eyes. “Kaelis, the sex is good with you. Immaculate. Brag-worthy, if I was going to tell anyone else about it—which I’m not.”

			“You can go on telling me all about how amazing I am.” He tilts his head back slightly, his eyes alight with amusement. But there’s more than that. Insecurity still lingers.

			I laugh softly and take his hand. “If all I wanted was good sex, I could find it whenever I wanted it. You can’t keep me coming back with glorious cock alone.”

			He swallows hard and nods.

			I can sense his discomfort and offer him relief, rather than hammering the matter. “Where is she?” I scan the sofas; nothing. His office, then.

			The moment I open the door, a little black ball of fuzz lifts her head, golden eyes shining in the lamplight. Priss rises, arching her back and stretching, claws sinking into the chaise that had been my own all last year.

			I cross, immediately burying my fingers in her fur.

			“Ah, now I know the real reason why you came. And here I thought it was for me.” Kaelis leans against the doorframe.

			“It has been an age since I last gave Priss her chin scratches.”

			“There is interest on scratches owed, she tells me.”

			“Then I must begin repayment now. Or else how will I manage?” I look over my shoulder with a grin.

			The low, warm light casts him in a hazy glow. The edges of his face seem less harsh, his expression softened as he wears a fond smile. It’s a Kaelis I doubt many have ever seen.

			It’s like we’re pretending things are normal. And I don’t want to stop. Maybe this was why I avoided coming here for so long. I knew how dangerously easy it is to forget about my worries around him. To feel safe in these lavish apartments and allow the stress of the world beyond to ease a little from the knots of my shoulders.

			“I have an idea,” he begins. “Why don’t you take up your usual spot? She’d love it. And I have some work to do. I can have food brought in.”

			Apparently Kaelis would like to pretend, too.

			“Unless you came here with other ideas?” He arches a brow. “Because I will gladly finally finish what I started weeks ago.”

			“A quiet evening sounds nice,” I say softly. Then I add with a bit of a coy note, “We’ll see how the rest of the night goes.”

			I assume my normal seat, and the evening takes on a dreamy quality. Kaelis opens his office to my browsing as he goes off to collect some refreshments for us. I search for anything that might present a lead on the inking material. As Priss curls up next to me, Kaelis takes his usual position at his desk, studious, so consumed in his work that he misses how shamelessly I’m admiring the hair that falls into his eyes.

			The pages of the book blur, and I rub my eyes before glancing over the notes and sketches I’ve scribbled. It’s a mix of half-remembered curves Mother showed me and notes that make no sense, and I try to read between the lines to find something that might not be there. I shift, careful not to disturb Priss, and glance toward Kaelis.

			He catches my gaze this time.

			“What is it?” he asks, brow furrowing slightly when he senses my unease.

			I hesitate, then close my current book. “There’s nothing more here in the academy on the World or the vessel card?” I’m still hoping for something that will be a breakthrough.

			“If there is, I haven’t found it.” He shakes his head.

			“Can the World eradicate knowledge?”

			“You’re afraid my father removed traces of the World to prevent someone else from summoning it.”

			“Is it a rational fear?” I ask.

			“Rational, yes. But so far as I can tell, in what limited knowledge I have, the World seems to repurpose rather than remove things. It’s a reshuffling of the deck, not an inking of new cards or removal of others. Some things are also immutable—like the Majors. There will always be twenty, though who they are might change when the World is cast.”

			I think about this and remember what Elorin warned me about my Major. “Kind of like how the Wheel contorts fate. When Bristara—” I choke on the words and swallow the emotion. Kaelis patiently waits. “When she died, it was from a card that was intended to kill me. The Wheel did not stop Ravin from casting the card, it simply changed the target and efficacy.”

			Kaelis thinks about this a moment and then gives a nod of approval. “Something like that. Which is a sensible way to think about it, given that the Wheel and the World tug on similar strings of fate—one is simply far more powerful.”

			“Or like the fortress,” I continue, to make sure I understand. “It was previously here, so it still existed even when the World was remade. But the history was altered—we no longer knew it as a recent kingdom, but thought it an ancient one.”

			“Yes.” He looks back down at the papers on his desk, suddenly deeply engrossed. It’s clear he’d rather not discuss this, and I can suspect why.

			So I feel bad when I continue to press the matter. “Perhaps, since evidence of Revisan persisted after the world was remade, there might be something in the records that surround it?”

			“There is nothing to be gained from the Revisan Kingdom,” he murmurs, still not looking up.

			I don’t relent. “You know about my family, Kaelis. I want to know about yours.”

			“I think you know well enough about my family.” He scoffs, but it sounds forced.

			“Your mother was the Queen of Revisan, wasn’t she?” The bold statement has him frozen. There’s a flash of panic, and then an anger I don’t understand. “Your father used her to get to the World, then he killed her and took her throne for himself.”

			“Those words are insane at best and treasonous at worst,” he whispers.

			“But are they wrong?” I challenge. It was one of the last things Bristara ever told me: He is the last of the Revisan bloodline.

			“What makes you say this?” The fact that Kaelis isn’t denying it has already told me all I need to know. Now I’m even more curious.

			“I saw her portrait.” Fortunately, I have an excuse that doesn’t involve Bristara or the Worldkeepers; I wouldn’t want to risk his ire toward them, and I know Kaelis would be upset about others sharing his secrets. “It was your father—younger, but undeniably him—standing next to a queen I didn’t recognize. But she sat on the throne and wore the crown.” I pause, waiting for him to say or do something more, but he doesn’t. So I add, softer, “You have her hair.”

			He freezes, and there’s a fleeting second of panic in his eyes. Then, without a word, he’s on his feet. He’s striding out the door of the office.

			Priss lets out an undignified meow as she’s left scrambling when I jolt upright. I race to keep up. Every door is shutting behind him right as I push through—not that he’s trying to keep me out, but he’s moving with speed and purpose. I find the door to the closet that Rewina locked months ago open. Kaelis is inside, lifting the very portrait I mentioned from the back and settling it upon a lone hook on the wall. I can’t help but wonder if that hook is waiting for that portrait…for the nights that Kaelis comes to admire it.

			He lets out a soft sigh, as if a knot of tension has unraveled between his shoulders at being able to finally gaze upon her memory with someone else.

			When he turns to face me, I see the undeniable resemblance between them. Resemblance I realize Ravin does not share. Perhaps his father took the current queen as a lover in secret, knowing he’d slay his bride. Pain fills Kaelis’s eyes. But I can also see the relief I heard in his sigh. He can finally share his secret.

			“I didn’t lie to you,” he says. “He did kill her.”

			“I believe you.” I step into the dusty gloom of the closet. There are just a few paces between us. Yet it feels like we stand worlds apart. “But…did you lie when you told me you wouldn’t use the World to bring her back?”

			A second of hesitation. One that speaks volumes. As if he’s trying to convince himself as much as he is me.

			“I would understand,” I say gently. “I, of all people, would understand you wanting to bring her back.”

			“I know.” Kaelis shifts to better see the portrait. He looks up at his mother with such longing and adoration. “But I cannot.”

			“Cannot?” Not “will not.” Not “do not want to.” “Cannot.”

			“I wouldn’t want whatever monstrosity the World would concoct—only to be at risk of disappearing should another make a wish. She wouldn’t be my mother. She’d be what that card thought would be mine. An amalgamation of magic. A chimera. A hollow monstrosity that only exists in that new world. A specter that’d vanish like woodsmoke should another wish be made, because she was never real to begin with.” He drags his eyes to mine and whispers, “I’m sorry.”

			I’m sorry for letting you have any hope. For not telling you explicitly sooner, so you’d help me pursue the World last year. I can fill in the blanks that follow those two words.

			I’d thought I’d given up on bringing my mother back with the World—I was looking toward the future. Yet here I am…wounded and aching at the idea that I can’t. That even if I changed my mind, the option isn’t there. Mother, Bristara, Jura…What has been lost to me can never be regained, not even with the mightiest magic. If they were, it’d be just a fake veneer.

			“Would you say none of us are ‘real’ after the World card?” Genuine curiosity creeps into my voice.

			“Of course we’re real.” He pauses, clearly musing on how to explain. “We existed in this world; we’ll exist in the next. But if we die…if we’re brought back to life…Where does that soul come from? Where does its casing? Is the soul the same as it would’ve been? Or is it merely the idea of what the soul might have been—should have been—in the eye of the wisher? Are its memories true? Would ours be?”

			“Does it matter?” I close the gap between us and take his hand. Kaelis continues to stare at the portrait with longing. “If you could have her, could hold her again, does it matter?”

			“To me, it would.” He nods. “I never knew her, but I’d like to think she was a woman who would want to see this world keep its forward momentum. That she would not want to be some manifestation of magic, but would want to be real.”

			“What are any of us if not manifestations of magic? What else is life?”

			Even his amusement looks somewhat sad right now. “How philosophical of you.”

			“How does the World’s wish work?” I ask pointedly, not wanting to get my hopes up for anything else I plan to do with it until I am sure I understand it.

			“When the twenty golden Majors are assembled at the font of the World and the vessel is presented, the World imbues the vessel with its power—it takes residence within it, if you will. Then, like any card, it can be cast,” he explains. I appreciate him not deflecting, though I already know all this. “Once it’s cast, the caster gets a single wish, and it can be anything. The world will interpret the wish and bend its shape to the new design.”

			“How did your father build all this?” I gesture around us and then to the portrait. “Seems like a lot of changes for one wish.”

			“Some claim it is the intention—the vision of the caster, combining with fate’s interpretation of that vision.”

			“The World is sentient?”

			“Perhaps. Perhaps it’s a force we cannot understand—not quite conscious, but not in the realm of our perception,” he muses. “That may be a question better posed to your friends in the Worldkeepers. They’re supposed to hold such knowledge.”

			His eyes drift back to the portrait.

			“If your father killed her before he cast the World so she wouldn’t be here, why does her memory still exist in this world?” I whisper, as if saying it softly could make the question easier.

			“Who knows. Perhaps my father wanted reminders of his triumph. Or perhaps it was merely how the World decided to manifest his wish.” A pause for a heartbeat. “Whatever the reason, I’m glad for the remnants of that time. Glad I still have pieces of her in this world. It’s all I will ever have of the woman I should’ve known before he took her from me.”

			I’m standing at the edge of an emotional chasm. A gap between where my pain ends and his begins. Where he stands is so similar to me, and yet it might as well be a world away. My mother was also ripped from me. But I knew her smiles, her scent; I can still force myself to recall the sound of her voice. Kaelis, however? He never knew his mother. Yet, he wouldn’t try to bring her back. He would endure this over finding comfort in a phantom.

			He means it, then. Everything he’s ever said. About the World, his vision, what he wants to use it for…

			Every doubt I’ve had about him is at last, fully, completely abandoned. He has been sincere—honest with me the whole time. And what have I given him in return? Deception. Lies. I swallow hard as if I can better stomach my guilt that way.

			Let people in, Clara. All of this hurt and struggle is only worth something if you’re fighting for someone at the end of it.

			Wordlessly, I reach up, and my hand glides along the edge of his cheek and the sharp line of his jaw. I slowly pull his face toward mine. Kaelis doesn’t resist.

			Our lips meet. Gently. Sweetly, even. His hands glide around my waist and pull me closer.

			“Stay with me tonight,” he rasps over my mouth.

			Without a thought, I reply, “Yes.”
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			Chapter 41

			He pulls me closer, kisses soft and slow. Every movement unhurried and savored. It’s so different from the classroom, where he seemed ready to devour me. This is gentle yet still tastes of desperation.

			I wrap my arms around his neck and lose my fingers in the silken strands of his hair. Take me, I could beg. Make me forget all of it—my fear, my doubt, the endless decisions and second-guessing of my every movement. Make me forget every fracture and scar that all the magic in the world couldn’t mend.

			As if he can hear my thoughts, Kaelis pulls back slightly, eyes ablaze even as his movements remain soft and gentle. Never has his desire been more apparent than now. Never has our restraint left us at the point of gasping. Questions and fears war in both our eyes. Never have I ached so deeply for him that I can’t stop myself from pulling him back and kissing him. Just…kissing him. Savoring the taste of his tongue. The way his lips, wet and hot, glide against mine.

			“Clara,” he rasps against my lips. My name sounds different. It’s reverent, yet hungry.

			I don’t have a chance to respond before he moves, leading me into the hall, our fingers laced. Just touching that little bit of skin has a flush rushing through me. My heart is beating so hard I wonder if he can feel it in my fingertips.

			Does he notice how different my hands are now? How our proportions have shifted ever so slightly, since my transformation? It’s all these little things I’ve barely discovered that suddenly seem placed beneath a magnifying glass. I’ve never been so aware of my own skin. Of every errant thought, suddenly so loud. My heart beats harder to try to drown them out.

			In an instant, I’m weightless. Kaelis lifts me into his arms, carrying me through his apartments and to his bed. I cling to him, pressing my face into the curve of his neck, my lips against his hot skin. I breathe him in like the world is poison and he’s the antidote.

			My back meets the bed, and his eyes never leave mine as he crawls over me. I see myself reflected there, as though I am forever trapped within those voids. My lips parted, eyes wild. I’m desperate and beautiful and aching.

			“Do you want me?” he asks, though we both know the answer. Maybe he wants to hear it.

			Maybe I need to say it. “I do.”

			The memory of our last encounter settles on me like the heat of his body. It was messy, hasty, mostly clothed—on the desk in a frenzy of need that left no time for exploration. That’s why this feels different.

			We want this more than anything else in this moment. But we aren’t rushing. His touch is as exploratory as his stare.

			Gentle kisses are as hot as embers on my throat. Kaelis shifts on top of me, and I let out a sigh as the weight of him presses me into the bed. I exhale all the air from my lungs and then some, as though I could leave no room for doubt or second-guessing. As if I could exhale the pent-up pain and frustration that cling to the insides of my ribs like barbs. He shifts, one hand supporting his weight as the other traces paths around my breasts like one would the uncharted territory on a map.

			“I want to see you, all of you…properly this time,” he murmurs against my collarbone.

			“If you didn’t see properly last time, I think that was mostly your fault.” I lean back into the pillows, looking down at where his lips drag toward my yet-clothed breasts.

			Kaelis twists to look up at me with one eye. Enough that I see the smallest curl of the corner of his mouth. What a smug asshole, I think with supreme fondness.

			He grabs the hem of my shirt, and I arch toward him. Slipping the garment over my head, he discards it onto the floor, doing the same with his own shirt. They land with a whisper of fabric as the cool air hits my skin. But it barely registers. All I see is him wearing an expression that puts a lump in my throat.

			Admiration and wonder. That’s the only way I could describe what I see in his eyes as they drink me in. It’s not the calculated and clinical way he regarded me as I was remade. Not a man desperate, as he was in the classroom. It’s something far more intimate and overwhelming.

			“You’re…” Kaelis shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair.

			“I’m what?” I can’t leave it hanging.

			“Magnificent.” He leans back down and captures my mouth with a growl. “There is no way in which you couldn’t be. No world in which you are anything less than perfection. It is as intrinsically your nature as being fate’s chosen vessel.”

			The words are a balm to fears I hadn’t realized—or admitted—I’d been carrying. When he kisses me again, it’s more raw. Hungrier.

			His mouth travels lower, worshiping every bit of skin it meets. He reaches the swell of my breasts and pauses. His breath on a ragged inhale rakes against my skin the same way his teeth close around my nipple. It’s the same as it’s always been, but different.

			When his fingers hook into the waistband of my trousers, I lift my hips. I help him strip me the rest of the way and then aid him in doing the same. We explore each other as though it’s for the first time. Better, perhaps, than the first time. As now we are far more comfortable with each other.

			Kaelis settles between my thighs, and there’s a slight tremor to his kiss, as if he’s straining against invisible shackles. Eyes locked with mine, he slowly pushes forward. I’m ready—dripping—so he enters with ease. He brings his forehead to mine, eyes closing. I press mine shut so tight it’s nearly a grimace.

			There is nothing between us, and yet I can’t get close enough. My arms and legs are around him, and yet I can’t reach him. I can lose myself in the feeling of his body moving with mine, and yet I somehow feel…oddly alone.

			Kaelis sucks in a breath as if to say something. I hold mine, waiting. But no words are exchanged.

			What are we doing? The thought bubbles up, and I kiss him as if in response to it. As though that’s the answer. What is this? What are we?

			This isn’t what we’ve done in the past. We’re not fucking. Not clawing at each other with teeth and nails. But it is desperate and hungry in its own way.

			But we’re not…we’re not lovers, so this can’t be what some call “making love.” Yet I imagine this might be what it feels like. The soft movements. The longing looks, as if he’s across a crowded room and he’s not fully embedded in me.

			Pleasure builds slowly, almost sweetly. I lose myself in the feeling of how we move together—the way he fills me perfectly. The way his hands hold me as though I’m something precious, and gentle, and all those soft words I’ve never associated with myself.

			Tension coils tighter, reaching a point that’s inevitable. We know each other too well not to reach climax. Kaelis knows just where to find my clit, and I know just how biting his neck where it meets his shoulder does it for him.

			We lie tangled. Him on top of me. My fingers knotted in his hair.

			Never has anything felt so perfect…nor so hollow. That strange notion I found between thrusts still has yet to abate.

			“What are you thinking?” he whispers into the fading light of the fire.

			“That it’s strange to not be screaming until my voice is cracking when you fuck me.” The lie comes easily. I can’t tell him all these racing thoughts that I barely want to admit to myself. We’re still pretending like this will be enough, I think.

			He laughs softly and shifts, falling out of me and rolling onto the bed. “Next time.” Kaelis hands me a deck, and I swiftly use cards to clean myself up and prevent any unwanted consequences of our pleasure.

			“I’ll hold you to it.” I grin, and he returns the expression. Effortless, beautiful deflection. Even here, even after what we just shared. Even wanting to lose ourselves in each other. We still come up against the walls we’ve built to keep other people out. Never have I felt them more.

			We’re both too afraid to call this what it is. But denying it is becoming more glaring by the day.

			“Stay tonight.” He grabs my wrist.

			“I’ll be gone before the morning,” I warn him.

			“I expect nothing less.”

			I go to the bathroom and then slip back between the sheets. His breathing is already slowing, eyelids as heavy as the arm he wraps around my waist. Closing my eyes, I decide to pretend for just a little bit longer. Pretend that we are a normal couple. Pretend that he knows all about me and I know all about him and the world is simple. Pretend that I’m not still lying to him.

			When dawn comes, it all begins again. But for now I dream of a home that can’t be taken from me. Of people I won’t lose. And…of letting myself trust enough to fall in love.
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			Chapter 42

			I hear whispers of what’s happening in the city. They come from the student body, and from the Worldkeepers by way of Gregor. Sacrificing that professor earned a little bit of trust with the general populace. But they’re becoming antsy again. Arresting an “accomplice” goes only so far. They want the real deal—they want blood. My blood.

			But I remain hidden and, so far as I’m able to tell, safe. For now.

			The same can’t be said for my sister. The Worldkeepers tend to her. I’ve begun to learn their faces and names in an effort to turn familiarity into trust. I’m still unsure how much of my wanting to join them is realizing how convenient it would be to be aligned with them. Ferier—their healer—is a decent man. But she has yet to make any progress under his care.

			And so I return to the theory I’ve been hanging my hope on since it first occurred to me: Thal.

			Just when I’m on the verge of giving up and finding Thal myself, they appear next to Sorza one afternoon following class. They look quite confused as to why Sorza brought them here. But they have enough faith in Sorza that they follow her into my classroom, not knowing that they’re a beacon of hope.

			“All right,” Sorza says as she closes the door behind her, turning to me. “I held up my end of the bargain.”

			“Bargain?” Thal is understandably confused.

			“Thal…” I say softly, emotion briefly getting the better of me. Then I gather myself, round my desk, and quickly cross the classroom. “It’s good to see you again.”

			“Professor?” Their brows furrow deeper as I approach. “What’s going on? Why am I here?” Skepticism is written on their face and dulls their hazel eyes.

			Sorza merely leans against the door, arms folded and watching us with a smirk.

			“Thal…It’s me, Clara.” I come to a halt a short distance away. Thal’s attention returns to me, their earrings clinking. One of those stacks of beaded and gilded ribbons is longer than the other. It accentuates the sharp edge of their jaw and the carved hollow of their cheeks while highlighting the honeyed gold of their hair.

			They narrow their eyes. “I don’t understand what jest you’re playing at.”

			“It’s me, Clara, the Wheel of Fortune. And I need you—as the Sun.”

			“You’ve taken this jest too far,” Thal says to Sorza, seething.

			Sorza raises her hand in mock surrender, even though Thal hasn’t made any motion toward her. “I’m just the messenger.”

			Thal turns their confusion back to me. “Clara—the Wheel—Clara Graysword is the most hunted person in Oricalis. Some of the most powerful people underneath the crown are searching for her, and she’s managed to elude them. This whole academy was turned upside down. Yet you would have me believe you’re her?”

			“Where better to hide than under my enemies’ noses?” I shrug.

			“I don’t believe—”

			“Poppies,” I interject. That stills them. “You need poppies to ink your card, and it can remove pain from someone.”

			Thal slowly turns back to Sorza. “You could’ve told her that.”

			“But I didn’t,” Sorza says.

			“I don’t see why I—”

			Before they can finish, I lift a card from my deck. I anticipated their suspicion weeks ago when I asked Sorza to help bring them to me. I knew that they could find a way to doubt everything, save for one thing—one bit of irrefutable proof.

			Their eyes widen as the silver ink of the Wheel of Fortune catches the light.

			“It is you…” they whisper. “And you’re daring to reveal yourself to me? How can you trust me not to turn you in?”

			“Will you?” I return the card to my deck. “So far, the Majors have been fairly aligned in a dislike for Naethor.”

			“I wouldn’t gamble on that too much,” they murmur.

			My interest is piqued. “And that means?”

			“Maybe some of the older Majors, who know him better. But he’s already trying to whisper in the ears of those here, like Cael and Nidus.”

			Good to know. But not my priority right now…“What about you? Has he succeeded in whispering in your ears?”

			“Ignoring the fact that I think you’ll slay me if I try to turn you in…No, of course I’m not going to help that man. But why reveal yourself to me?”

			“I need help, and it’s something only you can do.”

			A frown tugs on their lips, as if they already know what I’m going to ask.

			“I need the power of the Sun.”

			“No, you don’t,” they say without missing a beat.

			“I do,” I insist.

			“Clara, that card is powerful—so powerful that once it is used, there is no going back for some. Its effects can be addictive.” There is the shadow of something horrible and terrifying in their eyes.

			“I remember what you told me the first night I was in the Sanctum of the Majors.” I’m able to keep my voice calmer than I feel. “If there was another path, I would take it. But I’ve exhausted all options. It’s a risk that must be taken.”

			“This risk—”

			“Is the only way I might ever see my sister again,” I interrupt, a little too firm at first, but far more gentle at the end. “She was kept in the lowest dungeon of Halazar for nearly two years. She was abused, endlessly, by Ravin and Glavstone. She is nothing more than a husk of herself. Her body has mended, but her mind…I can only imagine the turmoil that she lives in daily where numb silence is safer. But maybe, if it hurt less, she could return to her body from wherever she’s hidden away her soul. Maybe that would be enough to show her that it is safe for her to be here again.”

			Thal’s stare drifts to a corner of the room. They shake their head, but it’s not a no. At least, it doesn’t feel that way. And that gut reaction is affirmed when they speak again.

			“Removing pain…is a delicate thing,” Thal starts. “Once an individual has been liberated of it, even briefly, they are more likely to pursue the sensation. To have no burden on one’s shoulders can be euphoric. And that makes the return of life’s hurts even more challenging.”

			“I don’t want to remove all burdens. Only enough—only the worst of it.”

			“My card doesn’t discriminate. It removes pain. All pain.”

			I sigh and rest my hand on one of the desks to wrestle with what they’re saying and its implications. There are no good answers here and no clear way forward.

			“I still think we owe it to her to try,” I say softly. “Otherwise I’m afraid she’s going to spend forever sitting there like a living doll. I can’t see another way to bring her back. I just need her to realize it’s safe. Just for a few minutes. I think that’s all she’ll need.”

			There are cards that can temporarily alter the mind in specific ways. Cards that can mend the flesh. But there is only one card I have ever known of that can remove pain completely, even from the mind.

			And we both know it.

			It’s Thal’s card or nothing.

			“Please,” I say when the silence has dragged on to the point that I think they’re about to walk away from this whole exchange. I see my hope for my sister growing dimmer like sunlight fading on the horizon. “Just once.”

			“Very well,” they finally say. Two words restore my hope. But something in the relief that spreads across my face makes their expression grow even warier. “But I will be the one to administer it. I will not give my card to you or anyone else.”

			“Agreed.”

			Thal still seems leery. “And I cannot stress enough…My card removes pain; it doesn’t mend or heal. The wound, whatever it might be, must be healed if you want real change. I can only offer treatment of the symptoms; I cannot be the cure.”

			“I truly believe that all she needs is to know it’s safe to return to us.” Maybe it’s an ignorant hope, but what else do I have? “Do you have your card, or do you need to ink it?”

			They pat their deck confidently.

			“Then let’s go.” I step toward them both. Sorza has already demanded in on what I have going on behind the scenes. And since she succeeded in bringing me Thal, I know she will want to see where her efforts lead.

			“Go?” Sorza proves me right with her eager tone.

			“Now?” Thal asks.

			“No time like the present.”
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			Chapter 43

			We use passages and the smaller and quieter stairways rarely used by students. I double back and slow my pace multiple times to make sure we’re not being followed, pausing as we go deeper into the academy to listen for any faint echoes of movement.

			Only when I’m confident we’re alone, and deep enough that the likelihood of running into anyone is next to nothing, do I take the direct route to Arina. Thal and Sorza say nothing, but I see them clocking the pathway we take, their eyes marking each sculpture and decaying tapestry as landmarks.

			They will know where Arina is…But I trust them both.

			Gregor is on his feet the moment we arrive, hand hovering by his deck on his biceps as he stares at the three of us. His eyes dart between Thal and Sorza, the line of his brows deepening.

			“They’re here to help Arina,” I say.

			“Actually, I’m mostly here because I’m nosy and she didn’t explicitly tell me to get lost,” Sorza chimes in with a wry grin.

			I shoot her a pointed look that says, Not helpful.

			“I’m here to help.” Thal sounds more begrudging than I’d like. But at least they’re still saying they’ll assist. They turn to me. “Where is she?”

			“Through there.” I point to the cracked door.

			Thal doesn’t waste a beat starting for the door. Gregor watches them with narrowed eyes the entire time. He shifts his weight, as if fighting to prevent himself from bolting forward.

			“You have so much to share,” Sorza says to me. I can’t tell if she’s oblivious to my turmoil or if she’s intentionally making an effort to lighten the mood. “I knew you were getting up to something good if you changed your whole face.”

			“And why would I tell any more details to someone who’s just here because they’re ‘nosy’?” I ask dryly, focus still on the door to Arina’s room. Do I go in? Or do I give Thal some space? I’ve already pushed them far enough; I don’t want to push any harder.

			She laughs. “Don’t be so serious.”

			“Taking you both here is a risk. Don’t push your luck,” I caution her.

			“I’m an orphan who was found abandoned at the edge of a monster-infested forest. Do I look like someone who is particularly daunted by risks?” Sorza’s tone is light, but her eyes are briefly overcome with a shadow as large as one of the legendary beasts I’ve only ever heard rumors of. “Besides, you’re a smart one. If you really thought it was that risky to trust me, you wouldn’t have brought me or trusted me to get Thal in the first place.”

			“Your confidence is astounding,” I mutter, meeting Gregor’s eyes. He says nothing, but his stare speaks volumes about how uneasy he is with this whole situation.

			“I’m going to check on Thal and Arina,” I ultimately decide. “Gregor, please give Sorza some of the broad strokes of what’s been happening here.”

			Gregor gives me a piercing stare as I cross the room but doesn’t object. I hear the low rumble of his voice as I push open the door Thal left cracked.

			Arina is sleeping, arms folded over her stomach. I know that’s how Gregor arranges them when he tucks her into bed. Her skin is regaining its luster, and even her hair is growing back faster thanks to proper nutrition and time. It almost looks like a proper hairstyle instead of just awkward regrowth.

			“Should I wake her up?” I ask, taking my normal position on the edge of her bed. Sorza and Gregor hover beyond the open door, watching as they converse quietly.

			Thal stands on the opposite side of the bed, regarding her with an unreadable expression. They obviously haven’t administered their card yet. “No, she’ll wake up on her own.” Their eyes flick to mine. “Are you ready?”

			Dread and doubt fill me at the question. But I ultimately stand by my decision. “Yes.”

			They reach into their pocket and retrieve their deck. The Sun slips out, shining silver in the light streaming through the window. The card melts into the sunbeams.

			I expected the card to be more like Silas’s Chariot—a blinding flash of light. But instead, the magic is a gradual sunrise. A golden glow spills from their hand, soft and warm, and then cascades over Arina. The glimmering gold light chases away the shadows that were lingering over her and in the corners of the room. The air warms, and even I let out a sigh of relief as the tension I carry with me every moment of the day eases from merely being in the presence of the card.

			Arina twitches. Thal steps back, gaining space, but doesn’t leave. Arina’s lips part slightly, and she exhales.

			Her eyes flutter open. The late-afternoon sun complements their natural, gilded hue. Those eyes turn to meet mine, and my heart stops. The motion of the people in the doorway stops. Everything stops. And we all hang on her next inhale.

			And the slight smile before she says, “Clara.”

			My name on her lips has me doubling over, clinging to the bedsheets. “Arina,” I sob. “Arina!” I’m scrambling to grab her. To clutch her to me so that she can never be taken from me ever again. I hold her so tightly it’s as if I’m trying to meld our skin together.

			My sister.

			My blood.

			You know me, even still. You know me. You know yourself. I didn’t lose you.

			“You recognize me?” I pull away.

			“You don’t think I’d recognize my sister no matter her form?” She gently squeezes my arms in a calm, friendly way. “Plus, you showed me your new face—you explained it.”

			“I wasn’t sure if you heard me,” I whisper.

			“Yes, I can see why you would think that.” She gives a slight nod, and her eyes scan the room. “Where am I? The academy, right?”

			Every word is calm and even. Serene. Perfectly peaceful. I should feel more relieved. This is what I wanted. Except…she’s absent the fiery edge my little sister usually had. Her anger has been doused, her rage quieted. No, more than that, all her emotions have vanished.

			Thal warned me of this. But seeing it is different. More than that, I didn’t expect the card to take caution, worry, or fear from her. They warned me of all pain being removed, not all emotion. But how much of fear is rooted in pain? Terror at the idea of being in pain? At the memory of past hurt? Can someone who doesn’t know pain be afraid? What is there to fear when nothing seems to hurt you? How much of joy exists only because it is in contrast to the hurt we know is out there? How much of motivation stems from the desire to move past or avoid pain?

			Questions I’ve never even considered until this moment.

			“Yes, we’re in the academy. Deep, though. Hidden.” I rest my hand on hers. “You’re safe here, I promise.”

			She turns to the window. “Safe,” she repeats thoughtfully. “I suppose I wasn’t very safe for a very long time…”

			“Arina…” Gregor staggers forward, unable to hold himself back any longer. I’m grateful for even the few seconds he managed to offer us to have our own moment together. Tears well in his eyes.

			“It’s good to see you again,” she says in this new placid manner I’ve never heard from her before. “Is the rest of the club here?”

			“They…” Gregor trails off, hopeless eyes meeting mine.

			I rise to the occasion, trying to swallow the lump in my throat and failing. “Bristara is dead. Jura died helping us escape Halazar. Twino and Ren have left—they’re living their own life now, for themselves. We’re what’s left of the Starcrossed Club.”

			“Oh.” The sound Arina makes is pure nonchalance, and Gregor and I suck in a pained breath in unison.

			I’m doing this to show her it’s safe to return to her body—to start the emotional healing process—not to mourn, I remind myself, even as the ache stings. Thal watches me instead of Arina, and I’ve little doubt they’re judging how I’m handling this.

			“ ‘Oh’?” Gregor says. “ ‘Oh’? Is that all you have to say? I thought they were your family as much as ours.” His words oscillate between anger and hurt. He takes a step forward.

			“Don’t.” I stand, shooting him a glare. “Remember, she’s under the influence of a card.”

			Gregor’s hands ball into fists, and his head jerks away so he can stare into the corner of the room.

			“We looked for you, I swear,” I say softly, clutching her hand. “We thought you were dead, or I would’ve never let you spend as long as you did there.” The words nearly choke me. “I am so sorry, Arina. But it’s safe now, and I will make sure they can never get you again. Do you understand that?”

			“I do. It’s all right now.” Arina squeezes my hand with a smile. “Don’t beat yourself up over what happened.”

			“How are you the one comforting me?” I croak, shaking my head. “We let you down. I failed you, abandoned you.”

			“You didn’t abandon me. I was held captive and you didn’t even know. But I’m fine now,” she says, a tiny smile still plastered on her lips.

			“I…I’m glad. That’s what I wanted you to know. That you’re safe now,” I say weakly, ignoring the unease creeping across my flesh like a thousand crawling ants. This is what I wanted. I wanted her to see and hear me, and she is.

			So why does it feel so wrong?

			“What did they do to you?” Gregor asks.

			“It doesn’t matter.” I shoot him a glare.

			“We have been compromised so many times; it is good to know if there are any outstanding risks,” he says calmly. It makes sense, but the Gregor I know would never ask such a thing given her state. It sounds like something Vaduin or the Worldkeepers would say, and I wonder if they put him up to it.

			“Any risks are moot now,” I attempt to counter. “So much has changed; all her information is out of date.”

			“I don’t mind sharing if you think it’s helpful.” Arina overrules me and sits a little straighter.

			“You shouldn’t strain yourself. Just focus on relaxing for now.” In my periphery, I see Thal as I speak, their worried expression becoming more and more haunted the longer this goes on.

			“It’s no strain,” Arina assures me.

			“Arina…” My weak objection is ignored completely.

			“I was working on getting supplies out of the academy—I’d bartered for them. Had to trade my bracelet for resources and secrets. I suspected the man I had met who lived in the depths was reporting to some other competitor of the Starcrossed Club. There was something off about him.”

			“We know about Silas,” I say.

			“Oh, yes, Silas. That was his name.” Arina smiles with her unsettling ease. “One time, I agreed to go with him, thinking that I might be able to catch him in some kind of lie, or find who he reported to. Well, I did find out.

			“Turns out it was Prince Ravin. The prince captured me and took me to Halazar—though I didn’t know where I was going until we arrived. First, he blindfolded, bound, and beat me. But the beatings did not end there.”

			My hand balls into a trembling fist. There’s something so, so much worse about the methodical and calm way she’s recounting this. I’m glad she’s not in pain. But…without that pain, every word seems so detached, as if she’s speaking about something that happened to someone else. But maybe recounting it like this will help her in some way…

			“He kept going on about my being the Star—as in the Major tarot.” She laughs lightly. “What a ridiculous notion that was. But he brought a new man into Halazar to verify this claim, allegedly.”

			“The Hierophant,” Thal murmurs. I give them a slight nod.

			“Once it was confirmed, Ravin asked me—over and over—to ink my card. When I could not, he shattered my legs because ‘legs are not needed to ink cards.’

			“When I still could not, he began to demand that I read his future—he said that, as the Star, I was the only one who could catch a true glimpse of what was to come. Something immutable, regardless of what cards were cast or actions were taken.” That must be her innate ability, I realize as she speaks. Usually a tarot reading shows what is likely to happen, not what will. But her readings always had an element to them that was so spot-on it was scary…“Naturally, I refused. I was quite tenacious. So he poked me with hot irons. He ripped off my nails from the beds…”

			The room falls into a horrified hush as she continues detailing all the heinous and horrifying acts Ravin committed against her. Every instance of torture is far more gruesome than the last. Every detail turns my blood molten. My fists are clammy from the sweat generated by my relentless grip.

			I will kill him.

			Never have four words been more delicious. More satisfying. More necessary.

			I will kill him, and it will be slow. I will take my time with him like he took his time with my sister. He does not deserve a good death, or a clean death, not after all he’s done.

			Her eyes drift to mine. “Then Ravin began to ask about you.”

			“Me?” Shock momentarily snaps me back to my body.

			She nods. “He began asking what you liked, and what you didn’t. He…he wanted me to read tarot spreads relating to you. Of course I refused.” She smiles again, but this time it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “He very much wanted to know, however. So he began to interrogate me, alternating interrogations and torture with the Six of Cups.”

			The Six of Cups offers glimpses into the memories of an individual, usually whatever is top of mind for them at the time. It’s an erratic card that is impossible to control and is generally regarded as unreliable, considering that people are so apt to misremember or to lie to themselves.

			“He would use the Three of Swords to have me relive Mother’s death. Eventually, he used the Nine of Swords, and I finally broke and told him what he wanted to know.” Her eyes turn to mine, and I see they’re shining now with emotion that wasn’t there before. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry for what I told him. I spoke of Mother, our time living on the streets, of your first love and the club.”

			“Like I said, it doesn’t matter now,” I assure her. “Ravin has already played his hand, and so much has changed. There’s nothing you could’ve said that might impact things going forward.”

			She smiles, weaker than before. She continues speaking as if I haven’t said anything. “Even with the Nine of Swords, he couldn’t force me to read tarot for him. I…” For the first time, Arina trails off, brow furrowing. Just as I’m about to tell her to stop, she continues. “I didn’t then. I didn’t ever…But oh, how he wanted me to. He was so, so angry.”

			“You can stop now,” I say.

			“The Knight of Swords was his favorite.” A card dedicated solely to inflicting pain. “He would pin me down with the Ten of Wands, then he…he…” Her voice has begun to waver. It loses strength, fading out entirely before coming back.

			I glance toward Thal desperately. Their eyes meet mine, sorrow and pity filling their gaze.

			Arina continues, tears flowing as swiftly as her words. “Then the rats and the maggots, the raw meat, and—oh, Twenty, Twenty, I was a corpse. I wished I was dead.”

			“That’s enough. You’re safe now. Just focus on that: You are safe. That’s all that matters.” I try to position myself so that I’m the only thing she sees.

			Arina rips her hand from mine, suddenly screaming as if burnt. She grabs her head, nails digging so deeply into her scalp that blood blooms in crescent arcs.

			“I feel them! I still feel them!” The words have become shrill and sharp. “They are here with me. In me. Even now.”

			“Arina.” I shake her gently, my hands on her shoulders. She screeches and twists, ripping herself from me.

			“Let me go!” Arina claws at my face and arms. I take the scratches and beating.

			“You won’t be hurt again. Listen to me—that’s all that matters now. You won’t be hurt. You’re safe.” I repeat it like a mantra as if it’ll somehow be enough, when it’s so obvious that it’s not.

			“Make it stop.” She weeps. The sound is horrible. Her voice is broken. Shattered. She’s trembling, rattling, as though she’s about to fall apart. “Make it stop.”

			There’s a swirl of blue light from where Thal stands. I see a haze around Arina’s head. Her eyes become heavy, and she collapses in my arms, limp. The steady rise and fall of her chest assures me she’s all right, merely sleeping. The Four of Cups comes in handy, yet again. The only thing that seems to give her relief is unconsciousness.

			Saying nothing, Thal leaves the apartments. In their wake is a silence so heavy it could crush the world.
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			Chapter 44

			Thal sits in a wide bay window that overlooks the sea. They stare out toward the horizon and the slowly dimming light. They make no movement as I approach, don’t even look my way as I sit next to them. A few minutes pass in total stillness.

			“We’ve decided to keep her asleep for a while, by card and by drug.” I finally break the silence, not sure why I’m reporting this to them. They don’t have any reason to know all this. I lean and rest my temple against the cool, salt-battered glass. “Letting her rest seems to be the kindest thing for her, even though she’s spent months unconscious. Maybe the next time she wakes up, it’ll be better…”

			Thal still says nothing. They don’t even look my way. Yet I keep talking.

			“All I wanted was for her to know it was okay. Like that would be enough. What if…what if all I’ve done is make her more conscious of the horrors?”

			Thal still says nothing. No understanding looks. No words of comfort.

			I’m trembling. It’d be better if they yelled at me. “Before I left, Gregor said she might need to be tied to the bed again. He’s afraid of her waking up and being worse, not better.” The words catch in my throat, and my voice cracks. “I’ve let her be tied down like an animal. I promised her I wouldn’t let anything else happen to her, and now I’ve let them shackle her once more. You…you were right. I’m sorry—to you, to her. I really thought having that moment of clarity would be enough. But now I’ve only made things worse. No matter how good my intentions are, or how hard I try, I can’t seem to find the right choices when they matter most.”

			“I don’t think you could do anything to make her situation much worse than it is.” Thal finally speaks, but they don’t look my way. Their voice is soft but not gentle. “You heard what she endured, and I am sure she only shared a fraction of it. You gave her a glimmer of relief. Something to fight for, if she chooses to fight.”

			“That was my hope, but what if it wasn’t enough?”

			“It probably won’t be.” They sigh.

			“Can…” I stare at them, a knot in my throat. They’re still turned away. I wish I could see their full expression. If I could, then maybe I could glean some notion of their mental state—how much favor I’ve lost and what I still have. “Can I ask for another card?”

			“No.”

			“Thal…”

			They ball their hand into a fist and then relax it with a sigh. They shake their head. “You said once.”

			“I know, but maybe a few times and then she’ll start to—”

			“It was my mother.”

			“What?”

			“She drank. Drinking seemed to be the only thing that numbed the pain of my father and his beatings—beatings she took for me because of the ‘disappointment’ that I was. The only thing that made her days palatable after the bastard left and somehow, somehow she still wanted him. Longed for him. Even after the bruises faded and after he treated her like a doll to be played with and discarded as he pleased, she still asked him to return to us. Said we ‘needed him’ to survive.

			“She drank more, and wept more, and lamented her existence—our existence. But there were moments…moments when it was just the two of us, and the sun shone. Moments when she was the mother I remembered from when I was little.

			“So I thought…” They shift, leaning their own temple against the glass, mostly looking outside but now keeping me solidly in their periphery. “I thought that if I could remove her pain, she’d be that mother again. Even if it was only for a little while, it’d show her how good our lives could be together. I hunted, and searched, and tried every card I could think of. I even tried making my own.”

			“And you found your Major,” I realize.

			They nod. “I heard the folklore about the Majors and researched everything I could. I asked every hunched elder to regale me with the tales they’d heard. And I found it—the solution.

			“It shouldn’t have worked.” They laugh, and it’s a heartbreaking sound. “But it did. And for a day, I had her back. I had her smiles and her love. I had everything I wanted. But by the time night fell, she returned to the way she was.

			“Again. Again. Again,” they intone with haunting repetition. Like a prayer that would forever be unanswered. Their voice changes slightly on the last, and I know the word isn’t their own. They speak for their mother. Again, again, again, please, I can almost hear the ghost of a woman I’ve never met begging her child. Shame fills Thal’s voice as they continue. “I obliged her.

			“Over and over, I inked the Sun. So much that my hands were perpetually ruddy from the poppies I’d crush and blend with binder.” They stare at their empty palms, and I wonder if they’re imagining the crimson ink as blood. “She stopped knowing how to live without it. So, the day I couldn’t offer it to her…the one time I was gone for an hour too long—to harvest the resources for her…It was too much for her to bear. When I returned, she was no longer breathing.”

			My breath catches and burns my lungs as if I have inhaled flame. I know the pain of losing a mother. But to see her corpse in that way…It’s too much to bear, and all I’ve heard is a story. But Thal lived it.

			“It wasn’t your fault,” I whisper.

			They finally turn their eyes to me. Golden flecks within their hazel eyes shimmer in the fading light, but not from tears. From a wry, bitter amusement at my pity. That is the look of a person whose tears have long since been cried out.

			“It was, though.” A slight smile crosses their lips. That look is somehow more heartbreaking than if they were sobbing. “I didn’t tie the rope or fix it to the banister. I didn’t know what she would do. I didn’t understand the depths of her sorrow—the void that she had slipped into that a child cannot fully comprehend.

			“But I was the one who gave her relief. The one who offered her a reprieve sweeter than any liquor or slumber. And I gave it to her again and again. Without pause or hesitation or even a second thought that maybe what I was doing was actually worse than her suffering. Even when I saw her tremble at the first signs of pain seeping back in. Even when I knew—and I knew—that she could not even breathe without the relief, I continued.”

			“You were a child,” I whisper. It’s hard to keep myself from pulling them into an embrace. The urge to comfort wars with the knowledge that after what I begged them to do, I am probably the last person they want solace from.

			“I was old enough. Deep within me, I knew what I was doing, and I didn’t care. I wanted her, more than anything, and my love was her undoing.”

			Words fail me, and I stare at Thal. The brightest card in the Major Arcana—the representation of pure joy—is the Sun. Yet within Thal’s radiance lies a sorrow so deep it’s shocking they’ve not drowned in it.

			They finally meet my eyes. “Pain can break us. But it can also make us. We are not just pain and not just joy. What makes us as people is the combination of both. Losing either completely is a dangerous thing.”

			“Did you ever use your card on yourself?” I ask.

			A glint in their eyes suggests they’re impressed that I’d have the audacity to ask. “Once, after she was gone. I spent a day not caring about her death. A day not mourning her memory. And the week that followed was one of the worst of my life as I lived with the knowledge that it seemed…so easy to let her go.”

			I instantly think of Jura, of Silas, of Mother, Bristara, and everyone else I’ve lost. The only thing that keeps them alive is the memories, sweet and sad. Thal rests their hand on my knee and pats it once, jolting me from my thoughts. The weight of all they’ve said is only half as heavy as all they’ve left unsaid.

			“Don’t take her pain from her. I know why you want to. But you’ll truly lose her forever if you keep trying to merely placate her. Rip the source of her agony out by the roots, even if it’s hard. Don’t merely trim the branches.” They stand. “I should return. People will begin to wonder if I’m gone too long.”

			I stand as well, but my limbs feel as heavy as lead. It’s amazing they can move at all given the burden they shoulder. Yet they walk with the same grace they’ve always possessed.

			“Thal.”

			They pause, looking back at me.

			“How do you endure each day when you have the power to erase the hurt?”

			They smile, yet their expression is exhausted. “The innate power of the Sun is an incredibly high pain tolerance, no cards required. I couldn’t feel more even if I tried…and I have tried.” They turn and begin walking once more, back straight, shoulders relaxed…even though some of the heaviest tragedies one might bear rest upon them.

			I let them leave, sitting on the bench. I stare into the lengthening shadows where they departed long after they’re gone. Finally, with a sigh, I drag my feet back to the apartments. Fortunately, Arina seems to be peaceful—judging by the silence from behind her closed door. It’s Gregor and Sorza who now are a whorl of chaos.

			“Absolutely not.” Gregor shakes his head and throws up his hands, pacing. “I don’t even know you.”

			“I’ve told you my name, how I grew up, what my favorite foods are, my Major, what my favorite color is, my favorite Minor suit to wield—what else do you need?” Sorza puts her hands on her hips.

			“Do I want to know what’s going on?” I sigh.

			“She’s trying to stick her nose where it doesn’t belong.” Gregor pauses at the other side of the room, then quickly crosses back.

			“My nose is already right where it belongs.”

			“You are not involved in any of this.” He points at her as if punctuating his declaration.

			“I absolutely am involved and I’m trying to find out ways I can be of more help,” Sorza says to us both. “I thought I could come and check on her from time to time.” It is a kind offer…“Or help with something else. Anything else. Let me do something more than just going through the mindless motions of a student waiting for fate to deal whatever hand it has in store for me.”

			“I don’t want your help.” Gregor squares up in front of her. Sorza stands a little taller, tilting her head, not intimidated in the slightest. This makes Gregor only more annoyed. “I. Don’t. Know. You.”

			Sorza glances my way. “Does he always repeat himself several times?”

			“She needs to leave before the World—before they see her.” Gregor speaks to me now. Clearly, he didn’t tell her too much when I asked him to fill her in.

			“Who’s the World…?” Sorza misses nothing.

			“It’s no one,” Gregor says.

			“You’re lying.” Sorza is far too delighted by her innate power.

			“You’re annoying.”

			“Which is worse? Being annoying or a liar?” The way Sorza needles him gets right under his skin.

			I’d probably laugh if I wasn’t so exhausted and disheartened. “Sorza, please go. Can you find your way back on your own?”

			“I can. But I want to help.” She shifts away from Gregor to face me, turning the same determination my way. “You gave me your word you would involve me in your plans if I helped you.”

			“You what?” Gregor’s jaw drops open.

			“I will find a way,” I reiterate my earlier promise. “But for now, please, Sorza.”

			She sighs. “Fine.” Sorza glances over her shoulder one final time, but she looks at Gregor instead of me. “You’d better get used to me sooner over later, big guy, because I’m not going anywhere.” Before he can muster a response, she leaves.

			“ ‘Big guy’?” Gregor repeats in shock. “Is she always like that?”

			“More or less.” I nod.

			“Reminds me of how Arina was…” he murmurs to himself.

			A knot twists between my ribs. She is a bit like Arina, in a way. I hadn’t seen it before, and it’s not a perfect mirror. But the similarities are undeniable. Probably why a kinship with Sorza has been effortless.

			“Is that what made you agree to bring her in?” Gregor asks.

			“Not intentionally,” I admit. “She saw through my disguise; I had to give her something. And she has a power that we can use—that’s worth having on our side.”

			“How long ago did this happen?”

			“First day of classes.”

			“So, let me get this straight.” He holds out both of his hands as if framing a difficult-to-picture idea. “You did not want to trust the Worldkeepers—an organization your mother led and guarded—because they weren’t part of the club. But you trusted this random student?”

			“She’s not a random student; she was my friend last year.”

			“She’s not a member of the Starcrossed Club.” He folds his arms. “You told me off for bringing the Worldkeepers here, but then tell me not to worry about it when you bring people I would consider strangers? That the people you bring can be trusted at your word, but not the people I bring at my word?”

			I curse under my breath and run a hand through my hair before locking eyes with him and saying simply, “You’re right.”

			“I’m right?” He repeats in shock, as if he expected more of a fight. “I mean, yes, I am, of course I am.”

			“I’m sorry for how I acted at the start of all this.” I can’t remember if I ever outright apologized to Gregor before. But better late than never.

			“It’s all right.” Gregor pats my shoulder. Anyone else and I might not believe it’s that easy. But between us, I know bygones are bygones. He’s not one to hold grudges past forgiveness. “As long as you know you don’t have to do it alone. The only thing that matters is keeping us safe and getting the World. Which, speaking of, have you made any progress on the latter?”

			“Somewhat. I’ve been searching the library, professors’ resources, the depths of the academy, even Kaelis’s personal study. I have one potential lead.” I tell him about the powder I gathered from the workshop of the Fool—the same powder from which I’ve been slowly extracting the strange ingredient.

			“Hopefully it pans out.” The sentiment is encouraging even if he looks uncomfortable as he speaks. I can’t tell if he’s uncertain about the powder being of use, or at the idea of pilfering the true depths of the academy.

			“It will, one way or another.” I try to sound optimistic, but I also don’t move to leave. I know that look. He wants to say something else.

			“I…uh…” Gregor rubs the back of his neck and glances away. “I also found something. A lead? Maybe? On something. Well, I stole something worth mentioning.”

			“You stole something?” I press gently, letting him take his time.

			“So, I’m investigating Ravin, right?” He reaches into his pocket. “I found a lead on where he might have been keeping Silas’s family—of course I pursued it—and I found what seemed like a workshop of some sort. When you mentioned this other workshop, I thought of it.”

			“Where was it?”

			“In a building in the city under his wife’s name,” he says. “Silas’s family wasn’t there—I think they were at some point, but they aren’t now. But I found this.”

			He finally pulls out what he’s been twisting over and over. It’s a single card, torn in half and pockmarked as though someone tried to burn it. But there are no singe marks from fire. Instead, a crystalline ash sparkles on the frayed remnants. As if it were eaten from the inside out.

			I already know what he’s handing me before it touches my palm. I’ve seen this once before on the rooftop of this very academy. It’s a reversed card.

			The moment it comes in contact with my hand, a shock courses through me. Unseen thorny barbs constrict my right arm and knot in my chest. The marking Kaelis put upon me last year reacts just like the last time I was in the presence of a reversed card, though worse. I nearly drop it.

			But I’m distracted from the pain. Instantly, I see why Gregor needed to show it to me. And why he was hesitant to do so. This card is undeniably Kaelis’s inking.

			Void-born…

			The whispers and warnings everyone has uttered about Kaelis my whole life return. But I banish them from my mind forcefully, even as my arm throbs.

			“I thought you’d want to know.” His tone is almost apologetic.

			“I…” My eyes drag back to Gregor’s. There’s a twinge of sadness in his. As though he never intended for this to happen. As if maybe part of him was coming to accept Kaelis, despite the odds. I swallow hard. “We don’t know the full story. Many Arcanists have had their cards reversed on them.”

			“Does it happen to an Arcanist as skilled as him?” His implication is clear. He wants me to think Kaelis used this card. But Kaelis told me explicitly that he cannot wield reversed cards. Gregor’s hand lands heavy on my shoulder, acting like an anchor that keeps me grounded here and keeps me from spiraling into the hole I was already teetering on the edge of because of Arina. “I don’t know what it means, and I’m not going to find out. But maybe you will.”

			Never trust Oricalis…I hear in Mother’s voice.

			“Thank you for sharing this with me.” I close my hand tighter around it and place it in my pocket. Between this and the golden Death card, I have contraband from both princes. “Can you look after Arina? I…I think I need to go.”

			“I have her.” He nods. “The others will be here soon. We have her.” “We”…He’s one of them now. He hasn’t taken their oaths, but he will. “Do what you need to do.”

			Finally, he releases me, and I drag my feet out the door.

			The halls of the academy are more oppressive than they have ever been. They’re too vast and too cramped at the same time. The air is so cold it burns my lungs.

			The echoes of my sister’s screams, of her pain, are overwhelming.

			The weight of the card in my pocket and its terrifying implications drag me down.

			I stagger into a wall and cover my mouth to keep from sobbing. I can’t…I can’t lose everything again. It has been taken from me over and over and over. My sister was supposed to be the constant, my guiding star, the person I would sacrifice everything for to give everything to…but it’s not just her who fills that role anymore.

			Damn it, Kaelis.

			The card fragment Gregor found burns in my pocket. Doubt tears me in two. Part of me says flee. The other part says that this has become something that’s worth too much to me to let it go. I cannot abandon it, even if staying is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

			I break into a run. Lungs burning, chest heaving. I run through halls and secret passages. I run past the font of the World and the statue’s eyes, which regard me warily tonight. I run up the secret narrow stair that connects to his closet, bursting through the door without warning.

			He’s not in his room. Instead, I find him behind his desk in his office. The man is on his feet the second I enter. Even Priss rises to sit.

			“Clara?” His eyes search my face, reading what’s there and somehow equally studying what isn’t.

			“Kaelis.” I nearly choke on his name. I take a step toward him and stumble, as though my legs can’t bear the weight of it all a second longer.

			In an instant, he’s there. Arms around me, pulling me to him, clutching me with all his might. He takes the burden of keeping me together even as my tears threaten to rattle me apart.
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			Chapter 45

			He says nothing. Expects nothing. Merely holds me.

			Never have I had someone like him—someone who wants nothing more than to comfort me. To be there for me.

			Finally, Kaelis shifts, studying me. “Would you like to take dinner in my room tonight?” Out of everything I’d expected him to ask me, that was not it. And my surprise must show on my face, because he lets out a slight laugh. “I assume you are not going to head to the dining hall in this state and you should eat.”

			“Please.”

			We enter his bedroom, where Kaelis pulls a cord, ringing a bell. By the time we step into the dining room, Rewina is already there. I feel myself freeze as her eyes graze over me, and for a breath, I’m certain she knows who I am. But I realize it’s all paranoia, as the look is there for no more than a second, and there is no recognition within it.

			“Bring us whatever looks good in the kitchen for dinner,” he demands with his characteristic blend of unquestionable authority and casual indifference.

			Rewina’s eyes flit between us, and in that fleeting glance I see the glimmer of disapproval, and perhaps curiosity, but she’s too well versed in Kaelis’s antics to let it linger—or ask any questions of the prince. With a bow of her head, she says nothing and leaves.

			“Is this wise?” Even though I’m questioning him, I’m settling into my usual seat at the table. His chambers, as always, have me falling into comfortable habits with little thought. Here it becomes all too easy to pretend everything is normal, and I can’t decide if that’s what is saving me or distracting me.

			“Rewina is the epitome of discretion. She’s seen women come and go for years.” Kaelis claims his place at the head of the table, leaning forward with one arm braced against the polished wood. The light of the sconces catches the sharp angles of his face, casting shadows across his features that flatter him so well.

			“You invite random women to your chambers often?” I drum my fingers against the tabletop. He told me as much previously—the first night I was here, even. My jealousy and concern are feigned. But Kaelis doesn’t seem to pick up on that.

			“For someone who is herself a ‘random woman’ in Rewina’s eyes, you seem surprisingly annoyed.” He places his chin into his palm with an infuriating half smirk. I roll my eyes. “Why did you come tonight?” Kaelis asks with a note of sincerity that’s impossible to dismiss. It’s the voice of the man who just held me, not the arrogant prince or the coy lover I also know well.

			“I’m wondering much the same.” The undeniably reversed card—Kaelis’s card—that Gregor gave me is a weight in my pocket. A dangerous secret. A cleaver hanging over the neck of all we are becoming.

			“Did you have a mind to answer it?”

			“Unsure.”

			“I’m a patient man.” The way he says it sounds like a promise.

			I glance his way without moving my head. It lets me catch only part of his expression. I think he also misses the disbelieving look I’m giving him, so I make sure to emphasize it with a dry tone. “You’re really not.”

			He tsks with his tongue in disapproval, but there’s genuine amusement lurking beneath his words. “Distracting me with insults isn’t going to work this time.”

			“So you admit it’s worked in the past?” I sit up a bit straighter, meeting his eyes properly, unable to help the tiny note of triumph that creeps into my words.

			A simple smile is his response. We both know I haven’t answered his question: Why did you come?

			“I—” I’m interrupted—no, saved, more like—by Rewina arriving again. She glides in balancing a silver tray laden with meat and root vegetables in a delicious-smelling wine reduction that perfumes the air with herbs. Placing it between us, she promptly departs, ever the vision of efficiency and discretion.

			“You…?” Kaelis hardly looks at the food; his focus is still only on me.

			I help myself to a serving of duck, ignoring him for a moment. The aroma has made me realize just how hungry I am. In all the chaos, I missed a meal today. It feels like I missed a lifetime of them. He patiently waits for me to eat.

			“I found out the details of what happened to Arina.” I finally manage to get out the words after wiping my mouth.

			The shift in him is immediate. He goes completely still. He saw firsthand the state Ravin had left her in. My hand balls into a fist, and I turn away from my food. Suddenly too disgusted to think of another bite.

			“She told me how Ravin got to her, through Silas, here in the academy.” A truth that absolves Kaelis of any involvement in her capture and imprisonment. I had believed him before—at least, I told myself I did. But hearing it from Arina has removed all doubt.

			Kaelis curses under his breath. “Silas…That sniveling worm.”

			“Not Silas.” I stop him before he can ready too many insults to cast in the direction of my unlikely friend. Kaelis’s brows arch in surprise. “He…I know what Silas did. But he was also trying to survive for the sake of his family—Ravin captured and tortured them to make Silas do his bidding.”

			“You’ll forgive a lot for someone trying to defend their family.” He slowly looks me up and down with a stare that is both appreciative and wary.

			“You can hardly be surprised.” The words come out more defensive than intended.

			“I suppose I’m not, given what you’ve done for those you deem your family.” Kaelis shifts, knees spreading slightly, long fingers draping over his armrest. Something about the movement stops me short. He looks like a king. So effortless and easy. “Do be careful with that, though. It presents a weakness that could be easily exploited.”

			“I know.” I run a hand through my hair. It’s not that I’m unaware of the dangers that this trait of mine poses. But there are some things that I can’t change about myself, despite knowing I should probably try to. Some things, if I’m honest, that I refuse to change. My love for my family is perhaps the one truly immutable thing about me. If it’s ultimately my undoing, then so be it.

			“So you came to me because you heard, from Arina, what happened to her?”

			I nod, and the card fragment feels even heavier. Tell him. Ask him, I scream at myself even as he speaks.

			“Should I take this to mean you finally no longer doubt me? That you believe I had no knowledge of her presence in Halazar?” There’s a harshness to his tone that I’ve long learned is his method of protecting himself. His anger is a shield, and beneath it lies hurt—hurt that I didn’t believe him outright, even if he’s not surprised by it. The way he shifts, glancing toward the sconces, taking a bite of his food with a focus he usually reserves for his studies, tells me more than his words ever could.

			I’m not quite sure when it happened, because it happened without trying, but I can read him as deftly as I can a tarot spread.

			I want to tell him I don’t. To dispel my hesitation about him for good. I’ve tried to go back and forth for so long—to be half in and half out of our relationship. To fulfill my want of being near him while also managing to keep him at arm’s length. To be skeptical of him while also putting my faith in him.

			But one thing remains…One thing that holds me back from giving him all my trust. I resist touching the reversed card piece in my pocket. Ask him.

			Instead, I say, “I couldn’t want to come to you for comfort?”

			He freezes and stares at me like I’m some kind of ill-omen reading. “You would find comfort in my presence?”

			“Forced obliviousness doesn’t suit you, Kaelis.” I reach out and place my hand on his like I could cross this gap that I still feel between us despite everything. There’s only one way to bridge the last of the space between us. “May I ask you something?”

			“Anything.” He doesn’t mean that, even if he thinks he does.

			The rumors of Clan Hermit say that it was destroyed by a reversed card—one Kaelis wielded. But no one knows the truth. Even if it was a reversed card, it could’ve just as easily been an accident…

			Every time Clan Hermit has ever come up, Kaelis shuts down. Every time the topic is broached, I feel his anger, palpable and pulsating. But I must know what happened that day, and whatever he says is going to make all the difference. A catastrophic accident—while still horrifying—is different from annihilating a clan in cold blood.

			“Once a card has reversed, do you think there’s any way to save it?” The words feel like stepping into the Blood Forests. The monsters are hidden among the metaphorical trees and all it takes is one wrong step to be my end.

			“Why do you ask?” His tone is so cautious. Anything about reversed cards and he’s instantly on edge.

			Tell him the truth. If this is going to be anything real, I know I must. Yet a sudden terror grips my throat and keeps the words inside. These rooms, this man—they’re the last cornerstones of a place that feels like home. Do I dare risk losing it, too, after everything else? Can I not shamelessly cling to one thing for myself? One indulgence that makes the world a little more bearable?

			“Jura.” It’s not a lie, but…it’s an easier place to start. Approach with caution.

			His shoulders relax instantly. “There was nothing you could’ve done.”

			“Maybe, maybe not.” I take a bite of food, but it’s little more than gravel and ash on my tongue. “What if…what if there’s a whole subset of magic that we’re ignoring, and people are dying because we refuse to explore it as a potential?”

			“Clara.” The way he says my name is firm, and it draws my eyes back to him. “There is nothing good that will come of exploring reversed cards. They are dangerous. That is all that needs to be known.”

			Don’t ask more. That’s what he’s telling me. Is it shame that is simmering beneath the surface? Or is it anger? Or, perhaps, fear?

			“Did you ever research them?”

			“Of course,” he admits with an ease that gives me hope that I’m creating a necessary opening after all. “I am nothing if not a scholar.”

			“And you found nothing?”

			“Nothing worth mentioning.” He’s being so careful with his words that he might as well be screaming that he’s keeping a secret.

			“Did you ever test anything?”

			“No.”

			I nearly take the scrap of the reversed card from my pocket. But I don’t. I asked him once, outright, if he could wield reversed cards and he said no. If he wants my trust, then I must give it to him. I can’t keep circling back to the same old worries.

			It was an accident, I decide, looking back on all he’s ever said and done. One he’s ashamed of.

			The card fragment doesn’t leave my pocket.

			After I’ve finished half my plate, I stand and stretch. Kaelis does as well, hand gliding around me as he pulls me to him without warning. Knuckles on my jaw, guiding my face toward him, he whispers, “Stay with me tonight?”

			“Not tonight.” I step back, take his hand, and kiss his knuckles.

			“Why?”

			“I’d like to be alone.”

			“Would you like to be alone here?” The offer is genuine. There’s no pretext or implication of him finding his way into my bed. “Your wing is always there for you.”

			“No, but thank you. I’ve a lot on my mind.”

			“As you please.” He pulls me back close. In a blink, his mouth is on mine.

			The kiss is brief but intense. As though he wants to devour me in a single bite, ravenous for more than food. I fight a gasp as his fingers dig into my clothes and a sigh as he pulls away.

			“Go, before I have a mind not to let you.” The jest is apparent in his tone, for even as he says it, he releases me, letting me leave without another word.
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			I finally make my way back to my room. After what feels like a decade, I collapse onto my bed. Retrieving the fragment of the card Gregor gave me from my pocket, I hold it up and debate with myself, turning it over in the lamplight.

			And that’s when it hits me.

			I jolt upright and practically launch myself off the bed and toward the desk. Ripping open my drawers, I pull out a small fabric bag that has three vials in it—one vial contains the powder I retrieved from the workshop of the Fool weeks ago. The second vial is the next most full, with fragments of what I could easily identify as normal grains of powder for inking Minor Arcana. The last barely has anything in it at all.

			Inside the last vial are what looks like tiny flecks of shattered glass. For nights on end, I’ve been picking apart the powders I took from the workshop of the Fool with tweezers and a fine blade. I’ve been culling these strange bits from the rest—the one thing in the Fool’s ink that I did not recognize. My one hope for something special enough to make a legendary card.

			I hold the slim glass vial up to the lamplight, turning it right and left. The iridescent pieces fracture the light into a prism of colors—gold, red, blue, and gray, the four inking colors of the Minor Arcana. But there’s something more. A beam of pure darkness splits from the iridescence, as if someone has carved out a slice of midnight from the light. The longer I stare, the more it seems to pulse and undulate, like a living thing trying to break free from the void. It is as entrancing as it is horrifying. My skin prickles into gooseflesh, and memories stir in the back of my mind.

			I’ve seen this before. The seemingly living darkness. The crystalline fragments of something other. Beyond the realm of my comprehension.

			Putting the vial down, I hold up the card Gregor gave me. Even before I place it in front of the lamplight, I already know. I know it in the strange pockmarks. I know it as well as I knew the tiny shining fragments that covered the ground after Kel’s death, the iridescence in Emilia’s scars from Jura’s sacrifice.

			The light that streams through the shining edges of the reversed card is fragmented in the same manner. My pulse pounds. Breath catches.

			The secret ingredient in the Fool’s ink…is reversed cards.
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			Chapter 46

			Time is strange in the academy. It always has been. There are moments when it creeps along, like the spiders that lace the old rafters with their silks. And times when it flows as effortlessly as the Farlum River. It’s so far removed from everything that resembles the “normal” world that it feels like the sun and moon spin differently here.

			Everything continues, ignorant to my revelation about reversed cards.

			The days become a series of repetitions: wake, eat breakfast, teach morning classes or spend them trying to sketch the vessel from my memories, spend the afternoons with students—usually Sorza, whom Gregor finally agreed to let help find Silas’s family—or in a renewed search for information on the vessel from the perspective of the reversed card.

			The same slate I use during classes to outline wielding techniques becomes a chaotic field of scribbles with everything I can remember of what Mother taught me, and of what I’ve been researching.

			Forgotten inking techniques. The Fool. The World. Myths of the Majors. Reversed cards. Revisan. It all swirls in my mind as I try to recall the elegant lines of my mother’s inking.

			The plans for the vessel card begin to take shape, the recipe for the ink solidifying more and more confidently in my mind. But the voids in the drawing remain. There are negative spaces between the lines on the card, and I can’t decide if they’re intentional or simply a gap in my recollection. I try to recall everything I can. Mother’s face, outlined by candlelight, her mouth moving…But the words she whispered are gone, as elusive as the shapes she was trying to teach me. I curse myself but carry on, hoping that one day the memories will click back into place.

			Eventually I go to Vaduin myself, rather than using Gregor as our go-between for Worldkeeper matters.

			His office is cold as always. The fireplace stands neglected. But the man is hunched over his desk—inking supplies scattered—and is wearing only a light coat even though fall is already beginning to seep into winter.

			“How is she doing?” Vaduin asks about Arina, his tone compassionate enough.

			“As well as can be expected.” Which is to say not very well at all. “Thank you again for lending your healers.”

			He nods, and I’m glad that he doesn’t press his point, yet again, that maybe it would’ve been for the best for me to leave her with them. But given what I hear about Emilia digging deeper underground in Eclipse City—wherever she can find an entry—I feel slightly vindicated. It’s good that Arina isn’t being moved constantly.

			“You’re not here for her.” His eyes flick my way, leaving his current inking.

			“I’m not.”

			That gets his attention. He sets down the long-handled brush he prefers to use to ink his cards. “You found it.”

			I nod. “I know how to make the ink for the vessel card.”

			“You’re sure?”

			I nod again.

			“What was the missing ingredient?”

			“I think my mother would’ve preferred I keep that a secret until I can impart it to the next leader of the Worldkeepers.” I smile slightly, knowing he won’t argue, given who Mother was to them.

			“Was it Kaelis who helped you?”

			“Yes, actually.” In a way, at least…

			He leans back in his chair in surprise. “You still trust him, then?”

			“Yes.” Even as I say it, there’s still a streak of doubt in me that I ignore. “Do you think I shouldn’t?”

			“I think he destroyed an entire clan with a reversed card.” Vaduin’s words turn harsher than I’ve ever heard from him.

			The remark comes out of nowhere. He doesn’t know yet that reversed cards are the secret ingredient for the vessel. Why bring that up out of all the reasons for me to possibly not trust Kaelis? Unless…

			“How do you know it was a reversed card?” I tilt my head and avoid pointing out how strange the comment is. Gregor said he got the card from Ravin’s workshop, but what if that was a lie? Or maybe a half-truth. What if another Worldkeeper was the one to find it? I can think of several ways they could maneuver him for their benefit when it comes to me.

			“Everyone knows it was,” he dodges with ease.

			I don’t let him off so easily. “You said that with more confidence than mere royal gossip.”

			“I had my suspicions…Enough that I conducted my own research into what happened that day.” He taps his desk and shakes his head with a noise of disgust. “You see a card reverse, and you know what the destruction it brings looks like. You should know by now as well as I.”

			I don’t let the reference to Jura or Kel throw me off. “Clan Hermit was an unfortunate accident.”

			“Not at that scale,” he says coldly. “There can only be one explanation for what happened that day.”

			I press my lips into a firm line. He’s going out of his way to sow doubt between Kaelis and me. No matter what, the Worldkeepers will never trust the prince, that much grows clearer to me by the day.

			Vaduin aptly assesses that he’s getting no more from me on this, given my expression, and shifts the topic. “Since you have completed the task given to you, we’ll plan for the initiation. All Coins Day is swiftly approaching. We can only initiate new Worldkeepers during the apexes of the seasons, when the magic of that season is at its peak. Gregor is close enough to completing his task as well. We’ll plan to take you both to the Stone Citadel at the same time.”

			“The Stone Citadel?” I echo.

			“The ancestral home of the Worldkeepers. We risk going there only for initiations…and to ink the vessel.”

			I leave allowing him to think that because I know how to make the ink, I also know how to make the vessel. Ignoring the uncertainty twisting in my gut that I will one day soon be put to a test that I’m not sure if I will pass.
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			The days slip by, and when Arina finally wakes, she’s nothing more than the shell she was before Thal’s card. She’s mindless, wordless…a living doll. Her hands are limp in their restraints, eyes vacant.

			“It’s better than the screaming,” Gregor says gently. I know he’s trying to be optimistic—to find some way to reassure me—but it rings hollow. “At least she doesn’t seem like she’s in as much pain.”

			“She’s in a soul-crushing amount of pain.” I gently sweep a strand of hair from her forehead. She doesn’t so much as blink.

			Not for the first time, I think of trying my Major on her. The silver card I showed to Thal is hidden with the golden Death card in a room deep in the academy—somewhere only I know the path to after some magical modifications. It’s unpredictable, but could any shifted fate be worse than what she’s enduring?

			Ultimately I don’t. Thal’s card showed me the power of the Majors and the danger of using them. Elorin’s cautions about spinning the wheel ring in my ears. It’s not worth the risk.

			My hands fall back into my lap with a soft sigh.

			“Let’s unbind her.” I can’t bear to see her tied up for a day longer when it’s so clear that she’s not dangerous. And we have more help now.

			Gregor hesitates for a second, then nods.
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			My one reprieve from Arina and the Worldkeepers, and all the other demands upon me, is Kaelis.

			Almost every night, I make my way to Kaelis’s chambers. The doors are never locked. In fact, the one to his closet is slightly ajar. Priss is waiting for me—the little shadow of a cat with her glowing yellow eyes—on more than one occasion. She keeps me company in the dining room as we wait for her master to return from whatever business he’s conducting.

			Kaelis fills me in over dinner on what’s happening beyond the walls of the academy. The pace has been picking up in the search for the great criminal Clara Graysword. His father is hunting for the new Chariot. Ravin seems to be content, for now, with supporting both their father and Emilia in their hunts. Enough so that he’s not been actively bothering Kaelis and the academy for an almost abnormally long stretch.

			We dine. We scheme. And then he brings me to his bed and lavishes affection upon me as though I am something to be worshiped.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Finally, when All Coins Day is just under one month away, something breaks the strange cadence of the days.

			A letter awaits me one morning, carefully placed upon the center of my desk.

			The wax seal is unmistakable: a silver sword on a black background, the mark of Oricalis. Opening the letter, I scan its contents as the students arrive. By the time I’m finished, the last of the bells have rung, and the class is seated. I hold it aloft as I announce, “There is to be a social event tomorrow here at the academy.” My voice carries over the room in the near-immediate hush they’ve all fallen into. “Nobles from various clans will be visiting to meet with you all. This is an opportunity for them to report back to their clans on what students are worthy of keeping an eye on during the All Coins Day demonstrations.

			“Think of it like a practice run for what’s to come at the Selection Soiree before All Coins Day,” I continue in a calm and even manner. “There isn’t much time to prepare your skills between now and tomorrow afternoon. But that shouldn’t be where your focus rests. Instead, put your efforts toward making the right connections with the members of the clans you want to join. They will no doubt be making a short list for the Selection Soiree and All Coins Day to follow. Among nobility, it’s often not what you can do, but who you know.”

			Despite my reassurance, nervous energy still lingers in the air throughout the class. The same trepidation clings to them as they gather with the adjunct professors—myself included—the next day and march as a pack to a lavishly decorated room designed for gatherings like this.

			The walls are adorned with intricate tapestries, each depicting a different Major—no doubt the clans represented here today. I find it interesting that the artist’s depiction is off on just about every count from what the actual Major cards look like. A long banquet table of refreshments runs the length of the room down its center.

			The nobles are already here, outnumbering the students two to one, which makes the gathering feel a bit like a calculated attack. They move with almost practiced steps that suggest they’ve carefully planned who they’ll go to first and what they’ll say.

			I don’t recognize any of the nobles. These aren’t heads of families, or High Lords or Ladies—people of such rank wouldn’t waste their time on such a small event. So the clans sent their “lesser” members: the second sons, cousins, and relatives on distant branches of the family tree. The only way I can tell their allegiances is through their pins, sashes, and fine embroidery, in the symbols and colors of the clans they represent.

			Luren stands awkwardly at Dristin’s side, speaking with someone from Clan Chariot—Dristin’s clan. I can’t hear their words, but I can tell he’s making an effort to endear her to them. Luren is doing her best, but I can tell from here how stiff and awkward she is.

			Sorza has been swept up by a broad-shouldered noble from Clan Tower. She stands next to Alor in a manner that feels almost…penned in. Deliberate. I can’t help but wonder if they received a directive from the king to ensure no other clans get any ideas. After all, Sorza’s destined for the castle and King Naethor’s direct command.

			I can’t help but draw closer, curious if I’m right.

			“And my sister?” Alor asks. There’s an edge to her words, even though she makes a good attempt to mask it with formality. “Any word on her pursuit of the criminal?” Alor can’t even bring herself to say my name. She always was the sort to see betrayal and deception as two of the greatest crimes. A Sword through and through.

			The man from Clan Tower nods, surprising me. I slow my step the slightest bit. “Emilia is hot on her trail. There’s been a recent breakthrough—evidence of a mountain stronghold where Clara might be holed up.”

			I barely refrain from smirking and keep walking. They have no idea where I am, and it’s delightful. Emilia is still grasping at straws and using excuses to save face. I end up at the central table, taking a drink of punch.

			Without warning, there’s an unmistakable shift. I feel him before I see him. Those gathered move a second after me, eyes turning as the doors open.

			Kaelis has arrived.

			He glides into the room with wide strides. His silver-trimmed coat catches the sunlight, casting an almost shimmering glow on the sides of his face.

			“We have some late arrivals to our soiree,” Kaelis announces. “As you all know, the roads are so much slower now with all the Stellis checkpoints looking for Oricalis’s most wanted.”

			A few other nobles trail in after him. My smile immediately falls as my eyes land on one.

			Liam.

			Fuck. How could I have been so stupid? Overlooked something so crucial? I’m here thinking I’ve evaded all danger when there’s one major, dangling thread.

			Liam knows my name—my true name.

			The letters I asked him to look for during the Feast of Cups ball before everything went sideways. What was in them? Did he address them to Clara Chevalyer like he had the notes we’d exchanged before he entered the academy? The same notes I was foolish enough to scribble my real name at the bottom of. Does he still have those old love letters I wrote him, somewhere?

			My heart begins to race. The whole room tightens around me, the walls closing in. Any of those notes could damn me in an instant, from anywhere in the world, should they fall into Ravin’s hands. And I know Ravin is aware of our connection, given his little ploy at his own soiree last year.

			I suck in a breath, Arina’s thin and panicked words coming to me in a rush: I spoke of mother, our time living on the streets, of your first love and the club.

			Of your first love.

			What did she tell Ravin of Liam?

			The crown prince has all the pieces, I’m sure of it. Eventually he’ll put them together and realize there’s an angle he hasn’t tried. Someone who might have a bit of information yet unexploited. And he’ll be right.

			A plan instantly forms in my mind, and before I can think better of it, I’m moving.
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			Chapter 47

			Alor and her friend from Clan Tower have been engulfed by others, and Sorza is on her own. I make my move by heading toward her, expression neutral.

			“Professor?” Sorza startles slightly when she sees me approach.

			“Wait a minute. Get Luren. Bring her out the door I leave from.” That door is in the same direction as the bathrooms, so it won’t look suspicious, I hope, especially if we’re all leaving at different times.

			“Got it.” Sorza keeps her voice barely loud enough for me to hear but her face calm, as though this is nothing more than a harmless conversation between professor and student.

			I don’t linger a second longer. With measured steps, I slip out the door I gestured to. The academy’s once mazelike halls are now so familiar to me that I know exactly where I am, even before I stepped out the door. Just like I knew this door would lead to the bathrooms, I also know there’s an unused office down a little corridor. One I confirm is still vacant before I wait out of view from the exit to the room where the banquet is being held.

			Finally, the door squeaks open. I hear Sorza and Luren talking and step out. My eyes lock with Sorza’s. Luren stops, confusion furrowing her brow. But she obliges as I gesture her around the corner and into the office, Sorza a step behind.

			“Is something the matter, Professor?” she asks as I close the door behind her and Sorza.

			Sorza wastes no time in making herself comfortable, leaning casually against the old desk. Luren, however, is tense. She clasps and unclasps her hands in front of her, as though she can’t quite figure out what to do with them.

			“I have a favor to ask of you,” I say carefully. I’ve the rough outline of a plan and no time to fill the lines in with care. “Something that can benefit us both.”

			“All right?” Her tone is still skeptical, but she’s trying so hard to conceal that with a veil of respect for authority.

			I take a breath and brace myself. There’s no easy way to get this out, and I don’t have the time to dance around it. I’m choosing to put my trust in her, and I must have faith in that decision. I lock eyes with her. “It’s me, Clara.”

			“I don’t…” She squints, takes a step forward and then two back. “I don’t understand.” Forced laughter. “This is some sort of jest, isn’t it? Did Sorza put you up to this?” Luren looks to our friend.

			“It’s her.” Sorza nods, well practiced with others’ disbelief thanks to Thal. “Just with a new face.” Sorza glances my way. “I assume that’s why you wanted me here, too, so I could back you up?”

			“Indeed.” I nod.

			“This is ridiculous.” Luren shakes her head, and her eyes dart to the door, as though she’s considering bolting. “I’m not sure what sort of game you’re playing, but—”

			“That night in the library,” I say. There was no one else there that night, so there’s no way for her to write it off. “You comforted me after my sister’s death. You held me as I cried.” Luren doesn’t know Arina’s alive, so I leave it at that.

			Luren slowly looks back to me, her jaw gone slack. Her eyes dart to Sorza, and the woman’s calm demeanor keeps Luren grounded. Even if Luren knows who I am, she also believes I’m a deadly criminal, and I have a different face. Sorza will be the rock upon which I rebuild this connection and then use it to my advantage.

			“Is this why you’ve been staying late after classes with her?” Luren asks Sorza.

			“She’s been helping me.” Sorza nods. “And I’ve been helping her.”

			Well, not me directly…But Gregor says she’s been vital in his search, and the Worldkeepers continue to impress me with their acceptance of those close to me.

			“And here I just thought you were a teacher’s pet, when you were actually committing treason.”

			“I multitask,” Sorza says.

			Luren ignores the remark and turns her attention back to me. “Why reveal yourself to me now?”

			“I already told you, I have a favor I need to ask…Have you already decided on what clan you want to try to join?”

			Luren fidgets with the strap of the bag draped over her shoulder, focusing on the seam of the leather. “I…had been hoping for Clan Chariot.” Because of Dristin, I assume. “But I think I royally screwed that up already.” I thought so. “Knowing my luck, I’ll end up somewhere like Strength or Tower. Somewhere they’ll want me to fight monsters in the woods, or make cards to defend the northern coast and borders…because we all know how good I am at wielding,” she finishes with a bitter, sarcastic note.

			“How do you feel about Clan Star?” I ask.

			She looks up, startled. “It’s a bit far from home. But I hear they treat their Arcanists well. And they do specialize in reading, which would be nice.”

			I nod. I’ve heard much the same. No doubt Liam did, too, and that was part of what drew him there years ago.

			“I’m going to make it so that Clan Star is interested in you,” I announce. “You don’t have to select the clan as your final placement—that’s up to you, should you have more interest than just them…” That seems to put her at ease. I’m giving her options, not boxing her in. “And you might get more clans eager to know you after we get Clan Star’s focus on you. There’s nothing quite like making something desirable and exclusive to entice others. Ultimately, you can go to whatever clan you please, but I need you to go to Star during the winter break.”

			“Why?” She’s skeptical. “What are you going to do to them?”

			“I need you to find something for me. It’s nothing that would cause harm, and is mine to begin with.” All truths. “And I need it back; I can’t go myself, for reasons you can probably guess.”

			“For what it’s worth, I think you should help her,” Sorza chimes in.

			Luren considers this for a long, tense moment, and finally nods. “I suppose I’ve much to gain and very little to lose. I’m not exactly a desirable candidate for any clan.”

			“They’re shortsighted and small-minded if they really believe that,” I say without missing a beat.

			“You always thought that.” Luren gives me her most sincere smile yet. “But if you can secure me the invite to Clan Star, I’ll do the rest. It helps me, too. And I suppose I owe you for last year still.”

			I can’t stop a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

			“Don’t thank me yet; let’s see if we’re successful first.” She shifts, clearly steeling her resolve. It’s just like when she faced off with the Stellis. I’m not sure where this strength in her is coming from, but I’m pleased to see it manifesting more and more. “What do you need me to do to make Clan Star ‘interested’?”

			“I need you to read for a man named Liam…” I start, swiftly going over the broad strokes of my plan. “…Now, we shouldn’t waste any more time. You have cards on you, Luren?”

			She nods.

			“Good,” I say. “I’ll go ahead first, since I left first. Then you two follow. By the time you’re back, I’ll have Liam ready.”

			Without another word, I leave, heart pounding. I reenter the gathering and drift among the attendees. Swinging by the central table, I grab two glasses. Liam is wrapping up a conversation, and I pick up my pace.

			Heart in my throat and Kaelis’s eyes boring holes into my back, I slide up next to him, holding out a glass.

			I plaster on my most charming smile. “It looks like you could use a refresh, my lord.”
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			Chapter 48

			“Thank you,” he says politely, seeming to startle at my abrupt appearance but quickly recovering. “I seem to have misplaced your name.”

			“I haven’t told it to you yet.” I extend my hand. “Sophie Veillgar, professor of wielding.”

			“Ah, a pleasure.” He brings my knuckles to his lips with practiced ease. “Is there something I can help you with, Professor Veillgar? I don’t see you offering glasses to many here.” He’s polite, but in a trained sort of way. I can see through it to his skepticism.

			“I have heard that Clan Star has a reputation of having the highest standards for readers in all Oricalis.”

			“Indeed.”

			“To that end, I have someone I want to introduce you to.”

			“A professor of wielding wants to share a reader with me?” He raises his brows.

			“Part of being a good professor is knowing where your students’ strengths lie.” I slide a bit closer, leaning in. Kaelis is in my periphery now, and his eyes continually dart my way. I work to ignore him. I whisper as if I’m sharing an important secret, “She’s being overlooked by every clan here despite being an obvious catch.”

			“If she’s so obvious, why is she overlooked?” His caution persists.

			I sigh and intentionally soften my gaze, staring out over the crowd. “No one is giving her the proper chance. But I thought that, perhaps, you might give her an opportunity to impress you, considering her talents and your expertise in them as a member of Clan Star.”

			He considers this.

			“Compared to the rest of her class, she’s a diamond among coal, I assure you.” I lay it on thick. “All I ask is that you give her one opportunity to read for you. See how her interpretations and intuition are unmatched. If you’re unimpressed, then you’ve only lost some of your time. But if you are impressed, you have the potential to secure a triumph for your clan. Luck is on your side, my lord.”

			He takes a long sip of his wine, staring at nothing as he stews on this. I know I’ve hooked him. A commoner who married into nobility. He has a lot to prove to his clan, even still. “What’s her name?”

			“Luren.”

			“Luren…” He repeats the name, and I brace myself, expecting what’s to come. “She’s the one who had a card reverse last year, isn’t she?”

			“She did. But as her professor of wielding, I feel more than qualified to assure you she’s made strides past that folly. I’m confident she poses no risk of it happening again.” Even if Luren’s strength is in reading, no clan wants an Arcanist who can do only one thing. Arcanists are rare enough that they need to be at least competent in all areas.

			“She’s also the one who failed to get any coins on All Coins Day.” A frown briefly crosses his lips, and his gaze softens. “The one who received pity from the traitor.”

			The word “traitor” lacks venom. He says it out of obligation. The hatred is forced. If nothing else, he sounds…wounded. As if I had betrayed him personally.

			Perhaps there is still fondness there for me after all this time.

			My heart twists, and I take a breath, putting an end to the ache. I cannot hesitate. Liam and I are long over. I do not want him even if I could have him—that’s been well decided.

			But, to scheme and use him like this? Can I really do this to him?

			I continue, not a trace of doubt in my voice. “You get my point. None of the other clans are putting any value in her. Yet she is one of the best here. Ability forgives all other stains on reputation. Skill forgives all sins.”

			“Why are you advocating for her so fiercely?”

			I open my mouth and shut it. I knew he’d ask some variant of this question. It was an easy enough assumption. But every practiced script fails me as my eyes search the crowd and find her, off in the corner with Sorza. Trying her best to present confidence while being utterly ignored by everyone here. The only one looking her way on occasion is Dristin, but he’s surrounded by other nobles of Clan Chariot like an impenetrable wall—one that keeps him in as much as it keeps her out. It’s somewhere she can’t break into even if she tried, and…she’d tried.

			“Perhaps it’s because I know how it feels to be on the outside,” I whisper. “To be looking in, wanting to be a part of something. To idolize something that isn’t nearly as wonderful as what you think…But even if it’s not wonderful, it’d still be somewhere to belong. People who looked after and loved you. A home.” I’m no longer talking about her, but my younger self. Staring longingly at the academy. Shunning Oricalis and the systems that threatened and restrained me, and yet, desperately, a part of me wanting to join because no matter how much I loathed it all, it would mean that I had somewhere to belong. Finding the Starcrossed Club and finding that home at long last…

			Liam studies me, his expression unreadable. But finally, he nods. I wonder if he was thinking of his own humble upbringing. Of the nobles his family once served that he’s now counted among.

			“Very well. I’ll see if she’s as talented as you say. If she is, then you’re right, I secure an overlooked talent for my clan. If not then I only wasted a little bit of my time.”

			“Follow me, then,” I say, my tone conveying that he’s not going to regret this decision.

			I guide him and motion for Luren as we cross the room. I escort him out and to the office we just left. Luren does an exceptional job of acting surprised by this turn of events as they position themselves on opposite sides of the desk. I hover by the door, giving Luren a nod as she collects her deck.

			“You’re willing to let me read for you, then?” Luren’s tone is like her demeanor, poised and professional.

			“Yes. Surprise me with the spread.” He gestures to the desk.

			Luren shuffles her deck with practiced ease. It really is astounding to watch her settle into her element. Any trace of doubt or hesitation vanishes completely. “We’ll start with something simple.” She draws the first card and lays it on the table between them. “Your present: Ace of Wands.” A tiny smirk. “You’re standing at the threshold of a new opportunity—a new venture.”

			“One you’re hoping is you,” he says with a chuckle.

			“I suppose we’ll find out.” She draws the next card. The Two of Swords. “Interesting. Even though you’re at the beginning, you find yourself already at a crossroads; there are two choices before you, and you know one is right, yet…you don’t want to take that path. You’re hesitating.”

			A pause. Her fingers settle on the Two of Swords, and her brow furrows. Without another word, she draws a third card, the Two of Cups, but rather than placing it in the next spot—what would be the future state and solution—she lays it as a bridge between the first and second cards.

			“You’re in this predicament because…you met someone. You fell in love. I see a woman of noble birth.”

			“My wife is no secret,” Liam says.

			Luren ignores him and places a fourth card—the Ten of Coins—diagonal from the third. This is no trained spread, but an instinctual reading on Luren’s part. I had no idea she would do something so advanced.

			“Her family and yours blessed the union, and it resulted in comfort for you, so it was hard to deny. They pushed for it. Perhaps even despite some hesitations you might have had.”

			I can see Liam shift. Telling Luren an overview of his history before I left was clearly the right decision.

			Then, a fifth card—Six of Cups. “You still love her. The one you left.”

			My breathing shallows.

			He says nothing.

			She draws a sixth card—Four of Coins. “You’ll carry on, hoarding and collecting resources.” Her fingers trail from the corner of the Four of Coins back to the Ten of Coins. With only a second’s hesitation, she draws a final card, one not customary for this reading—it’s the Three of Swords. Her eyes fill with sorrow as she takes it all in. “You do it for them. Because you must. But a part of your heart will always yearn for those bygone days you left behind when you took this path.”

			Liam’s jaw tenses slightly, and he grips the arms of the chair. For a second, I think she’s gone too far. I gave her too much, and she drew too many conclusions. And…And is it true? Does a part of you still yearn for what we lost?

			“Your professor didn’t lie, you are exceptional,” he says finally, voice so quiet I can barely hear him.

			Luren smiles, and, for a moment, the flush on her cheeks from Liam’s awe is real. She’s always been susceptible to praise because she seems to get such precious little of it.

			“Let me introduce you to some of my clan members.” Liam stands and offers his elbow. Luren collects her deck and nods, eagerly accepting. The two lock in immediate conversation, and I don’t miss how Liam quickly changes the topic from the reading.

			As we reenter the room, they’re deep in discussion of reading theory. I allow them to stride off together toward the two other members of Clan Star whom Liam came with. Liam’s hand rests on the small of Luren’s back as he introduces her to them. And, just as I suspected, the moment he shows significant interest, eyes begin to drift their way. As Clan Star huddles around her, lowering their voices, heads turn at what suddenly has them so excited.

			The rest of the gathering goes off without a hitch.
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			Days pass, and I see more of the noble students taking a fresh interest in Luren. But from what she tells me and Sorza after classes, she’s focused on preserving her connection with Liam—even going so far as to write him and the clan letters.

			One day, after class, I’m stopped by Vaduin. His expression has my heart pacing instantly.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I could ask you the same.” His voice drops. “You’ve been summoned by the headmaster.”

			It’s been a few days since I last saw Kaelis. Not since the party, now that I think about it. We’ve both been busy preparing for All Coins Day.

			“I’m sure it’s nothing.” I shrug, even though I very much doubt that to be the case.

			“Let me know if it’s not.”

			I nod. While I’ve little interest in running to Vaduin and spilling the details of what happens between Kaelis and myself, I have increasingly come to trust the Worldkeepers, thanks to the help they’ve been with Gregor’s mission, their acceptance of Sorza, and the tender care they’ve given Arina. The idea of passing along anything concerning is no longer as grating as it once was.

			The entire time I’m on my way to Kaelis’s apartments—using the proper route across the bridge, not the one inside it—I’m wondering what could possibly have him summoning me formally. Knowing Kaelis, it’s probably that he wants to have dinner and is just asking for the pleasure of my company in the most ridiculous way possible, given that I’ve been too busy preparing students for All Coins Day, writing recommendations for students to clan lords and ladies, working with Luren and Sorza, and trying to figure out inking the vessel to make time to see him.

			I’m fighting a laugh as I open the door, carrying on through the entry to his main apartment. I imagine him waiting for me with his little self-satisfied smile and a content cat on his lap. But the smile quickly falls from my face when I see him leaning against the far couch, elbows draped over the back, expression severe, and five golden cards laid out on the table before him.

			One of the five cards is my forgery of Death. The forgery I’d yet to find a moment to replace among everything else I’m trying to manage.

			He locks eyes with me, expression cold and unwavering. “There has been a deception.”
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			Chapter 49

			Shit. I force my breath to stay steady by tensing every muscle in my core and chest. My whole body is rigid, even though I’m trying to exude ease. No sudden movements, not one crack in my composure.

			Scanning over the five golden cards, I cross and make it a point to examine them further. Kaelis watches me with an expression as cold as ice. Is he searching for some evidence of my deception?

			Does he know? He can’t know. Not now. Not when I finally reached a place where I’m ready to try to build something real with him. Give me a chance to make it right, I beg fate.

			“What exactly are you talking about?” I keep my question measured.

			Kaelis doesn’t move. He continues to steep in that air of arrogance and indifference that he wears so well. Finally, he straightens, pushing off the cushions and tapping the table.

			“One of these cards,” he says quietly, not indicating which, though I get the sense he already knows, “is a lie.”

			“What?” I gasp the word and sit on the sofa opposite, as if to get a better look.

			“Can’t you tell?”

			I furrow my brow. “May I touch them?”

			“By all means.” He gestures toward them, leaning back. I scoop them up one by one, already knowing which one is the fake. I made it, after all.

			I’ve more to gain than to lose by pointing out the right one. Either he doesn’t actually know which it is, and I help him. Or he does, and I prove I can figure it out as well. He knows my skills; it’d be more suspicious if I couldn’t when he could. And, hopefully, it will remove some doubt from my own person. After all, someone who had dared to lie to him wouldn’t be so bold as to point out their deception, would they?

			No…more than any of that, I want to be honest with him.

			“It’s this one, isn’t it?” I point to Death.

			He nods.

			“How…” I let the question hang. There’s several that word could be the start of.

			“I took them to the font of the World.” He grips the back of the sofa, knuckles white, only the tiniest crack in his otherwise calm façade.

			“You took them there? Even though you are still missing a card to summon the World?” There’s no way he got Arina to ink her card yet. Not in her state. He doesn’t even know where she is. “Why?”

			“I wanted to be sure, and now I’m glad I did. They all shone when laid in their spot on the font…save for one.” His eyes narrow.

			The room is suddenly much, much smaller. It’s just him and me. Everything else falls away. I’m still straining against the tightness in my chest for each thin breath.

			“I’m surprised you didn’t notice the forgery when you stole them,” he says, tone completely unreadable.

			“It was a bit of a chaotic night.”

			“True.” His jaw clenches, and then he relaxes with a sigh, shaking his head and pushing away from the sofa opposite me. “Whoever made this forgery knew what they were doing. I admit, I was fooled. But I suppose it’s obvious to your eye.”

			“It’s very good,” I agree cautiously.

			Kaelis removes all doubt as he comes to sit next to me, the sofa sagging between us. “I suspect it was the Magician.”

			I nearly turn into a puddle as every muscle in my body relaxes at once. The fact that he didn’t even consider me makes my lies all the more unbearable. “Do you think there’s someone else trying to get the cards?”

			“No…I think my father is paranoid, and my brother is in his ear.”

			“Ravin?”

			“Who else? Certainly not my younger brother.” Kaelis lets out a brief and humorless laugh. But I think about seeing Naethor and the youngest prince in the castle. The king spoke to that young man more like an heir than the second spare…“Ravin’s been helping my father with the oversight of the Majors for years—at least beyond the academy. He would tell my father to keep a forgery among the real ones. To divide them up for safety. It makes so much sense; I’m a fool for not seeing it sooner.”

			“And seeing that the card is Death…it would make sense for Ravin to be involved in a forgery.” The words are bitter. I can’t believe I’m consoling Kaelis through my treachery.

			Tell him. That same voice I heard weeks ago as I concealed the reversed card in my pocket returns. But what will telling him do beyond dredging up a reminder of how little I trusted him? What good is emphasizing my deceit when it no longer matters and I might be able to find a way to fix it without him knowing?

			“So, do you think Ravin has the real Death?” I ask instead, my cowardice winning out. I need him to arrive at certain conclusions to maneuver my way out of this without damaging this trust we’ve built—trust I want to keep.

			“Maybe…But we’ll have to proceed with caution. He’s hunting you, so any movements made will need to be from me—not you. I will not risk him getting close to you.”

			“If it’s too risky for me, then it’s also too risky for you.” I keep calm. “Let me ask the Worldkeepers to search for it.”

			“You trust them now?” His brows lift.

			I can’t believe it’s not a lie when I say, “I do. They’ve earned it.”

			Kaelis glances away. The idea of trusting them makes him visibly uncomfortable. My hand rests on his knee, and I tilt my head to catch his eyes.

			“I’m still skeptical of them in many ways, but I also trust them.”

			A sound somewhere between a scoff and an incredulous laugh escapes him as he works not to look at me. “Much like how you feel about me?”

			“I trust you.” That brings his eyes to mine. “I trust you,” I repeat, for emphasis. It’s easy to say, easier than I would’ve otherwise imagined. “We are in this fight together, and we are going to win.”

			He nods slightly and says nothing. I wonder if I’ve shocked him into silence with the admission.

			“And I also trust the Worldkeepers. With their help, Gregor has already infiltrated more than one of Ravin’s strongholds as he’s been searching for Silas’s family—I’ll go to him if you’re skeptical of the Worldkeepers. If Ravin has the golden Death card, Gregor will find it, I’m sure.”

			Kaelis sighs softly. “All right, then.”

			I squeeze his knee and don’t bother to hide my relief. “Good. I’ll tell them, and we’ll sort this. Before you know it, I’ll be bringing you the real card.” Gregor will cover for me if it ever came to that. Then it will be like this never happened at all. I can fix my error before it’s ever a problem.

			“Good. Now that is settled…” Kaelis tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and caresses my cheek. “Tell me, why were you so invested in Liam at the soiree?” The way he asks has me wondering if this was another significant reason for him summoning me.

			“I was helping Luren.” Is he jealous? It’s very nearly adorable.

			“Why?”

			“I can’t just want to help a student and former friend?”

			“You can, but I know the look you get in your eye when you’re scheming.”

			“Fair.” I lean into his touch and allow my eyelids to grow heavy for a moment. “You know me too well.”

			“Yet getting to know you even better is my singular obsession,” he murmurs.

			My eyes flutter open, and, for a breath, I savor the way he looks at me, knowing the moment is about to be ruined. I’ve lied to this man enough; beyond fixing my mistakes, I’m not going to dodge the truth from here on, even if it’s uncomfortable. “Liam knows my true name.”

			“What?” Kaelis sucks in a breath, gaze hardening. He leans away ever so slightly.

			“I’ve reason to believe he still is in possession of letters or notes that might have it written upon them,” I explain. “Given that Ravin knows Liam and I were once entangled, I deemed it too dangerous to be left dangling. I’m sending Luren to find them—though she doesn’t know their significance.”

			“I can just go to Clan Star, kill him, and then rummage through his things until I find anything of yours he’d dare keep,” Kaelis says simply, almost tenderly.

			“Kaelis—”

			“There is only one way to truly silence a person, and you will not be safe unless—”

			“We need him alive,” I interrupt firmly, stopping him with a glare. “He knows where the letters are. Luren needs to use him to find them.”

			“After, then.”

			“He wouldn’t have any reason to tell anyone. He doesn’t know the importance of my true name.”

			“You said it yourself, Ravin knows he was close to you. If Ravin has any reason to believe Liam knows your name, my brother will stop at nothing to squeeze it out of him.”

			I tighten my grip on his knee again, trying to ground him with my touch. “I have this under control. It’s all right.”

			“You should tell me your true name.”

			My breath hitches. A thorny silence hangs in the air between us. Probing. Prodding.

			“Why?” Is it jealousy that has him asking? There’s a glint in Kaelis’s eyes that would almost make me think that’s the case. Not just a playful wound of me talking with Liam at the party, a genuine jealousy.

			“If I know your name, then I know what to look and listen for. If I find out Ravin knows it—or anyone knows it beyond Liam—I’ll handle them.”

			“By going on a deadly rampage?”

			“I have more finesse than that.” He scoffs.

			“You can’t just kill everyone that’s inconvenient to you.”

			“Said the woman who went off to kill the Hierophant.” He arches his brows.

			I look away, pursing my lips, then muttering, “But I didn’t kill him.”

			Kaelis leans forward slightly, drawing my attention back to him. He cups my cheek. “Tell me your name, entrust me with it.”

			I trust him, I do…

			But how do I go against everything I’ve ever known? Keeping my true name secret was the first lesson I ever learned and the last of my mother’s commands that I’ve honored when all others seem to be shattered around me.

			“Tell me yours first.”

			“You already know my true name.”

			“Were you Kaelis Revisan? Or did your mother call you something else?”

			He doesn’t answer. Instead, at the mention of his birth mother, he stands, crossing to the hearth, and stares into the fire. With a few steps he’s a world away—in a different time and place entirely. Is this my answer? His name is Kaelis Revisan.

			“Does your brother know?” Fear strings those words together. If Ravin knows, Kaelis will never be safe.

			“I can only assume he does.” Kaelis’s attention returns to the golden cards on the table. “That must be why they put this fake card here. They know I’ve every reason to summon the World.”

			Rather than comment on the forgery, I say, “But if that’s true, why did they put you in charge of the academy? Why put you here, where the font of the World is?” The more I think about it in the context of all I’ve known, the less sense it makes. “Why even let you walk in here—back to the castle that was your mother’s and where you were likely to find proof of her that wasn’t expunged when the world was remade?” Even if Ravin doesn’t know everything about Kaelis’s history, his father certainly does. “Why let you get close to the Majors if they knew you had every reason to want to rebuild the world?”

			“My father is far more stupid than he lets on,” Kaelis says dryly.

			My scoff fills the room. I stand up with a posture that communicates my disbelief. He shrugs with a small smile that I know is nothing more than a shield. I give him an incredulous look that he’d dare try it on me, shake my head, and wander toward the fireplace.

			“Your father isn’t stupid, Kaelis.” I speak as I approach.

			He continues staring into the flames. “He has made his share of mistakes.”

			“I’m sure he has, but none of them were enough to stop him from rebuilding the whole world to be just how he wants it.” I come to a stop next to him. Our bodies are so close that they nearly touch. I ache to hold him. Yet I refrain. Something about this conversation needs to be had without the distraction of shivers coursing under our skin.

			“He thinks I’m loyal.”

			“ ‘Discourage my son from his bold ambitions,’ ” I say softly and without moving.

			“What?”

			“ ‘I know what my son is.’ ” I repeat Naethor’s words. “He said I was the only one who could be with you—that I could ‘discourage’ you from your ambitions.” I drag my eyes back to him. Kaelis’s expression is unreadable. The voids of his eyes have never seemed more absolute; somehow not even the firelight flickers in them. “That was what your father told me when we danced during the Feast of Cups ball. And he said something else like it at Fate Hearth.”

			Anger radiates off him in waves. His fists are balled and nearly quivering. The muscles in his jaw twitch from clenching it so hard. This rage is only comparable to his reaction to mentions of Clan Hermit.

			“Those aren’t the words of an ignorant or dumb man, Kaelis. He knows exactly who his son is.” Honestly, it’s a wonder he’s kept you alive. But that’s a question for another occasion. I can work through only one mystery at a time. I search his hardened, closed-off expression. He’s trying so hard to hide something that it’s only making it more obvious. “Why did he put you in charge of the academy? Why you?”

			“He couldn’t put it in Ravin’s hands, he’s too busy as the heir. And our younger brother isn’t an Arcanist.” The detached way Kaelis says it tells me that even he knows it’s a ridiculous claim.

			“He has his pick of loyal and powerful clan Arcanists across the whole of Oricalis. Older and more experienced leaders. He doesn’t need his son to be running this academy.” I take a step closer. “Why isn’t he afraid of you being here and having access to the World?”

			“It’ll be his undoing,” Kaelis snarls.

			“I’m certain it will be.” The sarcasm in my tone draws Kaelis’s attention back to me. He’s so offended by it that he plays right into my hands, head jerking back in my direction. “But why?”

			“Probably because he hates me.”

			“Everyone would love to have a father who ‘hates’ them so much that he would give them control of an entire academy.”

			Kaelis takes a step closer now. The space between us is condensing to nothing, the air becoming more charged. This is a sensitive nerve for him—one that’s very easy to touch. But I’m not backing down. This is important. The more I learn about this family, about these ancient powers—about him—the bigger the piece in the center of this puzzle becomes. I can’t ignore it any longer.

			“You don’t understand.” Kaelis looms over me, trying to draw on the height advantage he possesses.

			“You won’t let me understand. Why does he allow you to even get near the power to change the world?” I take another half step. Our chests are nearly touching. Breaths mingling. I’m so close I can see the faint flush that is rising on his cheeks from anger and…perhaps shame? “Why you, Kaelis? Why give you access to this power?”

			Kaelis tries to avoid my stare. But it’s nearly impossible with how close we are.

			“Tell me, Kaelis.”

			“Clara—”

			“Tell me, please!”

			“Because he knows I can’t!” His eyes meet mine, shadowed by his furrowed brow. His breaths come thin and fast.

			“You can’t…”

			“I can’t change the world—I can’t cast the card.” The admission is a hairline fracture turning into a break. The dam is threatening to give.

			“Why? Because you’re of Revisan blood?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Then is it because you’re a coward?”

			The flash of hurt in Kaelis’s eyes tells me I’ve gone too far with that jab. But the anger that follows is swift and mighty. “I am no coward. Everything I have done has been to defy fate itself.”

			“Stop talking in riddles. Just tell me the truth.”

			Kaelis goes to turn away. I catch his biceps and yank him to me. My hand on his arm digs wells around the pads of my fingers as I clutch him. But my right hand cups his face with all the tenderness I possess. His eyes meet mine, and the world narrows further: It’s just him and me.

			“Why can’t you cast the card?” I whisper, as though our voices hadn’t just been at the point of breaking into a yell. For the first time since I’ve known him, it feels like the broken pieces of us might just fit together.

			“It’s not possible because…” His words falter. I search his expression, waiting, expectant. “The future my father fears most cannot come to pass, and he knows it.”

			My brows knit together. I continue to hold him in place, though he doesn’t resist. Now I’m holding him for the truth. To explain what it is that should be obvious, yet I’m somehow not seeing.

			Then, all at once, it hits me.

			There’s only one explanation that could give the king that much assurance. A moment in his history that Kaelis mentioned only once, but it was the first time I admitted that maybe he also knew pain. Because he was forced to do the same as every initiate who has passed through these doors since: He was the first to stand before the Chalice.

			Welcome to Arcana Academy…where your future is your tuition.
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			Chapter 50

			“You sacrificed a future where you cast the World,” I whisper.

			“So much more than that, Clara…” He sways as though he’s about to collapse. I keep my hands on him for support. “The future I gave up…” His voice fades, cracks, and disappears. Emotions I’ve never seen from him before swirl in his eyes. “It was ours.”

			The entire world tilts. “Ours?” Kaelis nods. I struggle to find words. To breathe. The whole world that could’ve been is lodged in my throat. “You sacrificed a future…with me?”

			He nods once more. The smallest of movements shifts the ground beneath my feet and tilts the world. My knees nearly buckle, but I force myself to stay upright. Now I’m holding on to him for support, rather than offering it. Every thought is like an unraveling tapestry, and I can’t catch the threads fast enough.

			I’m already imagining it—what could’ve been. A thousand opportunities and possibilities and dreams.

			I imagine us. Imagine a different life for myself. A world in which the only pain I’ll ever know is the pain of missing the people I love when they are not close by, not the pain of losing them to torture or horrible, early deaths. I try to swallow the lump in my throat. My hand quivers and releases him, and it’s about to fall when he catches it, squeezing my fingers.

			“You’re lying.” Even as I say it, I know he’s not. The way he looks at me—the way I feel, as though something deep within me has finally clicked back into place. “That…You…You can’t just…”

			My thoughts and words tangle. Every second of his silence is brutal.

			Finally, he speaks, and his voice is barely more than a breath. “I saw it, Clara. The life we could’ve had. A life where we designed our future—one where Arcanists could be free, could learn as they chose, be as they chose. A future where we would stand together, you and me, and we would rule. I saw everything. And he made me destroy it with my own two hands.”

			Rule? Me? I can’t even say the words aloud. The idea is too foreign; it might as well be thought in a language I can’t comprehend.

			“I…” I shake my head as my eyes sting with tears that I can’t quite describe the origin of.

			“I know you probably don’t believe me.”

			“I do.” I nearly choke on the words.

			Kaelis’s hands are on me, thumbs smoothing away tears that refuse to fall. “If you wanted to see, I could show you.” The words are gentle, as if he understands all too well the source of my pain. “That would be easier.”

			“Do you mean the Six of Cups?” It’s the only card I can think of that could apply.

			“That’s too unreliable at best, and you wouldn’t get the whole picture.” He knows exactly why I’m skeptical of that card.

			“How else?”

			Kaelis hesitates, and there’s something about his silence that fills me with unease.

			“No Minor Arcana card is going to be enough to show you all of what happened the day I was brought before the Chalice.” Which leaves only a Major. But I can’t think of which one…“The Hanged Man.”

			“No.” I pull from him completely, and he lets me go. I take two steps away, searching for enough air to get a full breath. I can almost feel the Hanged Man’s magic still on me from when Eza cast it last year—as though it has been imprinted upon my brain. “That card is not for memories, it’s for nightmares.”

			“It doesn’t have to be.” Kaelis remains calm, as if he’s trying to be an anchor in the churning tides of my panic. “The card puts the subject in a mental prison.”

			“I know all too well what it does, and I’ve had enough prisons for a lifetime, thank you.”

			He ignores my interjection. “But that ‘prison’ is shaped by the caster. It doesn’t need to be torture. It could be bliss. Or…it could be my memories.”

			“The High Priestess,” I say quickly, standing a little straighter, as if I’ve caught my balance. “That allows you to peer into someone’s mind, doesn’t it?”

			“It does. But only for specific things. We would need multiple of the High Priestess for you to get the full picture, and even then it wouldn’t play out for you with the same detail. The High Priestess is like reading a quick summary of a chapter, rather than the whole thing, or the book itself.” What he says aligns with what Elorin mentioned at the castle about her using her card to get a “sense” of what was in my and the king’s hearts.

			“I…” I’m at a loss, and he knows it.

			“The Hanged Man is our best option.”

			I wrap my arms around myself, as if I can somehow hold together the walls I’ve built.

			Kaelis closes the distance between us once more. Arms hovering in midair until they land on me. I shake my head and look away. He waits, allowing my ragged breaths to slow.

			Finally, composure collected, I turn my eyes to his. The prince reaches up and brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. His knuckles gently trail down my cheek.

			“Trust me. You should see this—you should know the whole of it so there’s no room for doubt. And I would end myself before I would hurt you.” His voice is soft, tone almost pleading. Kaelis commands, demands, domineers. He rules with all the authority of a prince and headmaster. But pleading?

			I swallow hard and nod.

			He waits a moment, as if to make sure I’m not going to go back on my decision. To give me a breath to second-guess and leave. I don’t move.

			Halazar is destroyed. Eza is dead, and his father is, too. If Kaelis wanted to hurt me, he could’ve a thousand times over. But he never has. He never has, I repeat to myself.

			His hand trails down my neck, shoulder, and arm to lace his fingers between mine. Kaelis tugs gently on my hand before leading me to his office and straight to his desk. Locked within a drawer is a large collection of Majors—impressive for a man who isn’t a Major himself and can’t wield any of them without first having the Hierophant cast on him.

			Speaking of…“Do you need me to cast the Hierophant for you?” I assume at least a few are somewhere in the stack.

			“No, I had one cast on me a while ago and haven’t expended the blessing.”

			The Hanged Man retrieved, he guides me out from the office and to his bed. Fingers still entwined with mine, he helps me onto the bed. The world has taken on a dreamlike quality, as though I am already under the influence of some kind of spell. The halo around the lamplight is a bit warmer. The shadows in the corners are darker. The glittering skyline of Eclipse City as dusk begins to settle on the horizon glows all the brighter.

			Kaelis leans over the edge of the bed and kisses me gently. There is reassurance there. One more request for trust, wrapped in admiration.

			He finally releases me and positions himself behind me on the bed. I lie back and place my head onto his lap as if I’m a lamb for slaughter. A ritual sacrifice—the bed is his altar, and he is my god.

			I should be terrified. Yet, by some hypnosis, I am calm. All I see is him. The curtain of his dark hair framing his face and shadowing his void-like eyes.

			Placing the card on the center of my chest and his hands over it, Kaelis takes a slow breath.

			“Are you ready?”

			“As I’ll ever be.”

			There’s a surge of magic. The world tilts. The walls speed up and away from me as the bed pitches back. Reality folds in on itself, inverting.

			The warmth of his hands on my temples is the last thing I feel before what’s down is up, and what’s up is down, and nothing is as it was.
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			Chapter 51

			Light blooms in the darkness. Hazy at first, but then a new reality sharpens around it. I’m standing before the Arcanum Chalice. But the room it’s within is not quite the same as the one I know.

			The stands and balcony aren’t there. The four pillars and the stained glass dome they support are. But the vertical walls between them are solid—almost oppressive. It feels as though I am in a vault.

			On the opposite side of the Chalice are two men. A young Kaelis faces his father, pure loathing glittering in his eyes, hatred as blazing as the Chalice’s flames. King Naethor looks much like the man I know—strong, austere.

			“The Chalice has always been here; it’s impossible to move from this spot, as though it was forged into the stone. The room looks different because I changed aspects of the fortress when it became an academy.”

			I jerk in the direction of the voice. Kaelis—as I know him—stands next to me. Though his form seems less than completely solid. Almost slightly transparent. As if an artist created outlines that they forgot to fill in.

			“What are you doing here?” I blurt.

			He looks at me incredulously and lifts his brows. “It’s my memory I’ve allowed you into. I cast the card. Why would I not be here?”

			“Eza wasn’t there the last time this card was used on me.”

			“Wasn’t he, though?” Kaelis tilts his head to the side.

			I heard him as I ran through the vision…Eza asking how I was altering the world he’d tried to trap me within. He was there, pulling the strings like some kind of puppet master. He just didn’t let me see him.

			“Yes,” Kaelis says, as if he can hear my thoughts, “the one who casts the Hanged Man can see within the realm of their making.” Kaelis turns his attention back to his former self and his father. “I thought not being alone might be easier for you, given how disorienting this can be in the best of circumstances.”

			“That’s surprisingly considerate.”

			“I take offense to the use of ‘surprisingly,’ ” he says dryly.

			“If that’s true, then maybe you shouldn’t give me reason to use it,” I tease.

			He huffs at my perpetual audacity but doesn’t say anything else. Then King Naethor commands our attention as he spreads the deck he had been shuffling onto the same pedestal as the Chalice. Past Kaelis draws three cards.

			I walk around the Chalice to get a better look as the cards are flipped. Neither of the men reacts.

			The first card is the Two of Cups. I can’t stop a laugh.

			“You and me both?” I look to the Kaelis I know.

			He dips his chin slightly. “Perhaps the instinct you had to destroy the Two of Cups was a memory of yourself from the world that could’ve—should’ve been.”

			Anything else I could ask is silenced as the younger Kaelis throws the card into the Chalice’s flames. There is a surge of magic and a burst of light. Suddenly, we’re no longer in the fortress. A young Kaelis—hardly older than the eighteen-year-old man I saw standing before the Chalice—strolls through the streets of Eclipse City.

			The younger Kaelis wears clothing even more plain than what Kaelis wore when we went into the city to visit Twino and Ren. There is no waistcoat or cravat. No vest or cuff links. No heavy coat with silver stitching. He’s in a simple pair of woolen trousers dyed a deep blue. An undyed linen shirt hangs loosely around his lean frame. His hair is looser, a bit messier than he keeps it now. His eyes aren’t as sunken but are just as haunted.

			The moment he turns a street corner, I’m overwhelmed by a sense of familiarity. I recognize this place. I know the shop he enters because it’s one I passed countless times on my way to the Starcrossed Club. And inside…is me. Or, rather, a different version of me. My sixteen-year-old self is deep in argument with the clerk.

			“I know I had it somewhere; some little thief must’ve lifted it off of me.” The past me that never was pats her pockets and clothing for a pin that I know isn’t there. Even before the academy, clan Arcanists had pins bearing the seal of their clan that displayed their ability to buy and trade arcane goods. Naethor always kept magic tightly regulated. “Can you perhaps make an exception this one time?”

			“I make an exception, and I’m reported right to the crown,” the shopkeeper says gruffly.

			“There you are,” the younger Kaelis says smoothly after only a second of watching the exchange unfold, with a slightly amused smile that he doesn’t even bother tucking away. The man was apparently born with his easy arrogance.

			The younger me at the counter turns, eyes widening to a ridiculous point as he strides over. Kaelis’s attempts to be incognito clearly failed, because even younger me in this reality could recognize him in an instant.

			Young Kaelis slides up to the counter next to my alternate self, his hand gliding around my waist as if it’s always been there. As if it was made to be there. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

			The alternate me opens and closes her mouth twice, eyes darting.

			“Was I really that terrible at lying and scheming back then?” I rub my temple, staring at my past self incredulously. And here I thought I was so good at what I did, even then. There’s nothing that will gut your ego faster than being faced with your past.

			“You still are,” my Kaelis quips from my side.

			“You’re lucky you’re not solid.” I narrow my eyes at him. Our exchange is cut short by the versions of ourselves that never were.

			“Forgive me, good sir, I sent her ahead to fetch some supplies for me,” younger Kaelis says smoothly, his hand still on my person. Even in this world, I was clearly fighting offense at his boldness. But this me also knew when it was better for her to shut up and let him lead.

			“And who are you?” The shopkeeper looks Kaelis up and down, clearly assuming he doesn’t amount to much.

			“Do you not recognize your prince?” Kaelis smirks. The shopkeeper’s eyes widen, and his jaw goes slack.

			“An apology is in order,” this alternate me demands on his behalf. I can tell how uncomfortable she is being that close to the prince. But she doesn’t miss a beat. Maybe I’m not as horrible as I thought at being calculating.

			The Kaelis standing next to her preens, all too proud to be noticed and defended.

			Blubbering, the man issues his apology. These alternate versions of ourselves play him like a fiddle. Even though I’ve every assumption that this is the first time we’ve met in this world, it’s as though we already know each other—can assume the other person’s next movements before they’re made, like a dance.

			When our younger selves leave the shop, her hands are laden: two decks of Minors and a bag of inking supplies.

			Without a word, they come to a stop, as if it’s rehearsed. Wisteria climbs up the storefront, framing us in a purple haze. Perfuming the air with the scents of summer. I always loved this shop for that. We are toe to toe, just as one would depict two future lovers on the Two of Cups.

			“I’m sure you know that I shouldn’t have th—” the younger version of myself begins to say.

			Younger Kaelis shakes his head. With a wild smile, as if he knows this is something akin to destiny, he asks, “What’s your name?”

			“My name?” Even then, the question puts me on edge.

			“You know mine; it’s only fair.”

			A moment of calculation. Of panic. But this version of myself is still me. She does exactly what I would’ve done. “Clara Graysword.”

			“Clara Graysword,” he repeats slowly. From the moment we first met, he savors my name.

			“Clara Graysword,” the Kaelis at my side repeats softer, gentler. One is said with curiosity. The other with familiarity. An echo of the past that never was harmonizing with the future.

			I glance his way, and the demand he posed earlier, that was left unanswered, still lingers. Tell me your true name. But he doesn’t ask again.

			“Consider the name payment enough for the cards.” Younger Kaelis steps backward.

			“You’re really not going to stop me?”

			“Not today, Clara. Maybe next time, when I find out what you intend to use those cards for.”

			My other self scoffs. “Your mistake, Prince; you never will.” She turns, walking away. Offhandedly, she says, “Luck is on my side, after all.”

			This is how he knew…everything. He knew my name. My appearance. I can still feel the warmth of his breath on my ear as he whispered that luck is on my side right before the Fire Festival.

			My shock is interrupted by the last person I’d ever want to hear.

			“Do it,” King Naethor’s disembodied voice demands.

			The young Kaelis blinks. The world seems to twist, just slightly, just enough that the colors are a bit too bright. The outlines of the wisteria have become hazier, almost pulsing.

			It’s the moment he’s realizing that what’s before him isn’t reality.

			“Do it, now.” King Naethor is relentless and impatient.

			The younger Kaelis hesitates for a breath. He sucks it in and holds it, as if by postponing the exhale he could make time stop. Then, when his lungs are surely burning, he finally moves.

			I don’t flinch as younger Kaelis’s swift card work annihilates this other version of myself. She puts up a good fight—it is me, or the specter of me, after all. But Kaelis has the upper hand with the element of surprise, and he doesn’t hesitate. Nor does he try to refrain from using more advanced cards, like I was forced to when my Chalice sacrifice was made.

			The dying future begins to blur, condensing to a single focus: a younger Kaelis looming over my mangled corpse. It’s as though an unseen hand is snuffing all the lanterns that illuminate this vision—like we are watching the final moments of a stage play. One by one, the buildings fade, the shop disappears, it all vanishes, with the exception of us.

			One last light against the darkness. One last moment of him studying my still frame not with mourning but with fascination. As if the secrets of the universe are wrapped within my form.

			Then it all goes dark.
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			Chapter 52

			The Chalice and Naethor come back into view. The younger Kaelis stands in the same position he did in the vision, staring at the floor, as though my mangled body is still there.

			In the silence, I ask the Kaelis I know, “Why did you sacrifice your futures to the Chalice?”

			The academy didn’t exist yet. Kaelis was a powerful enough Arcanist that he didn’t need the power of the Chalice to use the higher-numbered cards.

			None of this was necessary.

			“Do you think I had a choice?” The way he asks makes it clear that he thinks I already know the answer. I suppose it should’ve been obvious…“Had I refused, my father would’ve killed me.”

			“Because you were the heir to Revisan?” I guess.

			Kaelis dips his chin slightly. It’s part nod, part glower cast in the direction of the memory of his father.

			“If he took my future, I couldn’t be a threat. By this point, I’d already gone to the fortress and found proof of my lineage.”

			“How did he know what future you’d give up?” I ask.

			Kaelis turns his void-like eyes to mine. “Do you believe in destiny, Clara?”

			“Of course. The cards are proof enough of its existence.”

			“Then he knew it didn’t matter what cards I picked from the deck…because he knew what I was destined to be. Every road was leading me toward the crown that was my birthright. Ruling was fated for me, and that was what he feared even after using the World, due to its unpredictable nature. So my father wanted extra insurance.”

			“But you met me anyway. The Chalice might take the core of something happening, but not everything from the vision. And since you still met me—albeit not in the way the Chalice showed—that was not the core of the future you lost.” At least, this is how I’ve always understood the Chalice to work.

			“Yes…it was not the fact that we met. It was happening to come upon you when we were both still so young.” It has me imagining what my life might have looked like had Kaelis entered sooner. “Because of what I sacrificed, I had to search for any sign of you, and when it came time to orchestrate the meeting, I could not be the one to summon you. Every time I tried to do it alone, and I did try, I was thwarted. Letters lost. Commands misunderstood. Currents that prevented my boat from getting to Halazar in the secret of the night.”

			“But you did ultimately summon me.”

			“Glavstone did, not I. And I had to punish him to within an inch of his life to get him to. I didn’t know he was so far in Ravin’s pocket.” Kaelis’s attention drifts back to his father, and his gaze hardens. “My father was confident that by forcing me to sacrifice three futures to the Chalice, he would take from me the ability to revolt against him. I would become the perfect warrior he so dearly wanted because I would have no hope for my future. My ambitions would mean nothing, and his would supplant them. And if anyone else could uncover the true history of the past, there would be no way to restore my bloodline to power.”

			My attention shifts from Kaelis’s silhouette to Naethor. He’s outlined in cold blue by the Chalice. As still as a statue. I can see the overlap in the shape of their noses and cheeks. The familial resemblance is there, as much as I’m sure Kaelis loathes it.

			“How do you know that was what the Chalice was taking from you?” I ask. “What the immutable thing was?”

			“I knew it in my bones, just as I think you did after sacrificing your future to the Chalice last year.”

			That silences me as I think back to the feelings I had. I knew from the first moment that I’d given up the possibility of a relationship with Liam. I’d never thought it was just meeting him in one moment. Or dancing with him. It was giving up the idea of us completely—of a love that could flourish once more.

			Maybe giving that up, too, was a form of destiny. As if the Chalice were trying to correct itself and bring me back to Kaelis.

			“And this is why he takes the futures of other Arcanists,” I murmur. To turn us into his unquestioning servants. Someone without a future—or who perceives themselves as having less of a future—has little to lose and will be more likely to cling to any direction that’s offered.

			Kaelis of the vision turns up the next card.

			Ten of Coins.

			It’s thrown into the Chalice, and the world blurs once more.

			However, this time, when everything comes back into focus, the same blue hue dances on the walls. Now it originates from a shallow pool that circulates around a statue. Along the outer edge are twenty familiar slots.

			Different versions of Kaelis and me stand before it. We’re older than in the first vision. Roughly our current ages, maybe a year or two older? It’s hard to tell in the dim lighting.

			Kaelis lays a final golden card into its slot. The tenth Major. The Wheel of Fortune. My card.

			The me of this world stands at his side, dutiful and determined. Her crimson eyes watch as he lays the card down and the water of the pool turns from blue to gold. The statue comes to life, leaning forward. The globe it holds in its hands is presented to Kaelis. But unlike the rest of the statue, it is no longer stone. The globe has turned into swirling threads of gold.

			Kaelis reaches a hand into his pocket. My eyes widen as he produces a card with an intricate frame drawn upon it but a blank center.

			It’s just like Mother showed me.

			Every line is there, even the ones I forgot. Though I get only a glimpse, I quickly imprint them on my memory. I knew that somewhere in the academy I’d find the final pieces for how to ink the vessel. I never expected the answer would come from Kaelis’s own memories. Luck is still on my side.

			“This is how I knew what the vessel was…and what the World could do,” the real Kaelis says from my side, his words somber. “I had only theories and partial information before this.”

			The Kaelis of the vision holds the vessel card into the orb of magic and the light stitches across the card, inking the legendary twenty-first tarot. I am shocked into stillness at the sight of the World in his hand. At it being real at all—as real as this could be.

			Vision Kaelis holds up the World and takes a breath. The glow of the font illuminates the inking on its surface. My eyes widen. But the prince then turns before making his wish.

			Once more, I watch myself be destroyed by his hand.

			We’re back with King Naethor, who looks positively incensed. Younger Kaelis, for his part, stands defiant. Even though I can imagine the physical toll these visions, in such quick succession, are taking on him.

			Naethor’s loathing makes me think of the dance we shared at the Feast of Cups last year. He must have recognized me before then, I realize. Back when I was at Fate Hearth…Maybe that was why he issued his warning to me.

			“Why did he endorse our marriage during the end-of-year Swords celebrations at Fate Hearth?” My thoughts gain sound as I muse aloud. “He knew who I was.”

			“Calling you my bride protected you from more than the suspicion of enforcers,” Kaelis says thoughtfully. “It protected you from Ravin, and my father in a way also. It put you in a spotlight and made it so that if they moved against you without cause, it’d risk showing a dangerous rift in our royal family. It could imply that I was not in alignment with the king. Or that the king did not have quite the firm hand guiding his son that he so likes to project.”

			“That must be why Ravin had to bring Glavstone with the cards I inked for my Three of Swords Trials…” They were working against me behind the scenes and creating an excuse to remove me. They couldn’t do it outright.

			“I sometimes wonder if my father blessed our potential union to torture me,” Kaelis says gravely.

			I look to him in shock, about to ask if he would really do that. But this is King Naethor we’re talking about. This is the man who destroyed a world to consolidate his power. Murdered his wife. Who stole the futures of his own son to keep it. Of course he would punish Kaelis for daring to act outside of his authority and threatening the good image of his rule.

			Without a kind word from the king or an offer of reprieve for the Kaelis of the vision, the final card is flipped.

			The King of Swords.

			I’m instantly tense at the sight of it. For me, every time the card has come up in a reading, it’s represented Naethor. The King of Oricalis—the King of Swords.

			As the world shifts, I realize that the association is still half correct.

			Gilded spires surround us. Elegant peaks of a castle I’ve never seen before. Magic hangs in the air, woven around garland and banners.

			We are centered in the vision once more, slightly older again than we last were. Except this time, Kaelis wears the trimmings of a king. Fine rings adorn his fingers; a cape lined with silver fur weights his shoulders against winter’s chill; an ornate sword with a crown-shaped pommel and guard of silver-spun clouds is at his hip. And on his brow is a crown I recognize only from the portrait of his mother. A five-pointed crown with the four suits framing a sapphire at its center point.

			The version of myself at his side is dressed in equal measure. A high neckline nearly grazes my earlobes. Strands of hair fall from where it has been pinned up around a silver tiara. A corset that is so encrusted with silver and gems it looks almost like armor sits over skintight leather trousers. Two decks are strapped to my right thigh. An excessive number of cards, but…oh, how wonderful it would be to carry that many at a time. To have that much power at my fingertips and place it on display as both a promise and a threat.

			The Kaelis in the vision lays a single rose upon a sarcophagus at the center of a walled garden. I’m reminded of the tomb of his mother here in the academy that hides the entrance of the Sanctum of the Majors. Like her final resting place, this sarcophagus has been carved to look like the man within.

			King Naethor’s stony face looks far more serene in death than I ever saw it in life. A generous liberty taken by the artist. Behind us, fireworks explode across the sky in some distant celebration.

			“Let’s go, my love,” the Kaelis in the vision says softly. “Our kingdom awaits.”

			His eyes shift toward me—not the me of his vision, but me. As if he can see through what should be nothing more than a fabrication of the real Kaelis’s mind to where I stand. A thousand unspoken words shine in his eyes just before they darken with unfathomable shadow.

			Before the inevitable attack comes, the world twists. It’s as though a child picked up her dollhouse and turned it on its roof. I’m falling out of rooms propped up by magic. Of a reality not my own—but that could have been.
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			Chapter 53

			My consciousness lands softly back in the waking world. My head is still cradled in Kaelis’s lap. He is slumped over me, his hands resting on my chest where he placed the Hanged Man. I’ve a second to appreciate his long, full lashes as they rest against his high cheeks before his eyes flutter open.

			My love. The words he said in the vision echo back to me. They are there in his gaze.

			An overwhelmingly delightful sensation crashes over me. But it quickly vanishes as cold realization settles in. Nausea overwhelms me, and I scramble upright, bringing a hand to my mouth.

			“That life…” It should have been mine. I look to Kaelis, who wears a somber expression, as if he, too, has been sick over the idea of all that was taken from us. “I should’ve been with you—you should’ve been my first love, not Liam. Your jealousy from my own Chalice trial…”

			“I was faced with the man who stole you from me. The stand-in for where I should have been.” There is gravel to his words. A slight snarl in the back of his throat. He swings his legs off the side of the bed and stands, walking to the window. Even though hours passed in the vision, it was a fraction of the time in reality. The last vestiges of light still hang on the horizon, as golden as the magic of the World. I can see his faded reflection in the glass as it grows serious and somber. “I’ve spent years chasing the World. Even before I knew what it was, it called to me. This place called to me. I fought, and I told myself I did it for answers, then for power, or for revenge. But I think it was always for you.”

			The words strike me so hard that I nearly topple back onto the bed. I close my eyes to try to steel myself, but it’s pointless; he’s there, too. His memories are now my own, dancing behind my lids. The life we could’ve had…the kingdom we could build and all the good we could do with it…the love that should have been as easy as breathing. As effortless as the first meeting we were denied.

			I take a timid step forward, immediately stopping. There’s a tether that yanks me away from him, almost violently. It’s directly opposite of a pull toward him, of that phantom string that was severed years ago.

			“You think I am your destiny?” I whisper.

			Kaelis turns and meets my eyes. Is he shocked that I would doubt?

			“You are my destiny and my desire. Even the power of an ancient relic couldn’t keep us apart, for here we are.” He speaks without hesitation. There is no false pretense or show of arrogance. This is Kaelis, as unvarnished and vulnerable as I’ve ever seen him.

			“What if you’re wrong?” I whisper. “What if this isn’t fate? What if the Chalice itself was our fate, and you’re nothing more than obsessed with the idea of something that might have been—possessed by the notion that you have been wronged or cheated from something that should never have been yours?”

			“It should have been mine.” His voice rises a fraction, sharpening. Kaelis looks away, hands balling into fists before relaxing. “I was born to sit on the throne. I was born to have this kingdom. But it was all taken from me…just like you were taken from me.”

			“What if I don’t want this? What if I don’t want you?” The words are panicked and hasty, like a dagger clumsily wielded by a woman backed into a corner.

			Kaelis doesn’t flinch. He’s not afraid of me, or my anger; he never has been. “That fear has kept me up at night when I lie awake, alone. But then I see you and I know.” He takes a step toward me, then another, voice softening with each movement. “I don’t blame you for doubting me—or doubting yourself. The Chalice doesn’t just take what could have been, it poisons what’s left. We are all moving within the void created by sundering ourselves from our fate. Aimless. Pointless.”

			A shiver runs through me, and I wrap my arms around myself, thinking it might steady me. But it doesn’t.

			I can’t look at him when I speak next, as though I’m betraying us both. “Am I even myself? Am I real at all?”

			“Clara—”

			“You said the World remakes people, too. What if I was somehow remade for you?”

			“Clara.” My name is firmer.

			“Or what if your obsession with this ‘destiny’ is what brought us together?” I look back to him, eyes stinging, every rib in knots. “Do I…” I can’t bring myself to say love. Not when my feelings hardly feel like my own. “Do I care for you at all? Or am I simply possessed to? Told by fate? Is any choice really my own?”

			“Clara, stop.” His hands land on my shoulders, and Kaelis ducks slightly to look me right in the eyes. “These questions are ones that the sages and prophets and so-called holy seers have been asking of the tarot for years. Maybe all we are is our destiny. Or maybe we mold destiny to our will with every shuffle of the deck. Either way, we’re still us. As long as we breathe, I believe that the truth of who we are is an immutable force.”

			“What truth is that?” I laugh, hollow and haunted. “I’ve spent my entire life hating you—thinking you were the bane of my existence. All because the Chalice deemed it so? Because it removed the path where you and I met and fell in love? Did it make me loathe you so I wouldn’t love you? What choice did we really have?”

			His silence is deafening, as heavy as the visions in the forefront of my mind. For a moment, I think he might release me in frustration or disappointment. But he only holds me tighter, hands quivering as if actively fighting to refrain from pulling me to him.

			“I have asked myself the same thing, over and over, but the only path we have is forward. The only guiding light we have is our belief in what we are destined for. And when my doubt is at its greatest, I remember the look on your face when we first met. How defiant you were. The fire in your eyes every time you stood up to me. The way you refused to bend for me that only made me want you all the more. That is undeniable. That is you.”

			I want to believe him. But the longer I think about everything he showed me and all the implications of it, the more I am thrown off-balance. The room is suddenly too small, the air too thick. For the first time, I think that maybe the power of the World isn’t meant for mortal hands. It all seems like too much.

			“Why didn’t you tell me all this sooner?”

			“Would you have believed me?” We both know the answer to that. “Would you have allowed me to show you?” Also an obvious answer. “I told you the truth—as much as I was able and thought you could handle, that wouldn’t push you further from me—from the very beginning. I told you my intention for the World and the wish I would make. Which was never a lie. I want to make things better for us all, and the only way I can do that is by reclaiming the future that was stolen from me. From us.” A pause. A breath slowly sucked in through quivering lips. “But I cannot be the one to make that wish.”

			Every muscle in me goes slack when I realize what he’s saying. The second card he sacrificed—the vision of him getting the World and making the wish: He destroyed that future.

			“You can’t be serious,” I breathe.

			“You.” The single word has desperation and hope wrapped within it. The way he looks at me is as though I am the World. “It must be you, Clara. My father has never been afraid of me handling the golden cards, of my ambitions for the throne, because he thinks that I am helpless to change my fate. I know what I gave up in my bones, and I told him as much. But you can still make the wish.”

			I can’t stop myself from laughing. Kaelis leans away, brow furrowing.

			“All this time…I’ve been plotting, and scheming, and planning. I’ve been calculating alternatives and thinking of what I might need to do—just in case you are not the man I thought you were. I was unsure if I could ever bear to put the World in your hands. Debating if I wanted to take it for myself. And for what?”

			“Fate has quite the sense of humor.” He wears a wry smile, but it is twinged with pain at the confession. Though there is an understanding in his eyes. I haven’t hidden, at any moment, the doubt I felt in him.

			“So what do you want from me? To make your wish for you? To turn myself back into the version of me you saw in your previous futures?”

			He shakes his head, hands relaxing their grip on my shoulders. One trails down my arm while the other rises to my cheek. He brushes his knuckles gently over my skin, leaving a warm flush in their wake. Kaelis’s expression softens into something mournful.

			“I wish I could say yes,” he whispers. “Because it is what a part of me wants, more than anything. But to say yes would be to deny everything I love about you. Your tenacity. Your rebellious spirit. All I want for you, Clara, is to have a choice. The one the Chalice denied me but that is still within your reach. The choice to be whomever you want—to make whatever future you desire. All I hope is that when you make that choice, it is the best one you can, with all the information possible. And, selfishly, that I might still find a place at your side in that future.”

			For a moment, the anger falters. The choice—the opportunity to build my own future is something I’ve been chasing my whole life but that has always been just beyond my grasp. Every step I’ve taken, every decision made, has been shaped by forces beyond me. Forces as inexorable as the rising of the sun or the changing of the moon.

			“If you believe one thing, believe this: It has never been about me, Clara; this has always been about you.”

			My breath catches in my throat, and I nearly choke on everything I want to say. Everything I can’t say. Something inside me snaps, almost audibly, and I finally break. Every wall shatters. Everything I’ve ever denied, or pretended didn’t exist, is gone. I close the distance between us in a blur, take his face with both hands, and pull it toward me.

			Kaelis tenses initially in surprise under my touch. I’m not sure if he even has time to close his eyes before our mouths meet. But he recovers quickly, one arm wrapping around my waist, the other bracing between my shoulder blades and reaching up into my hair. He clutches me to him with breathless desperation.

			The kiss is a confession and a question. An admission and a denial. Our bodies were made to fit together, mouths made like puzzle pieces, tongues made to dance. It is raw. It is real. It is fragile and yet stronger than the pull of the moon on the tides.

			When I finally break away, he sucks in a shuddering breath. Kaelis stares, eyes filled with something I’m too afraid to name.
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			Chapter 54

			My hands ball in his shirt and I pull him toward me again. Our gazes are locked as we take every step, turning. A predatory gleam shines in his gaze, one I respond to in kind.

			Let us both surrender to each other—to fate. Shatter every pretense. Be what we were made to be by destiny.

			Lovers.

			The backs of his legs hit the bed. His hands are on my waist, pulling me firmly against him. There’s nothing but heat and heavy breathing through parted lips barely touching.

			Without warning, I push him onto the bed. Kaelis falls easily, sliding back, giving space for me to crawl on top of him. My hair frames his face as I kiss him again, slower, deeper, as if my tongue is laced with poison and I want to ensure he has a fatal dose.

			As I trail tongue and teeth down his jaw and his neck, he rasps, “Twenty, I cannot have enough of you.”

			The words ignite something rebellious in me. “Are you sure about that?”

			“Very.”

			I lean back, straddling him, looking down at the man helpless under my hands. Almost nonchalantly, I unbutton his shirt as I rock my hips, feeling the length of his erection straining against his pants.

			He grips my thighs. His words are little more than a growl. “That’s it…Take what’s yours.”

			Peeling away the shirt, I splay my hands across his bare chest. Beneath all those layers of tailored fabric he armors himself in, he’s just a man. Muscled, but wiry. A pale frame in a pool of dark clothes. One of his hands tangles in my hair while the other continues to grip my thigh possessively.

			“Fuck me,” Kaelis demands.

			“So vulgar.” I tsk. “Simply fucking you isn’t going to be enough to satiate me. I am going to take my time enjoying bringing the infamous Prince Fucking Kaelis to his knees.”

			A low, tortured groan escapes him. His nails rake against my scalp as he grabs my hair almost painfully. I continue grinding against him, my own arousal going right to my head.

			“You’re really going to draw this out?” His voice is strained, hands trembling on me. As if he can barely control himself—barely keep himself from taking control.

			I lean down, lips brushing against his as I whisper, “Yes, and I will delight in it.” I kiss him once more down his neck, his collarbone, and shift lower, planting kisses across his chest and nipples. My tongue circles them like an instruction for what I want him to do to me. I close my teeth around them, harder and harder, until he lets out a low hiss, nearly flinching. At that second, I release, then repeat.

			Tortured groans escape him between strings of curses. I shift lower still, moving my body to give myself access to his pants. But I don’t undo them just yet. Instead, I graze my hand over the straining erection, fingers closing around it for only a heartbeat before releasing.

			“Fuck. Fuck.” Just a hand on him and his head is tipping back at the friction.

			As I unbutton his trousers, a card rises from my deck. His eyes dart to it immediately, then to mine. I give a coy smile that turns his unease to curiosity.

			The Page of Coins grants expertise in something for a single day. I am not inept when it comes to sex, that I know well enough. But I am not an expert in him. Not anywhere close yet. And tonight, I want to be. I want to drive him insane.

			Magic hits me right as his cock springs free. Just the sight of it has my clothes fitting too tight. But I can be patient. Confidence swells within me, and I know exactly what to do as I see him shift his hips slightly. His hands gripping for the sheets. The moment my lips wrap around him, Kaelis lets out a deep moan that fills every corner of the darkening room. Little by little, I take him in my mouth, painfully slow.

			The muscles in his legs, stomach, and ass all tense and relax. Thanks to the card, I know he’s fighting bucking. He’s struggling for control, and it is the most erotic thing I could’ve never even imagined. He wants to surrender. He’s desperate to submit. Yet that wars with an insatiable need to grab me and take me.

			I swirl my tongue around the head, suck, and relax. Both of his hands find my head, pushing gently. More, they say with their quivering fingers. I take his full length into my mouth, and the second I do, he lets out a low groan.

			At first, I set the pace—slow, then faster. His low growl of “Fuck” is the only warning I get before his grip on my hair tightens and his hips start to move. I let him lead, one hand finding his balls, massaging them gently. He hisses as I do.

			His breathing shifts. His movements become more reckless. Be it magic or practice, I know exactly what my prince sounds like when he’s reaching his climax.

			I pull away without warning, saliva dripping down my chin and onto his cock. “No…Not yet.”

			Our eyes lock, and he lets out a frustrated growl. His cock twitches, aching for release. One hand is still in my hair, and I can almost see the fantasy playing out in his mind to force my face back down onto him.

			“It’s my turn,” I command.

			His eyes widen in hunger and excitement. Kaelis sits and grabs my face with both hands, kissing me fully. I wonder if he can taste himself on my tongue. If he can, he devours whatever traces he left in my mouth.

			I’m pushed onto my back, and a card rises from his own deck, still close at hand from where it resides in his coat pocket on the bed. The Five of Coins shines, and with a golden glimmer, my clothing disappears. The mere feeling of his magic cascading over me has my eyes rolling back. My skin prickles in the cold air of his room—with anticipation for what is to come.

			“There she is,” he murmurs, looking down at me with what can be described only as pure desire mixed with sheer admiration.

			Without hesitation, Kaelis buries his face between my thighs, finding my clit with expert precision. I let out a low moan, eyes instantly closing as though it is too much sensation to even see while he’s eating my cunt. He closes his mouth around my clit and sucks lightly. I bite my knuckles in response. The second he sees the reaction, he lets out a low, satisfied sound that feels like it vibrates straight from my clit to my core.

			I grab his hair, grinding my hips into his face. Kaelis hooks his arms under my legs, lifting them over his shoulders, giving him even deeper access. My moans come fast and free with every heave of my chest.

			“So…so fucking good. Don’t stop,” I plead.

			He lets out another noise that is part agreement and part amusement, not even removing his tongue from my clit long enough to speak. Then another card rises from his deck…

			The Ace of Swords disappears with a small whisper of wind. Light and shadow carried by currents of air writhe up my body as he continues. The magic swirls around my breasts, caressing my nipples, coaxing them into peaks.

			At the same time, he pushes two fingers inside of me. Curling them in an almost beckoning motion, as if coaxing out my orgasm. My hips shoot off the bed, and he fucking purrs against me. As if he is the one getting pleasure from all this.

			The climax hits hard and fast, overwhelming me. I damn near rip out his hair. But all I hear is a low hum of amusement between sucking and licking. His fingers don’t stop, not even as my back relaxes onto the bed. The whole world is hazy.

			It was one of the best orgasms of my life, and I’m not even close to satiated.

			“On your back,” I demand.

			He quickly complies, rolling onto his back and shedding the last of his clothing in the process. Legs wide, it is as if he’s offering that glorious, throbbing cock to me. I crawl back on top of him, ready to finish what I started earlier, hips grinding, using the slickness of my climax as lubrication. His hands are on my thighs again, nails digging in, dragging lines into my flesh as he tips his head back with a throaty groan.

			Shifting my hips, I let him slip into me with one easy movement, more than ready to take all of him. Even still, I let out a gasp. Not in pain, but in the immediate and immense pleasure of the fullness he brings. Leaning forward, I grab the back of his neck, kissing him like the world is ending around us and this is all that matters. I can still taste myself on his lips.

			Kaelis’s grip moves to my waist; he guides and braces, pounding into me. Breaking the kiss, he rasps in my ear, “That’s it.” Hands rake through my hair. “Surrender to this. We’re helpless to fight it.”

			I can’t form a coherent sentence. Not even a single word. There’s a flash of another card being cast, and suddenly my whole body feels as if it’s covered in a layer of frost as thin as the wings of a butterfly. He rises, sitting and wrapping his arms around me—the sudden change from cold to hot has all my senses heightening. My legs hook around his waist. The heat of his body is almost enough to boil me alive, but then he leans me back—supporting me—as his mouth closes around my nipple. The contrast in temperatures turns my shivering into shuddering.

			“You feel so good,” I groan. Never have I felt more alive.

			With a growl of approval, he grabs two handfuls of my ass, and another card rises from his deck. This one I see—the Eight of Wands. Enhanced movement. What in the Twenty is he doing with that?

			The answer is obvious as Kaelis begins pounding into me with desperation. His cock nearly splits me in two. I cling to him for support as the world goes hazy. The room is a cacophony of his deep, throaty, lust-filled moans, my desperate gasps, and the creaking of the bed.

			“Fuck.” It’s all I can say. The only word I know. Every thought has been pounded from my head, and I love him for it.

			He grins wickedly, clearly enjoying my desperation for more. “As you wish.”

			Kaelis lifts me off him. My legs unravel from his waist, and I’m on my knees, facing him. He turns me toward one of the bedposts. I grab it instinctively for support. Another card—the Three of Coins—and a strip of fabric is severed from the blankets, tying my wrists to the post. But instead of entering me right away, he hovers, lightly rubbing his tip along my slit.

			“Stay where I want you. Where you’re meant to be.” His hands wrap around to fondle my breasts again as he enters.

			Could I break free if I wanted? Absolutely. But there is a beauty in submission. A sweet release I’ve never felt before from thoughts or worry or fear.

			“More,” I beg.

			“Greedy little thing, aren’t you?” he rasps, one hand grabbing my hair and pulling my head back so he can bite my neck without breaking his thrusts.

			“Your greedy little thing,” I manage to reply.

			That elicits a noise of primal satisfaction. His pace quickens. “Say it again.”

			“Yours.”

			“Who do you belong to?” A bite on my shoulder.

			“You.”

			“Fuck yes, you do.” His hips snap forward in a single thrust that he holds, as if trying to imprint his full length upon me. “And do you know why?”

			All I can respond with is a whimper. I’m so full I can barely think.

			“Because I belong to you.” He trails a finger down my spine that is as gentle as his whisper. “Because when this world turns to dust, I will still be yours. Every broken piece of me, every fragment, will be the jewels of your crown.”

			Without even waiting for a response, he begins moving again. Kaelis’s hand reaches between my thighs to rub my clit. I can’t say anything more. All I can focus on is my building climax right up until the moment that it crashes over me, leaving me trembling.

			I tighten around him, and Kaelis releases a low moan. I can imagine him watching my body twist and shudder. With a final, powerful thrust, he buries himself as deep as possible within me, reaching his own climax at last.

			Wordlessly, he frees my hands, slipping from me and pulling me back. We collapse onto a sea of pillows and plush blankets. Kaelis brings my face to his, kissing me deeply, but far more relaxed, almost sloppy, as though he’s already succumbing to sleep.

			“Fucking Twenty…I think you’ve ruined me,” he murmurs, eyes closed.

			I study the way his long lashes rest against the swell of his cheeks through my own heavy lids. “The only things I think are ruined are our clothes and the sheets.”

			The low rumble in his chest still, even after all that, makes my toes curl. He pulls me to him, arms heavy. I’m a puddle next to him, enjoying his warmth and the aroma of our sex as sleep settles heavily upon me.
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			Chapter 55

			A hazy glow floods the room when I finally wake. We forgot to pull the curtains. We forgot a lot last night. All that mattered was breaking each other in a way that allowed us to fit together better than we ever have before.

			For a moment, I’m perfectly still. His arm is heavy across my middle, holding me to him limply. I let the soft golden dawn spin its fragile peace upon me.

			Finally, I shift just a little to see if he stirs. He doesn’t. I move a little more, my body protesting with the sweet aches of the night. My skin is dotted with bruises from his mouth and his hands. Nothing serious, but enough to remind me of what transpired and just how wonderful it was. I could easily magic the marks away with a thought, but I don’t, wearing them like badges.

			It’s strange how we can be ready to annihilate each other one second and then be peacefully curled up the next. Maybe it is our rebellion against fate—yearning for each other despite what was lost. Anger in the betrayal of what was taken from us and passion in the mere presence of the other. Maybe it’s just our nature, and fate never had a hand in it at all.

			Luckily, the mattress is soft enough that my movements don’t wake him as I wiggle free. For a man who’s lived his life on alert, Kaelis is a surprisingly heavy sleeper. I sit and assess him from the edge of the bed.

			His chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm. His hair is a mess across his face, shadowing his eyes. Tiny bruises from my mouth and faint lines from my nails cross him. It always surprises me how, without his usual armor of sharp-edged arrogance, he’s gentle looking. That unguarded expression is peaceful, vulnerable, even.

			Before I can stop myself, my fingertips land on his forehead, barely there. Yet his brow briefly furrows, halting me. He relaxes once more. I brush the hair from his face and smile.

			The motion is so natural it startles me. This admiration. This easy rapport with him…

			I pull my hand back slowly, but my eyes stay locked on him. The visions are still present in the forefront of my mind, as is the night we shared, but there is something else there. Something that terrifies me more than anything else.

			I love him.

			I want to push the thought away, to bury it under something—anything—else. But it’s too late now. After all I’ve seen…after last night, I can’t any longer. The truth is right in front of me, and I will not let any twist of fate take it from me.

			I love Kaelis.

			The truth is as freeing as it is terrifying. I’m breathless and vulnerable in a way that I don’t want to be. But in this moment alone, I can allow myself to sit with the emotion. I can allow myself to stare at him as if he is the only thing that matters to me in the world.

			Kaelis shifts slightly in his sleep, murmuring something that I can’t quite make out. He sounds somewhat distressed, and, before I can second-guess myself, I lean down and press a soft kiss to his temple before I leave.

			Something tells me he won’t be surprised to find me gone before he wakes. The bed cold. And that same something tells me he’ll love me even more for it.

			I rise from the bed and grab my deck, barely making a sound as I tiptoe to the door of his room. I crack the door and peer out, scanning for Rewina. Not seeing her or anyone else, I quickly enter the main entry and cross for the hall that was once mine. There’s still clothing that fits me perfectly in the dresser. As I bathe and dress, I use the Five of Coins to remove the possibility of an unwanted pregnancy.

			Today is a day off for me, which means I can take my time making my way back to my room to avoid anyone seeing me. Back in the professors’ wing, I re-dress in clothes befitting a professor and not a prince’s lover. By the time I emerge, some of the students are beginning to wake.

			Kaelis is at breakfast, looking stunning as always. Though I don’t miss how high the collar is on the crushed velvet vest he wears over a crisp white shirt. His eyes flick my way as I take my seat, landing on me for only a second; to anyone else, he seems bored. I fight a smile and shift in my chair, enjoying the ache between my legs.
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			I sit at Arina’s bedside, holding her hand. She’s sedated, as she often is now. Even though she’s upright, staring out the window, her expression is vacant. Eyes dull. I reach over and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

			“She’s going to get better,” Gregor says. But his confidence has waned over the past few months. The words are far more hollow than they ever were before.

			“She will.” Yet, even as I speak, I’m not confident, either. What will happen if she doesn’t return to her former self? I dare to think. It’s the start of a nightmarish spiral. One I’ve worked to avoid. Filled with questions about how we will get the golden Star card to summon the World if my sister isn’t able to ink it. We won’t be able to wait forever…“I wish you could come and watch me ink the vessel; I think Mother would’ve wanted you to see.”

			Arina does not respond.

			“Are you excited?” Gregor asks. “After you ink the vessel and I finally free Silas’s family, we’ll be inducted. Sorza seems keen as well; she’s been trying to petition the Worldkeepers to let all the help she’s given me count as her induction test.” He leans against the wall between the windows of Arina’s room. We’ve strung up curtains and quilts from the academy that now serve as tapestries to warm up her space.

			I fight a smirk and a remark about how much he’s warmed up to her over the weeks they’ve worked together. Sorza was right about him having to get used to her. Even better, she succeeded in outright winning him over.

			“I am excited, in a way,” I admit. In a satchel at my side are the supplies I’ll need to ink the vessel. We’re waiting for Vaduin to arrive to escort us to the legendary home of the Worldkeepers, where, according to him, the act must be done.

			“In a way?” he repeats.

			“It’s complicated.”

			“I thought you believed in the Worldkeepers?”

			“I do.” I sigh softly, trying to parse out my knotted thoughts that I’ve barely begun to pull apart for myself. “But having faith in an organization is different from wanting to be a part of it.”

			He pushes away from the window, taking a step forward. Voice lowering and eyes glancing to the door—no doubt looking to see if any of the Worldkeepers are there—he whispers, “I thought we were joining them together?”

			“I’m going to join them, Gregor,” I reassure him with a slight smile. “If for no other reason than to protect my memories from the remaking of the world.”

			“That’s not a good enough reason to pledge yourself to an order. They deserve people who are committed—enthusiastic.”

			People like you, I don’t say. “I agree with you, I do. And it’s not that I’m not committed…”

			“What is it, then?”

			“All my life, I’ve found myself relying on others to give me my place in this world: Mother, the Starcrossed Club, my role to play as a Major.”

			“Did you not love being with us?” he interjects, tone wounded.

			“I did,” I’m swift to reassure him. “I did. But looking ahead, thinking about what’s next, I’m not sure if I want to run to yet another organization to find my place and my purpose. I’m just beginning to see what I want for myself on my own; I don’t want to lose sight of it.”

			My attention drifts back to Arina. I want to build something with her and with Kaelis. I want us to be in control of our destinies, surrounded by those we love, powerful and safe.

			“Yeah, well…I don’t have a sister anymore to give me a purpose,” he mumbles, looking away.

			“Gregor—”

			“Don’t ‘Gregor’ me.” He rolls his eyes. “It’s true.” He shrugs like it doesn’t haunt him daily. “You have Arina, and—” He makes a gagging noise before forcing himself to say, “Kaelis. Twino and Ren have each other. I’ve got no one.”

			“You still have us.” I reach out and grab his hand. He doesn’t pull away, but he doesn’t tighten his grip, either.

			“Yeah, but we’re not the family we once were.” He continues as I’m trying to object, “It’s fine, Clara. We all grew, changed, moved on to the next stage of our lives. You want a place to belong, and I want the same. And lucky for me, that place is going to allow me to remember what happened so I don’t forget you once your wish is made. It’s going to keep me at least as a part of your world.”

			“You always would be, no matter what,” I reassure him.

			“Likewise.” He smiles, and I return the expression before shifting my attention back to Arina.

			The conversation hits a chord that resonates dully within me. Forget…Will Arina forget me once the World is cast? No, whatever new World I’d make we would still be sisters within. I wouldn’t craft it any other way. Yet how much of us remains, and in what way?

			There’s the matter of destiny having its own design. Of the not-quite-sentience of fate interpreting the wish.

			And what of Twino and Ren?

			Or Kaelis…My heart stops a beat. Kaelis.

			Will he remember me, or merely some idea of me? The closer I get to inking the vessel and being inducted into the Worldkeepers, the more pressing these questions become. Once the vessel is made and I’m inducted, the only thing that stands in the way of summoning the World is getting Arina’s card.

			The door to the main room opening jolts us from our discussion. I stand, and Gregor pushes off the wall. Vaduin and three other Worldkeepers are there. Vacelle peels off, coming to stand on the other side of Arina’s bed. She’ll stay with my sister.

			“Shall we?” Vaduin looks between Gregor and me.

			“Lead the way.” I’m apprehensive, but I work not to let it show. Leaning in, I kiss Arina gently on the forehead, then I follow behind Vaduin, Gregor behind me, and the two others close in tow.

			We head toward the secret sanctuary of the Worldkeepers—the Stone Citadel—and within it the place where I will ink the vessel.
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			Chapter 56

			Gregor makes small talk with the Worldkeepers as we enter the deep passages of the academy. But I don’t pay attention to what’s being said; instead, I studiously observe Vaduin and the route he’s taking. It’s not the one that leads to the bridge passage as I would’ve expected. Instead, we head deeper, into more and more decrepit passageways in an opposite direction of the workshop of the Fool.

			Vaduin opens a heavy door, revealing a crumbling stair. “Watch your step.”

			With every step, the weight of what I’m about to do settles on me. The halls become so quiet, the lower passages so still, that the tiny flame flickering in the lantern Vaduin holds to chase away the unyielding dark seems loud. My movements are measured, and with every one, I feel a presence.

			Mother.

			I can almost see the ghost of her walking through the tunnel where the stairway ends. For how long I’ve chased her specter. Hunting down those who had hurt her. Searching for the answers to the secrets she kept.

			It’s hard to get my bearings so deep, but my gut tells me we’re headed away from Eclipse City. Just when I’m about to ask Vaduin where we’re going and how much longer it will take to get there, the lamplight illuminates something man-made: another staircase, slightly wider than the last, ascending.

			Vaduin glances over his shoulder. “Are you ready to see the home of our forefathers?”

			I nod, looking back to Gregor. His eyes are wide, excitement practically vibrating off him.

			We ascend, and Vaduin stops at the top, saying, “Welcome to the Stone Citadel.”

			The Stone Citadel is a hidden town carved into the very heart of a mountain.

			We stand in a massive cavern, its domed ceiling studded with glittering crystals that catch the light through fissures splitting the mountain’s peak. Basking in their glow, carved around the ceiling are giant statues of men and women, all bearing shields and arms. The statues flank carvings of numbers one through twenty. At the apex of the dome is twenty-one, glittering and proud.

			Underneath, houses have been hewn into the rock of the walls and erected in the central area. They stack like a child’s blocks, leaning against one another. Mostly stone, but some with rooms added with wattle and daub. Given the cracks and worn wood, as well as the stylistic choices, the construction looks ancient.

			On the far side of the town from where we stand, the mountainside has split in two. The fissure lets in light, and empty balconies and plazas bask in its glory. A waterfall cascades down one side of the citadel. It fuels a stream that lends fresh water to the cavernous town before disappearing.

			“This…this was hidden in the mountains outside the city all along?” Gregor stands in awe. Vaduin wears a pleased smile and nods. “Why have the Worldkeepers been slinking in tunnels beneath Eclipse City and running through alleys to escape enforcers? Why not hide here?”

			“We can’t risk it.” Vaduin begins to walk. “We’ve reason to believe King Naethor could know of this place, so it would be far too dangerous to frequent it.”

			“Then why hasn’t he set up a permanent encampment here to catch Worldkeepers?” Gregor asks what I was immediately wondering.

			“Who’s to say?” Vaduin looks around, as if it’s something he’s wondered whenever he visits this place. “Perhaps he doesn’t think it’s worth the resources. Or perhaps he knows of its existence but not its exact location. Either way, Laylis had us swear to never return outside of the rites.”

			It’s eerie to cross between endless empty houses. It’s as if everyone who was once here neatly packed up all at once and left. Or like they never existed at all…It reminds me of what Vaduin said about the Worldkeepers being hunted between worlds by Naethor.

			“Vaduin?” I ask as we continue to cross in the direction of the waterfall. He glances my way. “How does the World’s wish work?” Kaelis and I have spoken about it, and I’ve worked to do my own research, but I haven’t asked Vaduin directly yet. Given his personal scholarly proclivities and his position as the current leader of the Worldkeepers, he might have unique information.

			“As you know, the first step is finding the Majors and having them ink their golden cards. Then the vessel must be made. Once all twenty golden cards are presented at the font of the World in the academy, in the presence of the vessel, the World is made.” As he speaks, I think of the memories Kaelis showed me. “At any time following, the World can be cast.

			“The wish ends up being a combination of what is asked for by the wisher, what they envision, their intention behind the ask, and fate’s interpretation of the wish.”

			“How detailed can the wish be?” I’m already wondering if there’s a way to structure my wish so that Kaelis will remember me.

			“Not very, so far as our records show. It is portrayed to be a single thought when the card is cast. But it is not as though any of us have cast it ourselves.”

			We enter a narrow opening, hidden by the waterfall, that leads to a circular staircase. Mists waft inside. Icy water spills down the stairs and flows around the soles of our shoes. The roar of the falls reverberates in the narrow space, making it impossible to speak to one another.

			The air grows colder as we reach the base of the stairs. Before us is a slightly curving tunnel. For a moment, there’s hardly any light to see by, and I feel like I’m back in the academy’s deep passageways.

			Clara. It’s almost as though Kaelis whispered directly into my ear. I halt and whip around, searching for him. Gregor and the other two Worldkeepers look at me, confused.

			“You all right?” Gregor asks.

			I draw a shaky breath, giving one final look around. I swear I felt him there…

			“Clara?” Vaduin has come to a stop at the apex of the tunnel’s curve. A distant light illuminates his figure.

			“I’m fine. Sorry.” I quickly nod and continue, writing off the sensation to my racing thoughts about preserving his memories.

			As I round the corner, the tunnel finally gives way to another chamber carved into the mountainside. Like a smaller version of the main cavern of the Stone Citadel, this room is somewhat circular, with a domed ceiling. A third of the circle has been sheared off, exposed to the mountain air. We can see thin wisps of clouds dancing around distant peaks.

			More sculptures of knights circle the walls, each holding a deck of cards with solemn reverence. At their feet is a shallow channel of water that I know is anything but—it possesses the same glow as the pool that surrounds the statue of the World. At the center of the space is a perfectly smooth, flat, rectangular slab of pale slate, as though waiting for an offering.

			“The altar of the vessel,” I surmise based on what they’ve told me, slowly approaching, drawn to the empty slate. My hand hovers above its surface for a second before making contact. It’s warmer than I would’ve expected, given the temperature at this altitude. As if it’s been sitting in the sun for hours, even though dawn has just broken.

			“Are you all ready?” I ask. Really I’m asking myself if I’m ready.

			Nods from everyone. No one seems to want to speak, as if too nervous about breaking the somber and serious atmosphere. Vaduin steps forward and hands me a blank card. It doesn’t feel different from a normal scrap of paper, but I know it is.

			He returns to his place with the rest of them and I place the blank card in the center of the altar. Next, I carefully remove the stopper on a small jar I brought that contains the slightest amount of iridescent powder. It is every glittering fragment I could split from the powders I took from the workshop of the Fool, and the crystallized fragments from the scrap of the reversed card Gregor gave me.

			It should be enough. I have just one attempt to make the vessel.

			They regard me skeptically as I cross from the slate and dip a brush into the water that collects at the feet of the statues. I brought a binder for the pigment, but my instinct tells me this is better. My suspicions are confirmed by how the liquid collects on the brush; just like at the statue of the World. I mix this with the powder, and the moment I do, magic charges the air. The skin on my arm holding the brush feels too tight. It’s so much it’s nearly painful. Sucking in a breath, I brace myself, tightening every muscle as I finish carefully mixing.

			Satisfied, I return to the altar. But it’s not slate and a blank card that I see.

			It’s our kitchen table, the tablecloth pulled off. A blank scrap of paper has been placed in the center of countless drawings upon drawings. Mother stands on the opposite side. My eyes drift up toward the open air. I can almost see her there, the same ghost that followed me here, yet different—a radiant outline of the woman I knew transposed with how I imagine her to be after all these years.

			We are all a line painted upon a card that captures something greater, she tells me, like she told me back then. The world itself is magic. We are its stewards and its children; we are both the art and the artist.

			I move my brush from one corner of the altar to the opposite, looping and swirling. I lift and lower, breaking up the lines and cutting new ones. The liquid sinks into the slate, shining in the brightening sunlight. Not quite gold. Not quite silver. A sort of shimmering platinum iridescence that feels more magical than anything I’ve made before.

			Power surges within me, and the lines I paint begin to hover in the air. I can feel whatever force this is guiding my movements. My eyes flutter closed, but my brush continues to move. I paint with Mother’s hand on mine, by her teachings…by the glimpse of the World I saw in Kaelis’s vision that gave me the final pieces I needed to ink this vessel.

			When I open my eyes again, I see how the lines that I’ve painted across the altar all coalesce on the blank card I placed in its center. The statues glow with a hazy light, and the water at their feet gives off blue motes like fireflies. The air crackles and hums as the card rises off the stone and into the air. The lines of ink that were drawn beyond the card’s edges and onto the stone of the altar, now multicolored and shining, cling to it, lifting from the stone table and hovering, like a magical net that barely contains its power. Something ancient and fearsome.

			And then…a whisper.

			It doesn’t come from the people around me, nor from any one direction. It’s not something I hear, but I feel it within me. It is as if a thousand people speak all at once.

			The World only truly ever answers to fate, not mortal hands. Beware the Fool who would try to contain it.

			The words vibrate in the marrow of my bones. I hear them in my mother’s voice. Yet I also somehow recognize the rest of the unseen speakers. As if I can blink and see all at once every Worldkeeper who carried the knowledge of the vessel before me. A continuous line—an unbroken brushstroke throughout time immemorial.

			Reaching out, my fingers close around the suspended card. The ink, which has now turned into hovering threads of magic, shatters into a thousand crystalline shards—almost identical to the powder that was used to ink them. But these glowing fragments fade before they hit the ground. The card thrums underneath my fingertips as though it has a pulse.

			At its center is a blank circle—a void waiting to be filled. A vessel. In a way, it reminds me of the first Wheel of Fortune card I ever inked. As if fate has been guiding my hand to this moment. Willing a change. Waiting on the World.

			Waiting for me.

			A shudder rips through me that I fight to hide. I hold my head high even as the magic draining from me leaves violent shakes in its wake. My grip tightens on the card; much like the golden Majors, it now feels like it’s made of a thin sheet of metal.

			I did it.

			I inked the vessel. The golden cards are at my whim. My sister is healing, and soon her golden card will be in hand. And now, in my palm, I carry the vessel that will harbor the power to change the world.

			I thought I would feel powerful.

			But I have never been more terrified.
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			Chapter 57

			The glow fades, leaving only the weight of the card in my palm and the lingering remnants of Mother’s voice echoing across my mind. The realization of what this means continues to hang heavy on me.

			“When will we summon the World?” one of the other Worldkeepers asks.

			Vaduin looks to me, the question waiting for an answer that he clearly does not feel in a position to give.

			“We’ll need to get the final golden card.” It’s something they all knew, so why does it feel like I’m damning my sister by saying it?

			They exchange wary glances as if challenging one another to be the one to speak. Even Gregor looks uncomfortable; for the first time ever, my friend and I might not be standing on the same side of an issue. Does he want to push her to ink it sooner?

			“It is important we move quickly,” Vaduin says, like it’s something I don’t already know. Every dawn brings another day that Ravin could finally find and kill me.

			“We have the upper hand for once,” one of the Worldkeepers murmurs.

			The other is bolder, louder: “We shouldn’t squander it.”

			“What do you even want the wish to be?” I say. They all look at me, surprise written on their faces.

			“To bring back the Worldkeepers in full force,” one Worldkeeper says.

			“To give us a safe home,” Gregor says at the same time.

			“To erase the whole Oricalis family,” the other Worldkeeper also says in unison. My eyes dart to them, and I force myself not to react in any other way. I know they still don’t like my proximity to Kaelis.

			Vaduin is silent, eyes locked with me. I wait, seeing if he will say something. But he doesn’t. My earlier assessment seems to continue to hold true. He doesn’t actually care what the wish is, so long as it’s not harmful and he can see it made.

			“We must be strategic,” Vaduin says at last. “A single wish that can remake the world is a powerful thing. We need to ensure it is thoughtful, worded correctly, and exactly what the wisher wants.”

			And who will be the wisher? That question I don’t ask. I suspect we will all have different visions of that, too.

			“Whatever it is, the wish will not be made until Gregor and I are initiated as Worldkeepers,” I declare. “So, we have time to figure it out.”

			“Are you delaying to avoid any wishes that might harm your precious Prince Kaelis?” The Worldkeeper at Gregor’s right, the one who called for the Oricalis family to die, didn’t miss the look I gave them, apparently.

			“I’m the only one who knows how to ink the vessel,” I say calmly. “Unless you’re confident that you can re-create it after seeing it done once and not knowing the recipe for the powder?” They say nothing. “What if the World ends up erasing my memory, and that knowledge is lost forever? Would it not be safer for me to be initiated first?” Phrasing it this way leaves open the possibility that someone else could make the wish. No chance of my letting that happen. But it behooves me to let them think it.

			“It would give more time for Arina to continue healing, too,” Gregor says, meeting my eyes. We share an unspoken understanding. I give a slight nod, allowing relief to soften my expression at the reassurance that we are still aligned, even as our paths are diverging slightly.

			“Let’s plan to make the wish on All Coins Day,” Vaduin declares. “We will induct you both into our order and make the wish following.”

			“If Arina is ready,” I add.

			“She must be, sooner or later.” His tone is mildly apologetic.

			“Everything is in our control; we have time,” I say to try to settle the edges of their nerves. “I’ll arrange to have the Golden cards from Kaelis in time for All Coins Day, assuming everything else is in order. You’re right, we have the advantage; let’s not squander it with our haste.”

			My words seem to be a balm for their collective restlessness. Still, I can see that the two Worldkeepers remain wary. They know as well as I that I hold all the cards. I could walk back to Arcana Academy right now and make the wish, the second I get Arina’s golden card.

			With a few strides, I cross to Vaduin and present the vessel. He’s taken aback, eyes darting from the raised and shining ink on its surface to my face, where he searches for an explanation or any trace of deception.

			“I’ll leave it with you,” I announce. The Worldkeepers—even Gregor—are shocked by this offer. “In good faith. This way, neither of us can summon the World without the other. We need each other. We must keep working together as we are.”

			The words sink into the very stone that surrounds us. I need all the allies I can muster right now. And they need my knowledge and power.

			Vaduin hesitates for a second and then takes the card. “I accept.”

			It’s hard to let it go, but I remind myself that this is a strategic play. It’s for the best. But I also stalled because…because I’m not ready. The disembodied voices from earlier echo in my mind.

			The World only truly ever answers to fate, not mortal hands. Beware the Fool who would try to contain it.

			These words repeat with every step we take back to the academy. It felt like a warning against using this power to make a wish. Every word of caution Mother ever spoke to me returns, and the confidence I’d felt earlier wanes some.

			What if…wishing on the World will only harm us in the end?

			It’s hard to imagine a world I’d like less than this one. But then I think of Arina. I think of losing her, too. Of all we have lost…Mother, Bristara, Jura, the sister I knew…

			I have no choice but to move forward. Failure isn’t an option, and I won’t let King Naethor win. That’s why as soon as my feet cross the threshold of the academy once more, I head to the dormitories.

			I’m not wasting a second more. All Coins Day is too close, and I’ll be able to postpone the Worldkeepers for only so long before their restlessness prompts them to take actions that I might not like.

			When I reach the upper levels, students and initiates cast uncertain looks my way as I stride with purpose, but I say nothing to them.

			All eyes turn to me as I enter the main common area for students, and a few people rise to their feet, Luren and Sorza among them. I hardly regard them, a singular mission propelling me. Striding underneath the archway capped with a golden coin, I’m no more than five steps up the staircase to the Coins common area when a perfume of cedar and allspice hits my nose. Cresting the stairwell, I get my first look at the Vault, the sanctuary of House Coins.

			It is vastly different from Bladehaven, the private area for House Swords. Which makes sense, seeing as the common areas reflect the houses and suits they’re modeled after.

			Golden light streams through large windows embedded in the vaulted ceiling. It washes over the foliage that thrives in the large planters hung from the rafters with thick chains. Their vines trellis down around pillars and carpet the floor with overgrowth. Wooden benches that one might expect to see among the trees of River Park are here covered with luxurious blankets and plush duvets. Pillows are piled in arcs around fireplaces for students to lounge.

			I take in only as much detail as necessary to locate Thal. Thankfully, they’re here.

			“Thal,” I say.

			Their head tips back, hazel eyes meeting mine as I approach. There’s a moment of surprise and then…recognition.

			They look to the others around them. “I’ve business with the professor, if you’ll excuse me.”

			It’s rare to see professors personally coming to the dormitories. Usually, meetings occur in classrooms and offices. Other students are clearly curious about this oddity, but they say nothing of it and merely smile and nod. Coins are polite ones, for sure. But they can trade gossip like currency.

			Thal follows me down the stairs and through the main student common area. I guide us swiftly into a study room down the hall where I’m more confident we can speak freely.

			“No,” they say as the door snaps shut.

			“I have no other choice.” I keep my tone gentle but my intention clear. I’m not here to ask. I’m here to demand and hope they don’t hold firm. “Look, I know I’m crossing a boundary by even asking. I know you don’t want this, and I’m sorry. But I have no other choice. I need her.” I swallow thickly, hating what I’m about to admit aloud, to them and to myself. “Foremost because she’s my sister, but also because she’s a Major like us—she’s the Star. The World cannot be summoned without her. Someone is going to get her to ink her golden card, and it’s going to be far gentler if we are the ones to do it.”

			My chances of getting them on my side are dwindling by the second. I can tell from their slight scowl.

			“I’m being honest with you because I respect you, and I want you to hear me out.” I finish, “And if you were merely going to refuse me outright, you would’ve done so in the common room.”

			“I couldn’t have turned down a professor so publicly,” they counter.

			“You would’ve found a way.” Of that, I’m sure.

			They let out a sigh of resignation. “I knew you’d come back seeking more of my power despite my warnings.”

			“Thal…I respect how hard this is for you. What do I need to do to make you feel better about helping Arina? What can I do that would put your mind at ease?”

			They round the table of this small study room and head to the window, staring out at the mountain that I’ve only just learned holds the Stone Citadel. They’re silent for long enough that I nearly prompt them for some kind of response or decision. But I wait.

			They tap their fingertips on the windowsill and say, “I’ll come and go to her as I please.” They shift, meeting my eyes once more. There’s a weight and a seriousness to their expression that feels different from before.

			“And you’ll use your card on her?”

			“Yes.” They sigh heavily. “But if I am to do this again, I’m trying something new. I will not haphazardly administer the power of my card. I have a plan I want to try.”

			“Can I know what it is?” I try to ask in a way that indicates I’m not going to argue, I’m merely curious.

			“I think you were onto something with the idea of using the card to show her she’s safe. I also think your friend was right in allowing her to talk about what happened.”

			“But that only made her worse,” I say hesitantly.

			“It might, for a while.” They nod. “But she’s not going to get better without confronting the source of her pain. I will use my card to give her the space to do it. We will focus on confronting it even when the card isn’t being used. She will struggle, it will not be comfortable, but the wound won’t heal otherwise.”

			Ah…This isn’t simply about Arina for Thal. This is a second chance for them as much as it is for me. It’s my second chance to save her. It’s their second chance to right the wrongs of their past. To do better this time. I wonder how long they’ve been thinking about this plan.

			Confident we’re sufficiently aligned, I extend my hand. “Shall we, then?”
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			A Worldkeeper is at Arina’s side when we arrive. Thal takes a moment, steeling themself with a breath before they enter the room. I leave them to do what must be done. Besides, there’s someone else demanding my attention.

			Suddenly, Gregor looms over me. For the first time maybe ever, he’s using his imposing form against me. “Why are they back here again?”

			“To help Arina.” I keep my voice down instinctively to match his and step from the door. Thal is speaking with the Worldkeeper.

			“The Worldkeepers were already suspicious of you bringing in people without their approval. I smoothed it over once, but I’m not sure I can do it again.”

			“I don’t need their approval.” I keep my voice low. “Not when it comes to my sister.”

			“You aren’t inducted yet. Isn’t that your goal? If so, upsetting them isn’t going to help.” He relaxes his stance some as I return my attention to him. “I’m not saying it’s the wrong decision, Clara. I’m just saying you must be cautious—sensible—in how you go about things. You’re still learning their ways, and you don’t hear what they say when you’re not around.”

			“But you do.” I take his hand and squeeze it affectionately. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve asked so much of you…but Thal needs to come back and forth to properly treat her. Can you cover for me and say we discussed this?”

			He oozes uncertainty.

			“I believe in you,” I offer with a slight smile.

			A heavy sigh. “You’re so lucky I love you like a sister.”

			“Thank you.”

			“And you shouldn’t worry about asking things of me.” He smiles. “But just…don’t forget…the Worldkeepers also lost Bristara, the second leader they lost after your mother died. All they’ve known is struggle, and you’re their one hope that they might get put back together. I know…I know how much you need to look after Arina. But if you still love me like you always said you did, like family, then I need you to show up for the Worldkeepers, too.”

			There’s an instant streak of defensiveness that I let pass as quickly as it came. He’s right. Even though I looked out for the Starcrossed Club as my own…who was I even kidding? Arina always came first when the cards were down. And I always knew Bristara would be the one really looking after everyone else, picking up any slack.

			Maybe I don’t deserve any of them and never did. But that doesn’t mean I can’t strive to be worthy now.

			“I know,” I say finally. “Just like I know that I will never be able to be the person you all need and deserve until she’s better.”

			Gregor still seems reluctant, but he also seems to accept the truth for what it is. Content—for now, probably—that I’m aware. “And that’s why I’ll help you.”

			“Thank you, my friend.”

			“Thank me by making it worth the effort.” He releases my hand. “I trust you; we all trust you. But don’t make it hard for us to do so.”

			I nod and pull him in for a tight squeeze, one he returns with his giant, crushing arms. As I go to leave, he stops me one more time.

			“Oh, about Silas’s family. I’m going to get them right before All Coins Day,” he says. “I know where they are and am going to do it when Ravin is distracted with preparations for the celebration. Sorza will help.”

			“You finally have a solid lead?” Surprise mixes with hope.

			He nods.

			Relief floods me, chased immediately by worry. “Be careful.”

			“Always am.”

			“I’ll see if I can do anything else to help keep Ravin busy.”

			He nods, knowing I mean I’ll see if Kaelis can do anything else to keep Ravin busy. As always, the implication of the prince turns him somber. Eventually he might accept Kaelis as I have, but he clearly hasn’t yet.

			The discussion over, I check in on Arina, ensuring she’s settled with Thal. Satisfied, I head for Kaelis’s apartments to discuss possible plans and ideas. I enter his room with ease, lost in thought. But he’s not in his bedroom, or his office. I hear clanking in the dining room.

			“Kaelis—” I start to speak but am cut short the moment I open the door to his dining room.

			He’s not alone.

			My blood goes cold. I wanted to plan and scheme about him. Not actually see him.

			Fucking Ravin.
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			Chapter 58

			I turn as rigid as stone in an instant. A slow smirk curves across Ravin’s face like a blade under my skin.

			Stop. Stop. Don’t. I can think only in one-word commands that I briskly give myself.

			To have come from Arina’s bedside. To have just seen the remnants of the pain he inflicted. I want to annihilate him.

			Amusement alights in Ravin’s eyes as they flick between Kaelis and me. If I take my vengeance now…I lose everything. Kaelis is powerful, but even he cannot conceal the death of the crown prince. If he could, Ravin would already be dead.

			“Tell me, dear brother, how common is it that your professors emerge from your private apartments calling you only by your name?” Ravin’s eyes finally land on Kaelis and stick. “Or is this one…special?”

			I’m hoping the flush on my cheeks from fury at the mere sight of him registers as a blush.

			Kaelis leans back in his chair and tosses his head to the side, making a show of looking as if Ravin just asked him the most asinine question to ever be conceived. “When you have been as cruelly betrayed as I have, there is only one balm.” Kaelis extends a hand toward me. When I don’t move, he coaxes, “Come over, it’s all right.”

			Right foot. Left foot. Light shoulders. Sway to the hips. Embarrassment, not rage. I instruct myself every step of the way to him.

			The moment Kaelis has my hand, he tugs me to him. I fall into his lap with a surprised oomph. His other hand is on me, massaging up the outside of my thigh.

			“I’ve heard some say that the cure for one woman is another woman.” Kaelis holds me a bit tighter and leans in. “Trust me,” he breathes against my ear as he makes a show of biting it.

			Ravin makes a noise of disgust, looking down his nose at me. “See, I tried to warn you about him.” Kaelis tugs me even closer in response, and Ravin stands. “I knew your standards were low, brother, but to be dallying with your new staff…I will spare myself the details of this. I only stopped by to update you on the search for your dear criminal.”

			“Fuck her,” Kaelis says, seething with such venom that even I believe for a second that he hates me.

			“Unfortunate that you did.” Ravin’s eyes dart to me as if seeking a reaction.

			Kaelis’s grip tightens on me, and I tighten mine on him, keeping him in his seat.

			“Don’t forget where your priorities lie.” With that, Ravin strides out the door.

			We’re both left quivering and clinging to each other, each holding the other back from chasing after him and doing something far too premature.

			“I am so sick of his face,” I practically snarl when he is well and truly gone.

			“Welcome to my entire life.”

			“Why was he here? Another raid on the academy?”

			“No, thank goodness.” Kaelis’s hands ease. “He came for a few reasons, the first to let me know about the plans for the enforcers in the city for the Selection Soiree and All Coins Day.”

			“Did he go into detail?” I shift, staying in Kaelis’s lap. His presence is comforting and stabilizing, and, more than either of those things, I’m afraid that if I get up, one or both of us will chase after Ravin.

			“Not much. Should he have?”

			“It’ll be good to know.” I hesitate for a second mostly due to old instinct. But letting him in on my plans comes easier than ever. “I’m going to be inducted into the Worldkeepers on All Coins Day. And after that, I’ll summon and cast the World, if we have Arina’s card.”

			“And once we get the real Death from Ravin,” he adds.

			“Of course.” I nod, guilt flooding me. Rushing this would only be more suspicious. Stay the course, Clara. “Gregor is going to free Silas’s family soon. I’m sure he’ll find it then. He seems to have solid leads.”

			“Good.” Kaelis nods and glances away. “But even with the cards, first we’ll need the vessel.”

			“I know.” I hold his gaze and don’t elaborate, and that says it all.

			Kaelis’s jaw goes slack. “You have it.” He doesn’t phrase it as a question, but I nod anyway. His grip tightens on me, and there’s a flash of what I’d describe only as pain in his eyes.

			“What is it?” I caress his cheek thoughtfully.

			“I would’ve loved to see you make it.” He shakes his head. “But that’s not important. All that matters is we have it now.”

			“I left it with the Worldkeepers,” I admit. He tenses. “I need them to trust me, and I can get it back from them with ease.”

			He nods. I can tell he doesn’t like that it’s not in my possession, but at least he understands. “I’ll do what I can to keep the enforcers busy on All Coins Day. But they should be anyway. It’ll be a good day for the initiation.”

			“What were the other reasons Ravin came?” I ask. He’d said there were multiple.

			“My father is becoming impatient.”

			That’s never a good sign. “Impatient for what, specifically?”

			“You know what; you’re just hoping it’s not the case.”

			“The World.”

			Kaelis dips his chin slightly. “He wants the Star.”

			I bite my thumbnail in thought. Ravin was the one to put Arina in Halazar—doing so while thinking Kaelis didn’t know where she was. Which means, with the destruction of Halazar…I’m so removed from my body for a moment as I analyze the implications of this that I don’t even realize Kaelis is supporting me until I return to the present.

			“Do they know Arina made it out of Halazar alive?” My voice is barely a whisper, terror dropping my words to a hush.

			Kaelis shakes his head. “I don’t think so, since they’ve shifted the Hierophant’s focus to finding a new Star. I hear there are no solid leads.”

			I let out a sigh of relief and don’t bother to stop myself from crumpling against him. Kaelis shifts again to allow me to. I have my legs draped across his lap and one arm of the chair. His arm is around my back, and my cheek rests on his shoulder.

			“It…it doesn’t make sense.” I stare at nothing, my gaze becoming unfocused.

			“What doesn’t?”

			I squint, as if trying to see the hazy outline of the world that existed before this one. “Why did your father let the Worldkeepers live when he remade the world? Why not wish for them gone?”

			“Maybe he tried, and the World’s interpretation of his wish didn’t fulfill that part. It’s a difficult thing to capture everything you want into a single request.”

			“If only we knew exactly what he wished for,” I muse.

			“Something I’ve wondered often. What makes a man murder the mother of his child?”

			The initials etched onto the bookshelf in the library come to mind. That wasn’t the action of a power-hungry man using a woman to get what he wants. That was the action of a boy in love…Did something sour between them? And why let the Revisan era be remembered at all in this new world? Was it just a function of the wish going awry from Naethor’s intentions?

			Too many oddities are stacking up to believe it’s all chance. There’s something I’m missing.

			“Regardless of what happened then, I think it’s safe to assume that he’s going to try to make another wish to accomplish what he didn’t the first time around.”

			I make a noise of agreement. “Was there anything else Ravin came for?”

			“An odd request, actually.” His tone has me sitting up straighter. “He was searching for a particular book on the lore of the Minor Arcana and was wondering if it was perhaps in the public or private collections here.”

			“Minor Arcana? Not the Major?”

			“My reaction exactly. After I overcame my surprise that my brother could even read a book cover to cover, I asked him about it and why this particular book. Of course he said it’s nothing more than ‘personal fascination.’ ” The mocking tone Kaelis uses for his brother tells me that he also believes there’s much more to it than such a generic excuse. “Naturally, I probed.”

			“Naturally.” I grin slightly, an expression Kaelis returns.

			“But he wasn’t forthcoming about any other reasoning.”

			“What was the title?”

			“Cornerstones of the Minor Arcana. He said it was published at least a hundred years ago.”

			My brow furrows, and I shift in his lap, leaning against the table to get a better look at him. “It seems…” I start.

			“Elementary,” he finishes. “Which leads me to believe it’s anything but.”

			“Have you heard of the book before?”

			“No. But I am of course going to do everything in my power to locate it and keep it from him.”

			“I’ll try to find out about it, too,” I offer. “Maybe the Worldkeepers know something.”

			“Thank you.”

			Another stretch of silence settles over us. I stare off at nothing, trying to imagine what Ravin would want with the Minor Arcana. All the power—every legend—it’s all about the Majors. Minor cards are commonplace.

			Every time I think I’m beginning to get answers, I’m left with more questions.

			“Clara.” My name on his lips pulls me from my spinning thoughts. His hand moves from my thigh to my cheek, skin warm against mine. “We’re going to stay one step ahead of them.”

			“Absolutely.” There’s no room for doubt in my tone. If I’m close to claiming the power to remake the world, I’m certainly not going to let Ravin or Naethor distract me.

			With a sigh, he pulls me closer, our foreheads pressing against each other, the tips of our noses brushing. “I know this is the last thing you want me to ask…but I must.”

			“Kaelis…” His name is a warning. I don’t pull away, but I bite back a sigh by holding my breath, hoping that he doesn’t ask what I already know he will.

			“We can make this all go away.” His fingers are in my hair, weaving through the strands as if they’re fate itself. “My father, Ravin—it could all be nothing more than a bad dream. You saw what the World should be—what the Chalice took from us—and we can still make it. How close is Arina to being ready?”

			“She’s still so fragile, Kaelis. But I’m working on it.”

			“Is there anything I can do?”

			“No. But I appreciate you offering.” I sigh and brush my nose against his.

			Kaelis’s arms stay around me, patient. I shift, pressing a soft kiss on the edge of his jaw before pulling gently away. The anger from Ravin’s presence has finally cooled.

			His fingers catch my wrist. “Be careful, whatever it is you intend on doing on All Coins Day. Even if he’s busy, he has eyes everywhere.”

			“I know,” I murmur, smoothing my clothes. “But we’re too close to finishing this to back down now.” I head for the door.

			“Do you know yet what you will say?” he asks suddenly.

			I pause at the door. “I have ideas, but I don’t know the exact wording, yet.”

			Kaelis stands slowly; our eyes meet, and there’s a sudden weight in the air. “Tell me. Before you make the wish, tell me what you’ll say.” He swallows hard. “I…I’ll forget anyway, won’t I?”

			The words hit like an arrow straight to my heart, stealing my breath, pain flooding my body. Kaelis must see it, because he gives a tired and sad smile. We’ve both been avoiding this truth.

			“I won’t be a Worldkeeper, and I can’t be the one to make the wish, so I’ll forget.” He shrugs like it’s nothing, even though we both know it’s anything but.

			“I could ask them,” I blurt.

			“To induct me?” He blinks. “They’ll never agree.”

			“I could get one of the cards required for induction,” I persist. Being confronted with the idea of him forgetting has me cold all over. “We’ll do it in secret.”

			“Clara—”

			“Then we can—”

			“Clara.” He’s crossed to grab my shoulders, stopping my hasty words. His hands slide down my arms, finding mine, our fingers lacing together. “It’s all right.”

			It’s not. But I don’t have an opening to say it. Not when he’s speaking so quickly. Not when his resignation is so heavy.

			“All I want is for you to tell me before it happens. It won’t matter in the end…But I want to know, if only for a short while, what awaits me in a new world order.”

			I give a slight nod. “I will, I promise.”

			He hooks my chin and lifts it to meet his eyes. “Clara, don’t worry. I have loved you in every world. There is no version of me that is not devoted to all of you. You are the essence of my being. That is our immutable destiny.”

			“You truly believe that.” It’s not a question because I see it on his face.

			“Never have I believed in anything more.” He releases me.

			Even though I want to sink into him, I force myself to leave. There’s work to be done. Places to be. And the idea of not having him at my side…as the Kaelis I know…is so crushing that if I don’t force myself to leave and keep moving forward, then I might just curl up in his room and pretend nothing else exists.
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			Rain dampens the academy, bringing with it the faint smell of salt from the sea that the storm clouds roll in from. I cross through one of the cloistered halls that circle the large central greenhouse and stare at my reflection in the misty glass. It’s probably one of the last proper storms we’ll have until winter sets in and snow creeps down from the mountains.

			Students move with purpose, murmuring among themselves, talking about their preparations for All Coins Day. I grow more numb with each passing hour, knowing what that day will mean—all I will lose and gain.

			“She’s going to be doubling her force.” I recognize the speaker: Alor. “We’ll be protected, don’t worry.”

			I keep my eyes focused ahead, barely slowing my pace as Alor and the other student come up behind me.

			“I wish they’d just find her already,” the other student mutters.

			“Emilia says she’s close. I’m sure she is.”

			They pass me, and soon the conversation is beyond my hearing. I stare warily in the direction Alor went for only a second before continuing down a different passage.

			Vaduin doesn’t look surprised to see me when I open the door to his office.

			“Gregor is moving today,” he says as I shut the door. “Sorza went out ahead to scout for him.”

			I pause. Everything in me says to find out where they are and offer whatever help I can. But I refrain. This is his goal. And I don’t want to risk my interference impacting his ability to join the Worldkeepers.

			“I hope it goes well,” I say calmly. “But I’m sure it will. Gregor is good at what he does, and Sorza is nothing if not resourceful.”

			“Bristara trained him well.” Vaduin nods. “And Sorza”—he chuckles—“in some ways her audacity reminds me of myself.”

			“All other preparations for initiation going smoothly, then?” I ask.

			“We will be ready.” The time is almost here…“Your sister?”

			“She’s making progress.” It’s all I can say. Thal has been working with her regularly. She speaks now when she’s not under the influence of their card. Very little, and only the bare minimum. But she does speak. “There’s something else I’m here for.” His eyes flick up to mine. “Do you know of a book titled Cornerstones of the Minor Arcana?”

			It’s a fraction of a second. A blink. But he tenses ever so slightly. A dilation in his pupils and a short inhale, cut short, that he can’t hide.

			“You do.” I’m not sure if he would’ve denied it, but I speak before he has the chance.

			“It’s an old book.”

			I cross and sit on the other side of his cluttered desk. “Is it as basic as the title sounds?”

			“At its time, yes. But now? It might be considered revolutionary.”

			“Oh?”

			“From what I’ve heard, it contains something about the idea that there are these ‘cornerstones’ to the Minor Arcana that could make them powerful enough to challenge a Major.”

			I strum my fingers on the armrest of my chair. What’s Ravin’s play here? To find something to challenge the summoning of the World? It’s the only thing I can think of.

			“Where would this book be?” I ask.

			“I’ve only seen mentions of it in the footnotes of a few ancient tomes.” So it’s important enough that Vaduin has gone looking for it…Curious. “The only place I know it would have been is in the great library of Clan Hermit. But not much is left there now, and what remains is forbidden by the crown.”

			It’s possible, then, that Ravin brought it up merely to annoy Kaelis and poke at a sensitive spot…

			“Why?” Vaduin gives me a pointed look. He gave me information without question. I’ve learned there is an unspoken agreement between us—knowledge for knowledge.

			“Ravin is looking for it.” A frown tugs on the corners of his lips at that information. “Do you know why that might be?”

			After a long moment of consideration, he shakes his head. “Can’t say I can think of a reason. It is an esoteric text and largely regarded as inaccurate by more modern Arcanists, its theories refuted.”

			I stand. “If you think of anything more about it, let me know. If Ravin is after it, then it can’t be good.”

			He nods in agreement, and I leave. To tend to my sister. And whatever state Gregor returns in from this mission I’ve given him.

			I go down to Arina’s room to wait, relieving the Worldkeeper who had been tending to her with genuine thanks. Then I set to pacing. The light is dim when the door finally opens again. I turn, heart in my throat as I lay eyes on Gregor.
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			Chapter 59

			Gregor leans heavily against the doorframe, soaked through with rain and blood. He clutches his side. It’s either a wound or a severe muscle cramp—he pants like he’s run a mile. Blood streaks the side of his face. One sleeve hangs in tatters, revealing a gash.

			“By the Twenty.” I rush forward, catching him before he drops.

			“Sorza’s fine.” Classic Gregor to worry about others before himself.

			“Good to know, but what happened to you?”

			“I’m also fine.” He winces but lets me help him to the sofa where he sits heavily.

			“Do not say ‘I’m fine’ when you look like you got into a fight with the King of Swords and lost.” I’m already pulling the Queen of Cups from my deck.

			“I got it done.” A tired but satisfied grin.

			The Queen of Cups sinks into him with a flash of pale blue, and his wounds knit. He was right: They weren’t too serious, since they mend quickly. “Silas’s family?”

			“Both father and daughter made it; the Worldkeepers are seeing them out of the city by way of the passages to the desert right now. Sorza stayed to help while I drew the Stellis away.”

			“What happened?” I ask.

			He sinks into the cushions, exhaustion still heavy on him. “Stellis chased me.”

			It makes sense Ravin would keep Silas’s family well guarded. “How many?”

			“Four at the onset. Two into the academy.”

			Cold panic prickles my skin. “Into the academy?” I repeat in horror.

			“Relax. They’re dead.” He preens slightly. “You didn’t think I’d leave an open end like that, did you?”

			“You killed two Stellis?”

			“Don’t sound so surprised.” He chuckles low. “I’m better than you’re giving me credit for.”

			“I’ve always known you’re good,” I say, somewhat defensively.

			“I’m not ‘good,’ I’m fucking great, and you know it.” He nudges my shoulder.

			“Thank you, for getting them.”

			“You know I’d follow you to the ends of the world.” He still wears a tired little grin. “Which will be soon now.” We both look to Arina’s room at the mention. “Thal’s been doing good with her. They’re actually really impressive, not just as an Arcanist, but as a person. They’ve visited her almost every day.”

			“I knew they were impressive, but I’m glad to hear it’s going well.”

			Gregor attempts to stand.

			I place my hands firmly on his shoulders. “You need to rest.”

			“Now that I’m mended, I need to take care of the bodies of the two Stellis.”

			I shake my head and then start for the door. “I’ll go and deal with the bodies.”

			“I’ll take you up on that kindness.” He shifts, stretching out on the sofa. His eyelids are already heavy. The man’s exhausted. “They’re down by the bridge entry.”

			I leave, descending into the passages.

			If anyone else saw him go into the crypt in the graveyard…I debate crossing the bridge and closing it off. But the Worldkeepers need it to get through to Arina and to the Stone Citadel. Maybe I will after Gregor, Sorza, and I are inducted the day after tomorrow.

			I find the bodies right where Gregor said they’d be: near the entry. One is slumped against the wall, throat bruised. The other is on his stomach, one arm stretched back toward the long tunnel in the bridge, as if reaching for help in Eclipse City. As if begging for escape. The man died crawling.

			His head is nearly cleaved from his neck, a cut so deep it exposes bone and muscle. It was a brutal strike with a massive blade—larger than I’ve ever seen Gregor use before. But he has been training with the Worldkeepers…

			“Damn, didn’t hold back, did you?” I mutter before dragging the bodies deeper into the academy that will now become their tomb.
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			By the time the sun is hanging low in the sky the next day, it’s impossible to tell that my hands were recently coated in blood and I was dragging bodies until the small hours of the morning.

			The Selection Soiree is held at a manor owned by Clan Moon, where their nobles relax when visiting the city.

			Tucked back on Starburst Row and perched on the cliffs that overlook the river, the manor has an understated marble façade that almost reminds me of a blank sheet of paper. Only a few narrow windows puncture the front of the building.

			Crescent lanterns flank either side of the obsidian doors. Identical lanterns inside line a vast entry that cuts straight through the heart of the house all the way to the large back veranda that overlooks the river. Musicians perform on an elevated balcony: soft, delicate tones that are mostly harp and the oddest but most melodic hum of singing glasses.

			I intentionally arrived late, allowing me to slip in without too much fanfare to the party already in swing. The second-year students are mingling with much more confidence than they did at the first gathering. They’ve all dressed to impress.

			My own outfit is fairly understated by comparison. I’ve elected simple trousers, loose-fitting and pleated, a crisp white collared shirt, and a steel vest. Appropriate for the occasion as a professor. Unlike the over-the-top gowns Kaelis had me in last year.

			I smile despite myself into the glass of sparkling wine that’s found its way into my hand. At the thought of him, my attention darts toward Kaelis. As ever, he’s dressed impeccably, in a suit of midnight blue with silver embroidery.

			Pulling my attention from him, for now at least, I reassess the room. The movement of the students and nobles is like a deck being shuffled. Every conversation, every pause in the flow of people is like a quick spread to be read. The veneer on almost every dazzling smile is thin. Narrowed eyes and sharp looks are cast among the High Lords and Ladies and the other uppermost nobles in attendance, as if to ward off any who would dare try to lay claim to the students they want for their own clans.

			One of those High Lords is making his way over to me, his daughter at his side. I take another deep swig of wine and ready my best smile. I’ve no idea why these two, out of all people, are heading toward me, but I must be on my best behavior for them.

			“Father,” Alor says, stopping just before me, “this is Sophie Veillgar, the professor of wielding I mentioned.”

			“Your High Lordship.” I bow my head and show the appropriate respect.

			“My daughter has consistently praised your tutelage, Professor Veillgar,” Moreus Ventall says in that low, methodical way of his. He outwardly sizes me up, making no effort to hide it.

			“I didn’t realize I had made such the impression.” I smile warmly at Alor, then at him.

			“Any who can impress one of House Swords, and of Clan Tower, must be a worthy instructor indeed. Where did you say you were from?”

			“Eclipse City,” I answer, and assure myself that he doesn’t see through my disguise. There’s no possible way. This is merely his nature. I saw it from our meeting at Fate Hearth last year. “It’s how I met Professor Thornbrow.”

			“I see.”

			“If you’ll please excuse me, my lord, Alor, there’s someone I’ve been meaning to catch a moment with.” I don’t let my warm expression slip, but I also don’t give them the opportunity to keep me there. Moreus has always made me uncomfortable. And, more important, Luren has just emerged from a side room.

			I am careful to maintain an unhurried pace as I move for Luren. She scans the room, as if looking for someone. Though I suspect I know exactly who she’s searching for.

			“How’s it going?” I ask as I close the last of the distance between us, keeping my voice low enough that only she can hear me.

			“I tried to get a word in with Liam earlier, but Dristin stole me away.” She sighs. “He thinks I don’t have a chance if it’s not Clan Chariot.”

			“I think his concerns are more than that,” I mumble.

			“What?”

			“Nothing. I think I saw Liam heading for the veranda a little bit ago. I haven’t seen him since. Try out there.”

			Luren glances over her shoulder at the parlor she just came from. “He’ll probably be coming after me soon.”

			“I’ll deal with him,” I say. “Buy you enough time to rub the right elbows. Go find Liam.”

			She nods, and we part ways in opposite directions. She heads for the balcony, and I go into the room she just came from. It doesn’t take me long to find Dristin. In fact, I nearly run into him as he leads a pack of Chariot nobles. No doubt hunting for her.

			I manage to keep them busy, buying Luren enough time to sequester into a side room with members of Clan Star. The second they wander off, I’m ready to sink into a glass of something cool and refreshing. But then a figure approaches me from a quiet lounge off to the side, as if emerging from the night itself. He’s a presence more than a person, announced by a breath of cool air and the thrum of familiar magic.

			“Professor,” Kaelis says softly, his voice meant only for my ears. It’s the sort of voice he usually reserves for the bedroom.

			I turn and meet his eyes. His tall frame cuts an imposing figure. The voids of his eyes meet mine, searching.

			“I have an important matter to discuss with you, if you would follow me.”

			I nod. I’ve no idea what he needs me for or why he’s daring to pull me aside in front of everyone. But there’s something in his eyes. Something in the way he moves that has me following without a thought—has the world falling away to nothingness as his hand closes around mine the moment we’re out of sight.
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			Chapter 60

			Kaelis grabs two heavy, hooded cloaks from the coat check. I’m not sure if he brought both of them, planning this, or if he just demanded two cloaks and they knew better than to object to the prince. Either explanation seems plausible.

			The night air is crisp with the promise of a frigid winter to come. I tug the hood up, less to conceal and more to chase away the chill. Kaelis’s steps are unhurried next to me as we wander the backstreets of Eclipse City.

			“I’m surprised you’re cold,” he says. Clearly he has no interest in telling me where we’re going, and I have no interest in giving him the satisfaction of asking. Already this feels like a game.

			“And why is that?”

			“Because my current theory is that you have molten metal for blood,” he says without so much as a glance my way.

			“Excuse me?” I tilt my head and angle my steps to get a better look at his face.

			“Given that just sleeping next to you has me waking up drenched in sweat, I’m fairly sure all that rage you keep wound up has your blood boiling every minute of the day.”

			“Maybe my blood wouldn’t be boiling if not for your family constantly trying to kill me and those I love,” I say placidly.

			“Half family. More or less.” He jokes so easily about one of his deepest secrets that I’m immediately caught off guard. “And can they even count if I’m actively trying to kill them all?”

			“So brazen with talk of treason.” I make it a point to glance around, even though the alleyways are empty.

			“Is it off-putting?” Kaelis seems genuinely concerned. But there’s a playful glint to his eye when he says, “And here I was trying to flirt with you.”

			I snort.

			“Was it working?”

			“Maybe.”

			We round a corner and step onto the main street. Set back from the road is Ravin’s manor, and neither of us says anything as we pass. I choose to focus on the decorations already out for All Coins Day tomorrow.

			Pennons flutter in the nighttime breezes. Strings of lanterns aid streetlights. The main square already has stalls set up and waiting for students.

			We turn a corner among the rows of empty stalls, and Kaelis slows slightly; that’s how I notice he’s actively scanning the rows of wooden stalls with a gaze too deliberate to be casual.

			“Looking for something?” I ask.

			“Already found it.” We come to a stop.

			It looks just like any other stall. Then my gaze lands on the corner of the wooden table, and it all clicks into place.

			I rest my fingers on the broken edge that’s been smoothed over with time. Jura stood here. The thought of her still stings with sweet pain.

			“This was my stall last year…” It brings back memories of the plan I concocted with my crew. Of the king. The fight. I knew so very little then. I look to Kaelis; the hood hides his hair and shadows his eyes. Yet, somehow, they seem to gleam like the thousands of stars that arc above us. “Wait, you knew it was mine. How? You weren’t there.”

			“Just because you didn’t see me doesn’t mean I wasn’t there,” he says.

			“But I thought…The plan was that you’d stay away so your father didn’t grow suspicious of the connection between us.”

			“And he was none the wiser.” Kaelis leans against the front of the stall, hands resting on it. The cloak splits slightly in the front, pooling on either side around his lean form. I can already picture the frame underneath. My fingertips know his every outline. “You didn’t really think I was going to let you do that completely alone, did you?”

			“I did think it at the time.” I run my hand along the split edge. “But now…” Knowing what I know now. “The king recognized me then.”

			“I wasn’t sure how my father would react when confronted with you—the woman who would replace his queen,” Kaelis says lightly, but there’s a touch of murderousness in his eyes as he stares ahead at nothing.

			The idea that Naethor once allowed me to be near his son at all is possibly the most confounding thing. But he did say to Prince Belen that he’d hoped having me would quell Kaelis’s ambitions some. Maybe Naethor really thought that Kaelis could have me—just not the crown and me—and that would be enough for him.

			Or perhaps it was to spite his son by allowing him me as a reminder of all the other things he couldn’t have.

			Either seems possible, and the longer I think on the motivations of Oricalis men, the murkier they become.

			Black silk brushes against the side of my hand, jolting me from my thoughts. Kaelis holds out a bundle to me, and I know instantly what’s inside the silken pouch. My eyes run up his arm to meet his, my question unsaid.

			Though he hears it, because he answers. “Is it not the tradition of All Coins Day to gift one’s abundance to others? To share one’s skill in service to the community?”

			“Am I ‘the community’ now?”

			“You’re my community.” He shifts, the raw sincerity of his words clearly making him uncomfortable. “You’re all I have, really.”

			“You have Priss.”

			“You are a much better conversationalist.”

			“Don’t let her hear you say that.” I grin.

			Kaelis sighs dramatically. “Are you going to take it or not?”

			I open the bag, and I’m met by exactly what I expected: a deck. One of exceptional quality and craftsmanship. One inked entirely by him.

			“I know that you are one of the most talented inkers alive,” he says softly, almost shyly. “But…when I saw you take down Halazar with a deck I gave you. When I felt like I could give you power. It was infectious. Addictive. I might not always be by your side to protect you. But in a way, perhaps I can be.”

			“It’s magnificent.” My own voice has dropped to a hush as I fan out the cards on the table, admiring his inking. Each one is a work of art. Utterly stunning in detail and accuracy. It’s even better than the last deck he gave me. “How long did this take you?”

			“A few months.” He rubs the back of his neck.

			“It’s perfect.” As I stare at the cards, I realize that it has been years since I last received a present on All Coins Day. That no one, ever, has gifted me a complete deck before him, and he does it like it’s nothing. The money he spent on it and the time he spent to make it were both well beyond the reach of anyone in my life before.

			My fingertips settle on the Prince of Swords, and my eyes drag back to him: to my own Prince of Swords. My whole body aches. It’s as though my soul is suddenly too large for my frame.

			“I’ve something for you,” I say without so much as a thought.

			“Do you?” His brows lift.

			“Follow me.” I take his hand, and our fingers lace instantly, as though on instinct.

			I guide him through the city streets, down the back alleys and crumbling staircases that I could traverse in my sleep to Rot Hollow. Most of the houses we pass in Rat Town on the way are just as I remember. Though, as we continue to descend, I see some have fallen further into disrepair.

			But then we reach Rot Hollow, whose poverty is unlike anything else in Eclipse City. Here the buildings are barely standing: They’ve been built haphazardly to squeeze in extra living space wherever possible, alleyways walled by additional shelters to the left, right, and above. A few people loiter, even at this hour, and they regard us with wary eyes. If anyone looked too closely, even our cloaks would make us stand out, the heavy wool a stark contrast to their cotton and threadbare wool.

			Kaelis surprises me by saying nothing. There’s no remark on the conditions in Rat Town. Nor does he ask any questions, even though I’m sure he has many. Maybe he knows enough about me already that he knows we’ll come to a stop before a certain three-story building well before we actually do.

			The first floor is halfway swallowed by the ground, with only its horizontal windows peeking up just above the curb. A stairway has been carved into the rocky earth that leads to a partially subterranean basement door. The second floor is a few steps up from the road. The third is accessed by a ladder…always was. No one ever bothered to construct stairs. With what money would that ever happen?

			But I don’t look at the whole building. I focus on the narrow window that’s still shattered. A thin cloth has been pulled over it, and barely, barely, I can hear words from within, just beyond the flickering candle on the sill.

			And also a child’s soft laughter, though I’m not sure if I’m imagining it.

			“This was my home.” Four words and the night becomes so still. Kaelis’s fingers tighten against mine.

			Who lives here now? I desperately both do and do not want to know the answer to that question.

			“My sister and I were illegitimate children”—as I’ve come to learn—“and so my father never came around—in fact, my mother ran away from him, and that’s how we ended up here.”

			I’ve spent so little time thinking of the truth of my parentage with all that’s happened. One of the last things I asked Bristara suddenly returns to me in force.

			Am I a Clan Tower bastard?

			Did Mother even love my father? Or was she some kind of hostage, brutalized and abused? I shudder, and Kaelis shifts closer to me. Clan Tower was hunting her down on Naethor’s orders; there would be no way she would willingly…

			I turn away and inhale slowly through my nose, afraid that if I breathe through my mouth, I’ll be sick.

			“She loved us,” I finally say, for myself and him. I drag my eyes back to that little hovel—what was once my whole world. “And she did all she could for us.”

			“That’s all that matters.” He’s clearly trying to be reassuring. But there’s also a note of longing in his voice for the mother he never knew.

			“I didn’t take you here just to show you this, though.” Forcing myself to move is harder than I would’ve thought. I haven’t come back here in years. The last time I was here, Arina and I were girls fleeing from the enforcers.

			The thought has me looking over my shoulder, scanning the refuse-lined passageways and nooks for any who might still be hunting me.

			Kaelis shifts a little closer still, fingers unraveling before his hand wraps around my waist. “No one will hurt you, not while I draw breath.”

			“Only everyone who already has,” I try to say teasingly, but I don’t miss the flex in his cheek as he tenses his jaw.

			“When the world is ours, I will make sure that you never know pain again.” There is nothing but determination in those words.

			We finally reach our destination. It’s a small watering hole tucked into the rock of the mountain cliffs that make this stony back wall of Eclipse City. From a fissure in the stone, a tiny waterfall has formed—little more than the amount of water that would stream from a gardener’s watering can. It trickles down over the rock to a shallow pool that would barely be large enough for a young child to bathe in.

			It’s the one spot in Rot Hollow that is free of debris and grime. A halo of cleanliness forming in an arc where the water splatters.

			“This was one of the few consistent sources of clean water for us.” I walk up to the edge of the rock. Tiny stacks of thin copper coins have been placed—glots. There’s about a dozen of them.

			“Some kind of offering?” Kaelis surmises of the money. It’s barely enough coin to afford bread for a week. But bread for a week here is better eating than most get. So I can see why he’d be curious as to why no one takes it for themselves.

			“Something like that. They’re left around All Coins Day.” My gaze settles on the back of the pool, where copper winks in the moonlight. Nearly a hundred glots rest there, almost a doln. That is real money to the poor and hungry. “Those with a little extra leave a little. There isn’t much here to celebrate. No Arcanists are coming here to offer to repair windows or mend shoes.” As I speak, I empty the contents of my own pockets. What little there is. I hadn’t been planning on coming tonight. If I had, I would’ve brought more. “No one has the money to entice students or clan members. When hunger is your dinner and imagination is your warmth, the best you have is hope, and a wish.”

			When I finish, Kaelis stares at me and at the coins. Without instruction or word, he steps forward and rummages around in his pocket. Of course the man has only four dolns—those will absolutely be taken and not wished upon. But he leaves them anyway, stacking them as neatly as the rest.

			My surprised eyes meet his. Kaelis gives a slight smile.

			“What next?” he asks simply.

			I pick up a coin and hold it between us. There was a time when this little scrap of copper would’ve meant the world to me. Now it feels so thin and flimsy.

			Clutching it to my chest, I take a breath and close my eyes, searching for my wish. It was so simple the last time I did it…so easy. I knew exactly what I wanted, and I wished for it—money, vengeance, Arina’s well-being. But it feels as though the world has tilted. Everything’s different and…

			Strength. One word pops into the forefront of my mind, and I make my wish. When I’m finished, I toss my coin into the pool.

			“What did you wish for?” he asks as the coin sinks to the bottom. I glance at him. “Or is it bad luck to share?”

			“I wished for the strength to finish things once and for all. To actually bring about a new world and not just talk or daydream of it.” I adjust my cloak around me somewhat uneasily. “The strength to protect those I love and not be swayed or shaken from the path I’ve chosen. To be better than I ever have been before. Kinder. More thoughtful.”

			He assesses me, then finally nods and turns to the pool, selecting a copper coin rather than one of his dolns, no doubt knowing those can do more good staying dry. Kaelis takes a breath, and his eyes flutter closed. After a second, he tosses the coin into the pool.

			“What did you wish for?” I repeat his question.

			“For your world to be everything I imagine it to be.” He gives me a slight smile and looks at me as if everything stops and ends where I stand.

			It’s going to happen so soon. Within hours, if Arina is miraculously up to inking her major. Before I know it, everything around me will be no more. It’ll be replaced with the same, but different. He will be the same, but different.

			An aching feeling worse than any I’ve ever known tightens my chest. I am drawn to him, the gap between us shrinking to nothing. There’s barely enough light to see by. No lanterns in the windows. Only the moonlight above to cast him in a silvery outline.

			I reach up, hand hovering just off his face without actually touching him. He leans into my palm, and my thumb traces his cheekbone. His palms find my waist, pulling me achingly close. His warmth radiating through every layer.

			The kiss he initiates is so slow that I want it to go on forever, yet my grip on him and the movements of my mouth try to hurry it. Breathless, I pull away too quickly for either of our liking. The moon is awfully high in the sky.

			“Come with me to the Stone Citadel, the ancient stronghold of the Worldkeepers,” I whisper.

			“Clara…” My name is all he can say as it dawns on him what I’m offering.

			“I’m to be initiated tomorrow. Come with me; I want you there for it.”

			He’s stunned to stillness. “You…you would invite me to one of the most secret and sacred rites of the Worldkeepers?”

			“Yes,” I say without a moment of doubt or hesitation.

			“Then it would be my honor.” He means it, too.

			“Good. We should go now, though. We’ll be ahead of the rest and find a place for you to hide.” I take his hand. “I didn’t get a chance to show you inking the vessel, but I can show you this.”

			Together, we go off into the night.
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			Chapter 61

			I guide him back through the tunnel in the bridge toward the academy. He’s curious at first, and even more so as we head deep into the foundations and then go deeper. It isn’t until we’ve descended far enough and walked long enough that it’s undeniable we’re past the academy that Kaelis finally speaks.

			“You mean to tell me that, all this time, the passage was right under the academy…” he mutters to himself, fading off with a noise of disgust.

			“Think of how many times you walked over it, or past it.” I glance over my shoulder. I hold a lantern that the Worldkeepers leave at the connection with the last stairwell. It was warm when I picked it up, probably freshly used when they came down here for preparations. I can barely see damp footprints ahead of us, and I just hope they’re gone now, so they don’t see me and Kaelis.

			“And here I thought I knew everything about this place.” His eyes scan the walls. They’re rough, part natural, part man-made.

			“To be fair, it was designed to be a secret.”

			“The academy is my home—my ancestral home.” He shakes his head. “I’ve tried to learn everything about it, all its secrets.”

			“Maybe now you have,” I say gently.

			Kaelis falls silent and stays that way until the tunnel begins to slope up. Eventually it opens to a now-familiar narrow stair cut into the rock.

			When we reach the top of the stairs, he stops as he takes in the Stone Citadel for the first time.

			His breath catches. “This is…” He can’t even finish his sentence.

			“Stunning, isn’t it?” I extinguish and set down the lantern by the top step so it’s ready to be carried back by the next person. “I admit, meeting the Worldkeepers as little more than a sparsely outfitted rebel force hiding in the forgotten foundations of Eclipse City was less than inspiring. But this”—my gaze sweeps across the empty buildings—“this shows me there’s so much more to them.”

			I begin to walk, and he remains at my side. I’m not in any hurry. We’re early yet. I imagine Vaduin and the rest will be here in about an hour or two, with the dawn. The sky is just now beginning to lighten. The induction will happen with enough time for us to return for All Coins Day, everyone none the wiser. Arina will attempt to ink her card after—though I’m not confident she will be ready. Then I will give her the choice to be inducted, or not. That’s not a decision I can make for her. But if all goes according to plan, today is the last day of this world.

			“A whole history, a way of life, lost,” he murmurs as we pass through the empty buildings. “So much knowledge, lost. To think what we might have known if my father had not hunted them.”

			“In the new world, what would you do with the Worldkeepers?”

			His fingers graze the cracked stone and splitting wood of a building we pass. “I would honor them.”

			“Really?”

			“You seem so surprised.” He drops his hand to his side with a slight smile. “Did you think I’d hunt them like my father? In what ways have I ever aspired to be like my father?”

			“Fair point,” I readily admit.

			He laughs softly. “I have reason to believe my mother worked with them, honored them.”

			“You do?” Suddenly I’m imagining our mothers working together. Maybe they were even friends.

			“What limited accounts I could cobble together suggested Revisan and the Worldkeepers have strong ties. But the fact that their stronghold is connected to her palace only seems to be further proof.”

			The sharp lines of his face I’m so familiar with soften. My hand slips into his, and the two voids of his eyes turn my way. We slow to a stop, and a small ache blooms in my chest.

			“You would’ve made her proud.”

			“That’s not why I said it.” He panics at the mere idea of parental praise.

			I squeeze his hand tighter. “It’s still true.” I don’t force him to sit in that discomfort. I continue our leisurely walk, weaving around to the hidden passage by the waterfall. Our fingers stay laced, even as we descend the stairs and emerge into the alcove where the altar of the vessel is.

			Kaelis’s study of the space misses nothing. He releases me to stride to each statue. He inspects the water at their bases, no doubt arriving at the same conclusion I did: that it is without doubt the same as in the font of the World.

			“I think you can hide here.” I point to a narrow space between one of the statues and the wall. It’s a bit precarious, as the open air is at his side. But I’m confident he won’t slip.

			Kaelis must reach the same conclusion, since he nods. Then he turns to face me a final time. We spent our time taking the long way through the citadel. Dawn is breaking, casting him in a golden glow. “And you’re sure you want me here?”

			I nod. “I want you to be a part of this.”

			He takes both of my hands and leans in. Our foreheads touch lightly. Kaelis inhales a slow breath.

			“Tell me this isn’t a dream,” he whispers.

			“It’s not.”

			An exhale that sounds like disbelief. “I feel like I’ve waited a dozen lifetimes for you. I’d wait a dozen more…but, by the Twenty, let this now be our time.”

			“I won’t make you wait any longer.” I squeeze his hands. “The world is ours.”

			Footsteps echo from the far passage. Kaelis pulls away, and our eyes lock once more. As he wedges himself into his hiding place, I step toward the entry.

			Vaduin arrives alone. I scan the tunnel behind him, waiting for more to emerge, but none do. His expression is unreadable as he approaches me, and, for a second, nerves have me tensing. He holds out his hand, and in it is a blank, diamond-shaped card.

			“You will take your oath alone,” he says.

			“What?” My hand freezes as I reach for the card.

			He nods. “This rite is between you and our forefathers. The card has been inked once with water, to signify passing our knowledge to you.”

			I take the card. It’s heavier than I expected. It almost feels like metal—like one of the golden Majors inked at the font of the World. Its edges are sharp, and upon it is the faint echo of magic.

			“You have come here a page, a supplicant of our knowledge, and you will leave a fully-fledged member of our order, if you hear our call.” He inclines his head and then withdraws; his steps fade down the tunnel.

			I stand and stare at the card, more nerves than I thought I’d feel rattling within me.

			A set of footsteps breaks the silence, approaching from behind. I don’t move, not even as Kaelis’s arms slide around me. I’m enveloped, tucked in, a place that is as second nature to me as breathing. His lips find my shoulder in a kiss that’s both intimate and grounding.

			“One last time, you’re certain you want me here?” he whispers over the skin of my neck.

			“I am,” I say without hesitation. “Are you bothered that I’ll become one of them?”

			His arms tighten, just slightly. “I thought you well knew by now that there is no way I wouldn’t want you.”

			The way he says it, the certainty in his voice, steals my breath.

			I close my eyes for just a moment, allowing myself to be held, allowing myself to believe in the world we are trying to carve out of the ruins of the one we knew. Everything we’ve lost. The costs we’ve paid to be here.

			Finally, I straighten. “Are you sure you don’t want to take it?” The notion of him losing his memories still weighs heavy on me. “I will remember because I’m the one who’ll make the wish, after all.”

			He nods, closing my fingers gently around the card. “I won’t forget everything, not necessarily,” he says gently, clearly knowing what worries me. “The World might adjust some things, but my love will remain. You, however, must remember it all. If something goes awry and you are not the one to make the wish, I need you to know the truth.”

			I swallow hard and nod. He’s made his choice; I must respect it. “Then I’m going to begin.”

			I step forward, card in hand, the altar waiting. The instructions Gregor passed on to me for how to conduct the rite rattling in my head. I do this now, then it’s his turn, then Sorza’s, and after that I won’t have to worry about the Worldkeepers’ suspicious glances around me and my friends again.

			The liquid that surrounds the statues is unnaturally still, its pale blue glow seeming to vibrate with magic. I reach forward and dip my index finger into the liquid. It’s ice-cold at first, sending a shiver up my arm that’s nearly painful. But the sensation quickly fades into pins and needles.

			A single droplet lingers on my finger as I lift it, sparkling like a thousand stars. I bring it to the surface of the blank diamond-shaped card resting in my other palm. The moment the droplet touches the paper, it flows along the invisible lines that Vaduin inked. Power hums, the card glowing.

			The air grows heavy, dense, even. It presses on me from all sides, as if to crush me in an invisible grip. Still, I move with confidence, holding up my right forearm.

			This is my solemn vow. To defend this world, and all those spun from it. To uphold its secrets and truths.

			With a steady hand, I press the card onto the skin of my forearm, and the instant I do, pain explodes through me.

			A flash of white roses sears across my vision, too bright, too sudden. A gasp tears from my throat as ghostly vines coil around my wrist and spiral up my arm. The thorns dig into my flesh—breaking the skin without blood, as though penetrating my soul. Magic pulses violently within me, as though rejecting the final part of the ritual.

			The card that was to be my initiation collapses into dust, fading like starlight. Somewhere, beyond the agony, I hear distant laughter. Mocking.

			Come to me.

			My body jerks, pulled by invisible strings. My vision flickers, and reality seems to spin wildly between nineteen different iterations of the world. I’m thrown backward, away from the altar.

			“Clara!” Kaelis’s shout is at a vast distance.

			Then, echoing closer, Clara.

			Footsteps draw near. I force my eyes open, everything oscillating in and out of focus. But it’s not Kaelis who appears at my side.

			Gregor.

			He was going to go after me, then Sorza. Did I take that long? Or is he just early?

			My friend places an arm under me, helping me to sit. But he looks past me, eyes locked on Kaelis, untamed anger burning in his gaze.

			“What have you done to her?” he snarls.
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			Chapter 62

			“Gregor—” My voice is too weak, it’s completely ignored, he doesn’t even glance my way. Doesn’t wait for an answer from Kaelis.

			He bares his teeth and snarls, “I will kill you for hurting her!”

			His cards are already in motion, magic sparking the air like flint against steel. The Ace of Wands flares with a flick of his wrist, glowing red. Fire bursts near Kaelis.

			Kaelis doesn’t summon a card in defense—he doesn’t need to. He merely shifts to the side with effortless grace, dodging the fire before it can even singe his clothes. It’s like he knew exactly where Gregor’s attack would land before even Gregor did.

			“I would die a thousand deaths before I hurt her,” Kaelis says smoothly, but his voice is pulled together by only a razor-thin thread of control, as if the mere idea of someone implying that he would hurt me is too much for him to abide.

			“Lies,” Gregor snarls, another card already rising.

			Kaelis had started toward me but finds himself stalled by another attack from Gregor. He dodges again, using it as an opportunity to step forward. He’s at the side of the altar now, only a few steps away. “Don’t make me fight you.”

			I try to pull myself to my feet, my whole body trembling. My head feels as though it’s been split in two. What the fuck happened? I grab my temple, pulling myself together through sheer force of will.

			“Let’s settle this once and for all. You and me. Draw your cards, you coward!” Gregor roars, fury unchecked. The mere idea of losing another person important to him has Gregor barreling over his better sense. “I always knew you were the worst among them, void-born.”

			Kaelis tenses, his posture taking on an ominous pose. But he doesn’t move. Though I can tell it’s taking everything in him to hold back.

			“Gregor, stop.” I step between them. I’m so weak from whatever just happened, but I can’t let things escalate further. “Please. Listen to—”

			“He infiltrated the Worldkeepers’ sacred space and attacked you!” Gregor takes a step closer to me.

			“I did not attack her.” Kaelis’s patience is thinning, I can tell from his voice. The words are forced through gritted teeth. If not for me, Gregor would already be in several pieces. “In case you’ve forgotten, I was the one who helped get her out of Halazar. Who’s kept her hidden and safe within my domain. Who’s spent years looking after her.”

			“Yeah? Well, so have I!” Gregor’s voice raises. His hands ball into white-knuckled fists. “I knew her when she was fresh off the streets. You have known her barely a year and a half. Don’t think you can compare to me.”

			“It’s not a competition!” I stagger, catching Gregor’s hand, stopping another card from rising from his deck. Instead, it falls harmlessly to the ground. “Gregor, stop, please—please listen. This isn’t what you think. I don’t know what happened—I messed up somehow—but whatever it was, that magic wasn’t Kaelis’s.”

			“You never mess up, Clara.” He frowns at me and then glares again at Kaelis. “Why are you always defending him even when he’s clearly not good for you?”

			“Gregor, I—it’s because I—” Love him. But I don’t get to finish. He talks over me.

			“The man murdered children!”

			Kaelis takes a step forward, snarling a curse under his breath at Gregor’s accusation. A card rises over his shoulder. Shadows lick at its edges.

			The whole world freezes, starting with the blood in my veins. “What’re you talking about?”

			“He destroyed Clan Hermit, top to bottom, annihilated not just their ancestral home but any who had a drop of blood in their veins from the clan. You didn’t honestly think there weren’t innocents, did you?”

			“I…” I look between Gregor and Kaelis. The prince stands with movements that promise violence. I don’t dare move from between them. “Who told you that?”

			Gregor’s hands close around my shoulders, and he shakes me. The throbbing in my head threatens to worsen. “Isn’t it obvious? You’re smart, Clara, too smart to be taken in by him. What has he done to make you overlook all the atrocities he’s committed? Is your mind even your own?”

			“Those words aren’t yours.” I stand firm and lock eyes with him. “I’ve known you for years. You’ve known about Kaelis and me for months, and this never came up.”

			Gregor glances away. “Does it matter?”

			“It does to me.” My fingers close around his, still holding them to me, like a lifeline. I take a deep breath, and, miraculously, he mirrors it. When I speak again, it’s calm, little more than a whisper. “You are like my brother. We have washed blood off our hands together. I celebrated your birthdays into the small hours of the morning drinking way too fucking much of that cheap ale you like that tastes like piss and was just as warm, but it was the only damn thing we could afford.

			“I know you, and this is not how you speak. You don’t say things like that about people I care about—people you’ve worked with—when you could come to me first.”

			I draw a slow breath as guilt softens his gaze. But he doesn’t look away. He continues to meet my stare.

			“So tell me, what have you heard, and from whom did you hear it?” I ask.

			“Vaduin,” Gregor answers.

			Kaelis curses under his breath. His magic spikes, and I glance over my shoulder. No cards have been summoned, but he is gripping the altar now as if physically holding himself back from running down the tunnel and finding Vaduin himself.

			Gregor’s eyes shift over my shoulder, meeting Kaelis’s. “But Vaduin knows an awful fucking lot, especially about Clan Hermit, and he’s not wrong, is he?”

			“Gregor—” I start to say.

			Then an explosion rumbles the stone above us.

			Distant screams pierce the tension in the air around us. We all look to the tunnel they echoed from.

			We don’t wait. We don’t discuss. Gregor rips himself from my grasp, and I’m running as well. Kaelis races up to my side, slowing his pace, eyes darting to me.

			“Are you all right?” he asks. Even after everything that just transpired, he’s worried for me.

			“I’ll be fine.” I nod.

			There’s no time for any other words. My boots slam against the stairs, and I nearly fall. Kaelis helps keep me upright. My muscles burn, and my head still spins. My magic feels strained, as though it were ripped from me and then smashed back into place. But all I hear are screams. All I smell is smoke.

			The moment we burst forth into the main chamber, heat pummels my face.

			The serenity that welcomed us earlier has been shattered. Fire rages. Smoke curls over the broken buildings like a shroud. Magic scorches the air.

			“What…” I can’t even form a sentence.

			“How…” Gregor is also in horror.

			In the distance, Stellis fight against Worldkeepers. I see a streak of platinum-gold hair leading them. Fucking Emilia. How did she find this place? It’s been kept secret for ages.

			That’s when I see another running at her side—a woman wielding a massive blade as though it’s little more than a rapier. Leigh Strongborn, Ravin’s wife. What she lacks in magic power she makes up for in brute strength and skill. One of the only non-Arcanists who can go toe-to-toe with those with magic and hold her own, or even best them.

			And that weapon, with all its heft, would be enough to nearly cleave a man’s head from his neck.

			I stop. Eyes wide.

			They followed Gregor into the academy, through the bridge. That was their way in. I realize it in an instant as the pieces click into place, but I can’t bring myself to say it. The truth would destroy him, and he needs to fight.

			I can imagine Leigh tracking the two Stellis in secret, following just behind them as they followed Gregor after he freed Silas’s family. Gregor was none the wiser. He thought he’d killed them, but he hadn’t. Not both of them. Not entirely…

			Leigh followed them into the tunnel, and one man saw her—that’s why he looked as if he were reaching out to someone. Killing the man avoided suspicion. Leigh discovered the passageway into the academy, and then she led Emilia to it. I’ve been aboveground for nearly a day while Emilia could have been searching through the tunnels, using all the knowledge she seems to have gathered from scouring the city’s depths in weeks past. I had heard mention of Emilia having knowledge of a mountain stronghold, but I thought it was nothing more than nonsense she was using to calm worried citizens.

			The warm lantern I picked up on the way here. They scoped out the path. Maybe some were already here when Kaelis and I arrived. Fuck.

			Kaelis grabs my elbow. “We need to run.”

			“We have to fight.” I look at him defiantly. “Go, if you must. I understand you need to keep your cover. But I cannot.”

			“What about your cover?” Kaelis counters.

			Gregor looks our way, glancing between Kaelis and me. “He’s right, Clara. You need to keep yourself safe and—”

			“All we have to do is fucking kill them all.” My voice sharpens to a dagger’s edge. I look at them both with bloodlust dulling the pain that still courses within me from the failed induction. There’s something wicked festering under my skin. “I am done losing places and people I love. Done hiding. We will make a stand, we will fight, and together, we will win.”
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			Chapter 63

			Kaelis grabs my wrist. “While I find bloodlust to be profoundly sexy on you—especially when it’s directed toward my family—rushing in to ‘kill everyone’ might be ill advised.” I open my mouth to object, and he points toward one of the roads between the densely packed buildings that slope away from us. “We get something to hide our faces better than these cloaks, and then we kill everyone.”

			“Fine.” It’s not worth arguing, and it’s probably the most sensible approach. The cloaks we grabbed from the coat check hours ago are far too fine and loose-fitting—they’ll stand out, if not fall off completely. I can only hope they were good enough to conceal our faces from any hidden enforcers on the way in.

			“I’m going ahead,” Gregor announces.

			“Wait!” I grab Gregor’s hand. The Ten of Cups flies from the deck Kaelis just gifted me. Even though my magic still feels bruised from whatever happened at the altar of the vessel, it casts with ease—Kaelis’s inking is just that good. “What upper card do you want?”

			Gregor is a good Arcanist. But he can’t confidently cast past a Nine. The Ten of Cups will give him the ability to cast a single card above his innate ability.

			“Can’t give me a Major, can you?” He has a lopsided grin.

			I shake my head. “Only the Hierophant’s card could do that.”

			“Damn,” he murmurs, eyes sweeping across the Stone Citadel. He’s probably thinking of the Kings, but in a confined space like this, any large elemental feat has a likelihood of hitting allies. “Ten of Swords.”

			“Good choice.” I hold out my palm, and the card lands in it. I pass the Ten of Swords to Gregor.

			He snatches it and bolts with a hasty “Thanks.”

			Kaelis has a hard expression. I know he dislikes seeing a card he inked in someone else’s hands that are not mine. But he says nothing and starts heading in the opposite direction of Gregor, straying away from the fighting. I follow. It looks as though Emilia led her forces up through the tunnels behind the Worldkeepers, as the Worldkeepers are trying to push them back and pin them into the tunnel.

			The smoke burns my lungs as I force myself to keep pace with Kaelis. He’s faster than I imagined. The Stone Citadel is crumbling before my eyes. I see the smoldering remains of small decorations. Perhaps they were for a celebration following Gregor’s, Sorza’s, and my induction.

			Where is Sorza? Caught in the fray, no doubt. Worry for her fills my mouth with a metallic taste. Hopefully she’s concealed, too.

			Kaelis approaches a body sprawled near a pile of rubble. The dead Worldkeeper’s clothes are singed but intact. Without hesitation, Kaelis strips the cloak free and exchanges it for the one he was wearing at the soiree before throwing the latter into the flames. I follow suit, kneeling beside a woman whose face I recognize as someone who had sat at my sister’s bedside for hours on end.

			My hands shake as I work the clasp of the cloak free.

			“Clara.” Kaelis kneels at my side and settles the fabric around my shoulders. He already has his on. The cloaks the Worldkeepers use have sleeves and a wide sash that ties around the waist to keep them from falling off. Stitched to the front of the hood is a mask that he pulls over my nose. It reeks of blood and soot. “Stay close to me, no matter what happens.”

			He’s eerily calm, as though he’s done this a hundred times. Cards rise from his deck.

			The Three of Coins is first. My cloak shivers as a cascade of gold magic rains over it. Threads unravel from their seams at the behest of an unseen seamstress. They twist and re-stitch themselves with magic golden needles, tightening the fabric around me. Seams wind up my chest, over my nose, and clamp the fabric tightly across the lower half of my face, so there’s no risk of it slipping. The hood engulfs the upper half of my face in shadow and shields it from smoke and cinder.

			The Seven of Cups is like a wet fog that sinks into my clothing, dissipating with a shimmer. It shifts the edges of my appearance ever so slightly.

			I grab his hand and pull him close, my words muffled by the mask and barely audible over the chaos. “Run, if they’re close to discovering you. Try to hide your cards when you cast so they don’t see how they’re inked.” His style is so distinct.

			A dangerous thought crosses my mind. What if something happens and I don’t see him again? Three words burn my tongue. Meant for him, and him alone. A confession I’m still too cowardly to make. My lips part, but no sound comes.

			He’s oblivious, thanks to the mask that covers my face. “Only if you promise to do the same.”

			Neither of us says another word, and I can see the glimmer of a smile in his eyes. We both know neither of us is running away. I’m not leaving without defending the Worldkeepers. And Kaelis isn’t leaving without me.

			We plunge into the battle as one.

			The temperature is unbearable. Sweat pours down my face instantly, and I summon a thin layer of ice to cool me with the Ace of Cups; it melts almost immediately. Bodies litter the ground—Worldkeepers and Stellis alike. More of the latter, but enough of the former. The stone streets are slick with blood. In the distance, silver-clad figures systematically destroy everything in their path.

			The Worldkeepers are good, very good. And they have the advantage of knowing the Stone Citadel. But it’s hard to win a battle where you’re outnumbered three to one.

			“Hunt them down like the rats they are!” Emilia’s voice cuts through the chaos. “They will not escape this time!”

			A knight charges toward me, blade raised. Instinct takes over. I twist, barely dodging, the air from his strike cooling on my burning cheeks. The Five of Swords summons a blade to my hand just as I use the Ace of Coins to shift the ground beneath his feet.

			He doesn’t even have time to scream before I drive my sword through the small gap in his plate by his underarm.

			Another lunges from the opposite side. Before I can see what card Kaelis used—before I can even blink—he’s on the ground. Dead.

			“This way!” Gregor runs up. “Vaduin’s there!” He points toward a partially collapsed building where magic is flashing violently.

			Kaelis and I glance at each other. I can see him weighing saving Vaduin in light of what Gregor told us.

			“We need him,” I remind my prince.

			That’s all he needs to hear. I start running, falling into step beside Gregor. Kaelis is at my right.

			“I’m sorry about before,” Gregor says between pants. “About what I said. Vaduin told me some crazy shit, and it got me worked up. I shouldn’t have acted that way.”

			“We can talk after,” I say firmly. “Not the time.” But I’m also not forgetting what he’s telling me.

			“I have the worst timing, you know that about me.” He grins.

			“Let’s hope not, for Vaduin’s sake.”

			We fight our way through, cards and blades working in deadly harmony. Kaelis’s magic is so controlled it’s almost surgical. Every strike finds its mark. Every spell serves its purpose. He never uses the Five of Swords to summon a blade—as though he’s too good for practical means or hand-to-hand combat like Gregor and me.

			But he didn’t grow up on the streets. He never had to make inking material stretch or conserve cards, and it shows. Magic heeds his will as if he is forcing reality itself to bend to him.

			Never have I seen anything more beautiful…or terrifying.

			Finally, we reach the building where Vaduin is making his stand. The leader of the Worldkeepers is backed against a wall, bloodied, panting. Another is at his side, also covered in a cloak like we are. Judging from her frame, it’s Sorza. Three Stellis circle them like vultures.

			But they’re not the real threat. Through the haze, a figure emerges atop the rubble of a collapsed wall.

			Ravin.

			He’s dressed simply and entirely in black. His clothes are as impeccably tailored as his brother’s. But his silhouette against the flames strikes an otherworldly shape.

			Even in the heat, the chill of death drags its bony finger down my spine.

			“I know you have it, I can feel it on you,” Ravin says to Vaduin. “Give it to me, and I might let you die quickly.”

			“You don’t think you actually know my true name, do you?” Vaduin wheezes, clutching his side.

			“You don’t think I have only one way to kill a man, do you?” Ravin retorts. He sounds different, moves different—this is his true nature exposed. He’s at home among carnage.

			“Give me the vessel, and I’ll let you live.”

			“Never!” Gregor answers for Vaduin, charging toward the Stellis, his battle cry echoing across the crumbling stone. Steel rings against steel as his blade meets that of a Stellis.

			Sorza uses the opportunity to launch herself toward another. But it’s obvious in her flailing movements that she’s injured and exhausted. Kaelis goes for the third Stellis.

			I cast the Eight of Swords, holding the Stellis down so Sorza can get the upper hand. Just beyond them, Ravin continues to move on Vaduin. I try to cast another card, directed at Ravin, but it’s destroyed instantly by a Stellis coming up from behind. With a cry of frustration, I summon the Knight of Swords, and a whirlwind of invisible blades reduces the man to a pile of armor and gore on the ground.

			“Damn,” Gregor grunts under his breath.

			For every one we kill, two more seem to sprint through a break in the wall behind us. Sorza is thrown, rolling across the rubble, struggling to get up. I try to dart for her, but another Stellis engages me.

			“There’re too many,” Kaelis slides close to say after dispatching the Stellis attacking me, not risking shouting. His cards are cast with precision, but six Stellis is a lot even for him to manage.

			The King of Coins rises from my deck. I’ll just have the ground swallow them whole. But before I can cast it, a massive falcon swoops overhead. With a cry, it shreds the card with its talons and flees as quickly as it came back to its master, who is standing where Ravin just emerged from.

			Leigh. Ravin’s wife.

			She’s moving, not wasting even a second. Gregor roars and spins to meet her. Blade to blade. Her weapon whistles through the air, and the bigger man nearly doesn’t have a chance to dodge it. Even though Leigh is just as muscled as my friend, she somehow has twice his speed.

			The two break apart, circling. Kaelis focuses on keeping control of the Stellis, casting a Queen of Coins—rubble rises and slots back into its former place, patching one of the holes in the wall and funneling the Stellis through one entry point. Sorza lies unconscious on the ground. The only way I know she’s not dead is that the hazy blue magic of the Queen of Cups I cast sinks into her. And behind me, Ravin continues to advance on Vaduin.

			Whom do I help?

			“I need this more than you.” Ravin’s voice carries over the sounds of the battle he’s confidently ignoring. He stalks, deliberate and unhurried. “You want the World for your modest ambitions. My very existence depends on it.”

			I turn, looking at them. Vaduin is in the corner. No cards hover. His deck must be empty. How long were he and Sorza fighting on their own?

			“You’re…” Vaduin’s mouth drops open with horror and shock.

			“No!” Kaelis’s shout draws me back.

			I turn with just enough time to see a Stellis charging for me, sword aimed at my heart. I duck and twist away, but not fast enough. The blade catches the hood of my cloak and snags. The sword slips and digs into my shoulder. The Four of Swords is already being cast to mend the small wound, but the knight is drawing back for another attack.

			Mid-swing, he freezes, as if suddenly carved from stone. The knight’s mouth drops open, and blood almost as black as ink dribbles from his chin. His eyes roll up into his head, and he falls, lifeless.

			I look from his body to where Kaelis looms behind him, his eyes burning with murderous rage. Wordlessly, he turns back to the other Stellis.

			What card was that?

			There’s no time to figure it out. Across the room, Gregor stumbles. Leigh’s blade has found its mark, slicing deep across his ribs. Blood pours down his side as he staggers backward.

			“Gregor!” I start toward him. I don’t have another Queen of Cups; I used it on Sorza. I cast a Four of Swords, but it does little more than mend scratches. Ravin chooses that moment to make his move.

			The Eight of Swords pins Vaduin in place with spectral weapons of light and shadow. Vaduin strains against them, fighting to break free. Ravin reaches forward; all along, he really did know where the vessel was.

			Leigh’s blade is at Gregor’s throat. Her feet shift. She pulls it back.

			Time slows to a crawl.

			I must choose.

			The vessel—the key to the World, to everything I want.

			Or Gregor’s life.

			My friend’s eyes meet mine across the chamber. Even bleeding and beaten, he manages a tired, bloodstained smile. A sob chokes up my throat, and the world blurs. I’m moving but barely have control of my body.

			No. No! I can’t. I can’t lose anyone else.

			I summon the Ten of Wands with a cry as Leigh readies her strike. But my card doesn’t cast. Someone else tears it apart with a Ten of Swords. Aces are the fastest card, so I pivot to the Ace of Swords. Her falcon is faster again. Leigh’s blade whistles through the air.

			Luck be on my side. Spin the wheel!

			I cast the Wheel of Fortune.

			The card twists from my deck and vanishes. A block of rubble loosens from the ceiling, falling heavily on Leigh’s blade. She’s thrown off-balance, and that gives Gregor enough time to roll away. Her sword hits the ground heavily right where he was. He gasps, wheezes, and tries to get upright. Blood continues to pour from him.

			Behind me, Vaduin screams.

			I glance back to find Ravin holding the vessel card aloft, its light pulsing through his fingers like a captured star. “Finally,” he breathes, and for the first time since I’ve known him, there’s genuine emotion in his voice. Relief. Triumph. “Reality will be mine.”
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			Chapter 64

			“No!” I start toward Ravin, but Leigh is already moving to intercept me.

			“I have you,” she snarls, her blade coming down in a vicious arc. It shines in the firelight, picking up the magic glow of cards being cast around us.

			I barely get my sword up in time. The impact sends shock waves up my arms. Her eyes lock with mine, squinting.

			She must be seeing through the Seven of Cups. No, it’s been more than seven minutes since Kaelis cast it. Did she see me cast the Wheel of Fortune? Does she know what that card was? If she did, then she knows that Clara Graysword has new eyes because no one else would have that card.

			Fuck.

			With a wild grin, she strengthens her sword’s position in the bind, sliding up nearly to the hilt. I barely manage to disengage before she twists, attempting to disarm me. I realize just how outmatched I am in a battle of swords with her. Leigh’s every movement is perfect, every strike calculated.

			She presses her advantage, driving me back step-by-step. Her blade is everywhere at once—high, low, left, right—a silver blur that forces me into an increasingly desperate defense. I’m spending so much time trying to predict her next move that I can’t summon a card. I can’t even think or I’m going to lose my head.

			I stumble, and her blade whizzes past my chin. But then she falls to the ground due to an invisible force. Before she can get up, the stone floor moves around her, forming rocky shackles on her hands and feet, pinning her to the ground. The Three of Coins, if I had to guess.

			Not losing the advantage, I cast my final Knight of Swords.

			Flashes of light and shadow surround Leigh’s body. I imagine a thousand blades cutting her from the inside out. Her organs shredded. Skin reduced to ribbons. Thin lines erupt with blood, light, and shadow on her cheeks as she looks up at me with a gritted smile. Blood seeps from between her teeth.

			“You…damn us all…”

			Another flash of light, and shadow surrounds her. Another Knight of Swords. This time from Kaelis. I know it’s him from the feel of the magic alone. He wields the card with malicious intent and loathing. Her wounds widen, skin splitting to the point that it nearly peels from her muscle. With a gasp, she slumps, rock still closed around her limbs.

			And just like that, the mighty Leigh Strongborn is no more.

			Struggling to my feet, I sweep my eyes across the room. Kaelis has managed to fend off the Stellis, but Emilia is nowhere to be seen, so more reinforcements are probably coming. Especially since beyond this room the sounds of fighting are dying down. Gregor is struggling to stand; blood pours from him. And Ravin, very carefully, pockets the vessel.

			The crown prince’s expression is utterly unchanged as he beholds the remnants of his wife. He regards Leigh’s corpse as though she’s little more than a pile of tattered rags. There is no love there. Nor sorrow. Terrifyingly, there’s nothing at all. Almost nonchalantly, he crosses and retrieves her blade.

			“Stellis!” Ravin calls out, his voice carrying across the chamber. Emilia appears in the frame of the collapsed walls, panting heavily. “We have what we came for. Retreat!”

			“No you don’t,” I snarl, charging for him.

			Three cards rise from his deck at the same time. The King of Coins, the King of Swords, and the Chariot. I try to summon the Ten of Swords to destroy one, but I don’t have enough time. The two Kings burst at the same time with a shock wave of magic that sends me flying back.

			The whole mountain rumbles. Winds howl as if a tornado has been trapped within the cavern. This place is being ripped apart from the inside.

			The bastard is taking a note from me and what I did with Halazar, and I do not approve. Before I can say or do anything, he disappears with a flash of silver that takes the shape of a steed.

			“Leave. Now!” Kaelis shouts.

			A few surviving Worldkeepers are stumbling in. Maybe there are more, maybe not. There’s no time to look. My own Chariot rises from my deck. I force the magic to extend as far as it can, to encompass as many Worldkeepers as I’m able.

			Reality bends, and I feel as though I am being pulled in a thousand different directions at once. As though the whole world is both within me and around me. The remnants of the Stone Citadel disintegrate into a blur of swirling fire, stone, blood, and magic. A scream rips from my lips that turns into a whimper.

			In a blink, we’re all in Kaelis’s room.

			Two Worldkeepers lie prone. Vacelle sways, falls, and throws up. Xora rushes for Vaduin, who crumples to the ground. Gregor lies off to one side, Sorza on another. If Kaelis’s chambers weren’t so generously sized, it’d be cramped.

			The prince himself surveys his own chambers with an air of confusion, blinking away the blinding light like the rest of us.

			A low and ominous rumbling breaks the silence. None of us can see the mountainside from here. But we all know what that sound is.

			The Stone Citadel, ancient home of the Worldkeepers, preserved for thousands of years and countless iterations of the World, has fallen.

			“K-Kaelis…Queen of Cups.” I stagger to Gregor’s still form. The prince casts the card. The magic crashes against Gregor’s body but refuses to sink in. I stop, mid-step.

			No.

			I drop to my knees beside him. He doesn’t move. My hands hover over his chest, trembling, afraid to confirm what I already know to be true.

			“Gregor?” My voice cracks like a child’s. “Gregor, come on. You don’t get to—” The words die in my throat.

			His eyes are halfway open, heavy-lidded. And yet they’re still that shade of dark bronze that always seemed to shine in the low light whenever we were swapping stories by a fire or slinking through back alleys. But now they’re empty. Life has left them.

			I press my palms against his chest anyway, pushing down hard, desperate, as if all he needs is a good jostle to remember to breathe again.

			“No, no, no. You promised. You promised me you’d see this through. That you’d follow me into the new world.” My voice rises to a wail that I barely recognize as my own. “You’re my brother, and you swore you’d never abandon me! You can’t leave me, too.”

			Blood seeps between my fingers—so much blood from wounds I didn’t even notice.

			Behind me, everyone in the room slows what they’re doing. Halting. Quieting. I feel every set of eyes. But they’re so far away now.

			I’ve been plunged back into the icy waters of the Farlum River. All I can focus on is the terrible stillness of the man who taught me how to fight, how to hope, how to keep going when the world felt like it was ending.

			And now the world really is ending, and he’s gone. The Stone Citadel has fallen. Ravin has the vessel. The last of my crew and one of the few to come with me into the new world with his memories intact is gone.

			I lean forward until my forehead touches his, and the sob that tears from my chest feels like it might split me in half.
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			Chapter 65

			I remain hunched over Gregor’s still form, sobs tearing from my throat as I beg him to return. But silence answers me. He lies motionless, the warmth already beginning to fade from his skin.

			Footsteps land softly on the plush rug, soiled now with soot and blood. I know it’s Kaelis before he kneels beside me, his hand settling warm against my spine. I flinch at the contact, then slowly raise my tear-streaked face.

			“I’m so sorry,” he whispers.

			I launch myself into his arms, and he catches me without hesitation. His embrace tightens as a shuddering breath escapes him. It’s not grief for Gregor—he never loved the man as I did—but pain for my pain. My hurt manifesting within him. As though the mere idea of my ache could tear him apart.

			“I must go,” he murmurs against my hair. Yet even as he says it, his grip doesn’t loosen.

			“No, please.” The words break from me even as I know they’re futile. After everything that’s happened, he’s right.

			Kaelis gives me one more minute and then pulls back, anguish carved across his features. For a heartbeat, he wavers—almost reconsidering.

			“Heal yourself.” His words are steeped in desperation. He pushes back my hood and splits the seams of the mask, ripping it from my face. He then cradles my cheeks and with his thumbs sweeps away the grime and my tears. “Please.”

			“I will.” They’re the only words that could make him leave me. Though it feels like a part of my soul is tearing away when he releases me. Still, I let him go. I must.

			My hands fall limp to my knees. I bow my head as he stands.

			“She is my proxy,” Kaelis declares to the room. “In these chambers, in my academy, consider her word law, an extension of my own.” He starts for the closet door.

			“What will you do next?” Vaduin wheezes from across the room. With everyone’s decks depleted, his wounds remain unhealed.

			Kaelis’s eyes sweep across Vaduin with a withering stare. But he quickly banishes the expression. The prince remembers what Gregor said Vaduin told him. But he also knows now isn’t the time.

			“I am delaying All Coins Day,” he announces.

			“The nobles would never permit it,” Vaduin counters. “The festival days are fixed around the apexes of the seasons, when magic is at its strongest.”

			“They will permit a few hours’ delay. I can do it with the excuse of needing to investigate what’s happened in the mountains, given it’s so close to the academy.” Kaelis has already worked through the logistics—his mind racing steps ahead in seconds. “That gives you time to pull yourselves together and present yourselves as teachers, and student.”

			I look up and meet his eyes. Guilt shines within them. But he still stands tall, despite the chaos and uncertainty. He’s doing what must be done. I harden my expression, though he likely sees through the mask.

			Sophie Veillgar had nothing to do with the mountain’s collapse. She didn’t lose a friend. So she must report for work as if nothing has changed.

			Without another word, Kaelis is gone.

			I turn back to Gregor. I cannot bring you back. Forgive me.

			Silence stretches between us, then breaks like a spell. Everyone begins to move. The surviving Worldkeepers exchange glances before turning to me expectantly following Kaelis’s declaration.

			I force myself to stand and cross to Kaelis’s study. The second I open the door, Priss lifts her head, instantly alert, arching her back in a contented purr. Her obliviousness to everything that’s transpired makes me want to both smile and weep. I scratch under her chin, drawing comfort from the simple gesture for a second. At least one thing remains fixed in this broken world.

			“We need to return,” one of the few remaining Worldkeepers says to Vaduin, who leans against the doorframe for support, as if the private space of Kaelis’s study creates an impassable barrier.

			“Return where?” I ask without looking up, opening Kaelis’s desk drawer. He always keeps three spare decks here, stocked with duplicates of common cards. Still, I pray it will be enough.

			The Queen of Cups flows into me, knitting my worst wounds with a haze of blue magic that fades into scarred but whole flesh. I use a Four of Swords for the lesser injuries—it’s weaker than the Queen, but I need to preserve the strongest cards for our group’s gravest wounds.

			“To the Stone Citadel,” the Worldkeeper replies as I return to the main chamber. Only five Worldkeepers besides Vaduin remain now. One more, Ferier, is down with Arina. I should learn the names of the two I don’t know, I suppose. This is my new crew, after all. They might not have been the ones I would’ve chosen for myself, but they’re the ones who’ve stood by me.

			“What Stone Citadel?” I fix him with a look that’s sharp with irritation. “You heard the collapse yourself—the citadel has fallen.”

			“There were more Worldkeepers there. We need to see if they survived.”

			“They were already dead.” And even if they weren’t, there’s no way…

			“You don’t know that. You didn’t even check how many might have survived.”

			“Without me, the Worldkeepers would have ended entirely. At least we made it out alive.” I hate how his tone implies that the choice I made to possibly leave anyone behind was easy. That I didn’t do all I could.

			“Who are you to decide who lives and dies?” He steps closer, emboldened by grief.

			Four cards lift from my fresh decks in warning, reminding him I’m fully armed. I don’t want to fight, but my patience, self-control, and ability to be a bigger person are all hanging by a thread.

			“Enough.” Vaduin intervenes. “Our numbers are too few for infighting.”

			I study him warily, remembering Gregor’s words from the altar of the vessel. The remarks he made about Kaelis—statements that had come straight from the mouth of Vaduin that I’ll never have the chance to learn the full story of.

			“Vacelle, here.” I head to the other side of the main room and pass some cards to her. She’s the one who’s studying healing under Ferier. “Take care of Sorza, then the rest, please.”

			“Gladly.” She nods and rushes over to where Sorza remains unconscious but breathing.

			“First, we patch ourselves up. Then, we’re taking Gregor to the depths,” I announce. “We’ll find a forgotten room, deep, where he can rest in peace. We’ll seal it behind him.

			“After that, I’ll escort you all to Arina’s chambers. That will serve as our new base. No one leaves the academy. No one moves anywhere without my explicit permission. The bridge passage is compromised.”

			“I don’t think I recall us voting you as the new leader,” the man next to Vaduin mutters.

			“You heard the prince,” Vaduin says. It’s the closest to a deferral of authority I think I’ll get from him. “She’s in charge here.”

			The other Worldkeeper crosses his arms in a huff.

			I continue, “Vaduin, Sorza, and I will play our roles and attend All Coins Day. After that, I begin gathering supplies for a new vessel.”

			“If the altar of the vessel still exists,” Xora mumbles, defeated.

			“Why would you need to create another?” the other man asks.

			All eyes turn to Vaduin. I remain silent, letting him confess.

			“Ravin took it,” he says quietly.

			“Then we’re finished.” The first Worldkeeper collapses onto Kaelis’s couch.

			“Stand,” I command firmly. “The prince dislikes blood and dirt on his furniture.”

			“I don’t care what—”

			My glare silences him. He rises immediately.

			I give him one more wary look and then retrieve a blanket from Kaelis’s bed, draping it over Gregor’s form. I pause before covering his face, memorizing my friend’s features one final time.

			I’m so sorry. The blanket drops from my fingertips, and it’s the last time I’ll ever see him.

			Vaduin still hovers by the study door as the others gather near the hearth. Our eyes meet, and he reads the weight of unasked questions in my expression.

			“When Ravin was taking the vessel, he spoke of his existence depending on it. You realized something then. What was it?” I keep my voice low, dropping to a whisper as I come to a stop before him.

			His gaze drops to the deck in my hands. “Are you withholding healing unless I tell you?”

			“I am not that cruel. But I am exhausted, and I might need some help.” I pass him a card, and, together, we begin mending his wounds.

			He answers my question: “Ravin is not real.”

			“I’ve watched him kill those I love. He seems real enough.” I lean against the doorframe opposite him, utterly spent.

			“In this world, yes.” His words are deliberate, and he waits to see if I understand.

			I narrow my eyes, parsing what I might have missed. Then it strikes me, and I draw a sharp breath. “He was made by the World.”

			Vaduin nods. “In every record of Revisan I could find, in what Laylis revealed—Naethor and Queen Elari had one son: Kaelis. Ravin is nothing more than a construct, created by the World from Naethor’s wish to further deny Kaelis his rightful throne.”

			Does Kaelis know this? The implications of it have my mind spinning.

			Ravin exists only because of a card and a wish. He’s a product of a remade world. While Kaelis let his father believe he served him, harboring his own ambitions, Ravin played the same game. Each son fighting for the World—to make a reality they desperately needed.

			“Is Kaelis and Ravin’s younger brother real?” I ask.

			“So far as I can tell.” Vaduin nods. “Given that he was born a few years after the world was remade.”

			That’s why Naethor was speaking to him like an heir when I overheard them in Fate Hearth. Probably also why he’s protected Prince Belen. The crown prince isn’t real. The “second” prince—the rightful heir—is the last person Naethor wants inheriting the throne. The only son he has whom he’d want to inherit the crown…is Belen.

			Does the younger prince know the truth about his brothers?

			“So, Ravin wants to use the World to make himself real,” I murmur as my thoughts race.

			“Now that he has the vessel, we must move carefully and quickly,” Vaduin continues. “We need to steal it back.”

			“No…Let him think he’s won. It’ll divert his attention. He still thinks Naethor has the golden cards.” Assuming he can’t sense they’re fakes. But if he could, he would’ve already made a move, surely…“He’ll focus on finding the Star, and we both know that won’t work out well for him. As for the vessel, I’ll make another.”

			“How? The citadel and its altar are destroyed; we both know there’s no way it survived.”

			“I know. But this academy is an extension of the citadel.” I try to project confidence, though it’s only theory. “The font of the World here contains liquid identical to what I used for the vessel’s ink. The main hall mirrors the altar’s design. The similarities are undeniable. I think I can use the font of the World to make another vessel.”

			He sighs. “Not as if we have alternatives.”

			“However…I’ll need to get more material to turn into powder for the ink.” I’ve been avoiding this ever since I began to entangle myself with Kaelis. But at every turn, it haunts me. Looms. Reminding me of the greatest mystery I’ve willfully left unsolved. “I need to go to Clan Hermit.”

			He freezes. I watch him carefully, waiting for any tells. Vaduin is more guarded than I’ve ever seen him. “I’ll come with you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I know the way.”

			I give him a dumb look. “The path to find a giant hole in the ground is not hard. It’s literally on maps.”

			“It is forbidden by the crown to go there. You might need assistance navigating it.”

			“It’s a hole in the ground,” I repeat flatly. “Clan Hermit was destroyed years ago. Nothing remains but rubble.” And perhaps traces of reversed cards I need for the vessel’s ink. “How well guarded could it be?”

			“It was destroyed not that long ago…” He stares out the window, his features twisting with an emotion I can’t read.

			“Long enough. Oricalis has no use for it now; it’s a crater most people fear to even mention, let alone visit. Multiple people poking around would draw more suspicion than a single person who could slip through any patrols—if there are any.”

			“Clan Hanged Man claimed most of Hermit’s territory and considers itself ‘keeper’ of what remains. They’re fiercely loyal to Oricalis, and the crown wants any mention of Hermit buried. Their judges never miss a chance to interfere.” His voice carries bitter experience. He’s tried to go, I’m sure of it. Was he successful? And is he trying to return?

			“Which is why I will go alone.” I repeat myself with finality.

			“Can you take the Chariot?”

			I shake my head. “The Chariot only works for places you’ve seen with your own eyes. I can use it to get back, but not there.”

			“It’s at least a two-day journey one way.”

			“I’ll go right after All Coins Day. Classes are quieter before prep for the Three of Swords Trials really begins.”

			He considers this. “It might look too suspicious for you to leave right after what’s happened…”

			“We’ll keep things quiet and not make a fuss about it. I’ll go on one of the days I’m off from classes anyway.” The more I think about it, the clearer the plan becomes. “We’ll say I’m ill. Nothing serious. I’ll act like I have a bit of a cough during All Coins Day.”

			Vaduin sighs, runs a hand through his hair, then nods. “Very well.”

			“You’re my superior; you can excuse my absence. The headmaster will approve.” I step back and raise my voice, summoning all eyes to me. “We don’t have time to waste; we need to get moving.”
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			We lay Gregor to rest in a chamber facing Eclipse City. Even though I sealed the window with stone, I like to think that, in a way, he has a view of the only home he’s ever known. I wish he wasn’t alone. That I could place him next to his sister’s grave, or Jura’s…But that’s not something I can offer him. This will have to suffice.

			Afterward, we retreat to Arina’s room. Ferier is there with Thal. The latter stays at Arina’s bedside as Ferier emerges and learns of what happened. I split away from the group of Worldkeepers—Vaduin, Ferier, Xora, Vacelle, Drakon, and Ordin—to check on my sister.

			“It sounds like you were busy this morning,” Thal says without looking my way. They’re brushing Arina’s hair with movements so gentle that it doesn’t stir her from her slumber.

			I don’t respond; the words have dried up. It’s too much to summarize. The wounds are too fresh.

			As if reading the pain in my features, Thal stops their movements and stands. “I should go and get ready for All Coins Day.”

			With that, they leave. I don’t even have the strength to mumble a “thank you” before they’re gone. I settle carefully on the bed’s edge. Arina finally stirs, eyes now opening without the panic that once consumed her waking moments. She searches the room before her focus narrows on me.

			“Hey…” I smooth her hair with trembling fingers. “Gregor…” How do I speak this truth to someone who’s endured so much? I cover my mouth, turning away as fresh tears blur my vision. Better she know than wonder why he no longer comes around. Better to hear it from me than from anyone else. I choke back a sob. “Gregor is dead.”

			I keep staring out the window like a coward, unable to face her reaction.

			“You’re all I have left of my family now.” The words pour from me. “I know I have no right to ask anything of you, I know you’re doing all you can, but…please come back to me. I can’t do this alone. I know there are others around me, but I’ve only just met them. Only just learned to trust them. You’re different from the rest—from everyone else in this whole world. You’re…you. My flesh and blood. And I fucking need you, sister.”

			Tears flow freely down my cheeks. I’m crying so hard I don’t notice her movement until gentle hands cup my face, turning me toward her. The clarity in her eyes stops my breath.

			“It will be all right, Clara.” For the first time in what feels like years, she speaks in full sentences without the influence of the Sun, far more than the bare essentials we’ve grown accustomed to. Fresh tears spill over my cheeks as she offers a tired but genuine smile. “I’m here. I will never leave you.”

			I pull her into a crushing embrace, and we weep together—for Gregor, for all we’ve lost, and for the faint hope that we hold on to as tightly as we cling to each other.
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			Chapter 66

			I leave the academy the next afternoon, following All Coins Day. The whole affair—the stalls, presentation of skills, coin ceremony, Marking, the works—is so frustratingly normal that it’s a relief to leave and be alone with my thoughts. Despite feeling like emotional mincemeat, I still managed to remember to fake a cough so no one would be suspicious of my leaving. On the way out of the city, I deliver the news of Gregor’s death to Twino and Ren. Their lack of surprise adds the weight of new guilt to my shoulders that I carry for the rest of my journey. At least this little trip gives me some time to be alone with my thoughts and my mourning.

			It takes nearly two days for me to get to the remnants of Clan Hermit’s manor. I travel light and stick to pathways as instructed to me by Vaduin. There are a few checkpoints looking for the infamous Clara Graysword, but I don’t worry about them in the slightest given my current face. The entire time, I imagine what I might find of Clan Hermit, but nothing could prepare me for the first time I lay eyes on the crater.

			Where a great manor and surrounding town once stood is now a gaping hole in the earth, and I stand upon its edge. An ominous crack draws my eyes to my boots. Beneath my feet is a faded mosaic of a lantern held by a hand. I scramble back as the mosaic fractures, the stone giving way.

			The mosaic is akin to a tombstone—a reminder of the people whose lives were cut short. Taking a slow breath, I move around the upper portion of the crater, looking for a sturdier foothold. I then creep back toward the edge and try to peer down into the hollow void of singed and scarred rock.

			Twisted metal punctures rubble. Passageways once concealed underneath the grand manor of Clan Hermit are now exposed to the elements.

			This vast manor once held the greatest library in all of Oricalis. In just one night, it was all reduced to nothing more than rubble and dust. I take a breath and scan the crater’s edge. If anyone is patrolling, they’d be up here. I doubt they’d keep any active searches below.

			Seeing no one, I begin to find my way down.

			There are staircases that lead to nowhere. Archways that no longer support roofs, their marble carvings worn away by rain and time. I duck into one of the tunnels at the first possible opportunity, where empty shelves and rotted books flank me on either side. But I’m forced to reemerge into the main portion of the crater after the tunnel leads to nothing more than a dead end.

			The scale of the destruction is breathtaking: The stories failed to do it justice. I find no skeletons—perhaps someone came through and gathered them all out of respect for the dead. I have a rogue thought that Kaelis collected them just like he did all the remains from the rooms leading to the workshop of the Fool. But given how much he hated this place…I highly doubt it.

			Deeper, the passageways are more untouched. Magic still hangs in the air, setting my nerves ablaze. There is something unnatural and horrible about this place. I pause a moment, trying to catch my breath, resting my right hand on the stone next to me; it nearly crumbles under my grasp.

			A jolt strikes me like a lightning bolt. I pull my hand away and find tiny iridescent shards of what looks like glass imprinted into my skin. The remnants of reversed cards.

			Taking a jar I brought with me, I dutifully collect every glittering speck I can find. There’s some dust and dirt swept in as well. But I can sort through that later. It will be far easier than what I did with the powders from the workshop of the Fool.

			I’m almost at the heart of what still remains. This far down, the passageways are more intact as they weave into the bedrock, away from the epicenter of whatever magic Kaelis wrought. It feels as if these bookshelves haven’t seen light in years before my small candle. The air is heavy with the scent of slowly rotting parchment.

			My fingers trail over the damp leather spines that cling to the remnants of pages. Somehow, deep, deep within this place, there are some books still holding together. The knowledge that Clan Hermit buried in the depths of this library yet persists. Though most are utterly illegible from years of neglect.

			And it’s here, among shelves and ruined books, that I find the fragment of a card.

			It’s little more than a corner of a card, but I recognize it instantly. With trembling fingers, I inspect it, already knowing it is nearly identical to the one Gregor brought me. In fact…My eyes widen—it might just be a piece of the same card.

			I spin in place, scanning the now seemingly too large passageways. Anything could lurk within them, and my candlelight is nearly swallowed by the oppressive darkness. But it is enough light, just barely, to see places where the dust has been disturbed. Where footprints mar the otherwise untouched floor.

			Gregor said he got the card from one of Ravin’s workshops. Did Ravin come here? Or…was it Vaduin? Vaduin knew of this place and clearly has a deep-rooted vendetta against Kaelis. Did he come all the way here to try to turn Gregor on me because of Kaelis? Is that why he pushed to come this time?

			Leave, or follow? I stare at the footprints and make my choice to descend farther, matching their gait to leave only one track.

			They end at a shelf that much more closely resembles one of the upper levels—it’s in utter disarray. But this isn’t from violent, explosive magic the likes of which the world has never seen before. This is purposeful. It looks as if someone has been rummaging through it.

			My brow furrows as I pick up one of the pages that must’ve fallen from the binding and been discarded across the floor.

			Minor Arcana theory. Nothing unique. Nothing special. I look in either direction. Everything else is undisturbed. This person came here for this and nothing else. Moreover, it was knowledge so precious that Clan Hermit archived it deep enough that it could survive a catastrophe.

			Could it be the book Ravin was looking for? Cornerstones of the Minor Arcana…This seems like a place it might have been. Why would Ravin go to such lengths for a rudimentary text? The earlier question returns, seen with new light now, knowing his truth. Perhaps it’s something he thinks could help him?

			“I don’t have time for this,” I whisper, as if speaking too loudly could alert someone to my presence. Yet, I don’t move. I keep searching and scanning the various texts. But there’s no sign of the book.

			I exhale sharply, forcing myself to refocus as I make my way back up. Whoever it was who was here will remain a mystery, for now.

			Adjusting the strap of my bag, I continue to gather remnants of the reversed cards as I ascend. Emerging from the passageway and stepping into the main portion of the crater fills me with a deeper, more immediate sense of unease. Here I thought seeing the sky again would relax the knot that’s wound between my shoulder blades. But in fact, it’s the opposite.

			When I move out from under an overhang, my eyes are instantly drawn to movement. The figure is perfectly still, but the wind sweeps their cloak around their calves. Their hood shades their face.

			They’re nothing more than a vague silhouette on a gray sky, but somehow, somehow, I know who it is. I know it in my bones.

			Kaelis is waiting.

			“Took you long enough.” Kaelis’s voice slices through the air, striking me between the ribs.

			“What—How are you here?” Somehow I manage to keep my voice steady even though it feels as if every vein and muscle of my body is trying to rattle out from under my skin.

			“I, unlike you, am permitted to be here.” He watches me as I continue to ascend. I’m nearly at the top of the crater—the uppermost rung before the ground.

			There’s something about him in this moment that reminds me of a highly trained beast. No matter how well practiced it is, no matter how firm a hand its master has on it, it’s still wild. There’s still something vicious within him that threatens to get out. An unseen, unknown force that wedges itself constantly between us and grates against my better senses.

			“Did you think I wouldn’t notice you were gone? That I wouldn’t be able to feel it the moment you left?” he asks as I near. His shadowed eyes are ablaze. Hurt roughens the edges of his voice. “That it wouldn’t matter that you came here?”

			“It was for the vessel,” I say calmly.

			He scoffs. “And to satiate your unyielding suspicion surrounding me! No matter what I say, what I do, you still doubt!”

			“How could I not when you keep lying to me?” I say, seething. It’s like an inflamed wound rupturing, ugly and weeping. Something I’ve tried to hide or ignore but no longer can.

			“I lied to you? Then what of this?” He pulls the Death card, my forgery, from his pocket. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice your mark? I gave you months to confess to me, I probed in case you somehow forgot, and you did not come clean!” He rips it in half, sending the two pieces scattering on the breeze.

			“Then we are both keeping the truth from each other!” I shoot back.

			“I’ve never lied to you.”

			“Then what is this?” I do what I couldn’t do months ago and pull out the fragment of the reversed card.

			His eyes widen farther, and whatever angry words he was readying are lost. He stares as I draw closer. Eyes glued to the scrap of paper turned into something more than the sum of its parts by wild, raging magic.

			“It is your inking, is it not?” I demand. When he doesn’t respond, I snap, “Say it!”

			“It is.” A dangerous stillness has overtaken him.

			“And this card reversed, didn’t it?” I can almost see him trying to figure out how to avoid telling me that it did. Yet, there is nothing but the sound of wind sweeping across the remnants of utter destruction.

			“I’ll give you one last chance to tell me the truth, Kaelis. Have you ever had a card reverse?”

			More silent, swift calculations happen behind those eyes. The fact that he’d even think about lying to me again is nearly enough to make me scream. As he makes his judgments, his face becomes as hard and cold as the stone of the crater.

			“I have.”

			“Fucking finally.” I shove the card scrap into my pocket and take another step closer, encroaching on his personal space. “And did it reverse on accident…or did you cast the card reversed?”

			His lips purse slightly, and I can’t tell if he’s trying to hold back another lie or if it’s an omission.

			“Tell me, Kaelis. You’re ready to remake the whole world just to be with me. So tell me.”

			“Don’t make me your enemy,” he finally breathes, eyes filling with pain.

			“Enemy? Your enemy?” I grab his cloak and ball the fabric in my fists, yanking him toward me. Our noses nearly touch. I can’t decide if I want to kiss him or smack him. “My whole life I’ve seen you as my enemy. My whole life I wanted nothing more than to destroy you. To find any possible way to rip your very existence to shreds—to see that everything you loved was turned to ash and dust.

			“You made it so I could be your enemy. You cast away our future. If you wanted me to stay your enemy, all you had to do was nothing.

			“You were the one to fight fate. You were the one to find me. To hunt me down in this world where I’m not even supposed to fucking know you and to drag me into this plot of yours. You were the one who was kind and gentle to me first—who protected me.

			“I was ready to be your enemy. You were the one who demanded to be my lover. And here we are, Kaelis. Here we are. The world is within our reach. You have me; I gave you my trust. I stopped questioning even when so many things added up in strange ways. So, here and now, all I’m asking for is the truth. And after everything, you’re going to pull away now because you’re scared?” My voice thins with disgust and rage. But the anger is not directed solely at him. “Well, guess what? I’m fucking terrified, too. I’m terrified every time I tell you something and I hear the ghost of my mother warning me not to. Terrified that you’re not the man I think you are. I’ve been terrified for months that I’m going to lose you like I’ve lost everyone else I dared to love.”

			My throat is raw, tears that I refuse to let fall sting my eyes, and I continue. Not because I want to, but because I have to. Because if I don’t say this now, I never will, and there can never be a future for us. At least not one I want.

			“You’re one of the last constants I have. One of the last people at my side. The last place that feels like home. But every time I think I have a home, it’s ripped from me. Are you going to be ripped from me, Kaelis? Am I going to lose you, too? And will it be to all our secrets, or to the truth? Because I don’t know which is worse at this point.”

			Resistance is still occupying the voids of his eyes. But now it’s tinged with sorrow. He sees right into me. His brows tip up in the middle, as though he’s in pain. “Clara—”

			“If you love me, then tell me,” I blurt. The moment the words—and all their implications—hit us both, we still. We take a collective inhale. “If you love me, Kaelis, then tell me,” I repeat softer, gentler. “If you believe that I can love you in this world and every world, no matter what, no matter what horrors each of us commits…then tell me everything, and I will do the same for you. Let’s finally do this right, without fear, without judgment, without secrets. If we’re going to love, let us love radically and completely and without all doubt.”

			Right as he opens his mouth, right as I know he’s about to acquiesce, a voice breaks the moment in two.

			“Did you really think you could evade me forever,” Emilia says triumphantly from where she’s perched just above us, “Clara Daygar?”
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			Chapter 67

			I. Am. So. Done. With. Her.

			I stare up at Emilia; she’s flanked by twenty Stellis on either side and who knows how many more fanned out beyond the crater. She already has a card hovering over her shoulder and one in her hand.

			“I’ll give you credit, you did a good job changing your face. Too bad you decided to accent your hair with such a noticeable color.”

			My hand flies up to my hair, touching the streaks of pink I was so excited to have. A Stellis’s sword clipped my hood in the Stone Citadel and I never mended it during the fight. I think of all the checkpoints I went through without a care on my way here, not bothering to conceal my appearance because I had utter faith in it.

			I look between Kaelis and her. He looks as shocked as I am. He said my name, and not quietly, either. There is no denying who I am.

			What’s the way out?

			What do we do?

			My mind races around those questions as magic begins to flare in me. There might be only one solution to this problem, and it doesn’t involve all—or even most—of us walking away from this alive. Turns out my plan from a few days ago to kill everyone to prevent witnesses was the right one after all.

			“Take her,” Emilia commands to the Stellis.

			Just as the men and women in plate begin to move, Kaelis says, “Stop,” with all the authority of a prince.

			The Stellis halt, looking uncertainly between him and Emilia.

			“Need I remind you that I operate under the sanction of King Naethor Oricalis himself?” she says loudly, her eyes affixed to Kaelis and me. Then, to drive the point home, Emilia reaches for a scroll attached to her hip by a wide belt. She reads from it, “Fortunately, the king predicted that an unfortunate situation such as this might arise. Any who are found aiding the traitor in any capacity are to be considered traitors themselves, regardless of birth or name. Commoner, or crown prince, or anyone between.”

			She rolls up the scroll with a triumphant flourish and returns it to her hip. The Stellis take one last look at one another and, deciding it’s good enough for them, continue.

			“You will not touch her.” Kaelis steps around me. He regards them all in the same dispassionate way a storm regards the coast. “Consider this your last warning. Heed me, not Emilia, and I will grant you your lives. Take one more step, and you all will perish.”

			One last pause. One more moment of hesitation, like the calm before the storm. A breath.

			“How could you expect us to trust you after what you did in the Stone Citadel?” Emilia wears a wicked, knowing smile. “Get him, too. He’s a traitor to the crown.”

			A Stellis reaches for his sword, and chaos is unleashed.

			Kaelis and I move in near unison. He issued the threat, but I am fully prepared to back it up. My usual slew of cards fly from my deck, readying me. No sooner have I called upon the Seven of Wands than one of the flaming tongues explodes harmlessly, blocking a dagger thrown by one of the knights.

			I head in an opposite direction from Kaelis, leaping and scrambling across a boulder to a broken stair that hangs dangerously in midair. Stone crumbles under my boot as I jump, dodging an attack. I throw my weight as I grab a Stellis by the collar of his plate and twist. We both lose our balance, but I’ve swung around onto safer ground, and the Stellis? He trips midair, falling with a scream and a resounding, sickening, decisive thump far below.

			I keep moving, up and up. Emilia is casting cards now, as are two other Stellis. I weave around the attacks as I emerge onto the surface.

			Shit.

			She came as prepared now as she did in the Stone Citadel. There are easily twenty more Stellis, half mounted, all armed.

			Emilia must see the surprise and panic on my face because she lets out a low laugh. “You’re not going to be able to take us all on, as talented as you might be, Clara. Throw down your deck.”

			“I’ll die before I let you take me.” I’m already thinking of the next several cards I’ll use. “And I know you’re ordered to take me in alive. So there’s no way I can lose.”

			Her face twists, and she lets out a roar, pointing her sword in my direction. The Stellis take this as their command to charge.

			The Ace of Coins disrupts the mounted units’ charge. The Five of Swords summons my own trusty blade. I move with the speed of the Eight of Wands. But she’s right, there are so many. Too many.

			Emilia doesn’t even bother to join the fray. She watches with a delighted glint in her eyes.

			“Are you letting them wear me down for you?” I shout, twisting my blade and narrowly dodging another. My lunge falls short, and I backtrack, reposting as I call upon the Four of Coins—small control of the weather for a short period of time. A gust takes two Stellis and their mounts off the ledge of the crater. Another is thrown off-balance. But I’m forced to dart away before I can finish the job as another closes in.

			Where’s Kaelis? My breaths are ragged. He took on the brunt of the force, drawing them to him, but then I lost track. Fire and smoke blots the air. All I see are plated men and women, cards cast my way, magic blades that scream through the air for my blood. I can’t keep up with this for much longer.

			Sweat trickles down my neck. I rip off my cloak as one of them grabs it. Another nearly slices my deck from my hip. But he gets close enough that I can lay my hand on his deck and use three of his cards to render him unconscious, saving my own.

			Without warning, five of the remaining ten go rigid. They claw at their throats for one brief, wheezing breath. Then their eyes roll up into their heads and they fall, dead, before they can say or do anything more. That leaves five, plus Emilia.

			“What…what was that?” Emilia whispers, horrified.

			I didn’t do that.

			“Powers that you cannot see and live to tell the tale.” Kaelis has emerged from the crater. I want to quip about how long it took, but who knows what he was dealing with down there.

			“The…the prince…reversed card.” A prone woman at Kaelis’s feet twitches. Her armor has been fractured with veinlike cracks of purple-black. It looks as though some kind of living thing has covered it completely. A monstrosity that poisoned the metal itself.

			No, more than the metal. I stare in horror as the woman lifts her face. Her cheeks are pockmarked with voids—as though she’s being eaten from the inside.

			What sort of monstrosity…

			“The prince is void-born!” she screeches with her dying breath.

			Kaelis closes his fist, and the moment he does, the woman explodes. She cracks as though made of glass and shatters, the pieces turning to smoke. The ground left behind is singed and bare, much like the stone of the crater.

			“Enough of this.” Kaelis turns to another Stellis, purple flames dancing around him in an aura of accursed power.

			Cards rise from his deck. Each one slowly twitches, then twists, turning from right side up to upside down. The top of the card is now the bottom. The figures on the card are distorted and changed, as if the ink has come alive. They take on a sinister look before swirling like a chaotic mess—as though an invisible artist cannot decide, time and again, what the symbols and frames of the card should look like.

			Emilia begins to run.

			“No you don’t!” I charge after her as Kaelis’s magic bursts.

			Tongues of cold purple-black fire race toward the other Stellis. The wind howls, and the clouds move across the sky so fast it’s as though time has sped up. The ground ripples under my feet. Even the bedrock shudders in terror before this unnatural abomination.

			But my focus is only on Emilia. She trips, falling, twisting. My blade halts as she raises a hand.

			“Don’t!” Her palm trembles. There are more screams behind us—cut short to make space for a silence so eerie a chill races up my spine. “Would you really defend…that? That thing?”

			The point of my sword is under her chin. I narrow my eyes. “That thing? That man is my future husband.”

			As my blade plunges into her chest, I lean forward. A dark shadow overtakes me. Motes of purple flame lick around us like rain falling. I know he’s there without him saying anything, but my focus is only on Emilia as the light begins to leave her eyes.

			“This…is for my mother. I never meant to kill you. I never meant for you to bear the sins of your family, made well before you were aware. But you forced my hand.”

			“S…sister…” Emilia chokes out and goes limp.

			I inhale sharply, the metallic scent of blood filling my nostrils. Even with her dying breath, she focuses on Alor. I’d do the same, and my insides twist so painfully I almost wince even though she’s the one with the sword plunged through her.

			“Alor doesn’t need to be a part of this,” I whisper, even though she’s far from being able to hear. “So long as she stays out of my way…our cards will not cross.”

			Leaning away, I dismiss my blade. The weapon disappears, but the blood on my hands remains. It persists even as magic flares behind me with a flash of obsidian and violet. Flames dance across Emilia’s body, engulfing it, swallowing it whole. Like she was never really there.

			One by one, across the field, the other Stellis are consumed by this raging, deadly, accursed magic. All around me is an inferno of glittering twilight and shadow. As if I am being caged in. As though I’m next.

			Exhausted and spent, I push on the ground, and then my knees, somehow finding the will to stand. Tilting my head toward the sky, I take a steadying breath and turn, not knowing what I’ll find.

			Kaelis is a few steps behind me. The air around him is alive with the power he flings from twisted cards. His hair is vibrant and shimmering, purple flames tangling with it, both highlighting and darkening it. The heavy velvet of his cloak flutters from currents of magic in the still air.

			Like radiant midnight, he is a monstrosity not of this world. Glorious and horrifying.

			“Clara.” His eyes finally turn to mine. There is a spark I’ve never seen in them before—glowing lilac rings the edges of his usually indiscernible pupils.

			“Will you kill me now, too?” I whisper. “Now that I have seen too much—now that I know your secret?”

			Kaelis leans away, standing straighter, as if narrowly avoiding a blow. “I was protecting you. I have always been protecting you.”

			“I don’t even know what you are,” I whisper. But somewhere, deep within me, I knew. I knew it all, and I ignored it. The warnings of my mother; the feeling in my marrow whenever he was near. Perhaps it was something in me, some element of being a Major, reacting to him and whatever this was.

			“If I’d told you the truth, I would put you in danger.”

			“Enough!” My scream echoes into the crater. I don’t care who hears, who sees—let them all come. Let all of Oricalis come. Let him burn the damn thing to the ground and me with it. I return to my earlier sentiment. It’s time to finish what we started. “If you love me at all, if you want me at all, tell me the truth.”

			“What was I to say? That all the rumors about me are true? That I am as cursed as they say and yet desperately, desperately desire you? That I am the antithesis—an affront to the fate you embody? That despite all this, you have been my reason for living since before I even knew you?” Panic tempers his power like a damper on flames. The aura he bears oscillates wildly, writhing. “I watched you leave me once, Clara. I was forced to carve you from my life. I would never risk it again.”

			My cheeks burn with the tears of frustration I’m refusing to let fall. “It wasn’t your choice to make, Kaelis. You can’t force me to be at your side by pretending to be something you’re not just because you think it’s what I want or need. You have manipulated me and maneuvered me. You took me to your bed without telling me things about you I should have known—I had a right to know if I was to ever be yours.”

			“It’s true what they say, I am void-born.” An eerie calmness overtakes him, as if to say it he must detach his mind from his body. “I can wield reverse tarot. In fact”—a haunted and hollow laugh—“I can wield it easier than normal cards. Every card seems much more…natural…when I twist it.” He moves a palm through the air, and a card dances on his fingertips, rotating as he speaks. With a flick of his fingers, he dismisses it to his deck.

			Finally, Kaelis returns his attention to me, and I’m rooted to the spot with the look. It is raw, desperate, and real. Everything I’ve longed to see for months finally comes to the fore. This man and his magic, forbidden and fearsome…I can finally see it all.

			“I do not wish to languish, cast to the side as a spare. Nor do I wish to exist only as my father’s tool. I wish to thrive…to be the king deserving of the throne at your side. Deserving of your wisdom and rule.” The words nearly choke him. Kaelis seems to manage to get them out only with sheer force of will and spite.

			“What am I to you?” I’m pulled toward him, even when my better sense tells me to run. I am drawn to him, wanting us to collapse into one being that I can never escape from.

			“Everything.” Kaelis drops to his knees as I come to a stop before him, taking my hand in both of his. As though he is swearing fealty to me. “You are my love in every age. The keeper of every incarnation of my heart. My reason. My aspiration. My fate. You…you are my World.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 68

			A primal instinct tells me to be terrified. Yet my heart skips a beat. My whole body feels light, despite the blood of my enemies that covers it.

			This man might be a monster, but he is my monster.

			A wry smile crosses my lips. Perhaps I have truly gone mad, but I say, “And you are mine. Who else could I destroy the world with?”

			Kaelis’s eyes widen, and his lips part. But no words come. I’ve truly shocked him.

			In one fluid movement, Kaelis rises to his feet and envelops me in his arms. He pulls me to him, his mouth on mine; the kiss is as fierce as the way he grips me. One hand is on the back of my head, holding me to him, as the other is wrapped around my waist, clutching me as though I might disappear at any moment.

			He tastes like desperation. Like tears unshed. He holds me as though I’m the last real thing in his entire universe. Magic washes over me like the pulsing, radiant heat of his body. I feel it rippling under my clothes and caressing my skin. Sweat and grime and gore are magically swept away from us both by his command.

			I try to find purchase against him, but my arms are pinned between us. All I can do is grip his collar as the daylight is blotted out by shadow and night. Behind my eyes, a thousand stars bloom and fade to dust.

			I push forward and forward still. We tilt, off-balance. Maybe he expected my next movement. Maybe he had a different plan. I’ll never know, because I act first. The Chariot barely has time to rise from the deck at my thigh and bloom into ribbons of silver and white light that’s quickly swallowed by his radiant shadow.

			We slip through the veil of reality. We’re standing near the edge of the Clan Hermit crater one moment; the next, we’re falling into his bed. Kaelis breaks apart and grabs my hand once more, kissing my knuckles, licking down my palm, and biting my wrist. He kneels over me as his cards clean our bodies—worried about blood on his sheets until the last.

			“I will worship you through this morning,” he growls against my hot skin.

			“It is well past morning,” I needlessly remind him, though I’m not sure why; the last thing I want him to do is stop.

			“I didn’t mean ‘this morning’ as a couple mere hours ago…I meant this coming morning. I meant you shall not escape me for the rest of the day or night.” With his other hand, he frames my jaw and runs his palm down, gripping my neck, then moving between my breasts. Kaelis leans back, admiring me. “I’m not stopping for anything.”

			“Do your worst.”

			He unclasps his cloak, then unfastens his shirt underneath. He could remove it with magic, yet he doesn’t. He moves slowly; he wants me to wait, to watch.

			“Do you have any idea what my ‘worst’ might be?”

			“I want to find out.”

			He slips out of his shirt, revealing the familiar expanse of lean muscle and faint scarred lines I know well. Kaelis leans down, kissing me deep but brief. “I want to treasure you, worship you. Yet I also want to wreck you. Now, spread your legs.”

			I do as I’m told.

			Kaelis shifts between my legs. He drags a finger down my neck. “Are you afraid of my power?”

			“No.”

			“Some would call you stupid for that.”

			“Yet you’d call me ‘wife.’ ”

			He growls at the idea of it. At the notion of what we once could’ve been—what we were in another world. What we will yet reclaim.

			The Knight of Wands rises over his shoulder, twists, reverses, and bursts. I let out a sharp gasp as purple-black flames dance across my skin. My whole body is on fire. But it’s not pain that has my body tensing. It is a pleasure unlike any I’ve ever known.

			I force my eyes open, chest heaving. Breasts exposed. I don’t remember him removing my clothes, but perhaps the flames burned them away. My body is throbbing, cunt dripping. In an instant, I’m panting like a bitch in heat, and I can’t control it—I don’t want to.

			Pure and raw magic moves within me. More than tongue or fingers or cock. It is as if he is penetrating my very soul.

			“That’s it.” Kaelis’s voice feels as if it’s in my mind. “Give in. Surrender. Let me make you mine. So wholly and completely. In all the ways I’ve wanted to for years and never could.”

			His eyes on me are almost too much. Knowing he’s watching me writhe, watching me moan and ache without even being touched.

			Yet, I want more.

			Kaelis beckons, and an unseen force lifts my body. My hands find his face, fingers threading through his hair. Purple flames dance across his body, grazing my skin. Everywhere they touch is ecstasy.

			“You are magnificent,” I murmur, utterly entranced. Once more we’re sitting, chest to chest. My arms around his shoulders. I hover just off of him, the tip of his cock teasing my opening.

			His hands grab my ass, and a wicked little smirk curls his lips. “Only you would find me as such,” he murmurs as I wrap my legs around him.

			Kaelis lowers me, little by little. At the same time, light and shadow and flame dance. I feel him, not just within my body as flesh and power, but in my mind. It is as if for a second I see myself in his eyes.

			I see my head thrown back as he rocks me up and down on him. The swirl of power that has my eyes rolling back in my head. I can feel what he does, the way my tight walls grip him perfectly. The way he throbs for me.

			It’s more erotic than anything I could’ve imagined.

			At once, it’s gone. I’m back in my mind as I’m pushed onto the bed. His hands on my thighs, he never leaves me. He never stops his thrusts into me.

			Grabbing my face and pulling it toward his, Kaelis kisses me deeply. With every thrust I see a different world—his fantasies, I suspect—harbored and kept secret but now played for me in explicit detail that I not only see across my mind’s eye but feel as if I’m there.

			I am tied up, spread wide and blindfolded, laid out upon some unknown altar as if I am an offering.

			I am nestled in sheets of silk, and he spends the afternoon worshiping my cunt with his tongue. Orgasm after orgasm crashing upon me until I can no longer bear it. Until I’m begging him to stop.

			I am bent over the railing of a balcony, Eclipse City in the distance, the cold stone grazing my erect nipples. The only thing I’m wearing is a silk robe of fabric so fine that it’s nearly transparent in the moonlight. Kaelis has pushed it up around my waist as he takes me from behind.

			I am underneath a desk, his cock most of the way down my throat as he casually talks politics with advisers.

			I am in a thousand places at once. Every vivid erotic fantasy played before me in detail. I see myself in every position, taken roughly, taken passionately in situations that range from tender and romantic to delicious and utterly depraved. Each is more intense than the last.

			All the while, he keeps an almost ruthless pace. I feel every steady stroke of his cock in the vision, and in reality. His mouth meets mine, and we share a groan like we’re building to a climax in every lifetime.

			Together, we reach it. We soar, gasping, moaning, clutching. It’s as though we’re falling from an unspeakable height back to the realm of mere mortals. Back to being two breathless bodies, clinging to each other in an ocean of sheets.

			Kaelis rolls off of me, and we stare at the ceiling, panting. Neither of us says anything for a long stretch. What is there to say, after all that? After magic that shouldn’t exist for a love that was doomed by fate.

			I look to him and find him looking at me.

			“I love you,” he whispers into the air of the early dawn.

			I twist and shift toward him. Kaelis’s arm limply wraps around my shoulders. Mine drapes across his abdomen. We smell of sex; we ache and are covered in nips and bruises from the other’s hands and teeth. This moment is so raw, I wish I could condense it into a powder to ink from. If I could put this on a card, I’d admire it forever.

			“You love me?” I whisper.

			“I love you,” he repeats. “But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

			I fight a grin and a laugh and lose. Tucking my head up onto his shoulder and underneath his chin, I say, “I did.”

			Kaelis sighs, and it sounds like relief. After a long moment, he says, “You don’t have to say it back. I also already know.”

			“You arrogant asshole.”

			“You wouldn’t have me any other way.”

			“Maybe in the next world, I’ll make you less of an asshole.” I shift to face him again so he can see my little smirk. “I’m the one who makes the wish, after all.”

			“That you will be.” He runs a finger along my jaw, and I fight a shiver.

			“Kaelis.” I put weight behind his name so he knows I’m serious. Kaelis tilts his head, shifting away slightly to get a better look at me. “No more secrets.”

			“What more could I possibly be keeping from you? You already know my deepest secret.”

			I draw a breath and ready myself. How he handles this question will tell me everything—how serious he is about letting me in, and the depth of his feelings for me. I drag my hand up his stomach and place it on the center of his chest, feeling his strong heartbeat.

			“Tell me, what really happened to Clan Hermit?”
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			Chapter 69

			After a long minute of him just staring at me, Kaelis finally says, “You know, you have the worst pillow talk of any of the lovers I’ve ever taken.”

			“How many lovers have you taken?” I narrow my eyes slightly and tilt my head.

			“Suddenly jealous?”

			“Not in the slightest.” I glance away. “I thought you were devoted to me, is all.”

			“Liar.” He brings my face back to his with a finger and kisses me gently. “Two.” He grips my hand over his heart. “The first when I was far too young—barely fifteen. I didn’t even know what love was yet. We hardly did anything that could constitute as ‘lovers’ in the sense most people mean. I was clumsy and more curious than passionate.

			“The second was in the year after I went before the Chalice. In my mind, I had lost my destiny, and I tried to drown myself in the arms of another to see if I could forget the way you looked, the way you smelled and sounded, even as you haunted my dreams.” Ravin’s jabs about Kaelis drowning in the arms of someone else take on new meaning. “Obviously, it made everything worse.”

			The sincerity is potent. My fingers lace around his.

			“You know the extent of my lovers,” I say.

			“Liam only?”

			I nod.

			“Was I better than him?”

			I howl with laughter. Out of everything he could ask. “Now who’s jealous?”

			Kaelis merely smirks.

			“Yes,” I say. “Obviously.”

			“Good, then I can now die peacefully.”

			“No dying.” I tighten my grip on him slightly. “Now, about Clan Hermit…”

			“I would gladly perish to avoid this discussion if I could.” He sighs heavily, staring up at the canopy of his bed. His fingers still clutch mine tightly, fingertips caressing the knuckles he kissed at the start of all this. “I’m sure you can put everything together.”

			“I want to hear it from you.” I shift, working to catch his eyes. I need to know if you killed innocents in cold blood. “Tell me, just once. Then I promise we will never speak about it again, unless you want to.”

			Kaelis’s eyes return to the canopy, and he does nothing but stare for a long, long moment. When he speaks, his voice is distant and detached.

			“I can’t tell you when the visions started; what I can tell you is that they were nightmares first. Then reality seemed…fluid, for a time. There were moments when I was a boy where I would be walking the halls of the castle at Fate Hearth and, for a second, it felt like I was somewhere else—like I was someone else.”

			The way he pauses sends a chill through my soul. For a moment, there’s a shift in his eyes. A flicker of something haunted and unnatural.

			“I didn’t know it then, but in those glimpses…I walked these halls. It wasn’t until I came here that I recognized that what I saw weren’t dreams, or nightmares, or madness, but memories of a sort. I came here, and I saw…her.” A sigh, wistful and short. “Portraits on the walls. Her profile in the tapestries. The moment I laid eyes on my mother, I knew it in my very soul. She was the one who led me here, back to the home I should have grown and thrived in.”

			“You had memories of the other world? The one before this one?” The Worldkeepers had said that only their markings could preserve memories. But if Kaelis is somehow able to keep them—perhaps whatever it is that also allows him to wield reversed cards—do I dare hope?

			“I think there was something about her magic that allowed me to remember her. Or perhaps I could tap into echoes of her that lived in these stones.” He unknowingly dismisses my hope, and I try not to deflate. I don’t want to seem anything but focused. Listening to his story is the most important thing right now. “I have these visions of my mother calling out to me. Telling me to seek the World. I know they’re not memories—they can’t be, I was just a baby when she died. But I think she must’ve known that my father would do something and tried to thwart it. Tried to put something in me that would find its way back to her.” He speaks with such longing that it’s impossible for my heart not to ache for him—with him.

			“For years,” Kaelis continues, “I tried to tell my father of these visions. My tutors. Anyone. They would keep me awake at night and haunt my waking hours.” He drags his eyes back to mine. “They had me thinking I was losing touch with reality. Father locked me away, alone, for days on end, because I was ‘unsafe’ to be around. He had healers see me, test all manner of cards upon me…” Kaelis runs a hand through his hair, his words trailing off.

			“For how long?” I ask, trying to hide the pain I feel on his behalf.

			“The visions were always a part of me. But Father’s effort to ‘remove’ them? Years.” A brief, low laugh, more bitter than poorly steeped tea. “The irony when he confessed that some of the things I’d been told were untrue turned out to be fact.”

			I tighten my grasp on his fingers but say nothing more. What can be said in the face of everything he’s endured?

			“After coming to the fortress—in secret, mind you; it was as forbidden to me as it was to everyone else—I went to the one place I could think of that might hold the answers.”

			“Clan Hermit,” I finish with a whisper.

			He nods. “There, I found more instances of her. I found records of Revisan that didn’t make sense when compared to what my father said and what I’d come to know as the truth. I dug deeper. Searching through texts that others had written off as inaccurate and unreliable. In them, I saw proof of my father’s treachery.”

			Why didn’t Naethor’s wish eradicate all proof of her? The question haunts me. Could it have been unintentional? A misinterpretation of fate? Possibly…But the more I learn, the more I wonder.

			“If Clan Hermit gave you the proof you wanted, then why…” Can I bring myself to ask it? The point of no return is before me, and I am too scared to cross the threshold, so I’m surprised when Kaelis does it for me.

			“Why did I destroy Clan Hermit?” He glances my way with a slight, bitter smile. “I wish I could tell you what happened that day…It was the first time I ever used a reversed card. No, it was the whole fucking deck.”

			His heavy sigh is twinged with guilt, and Kaelis runs a hand through his hair.

			“Those at Clan Hermit told me I was mad for claiming Revisan wasn’t a long-lost kingdom but a recent destruction. They chastised me for thinking that the twenty-first tarot existed at all—that the world could be rebuilt. They wanted to confine me, trap me so I could be returned to my father and he could ‘continue tending to me properly.’ As if ‘tending to me properly’ didn’t mean locking me up and allowing the tutors to do as they pleased.

			“Those in Clan Hermit said they could help me by stripping my mind of these memories that plagued me. They held me down. They were going to take my deck and put me in shackles, and all I could think of was defending myself—getting them away, getting myself away. I meant to harm, Clara. Of that there’s no doubt. But only the ones who were in that room trying to capture me. I never meant…What I did…” Kaelis trails off, gaze softening, growing distant. A tiny shiver rips through him. “I don’t even know what I did. The cards had a mind of their own. It all became hazy, as if something was being ripped from my very soul. I had never had a card reverse before; it was as though that power had been waiting for the right moment to break free.

			“When I came to, all those people were gone. Dead. Because of me. Sometimes at night I still hear their screams. I will carry them with me until the day I die.” He covers his eyes with his hand. “I am a monster.”

			I don’t answer him right away. Instead, I shift closer and press my forehead to his temple. This close, I can hear every quivering breath. His body is tense, as if bracing for my judgment.

			For a revulsion that isn’t coming.

			“I don’t think you’re a monster…at least not for this,” I finally whisper, lips grazing his cheek. “You were a boy backed into a corner, abused, afraid, confused, and possessing a power that you didn’t even know you had.”

			He huffs a laugh that’s almost the sound of the relief he clearly won’t allow himself to feel. “A tragic childhood, woe is me. Isn’t that what all wretches claim as the excuse for their horrible actions?” His words are like sharp daggers he holds at his own chest.

			I lift my head and force him to meet my stare with expectation alone. “If you were truly a monster, you wouldn’t care if I thought you were one or not.”

			Kaelis searches my expression, as if waiting for me to give some other caveat. I hold fast. He retreats, glancing away.

			“I killed them all,” he says in a voice that is small, and quiet, and almost boyish. “Every man, woman, and child who carried the blood of Clan Hermit on that day. Near and far. Their deaths are on my hands.”

			For the first time, I see in his eyes the full scope and horror of what he has done. I’ve known his calm, arrogant, and unflappable demeanor has always been armor. But I never realized the full extent of his shame.

			“I was cleaved in two that day. One part of me doesn’t—fuck, a part of me doesn’t even regret killing some of them. The ones who hid my father’s secrets and his crimes, the ones who were willing to tie me down and strip my mind: Let them rot. But the others…” He swallows and then forces himself to continue, as if this might be the only time he’s able to get it all out. “There were innocents, Clara. I would be lying if I told you there had not been dark nights when I wanted to take my own life in recompense.”

			My grip tightens on him, as though I am the lone tether holding him to this life. To this moment. Stomach knotting, I press myself to him.

			“You don’t hate me?” he whispers.

			“I don’t hate you.” I shake my head.

			“When we rule…I will search for any who have ties to Clan Hermit—those who have likely lived in hiding, in fear of my ire. Those who were Clan Hermit by blood and those at the manor all died. But perhaps there is someone who married into the family who happened to be away when the destruction occurred. If such a person exists, I will try to make what amends I can. At the very least, I will see the crater turned into a memorial. It isn’t enough, but I will give all I can.”

			“Then it will be enough.”

			His fingers release mine, and, for a moment, I think he’s about to pull away from me entirely. But it’s only so he can hook my chin and then tilt my face toward him. When our lips meet, it’s as deliberate as a vow.

			I shift against him, draping a leg over his. Our warmth tangles like his hand in my hair, and he exhales like he’s finally releasing all the fear and shame he’s been holding for years. His hand slides down my side, pulling me closer as I settle in and our bodies melt into each other.

			For a long time, we don’t move. Quiet and calm for maybe the first time in our lives.

			Then Kaelis kisses my forehead, and, without moving his lips, he murmurs, “Clara, there is one more lie I must confess to.”

			“About what?” I yawn, having just been about to fall asleep.

			“I want to hear you say it. I’ve wanted to hear you say it for what feels like eons.” He doesn’t even need to clarify what “it” is.

			I smile slightly, letting my lips ghost along his jaw and end upon his mouth before I answer.

			“I love you, Kaelis.”
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			Chapter 70

			I go back to the new hiding place of the Worldkeepers deep in the academy that afternoon, once more dressed in clothes from the stash in what was once my room in Kaelis’s apartments. He’s updated the wardrobe to fit my current station better, so it’s unnecessary for me to swing back to the professors’ wing first.

			Xora talks with Ferier. It looks like Ordin is asleep in the room to the right, what was once Gregor’s. It makes sense they’d use it, but the idea of someone else occupying that space like he never existed so soon after his passing rubs me wrong. I hear Thal and Arina from the room to the left.

			“You didn’t die.” Xora is on her feet the second she sees me.

			“Your confidence in me is astounding,” I say dryly.

			“We heard there was a Stellis attack at the crater.” Ferier turns my way.

			“In Oricalis, the only thing faster than a card casting is gossip,” I murmur.

			“More like, a mysterious case of missing Stellis—their leader included—since they didn’t even find the bodies,” Xora says.

			They don’t know what happened to them. No one could know. I hardly knew what was happening, and I saw it. But the way Ferier looks at me has me panicking that somehow he, too, now possesses irrefutable proof of Kaelis’s ability to wield reversed cards. And I’m holding a container of yet even more evidence.

			“What happened doesn’t matter. I have what I need to ink another vessel,” I proclaim, patting my satchel, where the small jar of reversed card dust sits. “Now I’m going to check on my sister.” I stride away before they can ask anything else.

			I exhale and pause at the cracked door of the room where Arina and Thal are, never sure what I might find. There are good days and bad days. I never dare get my hopes too high. But out of everything I expected, laughter wasn’t on the list.

			Not only are Arina and Thal talking, but she’s laughing. It’s wispy and thin, more like a wheeze. But genuine.

			I pause and draw a shuddering breath, forbidding myself to cry as I push open the door the rest of the way.

			Arina is propped up against pillows. Not only does she sound better, but she looks better. Her color is returning. Cheeks fuller. And her hair is nearly to her earlobes. Even though there’s a faint tremor in her fingers and she uses both hands to bring a mug of steaming broth to her lips, she seems tenfold stronger than I’ve seen her in months.

			At her side on the edge of the bed is Thal. They lean away the moment I enter, beaming. “Clara, it’s good to see you!”

			“I…” My voice fades, words lost. Arina and I lock eyes, and I’ve a thousand things I want to say.

			“Oh, since you’re here, I’ve a few things to sort myself.” Thal stands and quickly crosses over. They pass the mug they were holding to me. Judging by how the broth nearly sloshes over, it’s untouched. “Talk to her. She’s been asking for you the past two days,” they whisper hastily, then leave.

			Arina and I continue to stare at each other. She regards me carefully, but there’s no resentment there. No unease. It seems as if Thal has helped her make progress by leaps and bounds in just a few days. As if Arina had turned a corner right before I left and is now sprinting toward something resembling healing.

			“It’s good to see you.” There’s so much wrapped in her words.

			“It’s good to see you,” I echo, still in a daze.

			Another stretch of silence. I think we’re both remembering our conversation right before I left. Mourning Gregor together. Arina sucks in a slow breath and then puts on the bravest smile I’ve ever seen.

			“You look thinner,” she says finally. I blurt laughter. Brief and rough. She grins slightly.

			“You’re one to talk.” I cross and pull a chair to her bedside.

			“I like them,” she says fondly toward the door that Thal just left through.

			“They’re a good one.” I nod.

			“They are,” she agrees softly. “Very gentle and kind.” She takes a sip from her mug. “They say you two met here, in Arcana Academy.”

			“We did.”

			“I thought you swore to Mother you’d never go here.”

			It’s so surreal to finally speak to her like this. “I thought you did, too.”

			Another little snort of laughter. A weak, tiny smile. We both take a drink to stall and find whatever it is we want to say next.

			“Change your whole face but you still look to the left when you’re trying to avoid saying something,” she says.

			“Excuse me?” I blink, settling my mug in my lap.

			“It’s like you’re looking for the right words to say and can’t find them in your head, so you start searching around the room.”

			“I do not do that.” If it was something I did, Kaelis would’ve certainly teased me about it by now.

			“You just did.” Her lips curl slightly in amusement.

			I catch myself looking left again and curse under my breath. Yet another soft laugh, and the tightness in my chest loosens further. But I finally find the words I want to—need to say in the corner of the room.

			“I didn’t think you’d make it. I thought I’d lost you forever,” I admit softly, tracing a crack in the rim of my clay mug. We both know I’m not talking only about her surviving physically.

			“You almost did.” The way she uses a matter-of-fact tone almost hides the shadow that crosses her eyes. Then she ducks her chin and stares at the reflection in her mug. “But you didn’t…Thank you for all you did to bring me back.”

			I set my mug aside and lean forward to cover her hands with my own, tilting my head to catch her eyes. “In this world. In the next. For a thousand times and a thousand iterations, I would find you, I would hunt for you, I will always come for you, Arina, and I will always help you.”

			“You don’t have to constantly protect me.” The words are near instinctive, and I can’t fight a grin. She mirrors it, realizing the same. “How many times did I tell you that?”

			“A lot.”

			She sighs and puts her mug next to mine on the bedside table, then locks her fingers with mine in a viselike grip. “This time, though…I’m glad you did,” she admits softly. “I might tell you that you don’t have to, but thank you for doing so.”

			“That is something you’ll never need to thank me for.”

			“I want to repay the favor.” Determination is alight in her eyes. “Let me read for you.”

			“Arina—”

			“I can feel the weight you’re carrying. I see the sag in your shoulders—it was always there, but it’s so much worse.” She tightens her grip as I attempt to pull back. Her hands quiver from the effort. “I’ve been told so little of what’s really been going on. And I know…I know I’m weak.” She hangs her head.

			“Arina…” Her name is softer now. Less of an objection.

			“But I’m already stronger than anyone gives me credit for. I can help you. After what happened at the Stone Citadel, I want to feel strong again. You need me.”

			“I do. But I think it’s too much on you right now. Maybe next time.”

			“Clara.” My name is firm. “Ravin wanted one thing from me, one: my magic. He demanded I read for him, ink for him, demanded I tell him how I did this or that—things I knew and things I didn’t. He demanded I ink…the Star.” It’s still clearly strange for her to say, but Thal must’ve been telling her the broad strokes of the Majors because it’s far more familiar than I’d otherwise expect.

			“He was ready to do anything…” Her voice wavers, but in a display of strength greater than I’ve seen from anyone in a long time, she continues. “…anything to get what he wanted. He thought that if he broke me, I’d give in. Time and again, he tried. Violently, gently. Ravin was…creative.”

			Even though I heard some of this when she was under the influence of the Sun, I let her speak. I can see just how healing it is to tell her story on her own terms and time.

			Her hands tremble from their grip on mine. But the rest of her is still. Those haunted eyes nearly glow golden in the daylight. There are the ghosts of his hands on her. She sees him, still, I can tell. But there’s something else in her gaze now.

			Defiance.

			I would admit it to no one, but in a small way, I am secretly grateful for Ravin destroying the Stone Citadel. It bought Arina time to continue healing. Allowing anyone to push her to ink her major would’ve been a grave mistake.

			“My power will never be taken or forced from me; it is mine to give. Let me give it to you. I want to—to know I can, that I still control it,” she says with a note of finality.

			Unshed tears burn my eyes. How is it that I feel like I’m about to fall apart when she’s the one who suffered horrors beyond imagining?

			“All right.” I release her hands and reach for the holster on my thigh, opening the flap and retrieving my deck. I just refilled it from my room in Kaelis’s apartments. I pass it to her, trying to hide my hesitation and worry as I do so.

			She holds the deck in her lap and just stares. There’s a hitch in her breath as she smooths her fingers over the pristine edges of the cards. She exhales, and her shoulders relax as though she’s greeting an old friend.

			Slowly, she shuffles the cards. Without warning, she stops, satisfied. I know that intense stare. Power overtakes her before even the first card is drawn—a magic I’ve not understood for as long as I’ve known her. I can feel it flood the room like spring water, pooling up from that endless well within her.

			She begins.

			Arina has never read from any sort of strict spread. Instead, she pulls cards on instinct, laying them before her. The Eight of Coins comes up first—I don’t need her to say anything; we both know that card represents the academy, as the Eight of Coins symbolizes apprenticeship and learning through repetition. Diagonal over it is the Page of Swords, another card about a hunger for knowledge.

			Then there’s the Prince of Swords, laid atop the Page.

			Kaelis on top of me flashes before my eyes, and a flush rises from my chest to my cheeks. It wasn’t until just now that I realized I’d begun inking my Knights as Princes—an interchangeable title for the card between Page and Queen. Yet it feels like doing so carries so much significance.

			Her eyes flick to mine, and her stare knots my stomach as she draws another card. The Four of Wands—the card of romantic union and celebration—has never been more damning.

			“You love him.” It’s not a question.

			“I…” What can I say when she can already see the truth?

			Arina returns her attention to the cards with a weary smile; she drags her fingers over top of them. Her eyes narrow slightly. She tilts her head. “Did you marry him in secret?”

			I wonder if she can see the future he gave up to the Chalice somehow ghosting upon this world like ink bleeding through parchment. “No, I didn’t.”

			“Not yet,” she clarifies.

			“I will marry no one without you there,” I vow. But as soon as I do, I realize what I’ve said—implied. I will marry the man whose brother did this to you. I look away in shame. Left. I look left. Damn it.

			Arina touches my hands as lightly as the cards, drawing my attention back to her. “You don’t have to be ashamed.”

			“I’m not ashamed.”

			She raises her brows in response.

			“I…I love him.” Saying it to someone else makes it so much more real and so much more terrifying. “It’s just that he…he’s Ravin’s brother.”

			“And you fell in love with him anyway.” She clearly considers this. “Which tells me that he’s not our enemy as we once thought.” She’s so quickly confident in this; her implicit trust in my judgment is staggering.

			“He hates Ravin as much as we do.” As soon as I say it and she gives me a blank stare, I quickly remedy: “He hates Ravin almost as much as we do.”

			With a satisfied huff, she turns back to the cards, reading them as they’re drawn…

			The Two of Wands. “A difficult decision is before you.” Seven of Cups. “And you’ve deluded yourself about some of the options and circumstances. It’s not like you to give in to such indecision and wishful thinking.”

			I squirm in my seat. Rarely has she given me a reading about me. It’s usually for a job, or a task, or a circumstance. Not me.

			Just because you can know fate’s design doesn’t mean you always want to.

			Ace of Swords. She pauses, blinking at the card, as if something new has just come into focus. Her fingers move faster now, turning cards without speaking between them.

			Five of Swords. Three of Swords. Five of Cups. Ten of Swords.

			Every card drawn feels like a tiny dagger gliding over my flesh. Her breathing shallows as if she’s struggling to keep herself composed. She draws faster and faster, to the point that I can’t even see what cards she’s flipping before another is on top.

			“No.” Her chest rises and falls with shaky breaths. “No. No.”

			“Arina. Stop.” I grab her wrist.

			She doesn’t. She flips another card. Seven of Swords. I can’t make sense of them all. But I can read the horror on her face.

			“Stop.” I pull her hand from the deck.

			She finally stills, eyes swinging to mine. The color I saw when I first entered has now drained from her face. Her eyes are painfully wide.

			“What did you see?”

			Arina swallows thickly. She opens and closes her mouth. She shakes her head and dips her chin.

			I release her and slowly, calmly, collect my cards. “It’s all right,” I say softly, trying to reassure her. “Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

			She doesn’t move as I return the deck to the holster on my thigh. I replace the cards with her now-cooled mug and rest my hand on her shoulder.

			“You did great,” I try to encourage. But she still doesn’t lift her head. Guilt strikes me through the heart, and I struggle to keep a brave face. I knew better. I knew it was too much. Why did I let her read? “I’ll come back soon.” I kiss her forehead and start for the door, readying my apology for Thal for the damage I did that has set back their hard work.

			“Sooner than you think,” she murmurs, barely audible.

			I flinch, freezing for just a second. But then I continue as if I hadn’t heard.
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			Chapter 71

			I’m wrapping up class the next day when a knock on the door nearly startles half the students from their seats.

			“Enter,” I call out calmly. Though even I’m curious as to who’s waiting on the other side. Kaelis is the last person I expect. “Headmaster.” I dip my chin, and the rest of the class follows suit.

			His eyes barely flicker to me. They’re focused on Alor. And that’s when I know. I see it in his purposeful strides. The envelope he carries bearing the seal of Clan Tower.

			My heart is pounding in my throat so violently I can barely take a breath. I don’t regret what I did…but then why am I cold and hot at the same time? Why do I need to rest my fingertips on the desk to steady myself as I say, “Class is dismissed”?

			The students don’t move. They’re all fixed on Alor as Kaelis approaches her. She rises to her feet, her expression hardening. She knows that whatever it is, it can’t be good.

			“You all may leave,” I say with authority, hoping that it’s not suspicious that I am so obviously assuming the worst. They all do, too, by now.

			The other students reluctantly begin to collect their things. Every one of them staring at her from the corners of their eyes. Kaelis moves with agonizing slowness, but it’s clear to me he’s waiting until most of them clear out.

			He presents the letter, and Alor takes it. She breaks the seal as Sorza lets herself out of the room with a wary look between Alor and me.

			“I’m sorry.” The words from Kaelis are utterly dispassionate, and he promptly leaves.

			The door to the classroom hasn’t even finished closing when Alor lets out a scream that’s part pain, part rage. She crumples the letter in her fist, spinning in place. Her eyes land on one of the practice dummies to the side of the room, and several cards fly in quick succession. The dummy is gouged with ice, lit on fire, pelted with stones pried from the walls, and quartered.

			Kaelis is gone, and I am alone. I’d curse him for it if I didn’t know we both have our roles to play, and it’d seem strange if he lingered for either of our benefit. Gathering my courage and cementing my mask, I take a hesitant step forward.

			“Alor?”

			Her back is to me, shoulders heaving with ragged breaths.

			“Alor.” My fingertips touch her shoulder, and she spins in place, batting my hand away.

			“The bitch,” she snarls, then laughs, crazed. “No, that’s an insult to dogs everywhere. The fucking little rat that she is. Coward.”

			“What happened?” I ask softly, as a teacher who’s worried for their student would.

			Alor slams the fist still holding the letter into her desk so hard her knuckles split. She doesn’t even flinch. “My sister is dead, and Clara Graysword killed her.”

			“What?” I breathe. The shock is at least somewhat real. It’s one thing for Emilia to vanish and be assumed dead. It’s another to pin it on me. Did someone see? No, it’s more likely blamed on me like everything else currently wrong with Oricalis.

			“Emilia was getting close to finding her. She thought she had a lead—wouldn’t tell me, of course. Wouldn’t tell anyone. Just that she was confident she knew the traitor’s next move.” Alor can barely get the words out through her clenched jaw. “She went off, and she must’ve found her because she’s gone. And Emilia would never desert her post. Which means one thing: My sister is dead.”

			Her voice breaks, and I feel a thousand tethers snap in me at once. I see Arina in her. I see myself in her. Without warning, I grab her, prepared to bring her in for a tight embrace.

			“Don’t touch me!” She shoves me back. With movements as precise as her sister’s, she draws a dagger from a hidden sheath tucked in her waistband, striking as quick as a viper. She moves so fast that I can barely dodge in time. Warmth blooms along my jaw where blood now beads.

			Her shoulders and chest heave with every breath, nostrils flared as she brandishes the blade that she clutched as a promise and a threat so many nights. She doesn’t even know it finally found its target.

			“All right.” I keep my voice steady and measured as I slowly lift my hands. If I want her to calm down, I need to be calm. “This is on your terms, Alor. I’m just here to help.”

			“What can you do?” It’s as much a demand as it is a question. “What could some young new professor of wielding possibly do that a trained daughter of Clan Tower and a legion of Stellis couldn’t?”

			I say nothing.

			“You don’t understand what it’s like—what this feels like.” Alor waves the dagger frantically as she speaks. She points it to her own chest, and I fight not to react. “What am I supposed to do? I’m now the heir to our clan, and I am half the woman she was.”

			“Alor, you are incredibly talented and strong.” Even as I say it, there’s a whisper in the back of my mind that I could best her with ease.

			“You didn’t even know Emilia.” Alor turns away sharply, shoulders slumping, her whole back curling as though she’s about to fold in on herself. The dagger clatters to the ground. “And you never will…No one ever will again…”

			Dark spots appear on the stone floor by her feet as the tears fall. She fights so hard not to let her shoulders quiver. She rolls them, straightens, and tilts her head back as though she could keep the tears contained to her eyes if gravity weren’t working against her.

			Finally, she crouches and gathers her dagger, speaking as she does. “Clara Graysword isn’t going to stop with my sister. One by one, she’ll pick us all off in Clan Tower…or at the least me and my parents.”

			“Emilia was chasing her; I’m sure—”

			“You know nothing.” Alor turns sharply, dagger in a white-knuckled grip. “Clara was after us from the beginning, infiltrating through me, then Emilia.”

			“Wasn’t she here all last year?” I say gently, leaning in to my alternate identity. “I heard you roomed with her.” Alor flinches. “She could’ve killed you then if that was her goal.”

			“She wanted me to get information,” Alor says softly. “She used me. Played me. She no doubt already knew what she was sending me to find. Probably knew I was the last of my family to know and wanted to make a joke of it.”

			Alor drags her fingers through her hair and lets out an almost crazed laugh. She’s not looking at me anymore. Her gaze has gone soft and distant.

			“She planned it all,” she begins to ramble, the words frantic and raw. “My finding out. Probably knew Emilia would go after her. She’s going to kill me next because she wants to watch my parents suffer like her family did. Mother should have made sure to kill the children, too. Get rid of the evidence. Not that she knew at the time the full extent of my father’s infidelity.”

			The floor drops out from underneath me. I can’t breathe. All I hear is my heart pounding against my ribs and the blood rushing through my veins.

			“Alor, are you saying…” My words are weaker than I would like. But Alor is too far gone to notice just how impacted I am.

			“Clara Graysword is a stain upon our family. A living mark of my father’s shame. Her whore mother no doubt entranced him into her bed.” She grips her dagger tighter and takes a step toward me. The sharpness of her stare. The murder in her movements. I think she’s finally seen through my disguise. That she’s coming for me. She laughs bitterly, her smile too wide, eyes too joyful. “I suppose I’m not even the heir of Clan Tower. I’m still not the oldest. I suppose that’d be her.”

			Lord Ventall.

			Lord. Moreus. Ventall.

			Is my father.

			The townhome with the symbol of Clan Tower. The question that Bristara wouldn’t answer: Am I a Clan Tower bastard?

			Yes. But I’m not just some lower-ranking nobody’s illicit child. I’m the daughter of the High Lord?

			The room tilts, and I nearly vomit. It takes all my strength and training to keep myself upright. To keep my mask on even when I’m crumbling beneath it.

			Alor sighs softly, and between one step and the next, she finds her composure. With a flourish of practiced movements, she places the dagger under my chin, not far from where she caught me the first time.

			“Tell anyone any of this and I will kill you.”

			I lift my brows. I know she’s lashing out and angry, but this is a surprising escalation, even for her. Alor’s eyes widen a fraction, but then her brow furrows again.

			“I don’t care that you’re a professor.” Her voice takes on an ominous hush. “These are secrets that Clan Tower can’t have exposed, so if you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep quiet. As far as the world is concerned—no, it won’t matter because I will kill her—I am the heir to Clan Tower now, and I have powers beyond your imagining. So you and I are going to pretend that you heard nothing today. This never happened, if you value your life.”

			“I heard nothing,” I barely manage to speak around the uncomfortable lump that I can’t swallow.

			“Good.” Alor sheathes her dagger and collects her things. She starts for the door and pauses just before opening it, looking back at me. Her shoulders ease some, and I see a glimpse of the woman I knew. The woman I once considered a friend. “Thank you for listening, Professor.” She gives a slight nod that feels like a thank you and departs.

			The moment the door closes, I stagger. I bump into a desk, nearly collapsing onto it. My fingernails dig grooves into the wood as I draw shaky breaths.

			Lord Moreus Ventall is my father.

			Then Arina’s reading comes to mind. What she saw in the cards. The truth she wouldn’t tell me but knew it’d bring me back to her.

			She already knows. She knows, and she’s been alone with this information.

			I don’t remember leaving the classroom. My whole body still feels as though it’s about to rattle apart. Like I have a scream lodged in my throat that I can’t shake free. My feet carry me through the near-endless corridors and twisting stairways. All I know is that there isn’t enough air left in this whole place. That I can’t breathe again until I’m bursting through the door to where the Worldkeepers have made their new home. Thal and Arina sit on opposite sofas, enjoying a moment together in front of the hearth, where she is practicing inking.

			Slowly, she sets down her long-handled brush, calmly turns to Thal, and says, “Would you mind excusing us?”
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			Chapter 72

			“Of course not.” Thal’s eyes flit from her to me, and there’s a flicker of confusion in them given the crazed panic in my eyes. But they say nothing more, stand, and leave.

			I don’t know where the rest of the Worldkeepers are. Maybe resting? Maybe exploring the remnants of the Stone Citadel? I don’t care. It doesn’t matter.

			I stand there, scraping air into my lungs like it’s the only thing that I have left—that I know how to do—and just stare at my sister. Arina studies me in kind with warm, honeyed eyes. Eyes that I now see Alor and Emilia within, that I see as a copy of Moreus Ventall’s. If I study us—well, her and my original form—how much of him will I find? Our hair is our mother’s, as are my crimson eyes. But our skin? It could’ve been either parent. My jaw is probably his; same with my nose. The shape of both of our eyes.

			She gives a tired, knowing smile and gestures toward the sofa across from her. “Would you like to sit?”

			Obviously, I would. I can barely stand. I practically collapse into the cushions.

			“You already know,” I whisper. “You saw it.”

			She nods.

			I reach for her hand, careful to avoid the still-drying ink of the card she’s working on—it looks like a draft of the Star. “Why…why didn’t you tell me?”

			“I was afraid I was wrong.”

			I choke on a laugh. “You’re the Star, Arina, you can’t be wrong. When you have a vision during reading, it will come to pass.”

			She looks away. “So Thal mentioned. But my magic…” A sigh. “It’s not the same as it once was. Everything feels hazy and distant, forced, if I try to bring it to the fore. Uncomfortable, certainly.” A shake of her head. “I saw it, but I didn’t believe it—didn’t trust myself.”

			“You shouldn’t have carried this alone.” I stare at her, vision blurry. I’m falling apart, and she’s composed.

			“It wasn’t that long I bore the burden by myself,” she says in an attempt to comfort me. “What happened? Tell me everything.”

			I do. I start with what I asked Alor to look for last year and what she ultimately found for me. I spare no detail, all the way to the end when I share what she said in the classroom word for word. “…And then I came here.”

			Arina sits for a long moment, leaning back into her sofa.

			“So, Lord Moreus Ventall is our father. Emilia and Alor are our half sisters, but they didn’t know, either, at least not until recently in Alor’s case, and we can assume the same for Emilia. When Lady Helena Ventall found out about the affair, she killed Mother…but couldn’t find us.” She summarizes everything I just said far more succinctly, as though laying it out for herself as well.

			I nod weakly and hang my head, staring at the grooves in the wooden table. Our fingers remain locked even as we look in opposite directions.

			“At first, I thought Mother was a target because of her work getting out Arcanists. Finding out she was a Worldkeeper—the last remaining Worldkeeper from the past world and the only one who knew how to induct more Worldkeepers, but also how to ink the vessel—only seemed to further that theory. But it was never about any of that…It was a jilted lover. Nothing more. It wasn’t some sweeping plot from the king himself. She died because of Helena’s jealousy.” Somehow, I’m so cold, I shiver even though my blood is boiling. It’s as though my body can no longer sustain its rage and is shutting down.

			Arina holds my hand like a lifeline. Finally, she says, “What are you going to do about it?”

			“It changes nothing.” I decide then and there. “Her motivation doesn’t change anything. I will kill High Lady Helena Ventall and avenge Mother’s death.”

			“Good.” Arina nods approvingly. Our eyes lock. The one thing we swore was revenge for Mother. It was our one guiding principle, the one thing we always knew would be true, no matter what.

			“And as for our father…” I trail off. “I don’t know what he did to her.” I can barely say the words.

			“Mother was strong; she wouldn’t have let a man take advantage of her,” Arina reassures me, but I can’t tell if it’s nothing more than wishful thinking because the alternative is too much to bear.

			“Arina…He was tasked by Naethor to hunt and kill her. In what world would she turn around and willingly fall into bed with a man who was her sworn enemy?” I shouldn’t argue with her, but something tells me that letting her continue her delusions would be worse.

			“If he wanted her dead, he clearly had his opportunity,” she counters.

			“Unless he got more delight from conquering her in other ways.” The hand not holding hers balls into a fist so tight that I know there will be crescent bruises on my palm. “Some people are twisted like that.”

			We’re interrupted by Vaduin entering. Arina releases me and picks up her brush as if nothing happened. I shift, trying to follow her lead, even if I’m still reeling mentally and emotionally.

			“It is good to see you out of bed,” he says to Arina.

			She nods. “It is good to be out of bed.”

			“And inking, too. Are you close to making your card?” He does nothing to hide his eagerness.

			“I am practicing. Thal seems to think I’m making swift progress. Perhaps it is my intuition as the Star,” she replies.

			I give Vaduin a firm look to try to dissuade him from pushing further, but he only turns to me instead.

			“And how close are you to having enough powder to attempt inking a second vessel?” he asks.

			“I already do,” I say dully.

			“Exceptional, then we will be ready to move as soon as you’re ready,” he says to Arina. “Have either of you seen Xora?”

			“She went to get food a little bit ago,” Arina says.

			Vaduin nods and departs as swiftly as he came. The door shuts behind him with a firm click, and the room is so quiet that even the crackling of the fire seems loud. I look back to find Arina’s eyes waiting for mine, an expectant stare.

			When I say nothing, she sighs softly and states, “After everything, after all you’ve sacrificed…you’re not eager to cast the World.”

			I sigh heavily. “It’s not that I’m ‘not eager,’ it’s just…”

			“Uneasy, then.” She resumes work on the card before her. “We’re one step closer to getting the World—to having all the power, to making everything we ever whispered and dreamed about come true. But you’re not relieved or excited in the slightest.”

			Of course she can read me as well as the cards. I admit, to her and her alone, and even then with some reluctance, “It means I’m going to have to make a choice.” One that every time I think it becomes clearer, it gets murky again.

			Arina’s eyes dart up from the card she’s working on. The design looks nearly perfect. She’s right; her intuition always made her a good inker. “What choice?”

			“Do I follow Kaelis’s vision for the world? Do I follow the Worldkeepers’? Do I wish for what you and I would’ve always wanted? Or…something between all of them? Do I even know what I want anymore?” The uncertainty has me shifting in my seat. I’m uncomfortable in my own skin. Never have I felt so indecisive.

			“You don’t trust him?” She tilts her head.

			“That’s the crazy part, I do,” I murmur. “But the Worldkeepers were Mother’s lineage and legacy. They were her mission and goals. I should make the wish exactly as they tell me to.”

			“But you trust him more than them.” It’s not a question, and the fact that she doesn’t even need to ask has a flush rising up the back of my neck.

			“Why don’t we consult the cards?” she suggests.

			Tension pulls my shoulders taut. “Arina…”

			“I know my magic is still not quite what it was…but I’m better than most, clearly, given how the last reading went.”

			My stomach knots. “Given how the last reading went, I don’t think we should.”

			“Clara, you can’t avoid the future just because it might contain something you won’t like.”

			“I know.” I sigh heavily. “But I’m not ready for another reading yet. Maybe once another vessel is made and there’s no longer any choice.”

			“Very well.” She doesn’t argue, but she doesn’t move; she simply stares at me, as if making sure I won’t change my mind.

			I don’t, and take my leave as Thal returns.
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			Before I know it, I’m emerging into Kaelis’s apartments. But he’s not there. Not in his office, or dining room, or even my old wing.

			Drifting like an uneasy ghost, I finally settle on one of the couches in his main room and lie down, allowing my whole body to go limp. Priss wastes no time hopping up to join me. The rumble of her purr and the softness of her fur somehow make everything else seem less…horrible. If this adorable little creature exists, then maybe I can survive another day.

			I’m not sure how much time has passed when Kaelis finally enters through his main doors. He strides with purpose but immediately comes to a halt the moment his eyes land on me. I sit, gently relocating Priss from my chest to the cushion next to me. She has none of it and scampers off, indignant that I’d dare violate the sacred laws of a sleeping cat and move her.

			Kaelis studies me. Without a word, he crosses, sitting at my side and shifting a leg around me. He pulls me to him, having me lean back upon his sturdy chest. I don’t resist. I melt into him and let myself be held. Let his jaw rest against my head as we both stare into the flames.

			“What is it?” he murmurs.

			“That obvious?”

			“You weren’t trying to hide it.” His long fingers caress up and down my forearms.

			“I don’t try to hide much from you anymore,” I admit.

			“Excellent. I appreciate that we’re not wasting time.” He plants a kiss on my hair. A thin and tired laugh escapes me. I can feel his smile. “So, care to be more specific?”

			“I…” Even though I’m terrified, I gather my courage—he braved telling me his deepest secrets, I can do the same. “I found out who my father is.”

			“What?” Kaelis shifts but doesn’t release me. Instead, he holds me tighter. “Or, rather, who?”

			“Lord Moreus Ventall.”

			There is an appropriately long pause. Then, one word from him: “Fuck.”

			A slightly more sincere laugh now, but still quite bitter. “That’s about the sum of my feelings.”

			“He never struck me as the type.” Surprise is laced in his words.

			“Not that I know him well, but he certainly wouldn’t have been on my short list of contenders for my father.” I stare into the flames, replaying every moment I’ve had with Moreus. The way his eyes went right to me during the winter celebrations I attended at the castle, widening I thought with recognition from All Coins Day. But it was more than that…

			My words grow softer, barely more than a whisper. “Do you think he knew it was me last year?” I already know it in my heart, but I want to hear him say it.

			“I do.”

			“He seemed to be instantly suspicious for no reason,” I muse.

			“More than that.” Kaelis’s words take on an even more somber and serious tone than I’d expected. I twist, looking up at him, but he’s intensely focused on the flames. “He was the one who came to me after Ravin caught you following the Feast of Cups ball.”

			“What?” I pull myself upright to meet his eyes.

			“He said that Ravin was going to kill you and that he prevented it, but he feared what might happen.” Kaelis runs a hand through his hair. “I thought it was merely the High Lord overseeing the Stellis going above and beyond by ensuring that another royal knew of what had occurred. I didn’t think it relevant, or I would’ve told you sooner.”

			“I don’t blame you, Kaelis.” I rest my hand on his knee and stare off, trying to remember those hazy final moments in the townhome.

			My prince…more valuable alive? The voice that I vaguely recognized then but couldn’t place. It was him. It was Moreus.

			Who would stand up for me? The question I wondered about then returns, now answered.

			“Fucking Twenty.” I push myself off the sofa and storm over to the hearth, leaning against the mantel. “Does he think stopping Ravin from killing me makes up for anything? That getting you to help me makes up for anything?”

			“I doubt he does,” Kaelis says gently. “But I don’t think he could watch his daughter die, probably why he didn’t turn you in last year.”

			His daughter. The words strike me like an arrow of ice, and I fight a shiver. His daughter. Me.

			“I guess I was a lost heir to a clan after all, Kaelis. You just got the wrong one,” I say bitterly.

			“It doesn’t matter.” Kaelis stands and crosses to me, his footsteps muffled by the plush rug. His arms slip around my waist, holding me once more. His lips find my shoulder, and he repeats softly, “It doesn’t matter. You are your mother’s daughter. You are the heir to ancient and powerful knowledge—and you will be the one who remakes our world.”

			I know he’s trying to be encouraging, but that reminder of all that’s led me here and the responsibilities I now bear has me nearly pulling away. He must feel me flinch because he holds tighter. Somehow, he’s capable of clutching me, yet not making me feel captive at the same time.

			“This only needs to change things if you let it,” he says with a note of finality. I nod. Kaelis rests his chin on my shoulder, staring into the fire. “The winter recess is coming up quickly…Stay with me this year. No castle. No celebrations. Let’s spend it here quietly, together.”

			“No,” I say softly, fingertips running from his knuckles to his forearms. “Last year, I lost spending my favorite season with those I love. I won’t lose the season again, not after Jura and Gregor.” It’s the last one I’ll have with them all as we are.

			The moment I finish, I can feel his disappointment hovering over me like a storm cloud. I twist, and his arms loosen but still rest on my waist. Taking his face in both hands, I study his eyes. The purple flames that illuminated them still flicker deep within those voids—now that I know they’re there, I can’t ignore them.

			“You’re part of that family,” I whisper. Now I see a spark of hope in the tempest voids that are his eyes, like a lightning bolt across the darkness. “I was with your family last year, Kaelis. Come be with mine this year.”

			“Would they even want me there?”

			“You are mine. There is no other place for you to be.”

			His forehead presses against mine, the tips of our noses touching. He breathes a sigh that almost sounds like relief. “Say it again.”

			“You are mine.”

			“I am yours,” he echoes. “For as long as you will have me, and whatever form I will take.”
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			Chapter 73

			Arina and Thal play cards at the kitchen table. Twino is on his fourth book in two days. Sorza is chatting Ren’s ear off in the kitchen, leaned halfway across the bar to grab samples of the candied nuts recipe he’s currently experimenting with.

			“And here you are.” Ren passes me a mug of mulled wine.

			“You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this.” I bring it to my mouth. Spicy. Hot. Sweet, but also with the sharp tang of liquor. “Perfection. Just like she used to make.”

			“Glad I finally got a recipe right when it matters most.” We share a sad smile. He sets out two mugs of wine on a side bar near where Twino sits. They won’t be touched for the rest of the night. The coffins for Jura and Gregor are full, and this is how we mourn. “But—”

			A knock on the front door. Gilly lifts his head from where he had it resting on his paws by Twino’s feet. Twino reaches down to scratch him between the ears, and the pup settles down once more.

			“Ah, excuse me,” I say, stepping away.

			Ren nods, a knowing but still somewhat wary look in his eyes.

			I cross through the rooms and open the front door. I am greeted by Kaelis, hood shadowing his face. He doesn’t lower it until the door is shut behind him. I refrain from asking how things were at Ravin’s manor. He couldn’t completely get out of familial obligations.

			“Where are they?” he whispers as he sheds his cloak and hangs it by the door. Underneath he’s wearing shockingly simple clothes—by his standards. A pair of navy trousers and a loose blue-gray shirt that barely skims his lean frame. He fumbles with his silver cuff links, even though they’re not the slightest bit out of place.

			“Kitchen and balcony,” I answer.

			He nods, staring across the foyer and down the hall.

			“You look terrified.” I wrap my arm around his.

			“I have faced many horrible things…but this, I fear, might be the most terrifying of them all.”

			“You know everyone who’s here,” I remind him.

			“That was very different,” he says flatly. “There wasn’t much time for socializing as we planned to break you out of Halazar. And it’s not like Arina and I spoke much.” All right, he has a point on that last part, I admit.

			Still, I continue to remain positive. “You were here with me when we saw this place, you spent some proper time with Twino and Ren then.”

			“You did most of the talking.”

			“Must you be determined to catastrophize?”

			“Yes.” He grins.

			I smack his shoulder lightly. “Stop stalling.”

			“If I must.” Kaelis heaves a dramatic sigh that puts a broad smile across my face.

			Arm in arm, we walk down the hall. With every step toward the kitchen the air before us seems to grow more dense, slowing our steps like a barrier. Kaelis pauses and I tighten my grip around his arm, sensing a part of him is considering just leaving.

			“Gilly will be happy to see you,” I say softly. “If nothing else, you can pet the dog.”

			“Oh, he will be.” That seems to genuinely relax Kaelis enough to take the chance.

			Still, the second we step into the room, everyone falls silent.

			Thal glances up from their playing cards and then tosses them onto the table with a dramatic sigh. “And here I thought I was getting a break from the academy. Now the fucking headmaster is here.”

			Arina fights a laugh and loses.

			“Tell me what you really think about me, Thal,” Kaelis remarks dryly.

			“Oh, you really don’t want me to say.” Though Thal seems keen to do so anyway.

			I fight a laugh.

			“It’s good to see you again,” Twino says warmly.

			“Is it?” Ren mutters under his breath. I give him a wary look. He merely smirks, and I roll my eyes at it.

			So all my loved ones are content to tease the man I’ve chosen. This fits, but I hate it. And, secretly, love it.

			“Thank you for joining our little end-of-year celebrations. Please, make yourself at home.” Twino gestures around the room.

			“At least you can help eat the food. Jura’s recipes by their nature feed far too many people,” Ren says, louder, and a bit more friendly.

			“And you have the audacity to say that like it’s a bad thing,” Arina huffs.

			“I did no such thing.” Ren seems aghast. “In no world is someone going hungry around my table.” He is effortlessly falling into Jura’s old role. “Now, sit.”

			Any tension there was at Kaelis’s presence completely eases as the hours pass. By the time another round of drinks are passed, even Sorza is acting like Kaelis is an old friend, hanging off his shoulder. I’m nearly as amused by this turn of events as he is.

			Cards are spread out. Arina gives everyone the customary readings for the year ahead. No one talks about their spreads. I politely refuse, but she lays out the cards for me anyway—face down—so neither of us knows what’s there but no one wonders why she isn’t reading for me.

			“May I have one?” Kaelis asks, a bit nervous as he approaches her table.

			“My one rule is I read the cards as I see them, Prince. Can you handle that?” Arina’s eyes dart up to him.

			“I’d expect nothing less.” He sits and I take a long sip of my wine, anxiously watching how they’ll get along. Kaelis extends a hand. “I don’t think we’ve formally met. But I’ve heard so much about you I feel like I know you well already. I’m Kaelis.”

			Arina smiles slightly and a thousand things glimmer behind her eyes at once. Things I can’t read from up at the counter in the kitchen. She takes his hand. Her scarred, tan skin in contrast to the flawless white of his.

			“Technically we passed in the halls once two years ago when I was in the academy,” she says. He shifts, looking somewhat guilty, and Arina laughs. “I didn’t want you to notice me then. It’s nice to meet you officially, Kaelis.” No formality before his name, no tension in it. She releases his hand and shuffles her deck once more. “Now, let’s see what the cards have to say about you.”

			Out of respect for her reading, I turn away.

			After that, Kaelis lands himself in an intense debate with Twino over some latest book published on arcane theory. Then he makes his way back to the table, but this time he sits next to me as I’ve taken up a perch beside my sister. He’s looking far more comfortable than he was when he entered.

			When I pass him a mug of Jura’s mulled wine, I’m surprised he doesn’t fall out of his chair. The man is practically drunk on its aroma.

			“It really is the most splendid thing,” he murmurs into the wine after his first sip.

			“Told you so.” I nudge him under the table.

			“I’ll take that as high praise coming from you.” Ren preens a bit and continues to stir the pot.

			As we eat, the knots in Kaelis’s back that had pulled his shoulders to his ears when he first arrived continue to untie. He’s more engaged when another round of card games is started. He laughs and talks freely, smiling in a way I’ve only ever seen him do with me, and the sight warms my heart.

			The longest night of the year is at its apex, the moon in its splendor. Fire crackles warmly in the hearth, and everyone nestles back into separate spots. Sorza is now on the balcony, admiring the stars. Kaelis and I still sit at the table. Ren and Twino have cuddled up next to the fire. Thal and Arina are opposite, and I do not miss how close they’re sitting.

			Tension cords along my spine, trying to pull it taut. I force my shoulders to stay at ease.

			It’s natural something might have developed, after all they did for her…Thal has been at her side for months, bringing her back from the edge. And they’re wonderful, inside and out, as bright and brilliant as the card they embody.

			Kaelis leans forward on the table, the faintest hint of a rosy flush on his cheeks from a little too much wine, his movements far more relaxed. He catches my eye and gives a knowing smile. I narrow my eyes slightly in reply. Kaelis only grins more widely and slowly stands. Without a word or so much as a glance back, we slip out into the hall.

			“I’ve never seen that protective big sister side come out,” he murmurs as he leads me up the stairs by the hand to one of the guest rooms Twino and Ren made for us to stay in. For one night, it feels as if the crew is back—different, but back as it should be. I know it’s an illusion, but it’s one that makes my heart warm.

			“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” With my other hand, I’m gripping the railing to keep myself from swaying too much. Jura always used an orange liquor to enrich her mulled wine, and it is delightful and dangerously strong…Ren continued the tradition.

			“It’s not so bad if she were to fall for them; they’re a good one,” he says.

			Somehow, Kaelis’s reassurances do make a difference. Still…“I know. But I’m afraid that the feelings she has—whatever they may be—are only because they were the one to bring her back from the brink. That they’re inflated for that reason. I don’t want either of them to get hurt.” My stomach knots with that fear.

			“Maybe it is real, maybe it’s not. It’s up to them to find out.” Kaelis glances over his shoulder, and I can almost hear him whispering, Like us.

			Is this love destiny? Or our desire?

			Does it even matter?

			No…Not when he brings me out onto an upper terrace—secluded from the rest—that looks out upon the river and sky. That feels as though he handcrafted this place, this moment, just for us.

			The night air is a brisk embrace as I step toward the railing and rest my elbows upon it. I breathe in the night and stars as Kaelis comes to stand next to me. For a moment, we’re the only ones here. The only ones in the whole world.

			“I told you they’d accept you.”

			He hums uncertainly. “Ren is clearly still unsure.”

			“Ren just wants to know that the world he and Twino have carved out for themselves isn’t at risk. But give him time—give them all time, and they’ll come around,” I say. But there might not be much more time. The world will be remade soon, after all, and Twino and Ren…they might not even know me after it happens. They won’t have memories of the world being remade, but surely they will have some memory of me. It’s worrying and confusing, but not enough to hold me back from what must be done.

			He’s silent for a long stretch, gripping the railing tighter before relaxing his fingers. I look from his briefly white knuckles to his face, the night air cooling the flush the wine left on his cheeks.

			“You’re not that worried about it, are you?” I rest a hand lightly on his forearm, shifting to face him, my hip against the railing of the balcony.

			“No.” He startles back to the present. “No, I think overall this went far better than expected.” Kaelis shifts to face me as well, the river forgotten.

			“See, I told you.”

			He laughs; it’s low and soft, like the rumble of distant thunder. “I should trust you implicitly.”

			“You’ll learn this eventually.” Only part of my arrogance is put upon.

			More laughter, louder this time. His hand finds my cheek, fingertips brushing along my jaw. His eyes lock with mine, and suddenly we’re encased in our own sort of magic as the world falls away.

			“You know I do, don’t you? You know I trust you with my whole world.”

			I nod, knowing exactly what he means. “The wish.”

			“My heart,” he corrects without missing a beat, as mine skips two.

			“Kaelis…” I swallow as his fingertips leave my face, trail down my arm, and find my hand.

			“I would rather die a thousand deaths—suffer a million horrible fates—than exist in one world where you are not mine, Clara.” There’s something in the depth of his voice that’s different. It’s a resolution stronger than steel. But a vulnerability I’ve never seen from him before.

			He’s terrified, yet he’s never been more sure of anything in his life. He lifts my hand and presses his lips against my knuckles, as though I am a queen he’s swearing fealty to. Then he shifts, a half step backward.

			“I love you,” he says, plain and simple and perfect. Before I can reply, he sinks to one knee.

			My breath catches. Panic explodes in me, tearing through my lungs, making it so that the only sound that escapes is a shocked wheeze. This can’t be happening. But I don’t even know what I’m panicking about, or afraid of.

			Then he removes all doubt.

			He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a ring that glints in the moonlight as he presents it to me.

			The ring is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. A large round sapphire rests at its center, its facets carved in a manner that makes it look as though a small explosion is perpetually frozen in its core. It’s set alone into a lattice of brilliant platinum—a framework that reminds me vaguely of the intricate designs of the academy’s windows and stonework.

			“I never formally asked…” Kaelis has yet to move, yet to release the band. My eyes shift back to his. “No pretense, no politics…no threat or coercion…Will you be mine, Clara?”

			“You don’t even know my name—my real name.” My words are little more than a whisper.

			A gentle smile crosses his lips, his brows tilting up slightly. “Does that matter?”

			“Can you love someone whose name you don’t even know?”

			“Keep your name; I’ll give you mine, should you want another. Keep your secrets; give me enough of your days, and I’ll earn them. All I need to go on is the promise of your heart.” Kaelis gives me the most brilliant and raw smile I’ve ever seen from him. “Be my wife, Clara.”

			A slow exhale leaves me, rather than words. My fingers tighten around his as if in rebellion to the notion of refusal that crosses my mind.

			“Yes.” One word carries the weight of a thousand cards. One word is stronger than the vessel. One word changes the world.

			“Yes?” Kaelis’s eyes widen.

			“Yes.” I nod. I stare at the ring that’s slid onto my finger. A perfect fit. Just as everything else he’s ever made for me has been.

			In a blur, he’s on his feet. His arms are around me, and his mouth crashes against mine in a kiss that feels like the start of something new and wonderful. Every part of me aches for him. I want to fall to the balcony’s floor in a tangle of limbs with him.

			I want him.

			I want him for a thousand years and in a thousand worlds. I want him until we turn to dust. Until we’re nothing but memories and whispered myths.

			He sets me down but also doesn’t lighten his grip. I didn’t even realize that he’d lifted me. No wonder the world felt so weightless for a moment. Kaelis presses his forehead to mine, a gigantic grin across his face.

			“I feel as if I’ve been waiting an eon to do that.” A tiny bubble of laughter bursts within him. Almost boyish. It’s the first time I’ve ever thought anything about Kaelis could be adorable.

			Cupping his face, I bring his mouth to mine once more, gently. “If you break my heart, I will kill you, Kaelis Revisan.”

			“If I break your heart, I will kill myself, Clara. And then I will come back in a new world to love you better.”

			“Chevalyer,” I add, pulling away just enough to look him in the eyes. I expected telling him my real name to be harder. But something in me loosens. It’s as though a shackle has fallen from my person. The last secret is finally, at long last, gone. “Clara Chevalyer is my real name.”

			“And I will guard it with my life,” he whispers.

			I believe him, wholly and completely. “If you’re to be with me, you should know me—all of me.”

			“It would be my honor.” He kisses both of my cheeks.

			I kiss his lips in reply, and he holds me tighter. For a heartbeat, the world is still, and quiet, and good. For tonight, we will indulge in a singular dream that everything can be right and normal. That we can simply be two people in love.
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			Chapter 74

			I wake up in his arms. The morning is slow. Cold. Golden sunlight streams through the cracks in the curtains. We went to bed without saying a word to anyone else, too encased within our own bubble.

			It’s strange to wake up with Kaelis in a room so plain. As though we’re a normal couple. A smile cracks my lips. Nothing about Kaelis and me could ever be “normal.”

			As I shift, Kaelis tightens his arm around me, keeping my back pressed against his chest. His breath is slow and warm against the nape of my neck.

			“Good morning, darling.” His voice is thick with sleep, and the added depth stirs something within me. I shift, fighting arousal. It’s far too early for that, especially after the hours we spent muffling our moans to little more than heavy breathing last night.

			Instead, I focus on “Darling?”

			“Dearest, then?”

			“Dearest?” I twist to face him.

			Kaelis barely cracks open an eye. “I’ll try on every term of endearment until I find one that fits. Or perhaps I’ll just rotate to whatever suits me, or you, in the moment.”

			“And what suits me best in this moment?”

			A lazy smile widens across his cheeks. “Kitten.”

			I choke on a laugh. “You’re joking.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			I cannot believe he says it with a straight face. I fight laughter and fail, and he quickly spirals as well. We both curl in on each other, laughing until our ribs hurt.

			Finally, I compose myself to let out a breath and shake my head. “I’m going to find breakfast. I think I smell bread.”

			“Bread is winning out over lying naked in bed with me?”

			“Bread wins out over most things.” I sit. “Besides, I am starving from the exertion of last night.”

			“I can satiate you.” He takes my hand with a grin.

			“While you are immensely satisfying, you cannot help me in this way.”

			Kaelis falls back dramatically and brings his forearm to his forehead, as though fainting. The covers barely offer modesty, and his naked form looks like some kind of artist’s study in figure. “You wound me, kitten.”

			“Don’t push your luck with the nicknames.” I pull away from the warmth of the bed, feeling his eyes follow me as I wrap a simple dress around myself and layer a heavy coat on top of it.

			“Luck is on your side, after all.” With a yawn, he rolls over, settling to doze once more.

			Still smiling, I slide on my slippers and make my way downstairs, expecting to find Ren at the stove. But I’m surprised that it’s Arina working two eggs in a skillet, with two thick cuts of bread toasting nearby. She hums to herself, unaware of my approach. Scars still line her forearms and neck, as they always will. But they don’t seem to carry the same weight they once did.

			“Fresh eggs? What a luxury,” I say, coming up to the counter.

			She startles but then greets me with a smile and a thoughtful hum. “And the bread didn’t even require picking off moldy bits.”

			“Look how far we’ve come.” I sink my chin into my palm.

			“Look how far indeed.” A moment of silence as she flips the eggs. My sister always liked the yolks harder than I do. Then she says, a little too casual, “Didn’t catch you going to bed.”

			“Tucked in early.”

			“So did I.” She sweeps a strand of hair behind her ear, fighting a blush.

			“Oh?” I do not miss the implication, and given that she went out of her way to bring it up, I can only assume that she wants me to ask.

			“Nothing—It wasn’t—We didn’t—” She’s so flustered I can’t help but laugh.

			“You’re a grown woman,” I remind both myself and her, even as my protective instincts flicker to life. “You’re allowed to spend the night with anyone you choose.” I pause, voice dropping. “Thal was polite, I trust?”

			She nods, intensely focused on the skillet. “They…they have complicated feelings about their body, too. In very different ways than me, for very different reasons. But it’s fine. I’m not ready for anything more hands-on than simply finding some comfort in an embrace from time to time. And neither are they. For now we’re both appreciating the companionship and are taking everything else in its own time. It’s nice to not be alone.”

			I drop my hand, clasping it with my other, and my gaze drifts out to the now-empty balcony. Riverboats that Jura once worked on drift upriver and toward the inner sea, carrying goods from across the world.

			“It is nice to not be alone,” I muse softly.

			A sharp gasp and the clatter of the pan dropping hard back onto the stove have me nearly out of my skin. I’m sure she’s woken up half the house. But Arina doesn’t care. She grabs my left hand and stares at the ring adorning it.

			“Clara? Clara!”

			“Keep your voice down.” Even as I’m shushing her, I can’t fight a laugh.

			“I knew it,” she says triumphantly. “I knew you would get married in secret.”

			“I’m not married. He proposed.” I twist the ring around my finger, trying to hide the sapphire. Of course Kaelis’s flair for the dramatic has made it almost impossible to be discreet with this piece of art cast in platinum.

			“And you said yes. In secret.”

			“That’s different from a marriage.”

			“It’s close enough,” she insists and returns to the pan, scooping out the eggs and laying them on top of the toasted bread. We share a plate, just like we always did. “I wouldn’t tell the rest of them, though.”

			“I know.” I hesitate: yet more secrets I’m keeping from the people I care about most. But it’s only temporary. “I don’t think he has any expectations of me doing so right away anyway. I’ll let them know once they warm up to him a bit more. I’ll tell them after—”

			My words and thoughts stop short. Mouth hanging open.

			I’ll tell them after I cast the World.

			They wouldn’t remember even if I told them. Would a part of them know inherently like Kaelis knew of his mother? Could I ask the World to ensure that they would?

			The questions spiral, none with good answers.

			“After…?” Arina probes.

			“Arina, would you consider joining the Worldkeepers?” I ask.

			She blinks, not following how I got here. After a large bite of toast, she shrugs and says, “Yeah, sure.”

			“You’re agreeing that easily?”

			“Mom led them, right?” she asks. I nod. “And they’ve always worked against that fuck-wad Naethor, right?” I nod again. “Okay, that’s good enough for me.”

			I can’t stop a smile, or a laugh, or a slight, incredulous shake of my head. I spent months debating. She joins like I’m asking her to lunch. It looks like not even Ravin’s abuse could extinguish her spark.

			“Why’d you bring it up, though?” she says around another large bite.

			“After the wish is made, everyone but the wisher and the Worldkeepers forgets this world. I’m still unsure of exactly what details get remembered. Obviously people still know their names, or their family, I think. But depending on what the World changes, memories are altered.”

			She pauses mid-bite, nearly dropping her toast. “Oh, oh, no. Thal’s joining, then, too.”

			“There usually has to be an induction trial. I’m not sure if I could get you and Thal a pass from—”

			“I survived Ravin and came back from the edge of insanity; I think that counts as my ‘trial.’ ” She licks her fingers in a very matter-of-fact way. “As for Thal, they helped pull me back. If they haven’t proved themselves, then I have no faith in the Worldkeepers’ ability to recognize talent.”

			“You…have a point.”

			“Of course I do.” Arina rolls her eyes as if it should be obvious. She takes the last two bites of my toast without asking, no doubt assuming I was finished. I was not, in fact, finished. But I don’t object. There is a fee to having a good sister, and that is never getting the last bite of your meal.

			“As for this.” I return my attention to the ring, turning it around. No more secrets; time is too precious for it. “I’ll tell everyone this morning—if they ask, that is.”

			Surprisingly, none of them do. I know they notice the ring, just as they notice how much more open Kaelis is being with putting his hand on my hip, or the small of my back. But no one asks or says anything about it. Perhaps because it’s what they already expected.

			I don’t bring it up, content to leave it be. And because my mind is somewhere else entirely.

			After Arina, Sorza, and Thal are inducted, I must put the finishing touches on my wish.
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			The academy feels different after break. But I eventually settle on the fact that it’s me who’s different. The world moves on around me—students meander to breakfast, rush to classes as the bells ring, gossip in the halls about what happened over break, and anxiously await what’s to come with the trials.

			Life continues…and yet I feel like an outsider to it. Everything has a distant, hazy quality. Like it’s a dream that I know isn’t real, but a part of me can’t help but indulge. It comes from knowing that all of this is temporary; soon it’ll all be gone.

			Refining my wish is heavy on me as I prepare students for their Three of Swords Trials. It weighs as I go to Kaelis simply for the excuse of his company and to admire how good my ring looks in the firelight as I scratch Priss between the ears.

			The exact wording I’ll use and intention I’ll picture when I cast the World lingers in the back of my mind as I work with the Worldkeepers—organizing, preparing, and attempting to sort out a way to induct them. Eventually, it’s agreed to treat the font of the World like the altar of the vessel and see if it works. Vaduin makes the induction cards and repeats the process of taking Sorza, Thal, and Arina there during the apex of the Season of Swords.

			I am excluded since they believed my lie that I was successful the first time. Luckily, they all take my word for it and no one demands proof. In the eyes of the Worldkeepers, I’m one of them—that’s all that matters for now. I’ll do it in the new world, I tell myself.

			Arina’s shoulders tremble slightly as I pull her in for a tight hug on the threshold of the apartments the Worldkeepers turned into their secret base.

			“You don’t have to do this,” I whisper in her ear. My instinct to always shelter my sister from hardship worms its way out of me even when we both know this has been decided.

			“We both know I do,” she replies, and I can hear the slight smile in her voice. “Because it’s the right thing to do. And because fuck Oricalis—except Kaelis, I guess.” The last two words are said with mock annoyance.

			When I pull away, I see that what I imagined to be a little smile is a full-blown grin, and I can’t help but smile as well. She goes first and returns triumphant. Then Thal, who is of much the same mind about all this as Arina. Sorza practically vibrates with excitement.

			We all toast with cider in the apartments deep in the academy celebrating their success.

			The days slip by like snow clouds over the mountaintops, and finally Luren finds me after class, apologizing for not coming sooner.

			She locks the door of the classroom behind her and approaches the front of my desk. My heart is pounding; thanks to our scheming, she went to Clan Star over the break. Without fanfare, she pulls out a small bundle of letters that are worn and creased. Letters I know all too well.

			“It was easier than expected. Sending Liam letters gave me the opportunity to see how things were processed and I found half—ones from him to you—in a locked drawer in the mail-processing room dated and labeled by their particularly fastidious steward. Another half in his desk. I recognized your handwriting on the outside of the envelopes,” she says, affirming Liam’s and my unspoken suspicion that someone was conspiring to keep his letters from me. “But I didn’t read any of them.”

			I take them from her and unfold one of Liam’s. With one glance I see my real name at the top and a wave of relief instantly crashes over me to the point that I nearly collapse onto my desk just to breathe. Luren continues to hover on the other side of my desk.

			“I did something for you…Now I’d like something in return.”

			I pause. This isn’t like her. Especially since part of what she was getting was a clan interested in her. “Go on,” I say cautiously.

			She shifts, and the hesitation instantly brings back the woman I remember. “I…I think Dristin might have feelings for me.”

			“He absolutely does.” I nod, not playing any sort of coy game. I’m pretending less these days, ignoring less.

			Blushing, she tucks her hair behind her ears. “He got so strange before I left…and he said something that made it obvious. I don’t want to lose him, Clara. And I think I might because of helping you. He seems to think I don’t want to be a part of Clan Chariot anymore.”

			I reach out with my other hand, grabbing hers. She takes note of my ring, as many have, but doesn’t ask. “I’ll absolutely help.”

			“Thank you.” She nods and turns for the door.

			As soon as she’s gone, I begin preparing, and I implement my plan the next day when I announce a final class project to help prepare them for service to a clan. It is a paired assignment, designed to focus on collaboration, strategy, and problem-solving, where they take on requests from other pairs and score one another. Important skills for Arcanists who must work together in the clans.

			Naturally, I pair Luren and Dristin together.

			Naturally, their project mysteriously runs into issues that force them to stay late and work longer together.

			At first, they’re so stiff. But as the day drags on, their conversation becomes easier. More normal. I sit, pretending to go over some plans while I eavesdrop.

			Then something catches my ear.

			“Ravin?” Luren repeats, surprised.

			Dristin hums in affirmation, shuffling through papers. “He came to Clan Moon while I was there visiting relatives for the Swords celebrations. I overheard him saying something about a relic.”

			A relic? I keep my eyes on my papers, hand tightening slightly around my pen.

			Luren sounds thoughtful. “Now that you mention it…I wonder if he was making rounds to the clans, because he came to Clan Star, too.” A pause, and I see her eyes dart to me in my periphery. “In fact, I just received a letter from Liam that he was personally invited to a celebration here at Ravin’s manor soon.”

			My eyes stay on my papers as Dristin scoffs and lowers his voice to be barely audible. “That Liam man is a weird one…better you don’t associate with him…”

			Ravin is inviting Liam. Personally. Maybe it’s because of what happened with Emilia. Maybe it’s because he thinks he has the vessel and I can finally be tied up as a loose end. Regardless of the reason, I know in my marrow he’s finally investigating Liam’s attachment to me.

			I might have the letters now, but Liam still knows my name. He’s still a risk. And I will not let him be my undoing.
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			Chapter 75

			There is one person I go to before Ravin’s party. One person I trust with this information and can rely on. It’s well past midnight when I ease my way into Kaelis’s apartments.

			He is still awake, hunched over his desk. Priss is perched on the edge and perks up the moment she sees me. I cross, scratching under her chin as I lock eyes with Kaelis and say, “Ravin is finally going after Liam.”

			Kaelis sits a bit straighter. “Then we finally kill Liam.”

			I lean on the desk, folding my arms. Priss stands and arches her back, rubbing against me as if asking why the scratches stopped.

			“I want to try to talk to him,” I say at last.

			“Excuse me?”

			“I ran in blindly to kill the Hierophant, and making him my ally ended up serving me far better. Liam might be the same. Ravin is on the hunt for relics—he might know something about why.” I glance Kaelis’s way, and judging from the furrow of his brow, he’s not heard anything of the sort, either. “Having someone in a clan helping us could be a benefit.”

			“Or it could be a major liability. ” A shadow passes over his expression. “Allies in the clans will mean little when the world is remade.”

			“We don’t know that,” I counter. “Who knows what relationships or goodwill might linger into the new world.”

			Kaelis folds his arms and leans back in his chair. “I would feel better if you killed him and were done with it.”

			Priss meows, as if in agreement.

			“I’m sure you would…but I want to try, Kaelis.” I resume my scratches of Priss and her purr tells me the meow was more in annoyance. The ring really does catch the light in the most perfect way. Such a gorgeous distraction it can be. “I want to try this first. I think I can trust him.”

			Kaelis sighs. “If you think it is for the best, then you have my faith and my assistance.”

			“Thank you. This is what I’m thinking…”
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			Ravin’s party has similarities to the last one I went to at his house during the Season of Wands. Except the decor, while equally lavish, is far more discerning—gone are the bright colors and the abundance of decorations that were an assault on the senses. This party grounds itself in steely grays and slate blues, focusing on the more serious transitions from swords to cups. And, this time, I’m not dressed in finery. This time, Kaelis arrives in the carriage alone.

			I’m dressed in all black, reminiscent of a Worldkeeper: tight leathers and a hooded cowl that completely masks my face as I blend into a clouded night sky. I’m perched on a nearby rooftop, watching the party unfold. Watching Kaelis move in and out, weaving through the celebration. He brings people onto the veranda, showing me who all is in attendance, just as we discussed. Simultaneously, his eyes dart inside, looking for sight lines and what section of the veranda is the most secluded. I want to know all the variables before I make my move.

			The party begins to shift; guests migrate from the open-air balconies and gardens to the lavish interiors of Ravin’s estate. There are no performers perusing the veranda, so there is little to keep individuals outside.

			Carefully, I slip from my perch, scrambling down the outer wall of the estate while all eyes are elsewhere. Laughter and the sharp clinking of glasses cover the gravel crunching under my boots as I drop behind a hedge in the gardens. The aroma of fresh-cut greenery and damp earth is potent as I crouch low, moving among the best cover of the garden to lurk at the veranda’s base, covered by shadow.

			Just as I’m about to move again, two individuals emerge. I freeze.

			“This is madness, Moreus.” There’s only one woman who could call Lord Ventall by his name and not immediately be reprimanded: Lady Ventall.

			Every muscle tenses.

			“It is the will of the crown.” Moreus keeps his voice down. Their footsteps approach, and I can imagine they’re getting even more distance from the interior, given that their topic of conversation seems somewhat defiant.

			“I have lost one daughter to that monster”—the monster is me—“I will not lose another.”

			I know exactly what card I would use. One movement. One thought. And it’s over. Mother’s vengeance is right here.

			“It is not our choice.”

			“Make it your choice!” she snaps. “You promised me, swore to me you would do anything for this family. Yet I’m beginning to think you’re letting your old one usurp what we’ve built, again.”

			“Helena.” Her name has a bit of a growl. I know a warning when I hear it.

			“I never turned you in for your treason, I kept your secret and your good name intact, so don’t let him take my other daughter from me,” she begs, voice cracking.

			I press my eyes closed and grit my teeth into a snarl. My jaw pops. My fists tremble. I hold myself back with invisible lashings.

			Fuck. Fuck. I hate her. I hate her more than anyone. Maybe more than Naethor. One thought and she’s dead. She’s right here.

			The vengeance I swore to Mother.

			The revenge I promised Arina.

			It’s right here.

			“Please,” Helena whispers, and I can hear the tears in her voice. Hear the earth-shattering sorrow of a mother who lost her daughter. Of a woman who probably saw her family crumble the moment she learned of her husband’s betrayal.

			Moreus is the one behind both our hurt. His selfishness was what set this all into motion. Not that it excuses what she did. But where would it stop?

			I can’t…

			My hand relaxes, and I hang my head, breathing in the damp night slowly. I can’t do it. What would be the point? More death? More suffering? I’d take Alor’s mother from her just like I took her sister. Just like Alor’s mother took mine from me.

			It never fucking ends. Over and over we hurt one another until we’re bled dry. Until we die or there’s nothing left of us worth saving.

			Will you forgive me, Mother? I ask her spirit. For not giving you what I promised?

			“Everyone, I’ve an announcement to make,” Ravin calls from somewhere inside the house.

			“No,” Helena breathes.

			“We must.”

			This is my last chance. I dare to lift my eyes just above the edge of the veranda floor as they walk away. Magic surges and sputters within me. But I still can’t bring myself to do it.

			I’m moving past the endless cycle of killing; otherwise, the world will be drowning in blood. I stare at her back, knowing she’ll never know this kindness.

			Emilia, I never meant for you to bear the sins of your mother…but we’ll call your death punishment enough for her. Let’s call it even, and it ends here.

			“I am pleased to present,” Ravin continues from somewhere that I can’t see, can only hear the vague echo of, “Alor Ventall.”

			A polite applause. I pause.

			“Now, as the heir to Clan Tower, she will pick up her sister’s mantle. She will seek both justice and revenge for Emilia’s death. At the end of this academic year, she will make her third and final sacrifice to the Chalice early. She will not return for her third year at Arcana Academy but will lead the charge against our most deadly foe, Clara Graysword.”

			Biting back a sigh, I keep moving to where Kaelis signaled for me to go earlier: a section of the veranda that is the most obscured from the inside. My prince maneuvers Liam effortlessly as the celebration inside becomes polite praise to the Ventall family.

			“…quite surprising, I know. But Alor is an incredibly talented student,” Kaelis says. I hover, holding my position just out of sight.

			“At least her clan won’t be impacted much, since she was going to Clan Tower anyway.” Their footsteps draw near and stop. Liam asks, “Who was it you wanted me to meet?”

			“Ah, yes. A moment, let me fetch them.” Kaelis leaves.

			There’s no time to waste. The majority of the party is inside still after Ravin’s announcement, celebrating Alor. Kaelis is ensuring no one else emerges. This is my chance. My opening.

			Soundlessly, I climb onto the veranda, slinking under the railing. I close the gap between us. I suck in a breath, and he turns. There’s no way he could’ve heard me; it’s as if he sensed my presence.

			Liam’s eyes widen slightly. Then his whole expression relaxes. He even smiles.

			“It would be you,” he says softly, every muscle easing. Liam leans against the railing and looks over the city. There’s no sign of resistance. No struggle to his voice or pose.

			“You know who I am?” I whisper. I’m hooded, masked.

			“I’ve known since I walked into that gathering at the academy and you pushed Luren to me,” he replies, just as soft.

			“How?” No one else—outside of Majors—saw through my disguise.

			“Because it’s you. Love sees through everything.” A pause, a huff of amusement. “And you told me luck would be on my side.” He continues to wear that sad, small smile. “Promise me you’ll make it quick, all right?”

			I’m too stunned to move. “You…you think I’m here to kill you?”

			“It’s your name, isn’t it? You told me it was special, secret, what feels like a lifetime ago…but I thought it was because of some petty crimes. Ravin came around the clan asking about books on the Minor Arcana and relics, but it seemed to be a front for an attempt to get close to me. Then he started asking questions. He’s been relentless. And when Luren was clearly looking for our letters—”

			“You let her take them?” I whisper.

			He nods. “I figured it had to be you behind everything, and my instinct was correct. It was all too specific. Too orchestrated. Had that special brand of planned-out that is your mark.”

			“And yet, you didn’t tell him…” I’m glad I didn’t come here to kill him in the end. There isn’t much time left before the world is remade. But I’m glad that I don’t have to be as fearful before it is. Glad that he can enter the new world, even if he remembers none of this. But if he does, him being on my side is even better.

			“I didn’t tell him, yet,” he corrects, and my hopes shatter.

			“Are you threatening me?”

			“No.”

			“Blackmailing me?” I narrow my eyes.

			“Hardly.”

			“Then what?”

			He sighs softly. “We both know you will never know peace unless I’m dead. I don’t know why the prince wants your real name so badly, but I know it can’t be good.” His eyes shine in the low light. The noise from within is growing as the party returns to full swing. “And we both know I’m not strong enough to endure torture if—when his patience runs out. I could tell you all the promises in the world, but when it comes to that, I can’t promise anything.” The night grows colder as he speaks.

			“You wouldn’t hurt me,” I whisper. Even if we are just a memory, it is a good memory. It meant something then, so it’s something now. Different and not romantic in the slightest. But a type of love, I suppose, in its own way.

			“I can swear to you I don’t want to. Or intend to. But not that I won’t. If he tortures me, I don’t know what I’ll do. If he threatens my wife, I will betray you, Clara. But I don’t want to hurt you or her. So, kill me, it’s cleaner.”

			I look away. The one time I come with peaceful intentions…I press my eyes closed and fight a surge of pain that rips through me.

			He closes the gap between us, catching my eyes once more as they open, and whispers, “You were right. We should’ve left through the Desert Reaches when you could’ve gotten us out. Maybe in the next life.”

			“Maybe,” I reply with a breath. Then I cast my first card.

			The Four of Cups has him falling asleep instantly. I catch him, easing him down to the floor as I cast the Nine of Wands—no pain. I cast the Knight of Wands on myself, removing all doubt. This is one of the first times I’ve ever truly needed it.

			The Prince of Swords shreds his heart from within. I wield the card so carefully that it doesn’t break the surface of his skin. He’s peaceful and as handsome as ever, even in death. Liam dies in my arms, so similar to how he did in my vision in the Chalice…yet so different.

			He knew no pain. Life leaves him with a peaceful sigh. It was a better death than most of us could ever hope for.

			But it was still too early for him. Unfair. I hang my head and share his last breath before easing his body to the ground. Just as I stand to leave, there is a sharp inhale.

			I freeze and slowly turn my head.

			A woman is there. No, not just any woman. My eyes make out the details of her features against the bright light from inside.

			Liam’s wife.
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			Chapter 76

			Her eyes grow wide with horror. Her breaths quicken, chest rising and falling against her tight corset. She lets out a piercing scream.

			Fuck.

			I lunge. Not at her, but away. I vault over the veranda railing, already hearing stirring from inside. They’re going to be on me in seconds. Now is not the time to hold back.

			The Page of Coins crashes into my chest; my fingers shimmer with gold as I race toward then reach for the outer wall. The Ace of Coins sparks, and the stone of the wall comes to life, jutting out, making a sort of ladder.

			“Clara Graysword! She’s here! She killed my husband!”

			There’s a surge of movement, and enforcers round the house right as I vault over the top of the wall. I land hard, rolling, and then scramble back to my feet on the other side. A narrow alleyway awaits ahead. This was planned. Well, not the enforcers shouting in chorus with Alor as they begin to chase after me, but my getting away was calculated. I am wishing I brought a Chariot with me, though. Here I was, preserving the resources I have, thinking this little mission would be quick and tidy. Now I’m cursing that there isn’t one in my deck.

			In the alleyway, stashed by a rubbish bin, is a small satchel of clothes. My fingers are already ripping off the hood of my cowl. The Ace of Swords slices through the seams of my shirt. The Five of Coins vanishes them as they fall, turning the fabric into an outline of gold that blinks out of existence before it can even touch the ground.

			I’m in nothing but my smallclothes. But I don’t care. No one is around, and I’d rather look crazy and move quickly than worry about my modesty. In the satchel are a pair of plain trousers and a tunic. I slide both on. They’re way too loose on me but designed to be that way. Faster to get on. And a flick of my wrist has the Three of Coins tightening the seams, rendering them to a perfect fit with each hurried step away.

			Footsteps pound the cobblestones behind me. Too close. I make a hard turn and head for River Park. There are fewer lamplights there, and it’s not uncommon for people to take nighttime strolls.

			Enforcers shout, and I hear more running—too close for comfort. I dash down another road. And then break free of the buildings, emerging into the trees of the park. As soon as I do, I slow my pace, chest heaving. Run, every instinct within me urges. But I don’t. That will make me look more suspicious.

			A man emerges from a different alleyway. A card rises over my shoulder on instinct. But it falls back into my hand as the man’s magic spikes in the air with a force so sudden that it has me halting instantly. The magic is familiar in a somewhat sickening way.

			I don’t put away the card as I slowly shift my feet, looking over my shoulder, halfway angling myself toward him. My gaze locks on a tall, imposing figure standing just at the edge of a lamp’s glow.

			Lord Moreus Ventall.

			His golden eyes gleam coldly in the dim light. Three cards are held in an outstretched hand like a threat, as if to match my own. A deck sits on his hip, not unlike how I wear mine on my thigh.

			But there are no enforcers with him. No Stellis. It’s as though he ran off on his own—separate from them.

			His eyes drop to the card in my hand and then look back to my face. His brow furrowing.

			“Can I help you?” My voice is steady, but I wear a confused expression in an attempt to throw him off.

			His lips curve in something that might be amusement, if his eyes weren’t so pained. “I know who you are.”

			I don’t respond.

			“Did you think I wouldn’t recognize you?” He takes a slow step forward, leaving the nearest streetlamp’s glow and entering the veil of night. “Did you think I wouldn’t recognize her face in yours last year? Just like I can recognize her style on your cards.”

			My grip tightens on the card in my hand, but I say nothing.

			“Yes…You can try to change how you ink, but I see your mother in the way you craft the borders, the chipped edges on your Swords and stars on your Cups. And you’ve spent all year teaching that style to your sister without even trying. She so admires how you wield that she even mirrors your inking style.”

			A bitter, humorless laugh escapes before I can stop it. I straighten, forcing myself to meet his eyes without fear. “Are you going to kill me now, Father?”

			He flinches as though I’ve attacked him. His face—so much like my original face—shifts through emotions. Regret? Resignation? I force myself not to care about whatever is lurking beneath those eyes.

			“Do you really think I would harm you? When I have time and again spared your life?”

			I let out a sharp laugh. The sound is raw and feels like broken glass in my throat. “Spare me? You drove us from our home. We lived on the streets—”

			“Laylis left without a word! I tried to find you. All I wanted was for you and your sister and mother to live in comfort. Why do you think I gave her that townhome to spend her days in luxury? You would’ve all been safely hidden under Naethor’s nose. No one would suspect that a home owned by High Lord Moreus Ventall would hold anything but law-abiding individuals.” He takes another step forward.

			I take a step back in equal measure; my magic simmers, ready to boil over. “It’s because of you that our mother died…after you did who knows what to her.”

			“I loved her, and she loved me.” There’s no doubt or hesitation there. It’s the truth. Or at least the truth as far as he believes.

			“She would’ve never loved the man hunting her—tasked with killing her.”

			“Neither of us could believe it, either. But the heart has a wicked sense of humor. Perhaps something you might also know all too well.” He lowers his chin and gives me a knowing look, referencing Kaelis. I inhale slowly through my nose and scowl. “I never laid a hand on your mother in a manner that would bring her harm. Never touched her in any way without her permission—her asking. I certainly did not kill her.”

			“But you stand by the woman who did!” The words rip from me before I can stop them. The rage I have only just cooled boils over once more. “You let her do it, and you remained with her after.”

			“I only found out what she did recently, thanks to Alor. If you can believe it, she was the one to expose Helena’s actions, with Emilia’s help. It was Emilia who came to me looking for the records, and I performed my own investigation.” He slowly lowers his hands, placing the cards back in his deck. “I spent years looking for you and Arina, and Laylis. Not knowing what happened to any of you. I spent years having people report to me on the Worldkeepers—keeping Naethor’s bloody, cursed hunt alive in the hopes it’d lead me to her or you.”

			“Stop.” I look away. I can’t handle this.

			“And when I found you, you were beyond my protection in almost every way.” Almost…except for when he didn’t turn me in last year, or called off Ravin before he could beat me to a pulp.

			“Don’t act like you love us.”

			“You were two children born of love and adoration; of course I did.”

			“All I have known of you is that you are selfish and cruel.” My eyes meet his again, and I shoot him daggers. “Even if you loved my mother—you damned her. It is because of you that my mother is dead, that my sister and I lived on the streets, and I will never forgive you for it.”

			He staggers, deflating some. His wounded eyes are genuine and something I would’ve never otherwise expected. What could he have imagined? That we’d live as some messed-up happy family?

			Moreus opens his mouth again, but he can’t find the words in time. Another figure comes running over, straying from a pack of Stellis that emerged from the alleyway I went down minutes ago.

			Alor’s hair is a silver-blond streak, and she stops between us, breathless. “Father? Professor?”

			I give Moreus a brief, hard stare.

			“I thought I had a lead, but she must’ve got away,” Moreus says. He would be able to lie with ease, he’s had a lot of practice. “I was just asking the professor if she saw anything.”

			“Did you?” Alor turns to me. A Stellis medal has been pinned to her breast just below a captain’s badge, honors she’s already trying her best to live up to.

			“I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

			Alor curses under her breath. “I should return to my squadron, then. I’ll explain what’s happened later, Professor.”

			“Good luck, I’ll see you in class tomorrow.” I speak to Alor, but my eyes dart to Moreus. He’s smart enough to get the warning.

			I have your daughter with me. Don’t challenge me. Liam should be a signal to all my enemies that I will do what I must to defend myself and those I love.

			Moreus regards me warily as Alor leaves. We keep our eyes locked, the night breeze the only thing shared between us.

			In me is the weight of a thousand things left unsaid. But any other words would result in blows, or tears, or screams.

			“Father?” Alor calls from halfway to the Stellis she was rejoining.

			“Your daughter is waiting for you,” I say coldly.

			He gives a curt nod and turns, marching away. I take a step away, turning slowly because my gut tells me not to look away—not to turn my back on my enemy. A flash catches my eye, and I look back in full. I don’t see what card was cast. Moreus is now speaking hastily with Alor. My blood freezes.

			She is walking toward me. No…stalking with predatory movements. Every muscle in me tenses. Danger.

			“Alor,” he calls after her. Glancing over his shoulder to the Stellis behind him, he says something. But I can’t hear what it is. All I see is movement in my periphery. My focus is now on Alor.

			She’s closed the distance quickly. Run, instinct howls. But I hold fast.

			“One more question, Professor, if I may?” She pauses a few steps away from me. Nothing in her tone or stance betrays any malice. But Moreus is moving behind her. The Stellis are drawing closer.

			“Of course.” I force my voice to remain light and easy, focusing on her and keeping everything else in my periphery. “You know I’m always happy to help.”

			“Has that always been your face?”

			“What?” The question hits me like an icy gust off the sea, and I suck in a breath.

			“Or was it something different, Clara?” The moment she asks, she casts the Six of Cups. Cerulean magic envelops my head like a royal circlet. It tightens around me painlessly. It feels as though cool water is being poured across my mind.

			I desperately scramble to redirect my thoughts. But the card is near instantaneous. It’s too late. Her accusation yanked Kaelis’s actions in the academy before the year began—carving my face—to the fore.

			Memories flash across my eyes, and hers widen in tandem. She stares at me with horrified recognition. The spell ends in seconds, but what follows is the longest minute of my life. She finally sees through my immaculate disguise—finally sees me.

			Moreus betrayed me. He told her what to do, and she did it. How else could Alor have known? He proved that any loyalty to me was nothing more than an ignorant, girlish wish.

			“How could you?” she whispers, voice cracking.

			Any response dies before it can escape my throat. Nothing I could say would appease her. It will never be enough for what I’ve done…and she proves why the moment she says, “You…you killed our sister.” Each syllable drips with anguish. With betrayal.

			“I never wanted to.” True as it is, it sounds pathetic to say. I know there is no salvaging this.

			A card rises from the deck at her biceps. I cast the Ten of Swords before I even know what it is and bolt.

			Her scream echoes over the whole of Eclipse City, chasing me. “Stellis! Pursue her! Clara Graysword is here. Professor Sophie Veillgar is Clara Graysword!”
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			Chapter 77

			I can’t cast the Eight of Wands fast enough. I run without looking back, without a thought to where I’m going. The clanking of the Stellis’s armor is loud behind me, all around me. I gulp air and push my feet faster.

			No matter what I do. No matter how far I’ve come. At the end, I’m still just that same little girl running from the enforcers through the streets and alleys, knowing that if I stop, even for a second, I’m dead.

			But fuck it. Fuck them. This is my city. I know every nook and cranny. They are not going to best me on my own turf.

			I cut down a narrow walkway, fingers skimming the damp stone of the wall as I grab it to make another sharp turn. Stellis burst from a side street.

			Following the sound of bawdy drinking songs, I swerve behind a tavern and yank aside a stack of crates I knew would be there from taking this route once as a girl. The crates crash right in front of the Stellis before they can catch up with me.

			But more are ahead.

			“We have you!” one snarls.

			“She’s here!” another shouts.

			I grab a banner and start climbing up to a balcony. They’re too slow in their heavy plate to catch me. But one of them is an Arcanist and their cards make up for it. The banner is sliced in two by an Ace of Swords. I respond with a Three of Coins, mending it, but not fast enough to fashion a complete seam. Hanging by a thread, I swing up onto the balcony just as a burst of flame erupts right where I was moments ago, singeing the banner. Thrown daggers clatter off the side of the building.

			Slamming open the doors of the balcony, I race through some unsuspecting lovers’ room to the other side of the house, then climb to the roof up the moldings from another balcony. I swing up just in time that I think I’ve lost them. There are more Stellis and enforcers than I’ve ever seen. It’s like Halazar collapsed and all the guards who survived its destruction turned into enforcers.

			I could take them on individually. But all at once? The entire city has become infested with them, like plague-born rats. They’re going to run me down. Alor—no, Ravin, he’s the one pulling the strings, will send wave after wave of them against me, not caring how many will die if it means I’ll be worn out to my last.

			“There!” one shouts and points up at me.

			I barely make it to the edge of the roof before cards and arrows fly. The other roof I’m jumping to slants at the last second due to a Stellis’s card work. Too steep. I try to find purchase and slip on the slate tiles. I fall but manage to catch a windowsill and pull myself inside.

			The man within lobs a book at me that I barely dodge in time. Is this whole city against me?

			“Don’t throw books!” I shout and dash through his house and into another. Then down an alley.

			I run and keep running—heading toward the one place where I know they’ll never find me. The one place where I know the men and women won’t help the Stellis or enforcers: Rot Hollow.

			Crossing the main street nearly gets me caught. I’m tackled and thrown. I roll, barely avoiding an Eight of Swords. I cast my last Ten of Swords to thwart another. More enforcers and more cards. So many I can barely keep up as the battle thickens. I must get away, and soon. My deck is thinning—I didn’t exactly prepare to do battle with half the city.

			Finally, I find my opening and dash down an alley. Through the back roads at the far edge of Silver Street. I know every nook and cranny to duck into while they pass. Every little safe passage through the rubble of long-collapsed buildings.

			Finally, I slow and strain my ears. There is no sound.

			Finally, I stop.

			I sag against a wall, catching my breath. Bruises and scratches dot my body; my heart is still racing. But I don’t see or hear anyone.

			What do I do now?

			That question rings between my ears. Eclipse City is no longer somewhere I can turn to. The tunnels can’t be trusted. The Stone Citadel has fallen. They know my fake identity now, so I can’t go back to the academy as Sophie Veillgar.

			There’s only one place left in this world that I feel safe. The one place that stands against the chaos and has yet to crumble. The one place that has been there for me from the first moment I was allowed inside of it. Pressing my eyes closed, I suck in a shuddering breath.

			Home.

			“Kaelis, please,” I whisper into the cool night air, not even knowing what I’m asking of him. My prince. My destiny.

			Something in me knows, above all else, that if I make it to his apartments, they’ll be as safe as I’ve always known them. So I push forward, staying along narrow alleyways and the paths underneath rocky overhangs. The enforcers are still searching; I can hear them in the distance. But the few that dare draw near are impeded by those who reside here. Buckets of refuse are “accidentally” dumped on heads with meager apologies. Men amble in the streets, slowing them down. It doesn’t matter who I am or what I did, no one in Rot Hollow would help an enforcer.

			Eventually, the stone pathways give way to barren rock and dead winter grasses. I’m nearly to the mausoleum of the old graveyard that houses the secret entry to the academy.

			I weigh my options as I approach. Even this passage is compromised. I either go across the top of the bridge for all to see or risk the tunnel. Before I can make a decision, a hooded figure emerges from the shadows of the mausoleum I was just heading toward.

			I slowly approach, hand on my deck, hoping it’s Kaelis. But I know it’s not even before he lifts his chin and the shadows no longer collect on his face.

			“Ravin.”

			“Relax your magic and leave your cards where they are. We both know that neither of us will be besting the other without tearing down half this city.”

			“Well then, if that’s the case, why don’t you put your cards down as well, and we’ll both go on our way.” I don’t move a muscle. Neither does he. “I thought so.”

			“Surrender. You’ve lost. I have the vessel. I have the golden cards.” The second he says it, I imagine Kaelis’s room ransacked. Did he find their hiding place? Does he actually have them?

			“You’re lying,” I counter, trying to feel him out.

			“You wish I am.” He remains still.

			“You’re a desperate man trying to cling to the one thing that could make you real.”

			Ravin snarls. But he recovers his composure. There’s something almost feral to him tonight. Wild desperation makes his movements jerky, unnatural, like a puppet with too few strings. I can use this to my advantage if I’m thoughtful. But at no point does he reach for any of his pockets. If he has the golden cards, he’s not trying to protect them.

			“Let me make the wish, and I’ll let you live. If you want to fuck a prince so badly, I will gladly offer my cock. If you want a crown, I can give you one in my new world. I am the crown prince, after all, and fortunately for you, I’m recently widowed.”

			“I would rather die horribly in every world before I even so much as think about your cock.”

			“Reconsider this; my brother is the literal spawn of evil. His perversion runs so deep that his very blood is cursed. My father attempted to stymie the impact on our world with his wish. But he could only accomplish so much.” His eyes shine, and the way he speaks tells me that he believes what he says to be the absolute truth. “If you give Kaelis the World, evil will be unleashed in a way we cannot comprehend.”

			“Why should I believe you?”

			“Because you know it to be true! You have seen him. You know there is something not right about him.” Ravin takes a step forward.

			“The only one who’s ‘not right’ is you.” I watch his every movement.

			“Why do you think he is void-born? Why do you think he can wield cards in reverse?”

			I don’t know. But I don’t need to. I know the man Kaelis is with every part of me. I know him in my soul.

			“So give your power and your loyalty to me instead.” Ravin outstretches a hand. “Work with me.” His desperation tells me he definitely does not have the real golden cards. I wonder if he got what King Naethor had and is returning from testing them at the font of the World.

			“I would rather die.”

			A noise of disgust. “Then die.”

			I barely have time to react before cards fly through the air, shooting past Ravin’s open palm. Magic explodes in a violent swirl of wind and flame. I throw myself to the side, but another spike of magic swells overhead in the form of a fiery club. It crashes down, and I narrowly avoid it. The Ace of Swords, Ace of Wands, and then Ten of Wands in quick succession tells me two things.

			The first is that Ravin isn’t holding anything back. Not that I thought he would. The second is that his deck has many more cards than mine. At this point, both me and my deck are running empty. And it wasn’t like I prepared myself tonight to fight Ravin of all people. This must’ve been his plan all along—use the Stellis and enforcers to wear me down in the city and wait for me in the one place he knew I’d run to.

			With the Five of Swords in my hand, I go on the defensive. Our swords cry out against each other, and sparks fly. My arms tremble with the force of every blow—he’s stronger than he looks. More desperate. He’s not going to let me go alive this time.

			I feint, trying to gain some distance. I see the Knight of Swords rise, and I barely have time to cast the Seven of Wands. It deflects seven of the blows, but seven more hit. I reel backward, Ravin lunging. I barely have the strength to hold my sword and parry as blood pours down my left arm.

			“You honestly think I’m going to let you use the World? The one thing that could be my undoing?” His pupils are blown wide, swallowing the dark brown of his eyes, making them look nearly like Kaelis’s.

			“You think so highly of yourself that you think the only thing that could bring you down is a wish on the World?” I grit my teeth, disengaging; he ripostes, and I parry again. “I don’t need a legendary power to destroy you.”

			Ravin leans in, our swords warring. “How much of this world will you end up destroying to save what remains? Who are you to decide what is real—what is worthy? All I want is to know I will continue to exist; does that make me wrong? Am I lesser than you if that is my sole desire?”

			The ground beneath me shifts. Another Ace of Coins. I use my own to firm it up, scrambling away as I fight for my balance, jabbing at him wildly and barely getting in a nick before he pushes me. I hit the ground hard, the back of my head cracking against one of the gravestones. I blink, the world spins, and I nearly vomit. My grip relaxes on my sword, and it vanishes with a flash of pain and a whisper of wind. All the while, he approaches as I frantically feel out my deck. Only a few cards left. None of them useful.

			“You’ve lost.” Ravin towers over me, eyes gleaming with triumph. I grit my teeth and try to get up, but his boot presses into my chest. “You thought you were so strong. But all you had was a parlor trick and a prince to hide behind. You think Kaelis will help you? He’s a monster, and you’re playing right into his hand. He’s never loved you. He loves the idea of what you represent—loves finally having all the cards under his control. And above all, he loves feeling like he has control of fate.”

			“Fuck you,” I spit, trying to twist from under his boot. He holds fast, pressing so hard I wheeze.

			“I’ll give you one last chance.” He lowers his voice, leaning closer. I can hear the shouting of Stellis in the distance in concert with the clamor of their plate. The guise drops. “Tell me where he hid those fucking cards, and I’ll spare you.”

			“Never.” I thrash as he raises his blade. If this is it…I won’t go down without being able to say I fought until my last. I cast the Queen of Wands—perhaps making myself incredibly alluring might stall him. It does nothing. I cast my final Ace of Swords, but no blade of air will ease his grip on his sword. I use the last card—a Seven of Cups—to try to shift my appearance to be more like Leigh’s. But the man does not even flinch.

			Footsteps pound in the distance. The Stellis are closer. But all I see is Ravin.

			Arina.

			Kaelis.

			Everyone…

			I’m sorry.

			Ravin’s blade rises and comes whistling down.

			Then the night splits apart. A shock wave of purple-black flames races over us. My right arm feels like it’s about to rip off as tendrils of ghostly white light vein over me. Ravin is sent flying. He crashes against a monument and falls hard. I roll onto my stomach, gasping for air. Every rib feels as if it’s popped from my breastbone. My eyes land on a lone figure standing at the graveyard’s edge, positioned between the city, the Stellis, Ravin, and me.

			Never have I seen Kaelis look so utterly murderous, and I can’t stop the smile that breaks across my face at the sight of my future husband.

			Magic writhes around him, rising from the ground around his feet, flaring from his shoulders like wings of night and purple flame. His coat billows in the wind, and his eyes, void of any emotion but loathing, lock on Ravin.

			When Kaelis speaks, it’s with an ominous growl in the back of his throat. “Never touch my wife.”
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			Chapter 78

			“About fucking time,” Ravin murmurs as he wipes blood from the corner of his mouth. He pulls himself to stand with the help of a nearby gravestone. “I was wondering when you’d finally show your true colors to the whole world.”

			Kaelis doesn’t answer, his gaze lingering on my bruises and gashes. I think I see the miasma of shadow around him darken as he turns back to Ravin.

			“You can’t protect her, brother. You can’t even protect yourself—you’re a dog on a leash for Father,” Ravin says, seething.

			Kaelis is utterly unbothered. “You are not my brother, you fucking abomination.”

			Ravin roars, and both men move at the same time. Kaelis is a blur. I can’t tell most of the cards he’s casting because the majority are reversed. Every one unleashes something horrible, though.

			But Kaelis doesn’t move toward his brother; he comes for me, keeping Ravin at bay. His hand closes around mine, and the sensation of a warm bath overcomes me. I recognize the Queen of Cups as my wounds mend.

			Locking eyes with mine, Kaelis issues a single command. “We’re taking the main bridge. Run.”

			I do. My fingers locked with his, we run toward the academy gates. They open without a card or clear command from Kaelis. Ravin and the other Stellis are close behind.

			“I don’t have any cards!” I shout to him over the howling winter winds off the sea that whip hair into our faces and pull tears from our eyes.

			“Just keep running.” Kaelis is focused only ahead.

			I trust him implicitly.

			When we’re halfway across the bridge, Kaelis stops, swinging around. Momentum throws me a few feet ahead as his fingers release mine. I turn in time to see him kneel, palms pressing against the stone of the bridge.

			Purple-black flames illuminate grooves hidden in the mortared edges that I didn’t notice once in nearly two years of looking at this bridge from the academy’s spires.

			Violet light illuminates the design of the Ace of Wands just on the inside of the graveyard gate, and within a second, the back half of the legion of Stellis chasing us are immolated in a wall of flames. The front half are nearly knocked off the bridge as it folds up like paper, the Ace of Coins design barely visible in front of us before it contorts.

			Kaelis spins and begins running. I shake the shock of what just happened, close my slack jaw, and pick up speed at his side. Wands…then Coins…Swords are next. The hidden form of the Ace of Swords carved between the stones of the bridge summons a gale that pushes the legion back, away from the academy. The Ace of Cups is the final hidden card etched into the bridge. Kaelis activates this one when we’re past the threshold of the massive doors, and a wall of ice begins to form in jagged growing spears.

			The doors close in front of us with a solemn, ominous clang, and ice seals them shut along the seam.

			“That won’t stop them for long,” Kaelis murmurs.

			“What the…Could you always do that?” I blink. I’ve never seen magic like it.

			“This is the seat of my ancestors—my castle by birthright.” He grins and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. The movement is gentle, affectionate even, and so jarring coming from the man who just wreaked terror upon countless individuals. “There are secrets still that can protect us, but they won’t hold forever.”

			I know what he’s saying, and my stomach plummets.

			“Retrieve the cards from my apartments. Ink the vessel. Get your sister to make her gold card.”

			“Where are the gold cards?” I can’t ask more than that; my throat is in knots I can’t swallow. I’m not ready. She’s not ready. But we never will be. Sometimes, we must do what terrifies us most before we’re even sure we’re capable of surviving it.

			“I’ve kept them safe with the second most precious thing to me in the world.” The adoration he looks at me with tells me I am the most precious thing.

			“Your…crowns?” I guess.

			He laughs and shakes his head. “Priss, of course. Check under her favorite spot.” Why is doting on his cat one of the most appealing things he could do? “Go, Clara. I’ll hold them off as long as I can and lock down the school.”

			I grab his hand. “Kaelis, you can’t hold them off alone.”

			“Let me show them why they all fear me so deeply.” He smiles sadly, and I merely stare. I stare at the brilliant night he exudes, a darkness so pure that it could swallow me whole. Yet…glittering. Sparking with a thousand tiny violet stars of magic so raw and primal that it’s as terrifying as it is breathtaking.

			I pull his face to mine with both hands and plant a firm kiss upon his mouth.

			His forehead presses against mine, and he draws a shuddering breath. We steal one last second. Even as the sounds of magic begin to roar beyond the doors. Even as the academy begins to wake to chaos and confusion.

			Kaelis pulls away. “Go.” And he turns to the doors, pressing his palms against them.

			I feel his spike of magic, but I don’t wait to see what he does. Instead, I race through the corridors, down into the bedrock of the academy and the foot of the mountain. I head to the apartments where the Worldkeepers have been staying.

			They are all awake, talking rapidly, as I burst through the door.

			“They know. They’re here,” I gasp. “They know my disguise. Ravin is leading the Stellis to the academy now—they’re at the doors.”

			“What?” Vaduin takes a step forward. I’m glad he’s usually down here at night and not up in his room in the professors’ wing.

			I tell them all that’s transpired. When I’m finished, I expect them to hate me—to have yet another reason to loathe me. Instead, I am met with utter and unwavering determination. Each one of their expressions is a portrait of one of the stone statues of the past Worldkeepers, as resolute as the rock of the Stone Citadel itself.

			Vaduin takes a step, then another. He places his hand on my shoulder, and for some reason, I flinch. There’s something that still puts me on edge in his expression. “Do what must be done; we’ll help hold them off. But do not forget us when your wish is made. Make the world you promised: one for all.”

			I nod, knowing he’s sacrificing the one thing he truly wanted: to see the wish be made. “I swear it. This time, the power will be ours.”

			“We’ll know if you don’t use your wish wisely. We’ll remember, after all.” He grins slightly and passes me a blank card. I know by the feel of the paper that it is the one I need to ink the vessel and I pocket it carefully. Then he turns to the rest. “This is our last stand. Our chance to show Naethor that he will not destroy us quietly.”

			“You’ll find extra decks in the reading classrooms—every student is outfitted with a full one to read. Arm yourselves,” I add for any who don’t know.

			Vaduin places a deck in my palm with a nod.

			“You’ll need it,” I object.

			“As you aptly put it, I can easily get more. And you look like you need it more than I do.”

			My fingers tighten around it, and I slide the cards into the holster at my thigh. “Thank you.”

			They leave, and it’s just me and Arina who remain. She lingers in the doorframe. There’s no hesitation in her stance, nor trembling uncertainty.

			Just pure resolve.

			I swallow hard, guilt already threatening to drown me. It’s still too soon. She’s still too frail. But then I blink and she’s no longer the girl I struggled to raise on the streets. No longer the broken young woman Ravin discarded. She’s Arina, a force of nature. Beautifully defiant. Ready to burn the world.

			“Are you ready?” I know the answer before asking.

			“Yes.” Without missing a beat.

			I exhale slowly. “You were always stronger than I gave you credit for.”

			“I know.” She grins. “Glad you’re starting to admit it.” I laugh softly and shake my head. Right as I’m about to leave, she stops me with “Clara, there’s something I need to tell you.”

			“Arina, there’s not a lot of time.”

			Yet she hesitates. I know the look of my sister gathering her courage with a single breath. “I know you didn’t want me to read for you about using the World…”

			“But you did anyway,” I finish for her, a streak of anger tearing through me that’s gone as quickly as it came. “What happened to your philosophy of not reading for people unless they explicitly ask?”

			“This time, it seemed too important not to.” She lifts her chin, not backing down. “I had a sense—an overwhelming, nausea-inducing fear of what was to come. So I read, not for you, but for myself. In that reading, I saw myself inking the Star and you by my side. I saw the font of the World and the specter of death. Then…nothing. I laid more cards, and I saw a castle, twisted, different. A grand hall dressed for a ceremony, drowning in blood. I saw a shadow fall across all Oricalis and an unending calamity that follows. Noble clans fallen. A violet flame that knows no end—that spreads across everything as we know it.”

			My heart stops.

			Kaelis.

			I see him as she speaks. I see the man with the crown in the vision of what he sacrificed to the Chalice. Kaelis the king. I hear Ravin’s utterances of his monstrosity. I see the shadows that have loomed over him from the first moment we met and feel the terror that ripped through me at their first appearance, the wonder at their last.

			“The visions were hazy at best, I admit,” she continues, “but if you cast the World as you intend, all we know will be destroyed.”

			A tiny part of me still doubts. But Mother’s voice is so quiet and so far now, her warnings faded like whispers on a breeze.

			When I speak, my voice is steady. “That is the goal. Sometimes, things are so broken that nothing can be salvaged; we must destroy them before we can rebuild. The world I want is something new that will flourish from the ashes of this one.”

			Arina studies me. I can tell she has a thousand thoughts she’s not saying. Warnings she’s not giving. But I don’t flinch; I hold her stare.

			“You know what you’re doing?” Doubt dances among her words.

			“As much as I can,” I admit to both her and myself.

			She nods, as do I. Yet we linger. We steep in the words unsaid and the weight of a prophecy I already know I don’t want to understand. That I’m already trying to figure out how I can avert. Still, neither of us speaks.

			Finally, and without another word, I grab the supplies we need and we leave together.

			Arcana Academy is already falling into chaos. Shouts echo down to us from the upper wings of the academy where students reside well before we reach them. Faculty and staff bark orders, trying to regain control. But the students have minds of their own. A few third years are leading small packs of students—no doubt those with family on the outside who had the power to use the Queen of Swords to communicate in. The chaotic din of fighting grows louder both inside and outside the academy.

			Some students aren’t submitting peacefully.

			“Kaelis has gone mad!”

			“Do not trust the headmaster! He will see us die in here!”

			Someone screams. Glass shatters. I whip my head toward the sound, but Arina yanks my hand. “We keep going.”

			We won’t be on these upper passages for long.

			But it’s too long.

			At the far end of the passage we turn down, just beyond the library, is a group of students.

			“Kill them all! Kill the bastards who’d side with Clara Graysword—all of the lower filth.”

			“Come at me, then!” an already bruised and split-lipped Sorza challenges.

			Arina knows that we’re going to help before I make a quick turn in Sorza’s direction. Sorza is good, but she’s not going to out-wield a group of five third years.

			Let’s make this a little more even.

			I cast a Three of Swords, distracting the most immediate attacker. At the same time, Arina uses the Five of Coins to remove part of a pedestal underneath a statue nearby. The statue comes toppling down on one of them. Sorza barely glances our way before taking the opening, stabbing at a third attacker with a curved dagger. I turn my attention to the fourth. We’re fast, but not fast enough.

			A burst of flame collides with her side, faster than Sorza can dodge. Fire explodes along her ribs, setting her heavy robes ablaze. She throws them off, her shirt underneath singed and hanging on one side.

			The man moves to cast another card, but a flash of magic from a new individual has his head hanging by a strip of skin. He crumples, and the rest of them scatter with panicked screams. They didn’t fully realize the bloodshed they were inviting. I glance toward the caster, Vaduin, and let out a sigh of relief before kneeling by Sorza’s side.

			“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Sorza says with a groan. “I can fix it myself with a Four of Swords.”

			“Where’s Thal?” Arina asks her.

			“They’re protecting first years.”

			“They would be,” Arina murmurs. The way she says it doesn’t suggest we’re about to go looking for them.

			“Let me help.” Vaduin kneels at Sorza’s other side, giving me a sharp look. “You should be halfway to the font of the World by now.”

			I don’t argue as Vaduin reaches for a card. He places a Queen of Cups directly upon Sorza’s gnarled and burnt flesh. But pauses. I see the way his eyes catch on a part of the wound.

			“I’m not sure if I can heal this,” Vaduin murmurs.

			“That mark? I’ve always had it.” Sorza shrugs. “Weird looking, right?”

			I don’t miss the way Vaduin freezes. The way his grip on his card tightens for just a second before casting. Then his eyes flick to mine. “You two, go.”

			We do. We head first to my room, managing to avoid the passages we hear shouting echoing up from, the sizzle of magic alive in the air around us. I grab the golden Death and then find a pathway that shortcuts to Kaelis’s apartments. I grab the other gold cards from underneath the cushion Priss favors most on the settee we shared, and then Arina and I run, deeper and deeper.

			We burst into the cavern where the font of the World resides, our breathing ragged and sides aching. But we don’t stop. We cross to the base of the great statue, I lay out the supplies, and only then do I pause to collect myself, pushing strands of hair from my face.

			“Are you ready?”

			She nods, and we pick up pens at the same time.

			My sister and I move in unison, dipping the tips of the pens into the water at the base of the statue. I press the pen tip to my card at the same time as her. Then we diverge.

			I move through the room, around the statue, inking across the floor. I draw lines of raw power through the air. The academy itself is one massive card, every spire and line connecting. And this—much like the vessel card itself—is its center. Everything connects here.

			Meanwhile, Arina sketches swirling constellations across the top of her card. She draws a frame worthy of Mother’s praise. She moves with me, and it is as though our power dances around each other, feeding off each other, growing.

			The room is luminous with the glittering strands of magic that hold the vessel card hovering in place before the statue. A web of past and present, of future. A portrait of Mother’s greatest work.

			As the ink dries on Arina’s card, I reach for the vessel. Magic breaks apart into crystalline fragments as I tear it free. Her card turns golden.

			She holds it out, and my heart squeezes. This is it. I reach to grab it, but then…

			A violent streak of light cuts through the darkness of this cavernous room like a shooting star crashing to earth. We both turn, hearts pounding in our throats, frozen in place as the light takes the shape of a chariot that fades to reveal four figures.

			One cowled individual I know to be a Major from his clothing—Judgment, probably, the Major who can revive people from death itself if he’s fast enough. Ravin is next to him. Then Cael, the Emperor, of all people. And finally, King Naethor himself.

			Naethor’s eyes lock with mine, and a cruel smile cuts his mouth. “Thank you, Clara, for finally delivering me the World. Now I can finish what I started.”
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			Chapter 79

			“I will never let you have it,” I say, seething, hatred oozing from every pore.

			I reach for the Star clutched in Arina’s trembling hand. The sight of Ravin has her frozen in place. Her lips part for short, shaky breaths. Just when my fingertips graze the edge of the card, there’s a flash of gold in my periphery.

			Stop. Do nothing, Cael’s voice echoes in my mind.

			I don’t so much hear the command as I feel it. And in an instant, my body heeds it. I freeze in place. My muscles strain as I try to reach for the card, but I can’t. My body has been turned into living stone.

			Being frozen as King Naethor finishes stalking toward us has the contents of my stomach threatening to upturn. Arina’s horrified gaze darts between us. She goes to turn, and there’s a flash of golden light again.

			A Major that allows one to control another: the Emperor. Not suggest or influence. Full control.

			Okay, now I know what I’m dealing with, but how do I fight a foe who can make my body betray me and render my own internal commands useless? All the while fending off two other deadly individuals, possibly three, depending on what Judgment might do…Did the Hierophant get him on our side or not?

			I continue to strain for control of my body. I can feel Cael’s hold breaking. My head turns with agonizing slowness to Naethor, who approaches with the calm of a predator enjoying his ensnared prey.

			“I knew if I indulged my son’s fantasies just enough, let you get close to him—with precautions, of course—you’d do all the work for me. Or, for him, I should say.” His voice is as smooth as his movement toward Arina. She trembles violently. A silent scream is locked behind her lips but loud in her eyes. Naethor speaks again, this time mostly to himself: “With this, her wishes will finally be complete…”

			I struggle to move, to stop him, to do anything.

			Naethor tears the Star from Arina’s rigid grasp.

			“Don’t,” I force through clenched teeth, a hard-fought victory.

			He turns to me next, amusement alight in his eyes. No, more than that. Sheer delight.

			Naethor reaches for the vessel and halts, dark brows furrowing. With anger and…sorrow? It’s sorrow that fills his eyes, vanishing as they drag back to mine.

			“He gave you her stone.” The words are cold and detached. Like a different man from a different time is saying them. “He does love you.”

			The sentiment is so tender it’s jarring. Seeing those warring emotions play out on the battlefield of his face has me reeling.

			“Listen to me.” His voice drops, and the king steps directly in front of me. He has the same towering form as his son, but is far more muscular. The harsh lines of his face lend extra severity to his words. “The blood of Revisan was cursed. Nothing could expunge it, no matter what I tried, and it claimed his mother.”

			“You…killed…her,” I barely manage to snarl.

			He leans away, angry yet wounded. “I did what must be done—what she asked for. I tried to rid him of the curse. But my wish wasn’t enough then. It merely sealed the evil within him. And that monster fights to escape; surely you’ve seen it.”

			I strain. He’s so close, I could punch him.

			“Give me this wish, and we can save him, together. You will not be queen, but you will live with him. Let me have this so I can save my son.”

			“Never.” As if I could ever believe a word of this. My muscles spasm violently. The hold Cael has on me is loosening further. I’m so close to having freedom of movement again. But not close enough. I can’t even summon a card.

			Naethor reaches into my pocket with a sigh, as though he can sense where I stashed the golden cards.

			“Get rid of them,” Naethor commands like he wasn’t just trying to win me over with lies. I’m vindicated in my not believing him. As Naethor goes to place the Majors into their slots, Ravin starts toward me. Then—

			There is a shift, a change in the very currents of nature and magic themselves.

			“I will never let you take something from me again, Father.” Kaelis moves like a nightmare, swirling mists curling around his hands as he launches a card in his brother’s direction. Ravin dodges. But the power was never intended for him.

			It strikes Arina and me in the chest. We’re left gasping, but we’re mobile once more. As though Kaelis’s magic burned away the Emperor’s hold upon us.

			“Arina, go!” I command.

			“He’s mine!” She launches herself at Ravin, eyes burning with the kind of raw and feral fury that could unravel worlds.

			I can’t argue with that. I turn to Naethor. Ten of the golden cards have been placed into their slots.

			“Kaelis, get Cael!” I shout back, then launch myself toward Naethor. We’ll never get the upper hand as long as there is someone here who can turn us into puppets on strings.

			I’m only two steps closer to the king when my body freezes.

			Don’t attack, Cael commands.

			Naethor abandons putting cards in their slots long enough to turn to me.

			Fine.

			I dart backward from Naethor’s swing and cast the Eight of Wands and Nine of Wands, enhancing my speed and dulling any pain. If I can’t attack, I’ll defend myself and keep him busy until I can retaliate. I cast a Seven of Wands toward Arina, creating a shield just in time to block one of Ravin’s attacks.

			My sister is a scrappy little thing. She’s fighting tooth and nail, with eyes so filled with bloodlust they nearly bulge from her head.

			Get him! Fucking tear him apart! I silently cheer her on, wishing I wasn’t panting so hard and so focused on Naethor that I could actually shout it.

			The king takes advantage of my momentary distraction, closing the gap between us. “If you won’t help me further, then you are now expendable.”

			Don’t move.

			My body freezes at Cael’s command as Naethor’s sword is about to come down on me. But Kaelis must be getting the upper hand with Cael, because this time, he didn’t word the command well enough. I can’t move but that doesn’t stop me from casting a card. I use a Seven of Wands on myself—my last.

			By the time Naethor has hacked through all seven spears of flame guarding me, I’ve broken free of Cael’s command.

			A scream jerks my head in his direction. Cael falls—shadow and violet fire consumes him just as it did Emilia and the Stellis. Good, one less thing to worry about. Judgment seems to have no interest in joining the fray.

			Naethor is on me again, blade flashing.

			This time, I respond in kind, the Five of Swords giving me my own weapon of choice—a lighter, faster rapier. Our fighting styles couldn’t be more different. The king wields a monstrosity of a blade. Parrying would be useless, so instead I dodge, using my speed and size to my advantage. We trade cards and blows. He’s one of the best I’ve ever gone up against, and for the first time, I worry I’ve met an opponent who I can’t beat.

			Then Arina’s scream splits the air. I whip around, my blood turning to ice. Ravin has her pinned.

			“Kaelis!” I shout. He’d been on his way to me, but he diverts.

			She thrashes beneath Ravin, clawing and biting. His grin widens in stomach-churning delight at the sight of her panic. My gaze swings back to the king, whose eyes gleam with nothing but satisfaction, golden cards still in his possession. Naethor moves back to the statue.

			Once more, fate presents me with a choice.

			Once more, I choose my family. As I will every time, in every world.

			“Did you really think you could best me, little girl?” Ravin almost coos, shoving both of her wrists into the stone. She thrashes more violently. “After all we’ve been through? I made you who you are. I’ll put you back in my little playpen.”

			I get to Ravin a second before Kaelis and drive my knee into his ribs, dragging him off Arina. He rolls and tries to spring up, but I bring my foot into his face as hard as I can. Blood explodes from his nose, and I collapse onto him.

			Fuck magic. Fuck the cards. I want to feel his bones crunch under my fists. I want to feel his blood splattering on my face as I pulverize him like the beasts he’s turned my sister and me into.

			“You think you can kill me?” He laughs, more like rasps, licking blood from his lips. “I am Death.”

			“And I’m more powerful than death. I am fate.” The Ten of Wands crushes down upon him even as I still have him pinned with my knees. We’re illuminated in the Ten’s fiery glow as I begin to pummel him, over and over. Every blow I strike is for my sister. One for every day she was alone and subject to his torture. He tries to claw at me, and I let him. My body means nothing.

			“Clara!” Arina catches my hand as I rear back. Her eyes are wild, burning. “He’s mine, and you have other things to focus on.”

			That’s when I notice the magic beginning to shimmer elsewhere in the room. Kaelis and Naethor are going toe-to-toe. Even with Kaelis’s reversed magic, Naethor is able to fend him off. Naethor doesn’t need to win, he just needs to stall. The king has placed nearly every Major in its slot.

			“Fucking die, Kaelis Revisan,” Ravin wheezes, more like pleads, as he looks toward his father and brother. I glance down to see Death disappearing.

			I move away from Ravin’s bruised and broken form as Arina summons a shortsword.

			She doesn’t speak, nor gloat. The only sounds I hear are the blade sinking into his chest followed by a wet gurgle. Silence, and then a whisper of laughter, thin and crazed, from her lips.

			My attention is already back on Naethor, just in time to see the ghostly outline of a skeleton. But it isn’t Naethor it’s looming over. It’s Kaelis.

			“No!” I scream. I cast as many cards as I can think of. I don’t even consider what they are. It doesn’t matter.

			In a second, I see everything I could’ve had. Everything we could’ve been. It all hangs in the curve of the scythe the skeleton wields.

			I’m running, as fast as I can.

			And the scythe swings straight through Kaelis.

			He falls.

			My feet pound against the stone, and I skid to him. My whole body explodes with pain, as if I were the one who was struck. I grab his jacket with both fists and shake him. Screaming, “Wake up. Wake up.”

			Just like Gregor, he’s so still. Tears fall over my cheeks, splattering across my hands and his chest. Everything else is falling through my fingers. Not this, too…

			“Don’t you dare do this. You were my rock. My stability. My everything.”

			Without warning, a gasp. His eyes jolt open, pupils ringed in the same violet power that burned away Cael’s hold on us, and his chest heaves. “Wh—” I can’t even form the word. My eyes dart to Judgment. He hasn’t moved.

			“Clara?” Kaelis whispers.

			“Clara!” Arina shouts.

			“It’s so potent now,” Naethor barely murmurs, staring down at us. “No. It doesn’t matter…My son, it will all be over soon. I will save you, and our world.” He draws all our eyes as he places the final golden Major into its slot.

			The power of the twenty cards hums in unison. Golden magic surges, and we’re all blown backward. The room illuminates as it collects into the figure holding the world expectantly.

			I don’t think; I act. I cast the King of Swords, summoning a maelstrom that howls so violently, all our ears pop. The golden cards are fixed in place, as if fused with the stone. But the vessel Naethor was lifting aloft is ripped from his fingers.

			All our eyes turn to the vessel at once as it dances in the wind. We move, trying to follow it. Magic and blows are traded.

			Then it lands.

			We lunge.

			Kaelis shouts in agony, unleashing purple flames and shadows that hold back his father. Arina darts to Judgment, but he has yet to move. Clearly, Judgment holds little love for his sire.

			So I’m the one who makes it; my fingers close around the vessel, and I lift it up to the statue as it leans forward.

			A power beyond comprehension pulls free from the statue as golden threads and crashes into the card I’m holding with such force that my fingers nearly snap back. I strain against the endless pressure that holds all the joy and loss of the world. All the hope and sorrow. They all converge on me. Within me.

			“Do it, Clara!” Kaelis shouts, but he seems distant, as though he’s shouting through a tunnel in the folds of reality itself.

			I close my eyes, suck in a breath, and make my wish. Hasty. Half formed. Desperate. But it’s the only thing I can think of with little time.

			I’m sorry, Kaelis, that I wasn’t able to tell you my wish, I think.

			Arina warned me of misfortune if we continued as we were. So I deviate from the wish I had so carefully planned. I don’t wish for my beautiful new world as I’ve been thinking of for months. I wish for the first thing that comes into my mind and hope it’ll be enough to avoid misfortune:

			Make the world as it should have been—before Naethor made his wish.

			Everything goes white.
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			Chapter 80

			The world doesn’t change…It shatters.

			I open my eyes to everything I once knew fracturing like stained glass—turning to prismatic dust of a thousand colors. And then the artist’s skilled hand renders it in a different way. Everything is twisted, shifted, and reassembled. It is a force beyond my comprehension. Seams invisible to mortal eyes are ripped open and rearranged.

			There is a madness to it.

			Yet it is also eye-wateringly glorious.

			My mind cannot fathom this power, and yet I can feel it. I can feel my will bending the world. One heartbeat I’m at the font of the World, and the next I am elsewhere.

			I draw in a shaky breath that tastes like stardust on a cold winter’s night. Colors bloom around me like paint dripped into water. I turn, watching the horizon curve slightly different. The mountains I remember aren’t quite in their same positions. The peak where the Stone Citadel was toppled is restored. Sunlight gleams upon the gilded embellishments of what I knew as Arcana Academy, which now stands as regal as a palace. Embellishments that I can only assume were always there but covered with years of grime. Forgotten. Pushed aside by Naethor’s will.

			The academy itself looks like one of the golden Majors that rendered this world. An homage to the power it contains.

			It’s being rebuilt around me, stone by stone. Rooms form, hallways connect. The city and sea are blocked from view as I am encapsulated in a new construct.

			Incense chokes the air as nobility gather in the castle’s main hall. Nearly seventy chairs have been set out for High Lords and Ladies and other high-ranking nobles to bear witness to a ceremony. Their distant murmurs quiet to a hum before vanishing completely as the last of reality settles into its new form—walls closing around me.

			The weight of the ceremonial robes I’m now in is nearly smothering. I pick at where the lace itches my skin. It’s as if a thousand tiny bugs crawl all over me. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get comfortable.

			For the first time, the clothes Kaelis has offered me don’t quite fit. The thought is rogue, as if it’s natural for me to have it, and yet also inserted by an unseen force. Unease gnaws at my stomach and hollows it out, leaving room only for churning bile.

			It feels like waking from a dream. You’re somewhere you should recognize, yet it seems distorted. Nothing is quite where you remember.

			I turn. The room is small, for preparations only. I know it is not far from the main hall. My head aches as the combined weight of the knowledge of two worlds threatens to split it in two. But an unseen hand seems to silently relieve the pressure, as if forcing me to settle into this new shape and accept it as how it’s always been. To not try too hard to remember things as they were, even if I can.

			Kaelis stands in front of a mirror, adjusting his robes.

			The coronation will be beneath the eyes of the World, I vaguely remember him saying, even though I know he’s never spoken those words to me. A whole history is still being written across my mind—things that happened in this world that I would know.

			“Kaelis?” I say softly.

			He turns, and I freeze. It’s him. It’s undeniably him. And yet…There’s something about his eyes that makes me feel like I’ve never seen them before. His stare pierces right through me. Void of the warmth I’ve come to know from him. He offers a brief smile that feels completely forced.

			“Do you…do you know me?” I whisper.

			“What?” The smile falls to confusion. “You are my wife, of course I do. Are you ready?”

			“Do you know what just happened?” I take a step closer.

			The furrow in his brow deepens. He looks me over top to bottom. “Did something happen with your robes?”

			“I…” Words catch in my throat, choking me. He doesn’t know. He doesn’t remember.

			I cross to him and grab his long robe. He tenses, not moving. I press my forehead to his chest and draw a shuddering breath.

			“What is it?” His hands fall to my shoulders in a weak attempt at comfort. Hold me, I barely resist begging, let me know you’re still there. “Don’t tell me you’re nervous now?”

			“No, no.” I shake my head. “I just…” I look up at him and search his face to find some trace of the man I once knew, but there’s none there. Cupping his cheek gently, I bring his mouth to mine. He obliges. Not reaches for me. Not kisses me as though I am the very air he needs to live. Obliges.

			Do you not love me as you did in the world I surrendered? I can’t bear to ask. Tears sting my eyes. What have I done?

			Breathe, Clara, I command myself. Kaelis would love me in every world. He swore it, and I will believe nothing different.

			I’ve been here for only seconds, and I am disoriented. Everything will be all right once it all settles into place. Maybe he does remember, but his mind is still spinning, too. Maybe…

			“Now, are you ready?” he asks.

			“Yes.” Though I feel like I barely know what I’m agreeing to.

			“Good. I will see you out there,” he says as he pulls away and leaves through the door.

			A cold shiver trickles down my spine. It was like kissing a stranger. I cross to a small table perched before the mirror Kaelis was using to get ready. A familiar face looks back at me. Sophie Veillgar is gone, and Clara Chevalyer is before me. My hair is a bit longer than it was my first year in the academy but shorter than it was with Sophie’s face. It’s right at my shoulders—where I used to wear it. I close my crimson eyes, heaving a sigh and hanging my head.

			Give it a few days. A few hours. You’ll start to feel better, I tell myself. The best thing I can do is settle into this world. This is how things should’ve been so it will all be all right.

			Steeling myself, I head down the hallway. I wait at another door that leads to the main hall, listening. Most of Kaelis’s words are muffled, but I don’t miss the moment he says, “…and my queen.”

			I enter, and all heads turn my way.

			The chairs are set up in a circle in the room. It’s split in half by a walkway that stretches from the main entry of the castle to the door I just emerged from. Lords and ladies occupy every seat—the rulers of the noble clans and many nobles just beneath them in rank. The way they look at me with reverence and loathing almost has me wanting to run.

			I’ve been so wrapped up by this idea that Kaelis and I were destined to rule that I never really gave much consideration to if I even wanted it. Or how others might feel about it.

			If it was my destiny, then of course I would, right? Of course everyone would adore me as their queen.

			How pathetic and childish I was to even think it.

			It’s too late to run now. Kaelis stares at me expectantly. Want this or not, it is what I have—what I bent the world for. And I have him. I have the power to change things the way I want. I’ll be a queen, after all. I can build my dream world with decrees and laws. How could I want anything more?

			Crossing, I scan for Arina or Thal, but find neither. I come to a halt in the very center of the room, at Kaelis’s side. He collects a beautiful crown, custom-made just for me with a sapphire that I last saw set into the ring he proposed to me with, and settles it upon my brow.

			“With this,” he says, “the world is at long last set to rights. The traitor Naethor has been ended.” Kaelis turns to the gathered nobles. My mouth parts, and for a second, I think he’s remembered. “Long ago, there was a great war among the noble clans. At such time, they’d fashioned themselves as kings and queens. Our land was torn apart by petty feuds, much like the tiny kingdoms beyond our borders. It was an endless struggle in which no real power was gained. Fragmented resources. Arcanists treated like tools. A time of chaos. But one rose from the madness—one thrived in it. One who was destined to rule. My mother, Elari Revisan.”

			Kaelis utters his late mother’s name with such longing—such admiration. There’s a desperation there, too. Something that has my heart knotting for him…but also worry igniting.

			“But the traitor King Naethor killed her in cold blood. He bedded her to take her powers, using his own ingenuity to woo her and many who are here among us—buying those who were not with his machines.”

			The mechanical mill. It was—is real, in this world. The history is solidifying for me—the history of the world I now live in. The world I made is similar to what I knew, yet altered ever so slightly. Revised histories are coming into clarity with near-sickening speed.

			“We have ended his stolen reign and now set things to rights. She was your true queen, and I am her sole heir.” He stands a little taller.

			The nobles move from their chairs at the indirect command and slowly, almost begrudgingly, drop to a knee. A few are faster than others. I scan the faces, looking for the Ventalls. They’re not here, along with a handful of others I would’ve expected to see. Why?

			These were the traitors, a voice that is my own but not reminds me. “With the kingdom in my hands,” Kaelis says, “I will ensure that never again will there be another clan war. Never again will I, or my family, suffer treason.” His voice drops, and a shadow crosses over his expression. The lanterns hung throughout the room seem to dim. “Never again.”

			Without warning, every lantern flickers, extinguishes for a blink, and reignites with violent lilac flames, casting the room in a sickening glow. I look to Kaelis for some kind of clarity.

			He’s not the man I recognize. The miasma of shadow is back, layered atop him. His features seem distorted, as though I’m looking through a fog. There’s something sharper to him. More ominous. And everyone else sees it, too. The atmosphere in the room changes. Some people rise to their feet. But no one speaks. Our collective breaths are held.

			Then the first scream shatters the silence. No one has time to react before a tongue of purple flame lashes out from one of the lanterns, hitting the High Lord of Clan Chariot. He writhes for a moment and then goes completely still. His body is consumed from the inside out with living shadow before it disappears entirely.

			They scramble. Cards are cast in Kaelis’s and my direction, but they don’t reach us. They burn in midair, consumed by this terrible power. Some reach for weapons. One tries to race toward us.

			“Kaelis!” I grab his hand, my right arm stinging at the touch. But he doesn’t even look my way. The wicked satisfaction in his eyes has me releasing him, staggering back. I reach for my own deck, but I can’t bring myself to draw a card. I can’t bring myself to attack. I’m too confused. Reeling. “Stop. Stop! You’re killing them!”

			His eyes swing my way, and he has an easy, almost serene smile, as though this is what he’s been waiting for all along. “I am doing this for us.”

			“I don’t want this,” I plead. His voice is vaguely familiar, like a nightmare come to life. A whisper from my dreams months ago.

			Kaelis’s hand is on my cheek, almost a little too forcefully. The way his fingers dig into my scalp isn’t him. For a second, I think he’s about to kiss me, and my body rejects the notion violently.

			“This is what you wanted, Clara. A fresh start, a new world—our world.”

			Everything goes painfully still. Silence is the only companion of the dead. A room full of nearly seventy people is now a mass grave. I am numb in my horror.

			“What have you done?” I stagger backward, pulling from him. Kaelis stands tall. Eyes gleaming with pride.

			“I have begun our glorious conquest over the world itself. Now we finish what I started.” He stands with both feet planted firm, shoulders even and back straight with pride.

			In my terror, I nearly miss it. But the dim yet persistent lamplight casts an odd shadow off him. It extends from him only on one side. As though the shadow itself is trying to get away. The figure is blown up unnaturally large on the wall behind him, overtaking the sculpture of the World looming over the main doors of the castle. The figure in profile is mid-step. It’s so clear that it can’t be denied. Yet I’ve no idea what it means. Who the man standing before me even is.

			Metallic panic fills my mouth. My breath shudders. I cast the World. I did this…But what, exactly, have I done?

			A laugh howls raw and ominous delight in the distance of my mind. The figure in Kaelis’s shadow is undeniable.

			The Fool.
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			The Story Will Conclude in Book Three Of The Arcana Academy Series
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			Glossary

			
				Cards listed as they have appeared so far.

			

			Wands Spells

			
					
					Ace of Wands: Channels the elemental magic of fire for small to moderate magical acts.

				

					
					Two of Wands: Creates a tongue of flame that points in the direction of where the caster wants to go.

				

					
					Three of Wands: Gives safety in travel.

				

					
					Four of Wands: Blessing unions between people—the card that is used for engagements and marriages.

				

					
					Five of Wands: Sparks anger/agitation/confusion/mental discord in another person.

				

					
					Six of Wands: Blesses a minor task (creative, business, etc.) to promote success in that action.

				

					
					Seven of Wands: Summons seven spectral flames that surround the individual and guard them from seven attacks/blows that would otherwise hit them.

				

					
					Eight of Wands: Enhanced movement and speed for eight minutes.

				

					
					Nine of Wands: Mutes pain for nine minutes, the individual does not feel pain or fatigue. However, they are still exerting energy and are still capable of being harmed.

				

					
					Ten of Wands: Creates a weight that crashes down upon an individual.

				

					
					Page of Wands: Forms a compass needle of flame that will guide the caster on the right path toward their destination when the direction is unclear.

				

					
					Knight of Wands: Removes fear surrounding a decision for a day.

				

					
					Queen of Wands: Makes an individual incredibly alluring for no more than one hour.

				

					
					King of Wands: Performs a feat of large elemental magic relating to fire.

				

			

			Cups Spells

			
					
					Ace of Cups: Channels the elemental magic of water for small to moderate magical acts.

				

					
					Four of Cups: Casts sleep/sluggishness upon a person.

				

					
					Five of Cups: Fills a person’s mind with their greatest doubts.

				

					
					Six of Cups: A glimpse into the memories that are top of mind for an individual.

				

					
					Seven of Cups: Modification of one’s appearance in a small way for seven minutes.

				

					
					Eight of Cups: Removal of a skill for eight minutes. For example, taking away the knowledge of how to effectively fight with a sword.

				

					
					Nine of Cups: Fulfillment of a minor wish, such as not getting a stain on a dress at an event.

				

					
					Ten of Cups: Enhancement of magic—can give an Arcanist the ability to cast a single higher card than they would otherwise be able to (excluding Majors).

				

					
					Queen of Cups: Can heal/cure any physical wound/ailment—except fatal ones.

				

					
					King of Cups: Performs a feat of large elemental magic relating to water.

				

			

			Coins Spells

			
					
					Ace of Coins: Channels the elemental magic of earth for small to moderate magical acts.

				

					
					Two of Coins: Grants the ability to cast and maintain two spells simultaneously.

				

					
					Three of Coins: Constructs small and simple structures or slightly modifies items. All requisite material must be present.

				

					
					Four of Coins: Momentary and minor control of the weather.

				

					
					Five of Coins: Removal of something tangible.

				

					
					Seven of Coins: Blesses a crop to increase the yield.

				

					
					Eight of Coins: Speeds up one’s performance in a project.

				

					
					Page of Coins: Grants an individual of the caster’s choosing expertise in a skill for a day.

				

					
					Queen of Coins: Fixes/mends large physical objects or structures that are broken.

				

					
					King of Coins: Performs a feat of large elemental magic relating to earth.

				

			

			Swords Spells

			
					
					Ace of Swords: Channels the elemental magic of air for small to moderate magical acts.

				

					
					Two of Swords: Creates confusion.

				

					
					Three of Swords: Summons memories of a person’s worst heartbreak.

				

					
					Four of Swords: Minor mending of physical objects and small healing (scratches, bruises, etc.).

				

					
					Five of Swords: Summons a magic weapon that will not disappear and must be wielded until it has drawn blood, or until another card is cast that would destroy the weapon.

				

					
					Six of Swords: Helps an individual emotionally overcome a challenge or mental block.

				

					
					Eight of Swords: Calls upon eight spectral swords that will trap a person in place.

				

					
					Nine of Swords: Pins a target using nine spears of light, allowing the casting Arcanist to ask them nine questions of their choosing. Any lies the target tries to speak will elicit pain, becoming more painful over time.

				

					
					Ten of Swords: Destruction of another card (but not a Major).

				

					
					Knight of Swords: Inflicts pain on another by way of magic blades.

				

					
					Queen of Swords: Enables a sentence of communication between two Arcanists, one time, across any distance.

				

					
					King of Swords: Performs a feat of large elemental magic relating to fire.

				

			

			Major Spells

			
					
					The Magician (I): Calls upon and combines all the elements to manifest an object into existence from nothing.

				

					
					The High Priestess (II): Peers into someone’s mind and learns their innermost thoughts, secrets, and truths.

				

					
					The Emperor (IV): Exerts an undeniable command over someone.

				

					
					The Hierophant (V): Blesses a regular Arcanist with the ability to use a Major Arcana card once. The blessing lasts an indefinite length of time but disappears after the regular Arcanist uses a Major. Can be recast after the blessing is gone.

				

					
					The Lovers (VI): Makes two people fall in love if their true names are known.

				

					
					The Chariot (VII): Teleportation between two locations that are known to the caster.

				

					
					Wheel of Fortune (X): Manipulates luck. A turn of fate. The caster can ask for something to happen, but ultimately fate decides what’s given and how.

				

					
					The Hanged Man (XII): Traps a target in a mental prison of the Hanged Man’s design. The target can experience pain but cannot die.

				

					
					Death (XIII): Kills anyone, anywhere, if the caster knows their target’s true name and face.

				

					
					The Sun (XIX): Removal of pain from an individual—physical or mental.

				

					
					Judgment (XX): Can revive someone from the dead within five minutes of dying.

				

			

			The World (XXI): The ultimate wish. Can utter a single request that can change anything, or everything, about the world to fit the caster’s desires.
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			The following image in this ebook illustrates complex ideas or contains a passage of text. Here it has been reproduced as a thumbnail and accompanied by an extended description.
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				Oricalis

				This is a detailed, decorative fantasy map showing a fictional land called Oricalis. The map is drawn in a hand-illustrated style with mountains, forests, rivers, cities, and roads. Many locations are labeled with names that match tarot card titles, and the land is bordered by a western sea and an eastern inland sea.

				At the very bottom center, along the southern coast, is a large, dense city labeled “Eclipse City,” drawn with many clustered buildings and towers. Across a bridge to the west of Eclipse City, on a small coastal projection, is a castle-like complex labeled “Arcana Academy.” The coastline here is irregular, with swirling wave patterns in the water.

				From Eclipse City, a river labeled “Farlum River” runs northward through the center of the map. Along this river, moving upward, is a small settlement labeled “Grifton” on the eastern bank. Farther north, still following the river, is a larger settlement labeled “Judicia” on the western side. North of Judicia, the river passes near a circular depression labeled “Hermit Crater,” which is ringed by steep sides, nearby is a banner label “HANGED MAN.” Continuing north, the river branches and flows toward the central and northeastern parts of the map.

				Southwestern and Western Regions

				In the southwest quadrant, along the western coast, a rugged mountain range runs north–south. Near the southern part of this range, north of Arcana Academy, is a town with towers labeled “Heartvale.” A banner label near Heartvale reads “LOVERS.” North of Heartvale, still in the mountains, is a settlement labeled “Windspire.”  West of Windspire, on the coast among cliffs and rocky islands, is a label “Drowned Mines.” Slightly inland and above Windspire, another banner label reads “MOON.”

				Farther north along the western side, above the Drowned Mines and Windspire, the mountains continue. Near the upper left of the map, a large, dark, dense forest mass is labeled “Blood Forests.” Within or at the edge of this forest is a castle-like structure labeled “Cellawyd.” A banner label over this area reads “TOWER.” North and slightly east of the Blood Forests, beyond the forest and into more open land, is a large castle complex labeled “Starhold.” A banner label near Starhold reads “STAR.”

				Central Regions

				In the central part of the map, east of the Blood Forests and west of the Strength (described below), is a large, ornate building complex labeled “Fate’s Hearth.” North of Fate’s Hearth, close to Starhold, is a settlement labeled “Brightfen."

				On the eastern side of the central region, a large, irregularly shaped forested area is labeled “STRENGTH.” Within or near the north of this forest is a place labeled “Whindyn." Farther northeast, on the coast of an inland body of water labeled “Inner Sea,” is a fortified town labeled “Lion’s Crest.” The Inner Sea occupies the upper-right corner of the map, with a curving shoreline, and water from it feeds into the Farlum river.

				In the central-east, several settlements and roads are shown. A large, prominent building complex where the Farlum river splits in two is labeled “Traveler’s Rest.” A banner label near this location reads “CHARIOT.” North of Traveler’s Rest, along a road and near a river branch, is a settlement labeled “Farnu.” Across the river from Farnu, another settlement is labeled “Araspell.” Farther  north, near the right edge of the map, is a town labeled “Solon,” connected by roads to the other settlements.

				Southeastern and Southern Regions

				In the southeastern quadrant, the terrain becomes more barren and rugged, with fewer trees and more open ground. A banner label here reads “HIEROPHANT.” Near this banner, a settlement is labeled “Mella.” To the south of Mella, a mountainous and rocky region is labeled “Desert Reaches,” with stylized dunes or rough ground. Southwest of the Desert Reaches, a large label reads “The Descent,” placed over a cluster of steep mountains that rise above Eclipse City to the north.

				Back to image in Maps.
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