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			For Jenny

			Thank you for believing in me.
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			Break or die. It’s one or the other in Halazar Prison. I refuse to do either.

			Two guards approach my cell. The man in front is carrying an annoyingly efficient lantern. After nearly a year of not seeing the sun, I’m blinded by mere lamplight.

			It’s too soon for them to be coming for me again. I expect them to pass, but they stop at my door. I don’t recognize either guard, but Warden Glavstone is always rotating them out—anyone who sticks around for too long might learn too much.

			“Clara Graysword?” Graysword: the name given to all orphaned and unwanted children in Eclipse City. The name I gave when I was captured. The name that told the world I had no family to take down with me.

			I lift my chin in answer.

			“You’re requested for an audience.” The man raises his lantern higher as if trying to get a better look at me through the bars. Unfortunate for him, as I’ve been left to rot, and my visage reflects it.

			“Sounds formal.” My voice cracks, my throat drier than yew ash. “With whom?” The guards don’t answer and instead slip a key into the heavy padlock on my door.

			Usually, that lock is undone once per week, and they already came for me three days ago. I’m let out only to be taken to a hidden and cramped closet in Warden Glavstone’s office, where I ink tarot cards for him in exchange for what little comforts can be found in this tomb. But I would’ve done the work even without bartering. It has kept my mind sharp and hands skilled for when I get out of here.

			Because, whether by my own skill or from my family coming for me, I am getting out. I refuse to die here.

			The men step aside, and I slip into the space between them. Once my eyes adjust to the lamplight, I can see the place of my captivity with more clarity than ever before—more than I’d like, frankly.

			By the Twenty Major Arcana, Halazar truly is horrendous.

			The walls are thick with grime and blood and other substances I have willed myself not to think about. I can only imagine the stink that clouds the air—my nose has been so overwhelmed for so long that I can’t smell anything anymore.

			My fellow prisoners hiss at us, then shrink away from the harsh glow of the lantern and back into the safety of their shadows. Reduced to animals, their clothes in tatters like mine, they crawl over the filth on hands and knees.

			The minds and bodies of the incarcerated wither away in the darkness. This is the bleakest prison in the entirety of the Oricalis Kingdom, the place where the worst of the worst go. Murderers, rapists, abusers of innocents, and those like me…who would dare to use the arcana without being under the crown’s control.

			I’m escorted down a passage I’m not familiar with and up a narrow flight of stairs. The guard behind me rests his hand on the pommel of his sword but doesn’t bother unsheathing it. There’s no need for overt threats. Where could you go? is the unasked question.

			From a slit in the wall at the top of the stairs, a gust of icy wind batters my face. Through it I stare out at the churning river. It’s dusk, or perhaps dawn; it’s hard to tell, overcast as it is. Either way I can’t help but squint. All I see are mountains; we’re facing west, away from the city.

			I inhale air so crisp that it burns my lungs. I’ve been reduced to a creature of squalor who doesn’t even know how to breathe clean air.

			“Keep it moving.” The guard at my back shoves me. I stumble and grip the wall, snapping one of my brittle nails down to the bed. But my body has already suffered so many other abuses that the pain hardly registers.

			We halt before an unfamiliar door. On it is carved a single sword emerging from a field of clouds. A crown caps its tip, and rose vines trellis down and around the blade.

			The iconography is unmistakable—the Ace of Swords. First of the suit. Symbol of the royal family of Oricalis. Standing on either side of the door are two knights in silvered plate. Not city enforcers, or prison guards, but royal knights. Stellis, they’re called. An elite organization of the best of the best fighters in the kingdom, sworn to protect the crown and uphold its laws. The only thing that’s said to outmatch their skill and strength is their brutality. Dove-white and raven-black plumes extend from behind decorative fans of tiny swords carved into their helmets over their ears.

			For a moment, I’m no longer in Halazar but back to my last hours in Eclipse City, when Stellis adorned in identical plate held me down before a judge from Clan Hanged Man. I remember the cold floor against my cheek. It contrasted with the searing heat of my shame—I’d been warned I was walking into a trap, and I did it anyway.

			It takes every scrap of strength I have to remain calm. To keep my hands from shaking. To stay present even as the judge’s words echo in my mind: By decree of the crown, you are sentenced to life in Halazar.

			“Your highness, we have the prisoner,” the Stellis knight calls through the door.

			Highness? No. No, no, no. The urge to run nearly overwhelms me.

			“Bring her in,” demands a voice that is little more than a whisper of shadow, and no warmer than the darkest night of winter.

			The door swings open, revealing a lavish room that should have no place in Halazar. On either side of the door are four cabinets made of yew—it’s a mark of luxury to use that wood for furniture rather than burn it for inking powder. Heavy velvet curtains ward against the chill, barely letting in slivers of light.

			The sheer opulence is jarring. A man dressed entirely in comparable finery dyed as black as pitch reclines in one of the two wingback chairs, his feet propped on the back of Warden Glavstone himself.

			The warden’s muscular arms tremble under the weight of the other man’s heels—and from a thousand cuts covering his body. The pallor of his skin is in striking contrast to the blood, highlighting the brutality.

			I would smile with delight at seeing the warden reduced to such a state if my every hair weren’t now standing on end. Danger, the very air around the man in the wingback seems to whisper. Even the light seems to fear him.

			Prince Kaelis, second of three sons of the Kingdom of Oricalis, reverse wielder, and headmaster of Arcana Academy. The prince who reduced an entire noble clan to rubble. A man whose name is synonymous in Oricalis with despair. Who I have every reason to believe killed my mother…And the man who put me in Halazar Prison.

			“Clara Graysword.” He speaks slowly, as if it’s somehow painful to pronounce. If “Graysword” annoys him, I’d love to see him pronounce my birth name. But my true name is one of my most closely guarded secrets.

			“Your royal highness.” I force my tone to be dull, bored, even. To pretend I haven’t spent every month of the past year cursing his name and plotting my revenge against him.

			“Sit.” A smirk plays on his lips.

			I want to spit in his face. But I do as I’m told, stepping into the room and around the puddle of blood under the warden. As I pass, I get a clearer picture of the warden’s wounds. Each of the hundreds of cuts results from a perfect slice—and each one is clean, penetrating even the warden’s thick leather jacket. I’ve heard about the destruction the Knight of Swords card can reap in the hands of a skilled Arcanist. But I’ve never seen its effects in person—and I’ve never hated anyone enough to want to use it against them.

			That is, before I met Kaelis.

			Seated opposite the prince, I assess him as openly as he does me.

			Everything about Prince Kaelis is severe, as if an artist were challenged to render the most brutal interpretation of masculinity one could imagine. His black patent leather boots shine with a near-mirror finish. Fitted trousers skim his strong thighs. A collared black shirt is barely visible underneath an oversized coat that’s intricately embroidered with a thousand swords in silver threads. And from a chain around his neck, crafted out of a dark, flat gray steel hangs a sword with a crown on its pommel. Deep purple, nearly black hair falls around his face in messy waves, casting his eyes in perpetual shadow.

			He exudes power and poise, a stark contrast to my own state: My bones protrude underneath my thin skin. My hair has never been particularly noteworthy in either texture or shade of dark brown, and now it’s been roughly chopped to my ears—it was impossible to keep untangled in the depths of Halazar. My prison uniform looks as if I’ve worn it since the day I arrived, which I have.

			“If you know who I am, then you must suspect why I’m here.” Steepling his fingers, he presses them against his thin lips.

			“I have my suspicions, your highness.” His title tastes bitter.

			“Good. Even better that you’re still able to hold a conversation. Halazar has a way of making people…quiet,” he murmurs.

			Quiet? He means broken. Shattered. Not that I have much sympathy for the majority of those in these accursed halls. But there are a good few, like me, who were punished for nothing more than daring to try to make a better life for themselves and those they loved.

			Kaelis reaches into his coat and retrieves a deck of cards, each one hand-painted in breathtaking detail. The colors, the symbols. Every brushstroke is immaculate. The deck fits perfectly in his long, elegant fingers. A tarot befitting a prince. It’s unbearable to think that a man like him can create such beauty.

			What I wouldn’t give to see every card up close. Even with a man bleeding out before me and my worst enemy opposite me, all I can focus on is the stunning artistry. My hands twitch as he shuffles, drawing a card with a dramatic flourish rather than summoning it from the deck by magic.

			“I’ve a few questions for you, Clara. And, while I’m sure you would be the image of honesty, I’m afraid I simply won’t be able to take a convict at her word.” He places the selected card on his palm.

			The Nine of Swords. A woman lies in bed half-covered by a sheet, nine blades pin her to the mattress, her face twisted in agony.

			This card must’ve taken nearly an entire day to ink. The level of detail—and thus the power imbued in the card—is incredible. But horror competes with my amazement. Because I know what this card means, and I know what is about to come. I was surprised it wasn’t used on me at my trial. Though I’d always assumed it was because my fate had been sealed well before the trial even began. Why would they waste a card on the likes of me?

			“If you please,” he says. As if I have a choice to do anything but brace myself and lay my hand atop the Nine of Swords.

			A flash of silver—then cold white flames incinerate the card. The fire transforms into nine skewers of light and shadow that painlessly impale my hand and his, connecting us palm to palm. Intensity overtakes the prince’s eyes.

			A shiver rips through me, and I briefly lose myself as the magic takes hold. The tension in my neglected and abused body ebbs from my shoulders. Relax, the magic of the card whispers, give in…

			“Your name?”

			“Clara,” I answer. Even though he already knew that. One of the nine glimmering swords vanishes.

			“And why are you here, Clara?” He’s toying with me.

			“For illegally inking, selling, and using tarot cards without first graduating Arcana Academy and being placed with a clan,” I answer. The words don’t feel like my own. It’s as if they were forced from me by invisible threads moving in my throat.

			Another sword is gone.

			I refrain from adding that if it weren’t for him and his family and their laws controlling the teaching and use of arcana, people like me, people without money and access, wouldn’t be forced to such measures. And that it’s only because of illegal inkers like me that the common folk of the kingdom can even see how the arcana could change their lives for the better.

			“Illegally inking tarot got you into Halazar.” He clicks his tongue. “And then what did you do once imprisoned for these crimes?”

			“I inked cards at the command of Warden Glavstone.” The third sword vanishes.

			“You bitch,” the warden snarls, yellow eyes darting to me as if I’ve somehow betrayed him.

			“I guess I am,” I answer him casually. I think I hear a snicker from the prince.

			But he quickly dismisses any amusement with a shake of his head. “How many cards did you ink for the warden in the past year?”

			“Hundreds, maybe almost a thousand.” The answer is vague but honest. I hardly kept track…“It was often hours a day.” The fourth sword disappears.

			“From what suits?”

			“Every Minor suit.” Fifth.

			“Any Major Arcana?”

			“I don’t know how to ink a Major Arcana; no one does,” I answer plainly. Sixth. That magic has long since been lost—if it ever existed at all—and is now relegated to folklore.

			A smirk twitches his lips. “Would you have inked a Major Arcana, if you knew how?”

			“I would’ve tried,” I admit. Mother, my arcana teacher, told me never to even attempt it—that no one had ever succeeded in doing it and my talents were better focused elsewhere. And that, even if I were to succeed, such a thing would lead only to misfortune. But I always struggled a bit with following instructions when opportunity presents itself. If I’d had an inkling of where to start, I know I would’ve tried.

			Two swords remain.

			Prince Kaelis tilts his head, studying me as though I am some kind of little animal.

			“Well, then, it seems you didn’t learn your lesson while here,” he says gravely. “People like you—who risk the careful order of the arcana, who are a danger to our society by putting power in the hands of those untrained to use it…and who cannot learn from the error of their ways—must be dealt with. How do you think I should deal with you?”

			“Mercifully.” Even I can’t help the slightest quirk of a grin when I say it.

			He snorts, and the sly smile he’s been wearing—like that of a cat about to pounce—widens into a full, predatory grin. One sword remains, one more question. I fear he’s saved the worst for last. I brace myself.

			“Who was it?”

			“Who was what?” Pain rips through my hand and races up my arm. The cost of not answering.

			“Who in Arcana Academy gave you and the little operation you were a part of access to my resources?”

			I clench my jaw so tightly it pops. My teeth ache. No. No! I insist to myself. I will not say her name. Not even when it feels as if an invisible knife is slowly flaying the skin off my arm from wrist to shoulder.

			“I…I…” I try to deflect from the question. The pain is making my thoughts hazy. My arm feels as if it’s been dipped in boiling acid.

			Kaelis pulls his feet off Glavstone’s back and leans toward me. The light of the magic skewering our hands turns the pale edges of his face ghostly and deepens the shadows in the wells of his cheeks and underneath his eyes.

			Looking at him, it’s easy to wonder if the rumors are true that he is void-born—a wielder of the reversed arcana, an abomination that has only ever lived in folklore. And that with the twisted magic of one of those cards he ended Clan Hermit, reducing it to nothing but a memory.

			“Tell me.”

			I clench my jaw and keep silent. I took the fall so no one else I loved would have to. I’m not losing another person who’s precious to me. Not to him.

			“I admit, I’m impressed you’re able to endure this much pain, given the pathetic state you’re in.”

			I bare my teeth at him. The swords beneath my skin have reached my chest. They’re routing out my lungs.

			“But you know the pain will only get worse. So, tell me, Clara…Who stole the resources from Arcana Academy?”

			“A…student…” There’s a brief second of respite, but the glowing sword skewering my hand doesn’t disappear, and neither does the pain.

			For some reason, my stubbornness sparks amusement in his eyes. And yet he persists. “A name, you know I want a name.”

			“Clara is a name.” I struggle to think of clever ways to avoid answering. My throat aches as I dodge the truth the magic knows he wants. A thousand knives gouge into my muscles; stars explode across my vision. I’m so weak that the pain nearly makes me pass out.

			His fingers tighten around mine and our hands quiver. It’s as if he’s physically lashing my fading consciousness to my body. “What was the name of the student, or students, who gave you access to inking tools reserved only for the academy?” he growls.

			“Arina.” The name escapes from me like an arrow from a bowstring. It soars all the way from Halazar Prison, across the river, to the fortress of the academy. To where my little sister—my only living blood relation—still studies. But probably not for long. My weakness has just condemned her to death. Cold horror sweeps across me, more vicious than the most brutal winters.

			“Good. I’d been wondering.” The prince removes his hand, and the silvery light fades. The pain vanishes, but the weight of the world crashes down on me. It takes all my strength to keep myself from collapsing back into the chair.

			He stands, looming over me. “Now there’s only one thing left for you.”

			As I look up at him, I do not even try to conceal the hate in my eyes. But my loathing only excites him more. Twisted bastard.

			“I sentence you to death at sunset, Clara Graysword.” The declaration clearly brings him immense joy.

			“What?” Shock softens my voice. I’d been condemned to die here…but I was still breathing. I had been plotting my escape. However slim my chances were, there was hope.

			Kaelis starts for the door, snapping toward the Stellis, who collect Glavstone and carry him out of the room.

			He glances over his shoulder. “Enjoy your last hour alive, arcana traitor.”

			The door slams, bolting shut behind him.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			An hour. Not a lot of time. But enough to collect myself and plan my next moves.

			I swallow thickly and lean back into the chair. Panic is only going to waste precious minutes on careless actions. Arina needs me to be collected and strategic. Getting out and warning her might be the only thing standing between her and a horrible death at Kaelis’s hands or, worse, being Marked and sent to the mills.

			I move first to the cabinets. They’re locked, of course, but the locks are so flimsy they’re almost merely decorative. Returning to the chairs, I pry out an upholstery nail from the satin. It’s just long enough to reach the simple locking mechanism on the cabinet door. With the nail and some brute force, the lock breaks and the door opens.

			In the first cabinet are rows of wine bottles covered in dust. I move on to the next cabinet. It’s full of books on arcana that I have to stop myself from immediately leafing through.

			Well, if I’m going to die anyway, I’m going out with a good book in hand and drunk halfway to a stupor.

			On to cabinet three…

			“Victory.” I’m instantly beaming from ear to ear as the third cabinet swings open. It’s been so long since I really smiled that it actually hurts. “Kaelis, you fucking idiot.” Arina always griped that the prince overlooked nothing, making her plotting in the academy difficult. Based on the evidence before me, I’d beg to differ.

			Unless…he wanted me to find this, and this is why he’s left me here unattended. It’s a possibility. But, even if he did, that won’t change my actions when the alternative is certain death. I’m taking my chance when I have it.

			The cabinet is filled with inking tools: Human-hair paintbrushes in all sizes. Canisters of rare pigment and bottles of oil, ready to be mixed with a palette knife. And my favorite of all…inkwells and pens.

			Taking up an entire shelf are blank cards. I run my thumb along their edges, savoring the feel of the paper. It’s an inker’s dream.

			I don’t bother trying to cover my tracks. There’s no time. My only chance is to get as far away from Halazar as I can, as quickly as possible.

			Inking one card—even a simple, bare-minimum design—will take me nearly ten minutes. As I lay out the supplies on the floor, I think about which cards I have the greatest skill with. I have time to ink three, I decide, and set to work.

			I pull out two canisters of powder, one for Coins and one for Cups. But they’re both empty. Cursing, I grab for a third, Wands, also empty. The only one to have any inking powder is the fourth. I stare at the iridescent obsidian powder. Swords…useless for what I need to do.

			But I’ll make it work, even though it shouldn’t.

			Each suit requires its own unique pigment. Every other Arcanist I’ve ever met can ink Swords only with the dust of falcon feathers from the Barren Mountains, Coins with the dried and crushed berries from the Desert Reaches, Wands with the ash of yew trees from the monster-infested Blood Forests, or Cups with crushed crystal from the depths of the Drowned Mines. Being able to ink any suit with any powder is a gift, as Mother would say. Not even she could do the same. No matter how hard I tried, it was a skill I’ve never been able to pass on to anyone else.

			I scoop the powder into two inkwells and then mix it with a few drops of water from a bottle also in the cabinet. Then I dig a fountain pen into my fingertip. A drop of blood bubbles around the nib. I hold my finger over the inkwell, dripping blood into the ink.

			Blood isn’t a necessary part of the process for Arcanists, but it’s the only way I know how to use a pigment designed for one suit to ink another. Mother taught me to let the magic flow organically and allow the cards to be an extension of me. Discovering this approach for pigment blending was a lucky break.

			The ink charged with my power, I set to drawing. Even with a clock ticking in the back of my mind, my hand is steady. I’ve done this so many times it’s second nature. Before I could even read, I was drawing.

			Inking cards became my lifeline. The first time I was ever alone and hungry, at thirteen, Arina’s hand in mine, our father long gone and our mother dead…I realized that I could turn my skill into food and protection. Arina followed my lead, the capricious little rebel.

			As soon as the three cards are finished, I tuck two into the binding around my breasts. The third I press into my chest, and with a burst of emerald light, the card sinks into me. Magic floods my body, filling it, fueling it.

			The Page of Coins grants expertise in a task for one day. And, right now, I need to be an expert in climbing. What I lack the strength for, I’ll make up in skill.

			I throw back the curtains, blinking into the gray light. In the distance I can see the glittering silhouette of Eclipse City. The city is close enough to swim to, but just far enough that only fools would dare to brave the eternal white water where the Farlum River meets the sea.

			Today, I’m one of those fools.

			I open one of the other windows, stare down at the sheer prison wall, and swallow hard. The water below seems to stretch farther and farther away the longer I stare at it. It’s much too far to jump.

			As I swing my leg over, I think—even with my abnormally good luck—this is suicide. But I’m out of options and desperate. Even if I’m playing right into the prince’s game, I’ll take my chances and go out fighting.

			I can feel the magic from the Page of Coins surging through me as I begin to climb down. The frigid rock numbs my fingers, and still I hold fast. My toes find purchase in the cracked and wind-battered stone. Thanks to the card, I know just how to shift my weight and lock my trembling muscles to make up for the strength I’ve lost. I progress little by little.

			But then the wind whips up the side of the building and the wall crumbles beneath my foot. Off-balance, I swing. A scream rips up my throat and I swallow it. The world spins as I look down and realize just how high I still am and just how far away the jagged rocks and river are. I strain, slamming my body back to the wall. My nose explodes with blood. But it’s still better than the alternative.

			Had I not possessed the skills to feed Arina and myself by illegally inking cards, as the oldest in our household I would’ve been climbing like this, scrambling up and down the giant chasm known as the Descent to collect the feathers of the rare falcons that roost there, to be turned into ink. Climbing until my nails fell off and my toes broke. Until my fingers gave out and I fell into the canyon, my name and face lost to the mists of the Descent’s abyss forever.

			That was Mother’s fate, or so the enforcers told me—a lie I’ve never believed. She was murdered. Her rope was cut. But by who, and why? I still don’t know. Even though trying to uncover the truth and exact my vengeance is what got me into this mess.

			I continue my descent, trusting in the Page of Coins, in my own magic and strength. And as my muscles quiver and threaten to give out, I think of all the ways Kaelis could harm Arina. Even if I know my headstrong little sister would never admit it, Arina needs me.

			At long last, I reach the bottom of the wall. All I want to do is collapse and catch my breath, but I force myself to keep moving. I guess I’m about forty-five minutes into my hour, and Prince Kaelis is the sort of man who would come to gather me early. If I’m on Halazar Prison Isle when he realizes I’ve fled, I’m dead within minutes. My only hope is to get into the river before he knows I’m gone.

			Not far away, I spy a boat. The one the prince arrived on, perhaps? It’s small enough that I could possibly row it solo, and I don’t see anyone nearby. I’m about to make my way to it, thanking my lucky break, but then I stop: It’s too easy. If he’s toying with me, it’s a trap. Even if he’s not, a boat will make me too noticeable.

			Swimming is insanity in my weakened state, and yet somehow safer.

			I reach for one of the two remaining cards, pulling forth the Ace of Cups. Resting the card on the surface of the water, I touch it lightly. Droplets rise and arc around me, enveloping me with raw power. My eyes flutter closed as I inhale the ancient magic of the Ace of Cups, the first card in the suit. Its power gives me dominion over water.

			Each Minor Arcana is governed by an element. Wands are fire, Swords air, Coins earth, and Cups water. The cards Two all the way through King of each suit have their own unique properties…but the Ace? That’s the beginning. The primordial essence of the suit.

			Taking a bracing breath and exhaling with a mantra, “Luck is on my side,” I jump in.

			The water is like ice and knocks the wind from my lungs. Yet, I kick my feet and fight to keep my head above the surface. Exertion warms me just enough. With the power of the Ace giving me a slight control over the element of water, I can cut through the smaller waves effortlessly. But the larger ones still overpower me.

			I lose track of time. Surely, Prince Kaelis knows I’m gone by now. He’s looking for me. He’ll see the evidence and he’ll assume what I’ve done, if he isn’t tracking me already.

			Keep. Swimming, I order myself with every gasp. My strength is leaving me, and the magic with it. The current is threatening to pull me under. And the city is still so far away…

			Memories of the Starcrossed Club and all its comforts give me strength. My friends. No, my family. Bristara took Arina and me in, gave us hope. Even on the darkest of days in Halazar, my thoughts went to Arina, Gregor, Ren, Jura, Twino, Bristara…Even when my mind said they’d given up on me, my heart refused to believe it. They’re waiting for me. Counting on me.

			A wave crushes me. I’m pulled under to a place where only cold, oppressive darkness awaits. There in the swirling waters my nightmares lurk and become reality, threatening to rip the last breath from my lungs.

			But no matter how dark the night, I refuse to give up hope of the dawn.

			I touch my breast where the final card is waiting. My most popular inking. By now I must have done thousands of this one card. Nine of Cups—the wish card, a chance to make a small alteration to your fate.

			Save me.

			The Nine of Cups mixes with the last of the power from the Ace. The water parts, and I surface once more with a flash of purple-blue magic. I inhale deeply, catching my breath, and keep kicking. The shore isn’t so far away anymore, and if I keep my head above water, I can make it. It’s so close.

			And that’s when I feel the zing of magic from across the waves, hear a hull cutting through the water, and see the grim light fleeing from the creature that it cannot bear. My luck was bound to run out, eventually…

			It’s my worst fear proved true. The bastard knew I would escape. I bet he knew he’d kill me from the day of my trial and just let me rot in Halazar because he could. Everything Arina ever said about him was right.

			My life is nothing but a game to him is my last thought before a snap of magic strikes me and, with a surge of agony, my muscles seize, a wave overtakes me, and the world goes dark.
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			I’m kept unconscious. Every time awareness creeps back to me, someone shoos it away again by both draughts forced down my throat and ripples of magic cast across my body. Slivers of light shine into the room, and I open my cracked, dry eyelids only for them to be closed again by gentle fingers. Voices fade in and out, but none are distinguishable.

			When consciousness finally settles upon me, I jolt awake, trying to capture it before it can flee again. Before they—whoever “they” are—can take it from me again.

			“There, there,” an elderly woman soothes. “You’ve been through a lot. Rest.”

			The room around me is nowhere I’ve ever been before. I’d remember somewhere this…obnoxiously ostentatious.

			Every piece of furniture and framed painting is embellished with silver. On each side of the room stand ten black marble pillars. There are two sitting areas, one at the foot of the bed I lie in and one before a distant hearth large enough to roast an entire bear in. Chandeliers cast soft candlelight across the excessively dark space. The light illuminates every oddity and curio that cram the walls so extravagantly that the effect would be claustrophobic were the room not so large. However, thanks to the size of the space, the number of curiosities just makes the room feel almost…museum-like. Cold. Far more sterile than a typical bedroom.

			And despite its size, I do presume it is a bedroom. I’m dwarfed by a four-poster bed the size of a small apartment. It’s made of black stone and lined with heavy curtains. An endless ocean of quilted velvet with islands of fur at my feet drowns a vast expanse of silken sheets.

			“Where in the four suits am I?” I demand, glaring at the woman and wishing I had some kind of weapon. Unfortunately, I have nothing. Not even my tattered clothing from the prison. I’ve been dressed in a chiffon nightgown by hands that I hope were hers.

			“Arcana Academy,” she answers easily, though I’d half expected her to play coy. “I’m Rewina, his highness’s maid.”

			A maid? Not a butler? How odd…But the prince’s unorthodox staffing is the least of my concerns.

			“Why am I in the academy?” Beyond the windows that are framed in—unsurprisingly—more heavy velvet drapes, Eclipse City glows in the distance on the other side of the mouth of the Farlum River. An imposing wall barricades where the river meets the sea. It serves both as the bridge that connects city and academy and as a means for the royal family to control all trade to the kingdom and territories beyond.

			“The prince will tell you, I presume.” Is that her deferring to Kaelis’s authority? Or does she not know why I’m here, either? The truth is hidden behind a seemingly warm smile, crinkling eyes, and wispy gray-and-white hair. Rewina reminds me vaguely of Bristara, though she’s older than the matron of the Starcrossed Club. “Speaking of, he will want to know you’re awake. Please excuse me,” she says, as if I have any power here to excuse anyone.

			The maid leaves, and I am alone.

			Instantly, I throw aside the covers and swing my feet off the bed. It feels like it’s two stories high, and my knees pop as I push myself off. Every bit of me aches and creaks. My legs wobble. My stomach is hollow against my ribs. I somehow feel worse than when I left my cell. How long was I unconscious for?

			I might be a mere twenty years old—maybe even twenty-one by now, depending on the date—but regardless, I feel three times my age.

			First things first: weapon. I head directly for the fireplace, fighting the distractions of the view of the city out the window and the curiosities that line the walls. I grab the fire poker. The hook at the end would be a nasty thing to sink into a skull. Though I struggle to lift it in my current state, it’s better than nothing.

			Now to investigate the shelves for something more practical, perhaps concealable. Cards, ideally…and then—

			“Are you going to attack me with that?” Kaelis’s voice shivers over my skin. He makes me aware of just how naked I am under the paper-thin nightgown barely covering me.

			“I was considering it.” I turn, not allowing him to see my discomfort. Kaelis leans against one of the posters of the bed and shuffles his deck nonchalantly. The cards fly as effortlessly as the threats he doesn’t need to speak.

			“I’m glad to see you’ve recovered enough to be your wretched little self again.”

			I don’t rise to his insults. “Why am I here?”

			“You’re in no position to make demands of me.”

			“Just fucking tell me.” My fingers tighten against the iron. I can’t shake the sense that I’m staring into the face of my mother’s killer. Was it really Kaelis who ordered her rope cut? He oversees all Arcanists and laws binding them.

			“Language, language, Clara. That’s no way to speak to a prince. You’ll have to work on that.”

			“You’re going to kill me anyway, what does it matter?” I shrug, as if my own mortality is little more than a trivial matter. “At least I’ll die without playing into your hands.”

			“Haven’t you already?” He’s referring to my escape attempt. Damn it. My suspicions were right. But even if I’d known for sure and not just suspected, I still would have tried my luck and attempted to escape.

			“I have too much dignity to do it again,” I say, goading him into telling me his plan. Because if he’d wanted it, I would already be dead.

			“Dignity? The woman who was crawling through mountain tunnels and scavenging in back alleys claims to have dignity?” He scoffs. “Forgive me, I didn’t know I was talking to the queen of the rats.”

			“I’d rather be queen of the rats than king of the snakes,” I jab. All my life, I’ve heard stories of the Oricalis family. I have seen how they have ruled the Kingdom of Oricalis. I have seen the glittering spires of the rich neighborhoods of Eclipse City and the poorest shacks that lie in their shadows, filled with people hungry, cold, and desperate for a moment’s compassion.

			He hums. “Then, by that logic, we are well matched indeed, as you are my most perfect prey.”

			I grip the iron tighter, willfully ignoring the involuntary quivering in my muscles that I don’t possess the strength to stop. I’ve no cards and no power against him. Nothing to defend myself with other than my fading strength and a poker. Meanwhile, if he wanted to, he could flay the meat from my bones with one flick of his fingers.

			“Fine.” I drop the poker with a clatter and hold out my empty palms in a gesture of surrender. “Why am I still alive?”

			“Now you’re asking the right questions.” He pushes away from the poster, pockets his deck, and approaches me. As Prince Kaelis grows near, I briefly think of hooking the poker with my toes and seeing if I have enough strength to shove it right through his breastbone. I suspect I do not. And I know that with a thought he could magically summon a card from his pocket; my safety is an illusion. But it’d be a satisfying experiment. “I need you.”

			“You? Need me?” I snort.

			“Why else do you think I liberated you from that prison? That I didn’t let you die there?” A glint in his eyes tells me he’s not lying. A prison you put me in, I want to say. The prince takes another step closer, and so I take a step back. I hit the wall by the fire. “What do you know of the twenty-first tarot card?”

			Twenty-first tarot card? There are fifty-six cards in the Minor Arcana, fourteen of each suit, and twenty in the Major Arcana, not counting the illustrious Fool—the start of it all and so numbered at zero…Unless…

			“The twenty-first tarot is nothing more than a myth.” Mother would tell us legends of the twenty-first tarot, the World. The stories say it gives the wielder the power to change anything—everything. It’s like the Nine of Cups but infinitely more powerful. One card so mighty it can bend reality and change the world itself. But a card like that is a dream…

			“I assure you, it’s not.” He looms over me. “Think about what you could do, if the World was in your hands.”

			I do. Before I can stop myself, I’m imagining how a carefully worded wish and the mysterious card known as the World could make me the most powerful Arcanist to ever exist. I could own all of Eclipse City—the entire kingdom. I’d end Kaelis and his family. I could bring my mother back to life, and no one would ever hurt me or anyone I loved ever again.

			Kaelis appraises me with intent, eyes shining in the flickering firelight, as if he can see all my thoughts, even the ones involving his demise. Yet, the more I fight him, the more it seems to delight him.

			“Do you want it?” His voice has dropped to a whisper, heavy with purpose.

			“It doesn’t exist.”

			“It does. And you, Clara, are the final key to getting it.”

			“What?” This man has lost his mind.

			“You look surprised.” The arrogant little smirk he’s been wearing widens. “Are you not the master thief who was rumored to be able to acquire anything? The woman who stole ancient inking brushes from the grand museum of Oricalis? Who would smuggle Unmarked Arcanists and illegal tarot throughout Eclipse City and beyond? All before she even reached the age of twenty?”

			“I see my reputation precedes me,” I manage to quip, despite my throat being as dry as the vast desert in the east of the kingdom.

			But he continues as if my voice had been swallowed by the encroaching shadows. “The same woman…” With a slow, deliberate movement, Kaelis rests his hand on the wall by my head, a mere whisper from my short-cropped hair, and leans even closer, until there’s not enough air in the room for me to breathe. There’s only him, igniting every inch of me with the heightened awareness of his shape.

			“The same woman who is said to be able to ink any card with anything? A feat so impossible it’s already becoming legend in the underbelly of Eclipse City. Tell me, Clara, in Halazar, how did you manage to ink Coins and Cups cards for your escape with powder for Swords alone?”

			“You…you made sure there was only powder for Swords there,” I realize.

			His eyes threaten to consume me whole. Waves of hair partially obscure the fire smoldering in his gaze. I had been used. Tested. My escape…no, even before that. The warden had me ink all manner of cards with practically nothing. Kaelis could’ve killed me from the start, if he wanted to. Perhaps my whole imprisonment was a test, all the way back to the night I was captured.

			“What do you want with me?” I return to my earlier question.

			“I wanted to know if you were the real deal, Clara.” He scrutinizes me through his long lashes. “I wanted to see if you had not only the skill, but the grit to survive what comes next. To give me the World.”

			“I will never help you,” I say, seething.

			“Thrive in my world or die in yours. Help me and be rewarded. Fight me and everything—and everyone—precious to you will be annihilated in ways beyond your worst imagining.” It is a promise, not a threat.

			Arina flashes before my eyes. She’s right here at the academy, under his control. I think, too, of my crew at the club, which I must assume he also knows about.

			My hand flies for his throat like a viper. I press wells into his ghostly skin. Even after almost a year of not seeing the sun in Halazar, my skin is still slightly tanner than his. Kaelis’s lips split into an all-out grin.

			“Don’t you dare.” Even as my fingers tighten, they quiver. He can feel just how weak I am. Was putting me in this state part of his plan, too?

			“Then do exactly as I say.” He speaks with ease, despite my pathetic attempt at choking him. I don’t even have the strength to reduce his words to a wheeze.

			I want to break him. I want to squeeze until his eyes bulge. I don’t care what it means for me: My life is forfeit anyway. That much has become apparent. Prince Kaelis is known for breaking his toys.

			Without warning, the door slams open with such force it rattles the windows. There’s a burst of light and the fizzle of magic from a card that, judging from the deep gouges it left in the doorframe, I can only guess was some kind of Sword.

			In the doorway stands another man. He has dark hair and black eyes like Kaelis, the same shade of skin, and the same arrogant aura.

			But the two are opposite in every other way: This man wears a finely tailored coat of gold with a white shirt and white trousers. His boots are a warm, honeyed color. Even the sword pendant at his neck is different. It’s made of a brilliant silver that shines so brightly even in the low light that I can see it from here.

			I let go of Kaelis with a shock as I realize I’m beholding Prince Ravin, heir to the Oricalis throne and regent of Eclipse City.

			Kaelis leans away from me, still nonchalant, as if I hadn’t just nearly tried to choke the life from him. “Hello, brother. Have you ever heard of knocking?”

			“As if you’d unlock the door for me.” Ravin’s eyes dart between us. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			I’m not sure who the question is intended for, so I keep my mouth shut. Especially since I don’t know if Ravin saw me with my hand at his brother’s throat.

			“I could ask you the same.” Judging from Kaelis’s tone, there is no warmth between the brothers.

			“I was coming to inform you that I just received word from Glavstone that Halazar has an escapee.”

			My blood freezes over. Especially when Ravin’s gaze settles on me.

			“And that is my concern because?” Kaelis draws out the question, somehow managing to sound both annoyed and bored.

			“It was an illegal Arcanist. Cell two hundred and five.” My cell number. “This matter must be taken seriously and investigated to the fullest extent of the law.”

			“Of course it will be. I’m sure Glavstone has the matter covered.”

			“Indeed. I’ve granted Halazar guards leave to sweep Eclipse City.”

			“Good of you.” Condescension is thick in Kaelis’s voice.

			“They will come here next.”

			“Exceptional.” Kaelis shrugs.

			Ravin’s agitation rises at his younger brother’s performative ease. “I assume you will grant them access to conduct a search, since the academy doors are open tonight.”

			“Yes, of course.” Kaelis shifts his attention pointedly back to me. A mix of shock and fear freezes me. I’m not sure where to look. And I wish I had something more than a slip of a nightgown to protect me. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m busy.”

			“With what?” Ravin’s attention is harsher than the lamplight in the depths of Halazar.

			“I’m informing the latest applicant to the academy what will be expected of her in the upcoming Fire Festival tonight.”

			That’s tonight? Then that means today is the first day of Wands, my birthday. Worst birthday ever.

			“Applicant?” Ravin and I say in near unison.

			“Has she not aged out of being an applicant?” Ravin asks.

			“You make me sound ancient,” I mutter under my breath, indignant. I turned twenty-one today. Though after Halazar I probably look eighty.

			Still, twenty-one is technically outside the limit…All Arcanists in Oricalis are required to join the academy in the year after they turn twenty. The timing mirrors the twenty Major tarot, one year for each Major, with the belief that an Arcanist’s skills can’t mature until they’ve had enough time to live a year for every Major.

			Those who refuse to enter the academy, or are discovered afterward by enforcers as Arcanists in hiding, are automatically Marked and sent to the powder mills. The academy offers a chance at a better life, if you succeed in getting in. Though…most fail the year one tests, or die trying.

			“Her birthday is today.” A slimy sensation coats my flesh at Kaelis’s remark. He’s clearly done his research on me.

			“Then she should have joined last year. I’m not sure what entertainment she is to you, but your amusement isn’t above the law.”

			“I disagree,” Kaelis japes. His playfulness sends a vein in Ravin’s temple bulging.

			“Mark her and send her to a mill. Or kill her. Either way, be done.” Ravin’s eyes flick to me, and a frown tugs on his lips.

			“Exceptions are made for nobles,” Kaelis counters. “It wouldn’t be the first time a nobleman’s son or daughter joined the academy a bit late so they could finish their other tutelage.”

			“She’s not a noble.” Ravin is far too certain of that fact for my comfort.

			“But she is.” Kaelis reaches into his coat and withdraws a folded paper. It’s yellowed and frayed at its edges. The prince crosses to his brother. “You see, I’ve been doing some digging. You know how…plagued with guilt I’ve been these past five years.” The words fill the air with the heaviness of what’s left unsaid.

			Five years ago…No one knows the truth of what happened the day Clan Hermit was destroyed. The official statement is that the noble clan revolted against the crown and so Kaelis annihilated them all with inexplicable power. Innocent people. Countless lives. Gone. All by Kaelis wielding unknown magic so far-reaching and fearsome that it sparked rumors that the only thing it could have been was a reversed card. An unnatural force that is said not to exist. But what else could it have been? the rumors and whispers ask.

			“You looked up something regarding Clan Hermit?” Ravin is a mix of shock and doubt.

			“I wondered if, perhaps, someone survived.” Kaelis hands his brother the paper. I can’t read it from here, but what he says next fills in enough of the blanks. “As you can plainly see, this is Clara Redwin, the multiple-times-removed niece of High Lady Hannah Tymespun—watering down the bloodline just enough to spare her on that fateful day and making her the last surviving heiress of Clan Hermit.”

			What in the Twenty is he talking about? When I was captured, the last name I went by was Graysword. Before that, Mother told Arina and me to say our name was Daygar. Redwin is completely new.

			As Kaelis walks back to me, I’m too stunned to speak. His dark eyes shine the way they did before he left the room in Halazar. Then he stands a bit taller, brushes the hair from his face, and laces his fingers with mine. It’s oddly intimate, and the only thing that keeps me from shoving him away is the pure, full-body shock at what he says next: “Which means, as a noble and future High Lady of a clan, she is more than eligible not only to join the academy late, but also to be my future bride.”
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			It’s rare that I’m too stunned to speak, but Kaelis has succeeded in that. I must have heard him wrong. I—

			“What?” Ravin steals my question.

			“—are you talking about?” I add, snarling under my breath.

			“Father has been relentless ever since I turned twenty that it is improper for a man of my age to not have any prospects. I can only bear his griping for so many years. And, should something happen to you and your beloved Leigh—or any offspring you might someday get around to siring—the crown would fall to me.” Even though Kaelis speaks matter-of-factly, a shadow crosses over Ravin at the mention of “something happening” to him and his wife. “So it’s well past time I do my duty as the second-born prince. And what better way than to mend old wounds by taking the last surviving member of the clan that I destroyed by my own hand as my bride?”

			“Enough of this game,” Ravin snaps, discarding the parchment.

			“It’s not a game,” Kaelis says solemnly. “I have asked her to swear upon the Four of Wands to marry me. She said yes and did so. It is done.” None of that happened, but I keep my mouth shut.

			Do I want to be engaged to the prince? Four suits and every Major, no. But I want to be Marked or sent back to Halazar much less. So I keep my fingers laced with his and ignore the taste of vomit in the back of my throat. “The only one playing a game, I think, is you. As you continue to regularly trespass into my academy without my invitation.”

			Ravin crosses the room in a few wide strides. Kaelis’s fingers tighten, as if he’s trying to keep me from running away. The elder prince comes to a stop, glaring.

			This close, I pick up on differences between the brothers. They’re nearly the same height—it would be impossible to tell who’s taller without looking at them back-to-back—but Ravin is more muscular. His lips are slightly fuller, even when pressed into a scowl. His eyes are a very dark brown, instead of black like Kaelis’s. And his hair is the shade of a flat black ink. Kaelis’s is more of a deep midnight purple, like the falcon feathers harvested for pigment—a prismatic shadow of night.

			“I know you’re lying,” Ravin growls.

			Kaelis merely smirks at his brother’s agitation. “What proof do you have?”

			“Abandon this foolishness before I get Father involved.”

			“Before you get Father involved,” Kaelis repeats with a mocking sneer. Then his voice drops to a whisper. “Do it. Get him involved. Try to prove wrong my claim of her lineage with or without his help. But, while you undertake your investigation, she’s under my control and protection, especially after tonight.”

			Ravin clenches his jaw, and the muscles in his cheek bulge. His eyes dart to me. For a second, I think he’ll address me directly. Though I’ve no idea of what he’d say. Ultimately, the firstborn prince lets out a noise of disgust. He leaves without another word, slamming the doors behind him with such force that I nearly feel the ancient foundations of Arcana Academy tremble.

			The instant that we don’t have an audience, Kaelis eagerly releases me. At least mutual disgust is one thing we can agree on.

			“We need to get you formally enrolled as an initiate as quickly as possible and solidify your new name with the other nobles.” Kaelis takes out a kerchief and wipes his fingers with it, as though he’s trying to expunge my essence from him. “Before guards or enforcers arrive, or Ravin comes up with some idea to meddle in my academy, yet again.”

			I lock eyes with the prince. “I can’t say that he’s the one I’m worried about.”

			“Now, why would I harm my bride-to-be?” Kaelis flashes me a smile that only puts me more on edge.

			“You can’t be serious about any of this,” I say flatly. It’s ludicrous.

			“Oh? Would you like to be Marked and sent to a mill?”

			“Of course not.” For most, that’s a fate worse than death.

			“Do you want to go back to Halazar instead?” He arches his brows, and I purse my lips in response. “I didn’t think so.” Kaelis shifts to face me. “I’m the only thing keeping you from going back to the lowest pit of Halazar and rotting away for the rest of what is sure to be a pathetically short life.”

			The “lowest pit” means one thing: the dungeons. A forsaken place solely in Glavstone’s control. Somewhere that not even most guards of Halazar know about. Fear rips through me with a force I can’t stop. I had to endure the forgotten lower levels of Halazar for only a brief time—after the one instance I ever dared to speak back to Warden Glavstone. The dungeons quickly taught me the lesson that he was not to be questioned: They are void of all light, warmth, and kindness. They are the place that the world forgot, where not even screams can escape.

			I search Kaelis’s face for the hint of a lie. For some sign that somewhere in those two voids he calls eyes there is a spark of compassion. That maybe, just maybe, he is not as horrible as the stories say.

			But there is neither friend nor safety to be found in Prince Kaelis.

			His threats against those I love still weigh on me. Kaelis had already maneuvered me into his clutches once, when he captured me the first time. He did it again as I tried to escape. The man is clever, scheming, and dangerous. Arina and the Starcrossed Club are all at risk thanks to me.

			“And what do you want in exchange for this…freedom”—I nearly choke on the word—“you’re offering me?”

			“I already told you.” His eyes shine in the firelight with amusement tainted with malice.

			“The World,” I finish for him.

			He nods.

			“And how am I supposed to get that for you?” If I could access that kind of power, I would have a long, long time ago. Arina and I would’ve brought back our mother and ended Oricalis.

			“I’ll go over the details, in time. For now we need to focus on getting you to, and through, the Fire Festival. You look like you can barely walk, much less fight your fate in the festival.” Kaelis starts for one of the doors that line the room.

			“Well, whose fault is my current state?” Kaelis pretends to ignore my remark. “What comes after?”

			He pauses to shoot me a confused look. “Then you will be an initiate in the academy, and you will succeed in your tests and trials to become a student…or you will die.”

			“No.” That much was clear to me. “What happens after I get you the World?”

			“You think you have a right to know?”

			“I do if you want my help.”

			“Oh, Clara…” He chuckles darkly. “You’re not in any position to negotiate.” I know the bastard’s right. “Now, clean up, gather your strength, and make yourself presentable as the long-lost noble you’ll claim to be—and as my one-day bride. The last thing I want is for you to embarrass me.” Kaelis departs, and silence rings in my ears.

			My gaze drifts out the windows and to Eclipse City beyond. Where my home is. The only home I’ve ever known. Where the people I must get back to are. And now that I’m out of Halazar, there is a chance I can reunite with them. Arina is in the academy. She knew of a secret passage out of the school that she can show me. This “engagement” is only temporary. My luck hasn’t left me yet.

			Just when I’m about to resume my search for cards—or anything else that might be of use—another door opens and Rewina enters with a bundle of dark fabrics burdening her grasp. “M’lady, his highness has prepared some options for you.”

			“Lovely.” I don’t even bother expunging the sarcasm from my tone. “Let’s see what he thinks will suit me.”
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			The prince has impeccable taste, and I think I hate him even more for it. Rewina hands me an ink-black leather coat. Its high collar grazes my chin, nearly reaching the ends of my hair. Rewina tried to style it, but she could do only so much with that Halazar hack job and me struggling to resist, flinching every time she drew close with the shears. The coat’s long sleeves skim my arms with perfectly tailored precision after Rewina used the Three of Coins to tighten the seams on the supple leather. With all the layers of fabric, it’s harder to tell I’m all skin and bones. A tactical choice, I assume.

			Rewina attempts to remedy the latter as best she can. She brings me food that I force myself to eat slowly or else be sick. It’s simple fare but heartier than anything I’ve eaten in almost a year. She further fortifies me with the aid of a few cards. Eventually, she steps back, admiring her handiwork. I feel like a shattered vase pasted back together. The cracks are still there, but only if you look closely.

			My fingers settle on the broach pinned over my left breast. It’s an intricately detailed silver pin of a fist clasping the handle of a lantern. The symbol of Clan Hermit, the once keepers of the knowledge and histories of the Oricalis Kingdom and beyond.

			Every noble clan is a family that controls a small domain under the rule of the crown. The head lord or lady of the clan oversees the family, lands, and other wards on behalf of Oricalis. Clan Hermit was one of the ten major clans still standing at the end of the brutal Clan Culling, a war that narrowed the clans down from the original twenty—one clan for each Major Arcana, said to have been founded by the original acolytes of the Fool. Clan Hermit had survived countless ups and downs throughout the history of Oricalis.

			But they couldn’t survive Kaelis.

			“The prince, did he really destroy Clan Hermit?” I ask softly.

			Rewina purses her lips, and I already have my answer. “The prince does not delight in speaking of Clan Hermit. So I would avoid it if I were you. And should you seek out information, I’d do it privately.” It’s part advice and part warning.

			“Isn’t that what I’m doing by asking you?” I counter. I think I almost see a smile quirking her lips.

			“Focus on what you must do to prepare for the Fire Festival.”

			I grew up in the slums. I don’t know the first thing about being a noble, much less about Clan Hermit specifically, and least of all about how to be engaged to a prince. Especially if the ways of the clan are something that Kaelis isn’t going to give me much information on.

			Rewina escorts me out of the same doors that Ravin smashed in no more than an hour ago. They’ve already been magically repaired. A sparsely decorated receiving room awaits me, with four doors and a central table with a variety of swords stabbed into its center as some odd, macabre art piece. Kaelis and a Stellis knight talk at its side.

			“…cannot keep letting him in,” Kaelis scolds, low and harsh. He’s talking about Ravin, I assume.

			“Yes, your highness. We’ll find out who was stationed at the main entrance. And when the guards from Halazar arrive?”

			“Stall them. The academy’s traditions come first, and the Fire Festival parade has already begun.”

			The Stellis bows his feathered helmet and slips out the double doors opposite. I stare at where he just stood. All my life I was taught to fear the Stellis, and now I suddenly find myself surrounded by them.

			Kaelis’s attention turns to me.

			“You do not look pleased.” It’s hard to miss my scowl when my lips are painted blood red. The deeper my displeasure, the more amused he becomes. Kaelis’s voice drops—so the knights on the other side of the door don’t hear our conversation, I presume. “If you’d like, I can put you back in your rags and return you to Halazar?”

			“That threat is already tired, highness. You have my full compliance.” I tug on the points of the sleeves that run over the backs of my hands. As I walk, the open flaps of the coat below my waist shift, revealing skintight leggings stained oxblood and tucked into boots polished to a mirror-shine finish that match his. More than a coincidence, I suspect. At least the red accents complement my carmine eyes.

			“Then I suggest you tell your face as much.” Kaelis blocks my path, not that I have any idea where I would go. The academy is a mazelike building that is constantly built and rebuilt by magic. From what Arina told me, it’s a playground for the kingdom’s most talented Arcanists—the one place where their powers are allowed to run rampant, under only the loose oversight of the sinister headmaster, who’s standing right before me.

			I force a smile for him and say, through clenched teeth, “Better?”

			His arm snakes around my waist, and I fight a flinch as it glides over the wide belt that cinches all the heavy fabrics together. The belt is detailed with silver embellishments that mirror the lacelike metal of the decorative pauldrons that cap my shoulders. The pauldrons match similar shoulder detailing sewn onto Kaelis’s shirt and the clasps that run the length of his strong torso at perfect intervals.

			Kaelis is a gilded shadow, and through his clothing alone he has communicated that I am now within his gloam.

			“Mildly.” He’s honest about how my grimace is lacking. A fair critique. “You know, there are women who would kill to be engaged to me.”

			The way he speaks almost has me wondering if he has ever organized such a challenge for would-be paramours. “Why haven’t you made one of them swoon, then?”

			“Too easy. Boring.” With his fingers splayed over my hip possessively, he escorts me across the room.

			I continue suppressing the urge to push him away in disgust. So far, Kaelis has been everything I imagined him to be—pompous, cruel, cunning. It’s hardly surprising to hear he would prefer a courtship with a less-eager partner over a ready and willing one.

			Kaelis’s tone shifts, becoming serious. “I trust the little web of spies you were a part of gave you detailed information about the Fire Festival.”

			“I know enough.” The Fire Festival is the annual opening ceremony of Arcana Academy—an extension of the summertime solstice tradition of lighting the lanterns in honor of the suit of Wands.

			“Good, then you’re not going in blind.”

			Kaelis pauses before the heavy oaken doors that the Stellis departed through. They, too, bear the sword sigil of the Oricalis family.

			“So many royal motifs…Are you worried about forgetting what family you belong to?” I ask dryly.

			Kaelis stiffens slightly. I would’ve missed it if our sides weren’t brushing together. If his hand weren’t heavy on my hip.

			Interesting. He hardly seemed to get along with his brother. And the way he spoke of his father didn’t seem any warmer…I’m already wondering if, or how, I could use this information to my advantage.

			“I’m more interested in ensuring no one else forgets.” His eyes dart to mine. “The rabble must remember who owns them.”

			He’s speaking to me. Owns. Prince Kaelis oversees all the Arcanists of the realm, by the blessing of his father, the king. I swallow down my pride and bring my gaze forward. Play along, I instruct myself. He holds all the cards—all the power. My clothing might be as sharp as a dagger, but looks alone can’t kill. Until I’m in a position to fight back, I need to stand down. As bloody painful as that is.

			Kaelis opens the door, and I am instantly greeted by the grandeur of Arcana Academy.

			Silver moonlight drenches the colossal structure, and for a moment I am left breathless. A long and narrow bridge connects the tower of Prince Kaelis’s apartments to the main structure. The fortress of the academy is a titan even in silhouette, gleaming black against the last of the fading light. Spires connected by arching bridges stretch up like the hand of a fallen god, reaching as if to spite the very sky. My heart quickens, each fluttering beat sending waves of fear and thrill through me.

			For years, I have stared up at this fortress from across the Farlum River. For years, this monolith was as much a legend as it was a ruin. A mystery. A danger. A pilgrimage site for Arcanists. An academy. Now I’m here. Privy to both the privilege and the peril of this illustrious institution.

			Never step foot in the fortress. Never partake in the profane rituals that happen there, comes my mother’s cautioning from beyond the grave.

			At the same time, Kaelis leans toward me, lips by my ear. He whispers, as if to drown out the warning, “Welcome to Arcana Academy.”
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			We move past the two Stellis who flank the main entry of his apartments, and they close the doors behind us.

			Beside me, Kaelis is a living shadow, the night clinging to the inky folds of his clothing and his every movement fluid and graceful. He holds me close, his hand on my hip, as he guides me into the heart of his dominion.

			We glide across the narrow bridge and under an archway, plunging into unlit passages. The halls yawn, wide and endless. Unlit lanterns wait for the festival of light to rekindle them. A palpable energy hangs in the air, an anticipation that slithers under my leather coat sleeves. It’s hard to tell if it’s my nerves or the ancient magic of this place.

			To collect myself, I recount every bit of knowledge I’ve ever been given about this strange fortress.

			Arcana Academy predates the Oricalis Castle in Fate Hearth far to the north of Eclipse City and is rumored to be a remnant of the ancient Revisan Kingdom. Its ties to the long-ago kingdom made it forbidden ground, the crown punishing any who were found entering. But in a surprising reversal of historical precedent, King Naethor Oricalis put Kaelis in control of the fortress and allowed him to found the academy within around his eighteenth birthday—a scandalously young age. Two years younger than the first crop of students he would be inducting.

			But, Prince Kaelis has always been a legendary wielder of tarot. And in the year after he annihilated a clan, very few would dare utter anything but support for the prince. In the four years since its founding, he’s used the academy as an institution to harness the power of every Arcanist for the crown, as a fortress to defend the kingdom, as a bottleneck to control all trade through the Farlum River, and as a means of intimidation against any who would even think of acting against the crown.

			If I’m being objective, what Kaelis has accomplished as someone just shy of twenty-three years is impressive. But I can’t be objective when it comes to him. Not when his accomplishments are steeped in the suffering of others. While he was founding the academy with all its power and opulence, I was living in squalor just across the bridge.

			Kaelis’s aura only lends more credence to the impossible stories about him: An esteemed scholar and a ruthless general. An exacting teacher and a tortured genius whose cruelty is only outmatched by his brilliance.

			As we walk, I get little more than night-coated glimpses of the splendor of this place. Each room we pass is filled with mystery. We walk around a cloistered courtyard. Glass fills every archway, creating a greenhouse, its humidity beading the windows and obscuring the viridian domain. As we pass it, the air is heavy with the perfume of flowers and peat.

			Our path then brings us to a vast library. Heavy tomes wait to aid quiet study, lining the shelves that span three floors. I nearly stop in my tracks and beg for a moment to savor the ink-laden pages. Books on arcane magics are forbidden to anyone outside of the academy and the clans. Mere possession of these texts is punished by amputation of a hand or eye.

			A deserted lecture hall is silent in anticipation of the students’ return, the podium at the front of the room standing tall and expectant. Every velvet-tufted seat holds the echo of knowledge once imparted to students, and possibly long forgotten.

			Stairways spiral toward the heavens. Doors are inexplicably locked and barred. Others are temptingly ajar. The path we take plunges deeper, passing windowsills turned silver with dust and statues clothed in cobwebs. Kaelis, of course, offers no explanation for anything we pass, and I’m much too proud to ask.

			Our walk concludes in a long hall with a beacon of orange light at the end. The light flickers defiantly against the near abyss of darkness the entire academy is shrouded in. At first, I think my eyes are tricking me after straining to see with nothing more than moonlight for so long. But, sure enough, just like the lamplight that brightened my cell, the light that streams through a crack in a door is no illusion.

			Kaelis’s hand is still on my hip. It anchors me in place as we slow to a stop. The entire time, I’ve been fighting unease at his touch—at his proximity to me. The orange glow outlines his face. Our gazes lock. I jut out my chin in a silent challenge. He dips his. A shiver runs down my spine at just how hot his proximity feels in the cool darkness.

			“What?” The atmosphere compels me to whisper.

			He’s surprisingly forthright after being silent for so long. “The procession marches through that passage. If you join now, you’ll be somewhere in the middle. It’ll be impossible for any guards to notice or pluck you out if you keep your head down. You will split and go off with the other applicants and will ultimately be called to the chamber of the Arcanum Chalice. There you will—”

			“Expand my powers as an Arcanist and fight for my place as an initiate in the academy.” I fight a sly smirk. “So that way the four houses of Arcana Academy can see my mettle and pass their judgment on if I am ‘worthy’ of being counted among their ranks.”

			The dark pools of his eyes search mine, threatening to drown me in that endless stare. But he’s probably just annoyed I interrupted him.

			My amusement breaks free, curling the corners of my lips. I jape, “Worried about your bride?”

			He laughs, low and ominous. “Worried? About you?” Kaelis pulls me closer. For a moment, I think he will kiss me, and the idea sours my stomach. But his head turns, his cheek nearly grazing mine. I’m consumed by the scent of him—the richness of oiled leather, the earthiness of dry ink, a cologne of cedar and frankincense. Four suits, he even smells fabulously wealthy. The prince shifts to whisper in my ear.

			“Not about you. Never you. Luck is on your side, after all.”

			Kaelis releases me and leaves without another word. Even though I feel lighter without his contact, I’m left staring at his back as the night consumes him whole, the sound of his footsteps fading with the outline of his visage.

			Luck is on my side…The closest thing I’ve yet felt to pure, unyielding terror dizzies my thoughts.

			He knows me.

			How many times did I say that phrase at the Starcrossed Club before I did something particularly risky or stupid? He had—maybe even still has—someone on the inside. As horrifying as it is, that’s the only logical explanation. And it’s not the first time I thought our den of safety had been compromised, either.

			I think of the last job I did before I was captured. That man, Griv, who came to me in search of a way out of Eclipse City as an Unmarked Arcanist but offered more information than he should’ve known. He’d offered not only inking supplies…but details about my mother’s death. It’s because of him I was captured—he led me into Prince Kaelis’s trap. If Griv knew enough about me to get me to trust him, then Kaelis must have known as much or more.

			My hands ball into fists. I turn, push open the door with purpose, and find myself immediately caught in a flow of people, just as Kaelis predicted. I fall into step, ignoring the whispers of those around me about the person who entered the procession late.

			Am I honestly going through with this? Every step is harder than the last. I scan left and right for another door or side hall. Trying to make a run for it now would be difficult, if not impossible. But the crowd consumes me.

			Glancing over my shoulder as inconspicuously as possible, I spy about a hundred people marching behind me, but there are only a few dozen ahead. I’m somewhere toward the start of the pack. People step closer, pushing me toward the center. I can’t tell if it’s intentional, but I wouldn’t put it past Kaelis to have others in the academy ensuring I end up right where he wants me.

			That’s when I see them: Halazar guards. I’d know their drab uniforms anywhere. They’re coming up from the back.

			I swivel my head forward again, take a deep breath, and still my racing thoughts. I will be of use to no one—myself included—if I panic. Arina went through this, and she survived. My best chance of ensuring she’s all right and reuniting with those I love is if I go through the Fire Festival.

			My gaze sweeps across the crowd anew, this time searching for my sister, but with the torchbearers in the front, it’s hard to discern faces in the darkness.

			The people around me are dressed in all manner of garb. But it’s easy enough to tell who are the applicants that will go through the trial by arcane fire and who are already full-fledged students. The Arcanum Chalice demands a fight only in a student’s first year; later sacrifices to the Chalice are easier, so I assume the ones dressed in yards of silk and velvet are already students. Their suits and gowns look like they were designed for no more than standing, sitting, and maybe drinking and eating. And their corsets are laced up so tightly and their trousers are so constricting I’m not even sure of that last part.

			Those whom I pin as applicants are in much more practical, battle-ready clothing that, like mine, can be moved in—though theirs is admittedly less fine.

			Some of the applicants whisper eagerly to one another. They’re excited for the ceremony—they’re ready to uncover the mysteries of Arcana Academy. Poor souls. The Arcanum Chalice is a cursed ritual, Mother told me once when I’d asked her about the pilgrimage many would make to the fortress in search of power, before it was the academy.

			Since Kaelis took over, access to the fortress is limited to only applicants, initiates, students, faculty, and staff. The rituals and teachings of the academy are supposed to be closely guarded secrets. But, like any secret, they’re well known among those in power. The nobility of Oricalis trade in secrets as readily as they do tarot or shining regill coins and notes. The only reason I know as much as I do is because of my work in the Starcrossed Club.

			I try to focus on those whom I assume are students. Arina would be a second year now. Hard to imagine that she’ll be my senior at the school after spending my whole life trying to look after my wild little sister. She’s only a year younger—having lied about her age to enter at nineteen—but she always seemed even younger than that to me.

			I’ve no idea what clothing she might be wearing to fit in with her peers of the academy. And fashion choices like high collars, hoods, and intricate hair designs make it even more difficult in the low light to tell one student from another.

			So instead I focus on the wrists of the women. Before Arina left for the academy, I gave her a silver bracelet—simple, but something I’d recognize anywhere. On the inside of a circular disk are engraved the letters sXc, for the Starcrossed Club, so she’d never forget where she came from. I don’t see anyone wearing a bracelet anything like hers.

			But the space is very cramped and there are a lot of long sleeves…I reassure myself. I’ll find her once I’m through. Or she’ll see me in the Chalice challenge and seek me out. Even though I know I look different from the tortures of Halazar, I’ve no doubt my sister would recognize me no matter what. Just as I would her.

			Ahead is a sign on the wall directing applicants to the right and fully enrolled students to the left. I head right, descending with the others toward the ritual of power and sacrifice that awaits us.
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			I’ve correctly pinned most of the people as student or initiate, but a few who head right surprise me. I follow down a gracefully arcing staircase behind a woman in a strapless gown with full skirts and a breathless-looking bodice, who’d better hope her trial doesn’t involve a lot of movement.

			Our march comes to an end in a large room lined with wooden benches and nothing else. A woman who is the human embodiment of a rapier stands in front of a door opposite the entrance like she’s guarding it. Her long, silver-white hair is slicked back into a high ponytail. Her body is lithe and rigid, her eyes cold and narrowed.

			Two horizontal lines of thin window slits stretch along either side of the door she guards near the ceiling. The windows glow with an unnatural blue haze. The applicants are drawn to them, bypassing the rows of benches.

			“You will all wait for your turn,” she instructs, her tone indifferent but her gaze cold. “Your name will be called when it’s your turn to stand before the Chalice.”

			Even though I know what awaits me, I join the rest of the applicants in peering through the windows. Arina had described the logistics of the academy’s first test but not the room itself.

			The Sanctum of the Chalice is more of an arena than I was expecting. Set into a massive wall are stands that are veiled in shadow. Giant marble columns form the skeleton of the hall and support a ceiling set so high it’s impossible to see from my vantage in the partially subterranean room. The numbers one through ten trellis down each pillar among intricate carvings of the court cards of the Minor Arcana—one of each for each unique suit.

			But what commands my attention is the legendary Arcanum Chalice. It’s a cauldron-like structure set on an alabaster pedestal. I’m too far away to make out any more details than that. Kaelis stands beside it, bathed in its pulsing glow.

			One by one, students walk up and select three cards from the deck, which Kaelis lays on the edge of the pedestal the chalice is upon. They choose one and throw it into the Chalice. It flares brighter, cold flames consuming the card, and the shifting glow envelops the student briefly. But they emerge unharmed.

			“What’s happening?” a woman with short red hair asks.

			“I don’t know any more than you do.” The same woman whose skirts I was pitying minutes ago shakes her head.

			“Right now, the second and third years are making a new sacrifice to the Chalice so they can unlock the ability to ink and wield more advanced cards. Since they’ve fed the Chalice once, it goes quickly because they’re already connected to it. Unlike us.” I sound like a textbook. The two look back at me, startled. Others are glancing over their shoulders as I speak.

			The Arcanum Chalice is one of the legendary relics of Oricalis. Before the days of the academy, noble and rogue Arcanists alike would make a forbidden pilgrimage to the fortress to sneak in and stand before the Chalice. Then, they’d make their sacrifice, by which unlocking a deeper power that allowed them to make and cast more advanced cards instantly. In the years following the opening of Arcana Academy, the royals have spread that it is the only way for Arcanists to use more advanced cards—you gain your reward through sacrifice. Another reason for why all Arcanists must walk through these doors.

			But, even if the royals forbid talking about it, finding power without the Chalice is possible. It’s just harder, takes longer, and is not guaranteed to work, since every Arcanist possesses different innate abilities. As much as I hate the academy, even I must admit it’s an impressive process that ensures every Arcanist in Oricalis’s arsenal is as strong as they can be.

			“When the students are done,” I continue, “it’ll be our turn. When they call your name, you’ll go before the Arcanum Chalice and they’ll give you a simple three-card spread, with each card representing a different aspect of your future. Then, you’ll pick what part of your future to give up.”

			“Give up?” Skirts echoes, leaning back. Her brow furrows. “What…what do you mean?” She has a soft voice and kind eyes. Neither is going to help her much here.

			I lock eyes with her. “This is Arcana Academy. Your future is your tuition.”

			The words have a weight that settles on her shoulders and pulls her down. She opens and closes her mouth, and the lines in her brow deepen.

			Is it crueler for her to know what’s to come and be forced to sit with the weight of that knowledge? Or would it have been worse to leave her ignorant?

			“And it’s just…gone?” her friend asks.

			I nod. “Whatever card you select to surrender to the Chalice will never come true. That part of who you are—or could have been—is removed.”

			“Forever?” someone else whispers.

			“Forever. That’s the bare minimum tithe you pay just to walk through these doors.” Which is so much for very little.

			“Once we make our sacrifice, then we’ll be initiates?” Skirts rightfully asks. I let out a low chuckle, and her expression sinks further.

			“No. Then you’ll be forced to fight and kill that future while everyone in the academy watches you…and judges your innate prowess with the cards. Succeed, and then you’ll be an initiate. Fail, and it’s a hot branding iron and a one-way trip to the powder mills.” I step back, beckoning Skirts. Her friend had the much better sense to wear well-fitted trousers. “Which, speaking of…let me see you.”

			“Me?” The young woman blinks. I know she must be twenty, given the academy’s age requirements. Unless she’s lying like Arina did. She looks so much younger to me, so it could be possible. Perhaps it’s the roundness of her cheeks, or their faint blush. Perhaps it’s that the skin under her eyes is still bright, where mine is all dark shadows. Perhaps…it’s how the little tufts of brown hair at the nape of her neck remind me achingly of Arina.

			“Yes. You…”

			“Luren,” she says, stepping to meet me, clearly confused.

			“I don’t have a change of clothes for you, so we’re working with what we’ve got.” I reach forward and gather her skirts, pulling the hem to her knees and gathering the additional fabric.

			“Excuse you!” She swats harmlessly at my hands. I hope her wielding of tarot is more fearsome.

			“I’m not assaulting your modesty. In fact, it’s the opposite. This goes through your legs.” I allow her to assist with pulling the skirts through her legs, even if she looks terribly confused about what we’re doing.

			Once we’ve gathered the bulk of the fabric at the small of her back, I split the bundle and tie it at her waist. It’s a bit comical looking, but it does the trick. “There, now you can move. Take off those heels and you’ll be able to face whatever the Chalice throws at you. So long as your bodice is tailored as tightly as it looks, that is.”

			“I…I can’t go out there like this,” she whispers, then quickly begins untying my knot. “I look ridiculous. They’ll all laugh at me.”

			I shrug. “Suit yourself, but remember how it’s done in case you need it.”

			Luren doesn’t have a chance to reply. The proctor calls the first name. We all watch as the first applicant leaves the holding room through the door behind the proctor and up a short staircase that connects to the arena partially above us. Everyone presses tighter against the windows as he crosses to Kaelis. I don’t know the applicant—never seen him before in my life—but my heart is in my throat for him. Even if he heard my warning about what was to come, he can’t truly know what he’s walking into. Arina knew all she could about the ceremony before coming to the academy, and even so, something changed inside her after this first trial. It left her with a hollowness to her gaze that sometimes not even I could fully comprehend.

			Kaelis speaks as he draws three cards, though his words are lost in the vast room. After placing the cards before the Chalice, the prince leaves the man to choose one from the spread. After a tense minute, the applicant throws one into the Chalice. It explodes with light, enveloping the arena and blinding all.

			When the light fades and our eyes adjust, it’s to a chorus of gasps.

			The arena is gone. In its place is a wide field, a quaint cottage at one end. The applicant stands in the center of the field, looking around, bewildered.

			“What happened?” Luren whispers.

			“It’s the future he chose to give up.” I can’t tear my eyes away as the man steps forward toward the cottage, movements jerky, hands shaking. Whatever this place is…it meant something to him.

			The door opens, and a woman goes to greet him with open arms. He rushes into her embrace and is crushed against her. Even though we can’t hear anything from halfway underground and behind the thick windows, I can see him sobbing.

			Poor man…he gave up a reunion he clearly yearned for. Unfortunately for him, he’s going to lose a lot more than that. He doesn’t even fight. He doesn’t push the woman of the vision away. He gives in completely to her, staying in her arms until everything fades into a hazy blue light that dissipates into the air, leaving him falling to his knees, arms outstretched, as if begging for mercy from a cruel and mocking god.

			Two city enforcers march from the far archway. The applicant hasn’t seen them. He continues to stare upward with tear-filled eyes and a mouth that is slightly agape with soundless begging.

			One of the enforcers grabs his left arm. The other, wielding a red-hot brand, presses the iron to the soft flesh of the inside of his wrist. He screams and writhes, but the first holds him steady as the Mark is made.

			The Marking is an A for Arcanist. It’s done on the inside of the wrist to make it nearly impossible to cut off. All other neighboring kingdoms will send back any rogue Arcanists who attempt to escape Oricalis, or risk Oricalis halting their access to tarot resources.

			Pain brings the man back to reality; the trance the vision left him in is broken. He suddenly writhes against his captors. They clearly weren’t expecting him to resist, as their hold on him breaks. The man scrambles, swiping the deck that had been left out by the Chalice for him to use to fight his vision. He fumbles for a card.

			There’s a flash of light, but it’s not from the Marked Arcanist. Blood dribbles from his chin, a sword of writhing shadow and light impaled through him. The other applicants gasp, jaws slack in collective horror. Meanwhile, my teeth are clenched so tightly they ache.

			A shadow emerges from the darkness behind the Chalice: Kaelis.

			He nonchalantly pockets the deck and gives a nod to the enforcers as the man falls to the floor, lifeless. The two enforcers drag the body away unceremoniously. I doubt his family will even be given a chance to mourn.

			He came here dreaming of a better life. Hoping for an opportunity to improve his standing—even if he had to give up his very future for it. It was better than the alternative. Than this…

			The crown eagerly took everything he had and left nothing but suffering. As the crown always does.

			Kaelis’s eyes drift toward the windows all the applicants are pressed against. Somehow, it’s like he knows exactly where I am. As if he can feel my palpitating hatred toward him.

			“Luren,” the proctor calls.

			Panic fills her eyes. Good. That’s the right emotion.

			“Good luck.” That’s all I can offer her.

			“You can do this,” her red-haired friend reassures her. The confidence doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

			Skirts back down by her ankles, Luren is gone.

			I turn away from the windows and walk over to one of the benches, resting my elbows on my knees and folding my hands to make a shelf for my forehead. I can see the flash of light, but I don’t watch Luren’s test. I don’t watch any of the others. The only thing I catch a glimpse of is a dark-haired woman tying up her skirt before she ascends the stairs.

			At least someone took my advice…whatever little good it might do.

			My fingers tighten to the point that I’m shaking. I tap my feet. I rock. But I can’t find an outlet for this restless energy as the names get called one after the other. This cruelty that we are forced to endure makes my stomach churn and my saliva turn to bile.

			I’m the last one. Not that I’m surprised. I would’ve been added to the list at the last minute.

			“Clara Redwin, of Clan…Hermit.” The proctor watches my every step, her stormy eyes cold as winter.

			For a second, we hold each other’s gaze. But only for a second. She’s not about to wish me luck. If anything, she looks like she’s ready to kill me.

			Alone, I ascend the dark, narrow staircase and then step into the light.
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