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			For everyone who’s ever stared fate down

			and said, “Not today.”

		

	
		
			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
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