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Shame burns in her eyes. Why does she keep doing this—accepting failure and crumbling beneath it? She got rejected from Cygnus and gave up on any hope of leaving at all. Her father sold her like an object to Lord Fournier, and she smiled at her betrothed. She squirmed beneath his touch, but she didn’t pull away. Even in her dream, she knows the nightmarish version of Lord Fournier is going to catch up to her any moment, and yet here she is, shivering in the dark, waiting to be caught. When did she become so pathetic? Was it when her mother died? It must have been—with no one holding him accountable, her father didn’t raise her to be her own person. He raised her to become someone’s wife. He punished her when she acted in ways he disapproved of. If she was ever too loud, too clever, too curious, he confined her to her room like a caged bird until she offered up a demure apology and a promise to be better.


She’s been too good for too long. It’s made her weak. It’s made her terrified of being seen as anything else.


“I can save you,” a voice says.
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Description

A complex, decorative line-drawing illustration. The central text reads ‘AN ARCANE STUDY OF STARS’. A large, detailed snake slithers from the top, its body looping through the word ‘AN’. Surrounding the central text are ten smaller circles, each containing celestial elements such as constellations and star maps. Two circles contain crescent moons with delicate floral sprigs growing from them. The final two circles are spheres resembling planets or moons. An open book is at the bottom center of the arrangement. Below the illustration is the text ‘SYDNEY J. SHIELDS’, and further down is the Orbit logo.
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For anyone who still needs to forgive themselves—you have been punished enough. Unfurl your fist, unclench your jaw, and remember you are good.
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Description

A decorative part opener illustration. The central text reads ‘PART I: THE GOD OF STARS AND NIGHTMARES’ enclosed in an octagonal-like border made of interconnected circles. There are eight circles arranged in a ring. Each circle contains a different line drawing of a constellation map (stars connected by lines), set against a background of stippled dots and smaller stars. Small decorative flourishes connect the circles to the central text area.








Today, Dorian Ship has been asleep in a cage of night for one hundred years.


A century is a blink for someone cursed with immortality, but still, it’s far too long to rest. Even bones made of breath can grow stiff. Muscles made of midnights can atrophy. Tangled up in a constellation, Dorian hangs like prey caught in a web. In many ways, that is exactly what he is. But unlike the merciful spider, his captor does not swallow him whole. He leaves Dorian there to rest, and to rot.


“You are no god. You’re a monster. And one day, I will slay you like one,” Dorian had sworn just before sleep overcame him. It was too late to fight. The celestial walls were rising and the night was lowering onto his shoulders and he could do nothing but fall, fall, fall, deep into the Realm of Nightmares.


Then Dorian’s eyes closed like tombs, body hardened like stone. All these years, he has never tried to escape, for he has never woken up.


Until tonight.


Stirred by a woman’s scream in the distance, he struggles against the stars that serve as his restraints. His body is trapped, but now, for the first time in a century, he is lucid. In this realm where sleep meets fear, he follows the sound of her voice until he finds her shivering in the dark. Standing before him is a desperate girl who is one mistake away from breaking the stars, and broken stars are exactly what he needs in order to be free.


He will be her mistake.


She will be his revenge.












[image: A large number 1 inside a circle with stars]




Description

Chapter header illustration. A large serif numeral ‘1’ is centered inside a circle. The background of the circle is filled with small dots and stars. The circle has small, ornate flourishes on the left and right sides. Below the circle is the text ‘THE BOOK’.




Winter is best spent dreaming.


Kulden proverb


There is an old bookshop called the Wanderer’s Wonders in the heart of Kulden—a small, often forgotten town tucked in a far northern corner of England—and as far as Claudia Jolicoeur is concerned, it’s magical, for it always has something she needs. From love stories and poetry to theories and discoveries, she has never once been able to leave empty-handed in the decade that she’s been coming here. She and her mother used to come twice a week for Claudia to buy any book of her choosing. Back then, they could afford it. Her mother was a Roe, the only daughter of the famous watchmakers who made a fortune from being the first to include minute hands on their signature timepieces. Things changed when Claudia’s father was introduced to fine wine and expensive cigars, to boxing and betting on horse races. As it turned out, he didn’t have the constitution to merely sip his vices. He gorged on them at the expense of their entire fortune.


Now her mother is long dead, their money long gone, and it has taken an entire month for Claudia to scrounge up enough coins to buy one book. Her father has been pawning her mother’s jewelry—all pieces that were meant to be Claudia’s. She’s entitled to the money he makes from those sales, though her father doesn’t agree. Instead of arguing for what she’s owed, she spares herself the trouble by pocketing it when he sleeps, little by little so that he won’t notice.


One book a month makes her feel like her brain is shriveling up. She’d considered stealing some—old Mr. Aimes who owns the shop is half blind and half asleep at all times—but she could never bring herself to do it. No matter how far her family has fallen in station, no matter how much money they’ve lost to her father’s gambling, she would never stoop so low as to be a liar and a thief. She is still a lady, and the Jolicoeurs are still good, regardless of what the society papers say.


A bell chimes when she walks in. She shakes the snow out of her curly brown hair and pulls her green cloak tight around her shoulders. The wood floor is slippery from half-melted snow that customers have tracked in. Mud decorates the damp hem of her black dress. Candlelight pulses in sconces between the bookshelves, but it’s not enough to warm up the drafty building. She walks down the narrow pathways lined with mismatched rugs that are probably colorful under years of muddy boot prints. Rows of books tower over her, their leather spines wrinkled. In the darkest corner of the shop, where Romance meets History, it smells earthy, almost floral. Claudia smiles. Judging by the silence, she’s the only one here. Mr. Aimes must be having his dinner in the back since he isn’t behind the counter. This is why she prefers to come at night—she gets the stacks all to herself.


Again, she doesn’t steal and she never would, but she does help herself to the first few chapters of whatever catches her eye. That’s not stealing; that’s making an informed purchase, and with how long it takes to afford a new book, she needs to make sure she’s getting a good one.


Today in particular calls for a very special book. It’s the ten-year anniversary of her mother’s passing, and she doesn’t want to think about it at all. She needs something that will distract her from the grief, and from the knowledge that she’s fated to live her mother’s life and die her mother’s death—soon to be passed on from a father who hates her to a husband who hates her more, until death mercifully does them part.


She’s reading about the legendary constellations of Andromeda and Perseus when an old white-haired woman appears behind the counter and says, “Can I help you find something?”


Claudia snaps the book shut and looks up at this stranger. The woman is wrapped in a light pink shawl that accentuates the bulging hunch of her spine. She gives Claudia a thin smile.


“Where’s Mr. Aimes?” Claudia asks.


“Oh dear, you haven’t heard.” She tilts her head to the side with a sad, slanted pout. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but my brother died at last week’s end. I’m Mrs. Schottstaedt and I’m taking over until we can find someone to buy the place.” The old woman wipes her hand across the counter and sends a flurry of dust into the air. “This store is in such a state. He must’ve been struggling for some time.”


“Oh,” Claudia says sympathetically, though it’s hardly a shock. Mr. Aimes had been old as sin. “I’m so sorry.”


Mrs. Schottstaedt waves away Claudia’s condolences. “We all have to die, dear. It’s written in all of our stars. Speaking of…” She raises her brows and gestures to the book of constellations in Claudia’s hands. “Did you want to buy that?”


She already knows she can’t afford this one. She’s been sneaking in its chapters during every visit and doing her best to memorize the constellations so she can draw them in her notebook back home. Obviously, that isn’t stealing, either—it would only be stealing if she traced the pages directly while in the shop. If she memorizes the content and writes it down later, well… that’s simply an act of learning, and there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s a good thing, actually. A noble and admirable deed.


“I’m still looking.” She turns to tuck the book back into its place, but there’s a little black book there instead, its spine thin as her pinky finger. At first glance, it’s nothing special, but Claudia is drawn to it. More than that—compelled. When she picks it up, she can’t explain how right it feels. She just knows that this book was meant for her hand.


There is a faded silver swan on the cover and nothing else. She turns to the first page, where CYGNUS UNIVERSITY is written in fine script. Below reads:


An occult institution where desire becomes magic.


Every paragon of academic and artistic achievement is not a man, but a mage. Not a woman, but a witch. What the world calls genius is merely magic in disguise, and if you are reading this, you are ready to wield it.


The next page lists the disciplines taught at Cygnus:




	
ASTROLOGIA: Ruled by Sidarphion, God of Stars and Nightmares



	
MATHEMATICA: Ruled by Caedisterra, God of Blood and Balance



	
MUSICES: Ruled by Dolericym, God of Song and Sorrow



	
RHETORIC: Ruled by Malevimus, God of Wit and Secrets



	
SCIENTIA: Ruled by Orteslux, God of Death and Flowers






The Astrologia section begins on the next page.


Students of Astrologia seek to understand the influence of celestial bodies on terrestrial events. Through our Hermetic approach, you will learn the divine order of the cosmos and engage in theurgic communication with your patron, Sidarphion, God of Stars and Nightmares. Upon graduation, you will have the power and knowledge to divine and define fate itself. You will become one of the greatest astrologers of all time.


A sharp breath escapes her.


When Claudia was twelve, her mother got sick. Not long before her mother died, Claudia looked out her window in the middle of the night and saw her standing in front of their home. Little Claudia ran down the stairs, out the door, and to her mother’s side.


“Momma?”


“Two months,” her mother said while she gazed up at the starry sky. “I have two months left, Starling.”


“The doctor said you’re getting better,” Claudia assured.


“No.” Her mother’s voice was slow and dreamy. “It’s written in the stars.”


Claudia dragged her mother back inside and wrote the incident off as some fevered delusion, but sure enough, two months later, she and her father were burying her. Since then, Claudia has been chasing answers. What did her mother see that night in the stars? And if Claudia had believed her, could she have done something to save her mother’s life?


Ten years later and she still doesn’t know.


As she reads, she feels the heavy glare of the old woman. Sensing she needs to make a purchase, she looks for the price of the book in its usual spot—penciled in the upper right-hand corner—but it’s blank.


“How much for this one? There’s no price inside.”


“Hm. Bring it here.”


Claudia walks the thin space between shelves and stops before the counter, handing over the little black book. Immediately, she wants it back. That book is meant to be hers. She hates every second that it’s not in her hands. The old woman holds her tiny spectacles far away from her face while she examines it. She grunts and turns the book upside down as if she can shake answers out of it.


“Mr. Aimes would’ve probably charged a penny or two for a book like that,” Claudia says. More like four or five pennies, but in Claudia’s defense, she used the word probably. It’s not a lie; it’s probable.


“Well, Mr. Aimes is not here.”


“Right.” Claudia tucks her chin and looks down at her black shoes. “I’m terribly sorry about your brother, Mrs. Schottstaedt. He was a lovely man.”


“You don’t have to lie, dear. He was a curmudgeon by the age of ten, but we loved him anyway.”


Claudia gives her a soft smile. “Well, curmudgeon or not, he ran this shop, which is my favorite place in the world.”


The old woman laughs and looks around at the dusty, dank store. “If this is your favorite place, you’ve got a whole lot more of the world to see.”


She bristles against that comment because it’s so true that it stings. She’s always longed to travel, to study, to wander and wonder. But she’s never had the courage to leave, or a direction in which to go. And in truth, she’s scared. Her home is a devil she knows—the world is a devil she doesn’t. She’s always forced gratitude upon herself, even in the worst of times, because she knows that life can get so much worse than this.


But when she looks at that black book in Mrs. Schottstaedt’s weathered hands, and when she thinks about Cygnus, she wonders: If life can get worse, can’t it also get better?


She grows more excited and determined by the minute. Something about this book makes her feel as if her whole life is about to change.


“If you’d like to throw out a starting price, we could go from there,” Claudia says cheerfully. Mr. Aimes used to lower the price after a bit of sweet talk. Perhaps Mrs. Schottstaedt will do the same.


After turning over every page, Mrs. Schottstaedt closes the book in defeat. “Sorry, dear. I don’t think my brother had any intention of selling this one. It must’ve made its way onto the floor by mistake.”


“Or maybe Mr. Aimes changed his mind about selling it?” Claudia suggests hopefully.


The woman tilts her head to the side and gives her a pitiful look. “I don’t think so.”


“He must’ve intentionally put it on the shelf and forgot to price it. He’d grown quite forgetful in recent months,” she counters.


“Yes, but—”


“And it seems the bookstore belongs to you now, yes? Surely you have no qualms about selling it to me.”


Mrs. Schottstaedt gives a throaty laugh that turns into a cough. “You’re mouthy. Does that ever get you into trouble?”


She tucks her hair behind her ears and shrugs. “Usually it gets me out of trouble.”


They both laugh. There’s a glimmer of recognition in the old woman’s eyes. “What’s your name?”


“Claudia Jolicoeur.”


“Jolicoeur?”


Claudia nods and braces herself for insults. Or worse, for the accusation that her father owes Mrs. Schottstaedt money.


“You wouldn’t happen to be Elise’s daughter, would you?”


Elise. The sound of her mother’s name is an old lullaby she hasn’t heard in years. Warmth rivers through her blood. Yes, she’s Elise’s daughter. No one else’s. For a moment, she pretends her father doesn’t exist. “Yes. I am.”


“I knew your mother when she was your age. You look just like her, you know.”


Claudia knows. Every piece she got from her mother is her favorite part of herself: Dark, wild hair. Cold green eyes. Full lips and an off-center smile. She looks most like her mother when she’s happy.


“Were you friends?”


“I was too old to be her friend, but I admired her spirit. It reminded me of myself when I was young.” Mrs. Schottstaedt gives her a too-long, too-sincere look, as if the woman is scrying in Claudia’s eyes. “You have that, too. That fire burning inside.”


“I’ll take that as a compliment.”


“Oh, it certainly is,” she says with a wink. The old woman’s fingers tremble when she traces the outline of the swan on the cover of the book. A hint of a smile tugs at the corner of her thin lips.


“I’ll tell you what, Claudia. I’ll sell you this book for a penny if you promise me something.”


Claudia loves a bargain. “Absolutely. What is it?” There’s not much she would object to, especially in exchange for a very pretty book.


Excitement glitters in Mrs. Schottstaedt’s green eyes, lighter than Claudia’s by several shades but no less vibrant. “Apply,” she whispers, opening the book and presenting Claudia with a page in the back titled APPLICATION. “Promise me you will apply to Cygnus University.”


Up until today, Claudia had never heard of Cygnus, but this moment feels like fate coming to pass. Nothing is more transformative than the right book at the right time. Maybe, for once, the stars are aligning for her.


Recently, her father has been working nonstop to marry her off, and Claudia knows that her best interests won’t be factored into whatever deal he’ll be making on her behalf. If her father had it his way, Claudia would’ve been wed years ago, but her dowry is less than tempting—it’s nonexistent. Now desperately searching for a match, the only thing Lord Jolicoeur is looking at is money, and he’s after the type of wealth that only comes with age. Should Claudia’s fate be left in his hands, she’ll soon be wed to someone ghastly and certifiably ancient.


But if she gets into Cygnus University, she could escape this life and write herself a new one. She could change her stars for the better.


With a grin, she slides two pennies across the counter—one as payment, one as thanks. “You have a deal, Mrs. Schottstaedt.”


The old woman holds Claudia’s hands when she gives her the book. With a bright smile, she says, “Good luck.”
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Description

A small, simple black and white line drawing centered between paragraphs. It depicts an open book with pages fanned out slightly. Several stylized star shapes or sparks are floating upward from the center crease of the book.






The last piece of Claudia’s application to Cygnus is to burn the book in which she found it. Somehow, some way, this is how the school will receive it. Claudia doesn’t question it—beggars for a different fate can’t be choosers. The application itself was easy enough; she gave her name, her chosen discipline of Astrologia, a spill of her blood along a dotted line, and a heartfelt letter about why she is deserving of the power that Cygnus offers. She wrote of her mother’s passing and how that grief will shape her into a worthy scholar. She wrote of how Cygnus’s book called to her in the bookshop. She wrote that she is not choosing magic—it is choosing her.


It’s October now. If she gets accepted quickly, she’ll be only a few weeks behind the other students who started in September. She’ll catch up fast.


She tosses the book into the fireplace in her room and follows it with a sizzling match. The flames turn bright blue and the book burns white as a wishing star before the fire dies with one brilliant flash. Every candle in her room dies with it. Claudia is left in the pitch-black dark, choking on thick green smoke that makes her head swim. Her vision swirls while her eyes adjust to the thin moonlight streaming through her window. She needs to clear the air or she’ll faint. Coughing violently, she trips over her pink wool rug, her white shoes, and the corner of her bed as she crosses the room. As soon as she opens the window, the smoke stretches out into the sky and scatters among the stars. She watches the night swallow the last lick of green ash in the air. A breeze as warm as breath combs through her hair.


She blinks.


The constellations are playing tricks on her. They’re trembling. Changing.


Watching.


She’s still dizzy from the smoke swirling in her brain, but she swears there are eyes in the stars staring down at her.
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Description

A small, simple black and white line drawing centered between paragraphs. It depicts an open book with pages fanned out slightly. Several stylized star shapes or sparks are floating upward from the center crease of the book.




Exactly one month later, two things happen on the same day: First, in the morning, Claudia’s father informs her of her betrothal to Lord Fournier, a man sixty years her senior. She doesn’t panic—yet. There is still time for fate to change.


Second, in the evening, the postman hands Claudia an envelope with a swan on it—the same that was on the cover of the book she got from Mrs. Schottstaedt. She braces herself against the iron gate in front of her home, her steeled spine perfectly centered between cold black bars. She waits until the crunch of the postman’s steps fades. Whatever this letter brings, she needs to be alone to receive it. Pressing the envelope to her chest, she takes a deep breath and releases an anxious groan. This could be nothing. This could be everything. She tries to open it carefully, but excitement overwhelms her and she rips the letter out of its envelope.


Dear Claudia Jolicoeur,


Thank you for your interest in Cygnus University.


We regret to inform you that your chosen discipline, Astrologia, is no more. Sidarphion, God of Stars and Nightmares, abandoned us years ago, and with the loss of his power, Astrologia was proven futile and false. Thus, we are unable to offer you a place here. We wish you the best in your future endeavors. While fate is oft fickle, our decision is not.


You may not apply again.


Sincerely,


High Sage Gieffroy Triche


Three times she rereads it, hoping that this is just a nightmare. She blinks tightly, willing herself to open her eyes to another world. Another life. Anything, anywhere else. She’s overwhelmed with nausea. She had not realized just how desperately she wanted this until now, until she was told she couldn’t have it. Whoever the god of stars and nightmares is, Claudia hates him and hopes he’s suffering. He destroyed her fate. He ruined the stars that have always called to her. He damned her to a life she doesn’t want and a man she doesn’t love.


Panic stains her senses. Her vision goes black. It feels like there’s glass in her veins, metal in her stomach, a fist around her throat. Burning, burning everywhere. She’d made a grave mistake—confusing a dream with destiny. They are almost never the same.
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Description

Chapter header illustration. A large serif numeral ‘2’ is centered inside a circle. The background of the circle is filled with small dots and stars. The circle has small, ornate flourishes on the left and right sides. Below the circle is the text ‘BETROTHAL’.






The Gods choose who can apply while the High Sage chooses who gets accepted.


Once rejected, always rejected, unless a God intervenes.


The Book of Cygnus: Admittance 1:14


Claudia’s twenty-third birthday falls like a scythe, slicing December in two. She’s in the sitting room waiting to meet her betrothed for the first time. While she waits for his arrival, she dangles a gray mouse by its tail like a pendulum—back and forth between life and death. Bishop, her white rat snake, stretches across the blue rug at her feet and opens his mouth for dinner. Usually, he’s upstairs in her room curled up in his enclosure, which is an old wooden trunk that’s too warped to close. Claudia brought him down with her today for emotional support, and for defense in case Lord Fournier is too eager to touch her. Bishop knows how to strike and run. He’s bitten Claudia’s father more than once, but never unprovoked.


“Get rid of that monstrous thing. You know I don’t approve and neither will your betrothed,” her father scolds while he paces the dim foyer. He has hated Bishop ever since Claudia found him three years ago hidden in the snow, his body as white as the harsh winter that would have killed him if she had not brought him inside. Her father’s hatred made her love Bishop all the more. She has a talent for loving anything her father hates—snakes, stars, stories. Most of all Claudia loves life, as cruel and cold as it can be. Whereas he does everything he can to escape it, she wants more of it, as much life as she can swallow, even if she chokes on it. She wants to taste it all.


The mouse twitches and turns until it can meet Claudia’s cold green eyes. Its tiny hands wring as if in prayer, and its black eyes glisten with fear. She pulls the mouse farther back. Claudia has fed Bishop this way for years without so much as a flinch, but this mouse looks different, like it’s begging her to let it live.


Bishop ate fairly recently. He will survive a few more days until Claudia can find him another meal—one whose death won’t make her feel so guilty. Surely there are older and uglier mice around here, and who knows the state of her newly betrothed’s home. It could be perfectly rife with delicious rodents. She could release this mouse and give it the chance that has been taken away from her.


There is a knock at the door. Claudia’s father snatches her arm. She drops the mouse directly into Bishop’s waiting mouth.


“No!” she yelps. Her father jerks her wrist, pulling her tightly to his side.


“No?” he growls.


The corners of her mouth fall when she glances over her shoulder. “I was going to save the mouse.”


Her father leans in, his acrid breath scraping the side of her cheek when he laughs. “You are no one’s hero.”


Her nostrils flare. “Am I not yours? Saving you from the debt you have wrought?”


“You’re the one indebted to me, you selfish girl.” His grip moves from her wrist to her ring finger. “You should have been married years ago. You were never meant to be my problem for so long. I had to find a way to keep you fed.”


Fed isn’t the word that Claudia would use. Alive, yes. But hardly fed. Her dresses lie like bedsheets around her frame. Hunger is a whetstone that has sharpened all of her features.


There is a second knock, this time louder with growing impatience. Claudia ushers Bishop under the couch. The mouse’s tail hangs from his mouth like a second tongue. Her father places a firm hand between her shoulder blades and shoves her toward the door.


She twists the knob slowly, terrified of the face that is waiting on the other side. When the door screeches open, it’s worse than she imagined. Lord Fournier is a shriveled man with spotted hands and thinning hair. A gray coat swallows his frame. It must’ve fit once upon a time, but he’s shrunken with age. His tired, lazy gaze roves over her body. He seems pleased, though his face is doubled over in wrinkles. His smile isn’t strong enough to reach his eyes.


“Lord Fournier,” her father says with a smile while he wraps a heavy arm around Claudia’s shoulders. “Allow me to introduce your betrothed—my beautiful daughter, Claudia Jolicoeur.”


The old man’s fingers tremble when he kisses the back of Claudia’s hand. “Hello, darling.” His voice sounds like wet skin sticking to itself. She winces. She’s not his darling. The title feels like shrugging on a too-tight coat.


He nearly loses his balance when Claudia retracts her hand. She hates that she pities him when he’s the one stealing her future, but he looks so weak. He could die from a tight embrace. All of these sad imaginations fill her mind: Old Lord Fournier eating alone, across from the empty chair where his true love once sat. Old Lord Fournier’s hands shaking while he throws back his morning medicine. Old Lord Fournier wishing his kids still lived close. He’s such a sad sight. She almost feels bad for him.


Almost.


“Shall we retire to the sitting room?” her father says when the silence stretches too long.


“Please,” Lord Fournier says, stumbling through the doorway, bracing himself on a gilded cane. Her father sits on a torn leather chair in the corner. Lord Fournier sits on the long sofa and sinks into the thin cushions. Claudia begins to sit in her mother’s old rocking chair, but her betrothed says, “Won’t you sit beside me, darling?”


Her father glares at her, eyes full of warning. Slowly, she moves toward the couch, toward the man who bought her before she knew she had been fitted with a price.


The conversation between the two men hums like wasps in her ears. Their words sound muddy when they talk numbers—what is Claudia worth, down to the dollar? She is pretty enough, with moon-pale skin, sparkly eyes, and a pouty smile. But can she manage a house? Does she know how to clean? Can she sit still enough without making a sound so that she can be admired by his colleagues as if she were a painting above a mantel? They discuss her age—plenty of time to give Lord Fournier at least three children if not more. They ask her to stand, turn, bend. They comment on the swell of her breasts, the width of her hips. Every inch of her is appraised.


She had once thought that she was just like her snake—sharp tongue, sharp teeth, always ready and able to strike. Now, as she stands before her father and her betrothed, still and breathless as stone, she wonders why she is not fighting back. At this moment, she should be wicked. Ugly. Undesirable. Whatever it takes to ruin her betrothal to this man. But she looks around their home filled with tattered curtains and worn furniture and empty glass bottles. She can’t stay here. Then she thinks of her harsh rejection from Cygnus University. What other choice does she have? Where else can she go? A marriage to a wealthy man is her only hope for a decent life. It is a miracle, as her father loves to remind her, that they were able to find a man of Lord Fournier’s station who would accept this proposition in the first place. Merciful, her father called him. Merciful is the man who would take a girl from a terrible life and give her a new one that may or may not be worse.


The men come to some sort of agreement about her fate. Now that Lord Fournier has approved of her, he will stay the night here in a guest room. Tomorrow, the two of them will be wed, and Claudia will be taken away.


Despite the wintry air, they take to the park for a promenade. The trees are thin as bones, dressed in stubborn black leaves. It’s so cold that the breeze turns white. Claudia’s donned multiple layers for warmth—tall boots, green cloak, black scarf—but this wind has teeth. It bites through everything from velvet to leather to skin. In places like London and Paris, the marital season is in the summer when it’s warm, but Kulden has its own customs. Here, the marital season begins at the end of the year in hopes that couples begin the new year as one.


Lord Fournier stumbles through the walk, so Claudia serves as his cane to steady him. His hot breath moistens her cheek. He won’t let go of her hand.


It’s humiliating.


Walking toward them is Genevieve Thornington, previously Genevieve Marlow, who lucked into marrying Lord Thornington, the richest man in town. Claudia’s father had once tried to pair her with him, but Lord Thornington declined for two reasons: He had no interest in paying off Lord Jolicoeur’s debt in exchange for a bride, and mainly, he found Claudia to be “far too disagreeable to be a wife.”


Claudia dislikes the term disagreeable. It’s too passive. It’s inherently reactionary. Claudia prefers to be thought of as opinionative, and argumentative when the situation calls for it.


Lord and Lady Thornington are a pair out of a Kulden postcard—white-blond, icy eyes, lips that look like wet wounds against their pale skin. Both dressed in fine garb in the same shade of yellow, they are like drops of sunlight gliding across the shoveled stone path. The newlyweds smile at Claudia and her betrothed when they pass by, then follow with snickering at their backs. Claudia’s cheeks burn. She wants to turn around and spit out insults, but she holds her tongue. She needs to make this betrothal work for her, and all she has to do is keep her composure until they say their vows. Once her future and her fortune are secured, she can open her big mouth again.


Until then, she’ll keep this tight smile plastered onto her face, even as her cheeks twitch and ache.


From across the park, an angry Lord Wexford—face red as his hair, exaggerated by his heavy black overcoat—eagerly spots the two of them and circles the stone path to speak to them. Claudia has met him several times, though never under happy circumstances. Her father owes him the most. Lord Wexford has sent threatening letters; he’s cornered Claudia and her father in town; he’s even shown up on their doorstep in the middle of the night demanding to be paid. In a drunken daze, Lord Jolicoeur once offered Claudia in lieu of money. Lord Wexford said no, for he’s already married and, in his words, “no woman is worth the amount you owe me.”


“Hello, Lord Wexford. You look rouged,” Claudia says mockingly. Lord Wexford doesn’t deign to look at her.


“Lord Fournier,” Lord Wexford says. “I spoke to Hubert”—Claudia winces at hearing her father’s name without the title; how little these people think of her and her family—“and he instructed me to speak to you about retrieving what I am owed.”


Lord Fournier nods. “Tomorrow, Lord Wexford.” He squeezes Claudia’s hand. “Once she and I are married, I will keep my word.”


With a tight scowl, Lord Wexford nods. “Tomorrow, then. No longer. I’ve already waited for the better half of a year.” He looks Claudia up and down. “Do right by him. You cannot grasp the magnitude of the favor he’s doing for your family.”


Claudia’s eye twitches. Lord Fournier is no savior—he’s a bargainer.


While they walk, Lord Fournier says, “Darling, I can sense your concern, and I’d like to offer some words that may put that at ease.”


Claudia smiles at him, hoping he’ll say something miraculous like I plan to give you lots of money and leave you alone forever! Or maybe Don’t worry, darling, I’m already terminally ill!


That would be perfect. She could escape with the Fournier fortune and fall for someone from his house staff—a handsome footman, or maybe have a forbidden affair with a gorgeous handmaiden. She gives him a dreamy, hopeful look while he clears his throat.


He looks down at her with tired eyes and a soft, thin-lipped smile. “You fear you will not be an adequate wife, for you’ve faced so much rejection.”


Claudia swallows down a laugh. She doesn’t fear being a bad wife—she doesn’t even want to be a good one. She doesn’t want to be a wife at all. No dismissal from a suitor has ever hurt her. The only truly painful rejection she’s ever received was the one from Cygnus University.


“But do not worry,” Lord Fournier continues. “From what I have seen, you are a good, quiet girl. You are submissive and obedient. You are polite, decently groomed, and a pleasure upon the eyes.” He pauses, narrowing his gaze to gauge her reaction.


She’s frozen. The way he just described her is everything she never wanted to be. Somehow, he reads her face as pleased, and he nods happily.


“See? Nothing to fear, darling. I’m confident you’ll suit all of my needs, and in turn, I promise to care for you so long as you are mine.”


Mine. His word loops in her mind. It’s the threat that wakes her up. She can’t accept this. He’s not offering her a life—he’s forcing her into a slow, sad, boring death. She can see it all now as if it’s already happened; she’ll surrender her body to this man, bear his children, and then he’ll die. If she has no boys, her father will take over Lord Fournier’s estate and Claudia will watch him drain another fortune. She’ll be too stretched and used and old to convince another man to take her hand, and she’ll be left in a worse position than she’s in right now.


There has to be another option. Something. Somewhere. Someone.


When they return home, Lord Fournier kisses her hand before he retires to his room, and she feels entirely numb. Once she and her father are alone, he says, “Good.” That’s all. Not as a compliment to her or a remark upon her behavior. Just an observation of the situation. No more debt. No more daughter.


Good.


Bishop slithers out from beneath the couch. Claudia carries him back to her room, noticing his slanted smile and his fat belly.


Her stomach churns. The mouse has been swallowed, and so, too, has she.
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Students may not engage in unsupervised theurgic communication until their second year, when they are strong enough to guard their souls from malevolent beings who answer prayers with curses instead of blessings.


The Book of Cygnus: Warnings 2:17


At night, Claudia crawls out of her bedroom window and lies on the roof of her home, a bottle of wine as her company. She’s not one to drink often, but the eve of her wedding is a special and terrible occasion. Soft snow blankets her, but the alcohol is doing its part to keep her warm, as is her long-sleeved black nightdress. She likes this one best because it makes her feel like a witch. Sometimes (especially when she’s a little bit drunk) she imagines running away and building a little hut in the middle of the forest where no one can make any demands of her. She and Bishop would survive off crunchy rodents and she’d learn to cast spells out of snow to keep them entertained.


There are lots of legends about witches and ferocious fae in Kulden: the Wynter Witch who eats the eyes of meddlesome children and wears their teeth like pearls around her neck; the fae king Oberon who rules a world underground; the Landvættir who feast on honey and protect the most sacred corners of the earth. Having read all the stories, Claudia wonders if she is not human, but rather another mythical creature who has infiltrated this world and is now unable to get out. Maybe that’s why she’s constantly fighting the urge to run away, as if some dark, faraway place is calling her home.


Hiding out in the middle of nowhere is a fun daydream when things in life become too overwhelming, but she could never do it. For one, there are no bookstores or libraries or patisseries in the forest. Two, and contrary to what others might believe, she doesn’t actually like being alone. In fact, she greatly enjoys the idea of constant company, but the catch is that she needs to find people she likes enough to spend that much time with.


That hasn’t happened yet.


She’s been lonely for a long time, and Lord Fournier certainly won’t help. She needs someone interesting to talk to, someone passionate to argue with, someone to put her big brain and bigger mouth to good use.


A drop of red wine trails down the bottle’s long neck and splashes into the snow at her side. It rivers through the white like hot blood on pale skin. Above her, the constellations pulse and twinkle. Her eyes land on her new favorite—Andromeda: the princess bound in chains as a sacrifice to the sea serpent, only to be saved by her love, Perseus. The stars and their stories used to bring her comfort. Now they only remind her of Cygnus. Their light stings her eyes. They shift into new shapes, warped letters. Failure, they seem to say. She can’t bear to look at them anymore. Traitors, all of them.


She brings the wine to her lips and realizes she’s already downed the entire bottle. Maybe that’s why the night sky looks so alive—she’s drunk enough to imagine something magical. A cold rush of wet air sticks to her body. Her head feels heavy when she sits up and shivers. To her left, her window is flat on the angled roof, and the candlelight inside tempts her with warmth. On her hands and knees, she pushes her window open and starts to crawl inside, but she’s wobbly from the wine. It takes only one misstep for her foot to slip, and for her knees to give out. Her chest slams into the roof, knocking the wind from her lungs. There’s no time for her to grab on to anything before she slides farther down the slick shingles. Her bare feet dangle over the edge of the house. Screaming, she claws at the weak window frame in a panic. Her sharp nails drive straight through the mushy wood and she falls farther down the roof until she catches herself on the eave. She hangs like prey in a spider’s web, like a mouse from its tail.


“Help!” she shouts. The air spits out an echo of her desperate voice. Her arms tremble from her weight. “Someone, please!”


But she knows no one is coming. Her father is asleep and too drunk to be woken up by any sound. Lord Fournier’s hearing is likely long gone. And their land stretches wide in every direction. There are no neighbors here. The empty wine bottle rolls past her, off the roof. Six seconds of silence until the glass shatters on the ground.


Claudia looks down and regrets it immediately. The fall would probably kill her, or at the very least, it would break her bones so that she couldn’t get up. In that case, she would freeze to death by morning.


With all her strength, she fights to pull herself up. Blood blooms in the snow beneath her hands when the sharp edge of the roof cuts through her skin. Shaking all over, she shouts, “FUCK, FUCK, FUCK,” over and over again. She brings her chest over the edge of the house and kicks her legs up until her foot finds the eave. Her body earns scrapes all over while she inches upward, farther and farther away from certain death. Breathless and barely alive, she crawls toward the open window as fast as she can, leaving a trail of blood droplets behind. Maybe she’s drunk, maybe she’s seeing things, but she swears her blood is shimmering like rubies beneath the stars. Something is radiating off the splatters. At first, she thinks it’s steam, but upon closer inspection, she sees that it’s tinted green. It’s like the smoke that consumed her room after she burned her application to Cygnus.


Fuck, she’s really drunk.


Ice-cold tears sting her face. Just before flinging herself inside, she vomits a stomach’s worth of wine into the snow. It bubbles and steams.


Bishop is there to greet her when she falls into her bed. Her snake curls on her chest, and the weight of him helps her steady her breathing. Fear lingers in her blood. Her toes and fingers tingle. Her heartbeat pulses in her neck and teeth.


She could have died. Why didn’t she let it happen? She’s impressed with her own survival instincts, especially considering what a terrible hand she’s been dealt recently. Tomorrow—her wedding day—is going to be the worst day of her life. Why did she so desperately want to live to see it?


She forces her eyes to close, hoping to escape the anxious whir of her mind. The fear in her body eats up the rest of her energy and pulls her under. In the span of a single blink, she falls asleep, and the world around her tumbles and stretches into something new. She’s never fallen into a dream so fast in her life. Where there was a bed, there is now snow. Her nightdress has been replaced with a thin white gown that does nothing to keep her warm. The ceiling has turned into a sea of stars, and the air smells like salt. She stands, shaking the snow out of her hair, and sees the front gate of her home looming tall over her shoulder. Everything is dream-laced and uncanny. Moonlight is brighter and bluer, allowing her to see through the dark. The Jolicoeur estate rhythmically swells and shrinks as if it’s breathing. The sky is stained with streaks of red, and the stars are sharp as teeth. It’s unsettling how present she is. Normally, her dreams are hazy, intangible, and unmemorable. But this dream has texture. It all feels real. The wind is cold and coarse. She can still taste the same fear she had before as if she hasn’t fallen asleep at all, but rather fallen into a different world.


When she turns, the forest parts before her and creates a wide path. Claudia’s steps are easy and intentional, unmarred by the typical weight of sleep. In the distance, there is a white light that calls her forward. The forest is silent—no rustling leaves, no snapping branches, not even a cricket’s chirp. Nothing but the soft rhythm of her bare feet shuffling through the snow. Eventually, the path narrows to the width of an aisle, and the world around her rumbles like an empty stomach. The white light ahead glows brighter.


“Hello?” she says, feeling the night pressed against her mouth like it’s drinking her voice before it leaves her lips. When she nears the light, she sees the silhouette of a man standing before it.


It’s Lord Fournier, and now she realizes she’s dressed like a bride.


He reaches for her, and she loses control of herself to the dream. Against her will, she takes his hand, and he pulls her to his side. Here, he’s even older. His skin is thin as paper and his eyes are milky blue. He smells sour and most of his teeth are missing.


“Is this the fate you want?” a deep voice calls from somewhere far away. Hisses and whispers chill her to the bone as they breathe against her body. Her betrothed leans in to kiss her, his lips in a tight puckered circle like an exit wound.


Panicked, Claudia pulls away and runs in the opposite direction, but the path is gone now, completely swallowed by tall trees. Branches claw her while she forces her way through the forest. She runs while the blue light of the moon fades to almost nothing, and she finds herself lost in the dark. When she collides with a tree, she knows she can’t see well enough to keep running, so she cowers in place.


Shame burns in her eyes. Why does she keep doing this—accepting failure and crumbling beneath it? She got rejected from Cygnus and gave up on any hope of leaving at all. Her father sold her like an object to Lord Fournier, and she smiled at her betrothed. She squirmed beneath his touch, but she didn’t pull away. Even in her dream, she knows the nightmarish version of Lord Fournier is going to catch up to her any moment, and yet here she is, shivering in the dark, waiting to be caught. When did she become so pathetic? Was it when her mother died? It must have been—with no one holding him accountable, her father didn’t raise her to be her own person. He raised her to become someone’s wife. He punished her when she acted in ways he disapproved of. If she was ever too loud, too clever, too curious, he confined her to her room like a caged bird until she offered up a demure apology and a promise to be better.


She’s been too good for too long. It’s made her weak. It’s made her terrified of being seen as anything else.


“I can save you,” a voice says.


Reaching forward, she feels for anything that could anchor her to reality. Why can’t she find any trees? She was surrounded a moment ago, but now the only thing before her is thick, black night.


“Is this a dream?” she asks.


The voice presses itself to her ear and warms the side of her face. “This is a nightmare, which is always more exciting, isn’t it?”


The voice is wicked. It awakens some deep, primal instinct that begs her to run. Breathing quickening, she stretches out her arms and heads into the dark as if she can walk herself awake.


“Wake up,” she whispers before slapping herself in the face. “Come on, wake up. This isn’t real. You’re drunk. You’re scared. You’re asleep.”


“Darling, where are you?” Lord Fournier growls close by, startling her. She must be just about to walk into him. She’s sickened by the very idea of his closeness.


“If you run from me, Lord Fournier will be your fate,” the voice threatens. “We don’t want that, do we, Claudia?”


She pinches herself and pulls her hair, but nothing wakes her. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”


“I am what you prayed for. I can change your fate.”


With a loud snap, the sky cracks in two and leaks out an inky black, darker than the night itself. Warm shadows weave over, around, even through her body, tightening around her chest so that her heartbeat feels like a wound. The shadows bend, twist, and expand into hard lines and strong muscles. Then, catlike green eyes and a devilish smile. Long silver hair that glows like the moon and teeth sharp as knives. Standing before her is a monster who is as beautiful as he is terrifying. Tall and powerful, he has an ice-cold aura that radiates from him like he’s made of winter.


“Stay away from me, demon.”


He gives her a look of pity. “Demon?” he mocks. “How little you think of me.” A shadow lashes out from his body and wraps around her throat with an iron grip.


She claws at the shadow, but her hands pass right through. “So you’re a nightmare, then.” She swallows hard against the tight hold around her throat. Then she laughs. “I’ve had worse.”


“I know. I’m here to make it better.” He smirks when he saunters toward her. She can’t run—his dark power holds her in place. Now, as he towers over her, she can see pinpricks of silver scattered throughout his glowing green eyes.


When he smiles, light burns behind his teeth like he’s hiding magic in his throat. “Poor girl. Bound to a man you despise. Forced into a fate you don’t want. And then you nearly fell to your death.” While he speaks, he circles her, his arms trailing over her frame. “All that fear. All that desperate wanting. It’s enough to drive one mad.” Standing behind her with his hands at her waist, he rests his chin on her shoulder and whispers in her ear, “But now your nightmares have brought you to me, and I can so easily change your fate if you’re willing to do the same for me.”


“Another man who wants to dictate my destiny.” She scoffs. “You do not tempt me. Leave me alone.”


“You don’t want that.” He faces her, hooking her chin right as the shadow relaxes from her neck. “You want me on your side.”


She pushes his hand away. “I don’t want anything from you.”


“What if I told you that I can get you into Cygnus University?”


Taking a step back from him, she furrows her brow. “How dare you offer something so plainly out of your control. The High Sage wrote that their rejection is final. I can’t even apply again. What power could you have that would change that?”


He looks stunned for a moment, but his face quickly falls back into cruel, calm composure. “They are the liars. Not me. They also told you that Astrologia was false, didn’t they? They said it was a futile pursuit. But you know in your bones that they’re wrong. You sense something in the stars, don’t you? You know there is a reason for your fascination with the night sky.”


Her heart thunders. Her body hums. She looks up at him, and his eyes are earnest. Soft, even. “Who are you?”


“My name is Dorian. I was an Astrologia scholar at Cygnus when the god of stars and nightmares fell.”


Her rejection letter flashes in her mind. “That’s not possible. That happened a century ago.”


He shakes his head. “I was in the Realm of Nightmares when he started to run. I chased after him, and I should’ve known better. The last thing Sidarphion did before he disappeared was punish me for trying to stop him. He cursed me. Caged me. All I could do was watch as the stars turned. Around me, their light warped. Darkened. The night itself fell out of balance. The nightmares grew too strong, and I was too weak to wake up.” His jaw tenses. “For one hundred years, I have been trapped in this realm by cursed stars, shifting from man to monster.” With a sharp claw, he tucks her hair behind her ear. “But you woke me, and you have the power to free me.”


He takes her hand and drags his claw across her palm until it bleeds. She gasps, jerking her hand back, but he won’t let go. “You have stars in your blood.” Light spills from his mouth, and he licks the cut on her palm. Her blood begins to glow. “A gift from your mother,” he says. “She would want you to use it.”


Her blood warms her palm. She watches it spill between her fingers. “You knew my mother?”


“She was a Roe. Haven’t you ever wondered how they built an empire from nothing? What gave them the vision to create their world-changing timepieces? It was always magic, Claudia. The same magic that burns inside you.”


Claudia looks around and sees nothing but him. There is no light other than whatever burns at the back of his throat. The forest, the trees, the sky itself—all gone. Dorian is all she has. She can’t help but reach for him, if only to keep from falling. He welcomes her hands in his, stroking her knuckles with his thumb.


“Here is my offer: I will get you into Cygnus. In turn, you’ll learn the language of stars until you’re strong enough to rewrite them. You will set me free.”


“But they don’t teach Astrologia anymore. How am I to learn?”


“Everything you need remains at the university. You will find it. Study it. Master it. It won’t be easy and it won’t be quick, but you won’t stop. You will do whatever it takes.”


He pulls her closer until her chest is touching his. Cold radiates from his body. Every instinct tells her to pull away, to run, to do everything in her power to wake up from this nightmare.


But instead, she leans in. The pull of his power is stronger than her fear. Or perhaps her fear of her current fate is stronger than her fear of him.


“Why me?” she asks. “I was rejected. Surely there are scholars at Cygnus who could help you better than I ever could.”


“None of them are like you. It was your voice that woke me. That must mean something. You’re the witch with no way in. I’m the devil with no way out. We are each other’s only chance, Starling.”


She gasps at hearing the name her mother used to call her. Her eyes well. “What did you call me?” It’s been so long since anyone called her that. She’d forgotten how special it once made her feel.


He comes down to her ear. “Starling,” he whispers, sharp teeth grazing her skin. A shiver runs up her spine. His voice echoes, nearly luring her into a trance.


Stepping back, she stares down the devil before her—she’s read dozens of stories about them and how they play games with their words. People say humans constantly fall prey to their tricks. “So you’ll get me into Cygnus, and my debt will be paid once I learn to change the stars that have caged you here,” she says, mostly to herself, testing the sentence for traps.


“Exactly. That’s fair, isn’t it? I’ll save you. You’ll save me.” His breath is cold against her lips. “We’ll both walk away with exactly what we want.”


“And this isn’t a trick?”


“I don’t do tricks. I simply want my life back.”


She sees desperation welling in his eyes. “All right.” Her voice is unsteady. “I accept. Where do I sign?”


His laugh is sharp and sudden. “You sign with your soul.” In an instant, his mouth is at her throat and his teeth are in her neck. His power pours into her and changes her blood into something thicker, warmer. If she sliced herself open now, she’s sure that nothing but stars would spill out. Her body becomes white-hot. She closes her eyes and screams out in pain, but the feeling changes to something stronger—pleasure. It builds and builds as his bite tightens on her throat. She moans deeply, drunkenly, begging for more. What’s coming over her? Why is his touch turning her into an animal? She knows that some part of her, the rational part, would be appalled at her own behavior. But she can’t stop.


“I want more. Give me more,” she growls. She claws at his back and tears the fine satin fabric of his black shirt. She wants his teeth on every part of her.


He laughs against her pulse before pulling back. Claudia’s blood drips down his chin and stains his teeth.


“You love the feeling of power, don’t you? Fulfill the bargain and you can have it all.”


She’s hardly listening to him. All she can think about is getting his teeth back on her body, and more of his power in her blood. She lunges for him, but in an instant, he’s gone.


“Dorian?” Her voice echoes so she can hear every ounce of desperation in it. The darkness purrs, and Claudia falls as the nightmare fades to nothing.


She wakes up screaming his name, and her whole body is shaking. She is back in her room, her snake on her chest, her heart in her throat. Her window is still open, and snow carpets her wood floor. She can feel pieces of her soul missing, wind whistling through her where careful bites were taken out of her essence. Blotches of blanched skin appear everywhere Dorian touched her as if he stained her with frostbite. A sense of shame wells up in her, knowing she begged for something that left her bloody and bruised.


But when she gets a hint of his power burning in her veins, it drives her right back to that heady, delirious need. His words echo in her mind: Fulfill the bargain and you can have it all.


She can’t help but wonder if she shouldn’t let herself feel it again. It’s a drug that makes her sick and wild and hungry for nothing else. A few drops unleashed a wave of otherworldly euphoria, but now, she’s left with a gnawing fear that nothing else will ever bring her such intense joy. She has this nagging guilt that she can’t pin down, can’t perfectly place or understand, but it’s like she’s jumped from a great height, and only now, halfway down the fall, has she realized that a leap of faith could so easily end in a fatal crash.


Was he even real? Was he, after all, too good to be true? Had her wine-soaked, terrified mind conjured him, only to have that dream destroyed by waking up? She has to know. She has to check. Holding her breath, she reaches up and touches her neck, where she feels two wet wounds the size of fangs.


It was all just as true as she’d hoped.


And just as real as she’d feared.
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The existence of other realms is reality’s concession to the scholar’s curiosity. The mind, heart, and soul of an academic all demand their own dominion. Desires create Doorways, and those who dream of escape will always find somewhere to run.


The Book of Cygnus: Doorways 4:1–3


Since receiving her rejection letter, Claudia has kept it open on her bedside table. She doesn’t know why she didn’t throw it away immediately. Perhaps she enjoys using it as fodder for rage. As a reminder to never fail again. Claudia does well under pressure, and even better when in pain.


But this morning, it’s not a rejection letter.


Somehow, it’s rewritten itself.


Dear Claudia Jolicoeur,


We are pleased to inform you that a recent vacancy in the Rhetoric program shall be awarded to you, should you choose to accept this prestigious position. This is a remarkable opportunity, and we look forward to shaping your bright future.


Bring only what you can carry. When you are ready, burn this letter and walk through the Doorway. Do not share this with anyone. Do not ask for further instructions. Do not allow another soul through the Doorway. If you get lost, stay lost. Tell no one what you saw.


Sincerely,


High Sage Gieffroy Triche


The letter trembles against her fingers. She releases her chewed lip from her teeth and smiles. It worked. The bargain worked. Dorian honored his word, and now, at Cygnus, Claudia must honor hers. Whatever it takes, she will do.


But she’ll have to study Rhetoric alongside Astrologia. She’s never considered herself a rhetorician, though she has a mouth that her mother once swore could browbeat a brick wall into stepping aside. She should have no trouble catching up to her classmates, even though they are a semester ahead of her.


Her bags are already packed, for she’s meant to leave with Lord Fournier this evening, but now she’ll be gone before the old man wakes up.


The sky is still a deep blue, and the moon has only just started to fade. Claudia slips out of her nightdress and pulls on a blue gown with a corset back and lace trumpet sleeves. With a wide-toothed wooden comb, she sits in front of her vanity and fights the tangles in her hair, ultimately leaving it untamed. She puts on her mother’s emerald necklace and pockets her gold Roe timepiece—the only pieces of jewelry she hid from her father, for she couldn’t bear the thought of him selling them. When she stands, Bishop slithers out of his open enclosure and curls at her feet, staring up at her.


Wait—does Cygnus allow pets? She can’t leave Bishop here. Neither of them will survive without each other. Her snake is coming with her no matter what, and if he’s not allowed at Cygnus, then she simply won’t tell anyone about him. He’ll be her little secret.


Just like her bargain.


She does not intend to tell any of her classmates about her initial rejection or unconventional acceptance. As far as anyone will know, her arrival will be simply late. Nothing more or less than that. It’s not a lie; it’s an omission. Very different.


Her bargainer’s face appears in her mind. She’d once thought the legends of devils were nothing more than dark stories in her favorite bookshop. Now that she’s found herself in a tale of her own, she fears the other creatures she once assumed to be myths. Most of all, she fears the gods of Cygnus. If a god could trap someone as powerful as Dorian in the Realm of Nightmares, what could they do to her?


But she can’t let those fears hold her back. She has a bargain to uphold, and she doesn’t want to think about what her punishment would be if she left it unfulfilled. Dorian may not be as powerful as a god, but he’s strong enough to have taken a bite of her soul.


He owns a part of her now.


Her snake coils around her wrist. Claudia hides him with her sleeve as she eyes the box of matches on the mantel above her fireplace. After crossing the room, she stands beside her heavy suitcase and reads her acceptance letter one more time before picking up the matches, ready to change her fate forever.


She’s striking the match when her father barges in.


“It’s time to wake your betrothed,” he says before he surveys the scene. Confusion grows over his face. Claudia freezes while the match hisses in her hand.


He looks her up and down. “You’re meant to be in white.” His eyes narrow when he sees the letter she’s holding. “What’s that in your hand?”


No time to think. Panicked, she touches the match to the letter, and it erupts into a shimmering Doorway framed by green fire. Inside is pure black. She has no idea what she’ll be walking into, what Cygnus will look like, or even where it is in the world, but she doesn’t care. It’s what she fought for, something worth a whole bite of her soul. She will love whatever it is because it’s the fate she chose for herself.


Her father stares open-mouthed at the Doorway. Claudia, taking advantage of his shock, picks up her suitcase and gets one foot through the door before he grabs her arm and pulls her back.


Bishop lashes out and bites her father’s hand, but the snake can’t retreat fast enough. Her father grabs Bishop by the throat and unravels his body from Claudia’s arm. He squeezes hard, and the snake chokes.


“STOP,” Claudia shrieks. That’s her baby—he can’t die. She’d let the portal to Cygnus close up behind her before she’d let her father kill Bishop. Clawing at her father’s face, she screams, “Let go of him!”


Her father pushes her to the floor and she lands hard on her elbow, sending shooting pain through the entire left side of her body. Bishop goes limp in her father’s iron grip, hanging like a white ribbon in his fist.


A glass-shattering scream explodes from her mouth, and all she sees is red. Forcing herself to stand, she grabs a letter opener from her desk and lunges for her father. The blade slides straight into his heart. It’s all so quick—she didn’t even realize what she was doing until it was already done, until his body swallowed every inch of the blade. For a moment, they’re both too shocked to move. Then the bleeding starts. The whole front of her father’s white shirt turns red in a matter of seconds. He drops Bishop and clutches his chest, putting pressure on the gushing wound. The portal to Cygnus remains open, but the flames are growing brighter. Hotter. Wider. Soon, they’ll reach the curtains, and the whole room could go up in smoke.


While her father is bleeding out on the floor, Claudia picks up Bishop and prays to any listening gods that her snake is still alive.


“Please, Bishop. Don’t leave me,” she cries, caressing his body. Kissing his head, she whimpers, “I love you. Please don’t die.”


“What have you done, Claudia?” her father says, blood bubbling out of his mouth.


“What have I done?” She’s so delirious with rage that she laughs maniacally. “I did what you always wanted, Father.” Her tears splash on Bishop’s body. She stares at the hilt of the blade protruding from her father’s chest. A crazed smile stretches over her face. “I got rid of the monstrous thing in this house.”


With a growl, her father raises his fist and lunges for her, but she ducks out of the way just in time. Behind her, he crashes into the portal to Cygnus, but he’s not transported to another world.


He remains here, caught in the Doorway, burning alive.


“Unworthy,” a phantom voice calls. The voice says something else, but Claudia can’t understand it through her father’s shrieks.


The Doorway stretches farther across the room, and the thick flames lick the curtains. Still, Claudia doesn’t move. She can’t pull her eyes away from her father. His skin is burning, bubbling, turning black as tar. He takes his last breath and collapses at the bottom of the Doorway.


Magic swells in the husk of her father, and his corpse explodes in a burst of wet blood and splintered bones. The torrent is so violent that it throws Claudia onto the ground covered in his remains.


At first, Claudia feels nothing but pride. His death isn’t vengeance. It’s justice. A life for a life.


But then, Bishop twitches in her hands. Slowly, weakly, he coils around her wrist. When she gasps, she sucks blood into her lungs. She coughs and spits until she’s able to breathe again.


“Bishop, are you really alive?”


He nuzzles into her palm. Her relief is almost immediately swallowed by guilt. Then shame. Then grief, disgust, shock, and horror.


All while the green flames of the Doorway crawl across the room. They climb the damask walls and spit across Claudia’s bed. Their entire house is going to catch fire.


She can’t think. She can’t move.


Her baby is alive. Her father is not. The scales are not balanced. Her kill was unjust.


Her pulse pounds hard enough to bruise her bones from the inside. She’s done something terrible, and there’s no way to argue her way out of the guilt. She’s wrong. She’s bad. She’s a godsdamned killer. She’s everything she never wanted to be—vengeful, messy, unpolished, weak.


There is blood on her hands. Fuck, there’s blood all over her body.


If she walks through that Doorway, will she now be unworthy, too?


The room fills with green smoke that reeks of death and burned flesh. She can’t see her bedroom door or her window. Her only hope to escape is through the Doorway. It may reject her after what she’s done, but she has no other choice. With Bishop in one hand and her suitcase in the other, she rushes through and closes her eyes, bracing for the worst.


A rush of cold air embraces her. The smell of smoke gives way to an earthy breeze. All is silent, until that same phantom voice says, “Welcome, witch, to the Realm of Knowledge.”
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Just beneath the Cygnus constellation, the Gods split open the sky, creating the Cygnus Rift, and placed one glittering stone in the dirt of the Realm of Knowledge. The stone cracked and spilled over the ground, rising up and up into a cathedral that clawed the stars.


The Book of Cygnus: History 3:2–4


It’s not winter at Cygnus—it’s a crisp, vibrant autumn. The sinking golden sun spills between impossibly tall trees, and the air smells like apples and woodsmoke. Above her, waxy magnolia leaves flash their burgundy underbellies, and maple leaves are covered in orange bruises. In the lake-blue sky, the clouds are pillowy and perfectly still. It’s so peaceful that it’s almost uncanny. Claudia is used to city sounds—mechanical whirs and rickety wheels and throngs of people gossiping about anyone’s problems but their own. Here, it is quiet enough to hear the symphony of the natural world—the gentle wind, the running water, the hushed whispers of leaves. She turns to see the university stretching up into the sky.


There it is.


Cygnus University, as real as the bones beneath her skin. Its beauty washes over the image in her mind of her father’s death. She can only focus on the majesty before her. The university is closer to a cathedral than anything else. After all that she has learned about the school, she imagined nothing less. It treats academia like a religion, in a way—gods to worship; answers to pray for.


In the center is a white building made of sharp stone that glitters in the syrupy yellow light. Tall steeples flank either side, and to the right is a dome-shaped building made of glass—an observatory. She watches the sunlight cut through the glass and gleam off the metal that holds the panels together. It looks like the eye of Polyphemus, big enough to see the whole sky at once. All the arched windows are made of stained glass—black, green, purple, red, yellow. When she comes closer, Cygnus quickly becomes too large to fit into view. The top of the observatory disappears into the deepening blue sky.


This place looks like Elysium, and she looks like a monster who shouldn’t be allowed inside. Her once-blue dress is dripping in her father’s blood. It splatters onto the white marble steps that lead to the arched doors of the school. Bishop’s scales are stained red. She slides his tired body from her wrist and tucks him into her pocket, where he curls around her Roe timepiece. Blood trails behind her while she walks up the stairs.


Here, she pauses, running her trembling hand over her face to swipe off as much blood as she can. Maybe she should change clothes. Maybe she should turn back. Maybe she should—


The door opens before she can make up her mind. A stab of light blinds her. When she steps inside, her eyes adjust, and a room full of bustling students all clad in black robes comes to a complete halt. Each robe has the Cygnus emblem in varying colors signifying their primary discipline—green for Scientia, violet for Musices, yellow for Mathematica, and red for Rhetoric. Everyone goes silent and stares at her: the stranger, covered in blood, crazed and confused. Bright light streams through the stained glass windows, illuminating Claudia’s gruesome form in vivid color. Shame weighs her down and holds her still. She wishes she could shrink into herself and disappear from this moment altogether.


“Who in the gods’ names is that?” a young man says, charging toward her. He is a riptide in a sea of still bodies. The red emblem over his heart indicates he’s also a Rhetoric student, and his shaggy hair is as dark as his black robes. His prominent cheekbones match the sharpness of his jaw, but round blue eyes and full lips soften his face. There’s a strange mark just below his left eye—it’s not a scar or a wound. It’s only a few shades darker than his pale skin. It almost looks like a star.


“Hello,” Claudia says weakly. She clears her throat. “I, um”—she looks down at her dress—“I’m so sorry, I didn’t plan to arrive like this.”


He keeps his distance, looking her up and down with disgust. “What did you do?”


I killed my father. The thought loops in her mind. She can think of nothing else to say.


He raises his brows, waiting for a response. “Well?”


Shaking her head, she mumbles, “I need to go. I need to change. I need—” She tries to step around him, but he steps back into her path.


She glares up at him. “Move.”


“Not so fast. We cannot simply let in a blood-soaked stranger. Do you even know where you are?”


“Of course I do,” she bites out. “I’m a student here. Now move. You’re in my way and I am in no condition to be polite.” Again, she steps to the side, and he cuts her off.


“What’s your name?”


She shoulders past him, marking his chest with blood. “Claudia.”


Calling after her, he shouts, “Claudia, as in Claudia Jolicoeur?”


Pausing her stride, she turns back slowly on her heels and gives him a wary look. Murmurs rumble on the air until everyone goes perfectly silent, waiting for her to answer.


“Yes?”


He barks out a vicious laugh. “You’re the star girl. The one who applied for Astrologia a century after it was denounced.”


A low hum of students’ laughter fills the room, and Claudia wishes that the floor would open up and swallow her whole just so she could escape the crushing weight of their glares, the hot breeze of their whispered taunts.


The smug scholar steps forward. “Tell me, are you choosing to ignore the countless essays and treatises denouncing the subject? Or were they too advanced for you to grasp? Or perhaps you have not read them at all.” Gesturing to the gathering crowd, he says, “We all have theories. Enlighten us, please.”


She can’t process what he’s saying to her. Her thoughts are screaming at one another: grief, pain, disgust, humiliation. She needs to get out of here. She needs Dorian. She needs to undo all this, snatch back the pieces of her soul she gave away, and go back to her quiet, terrible life. At least she knew what to expect. Never, in her wildest dreams or most vivid nightmares, did she anticipate that her greeting at Cygnus would be like this.


“Cassius MacLeod, stop this at once,” a hollow, harsh voice booms. From around the corner, an old man rushes toward her, his black robes trailing like thick smoke behind him. He’s short and frail with sparse hair that’s lost all color, and smile lines deep enough to be scars. He must be even older than Lord Fournier. Cassius steps out of the way and turns his back to Claudia.


“My dear, are you well? Do you need medical attention?” the older man asks, sincere and concerned.


“What? Oh, no. No, this”—she gestures to herself—“this is not my blood.”


He raises his brow. “Whose blood is it?”


She clears her wet throat. What’s the right thing to say here? “Um… s-someone else tried to enter the Doorway, but they were—”


“Unworthy,” he says knowingly. “I created those protective wards myself. No one can come here without an acceptance. It keeps us all safe.”


She almost laughs. Safe? Is this what safety looks like? “I see,” she says.


“I’m sorry you had to endure that. Was it someone you loved?”


“No,” she bites out. “It wasn’t.”


He nods and gives a soft smile. “Well, well, Miss Jolicoeur, you certainly know how to make an entrance.” He turns to face the crowd of students. “Everyone, please welcome Claudia, our new Rhetoric student. She’s taking the place of Miss Dufort, who tragically passed away before returning for her second term. May her memory be a blessing.” He smiles down at her. “I’m High Sage Triche. Welcome to Cygnus University.”


She swallows hard and tucks her wet hair behind her ear. “Thank you.”


He places a strong hand on her shoulder, despite the blood. “Come with me, dear. I’ll show you to your room. And your bathing chamber.”


Feeling everyone’s eyes on her, Claudia tosses a final glare at Cassius and follows the High Sage down the hall.
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Claudia keeps her head down through the entire walk to her room, careful not to make eye contact with any passing students. High Sage Triche excitedly explains her schedule—Rhetorical Mastery with Professor Olivier on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and Rhetorical Theory with Professor Lamour on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She’s lucky, he says, for Olivier and Lamour are the best of the best. Olivier in particular is one of the longest-standing instructors here. The other Rhetoric professors are much younger, and while remarkably gifted, they are still sharpening their curriculum.


“When do I study magic?”


He pauses his stride. “Would you like me to explain your schedule again?”


“You only mentioned Rhetorical Mastery and Rhetorical Theory. What about magic?”


“Your discipline is your medium for studying magic.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I see.” He clasps his hands together in front of him and clears his throat. “Think of something you want. Picture it firmly in your mind.”


Claudia closes her eyes, and the first thing she sees is her mother’s face. More than anything, she wants to see her mother again. She wants it so bad it hurts.


When Claudia opens her eyes, High Sage Triche asks, “Do you feel the desire building inside you? For some, it feels like a spark in their chest. Others, a tingle in their limbs. And for some, it is simply pain, everywhere. Learn to recognize desire however it appears in you. Then, channel it through your scholarship to create magic. Yearn for answers, for knowledge, for undiscovered truths. In the simplest of terms, you must want, want, and want more.”


The High Sage resumes his stride, and Claudia follows while he informs her of the rules: There are no curfews and the libraries never close. The greenhouse is mostly for Scientia students, but it’s often open for other students to walk through and admire the magical flora. The cafeteria provides two daily meals but the coffee and tea are unlimited, and there are always little snacks available. Students are required to wear their robes at all times, except in the case of balls, recitals, or other occult rituals that require ceremonial clothing. Theurgic communication with the gods is forbidden for first-year students, unless under the direct guidance of a professor. Failure to complete assignments is grounds for expulsion, and expulsion warrants punishment from the gods. Death is rare, but it is always an option. There is a graveyard out back for fallen students. Others can visit to grieve and to remind themselves what should happen if they fail.


Triche unlocks the door with a small gold key and hands it to Claudia before pushing it open, revealing her new home. Stepping inside, she sees that the room is only slightly smaller than her room back home. In the center is her new bed made up of fluffy white blankets and too many pillows. The walls are a deep, textured red. Beneath the bed and stretching across the floor is an oval rug with a swirling pattern of burgundy, pink, and white. Claudia is careful not to touch anything with her bloody hands.


From the doorway (not to be confused with Doorway), Triche says, “Upon arrival, students go to the chapel and bond with the god of their discipline in order to access their abilities. I would’ve taken you there first, but—” He looks her up and down and gestures to a large wooden door across the room. “You have your own bathing chambers there. You can thank Caedisterra for that; we’re blessedly equipped with running water in every room. You’ll also notice that the candles never burn out, which was a gift from Malevimus. The classrooms clean themselves when empty, thanks to Dolericym. Orteslux gifted us advanced technologies in the dining hall to create the most delicious meals.”


“This is amazing,” Claudia says, staring up at the ceiling decorated with intricate plasterwork. There’s a large ornate medallion in the very center that looks like an eye when she squints. When she looks back at the High Sage, he’s giving her a warm grin. “You’ll begin your classes tomorrow. Your robes are in your armoire. Draw yourself a bath and prepare for my apprentice to come take you on a tour in the next hour. He’ll aid you in your bonding ritual with Malevimus as well. Is there anything else you require before I leave you?”


“No, I’m—” She pauses. “Actually, I do have one question.”


“Do ask,” he encourages.


“What made you change your mind about me?” She has to know how Dorian managed to make this miracle happen.


He smiles. “I knew you were special from your application, but your deepest desire was to study a discipline that we no longer teach, and to practice magic that no longer exists. We had nothing to offer you. But when a place opened, Malevimus chose you to fill it.”


“Why me?”


He shrugs. “Only the gods know. But we are not to question them. He wanted you, and so, here you are. It is a great honor.”


“Absolutely, and I am deeply grateful. I just feel a bit…” She swallows. “Unworthy.”


“If you were unworthy, you would not be here. You would be dead.” He clasps his hands behind his back. “Have you any further questions, dear?”


“No, High Sage.”


“Very well. Please enjoy your new home and let me know if you need anything at all.” He turns to leave, but stops in the doorway and looks back. “Oh, and Miss Jolicoeur, we’ve done our best to clear this room of Odette Dufort’s things and return them to her family, but if you find anything important of hers, give it to any of your professors. Though if not of value, feel free to throw it away.”


“Value is subjective, though. How am I to know what was of value to her?”


He glances over his shoulder and gives a gentle laugh. “Best to save your semantic questions for your Rhetoric professors. I can already tell Olivier will adore you.”
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