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The city still stood.  

Alia swore her home had crumbled years ago. The streets had collapsed into snaking chasms up to the palace square. The sun-stained brick buildings crowding each curve had fallen too, claimed by the churning sea. And the stark limestone palace had been smashed into a heap of powder atop the cliffs, swept up by a gale until it blanketed the once-glittering remnants, each spark of magic stifled. 

But here it was. 

“You said Sheath was a ruin,” Lena grumbled beside her.

Her daughter was old enough to know better. Lena must have heard tales of the most renowned city in the realm in every hinterland village they passed through. Enough to know that Alia’s recollections could not be relied upon. And still, Lena felt the need to prod Alia over another lie, as if that would make her change their course. 

It didn’t.

“We should keep going.” Alia glanced at the sky; there was no telling when night would return. 

“It’s crowded.” Lena switched tactics, the tremor in her voice rising above the clamor of the busy road. “Let’s go north instead.”

She couldn’t fault Lena’s attempt, not this time. They should go north. Anywhere other than Sheath. “No. Hurry.” 

Alia dragged her daughter back into the procession of travelers, their shoulders pressed together on the crowded road. Lena matched Alia’s height, sharing her curling dark hair, olive complexion, and stubborn jaw. The only marked difference was the hue of Lena’s eyes, golden brown flecked with garnet, as her father’s had been.

How Alia wished that Lena’s eyes were the only thing about her appearance that set her apart from the others seeking refuge in Sheath.

A long-sleeved cloak, unsuitable for the press of summer, covered her daughter’s skin up to her throat. Despite this attempt at concealment, a perceptive eye could catch a glimpse of coal-colored tendrils inching up Lena’s neck. 

A rumble of hooves sparked a collective shudder through the dense pack of commoners. They all must have heard whispers of the hooved creature storming through the kingdom of Mandal, moving ever closer to the palace. Alia looked back at the wood bordering the city to the east, searching between the trees.

What a fitting homecoming it would be: slaughtered by a monster in the shadow of the city’s gates.

But it was only a team of horses, pulling an ornate carriage boasting Mandal blue, a hue stolen from the waiting sea. Sighs of relief were short-lived, as the carriage picked up speed as it merged onto the main road. Those too old or too laden to move quickly were struck and forced out of the way as the carriage hurtled along worn ruts. 

Most nobles had fled their hinterland estates for the safety of the palace as soon as the unforgiving winter had receded. The chill which had spread across Mandal and Royce had been more akin to the frozen mountaintops of Parth than the once mild countryside. The nights had stretched on, the longest Alia could remember. But shivering in the dark was nothing compared to what many villagers suffered in the jaws of the Oucura. 

Their night would never end.

Alia and Lena were forced back by the carriage, tripping over the uneven ruts. While Lena maintained her balance, Alia pitched forward. The hard-packed dirt scratched her palms. But before she could regain her feet, a man struggling onward stomped on her left hand. Alia’s bones cracked under his heavy boot, and pain lanced up her arm. She spat her curses into the dust, trying to suppress the hurt.

Even without seeing the shattered bones, Alia could sense the disruption and see a shadowed outline of her crushed fingers. It took all of her will to rouse her magic, and even still, she only managed a sluggish response.     

Once, she would have been able to repair this injury in mere moments. To meld the bones back together, to knit vein and tendon with a rush rather than a sputter.

“Bastards.” Lena helped Alia to her feet before glaring ahead at the carriage.

Before Alia could distract her, the carriage’s harness burst into splinters. Freed horses galloped down the hill, the carriage crashing into the dirt. 

“Lena,” Alia scolded through clenched teeth, still waiting for the pain to subside.

“Someone had to do it.” Lena shrugged. 

Alia yanked Lena away from the road. “It didn’t have to be you.” 

“They hurt you. More people would have been hurt, too, if I hadn’t.”  

“More could be because you did,” Alia repeated the same lesson that never seemed to permeate. “Is it coming?” 

“I’m fine.”

But her daughter’s eyes glowed garnet, her palms bore crimson marks of heat, and the menacing black ink tracing Lena’s veins expanded yet again, reaching her chin. If this small exertion caused another magical outburst, there was little Alia could do to contain her.

Alia placed her right hand on Lena’s cheek, forcing herself to calm. She counted out the rhythm of Lena’s heart, waiting for the racing pulse that always preceded an outburst. The moments ticked by. The only change was her daughter’s growing impatience. 

“I said, I’m fine.” Lena tried to spin out of her grasp.

“You are this time.” Alia adjusted Lena’s cloak to hide the marks. “We need a place to rest.” Even if using magic didn’t end in an incident, Lena was easily drained.

Lena’s ferocity dulled as they continued on. Her flush faded to pallor; the burst required to sever the horses from the carriage taking its toll. Alia slid her unharmed arm around Lena, keeping her slowly healing hand tucked against her chest.  

The crowd moved downhill towards the relative safety of Sheath. The waves encroached on the city walls, the stone straining against the sea. Even as Alia savored the bite of salt in the air, she couldn’t ignore the angry swell of the tide. It looked poised to drown Sheath’s low-lying neighborhoods.

Alia raised the hood of Lena’s cloak as they passed through the gates. She didn’t need a Mandal guard taking an interest in Lena’s markings. They moved in step with other commoners, thrust into the swarming city.

“That should have been harder.” Lena yanked her hood down and gulped a breath like she’d been suffocating.

“At least we’re here,” Alia said, trying not to let Lena’s observation claw at her. The guards had barely looked at them, and she hadn’t sensed any magical barriers in place. Anyone could walk into the center of Mandal. 

Anything.

“How’s your hand?” Lena’s forehead creased.

“It’ll heal.” Alia focused on plotting their way toward the palace. “Probably long before those noble fools make it down the hill.”

Lena yielded a feeble grin, the tension between them easing. 

The pattern of Sheath’s streets came back to Alia, unfurling with each step. Alia had spent more time in the depths of the city as a girl than her parents would have liked, precisely for that reason. She had yearned for the illusion of anonymity provided by disappearing among the winding streets and narrow alleys. Her years in the hinterland had only sharpened that skill.

They skirted the hastily made shelters, the tents erected for the refugees streaming into the city. The scurrying menders and cries of the injured reminded Alia of the waves of wounded from the war with Veillant that had filled the streets when she was a child. 

A war back then, rather than the work of one creature.

An unbidden memory awaited Alia as they strode up the main thoroughfare. On this street, Cormac had first taken her hand. He hadn’t known the way and clung to her to avoid falling behind. Alia remembered the feeling of his calloused palm engulfing hers. 

She had never wanted to let him go. 

The sun remained high as they searched for a room. With so many fleeing to the city for refuge, the lodgings were already bursting. At last, Alia selected an inn a few blocks from the palace. It appeared reputable enough to provide some notion of safety, but not luxurious enough to garner attention from the blue-cloaked guards patrolling the streets. 

Inside, Alia kept Lena behind her, hiding her appearance from the portly man at the helm. She tucked her injured hand inside the fold of her cloak.

“My lord.” Alia forced a smile.  

“No lords here,” he said, eyeing her shabby attire. “Three silver pieces a day by the palace count, night or not. Doesn’t include food or washing. No exceptions.”

“By the palace count. Tell me, how long did the last night last?” 

The innkeeper only scowled. 

Alia maintained her grin, attempting to be disarming. “We have something far more valuable than coin to offer. How long has that knee been bothering you?” Alia could feel his bones grinding against each other as he moved and ignored the way Lena shifted uncomfortably behind her.

“No, no, no. I want silver; take your gimmicks somewhere else.”

“I assure you, no gimmicks.” Alia held out her hand, palm up.

He muttered a curse but gave Alia his hand, nonetheless. Within a moment of touching her, the innkeeper’s eyes widened. It was a cruel trick, a simple manipulation of nerves, providing numbness rather than healing. He flexed his right leg, now painless.

“When we are ready to depart, this will be your payment. Until then …” Alia squeezed his fingers and drew out a grimace. Magic flowed from her hand, effortless and punishing. Healing was difficult. But causing harm was instinctual for someone like her. 

The innkeeper narrowed his eyes as he handed over a key. 

“We’ll take bathwater and dinner when you’re able. May the sun stay high.” 

They ducked around the lively pub, making for the stairs to the guest rooms. Lena sulked after her, even more miserable than she had been on the road. “You could have just tried to heal him. He might have been grateful.”

“But now we have a room for as long as we need.” 

“I’m not allowed to use my magic because I might hurt someone. But you use yours to hurt people whenever you want.”

“Our magic is not the same,” Alia snapped, unlocking the door to the room, just large enough to fit the bed inside it. 

Thank Orlast for that.   


      [image: image-placeholder]Once they washed and ate a meager meal, Alia unpacked a nightgown for Lena and selected a plain dress for herself. Most of their clothes were made by her own hand, though Alia had little talent. This dress had been payment, part of the fee Alia took for placing wards around a caravan market. Other than healing and hurting, barriers had been the only other type of magic Alia had ever taken to.  

Her hand had improved with time; Alia could extend her mending fingers. As she forced Lena’s damp hair into plaits, the ache receded even further. 

“Where are you going?” Lena eyed Alia’s only good dress.

“To gather information.” Alia tugged slightly on Lena’s hair to straighten her neck. 

“I thought you had what you needed.” 

“I have a start.” According to the whispers on the road, King Isaac’s sickness had progressed.

Lena sat up in the bed, twisting again. “Take me with you.”

Alia kept a firm hold on her daughter’s braid. “No.”

“I feel better. I can help.” Lena’s insistence didn’t erase the risk.

Alia paused, assessing the dark veins at the nape of Lena’s neck. “Do you want to have an outburst on the steps of the palace?” Her words echoed in her head, sounding too shrill, too harsh. But she didn’t retract them. 

“Why are you going to the palace?” Lena winced as Alia pulled the strands tight.

Alia took a deep breath. “To find someone who can make you better.” 

“But you said—”

“Enough.”

Lena scoffed and jerked her shoulders away. 

Once Alia was satisfied with Lena’s hair, Lena climbed into bed, pulled the blanket up to her chin, and turned away. 

“I’m going to place a barrier—”

“I know, I know. I’m locked in this room. My dungeon until you return.” 

“I’ll be back soon.”

Lena feigned sleep; Alia steeled herself and grasped the doorknob.

“Mother.”

Alia paused, caught by the softness of Lena’s voice. 

“Promise to come back?” The flicker of candlelight exposed Lena’s tears. 

“Of course, I’ll come back,” Alia said. “I will never leave you.”

Lena nodded, hardening her mouth. “Even though you should. I could have killed you if I’d—” 

“It was not your fault.” Alia wilted. She was outmatched when it came to comfort. No words rang true. The first outburst hadn’t been Lena’s fault. Nor the second. Nor the rest. But that gave no guarantee it wouldn’t happen again—that Lena’s power wouldn’t rip through everyone near her without discernment. 

“You’re sick, Lena. And I’m going to find someone to help you,” Alia managed a hollow assurance. 

Lena’s head bobbed again, but her gaze dropped to the creaking floorboards. 

“I’ll be back before you wake.” Alia shut the door behind her and traced a barrier around the room, sealing it with a ghostly web. Only an experienced mage would be able to penetrate it … or one of Lena’s uncontrolled bursts. She had to trust Lena wouldn’t attempt it, for her sake and for those of the other poor souls sharing the inn.

Alia stepped back out into the city streets, shelving her concern to reclaim her bearings. Even though it was a few blocks away, the palace already towered above her. The place she had once fought so hard to be free from was now where she desperately needed to be. 

The sun sank as Alia stalked towards the palace entryway. She paused in the square, taking in the statue of King Orlast, the first king of Mandal. The likeness stood between the palace and the rest of the city, a beacon of the First Monarchs. The King, forever memorialized, held in one hand his spear, outstretched to deal the killing blow to the Tiarcon of the Moon, and pressed the other over his heart. Stone rivulets of blood ran down his chest, the sign of his broken oath to the immortal tyrants.

The Spear of Orlast had given the city its name, the place Orlast had chosen, and finally set aside his weapon to build anew. An entire kingdom to rival the Otherworld.

But what was once held in reverence, fortified with purpose, had weathered, the marble statue along with it, as the polish had been eaten away by salt spray. There was still a divot notched into the old king’s arm from when Alia had scaled the statue in her youth to hang Harlan Gust’s breeches from the tip of the Spear. Cormac Barton had put her up to it, of course, and she had been neither able to refuse amusing him nor proving herself. 

A bell rang out over the square, emanating from a large circular dial mounted on the palace gate. Alia squinted to make out the various hands of the dial, marking the day, month, and year. The bell signified nightfall, arriving just after midday this time. The crowd cried out at the tolling, protesting the brevity of daylight. The shifting patterns of light and dark struck fear across the mortal realm.

Fear that the Otherworld hadn’t forgotten the lurchers of Entien and the magic that had been taken from them.

Commoners roiled, the atmosphere of the square bordering on unrest. Alia hoped the commotion would help distract the guards from her movements. There were cries for sun, demands for bread, and desperate appeals made to a king who had long ago stopped listening. 

Alia set her mind to her task. The surest way to draw the Captain of the Guard out of the palace was to show him an acute threat. She made sure her hood was raised and her gait even as she slipped behind the guard lines. 

She extended her hands out in front of her, fingers flexed. With a flourish of her right hand and a slight glow, she summoned a deep purple mist, careful to only disturb a wisp of the brimming dark that resided within her. If she released too much, she’d be attracting more than the captain. It would bring the entire Tower down on her. 

Her fingers slid along the nearest guard’s cerulean cloak, his armor doing little to protect him. The mist transferred from her hand to his back, coursing down his body until it found the complex bones in his ankle, the ghost of the old injury beckoning to her. 

She crushed his ankle with a flick of her finger.

The guard clattered to the ground, armor and steel striking the stone of the square as he fell. Alia pretended to draw back in surprise with the rest of the crowd, as the guard’s comrades rushed in. Commoners scattered, as they knew to expect blind and harsh retribution. Alia ran with them, curving her way to the guards on the other side of the square who had not left their post to aid their fallen fellow.

Alia repeated the process three more times, exploiting old injuries without guilt. The fallen would have ample access to healers, and the pain would just be another memory. They would likely even get the remainder of their shift to rest, a rare luxury.

She slid towards the east entry of the palace—the servants’ entrance. It had been her favorite way to sneak in and out, as the guards took less notice of the churn of stewards and maids than they did the commoners at the main entrance. A fresh brigade of guards would be deployed from this entry to respond to the attack in the square. Alia positioned herself near the opening, shrouded behind an empty merchant stall. 

Looking out over the guards and servants filing out of the palace, Alia searched for the familiar Captain of the Guard. Captain Stephan would be ancient by now, but Alia hoped he had been too stubborn to die. Not because she cared to see him, but because she knew he was crooked. King Isaac hadn’t burdened himself by calling scrupulous men into his company. 

Patience served her as she waited, taking in every weary face that passed by. Finally, she caught the crest she hunted. 

Alia knew in a moment that the man bearing the captain’s crest was not Stephan and nearly laughed at her fortune. Unlike his men, the captain strode forward without armor. He was a giant man, his uniform stretched tight across his muscular chest and equally impressive biceps. The final beams of dusk illuminated his thick black beard, umber skin, and bright eyes. His head was shorn bald, adding to the intimidating mantel he was trying to project. Mandal’s Captain of the Guard was none other than Harlan Gust, a man she counted among her closest friends at one time—when their pack of noble wretches had roamed the palace.

“Clear the square,” he ordered, sword in hand. His guards obeyed in a flurry. 

Alia stayed put as Harlan stomped forward, moving clear of the servants’ entry, and scanning the square for a sign of the perpetrator. She had to draw him away from the square, away from his men. She dipped her hand into the purse secured at her waist, finding only a single copper and the ring she had never been able to part with. 

Harlan quelled the brewing riot, and Alia waited. As darkness claimed the streets, Alia offered her last copper to a child, instructing her to go to the captain with her message.

The captain bent down from his considerable height to hear the child when she approached. He followed the child’s pointed finger to where Alia stood. Alia took down her hood and lifted her face to the torchlight before walking down the street. She had to hope that seeing her would be enticing enough for Harlan to obey the second part of her message—to meet her at a pub.

Harlan had made Alia shift her strategy. Instead of finding a way into the palace, she could convince Harlan to bring a healer to Lena. 

Anxiety seized Alia as she stepped into the boisterous pub, the dark doing little to discourage its inhabitants. Alia was aching to return to Lena’s side, to make sure she was resting. That her condition hadn’t worsened.

The Harlan she had known was amiable as long as he wasn’t on the training grounds. He would help her; he could be convinced by the dregs of their friendship. 

But at the same time, Alia could not expect him to be the man she once knew. Anything could have happened in nearly two decades. There was no telling what lies had been told about her. 

Or which truths.

When the captain entered the pub, Alia let a confident mask fall over her features. The other patrons of the pub shied away from him, making her assume he’d earned a reputation for demanding order in the rowdy streets. 

“Ali?” He approached with caution.

“How many of your men are waiting outside?” 

A flash in his sharp blue eyes confirmed her suspicion. He recovered quickly. “How do I know you are who you claim to be?”

“How about you go outside, dismiss your entourage, and bring me an ale on your way back?” Alia folded her arms across her chest. 

Harlan slowly sucked in a breath. “I trust it was you who dispatched my men in the square.” 

“I had to get your attention somehow.”

“A relief really. I thought it was …” They both knew what he thought it was. The Oucura. But the Captain should have known the beast didn’t attack with subtlety. “How do I know it is you, Ali?” 

“You took the lashes for ruining Lord Milan’s prized ruby saddle, even though it was Flora who stripped the gems and left the leather in the lake.” Harlan had always been completely devoted to his friends, even to his detriment.

The corner of Harlan’s mouth twitched. 

“Baldric walked in on you bedding one of the Paxton girls when you were fifteen; I think he described you as—”

“Ali,” Harlan interrupted her, casting an anxious look over his shoulder. He fixed her with a grim nod before ducking out of the pub. He returned a few minutes later and dutifully went to the bar to retrieve two tankards.

Harlan set the mugs down on the table and then reached for Alia, yanking her from her chair and crushing her into a hug. Her shock kept her immobile for a moment before she softened and returned the embrace, relieved he had retained some affection for her.

“We thought you were dead.” Harlan set her back down and sat across from her, brimming with excitement. “How are you not dead?”

“What was happening in the square? What was everyone yelling about?” Alia dodged his question.

“Oh, that? A common occurrence these days. They were watching the palace count. Sunlight only lasted seven hours this time.” Harlan took a drink. “And Cormac announced a new Master Mage. A Veillanti.”

Alia almost forgot her purpose at the news, and wrinkled her nose in disgust. The post had been vacant for over a decade, but surely the situation wasn’t so desperate as to need to choose a leech to oversee the education of Mandal’s mages. “How did Cormac convince King Isaac to allow that to happen?”

“King Isaac hasn’t been … active … for some time now. Cormac has taken on all his duties. He is going to have a fit when he hears that you are back.”

Alia put a hand up, pleased that her information about King Isaac’s illness had been correct. “I am not back, and I will not be seeing Cormac.”

Harlan’s face fell. “Ali—”

Alia lurched forward, taking Harlan’s hand in hers, appealing to the softness that somehow still resided in him. “No one can know I’m here. Not even Cormac. They’ll kill me, Harlan.”

“Cormac isn’t going to let anyone hurt you,” Harlan protested, then seemed to think better of it. “Or, at least—”

“You do know, don’t you? What I did, what I can do?” Alia whispered, locking eyes with her old friend.

Harlan withdrew his hand. He knew.

“I need help, and then I’ll be gone again.”

Harlan’s struggle played out in his posture as he tensed, shook his head, and sighed. “What do you need?”

“A healer.”

The smile was back. “Why would you need a healer?”

“It isn’t for me.” Alia didn’t want to explain to him that her magic was not as he remembered.

“Oh?” Harlan lifted his eyebrows. “Who is the healer for then?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“I do need to know. I took oaths, Ali.”

Oaths that required him to tell his sovereign about the presence of a fugitive in the city. Alia had long lost faith in notions of fealty, but Harlan would have sworn his life to the Crown in order to become captain. Which meant he needed a compelling answer to bend his vows. “It’s for my daughter,” Alia said, looking into her lap. She hadn’t wanted any of them to know about Lena. 

“Your daughter? How old?” 

“Will you bring me a healer or not?”

Harlan took a drink and carefully considered. “Ali, no matter what they said …” He shook his head, casting off a memory. “I never believed it.”

Alia opened her mouth to speak, but thought better of it. If she told Harlan all he had heard was likely true, he would report her.

“I’ll bring a healer for your daughter.”

“Thank you.” Alia held onto his hand as she told him the name of their inn. She couldn’t help but add, “How is my sister?”

“I’ve looked after her, just as you asked me to.” A smile spread across Harlan’s lips as his eyes drifted downward. He was holding back, not wanting to bring up Cormac again. As if Alia hadn’t already known. The marriage of the crown prince was news that even permeated the hinterland.

“Good.” Alia tried to picture Elowen as a grown woman. She had been a child the last time she saw her. “And … the others?” As much as she had suppressed memories of her old friends, being back in the city made her yearn for them.

“Baldric is down at the southern coast—King’s orders. Flora married Geoff Frulin and moved all the way to Waterston. And George …” Harlan paused. “We lost George in a skirmish with the Veillanti nearly five years ago.”

A twinge of sadness ran through Alia, and she let a grimace show. George had been a reluctant and clumsy warrior in his youth; she couldn’t imagine what had possessed him to become a soldier. “I hope you avenged him,” Alia murmured. 

“Baldric did.” Harlan nodded. “Deserted his unit for a time and hunted every Veillanti soldier on the continent.”

Violence had always been Baldric’s preferred form of expression. “Good.”

“And you? Where have you been all these years? Why risk coming back now?”

Bristling, Alia took a drink. “I told you.”

“These are dangerous times, Ali.” 

Alia dropped her voice low. “Is it the veil?” 

“No one knows how the Oucura crossed the veil. It has been impassable for hundreds of years. It’s as if—” He stopped himself from saying more. 

“They are saying on the road that it tore its way through.” Alia leaned forward, trying to prompt Harlan for more information. “Is that possible?”

Her movement betrayed her, as Harlan’s gaze caught on her boot as she crossed her leg over the other. He fixated on the worn leather, the sole barely still attached to the rest, the holes in her stocking visible through the tears. A reminder that she wasn’t the noblewoman he’d known

“That is a question for the Tower.” Harlan tipped back the last of his ale.

The captain may have been glad to see her, but he was still wary. 

He was right to be. 
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Captain Harlan Gust kept his word.  

Dark still held Entien; Alia had to ground herself in the pattern of bells ringing out each hour from the palace. She counted the tolls, increasing in number until midday, until Harlan made his appearance, towing a palace healer. 

The captain pushed inside the quaint room, removing the hooded cloak that had covered his face. Alia found herself crushed into another embrace, peering over Harlan’s shoulder at the woman he’d brought.

The healer had hidden beneath a cloak as well and was hurriedly smoothing her light plaits. The woman’s frown deepened as she looked around the room, apparently aggravated at having been forced into the city. The palace healers Alia had known would never deign to leave the palace grounds, a symptom of their noble blood. Alia could feel the healer’s magic, its strength denoting that she descended from an established bloodline of elemental magic. 

Harlan held his arms out to Lena, but her scathing glare put him off. Alia was encouraged to see a bit of fight in Lena, but lethargy quickly settled in again.

Alia had spent the resting hours perched against their bedframe, watching to ensure that Lena’s chest was rising and falling with each breath. It had become her preoccupation, one that Alia reclaimed from the first few weeks of Lena’s life. Back then, Alia had barely been able to keep herself alive, let alone an infant. So, she had hovered over her child, not able to take her eyes off Lena, certain some horror would befall her.

And now it had.

“Lady Quinn, please meet my friends.” Harlan avoided using Alia’s name. 

Quinn’s chin jutted out, assessing Alia, eyes roving up and down as she was trying to place her. Harlan must have been sure to select a noblewoman who wouldn’t recognize Alia. “Who are you?”

“Remember what we—” Harlan cut in.

“I know a quotidien like yourself can’t feel it, but these two are teeming with magic,” Quinn snapped. “I have a right to know who I’m healing.”

“Of course you do,” Harlan said. “Just as I have the right to imprison you for what you took from the infirmary.”

Harlan’s threat cowed Quinn. She sidled past Harlan and Alia, kneeling beside the bed where Lena sat. Quinn closed her hand around Lena’s wrist, trying to discern her affliction. Just as Alia had done time and time again.

“What are your symptoms?” Quinn asked Lena. 

“I’m fine.” Lena jerked out of Quinn’s hold.

“It started about a year ago, the marks,” Alia stepped in. “They keep growing and she keeps getting weaker.” 

Lena grudgingly pulled at the high neckline of her tunic, exposing the angry black veins writhing beneath her skin. They had begun with only a few pinpricks over her heart. Now the markings were a tapestry covering Lena’s skin, a poison was seeping outward.

Quinn made a disapproving sound in her throat. “A year without seeking a healer?”  

“My mother is a healer, a slow one, but still,” Lena said. 

Quinn peered back at Alia, seemingly pleased she had pegged Alia’s magic accurately. If she had a full understanding of Alia’s capabilities, she would have fled the inn by now.

“It doesn’t feel like something to be mended or removed,” Alia explained.

“Need I say that she should be in the palace infirmary?”

“Just tell me what’s wrong with her.” 

“I don’t yet know.” Quinn pursed her lips. “Has she ever had any other ailments?”

Alia shook her head. “I’ve looked after her. But since she’s had the marks, she’s also had … episodes.”

“Episodes?” 

“When she uses her magic, she can become agitated. Fever, shaking, outbursts. I can contain her, but they are getting worse.” 

Harlan raised an eyebrow. He was right to be concerned; the latest episode had nearly leveled an entire village. 

Quinn muttered a curse. “If it is a magical issue, she should be evaluated by the Tower.”

Alia tried to suppress a shudder. There was no way she was letting the Tower or its mages near her daughter. Alia had only barely escaped that place. “Can you help her or not?”

“I’ll try,” Quinn conceded, bending her head down to focus on Lena.

Quinn’s exam was painfully thorough. Lena tolerated it well, much to Alia’s surprise. Harlan stood silent beside Alia the whole time, at one point trying to place his hand on her shoulder before Alia flinched away. She didn’t need comfort; she needed an answer. 

When Quinn finally got to her feet, Alia stepped forward expectantly. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” the healer admitted. “I need to return to the infirmary to see if I can find anything in our records. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” She had piled her hopes on the palace healers having the remedy for Lena’s problem so they could quickly escape Sheath.

Quinn’s glower appeared well-practiced. “Or you could bring her into the palace infirmary. Now.”

“Tomorrow will be fine.” Harlan ushered Quinn out of the room. 

He returned moments later. “I’m guessing you won’t reconsider?” he asked Alia, who merely shook her head.

“They aren’t going to be able to do anything.” Lena stood and pulled a blanket around her shoulders to cover the blemishes. “Healers are fools. If it isn’t bleeding right in front of them, they’re useless.”

“Your mother is the finest healer I’ve ever met.” The corner of Harlan’s mouth twitched. “And she is not a fool.”

“She doesn’t know either.” Lena sighed. “The healer will consult her precious books, brew me an ineffectual tonic, and then claim that I’m telling tales about my symptoms.”

“Your aunt—” Harlan began before Alia’s sharp gesture stopped him. “Lena, has your mother ever told you about her childhood?” 

Lena snorted. “She never tells me anything.”

Harlan’s questioning gaze tried to catch Alia, but she turned away. She’d never been able to share her past with her daughter. The darkest parts, those that had driven her from Mandal, she kept locked away so tightly that they had nearly taken the whole of her childhood with them. 

“Ah, then allow me. The palace was complete mayhem because of Alia.”

“As if I did it alone,” Alia whispered, shocked that Harlan hadn’t run back to his post at the first chance.

Harlan began to regale Lena with the tales of young Alia. 

How she’d convinced their friends to drink mead until one of them vomited. How she split her head open scaling the south wall of the palace so no one would catch her out in the middle of the night. How she led a squad of palace guards on a chase from the palace to the Fen and still managed to get away. 

“Who are you?” Lena turned from Harlan to question Alia.

Alia hoped Lena would never find out. “I’m sure Captain Harlan has other demands on his time.”

“Of course.” Harlan’s grin faltered, only for a blink, before he joined Alia at the door to the room. “I brought this for you.” He handed over a satchel. “I know grain is becoming hard to come by.”

Alia peeked inside to see bread and silver, more than they’d had in months. Shame burned her cheeks, but hunger didn’t permit her to refuse it. “Thank you.”

“If Lady Quinn can’t find a solution, you know there’s another option.” He kept his voice low. “Your sister may be able to do something the healers cannot.”

“I’ll consider it,” Alia promised, although she already was set against the suggestion. 

“May the sun rise.” Harlan clasped his hand around hers.

“And the moon forever fallen.”

Once he was gone, Lena flopped on the bed, crumbling in the absence of opposition. “Does he really think he can tell a few stories and act like he knows you?” 

“Harlan means well.”

“Then where has he been the past ten years? If he is truly your friend, where was he when we needed somewhere to sleep? And some captain; he hasn’t sent a single soldier to protect the villages before they were ripped apart by the Oucura.” Lena’s anger was rising, and Alia feared it would tax her ailing body.

“Protecting his palace,” Alia said, agreeing with the sentiment but not wanting to add to Lena’s distress. 

“Father would hate that you brought me here, crawling back to them for help.”

Her words bit into Alia, the truth echoing through her mind. “Just until you’re well again.”

“He’d want us to go back to Dihlmere.”

Alia felt the same nostalgic pull to Lena’s first home. Her heart swelled remembering the quiet cottage, the embrace of the forest around them, and the ease Lena’s father brought to every room he was in. Then her heart plummeted, remembering it all aflame, all lost. 

“There’s nothing there anymore, Lena.” He isn’t there anymore.

“There’s nothing here either.”

Alia nearly drowned in the pain surging across Lena’s face, her shortcomings as a mother reflected in each line. Perhaps she wouldn’t have failed so spectacularly at protecting Lena if she had help, if she had Finn. 

“I’ll go fetch us a meal from downstairs.” Alia plotted her escape from Lena’s ire, setting the bread on the table and tying the clinking satchel to her belt. Her daughter didn’t move as Alia slipped out of the door. 

She took each step slow, her footfalls heavy. The burgeoning surge of anger towards Finn was unproductive. Blaming him wasn’t going to change the fact that she was all Lena had left.

When Alia reached the bottom of the stairs, she froze. 

“There she is! The extortionist!” the innkeeper shouted across the meager dining area, his audience a pair of guards in blue cloaks.

No. Not yet.

The guards swiveled in her direction, plying the innkeeper with a few silvers for his information. “We do not suffer thieves in Sheath,” one of the guards said with menace, moving towards her.

The palace harbors much worse than thieves.

After years of schemes, she had managed to choose an establishment with a manager surly enough to turn to the enforcers rather than hide from them. As she turned to run, wisps of mist escaped her hands, seeking out the guards and slowing their advance.

She swiftly climbed the stairs and grasped the doorknob to their room. Alia slammed the door shut behind her, casting a barrier in the same breath. 

“Get up.” Alia tried to maintain a shred of clarity as her mind whirled. The only thing she needed to do now was get Lena away from them. “We’ll go through the window. If the guards catch me, you need to keep going. Find Harlan. I think they will be satisfied with me, so you should be able to get away.”

“We’ve bested marshals before; we can fight them back,” Lena said, her garnet eyes flashing. 

“Hinterland marshals and palace guards are not the same. You can’t risk using any more magic. Lena, listen to me.” Alia placed her hand on Lena’s back, urging her towards the window. “Even if they take me, I will find you.”

There was no time for an embrace, even if it may be their last.

With her pack slung over her back, Alia opened the window shutters. Just as she evaluated the three-story drop to the street, a banging came at the door. Alia’s skin prickled, sensing a mage on the other side of the door. 

The Tower had come for her.

She could feel the mage chipping away at the barrier she had made. There was no way it was going to outlast a Tower-trained mage.

Lena scrambled out of the window, well-practiced at scaling down the building façade. Alia followed behind, the gaps between the stones leaving plenty of room for the toes of her shoes and fingers. As she descended, she sensed her barrier crumbling. She maneuvered herself lower, closer to the ground, but she wasn’t fast enough. A rough hand snatched for her, tangling in her plaits, and yanked her upwards. Alia anchored her feet and grasped the wall with her left hand while she sent a jolt of mist through her right, breaking the guard’s fingers.

“Mother!” Lena screamed from the street. 

“Run!” Alia ordered, but her daughter did not listen. Even though the path to Lena’s freedom was open, as the street was not yet filled with guards, she planted her feet. Alia could see Lena’s chest heaving, her garnet eyes molten with an all too familiar look of fury. 

Not here. Not now. 

Wind tore at Alia, nearly peeling her off the side of the building. She blinked against the onslaught, seeing Lena in the center, skin turning crimson. “Breathe, Lena!” Alia shouted, finally touching her feet to the ground. Alia constructed another barrier around her daughter as people in the street began to flee. The heat reached her, swirls of balmy air meeting the biting cold. Through the torrent, Alia fought to get to Lena.

Alia grasped Lena’s burning skin, meeting her furious eyes, and trying to push calm over to her. “Lena, please.” She held her daughter tight, healing herself as rain pelted her face and the heat burned her skin. The buildings around them shuddered, doors and shutters pulling free under the strain. 

A woman in mage robes was standing before them now, trying to contain Lena’s outburst of power. A mage Alia hated. Lady Rosalynn Paxton. 

She was whispering a spell, but Alia’s new barrier held, wrapping a cocoon around the two of them. “Lena, don’t.” 

Except that she did.

Lena doubled over in pain, screaming as her entire body shook. Alia tried to ply her with healing magic, but there was no relief. She held her daughter, as difficult as that proved to be, trying to soothe her convulsions. 

The wind intensified.

Another group of guards arrived, Captain Harlan leading them. He likely had only made it a few blocks before being called back. 

“Undoing Mage!” Rosalynn shouted. “Surrender yourself.”

Even as she was surrounded by enemies, Lena’s scream was the only thing Alia focused on. “Lena, please,” Alia repeated, willing each bit of healing magic into her daughter, but it was too weak, ineffectual. The waves of magic flowed from Lena, each one smashing into the barriers Alia had tried to build around her daughter’s wracking body. She was in so much pain.

The swirling wind only howled, knocking Rosalynn to the ground and disrupting the guards’ advance. As the last bits of Alia’s strength left her, her failings crystallized. She couldn’t protect Lena; she couldn’t save her.

The palace would claim her. The palace would claim them both.
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Alia woke to her own groaning. She slammed her eyes shut as soon as they opened, the torchlight making the pressure at her temples flare. One glance had been enough to tell where she was anyway. The white stone walls, the equally snowy curtains, and the overwhelming herbal smell—the palace infirmary. Where she had spent endless hours learning how to heal. 

Now it was a prison. 

The laden air disrupted her memory, the heat from the torches on the wall mixing with the oily billows. They banished the persistent dark looming through the window, where sunlight used to stream. 

Her entire body felt like it had been stuffed with iron, her limbs too heavy to lift. 

Alia’s magic was gone. Worse, Lena was gone.

She’d been drained, and there wasn’t even a hint left to ease her own headache. Alia groaned again, throat rasping. The last thing forced down her throat must have been the draining tonic; she could still taste the bitter poison. 

Some Undoing Mage she was.

“Welcome back.” An ancient healer sat beside her, silver hair carefully coiled and a healthy glow on her sienna wrinkles. Alia recognized her—Harriet, the crest on her robes marking her as Chief Healer. 

“Lena?” Alia managed to cough.

“The young woman? In the next room. Drained, as you are. For our safety.” 

Alia’s inventory of curses had no effect on Harriet’s serenity. 

“I wonder if…” Harriet said, hands hovering above Alia’s torso, teasing out a sphere of light, her magical aura. The ball was a spectrum of purple hues, ranging from the deepest plum to a calming lavender. As Alia watched, the darkest specs multiplied and overtook their lighter companions. Harriet closed her fists, and the sphere returned to Alia at the base of her ribcage, her fine display of elemental magic at an end. “You used to be more light than dark.” 

Alia glared. Of course, there had been more light in her aura once. Back when she was a talented young mage, an unparalleled healer. Back when her power had matched her to Crown Prince Cormac Barton, deeming her strong enough to join with the royal bloodline and produce the realm’s next ruler. But that, and so many other things, had been taken from her. 

Back before the Undoing. 

“Your healing magic is far less powerful than it was,” the Chief Healer observed. 

“Devoured.” It was a loss that Alia scarcely let herself feel. The effortless ability to preserve life, to heal, had been snatched from her by the emergence of the Undoing. Thinking of it threatened Alia’s semblance of dominance over her magic, the tight lid that she kept over the Undoing to keep it from spilling out. There was no starving the Undoing, no denying it, and despite her best efforts, no pretending that it wasn’t there.

As soon as the notion of it invaded Alia’s mind, she felt the Undoing pulse within her. That aspect of her power was not the slightest bit diminished by whatever they had given her, a magic so insidious it could not be extinguished. Alia shivered; she could prove their ignorance in an instant. She could unleash the Undoing, break herself free, and show them the beast they already assumed her to be. It was always there, coiled and hungry.

Alia’s own fear smothered the plot. If Lena was indeed just in the next room, she couldn’t risk it. There was no telling if she could stop once it began, if she could control whose life was taken. 

“What’s wrong with Lena?” Alia asked. If anyone could diagnose her, it would be Harriet.

“We are examining her. But she is not a threat in her current state.” Harriet pressed her lips into a thin line. “Is she … is she like you?”

“No,” Alia said harshly, and Harriet’s forehead smoothed. 

Undoing Mages aren’t born, they are made. 

Harriet looked like she was going to ask another question, but thought better of it. “I will let the guards know you’re awake.”

Alia stared at the ceiling. After almost twenty years of escaping Mandal justice and she had been caught just two days after returning to the city. Utter foolishness had led her here. 

Desperation, more like.

Execution was the only logical sentence for her past crimes. Time wouldn’t have lessened the punishment; her abscondence only made it worse. An admission of guilt. Banishment would be a gift, but none of the Mandal nobility could sleep soundly knowing that she was out there somewhere. They would have to kill her. 

Lena would be killed alongside her or left alone with them. 

Elevated voices sounded outside the door. She tried to lift her head, only making it an inch before falling back down into the pillow. Alia struggled to recognize the voices, the blistering headache interfering. At last, two people entered the room, slamming the door shut behind them. They crowded above her, hovering on either side.

Harlan and Elowen. 

Her sister looked every bit the princess, from her intricately braided chestnut hair to her fine gown. Alia’s breath caught in her throat as she waited for Elowen’s reaction. Elowen’s chest heaved as she looked down on Alia. She placed her hands on her sister’s cheeks as if to verify she really was there.

Elowen let out a long breath and whispered, “Oh, Ali.”

Leaving her younger sister to the snakes of the palace had made her departure all the more difficult, but Alia had been confident that things would be different for Elowen. And Elowen had done well. She was married to the prince.

Elowen drew Alia into her arms, tears escaping the princess’s eyes despite the attempt to keep her royal composure. When Elowen finally straightened, she dabbed her face with a handkerchief, somehow managing not to smear the paints which evened out her olive skin.

“Ali, I’m sorry,” Harlan sputtered, his eyes bloodshot. “You were reported to the guard, and they were doing their job.”

“Harlan.” Elowen’s soothing voice silenced the captain. “Can I talk to my sister alone?”

Harlan’s mouth opened and shut without sound, as his head shook from side to side. “Princess, it is not—” Even her old friend thought she was a threat.

“My big sister is not going to hurt me,” Elowen said with a reckless amount of certainty.

“I will be just outside the door,” Harlan promised, receiving a nod from Elowen. 

“I always knew you were alive. I felt it.” Elowen’s tears resumed as she grasped onto Alia’s shoulders. “But Ali, you shouldn’t have come back.”

The tears were telling: the Mandals would execute her, and Elowen couldn’t save her.

“Lena, the Oucura, I had to,” Alia choked out, trying to sound as pathetic as she felt.

“I just looked in on Lena. She is beautiful. She looks just like you.” Elowen’s smile was sweet, a practiced habit of distraction from unpleasant things snapping into place. “You found a man out on your travels?” Her question was a not-so-subtle plea. Elowen was asking—hoping—her husband wasn’t Lena’s father. Hoping Alia hadn’t fled the palace all those years ago pregnant with Prince Cormac’s child.

“Yes,” Alia reassured her. “I met Lena’s father in Royce not too long after I left Mandal.”

Elowen’s relief was palpable. “Is he here?”

“He died. Almost ten years ago now.” Alia did her best to control her emotions as she spoke, not wanting to dissolve completely.

“Orlast keep him.” Elowen seemed to mean the words. Perhaps, despite the years apart, Elowen’s heart was still malleable enough to help a criminal.

“Lena doesn’t have anyone else, Elowen.” Alia didn’t try to keep the whine from her voice. “I know I have no right to ask anything of you, but when I’m gone—”

“Stop,” Elowen pleaded. “We’ll have to find a way, Ali. I won’t let them take you from me. We’ll show them you’re good, that you couldn’t possibly have meant to hurt anyone.”

Alia’s hopes sank. Her sister’s belief in her redemption was nearly as crushing as the knowledge she was wrong. 

There wasn’t any good left in her. It had been stamped out.

“Lena is sick. I’ve taken her to healers in Parth and Royce. No one seems to know what is amiss with her. Can you help her, Wen?” Her sister’s eyes widened at the old nickname. “Please?” While Alia had been a natural healer, able to tackle any malady, Elowen’s magic was channeled through the natural properties of plants.

Elowen grasped Alia’s hand tightly, prepared to fervently give her oath. “I will. And I will be making your tonics from now on. Whoever mixed this batch has sapped all your strength, not only your magic.” 

“It could be dangerous for you to be seen aiding me. Help Lena; I can take it.” Even her own sister could not sense the Undoing’s undaunted strength.

Elowen’s pity was far more useful than her fear.

The princess chewed on her lip, a nervous tic that royalty hadn’t drummed out of her. For a moment, she looked just like she had as a girl. “About Cormac … ” Elowen began.

Alia shook her head with great difficulty. “You don’t owe me an explanation.” When Alia had fled the palace, she knew Cormac would find someone else to marry. The crown prince was required to supply an heir after all. And while she hadn’t anticipated that someone to be her sister, Alia could hardly fault Elowen for it. Alia knew if there was blame to place, it should be reserved for their mother. Either way, she couldn’t afford to lose her sister as an ally in protecting Lena from squabbling over her former lover.

“Ali, I don’t know how to make any of this right. Tell me how.” Elowen lay her head on Alia’s chest and wrapped her arms around her once more. Alia’s casual graciousness seemed to have triggered a rush of guilt from Elowen, all but ensuring that her sister would do as Alia asked.

“You can keep my daughter safe,” Alia charged. “She isn’t like me; she is innocent. You have to protect her from the Bartons, from the Meadors. Please, Elowen.”

Elowen lifted her head, understanding that Alia had just asked her to protect Lena from the royal family and their own parents. Elowen was part of both families, but nowhere near as brutal as the rest of them, or at least Alia hoped. “If it comes to it, Ali, I will care for Lena like my own. I swear it.”

“Thank you,” Alia said, her eyelids heavy. Her objective had been achieved.

“I think they mean to put you before the King’s Council,” Elowen said. “Father sits on the Council still; he’ll ask for leniency. They’re good men, really. It’s just—these are dangerous times. Tensions are high.”

Harlan’s identical statement echoed in Alia’s ears. “Have there been attacks here as well?”

“Nearby and getting closer. Imagine it here, all these defenseless people.” Elowen’s anxiety was plain.

“As defenseless as the people in the hinterland?” Alia couldn’t stop herself. 

“I didn’t mean—” Elowen’s shoulders slumped. “Have you seen it?”

“Only the aftermath.” Alia tried to push the images away, bodies strewn with no one left alive to bury them. 

“Did you ever think—” A shiver went through Elowen. “I remember learning about them. Immortals. Tiarcons. We’re supposed to defend ourselves from stories.”

From what Alia had seen, there was no defense. Only escape. “Do you know how it came through?”

Elowen paled, leaning in as if afraid the walls would hear. “Cormac thinks the Veillanti have finally found a way through the veil. That they’ve betrayed us to the Otherworld and are seeking to destroy Mandal as retribution. The attacks, the short spurts of sunlight, even the Council is asking questions.”

Elowen’s point in mentioning this was clear. With so much fear, Alia was just another magical beast too similar to the treacherous Otherworld. She was another threat to the mortal kingdoms and had to be dealt with before she grew beyond their control. 

Damn the Undoing. Damn the Meador bloodline. 

A knock at the door signaled Elowen. “I’ll do what I can.” Elowen squeezed Alia’s hand. 
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Before Harlan could speak, Alia pressed, “Can I at least see Lena once more?”

Harlan’s gaze fled to the floor. “My orders were clear.” 

“What could I possibly do?” Alia held up her trembling hands for effect. 

“I can’t defy him again.” There was no humor left in Harlan, only bowed shoulders. Cormac must have been furious when he found out Harlan hid her presence in Sheath.

“Is he going to have me executed?” Alia tried to provoke some sympathy, a last effort to see Lena. A quick execution might be the only kind of mercy Cormac allowed. His father, King Isaac, wouldn’t even give her an audience before ordering her death. And he would be sure to make her end as brutal as possible, a spectacle. It would amuse him to see just exactly what would kill an Undoing Mage.

“You attacked his uncle.” Harlan scratched the back of his neck.

He wasn’t going to give in to her. Besides, he was right.

Alia had often thought about how it would be to see Cormac again. In her imagining, she was wholly unaffected by the man she once loved, impervious to his title and authority. But instead, she would go before him as a prisoner.

She knew where Harlan was taking her before they arrived. She had joined Cormac in spying on the council chambers on more than one occasion. As children, they had always been thrown out, but now Cormac presided over it. 

When they arrived at the chamber’s golden doors, Harlan stopped her with a light touch on the shoulder. “Ali, I’m sorry.”

Harlan’s apology twisted like a blade. Guards ushered them in, and Harlan’s grip tightened. Beyond the gold doors, the high-ceilinged chamber glittered with lanternlight, casting shadows on the stone table at the center. 

The table had persevered in her memory, a map of the realm first carved in Orlast’s time. The borders of the four kingdoms of Entien might have shifted since she’d last seen it. Parth swallowed up the northern mountains, Royce to the eastern plains, and across a strip of sea to the south, the Isle of Veillant. The landscapes had been a curiosity to her then, but now she saw lands she’d haunted. The Spear of Orlast remained etched across the kingdom of Mandal, the one weapon powerful enough to kill a Tiarcon, lost for centuries. 

Eight high-backed seats were placed at the table, all set three steps lower than the outskirts of the chambers where the attendants were made to wait. The chamber was from Orlast’s time, the fledgling mortal kingdom rejecting the lofty thrones of the Tiarcons. Deliberating allies and subordinates would have filled the higher levels back then, rather than prisoners.

Several feet from the end of the table, up on the first steps, sat two chairs. The one on the left was hers, and magical bonds snapped around her wrists as Harlan pressed her down into it. Alia looked to the other chair; her daughter’s garnet eyes overflowed with hatred for the men seated before them.

They had dragged Lena from her sickbed to suffer judgment.

“Lena,” Alia whispered, struggling against the magical ropes.

Lena swung around to face her, and Alia fought the urge to gasp. The dark marks had reached her mouth. The skin around her eyes was sunken. 

What have I done?

“I’m sorry,” Lena panted. “I didn’t mean—”

“Whatever you hear, Lena, whatever they say.” Alia tried to hold Lena’s attention. “I’ve only ever wanted—” Even now, when the proper words were required to buffer what Lena was sure to learn, Alia couldn’t find them.

I’ve only ever wanted to control what you saw in me, what you knew of me.

Lies had been far easier than explanations.

Alia forced her attention to the men around the table, the ones who would stand in judgment. Most hadn’t bothered to inspect the prisoners bound before them, keener to posture amongst themselves. Those who did look over regarded Alia with suspicion and Lena with abject terror. Alia lifted her chin; she hadn’t survived for this long to cower before the Crown’s closest allies and grasping rivals.

She found a pair of emerald eyes like her own, sharp with attention. Lord Edgar Meador, the head of the most brutal family in the kingdom, his council seat bought in blood. He did not greet his daughter and granddaughter. There was no smile, no assurance offered. Just his unwavering attention. Alia wasn’t sure what she’d expected. Her father wouldn’t dare to spare a bit of his influence to save her; she was a criminal. He would prefer to keep his hands clean of her misdeeds.

Cormac arrived last, as not a moment of his time could be wasted waiting for others. His dark blonde hair was longer now, emphasizing a slight wave as it was brushed back. His shoulders had broadened, sculpted by decades as a warrior. A shadow of a beard graced his angular jaw, up to his well-defined cheekbones. His skin was paler than she recalled, porcelain, cold without the brush of the sun. The years had taken the mischievousness out of his bright eyes, but one look at him still had her reeling. 

Alia opened her mouth.

His brow furrowed, and those ice blue eyes narrowed. Cormac’s gaze seared through her, his mood shifting and darkening from across the room. Anger, disgust, and frustration; no hint of the love that had once flourished between them.

“Master Dorian, barrier. Now.” Cormac looked to the middle-aged man seated on his left, clad in black mage robes with a Mandal blue sash belted around his narrow hips. 

The mage stood with an affirmative nod, magic bristling around him as he moved. 

“Hello,” he greeted Alia and Lena as he stood before them, smoothing dark locks that sprang back up the second his hand passed through them. “I’m Master—”

“Get away from us, leech.” Alia glowered, not wanting to give the mage the chance to assess their strength. 

Despite her hostility, there was warmth in his deep brown eyes; they were so dark the irises were almost indistinguishable from his pupils. Alia picked up his accent in the few words she’d allowed. Mandal’s new Master Mage, a Veillanti by birth. 

He wasn’t entirely sullied by worshipping the Otherworld. In fact, his features were more pleasing than cultish, his short beard making him look several years older than his smooth skin would belie. But as he moved closer, Alia could see the odd markings along his temples, dark scars standing out on his light brown skin, connecting along his hairline. Veillanti markings.

Lena spat at his feet, enforcing Alia’s insult. 

“Charming.” His lips lifted into a smirk, letting Alia and Lena’s combined aggression fester. “I’m going to place a barrier around you. Just a precaution.” It was an unnecessary precaution; the Undoing was as useless as ever. There was no way that Alia could attempt to employ it without risking Lena. 

The barrier shimmered around Alia and Lena, summoned in a blink. Even though his task was complete, the mage lingered. He watched Alia through the barrier, head tipped to the side.

“Shall I test it?” Alia threatened, trying to disrupt him. Mages of his caliber often possessed affinities, and she didn’t want to experience what his were.

The mage bit back a chuckle. “That won’t be necessary,” he said before retreating to Cormac’s side. 

The prince began the proceedings, speaking from the chair at the head of the table, facing Alia and Lena. “Lady Alia Meador stands charged for crimes against the Crown, including a vicious attack on Master Mage Ruben Barton with the intent to take his life, and evading the King’s justice. For some of you, these events are burned into your memory; for others, they predate your time on the King’s Council. Therefore, we will review these charges.” 

Cormac had never sounded so callous.

“I thought—” Lena raised her head with discernable effort. She turned her gaze on her mother. “This is about you?”

It was about the Undoing. As significant as her crime was, the Council would be preoccupied with the nature of her magic, afraid of what else she might do.

“Bring in the Queen,” Cormac ordered before Alia could answer Lena.

Alia braced herself, regret searing through her. She should have killed Rheta. 

Stewards brought a ninth chair to the table for the Queen. The years had marked Rheta’s skin, but her sharp blue eyes, Cormac’s eyes, still brightened her face, gleaming like her golden crown. 

“Alia.” The Queen studied her, seeming to delight in every uneven seam, each wayward curl, and all the marks the road had left behind on Alia’s skin. “If you had any decency, you would have rid the realm of your presence.”

“If I had any decency.” It was foolish, beneath her, but Alia embraced the youthful brashness that Rheta inspired. 

Cormac’s glare sliced through her; Edgar rubbed his temples. Harlan leaned back in his chair to position himself in Rheta’s path to Alia. It was unclear which woman he sought to protect.

“How far you’ve fallen.” Queen Rheta clasped her hands together, barely suppressing applause. “One of the swine.”

“Those swine are giving their lives in the fields that feed you.” Lena strained against the bonds, garnet light smacking against Master Dorian’s barrier.

“Muzzle your whelp.” Rheta’s eyes flashed.

“Enough.” Cormac seized control of the session, pausing long enough for complete silence to reign. “Mother, please recount the crime for the good of the Council.”

Queen Rheta feigned distress, the perfect victim. “Most of you remember my dear brother, Ruben. As Master Mage of Mandal, he dedicated himself to the education of the next generation of mages, to making sure Mandal could defend itself should the Otherworld attempt to rival us. At that time, I worked closely with him as the Intercessor. He gave his considerable magical talents in the pursuit of identifying the most powerful combinations of magical bloodlines.”

Master Ruben, the defender of Mandal, the only hope for the mortal realm of Entien. Alia knew better. The man wielded the worst of the Otherworld, preying on those he was supposed to instruct.  

“If his work had not been interrupted, Mandal would have warrior mages to protect itself during these troubled times.” The queen heaped the blame for Mandal’s struggle against the Otherworld on Alia’s storied ledger.

“My brother devoted himself to teaching Lady Alia. He was thrilled by what her healing magic could do for our soldiers and mages. But my dear brother, for all his mastery, was blind to her treachery.”

The bonds bit into Alia’s skin as she jerked against them, aching to scratch her nails across Rheta’s throat. Anything to stop her from speaking. Lies. Lies. Lies.

“The night of the attack, my brother was upset. Lady Alia had become volatile, unpredictable, and he had finally begun to see what she was. I had never met an Undoing Mage, but when I came upon my brother writhing in pain, encased in a lethal mist, I knew.” Rheta paused for dramatic effect. “You have all heard the stories of Lord Silas Meador. You know an Undoing Mage brings death as easily as the rest of us draw breath.”

Alia remembered the uncontrollable darkness, the complete shock when the mist surrounded her. At first, she thought Master Ruben had done something to her. By the time she realized that the Undoing was coming from within her, it was too late. 

“Ruben fought back, saving me before she could kill me, but he couldn’t save himself. By the time he overpowered her, he had been under her influence too long, too damaged. He lived, but my brother was never the same man again after that evil marked him.”

How Alia wished she had been strong enough to finish the task. If there was one purpose for the Undoing, it should have been to kill Master Ruben. And his complicit sister.

Alia shrank away from Lena’s scathing stare; the past she had hidden from Lena was now laid bare. Lena had never been told of the Undoing or Master Ruben, lest the knowledge of their darkness spur the like within her.

“Wise councilmembers, a rogue Undoing Mage is a threat to the entire kingdom. She cannot be contained, and she cannot be left alive.”

Queen Rheta might as well have taken a bow. 

The councilmembers could hardly look at Alia now, fidgeting in their seats. Fear came off them in waves. 

“Are there questions for the witness?” Cormac asked.

“What could there be to ask?” the man to Cormac’s right said. “The Undoing Mage must be executed.”

Alia scrutinized the man’s mousy face. He looked like a Wexworth, a house that was once respectable, but in recent generations hadn’t produced a single magical heir. A Wexworth making any statement about a mage should be a crime.

“Mother,” Lena murmured. “What are they talking about? What’s an Undoing Mage?”

Alia maintained focus on the Council, as they could influence Cormac.

The Veillanti mage strummed his fingers on the table, frenetic as he leaned forward. “Your Highness, if I may ask, what precipitated the attack on Master Ruben?”

Queen Rheta looked down at the mage, her distrust evident from across the table. “Not that it should matter to you, Veillanti, but I wasn’t there to witness it. I do know my brother hoped to help Alia turn away from her troubling behavior.”

“I will remind you, Mother, Master Dorian has defected,” Cormac chided with thinly veiled irritation.

The mage didn’t blink as the queen huffed a correction. “Had you ever seen Lady Alia exhibit such magic before that day?” 

“No one knew what she was until that night.” Queen Rheta looked at her son, pity crossing her face. Alia imagined the shame the Undoing had brought the prince.

“We are through with questions.” Cormac’s patience had clearly waned. The rest of the council remained silent, wise on their part. “Thank you, Mother. You may go.” 

“My son, Lords of Mandal, I trust you will see justice done.” Queen Rheta weighed on the decision with a supplication.  

Cormac remained silent, hands clasped before him, until the door shut behind the queen. 

Look at me.

Cormac started, as if shaken from a trance. “And now we can hear from the accused.”

He trudged towards Alia, abandoning his place at the head of the table. He stopped at the edge, only a few feet from where she sat bound. This close, his presence was overwhelming. Memories tugged at Alia as she sat in thrall of him, the man who had loved her.

“Lady Alia—”

Ali, your Ali.

“—do you have anything to say for yourself?”

I never wanted to let you go. 

Her insides churned, but her face remained impassive. “You know what I am.” She met Cormac’s gaze, declaring herself his equal, still. That is what he had loved about her most, the challenge. Now it only served to infuriate him further. His hand tightened on the back of Harlan’s chair, fighting for control of his infamous Barton temper. 

“Your Highness.” Edgar, ever the polite courtier, drew Cormac’s attention to him. “There is no excuse for my daughter’s actions. I will not quarrel with the punishment you determine fitting for her.”

Alia’s lip curled at his speech; the man who had raised her would never submit so thoroughly without having his own solution in mind. Her father’s manipulative nature was unmatched, and Alia had been his finest pupil. 

“I will, however, ask for your mercy before the ruling is made. This disastrous incident aside, the Bartons and Meadors have been staunch allies for generations. The strength of the Meador bloodline is unquestioned, and with our power comes the potential of an Undoing Mage. I will remind you that it was the last Undoing Mage, Silas Meador, who aligned with your great-grandfather to begin the Barton reign.”

Alia grimaced. Silas Meador used the Undoing to overthrow the previous ruling family, the Truaths, killing nearly every single member at the behest of the Bartons. He promptly gave in to the darkness afterward, taking his own life. 

The Undoing had a cost.

“You like to forget that Silas was due for his own trial, disowned by the first Barton king for slaughtering children.” Lord Tristan Palmer glared at Edgar from across the table. 

Edgar’s honeyed words turned sour. “A bitter day for the Palmers, even now. How you must still grieve the Truaths, the death of your influence.”

Lord Daniel Solreen, white-haired and frail, coughed. “Lord Palmer raises a valid point. The Meadors had long produced powerful mages, but volatile, violent ones.”

“For volatile, violent times,” a lord Alia didn’t recognize countered. 

Edgar weathered the insult, pushing back from the table just far enough for the hilt of his sword to catch the torchlight. “My daughter could have further value to Mandal. My granddaughter shows considerable magical potential, and without the taint of the Undoing. Alia could still produce additional warrior mages for Mandal.”

Alia thrashed against her restraints again, ignoring the burn. After all these years, she was still just chattel to her father. To be kept alive until he could see what else he might extract from her. 

Her control fluctuated as she felt the all too familiar pull of the Undoing seeking to be released. Alia slammed her eyes shut, trying to hold back the force that gathered within her. It yearned to pour out, to end this entire council, taking her and her daughter along with it. Despite her attempts to retract it, the pressure only built.

Until it abruptly subsided. A pleasant warmth pushed in, helping satisfy the Undoing and contain it. It had been years since the Undoing had settled, not since their home burned. When Alia opened her eyes, Master Dorian’s were boring into her. He had stifled the Undoing, but she was too stunned to distinguish how.

Regaining power over the Undoing was a temporary victory. Now, the Master Mage knew the attempts to drain her magic didn’t apply to the Undoing. The queen had been right; the Council could not let her live.

“Considerable magical potential.” The Wexworth lord scoffed at Lena. Alia followed his gaze over to Lena, her quivering limbs, dark veins, and bowed head. “What is wrong with her?”

“She’s sick.” Harlan seemed to find his voice for the first time.

“She’s not sick.” Master Dorian continued to strum his fingers on the table. “She’s untrained.”

Cormac’s head snapped in his direction and away from Alia’s distress. “What do you mean?” He echoed the question at the forefront of Alia’s mind.

“I’ve been through Master Ruben’s records. Lady Alia is one of the few wielders of high magic in Mandal, which her daughter also possesses. That kind of capability is essential if we should hope to stand against the power of Alasar. Or as you say here, the Otherworld.” Dorian's gesticulations matched the pace of his speech.

Her high magic was a burden born of the land Mandals long refused to acknowledge by name. Veillanti had no such aversion.

“Ali can stop the Oucura?” Harlan questioned the mage, slipping into familiarity. 

Dorian nodded. “According to my studies.” 

“You can’t fight one evil with another,” Wexworth protested.

Dorian’s hands continued to tap. “Isn’t that what mortalkind has always done? Used Tiarcon magic against them?” 

“It won’t work,” Alia cut in. “It-it-it—” she stammered to explain the destructive force within her. How it refused to obey her, how it had dampened any other affinities she once had.

“We will reconvene after midday,” Cormac said, yielding. “Captain Harlan, secure the prisoners until then, separately.”

Harlan laboriously got to his feet, giving Master Dorian time to drop the barrier. 

“Lena.” Alia found the courage to turn to her. Even as her life was being ruled on, a bit of hope flared. From Master Dorian’s description, Lena could be set right; there was an end to her condition.

“Who are you?” Lena asked once more, her lips trembling. 

“I’ll explain,” Alia promised as she was pulled away.

The magical bonds on Alia’s wrists remained as Harlan led her to the adjacent room. It was a small space without windows, without any chance of escape.

“I tried to talk with him.” Harlan’s voice was barely audible. 

“He never could be reasoned with.” 

“It’s his father. The Council is already questioning his rule. He thinks the best response is to provoke them. Show them he isn’t afraid.”

Cormac’s instincts hadn’t changed, his destruction spelled out by his own brutality. “Killing a Meador would be bold.”

The two sat in silence as the minutes stretched on. Alia relished the opportunity to stand after being chained in a chair, stretching her muscles as much as her shackles would allow. 

The queen wanted her dead, still.

Her father wanted to breed her.

Master Dorian would have her be a weapon.

Cormac showed no sign of leniency.

And Lena didn’t recognize her.

Harlan jumped, shielding her, when a door appeared on the wall before them. A white hot light traced its outline and cut through the stone. Prince Cormac stepped through, chest heaving and eyes ablaze.

“Leave, Harlan.” 

“Stay.” Alia put every shred of fear into her appeal to Harlan. To stand between her and a royal desperate to prove himself.

Cormac advanced as Harlan hesitated, sweat gathering on his forehead. 

“Leave us.” 

Harlan ducked out, mumbling about oaths by way of apology to Alia.

“Come to say farewell before my execution?” Alia tried not to outwardly react to being alone with him. “How does one kill an Undoing Mage?”

Cormac bristled, moving to rest his back against the opposite wall. He must have been told in a gentler way than she had about the end that had befallen all the previous Undoing Mages in her bloodline. 

Ruben had delighted in speculating about her fate, his words still etched in her memory ‘Succumbed is a word my predecessors favored in their records. But myself, I preferred consumed, devoured.’

In the written records of Mandal’s master mages, one had never recorded an exact manner of death for an Undoing Mage. Rather, only that they imploded in a manner that could only be of their own doing. 

“Your daughter.”

“The one you pulled from the infirmary. A sick child put before the Council in restraints.” 

“Hardly a child. How old is she?”

Alia's eyes dropped to the floor, not wanting to admit Lena was nearly grown. “Nearly seventeen.”

Cormac bent to meet her eyes. “Is she mine?”

This had been his reason for cornering her, for Lena’s presence at Council. Alia considered lying to the prince, letting him believe Lena was his daughter, to buy her protection. But Lena would never comply; she knew who her father was. 

Alia shook her head.

“You married?” Cormac fired the question without emotion, but Alia could feel his anger still. 

Had he wanted Lena to be his?

“A Roycan, yes.”

“Which house?”

“None.”

“You left me and married a commoner?” His voice rose to a dangerous pitch.

“Lena is legitimate. If she were to claim a name, it would be Meador. But we have no use for titles.” Whatever Finn had been mattered little now.

“You just want my healers,” Cormac grumbled. “You returned after all of this time, and you went to Harlan for help?”

“You’re the prince.”

“You thought that I would refuse you.”

“No, I thought you would do exactly what you’re doing now—prosecute me,” Alia bolstered her voice to match his.

Cormac raised his fists. “What choice do I have?” he raged. “You leave without a word of explanation—not even a farewell—you ran. After attacking my family, you ran.” His temper was no longer contained by royal expectations.

“What use is there in talking about this? It is finished.” 

We are finished.

He drew closer as Alia held her head high and her feet rooted. She did not meet his gaze even when he stood right in front of her, fearing what she would see in his eyes, fearing what hers would divulge in turn. He raised a hand to trace her jawline.

“Stop.” Alia clenched her jaw. “You belong to Elowen.”

“I belong to no one,” Cormac said, his hand cupping her cheek. “It is just as well you left.”

“I heard. A perfect family.”

“Yes, Elowen gave me two strong sons to carry on my legacy.” Cormac smiled in a show of self-satisfaction. “And the throne is within my grasp.”

“How lovely for you.” 

Cormac’s smile widened before his expression hardened again. “What happened that night, Ali?”

Alia was unable and unwilling to shrink away from his touch. Everything about him was still too familiar. 

“Why didn’t you come to me?”

“They were never going to let us be together once they knew what I was.” Alia’s voice broke into a whisper. No one would have an Undoing Mage as a royal. 

“I could have convinced them.” Cormac caressed her cheek with his thumb. “You never gave me the chance.”

Alia stayed silent; a familiar panic was seeping into her bones. She still didn’t have the strength to explain it all to Cormac. Cormac looked down at the bonds on her wrists, banishing them with a spell. He didn’t fear what her hands could do.

“An attack on the royal family cannot go unpunished.”

Alia placed her hand on his chest, feeling the pounding of his heart. The prince was conflicted, wavering. It was dangerous for her to encourage him, to let him feel the power he’d always craved. But this was a way to survive, as long as she knew when to step back. 

She met his gaze, not to provoke him but to soothe. “It is within your power to decide.”

Now that her bound hands were no longer between them, he took her into his arms. Alia buried her face in his chest, her strength fleeing. They were drawn together, circumstances forgotten. Alia leaned into him, the feeling of him drowning sense. If she could just stay here, like this, with him, then everything else would melt away. She could be who she had been, the woman he had loved.

But Cormac broke the embrace. He stepped back and held her from him, searching. His touch was almost painful as he whispered, “You shouldn’t have come back.”

An inconvenient complication. The kingdom of Mandal had continued on without her, indifferent. It would have been better if she had stayed away, stayed dead. “Help Lena. Then I’ll go. We’ll both go.”

“You know I can’t.”

He couldn’t let her go. The magic that had taken root inside of her couldn’t be left alone. Neither could Lena’s power. 

Cormac left through the door he had cut. He glanced back, but only to summon bonds to hold her wrists together. Alia crumpled against the wall, sliding down to sit on the ground as the Council met in the next room to decide their fate.
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