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  Chapter 1


Before



Bitter, aching cold.
It was her first clear memory, before hunger or affection or fear. The type of cold that digs deep into your bones and won’t let go. 
It came in the draughts that whispered through every crack in the walls of the hut she and her mother lived in. It crept through the floor under her bare feet, the straw mattress of her bed, the surface of everything she touched. And with cold came the stark white of the snow carpeting the world outside her home.
Hunger came next, a constant dull ache in the pit of her stomach, and after that… fear. The fear in her mother’s eyes when she looked at her sometimes. Or drawn tight in her features when she left the hut early each morning to work or hunt. 
She didn’t remember much before the night her mother died. Those memories held a fuzzy, dreamlike quality. Impressions mostly. Her mother’s laugh. The way her embrace could dispel the aching cold, if only for a brief moment. A snatch of brown hair, light, coppery, like the leaves floating to the ground before the merciless winter came.
But she remembered that day like it had been yesterday. The glow of the sunset lighting the unbroken white outside the hut aflame in orange. The way she’d shivered as any warmth the day had held faded with it. She remembered watching as the sun finally slid below the horizon and the shadows crept further and further across the floor toward her… remembered staring out that window. Waiting. For her mother to return with the night as she always did.
But she hadn’t come, no matter how long she waited.
She’d almost frozen to death in the early hours before dawn, too young to know how to start a fire or make dinner, too young to know what to do about the fact her mother hadn’t come home like she was supposed to.
The night had been unending.
Fear of the dark swamped her. The walls of the tiny hut closed in until she felt she couldn’t breathe. Every sound outside caused her to start in fright, the pressure in her chest at the dark and the small space growing tighter and tighter until it hurt. Until she was taking quick, panting breaths, numb fingers clenched painfully tight in the threadbare fabric of the blanket she’d wrapped around herself.
She’d huddled on her straw bed and shivered from cold and terror until morning light had crept under the door and through the windows, slowly dispelling the darkness. By then her hands and feet were numb and she was so stiff she could barely move.
With the day came the slowing of her breath, an easing in her chest. Fear had not defeated her. She had survived.
She had decided then and there that she would bury that fear and dread so far away that she would never have to re-live it. Never have to remember the horror of that night, how she’d whimpered and trembled and begged for it all to be over. Whatever it took. Even if she was already afraid of what would happen when the sun set once again and darkness returned.
So bit by bit she packed it away, let the daylight banish the shadows, and then she forced herself to her feet. Eventually her stiff limbs cooperated, and she tidied the hut as she knew her mother would want her to, even though they barely had any possessions. Then she curled up on her straw bed and continued waiting. Her mother would come eventually. 
Not long after sunrise a visitor came. Stomping feet sounded through the snow outside and then an impatient knock came at the door, hard enough to make it rattle on its hinges. It startled her from the daze of hunger and exhaustion she’d fallen into, and her heart quickened in fear when a second knock thudded on the wood.
She forced herself off the bed, stumbling and falling when cold-stiffened limbs refused to work properly. Gritting her teeth, she’d heaved herself off the floor and gone to answer the knock. 
A big, bearded, man stood there, towering over her. She’d seen him before at the village market. The grim look on his weathered face marked itself in her memory for always… but it wasn’t the news he brought that made her remember it with such clarity. It was the flash of fear in his eyes when she opened the door and he saw her standing there.
“You survived the night,” he’d muttered, mostly to himself. If anything, the fear on his face grew starker at the fact of her survival. “I didn’t expect that, it was a cold one.”
She stared at him, uncomprehending.
“Your mother is dead. Someone will be here soon to collect you and take you away. You’re not wanted here.”
Before she could process that, could think to ask any questions, he’d turned and stomped away. She’d stared after him for a long time. Cold wind swept around her shivering body, toyed with the strands of her lank hair. Death was a concept she vaguely understood, enough to know her mother wasn’t coming back.
Where would they take her?
Eventually closing the door, she’d turned and looked at the inside of their hut. At the unlit fire and the old chest holding her and her mother’s belongings. Hunger ached in her stomach, but that wasn’t a new sensation, and she pushed it aside.
If her mother was dead, where would she get food? She had no way of paying for it. She couldn’t even light the fire to make herself warm. Not that there was much kindling left. Would they take her somewhere where there was food? The girl made herself walk over to the chest and open it up. She owned only one change of clothes, as tattered and worn as the ones she had on, but she pulled them out anyway. That was what Mother wanted her to do each day. Dress in clean clothes.
She’d only just finished putting her old clothing in the pail near the fire to be washed when a second banging came at the door. A different villager was outside this time. He hid his fear better, but it was still there in the way he took an unconscious step back when she opened the door.
“What happened to my mother?” She hadn’t quite felt yet that her mother wasn’t ever returning, even though she knew it must be true.
“She’s gone. Best not to dwell on it, girl,” he said, his voice blunt but not unkind. “You’ll be better off away from here.”
“Why?”
“Your kind isn’t wanted here,” he said gruffly. “We tolerated your mother because she had none of his… but you do and it’s best you be gone before you bring trouble down on us all. I’m off to Dirinan to sell my carvings, and it’s been decided you’ll come with me. Come along now.”
Five years old and she’d closed the door of her home behind her for the final time, small feet trudging through the thick snow towards the man’s cart. It was already loaded with crates, so she climbed up and perched between two of them, curling her body in an attempt to stay warm.
The journey had taken all day and night. He hadn’t spoken a word to her the entire day, apart from when he tossed her a hunk of bread and a blanket once night fell. 
They’d entered Dirinan not long after dawn. Freezing, hungry, and exhausted, she hadn’t taken in much of the port city, her gaze unseeing as the cart moved through quiet cobblestoned streets. Her mother was gone. That realisation had slowly sunk in during the long night. A shudder racked her frame.
Her mother was gone, and she’d never see her again. Nobody wanted her now. Tears iced on her cheek, but she barely noticed. The pain inside was much worse than the discomfort on the outside.

      ***The man didn’t say anything when he’d stopped the cart in front of a grey stone building either. She’d waited, shivering, while he went inside. When he came back out, he’d told her to get out of his cart, go inside, and never come back to the village.
Not knowing what else to do, she’d climbed down from the cart. He clicked his tongue and the cart took off. He didn’t look back. Shoulders hunched against the icy air, she turned and went inside the building.
The woman waiting beyond the front doors told her she was at an orphanage, a home for motherless children, and that she would be living there until she was old enough to leave. 
“What’s your name, girl?”
“Lira.”
“You have a last name?”
Lira had shrugged, unsure what that was. “Mama called me Lira.”
The woman masked her fear better than the villagers, but the man had clearly told the woman who she was, because the girl could see wariness in the stiffness of her shoulders and the way she held herself back, as if the girl carried some kind of disease. It was a familiar sight.
Five years old and already they were afraid of Shakar’s granddaughter.






  
  Chapter 2


“We could take them if we wanted. The Mage Council is only growing stronger, and we need to move before they become too powerful to bring down. The Shadowcouncil should give the order now.” 
A ripple of scornful laughter ran through the gathering, and the young man who’d spoken hunched down into his chair, cheeks flushed, a scowl on his face. Lira shifted, crossing and uncrossing her legs, trying to keep her impatience from becoming noticeable to those seated nearby.
She was so bored.
Once, she’d tried entertaining herself by keeping count of how many of these meetings she’d attended without anything actually happening, but they’d begun to blur together, and she’d stopped bothering. It was always the same thing over and over. Lots of talking and not much else.
“The Mage Council has been unassailably strong since Shakar was destroyed,” an impatient voice countered. It came from an older woman sitting on a crate towards the front of the room. Grey streaked her messily bound hair and dark soot smudged her jaw. “And the Darkmage was a mage of the higher order with multiple powerful magic abilities. Only a fool would think we’re strong enough to go at the council head on.”
Murmured agreement swept the gathering. It quickly cut off when the man standing at the head of the room lifted his hand. “As much as I appreciate your eagerness, Tornaal, Alegra is right. We still have a ways to go yet.” 
Lira’s bored gaze shifted to the leader of the Karonan cell of Underground, the secretive group answering to the even more secretive Shadowcouncil. He called himself Greyson, but she doubted it was his real name. His words were the same old spiel, amounting to nothing more than a meaningless pat on Tornaal’s head. She wanted to understand why, what exactly the Shadowcouncil were waiting for before they actually did something.
In the twenty-odd years since the war with the Darkmage had ended, the Mage Council had only grown stronger under the stewardship of its Magor-lier, Tarrick Tylender. The kingdoms of Tregaya and Rionn were firmly aligned with the council, Zandia nearly as close. Only Shivasa—the single kingdom to rally behind the Darkmage in a bid for greater land and power—remained a wary ally at best. Old wounds had proved hard to heal.
Mage apprentices still chose to swear allegiance to either the council or their respective monarchs after passing their trials, but the kingdoms had learned their lessons well from war. The balance of power between mage and civilian leadership was steady and relatively frictionless. 
At least, that’s what everyone lauded as the great success of the post-war years. The Shadowcouncil sneered at such balance, their followers contemptuous of the way the council allowed its power to be suborned by non-mage monarchs and their sovereign rule. And Shivasa, still far from a full recovery after the ravages of war, was the perfect breeding ground for their followers. Many Shiven still held grudges. None had liked losing. Some thought they should have fought on despite Shakar’s defeat, and installed another powerful mage to lead them.
Those people didn’t consider the war to be over. 
Lira wondered what her grandfather would think of the pretty names and the stultifying boredom of these endless meetings. She doubted he’d tolerate the lack of action, but then, he’d lost in the end. Maybe a ridiculous level of caution was the right approach.
“No we don’t,” Tornaal persisted, an angry flush on his face, bringing Lira sharply back to the present. It was rare for anyone to push once Greyson had shut a topic down. “We’ve got Shakar’s granddaughter, don’t we, his only living heir? We should start now before it’s too late and the council consolidate their strength further. All we ever do is talk—I’ve had enough of talking.”
Every gaze in the room shifted to Lira. Even though she sympathised with Tornaal’s sentiments, she needed to stay on Greyson’s good side, so she narrowed her eyes, made her voice waspish. “My grandfather didn’t get so close to bringing down the entire mage council and annexing three kingdoms by being a fool. If we move before we’re ready, it will all be for nothing. Unless you’ve come up with a way of bringing down Alyx Egalion—the council’s pet mage of the higher order who is ten times more powerful than any other mage alive—that you haven’t shared with us yet?”
Those sitting closest to Tornaal muttered in discontent. But none other than Tornaal were brave enough to gainsay her. He scowled. “You are his heir. You should be able to bring her down.”
“Tornaal, enough!” Greyson’s voice whipped out before Lira could respond, and the interruption both relieved and annoyed her. She hated being reined in like a dog on a leash, but if he hadn’t cut in then, she’d have likely unleashed the fury surging in her chest at Tornaal’s words and risked losing his loyalty. The anger didn’t subside easily either, bubbling in her chest and leaving a burning sensation at the back of her throat. How dare that boy challenge her strength?
The entire room froze at the command in Greyson’s voice, but as quick as he’d been to employ the control he held over them, his features softened almost as fast into a paternal smile. “Patience. I promise you will one day get everything you desire,” Greyson said. The smile and the warm understanding in his tone served to calm the young man and ease the restlessness rising in the room. “Now, are there any more questions before we finish up?”
Greyson was the oldest in the group by far—few of those old enough to remember the war were willing to start another one, even if they did sympathise with Underground’s sentiments. He was cell leader for a reason, with his silver-grey hair and pale brown eyes that could turn from warm and accommodating to firm and sharp in a blink. Lira had to regularly remind herself never to relax around him.
Her gaze ran over the gathering, studying it carefully. Underground liked to keep an air of mystery and secrecy to their meetings, hence their location in the cellar of a tailor’s shop—a space that was poorly lit and full of shadows. Attendees sat on a motley collection of uncomfortable chairs, stools, and crates, or stood along the walls.
Without exception, the group’s members were as ragged as the cellar. Their clothes were worn and plain, and dirt creased their pale Shiven skin. No doubt a glance at their fingers and palms would reveal dirty, chipped, fingernails and callouses born of hard work. Lira deliberately dressed the same way for these meetings—sliding into a skin that had once been hers and that allowed these people to feel she was one of them.
Which she was.
Her gaze lingered on one figure standing in the deepest shadow at the corner of the room. Whoever it was—Lira hadn’t gotten close enough to catch a glimpse of their face—was new tonight. She didn’t like it, had told Greyson so, but Greyson had assured her the individual was trusted. He wouldn’t tell her more than that, which had reinforced to Lira how little she was trusted.
She walked a fine line. As boring and useless as these meetings felt, she couldn’t afford to forget how precarious her position with Underground was. How important it was for her ends that they did trust her, follow her eventually. It could all go wrong very quickly if she wasn’t careful.
“Our notices in the south of the city near the causeway were taken down almost as soon as we put them up.” A young woman in the back spoke. “It’s like the city guard knew as soon as we did it.”
“We might have a spy.” The man beside her spoke loudly, a note of accusation in his voice.
Ugly muttering broke out through the space, only quieting when Greyson lifted his hand again. “It’s a possibility,” he agreed. “For that reason, the Shadowcouncil has dispatched the Darkhand to Karonan to investigate.”
A shiver of fear rippled through the room. Lira’s eyes narrowed. Her heartbeat quickened, a small thrill going through her before she quickly quashed it. Finally, an interesting development. The Darkhand—right hand and executioner of the Shadowcouncil—was in Karonan.
“The Shiven leader has a strong focus on wiping us out, as you all know, no thanks to General Caverlock and the council constantly whispering in his ear,” Greyson continued. “The city guard can keep taking the notices down, but we will keep putting them up. And if there’s a spy, the Darkhand will quickly take care of it.”
Mention of the Darkhand had quelled the room, adding a layer of fear and unease to the proceedings, but one of the braver attendees soon rallied. “We’ve already gotten three new recruits over the past two months from our notices,” he said proudly.
Lira held back the desire to roll her eyes at the clapping that rippled through the room, Greyson following suit with a proud smile on his face. If posting notices recruiting for new members was the only thing the Shadowcouncil was up to, they certainly wouldn’t be taking over the council in her lifetime. Yet that was all these meetings gave her insight into. But if the Darkhand was here… she doubted it was just to round up a potential spy. Maybe more was afoot than she’d realised.
“That will do for tonight,” Greyson said once the applause died. “You all have your jobs. Go to them.”
Stifling a sigh, Lira rose to go and stand beside Greyson near the exit, allowing everyone the opportunity to give her a nod or a wave or quick word as they filed out. Greyson liked to have her on display like that. He wanted them all to be reminded of their one shining symbol. 
The heir to the Darkmage.
She bore the scrutiny with a faint smile and straight shoulders, making sure she didn’t seem too approachable. Too nice and she’d lose the mystique of being the feared scion of Shakar. And if she lost that, then she’d lose her utility to the group—the one thing she couldn’t afford to lose. The hooded person that made Lira uneasy passed by without a word, not even looking in her direction.
The second last to leave, a young man who’d been sitting next to Tornaal, shook her hand eagerly, leaning in, his eyes alight at having her attention. Lira’s practised gaze caught the flash of the pocket watch tucked into his unbuttoned vest, and her free hand was halfway to it before she ruthlessly stopped herself.
That wasn’t her anymore. Even so, the urge was strong, and she was glad when he let go of her hand and headed up the stairs, removing temptation.
Once the last person had left, Lira turned to Greyson. She kept her voice casual, careful not to sound too interested. “What Tornaal said, he has a point. But I assume there are things happening in the background you don’t make them aware of. The Darkhand isn’t here to hunt down someone reporting notices to the city authorities, I’m guessing?”
The Darkhand was the blade of the Shadowcouncil. The one who carried out their most important, and dangerous, tasks. Those that crossed Underground found themselves at the mercy of the Darkhand, and the Darkhand gave none.
He frowned. “There are always things happening in the background. I thought you understood that our plans wouldn’t progress quickly.”
“I do.” She shrugged. “I guess I’m wondering when you’re going to start trusting me a little more. It’s hard to be the symbol you need me to be when I don’t know any more about what’s going on than Tornaal and his friends.”
“It’s not a matter of trust. It’s a matter of discretion. What you don’t know can’t be leaked if you’re caught, or if your mind is read by a telepath mage.”
“Fair. But I’m not just anyone. I would never betray the Shadowcouncil’s confidence. And I can help—more than just showing up at meetings and being on display for you.” She pushed a little.
“You will. It won’t be long now.” He smiled that warm paternal smile. She fought not to roll her eyes again—did he really think that worked on her? “In fact, we have a task for you.”
She tried not to let her leap of interest show on her face, was pretty sure she’d managed it. “Whatever you ask, it will be done.”
“The council representative in Karonan, Rawlin Duneskal, you know him?”
“Not personally, but I know who he is.” Lira made it her business to know everything she could about the eight mages sitting on the Mage Council. The Duneskals were an old and powerful pureblood family. Rawlin’s younger brother, Cario, had been killed by one of the Darkmage’s Hunters during the war.
“He’s been undertaking some work on behalf of Finn A’ndreas. He recently sent a report to the man. We need you to get your hands on it and bring it to me.” Greyson lowered his voice, even though they were alone. “The Shadowcouncil needs this done as soon as possible. This is important, Lira.”
The reason Lira was being asked to do this was abundantly clear. She was the only Underground member with any kind of access to Finn A’ndreas. Still, the apparent urgency of the task was odd. “What do they care about work being done by Temari Hall’s master librarian?” she asked in puzzlement.
“Even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you. Can you do this? If you can’t, say so now and I’ll find another way.” He turned grim, hesitating briefly. “You know the consequences of failure.”
“I can do it.” She replied without hesitation. She’d been wanting deeper access into the group, and this was her opportunity. Pull off this task successfully and she’d win the trust she needed.
“And quickly?” Greyson emphasised. “The Shadowcouncil need that report before A’ndreas can do anything with it.”
“I can get it to you within a week,” she promised, even though she had no idea whether that would be possible. She’d figure out a way. “Though it would help if I knew more about this report. What was it on? How long is it?”
“I can’t tell you.” He turned grim. “Just find a recent letter from Councillor Duneskal in A’ndreas’ office and bring it to me. That is all.”
“Consider it done,” she said confidently.
“Are you sure? Because—”
“I know what the Shadowcouncil does with those who fail it,” she reassured him. “It’s one of the things that impresses me most about them. We need soldiers who know how to succeed.”
He smiled a little, that paternal smile once more. “I knew I could count on you.”
She hesitated, hoping her agreement had won her a little latitude. “Can you tell me why the Shadowcouncil has dispatched the Darkhand here?” A shiver went through her at the thought of him in Karonan, paying attention to her activities. At the same time, he would be her Darkhand someday, and he was another key part of the mysterious Shadowcouncil she hadn’t been granted access to yet.
Greyson glanced up the stairs, then back at her. “Thanks for coming tonight.”
The polite dismissal sent irritation spiking through her. She briefly considered pressing harder for more information, but she hadn’t liked that little frown on his face at her questions, and she didn’t want them developing a hint of doubt about how loyal she was. It wasn’t like subtlety or patience were her greatest qualities, so she smiled instead. “I’ll get that information to you as soon as I can.”
“No more than a week, Lira.” He spoke with finality. “If you don’t have Duneskal’s report to me by then…”
“I will.” She left without another word, taking the narrow, rickety staircase leading up to the ground floor two steps at a time. Her boots thumped on the wood, echoing in the darkness, but there was no audience above to hear her coming. It was late. The tailor's shop had closed hours ago.
Outside, an icy breeze whispered through the Karonan streets, lifting fallen leaves and other debris, sending them rustling across the hardpacked dirt under her feet. This was her favourite part of going to the Underground meetings—the walk back afterwards, where it was just her and the mostly empty streets. Streets that were dark and shadowed in this part of the city after the sun had set for the day. No street lanterns burning all night like they did closer to the centre of Karonan, just the faint moonlight that did nothing to hide the rundown nature of the buildings or the occasional sight of a rat digging through debris gathered on the sides of the road.
It wasn’t a safe area to be walking in so late, but the solitude reminded her of the vague impressions she had of the time before. Memories of quiet and peace. Before the orphanage and sharing living space with thirty other children who either hated or feared her or both. Before… She swallowed, forcing that memory away before it could ache enough to ruin the peace of her walk.
Besides, it had been a very long time since Lira had been afraid of dark streets and shadowy corners. She’d almost welcome an attempted mugging or enterprising pick-pocketer; it would be a break from the boredom and restlessness that plagued her much of the time, no matter how hard she fought to pretend otherwise. 
Three blocks away from the tailor’s shop she ducked into an abandoned property between two failing businesses. Avoiding the interior—used as a squat by a group of homeless beggar children—she walked around to the ragged garden out the back.
After ensuring she was alone, she reached under a thick bush growing against the rotting wooden back fence. Her fingers closed over the rough weave of the plain duffel she kept there and dragged it out. Shivering, she tugged off the tattered shirt, jacket, and breeches she’d worn to the meeting. From the bag she pulled out much finer breeches and a long-sleeved tunic—both in grey—as well as her grey robe and staff.
She shrugged the robe on, belted it around her waist, then slid the staff into its holster down her back before reaching up to deftly weave the strands of her shoulder-length chestnut hair into a short braid.
It was only the work of moments to slide the Underground skin off and put her usual one back on.
After doing another check to ensure nobody was around to see her, she shoved the duffel with her Underground clothing back under the bush, then slipped through a gap in the fence into another narrow street. From there she headed for the main road leading to the northern causeway.
Lanterns lit the road here, and even this late a few riders and carriages moved in both directions along the causeway. Four of them—one for each direction of the compass—stretched across the lake surrounding the city and linked Karonan to the rest of Shivasa.
The city guards posted at the gates saw her robe and staff and waved her through with a friendly greeting. She gave them a nod of acknowledgement but didn’t otherwise return their greetings. Her strides lengthened past the gates, a vain attempt to keep warm. The cold wind was stronger out over the frozen lake and tugged relentlessly at her robe and hair.
The further she walked, the more the relaxation of her solitary journey faded and a familiar tightness began creeping through her muscles, coalescing in a faint pressure in her chest. That tightness was an old friend now, one she was rarely free of.
At the end of the causeway she turned left into a wide road leading a short distance towards a high stone wall. The main gates stood open, as always, lamps burning merrily in welcome, and the sight of them removed all remaining vestiges of the peace of her walk. Through the gates she caught glimpses of the sprawling grounds along the northern shore of the lake.
Movement stirred in the shadows beyond the lit torches at the entrance as the two apprentices on guard duty stepped out to see who was approaching. They wore the same grey robes and tunic as she did, the same wooden staffs hanging between their shoulder blades. A large, shaggy dog—one of the handful that added to the protection of the grounds—padded at their side. He seemed utterly uninterested in Lira as he yawned, revealing long, sharp teeth that would tear an intruder to shreds if he was given the order.
“You’re out late, Spider,” one of the apprentices called, the mocking tone in his voice a reminder that the nickname wasn’t a friendly one. His companion gave her a suspicious look. She ignored them both and walked through the gates.
Into Temari Hall and her life as a mage apprentice.






  
  Chapter 3


Before



The mages in their blue cloaks arrived at the orphanage several months after Lira had been dropped there like she was a sack of mouldy potatoes nobody wanted.
Not that the orphanage had wanted her any more than the villagers had. Word had quickly spread through the other children living there—Lira suspected one of them had been eavesdropping at the orphanage matron’s door when she arrived—that she was Shakar’s granddaughter. 
She didn’t understand why the villager had told the matron who she was. Why he hadn’t kept the secret the entire village had been keeping, her mother included. 
Her mother had always stayed away from the village as much as she could. Their hut was a long walk from the centre of town, and they only travelled to market when they had coin for food—and they only had coin when her mother managed to bring down a deer or other forest creature with a hide valuable enough to sell. 
But on the rare occasion they did go into the village, Lira had seen the fear and reserve on the faces of the villagers. She’d sensed the stiffening of her mother’s shoulders, heard the whispers behind their backs, had noticed that she was never invited to play in the games the other children enjoyed in the street, their laughter bright and happy. 
When her mother eventually tried to explain why this was the case, she told Lira that her grandfather had been a bad man who had hurt a lot of people.
“He died before you were born, but people around here have long memories.” Resignation and a hint of something else—anger?—filled her mother’s eyes. “They followed him, gave their lives for him, but he failed them. When something hurts you badly, Lira, it’s very hard to forget it. People find different ways to try and make the hurting stop. Sometimes they try to keep fighting for what they lost, never giving up on getting it back.” A shadow had rippled over her mother’s face at this. “And sometimes, like the people here, they get angry and blame their hurt on someone else.”
“But you said he died, Mama.” Lira tried to understand. “Why are they afraid of us?”
Her mother had looked away, eyes dropping to the floor. “They’re worried we might be like him. That we might do what he did. They’re afraid of getting hurt again.”
“Why don’t we leave? If they don’t want us here, we could go away. Where you were before you came here to have me.”
“They don’t want us either.” The bitterness in her mother’s voice had made Lira flinch, but her mother hadn’t even noticed. She’d gone somewhere else in her mind. “Those council mages and their fine clothes and lives of comfort. He just…” Her mother had blinked, coming back to herself abruptly, the look in her face vanishing as if it had never been there. “We have each other, all right?”
Lira had nodded.
Her mother had pulled her close. “I know it’s hard, but the real danger you have to be careful of is those who would welcome us. Those who want to fight on. You stay away from those people, Lira. You understand me?”
Lira didn’t understand, not really, though she pretended she did for her mother’s sake. Lira didn’t even know this bad man. What did the bad things he’d done have to do with either of them? 
After long contemplation, she’d eventually decided the why didn’t matter. It just was what it was. Like the endless cold and the relentless hunger in her belly. There was nothing to be done but simply bear it. Still, it taught her how people behaved when they were truly afraid of something. A lesson she resolved not to forget.
But the word welcome stayed with her for a long time after. Would it be so bad, to find the people that would want them? It might be nice. To be wanted.
In some ways, amidst such unwelcoming new surroundings, Lira found the wariness and instant dislike she faced at the orphanage almost comforting in their familiarity. In other ways, it was worse than the village, because there was no isolated hut to retreat to with her mother where they could hide from the world together. Where Lira could forget the looks and her mother’s unease. Where she felt loved.
At the orphanage there was no escape from any of it. Nobody to seek solace from. Only the long, draughty room she shared with ten other girls of various ages who took one look at Lira and decided she was an outcast.
A big, yawning chasm had opened in Lira’s chest since her mother’s death, and she became terrified that she might fall into it one day and never come out again. It made her afraid to sleep, to be still too long, to let quiet settle around her when the chasm would grow bigger and bigger until her breath came in panicked gasps and her fingers clenched and unclenched at her sides. She slept as little as she could and made sure to always stay busy, keeping her thoughts occupied, away from the hole in her chest or memories of her mother.
 When the mages came, the matron brought Lira downstairs to a reception area. It was usually used to display the orphanage’s attractive and better-behaved children when childless couples came to adopt. Lira had never been taken to that room, and she knew she never would—not even desperate parents would want the grandchild of such a bad man—so being escorted there had raised a flame of surprised hope in her chest.
Maybe there would be escape from this never-ending loneliness after all. Maybe a home and a family would close the hole and she could stop being afraid of it.
A fire crackled in the hearth, and Lira angled her body toward it when the matron left her standing there with a sharp instruction to be quiet and wait. It was the first time she’d ever been in a properly warm room. The winters in far north Shivasa were brutal, and the orphanage didn’t spend what little coin they had on any more than the bare minimum for the children they housed. Her muscles loosened, and a languid sort of contentment spread through her body. It was the nicest thing she’d felt since leaving the village.
When the door opened, she spun guiltily away from the fire, every muscle in her body tensing up. A woman shrouded in a fine blue cloak walked in. Lira knew nothing of mages and magic, but she’d immediately felt something in this woman’s presence that spoke of power and utter assuredness. She wore it as easily as she wore the perfectly fitted cloak on her shoulders. With her was a tall, broad-shouldered, Shiven man with a magnificent sword at his hip. 
The woman paused only for the briefest of seconds, her green eyes narrowing slightly at the sight of Lira before she continued into the room. “Please, sit with me.”
Lira took one of the chairs by the fire, perching warily on its edge. Her gaze flicked to the man, who closed the door and remained there, still but watchful.
“You’re Lira?” The woman sat in front of her. She had neatly braided brown hair, and while there was little overt warmth or friendliness in her demeanour, Lira didn’t feel threat or fear from her either. 
That earned the woman a nod.
“I’m Alyx. Councillor Alyx Egalion—I’m the head of Temari Hall, where mages are trained. I also sit on the Mage Council.” The woman paused. “Do you have a last name?”
Lira shook her head, glanced over the mage’s shoulder. The man seemed calm and very… solid, and her eyes snagged again on the magnificent sword at his hip. The hilt had been dyed a deep midnight blue. Red jewels set into the grip glittered in the firelight, making Lira think of a leaping flame. When he caught her looking at him, he winked. She wasn’t sure what to make of that, too unfamiliar with kindness to understand the difference between it and mockery. 
“That’s Dashan.” Alyx gestured to the man at the door. “He’s a Taliath. What do you know about mages and Taliath, Lira?”
“Nothing.”
A little smile curled at Alyx’s mouth, as if Lira’s refusal to answer with more than a single word amused, rather than annoyed, her. Yet Alyx and Dashan’s lack of obvious fear confused Lira, put her on the back foot. She didn’t know how to deal with it.
“I’m told that you are a relative of Shakar, Lira.” A shadow passed briefly over Alyx’s eyes. “Do you know who that is?”
“A very bad man.” She parroted the words her mother had said. “He hurt a lot of people.”
Sadness flickered over Alyx’s face and her shoulders sagged a little. Over by the door, the man’s face turned grim, Shiven eyes dark as coals. Lira retreated further into herself, shoulders hunching. Despite their apparent lack of fear, these people hadn’t forgotten the bad things her grandfather had done. They remembered them as clearly as Lira remembered the day her mother had died. So they must hate her then, even if they were pretending not to.
For the first time, she wondered exactly what it was he’d done.
“That’s right. He was powerful because he had magic… a lot of magic.” Alyx settled back in her chair, calm and composed once again. “Judging by what I’ve picked up since I walked in here, nobody is comfortable with the fact that you’re related to Shakar.”
There was still no fear in Alyx Egalion, no wariness, no distrust. Cautiously, Lira spoke. “Mama said people are afraid that we’re like him.”
Alyx glanced at Dashan, a look of regret on her face. He shrugged. “The Shiven loyal to Shakar suffered, especially the rural populations, and they have long memories. Some don’t understand enough about you and how the new council operates to see past their fear. Others just don’t want to.”
“She’s just a child.” Alyx sounded exasperated.
“It’s not just fear, Aly-girl,” Dashan said. “It’s anger and grief and bitterness. Shakar is gone, but she’s a reminder of what could happen again. We should be grateful she hasn’t been placed in the path of those who…” His voice trailed off, as if he suddenly realised Lira could also hear what he was saying.
“Where is your mother, Lira?” Alyx asked gently.
“She died.”
“How?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’m very sorry.” Alyx seemed awkward, as if she wasn’t comfortable with offering sympathy. “Did she have magic?”
Lira shrugged. She’d never seen her mother use magic, but then she’d never seen anyone use magic. Perhaps it was an invisible thing.
“Did you know that the village where you lived, they kept you a secret, you and your mother both? Nobody knew Shakar had a daughter or a granddaughter, not until you were brought here and they told the matron.” Alyx paused. “It seems Shakar kept his daughter a secret too.”
Lira still said nothing. None of this meant anything to her, though there was an odd intensity in Alyx’s voice which made her curious.
“We spoke with the villagers. They said your mother left the village after the war, went away and came back when she was pregnant with you. Do you know where she went?”
“No.”
“What about your father?”
“I don’t know who he is.” Lira had no memory of him. She’d known that she must have one, but the one time she’d asked about it her mother had promised to tell her when she was older. “It will be too hard to understand if I try and explain now. One day, I promise.”
“Why isn’t he here with us?” she’d asked.
Her mother had drawn her close, turning her face away. “He didn’t want to be.”
Alyx let out a breath. She seemed frustrated, impatient, but her annoyance didn’t appear to be directed at Lira. “I’m told your magic has broken out.”
Lira shook her head.
Alyx frowned. “So it’s not true that your hands sometimes glow with a violet light? The villager who brought you here told the matron he’d seen you do it.”
“That’s not magic.” A light was just that, a light. It couldn’t do anything useful.
Dashan’s chuckle filled the room. “I like this one, Alyx.”
“Can you do anything else?” Alyx asked her.
Lira shook her head.
“Are you all right here, Lira? Do you get enough to eat, lessons on reading and writing, that sort of thing?”
“Yes.” Even though she still went to bed hungry, she received meals daily at the orphanage, and that hadn’t always been the case back in the village.
“That’s good. Thank you for talking to me today, Lira.” Alyx smiled. “It was nice to meet you. Do you have any questions for me?”
“Why aren’t you afraid of me?”
Alyx’s smile widened. “Because there’s no reason to be. Magic usually breaks out in mages anywhere between thirteen to eighteen years old, although you might be early given you already have the light. When it happens, you’ll be welcome at Temari Hall. I’ll make sure the matron here knows to send you to us. I look forward to seeing you there.”
Dashan had shifted then, opening the door for Alyx as she rose from her chair. His voice dropped to a murmur, but Lira could still hear him. “You don’t think we should take her with us?”
“And put her in the middle of all the prying eyes of Karonan? I think that might be even worse than the childhood she’ll have here.” Alyx had sounded troubled. “You know how some people…” Her voice trailed off, dropping even lower.
“Best word of her not spread further than necessary.” Dashan nodded, glanced at Lira before returning to Alyx. “Let’s make sure the matron is paid well to keep an eye on her.”
“Good idea. And we’ll get any mages travelling through Dirinan to drop in and check on her until she breaks out. They can also make sure nobody…”
A brief silence as they began walking away, then Alyx, barely audible: “She has his eyes, Dash. If I had any doubt before I came here about those villagers’ claims…”
“She’s got more than just his eyes. That look she skewered you with… that was…” Their voices faded away completely then.
Lira waited another moment, then rose from her chair and walked to the window where she could watch as Alyx and Dashan spoke with the matron on the front steps while two other mages lingered in the snowy street. After a few moments they all clambered into a carriage and drove away.
A hunger woke in Lira then, a shaft of hope that pierced the endless dark hole in her and made it briefly less oppressive.  A hunger not for food. Or for warmth.
For welcome.
One day she could go to Temari Hall. And they would welcome her. And even if they didn’t… well, her mother had spoken of others too, that would want her. If she could find them.
Those who still fought in her grandfather’s name.






  
  Chapter 4


The familiar mix of wariness and isolation settled over Lira’s shoulders as she walked through the gates of Temari Hall. It was an old friend, one as familiar as an old pair of boots, worn and perfectly fitted. 
It was well past curfew for initiates, but third and fourth year apprentices were given more leeway than the younger students, and they took full advantage of it. Although in Lira’s case, it wasn’t to spend her nights hanging out in the tower’s common rooms or enjoying the inns of north Karonan.
Beyond the front gates was a circular pebbled drive, wide enough to handle several carriages at once, with a grassy circle and graceful weeping tree in the centre. Lit torches lined the drive, keeping the Temari Hall entry bright and welcoming at all hours of the day and night.
Instinctively uncomfortable with being so visible, Lira turned left once she was through the gates and walked around the outside of the drive, beyond the pools of light cast by the torches. Here it was just soft grass and carefully landscaped gardens.
Alyx Egalion had designed her school for mages as an echo of her Rionnan palace childhood home right on the edge of the Shiven capital. Lira wasn’t sure whether that was hubris, homesickness, some misguided attempt to bring the two countries closer together, or all of the above. Either way, nobody in Karonan liked it. Not that anyone said that aloud within hearing distance of mages.
Shiven Leader Tarian Astohar held a firm grip over the city and his governing officials, and he was a close ally of Tregaya and Rionn, the kingdoms he and his rebels had allied with in the war to defeat Shakar and his Shiven army. The Taliath general at his side bolstered his strength and made him almost untouchable. But things were very different outside the city, where Astohar’s reach and influence weren’t as strong, and where many held allegiances to the way things had been under the previous leader.
Lira had once asked during a strategy class how Astohar maintained power given Shivasa was the only kingdom on the continent that allowed its citizens to vote for their leader.
“Astohar came to power because his rebels, allied with Egalion and her army, defeated the previous Shiven leader and Shakar, and because the kings of Tregaya and Rionn backed him. He’s held power since because of creative management of the voting process,” her master had answered, then completely lost Lira when he went on to explain the intricacies of how the voting process had been administered so that it skewed in Astohar’s favour.
Lira’s quick stride brought her around to where the circular drive ended in front of the school’s signature building, a graceful tower reaching high into the sky. Two more apprentices stood guard at the top of the steps leading to the open double doors of the tower entrance—where the mage initiates and apprentices slept and studied.
She didn’t like the apprentices on guard knowing she’d been out of the grounds late, but being caught sneaking in or out would look even more suspicious. So she’d cultivated a reputation for occasionally taking walks along the river at night—leaning into the general view of her as an aloof and unfriendly student who liked to get away from everyone as much as possible.
One of the guards she didn’t recognise, but the other was familiar from her Mapping class. A quick search of memory dragged up the name Perin. She usually didn’t bother to take note of her classmates’ names but Perin was annoyingly outspoken in class.
“Spider. Out for one of your creepy walks?” Perin gave her a brisk nod, looking her up and down as if to satisfy himself she posed no threat. He was one of the ones that hid his unease around her with bluster and false bravado. The other apprentice stayed well away, shooting her a wary look, but saying nothing.
Lira ignored them both as she walked through the doors and into the hall, heading for the sweeping staircase immediately ahead that would take her up to the higher levels. 
Spider. Lira had been bestowed the nickname barely a month after her arrival at the mage academy. It set her apart, made the younger students afraid of her and the older ones keen to challenge her in any competition. It made for no friends.
But that was what you got for being the granddaughter of the most powerful, and evil, mage to ever walk the world. Especially when her hands lit up with the same striking violet as his magic when she used hers—despite having no concussive magic herself.
Especially when she apparently looked just like him.
As she’d grown older and learned more about the Darkmage, Lira had begun to hope that she would have that same power too. That all the hate and fear might be worth something. She’d clung to that hope with everything she had.
If she could be as powerful as him, then she could make them forget about Shakar and remember her instead. She could stop living in the shadow of a man she’d never known. She could take control of her life rather than have it forced upon her.
But she wasn’t a mage of the higher order like Shakar.
Accepting that had been so bitterly disappointing it had taken months for the overwhelming despair to settle into a faint but constant ache in her chest, an ache that widened the frightening chasm of emptiness still inside her. Even now the thought made her unhappy, angry, restless. But it was also what pushed her to be better, stronger, to prove that she didn’t have to be a mage of the higher order to be the best. And she would be the best. It was the only way to wrest her life back under her control.
“Late night for you, Lira.”
She started from her thoughts at the familiar voice of a fellow third year apprentice leaning against the arch of the library entrance. Mind busy, her feet had carried her along the well-worn path to the second level where the school’s library took up most of the floor. An exit at the back of the stacks served as a shortcut up to the eastern side of the fourth floor dormitory level where her room was.
“Is it?” she asked, slowing reluctantly. 
“You’re normally tucked up in bed at this time, no?” Garan Egalion crossed his arms, lazy smile on his face as he regarded her. His grey apprentice robe was half off one shoulder, and his brown hair was even messier than usual, like he’d been running his hands through it deliberately. Which he probably had. He no doubt thought it made him more charming.
She wasn’t charmed.
“While you’re normally anywhere but in the library,” she countered. In fact, she was never in bed at this hour. She usually didn’t get to sleep until well after midnight, snatching a few hours’ rest before rising at dawn to start the day. But nobody knew that. They thought she retired to her room early each night because she had nothing else to do, and that suited her just fine.
He leaned towards her, voice dropping to a mock-conspiratorial whisper. “I’ll tell you my reason if you tell me yours.”
“That only works if I’m interested in what you’re doing, which I’m not.” Irritation rose, and she glanced into the library, wondering if it was worth her dignity to push past him. She decided it wasn’t. It crashed down on her then, how much this place wore on her. How inane it so often felt. As quickly as the feeling had come, she pushed it away. 
She had a task from the Shadowcouncil now. That was something to focus on. Something to do.
His grin only widened. “Are you excited about tomorrow?”
“You mean, am I excited about beating you? Not particularly. It’s only an exhibition match.” She glanced past him again, wishing he’d stop talking. The fewer people who saw how late she was heading back to her room the better.
He scoffed in disbelief. The exhibition matches were traditionally held the day before mid-winter break, and the inevitable duel between Lira and Garan had been building for the three years they’d been at Temari Hall. The two strongest telekinetic mages at the academy were a drawcard that nobody intended to miss. Lira hadn’t been faking her lack of excitement though. The only thing she intended to get out of the match was a decisive win. One step at a time to making them all see her. Respect her.
A new voice made them both straighten sharply. “How about you both head off to your rooms and get some rest before the match?” 
The mild but firm tone of the master librarian had Lira cursing under her breath—he was the last person she wanted to notice her out of her room so late. Especially since she was going to be robbing him sometime over the next week. Garan was too self-involved to make anything of it, but Master Finn A’ndreas was the smartest man in Karonan. Not even Lira was willing to tangle with him.
“Yes, sir.” Lira nodded respectfully.
“Sir,” Garan echoed, a sober look squashing the charming grin he’d been wearing.
Lira ducked past A’ndreas to head for her shortcut. She had no desire to prolong their interaction with conversation—it would just make him more likely to remember the encounter later. And she needed him not to be thinking that she’d been behaving oddly when he realised the report he’d gotten from Duneskal was missing.
“Lira?” The master’s voice followed her, and she cursed inwardly before turning around.
“Yes, sir?”
“I’ll be travelling to Alistriem for the mid-winter break. Is there anything you’d like me to bring back from the palace library?”
King Cayr Llancarvan kept a massive, well-stocked library even more impressive than the one in Temari Hall. It was almost as grand as the one in Carhall, not that Lira had ever seen either. Despite her deliberate aloofness, Master A’ndreas had always welcomed Lira’s interest in his library and her voracious reading habit—something he encouraged by bringing books from Alistriem where she had an interest.
He thought she loved knowledge, learning, reading about new things. He had no idea of the real reason behind her interest in his library, and she had no interest in clearing up his misconception. He probably wouldn’t even understand it properly if she did.
“No thank you, sir. I’ve got plenty to read at the moment.” She squashed the urge to question him about when exactly he was leaving and how long he’d be gone. 
He nodded, eyes creasing a little as if he wanted to say something more, but she walked away without another word, hoping to keep him from speaking further. Finn A’ndreas was a clever man, a firm but kind teacher. But none of that made up for who he was, or what her life had been. She didn’t need friends or mentors. It was too late for any of that.
“Night, Lira! See you tomorrow,” Garan called out, a laughing note in his voice. Because of course he was amused rather than chastened. It wasn’t like he would be in trouble for being out after curfew. Not when the library master was also his uncle.
Everything about Garan Egalion was designed to make her dislike him. Son of the influential Ladan Egalion and Dawn A’ndreas, the kingdom of Rionn’s Lord-Taliath and Lord-Mage respectively, he was also the nephew of Alyx Egalion, the world’s most powerful mage and head of Temari Hall. That meant everything came easy to Garan and always would. He coasted by in his studies and charmed everyone and everything around him. All qualities that she detested.
Yet he was the only apprentice that ever talked to her in a friendly way, seemingly not put off by her name or her determined reluctance to engage with anyone. He treated her like he treated everyone else at Temari. But even that annoyed her—nobody was that friendly, that tolerant. It was a mask he wore just like hers. Only his was formed of ease and privilege, while hers came from constant, desperate clawing for survival.
Lira pushed open the door to her tiny dormitory room, sparing only a brief glance for the empty bed inches apart from her own. She’d not once had a roommate throughout her three years at Temari Hall. Nobody wanted to share a room with Spider.
It was something else to use to her advantage. The last thing she wanted was another person invading her space, making her uncomfortable. Friends were an unnecessary annoyance. It wasn’t like you could rely on them. 
She’d learned that lesson many times over.

      ***Lira woke at dawn the next day, and made her way along with the rest of the initiates and apprentices down to the dining hall for breakfast. It sat across a pretty garden from the tower’s back entrance, the path leading to it wide and surfaced with crushed pink-coloured pebbles. The previous night’s snowfall had already been swept to either side of the path.
Her thoughts were busy as she walked, already tackling the problem of getting into Master A’ndreas’ private office in the library, and failing finding the report in there, his private rooms on the grounds. Him being away for mid-winter, along with most of the school, was going to make access much easier, but it also worked against her. A’ndreas was a clever man, and when he realised the report was missing, the suspect pool was going to be too small.
She’d already decided she’d have to copy the report and deliver that to Greyson, rather than take the original. That way A’ndreas would never know it was gone.
She’d have to break into his office at night. That would give her time to search and then copy the document out. A little smile tugged at her face at the thought, one she quickly dispelled. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t let… But before she could finish that thought, the noise spilling out from the dining hall interrupted her, a welcome distraction as she stepped inside it. 
 A long, single-story building, it was filled wall to wall with rectangular tables that seated the hundred and twenty-two students living at Temari. It was always a loud and airy space, but today it was even more raucous than usual. The conversation was conducted in excited tones, its noise mixing with trays clattering down on tables, chairs dragging along the stone floor and cutlery ringing against plates and bowls.
Lira lined up for her tray of food—a bowl of oatmeal, two slices of toasted bread, and a small dish of jam—then carried it to a table along the far wall, as far from where everyone else was sitting as possible. There she sat, alone, and ate hungrily.
Nobody looked her way, accustomed by now to Spider’s solitary habits. She wondered sometimes how many meals she would have to skip for anyone to notice she was missing. 
Loud laughter erupted from the table in the centre of the hall where Garan Egalion sat. His arm was slung around his current girl’s shoulder, a laughing grin on his handsome face, his free hand spooning oatmeal and preparing to flick it at one of his friends sitting across from him. The cluster of tables in the middle of the hall was the dais from which the brightest stars of Temari Hall—either pureblood mage lineage or kingdom nobility or both—held court every mealtime.
Everyone else sat at tables further away. How much further was dependent on their status and popularity. At the moment, those sitting along the outer edges of the room were mostly initiates. Only a few months into their first year at Temari, they’d not yet had the opportunity to win accolades or build relationships. Second year apprentices with no pureblood mage connections sat a little closer in, and so forth.
The apprentices gathered at the tables around Garan were laughing along with him, their moods bright and excited. There were no classes today because of the exhibition matches, and then they were all leaving tomorrow, either going home or travelling for the two week mid-winter break.
Lira looked away as bitterness swelled in her chest. She was neither nobility nor pureblood mage—Shakar might have been the most powerful mage that ever lived, but he’d been born of non-magic parents. And nobody had a clue who Lira’s parents had been. Even if she’d wanted a spot amongst the centre tables, it would never be hers.
They were so carefree, so unaware. She often wondered what it would feel like to have such a golden life unimpeded by needing to worry about staying warm or finding enough food to eat. To feel such simple and unrestrained happiness.
Temari Hall gave her food and clothes now, while she learned there, but never far from her mind was that one day soon she’d graduate as a mage and have to make her own way again. Unrestrained happiness wasn’t for people who knew how quickly fortunes could turn bad. 
Lira ate as quickly as she could, annoyed and uncomfortable in the raucous holiday atmosphere, and stacked her tray before striding quickly from the hall and back to the tower.
Walking past the main entrance, she slowed at the sight of the courtyard outside busy with people crowding around an ornate carriage and its fine horses. Snow drifted down from the sky in soft flakes. Alyx Egalion and her husband were leaving for Alistriem today, not that Lira could see either of them amongst the blue-cloaked mage warriors and handful of Taliath surrounding the carriage.
The sight made her roll her eyes. What need did Egalion have for a protection detail? She was the most powerful mage alive, not to mention the Taliath invulnerability to magic she’d absorbed from her Taliath husband. No assassin would ever get near her.
Appearances mattered, she supposed, and it probably wouldn’t do for a Mage Council member to travel around without visible trappings of their wealth and power. Lira made a note of it. She would need those trappings one day.
Dismissing the activity in the courtyard, she turned and made for the library, already longing for the days ahead. Master A’ndreas would remain for the exhibition matches along with all the other masters, but most of them would leave the next morning. Only one master would be in residence for the next two weeks—to keep an eye on the handful of students staying.
She’d wait a single night after A’ndreas left, to be extra cautious, then she’d make her move the following night. All going well, she’d find what Underground wanted, copy it out before dawn and get it straight to Greyson. If not, she’d have another night to complete the task and still get it to Greyson before a week had passed. She doubted the Shadowcouncil would do anything permanent to harm her if she failed in their task—there weren’t any other heirs to the Darkmage lying around, after all—but the consequences would no doubt be unpleasant.
An unbidden spark of excitement flickered in the base of her stomach, one she crushed without thought or hesitation, well-practiced now. Just as smoothly she switched her thoughts back to the next couple of weeks. Free of the tedium of lessons and irritation of other students constantly around, Temari Hall would be quiet and free. Avoiding the handful of other students also staying was easy. She could be properly alone. The tightness in her chest loosened a little at the thought.
For now, she planned to use the no-doubt empty library to get a start on homework from Mapping and Languages classes. Not to mention scribble down the notes she needed for her other project.
Once that was done, she’d turn her mind to planning out her approach to A’ndreas’ office and rooms. It would have to be well-considered. Getting caught would be a disaster in all senses of the word, her plans over before they’d even begun. Part of her remained curious as to why the Shadowcouncil was so interested in whatever Duneskal was doing for him… 
Lira dismissed her musings. It didn’t matter why they wanted the information. They’d finally given her something meaningful to do, and she had no intention of wasting the opportunity.
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