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Ever wondered what Finn A’ndreas truly thought when Lira Astor arrived at Temari Hall?

When you sign up for my monthly newsletter, The Dock City Chronicle, you’ll receive a piece of exclusive content from the world of Heir to the Darkmage: a deleted prologue in which Finn writes a private letter to his sister, Dawn — the Lord-Mage of Rionn.

It’s a rare glimpse into Finn’s thoughts at a pivotal moment, never included in the published books.

.

Each edition of The Chronicle includes:

Insider updates on my books

Fantasy world news and hot takes

Questionable book memes

My reading recommendations

Exclusive sneak peeks and previews

.

Sign up for the Chronicle and enter the adventure…
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  Prologue


A’ndreas, 
Attached is the information you wanted. There really wasn’t much recovered back then, just burned scraps, but I asked one of the Hub’s clerks to summarise the remnants for you, as per below. It’s from a journal, apparently, so there’s probably a little more dramatic licence taken than you’d like.
Next time please chase down your own research. I already have too many things demanding my attention when I travel to Carhall, I don’t have time to spend in dusty archives doing favours for you.
Regards,
Councilor Rawlin Duneskal
Mage Council representative to Karonan
Summary of burned remains.
We take them as babies.
Small infants handed over to us by willing—and sometimes not so willing—parents to stern-faced soldiers. They are transported—
…
We place each new infant in a wooden crib in a room filled with rows of identical wooden cribs. Nurses make sure the babies are fed and changed when they need to be. During the day, they are removed from the cribs and left there to roll, crawl, or toddle about the room. They are taken outside for an hour or two of sunshine and fresh air each afternoon.
…
Any physical or other kind of affection is strongly discouraged. The children are never kissed or hugged. Never spoken to outside the bare necessities of issuing instructions. When—
…
…are able to walk un-aided, they are removed from the first room and placed in another. This one with narrow beds and windows. They are given names, then, so they can respond when being individually called upon. We never—
…
—when their training started. The children are woken an hour before dawn by a loud bell and a firm instruction to get up and dress. They return to their beds an hour before midnight. The long day in between is filled with learning. Affection of any sort continues to be discouraged. Any nurse or minder seen violating this rule is instantly—
…
At sixteen years of age, those that have survived the many tests and trials along the way—we find by this age usually only half of the children remain—are considered ready. They are dressed and equipped and sent away to fulfil their purpose.
…
When he was still alive, he occasionally visited, that eerily remote expression of his taking in the rectangular room and the tiny children within it. Assessing. Thinking. No doubt working them into his plans.
After his death, we kept taking the babies. Kept planning, preparing.
...
We have been discovered! The recent disaster has doomed us. Such ability to… was not supposed to be possible. I do not think—
End of summary of burned remains.






  
  Chapter 1


Lira moved quick-footed through the dark library. Lonely books and rolls of parchment sat neatly stacked side by side on endless rows of shelves that towered above her. The air was still. The silence was heavy with a sense of emptiness, abandonment. 
Exactly as it had been that night.
Only this time the air wasn’t so cold that her breath frosted in front of her face and there was no terrifying rattling sound echoing through the darkness, like chains being dragged inexorably across the floor.
Lira paused anyway when she reached the edge of the study atrium near the main library entrance, years of living on the dangerous streets of a port city having trained her to always study an open space before entering it. The tables were draped in silvery moonlight from windows high above. Some of the chairs were askew, and scraps of forgotten parchment lay scattered under a centre table. An initiate had left their brown robe hanging off the back of one chair.
It was as she’d expected. Lira had waited until it was nearer dawn than midnight before venturing down the side stairwell from her dormitory level, wanting to be sure the earlier party to welcome back the kidnapped students had finished. Tired initiates and apprentices would seek their beds, not the library.
Her staff hung loose but ready from her left hand. The nightmare of the past few weeks might be over, but she’d never walk into this library unarmed ever again. 
Confident the area was clear, Lira set off across the atrium, weaving quickly between tables and chairs, wanting to reach the cover of the shadowy stacks on the opposite side as soon as possible. She did her best to ignore the sharp tug of pain in her left calf and the echoing ache in her right side. Finn A’ndreas and his apprentice healers had done a good job on her multiple injuries, but everything still felt sore when she pushed herself. The stairs down into the library had caused multiple registers of complaint from her still-healing body.
Once she reached the opposite side, her shoulders relaxed, and she slowed her pace, all senses alert for anything that would warn her that she wasn’t alone. But even on a regular day, nobody came to the library this late, including its master, Finn A’ndreas.
Success tonight was vital.
Her position within Underground, a secretive rebel group run by the Shadowcouncil, wavered on a precarious edge. They’d claimed to have kidnapped her along with the other apprentices to maintain her cover with the Mage Council… but Lira still couldn’t shake the look of triumph on Lucinda’s face when Lira had been strapped to that table to be experimented on. It was seared into her memory.
They’d wanted something else from her. And even though she’d been returned alive to Temari Hall along with the others, Lira hadn’t made the mistake of thinking her position within the group was as secure as it had been. She had openly flouted Lucinda in her efforts to survive her kidnapping, and the Shadowcouncil member wasn’t the type to forgive or forget disloyalty.
The only way Lira could think to regain their trust was to complete the task they’d set her before her kidnapping—stealing a letter that Councillor Rawlin Duneskal had written to A’ndreas. If she could get her hands on that, then she could present it to Greyson, the local Underground cell leader, as proof of her contrition and ongoing loyalty to the group. 
Of course, she was gambling on the fact that Underground didn’t have good enough access to Temari Hall to have accomplished the task in her absence. But Lira was accustomed to gambling with bad odds.
And if she was successful, she could not only continue spying on Underground for the Mage Council, but more actively help the council destroy them.
Lucinda would burn for what she’d done to Lira.
And if Lira earned the trust and respect of the council in the process, even better. It would only make achieving her ultimate goal that much easier. A seat on the council. All of them seeing her rather than her grandfather.
The door to A’ndreas’ office was closed and locked, but that was no trouble for a telekinetic mage who’d learned to pick locks far trickier than this one by the age of eight. Lira slipped inside and closed the door behind her.
She waited the few moments it took for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior—but even then she could only just make out the piles of parchment and books stacked haphazardly on the desk. It was too dark to make out what any of them were. 
Reluctantly, she summoned just enough of her magic to bathe her hands in a violet glow, then began methodically going through what was on the desk. She didn’t want to touch anything she didn’t have to. As chaotic as it looked, Finn A’ndreas was a very clever man, and she doubted he didn’t have some system for managing everything in here. Or a way of noticing if it were different than how he’d left it.
One scrawled note near the centre of his desk caught her eye—her name was written on it, along with the students who had been kidnapped with her. It looked as if he’d been musing on the reasons they’d been taken, or maybe just trying to figure out what had happened to them by putting his thoughts to words. Next to Haler’s name, he’d scrawled a ‘why’ with lots of question marks after it. But what made Lira freeze was what was written beside her name.
‘Who is her father? Is he connected?’
Lira had no idea who her father was, only that he’d been someone her mother knew during the time she’d lived in Karonan, and that he’d had no interest in being a parent. Lira didn’t even know if he’d been aware the mother of his child was the Darkmage’s daughter.
Lira doubted it. Her mother had been so secretive about her identity. And surely her father would have taken more interest if he’d known he’d fathered an heir to Shakar Astor? Especially if he was involved with Shakar’s old network. No, A’ndreas was on the wrong track. Which didn’t help her at all.
A faint creak outside—just one of the shelves settling—broke Lira from her daze. Getting lost in A’ndreas’ musings about her father wasn’t what she was here for. Her father had never been a factor in Lira’s life and that wasn’t going to change. Ignoring the parchment, she continued with her search.
Frustration began to affect her focus as time passed and she had no luck. The violet glow from her magic was bright enough that anyone passing through the dark library would notice it glimmering through the narrow space under A’ndreas’ office door, and even though the chances of that were small, there was only one mage at Temari Hall who wielded magic of that colour.
Nothing on the desk looked like correspondence—it was mostly student homework, research material, and A’ndreas’ musings on various things. The man liked to write a lot of random notes.
Trying to ignore the impatience rising in her chest, she moved her search from the desk to the shelves behind it, forcing herself to slow enough to run her gaze thoroughly and methodically over everything.
Just as she’d decided she was going to have to start physically rifling through the things on his desk and shelves, her searching gaze caught several pages of stacked parchment sticking out from inside a book… and the wax seal on one edge looked familiar. When she gently tugged it out, the full seal of the Mage Council was revealed—the leaping flames of a bonfire.
Glancing behind her to ensure she was still alone, Lira carefully opened the book, took out the parchment, and placed the book back. She searched through the pages, heart leaping in triumph when she saw Councillor Duneskal’s scrawled signature at the bottom of one of the pages.
This had to be the letter the Shadowcouncil was looking for. 
Although… the contents didn’t seem particularly interesting or important. Duneskal complaining about doing a favour for A’ndreas by collecting the remains of some old journal from the archives in Carhall. Lira let out a breath. Maybe Underground had just been testing her ability to access A’ndreas.
To be sure, she made quick work of searching over the remaining shelves. But she couldn’t see anything else that looked like a letter, and she didn’t have the time to physically search every document in the room. 
It was risky to take the letter with her—A’ndreas would notice it missing sooner rather than later—but she didn’t have time to linger and copy it all out. She’d been in here too long already. She would just have to hope he put the missing letter down to his untidiness.
After carefully folding the parchment and tucking it inside her robe, Lira let go of the trickle of magic she’d been using and stood still until her eyes adjusted back to the dim light. Then she eased the office door open and stared out into the dark row of stacks beyond to make sure they were empty. Assured of that, she slipped out and closed it behind her, using a touch of magic to re-engage the lock.
Just as the lock clicked into place, something made her hesitate. A whisper of noise… no, not even that… more like the faint ripple of another presence in the darkness. Lira froze into complete stillness, like she would have had she felt the same thing on the streets of Dirinan in the early hours of the morning.
Nothing moved. No sounds disturbed the silent library. But the space felt different than it had when she’d been in A’ndreas’ office, heavier, an edge of otherness to it. It wasn’t the fear or cold inspired by a razak, but something more familiar. Something human.
Someone else had come into the library while Lira was searching the office. A smile of anticipation wanted to curl over her face, sparked by the little shiver in the pit of her stomach, but she held it off and kept her focus instead.
Lira started moving, keeping to the shadows. She wasn’t afraid of whoever it was. She was well able to take care of herself, and the darkness was her favourite hunting ground, but she’d rather not be seen. Best that nobody know she’d been in the library tonight. Especially if A’ndreas did notice the missing letter.
And as boring as its contents seemed, the letter tucked in her robe was her ticket back into Underground. Relief loosened her shoulders at the thought of that as she made her way back across the study atrium—ensuring it was empty before breaking cover. 
Moving faster once she was back in the dark stacks on the other side, Lira read the presence of someone else just as she headed around a high bookshelf and into the walkway leading to the side stairwell entrance. She slowed, drawing on her magic at the same time her left hand reached for her staff.
“Truce?” The Darkhand stepped out of the shadows, hands in the air.
Lira stopped dead. The sight of Ahrin Vensis was an emotional fist to the gut of combined longing, despair, grief, and fury… the fury directed at herself, for feeling any of those other things. They were a mirage. A useless pit of emotion that served no good purpose because there was no point to them.
Because Ahrin Vensis felt nothing for Lira.
Worse, she was Lira’s enemy now.
“What do you want?” she asked, pleased that her voice came out flat and uninterested. At least now she knew what had tripped her instincts earlier. A shiver of foreboding rippled through her, similar to the one she’d felt earlier when she’d spotted Ahrin in initiate robes at the party. What was the Darkhand doing at Temari Hall?
Ahrin took a step forward, everything about her relaxed, at ease. “I admit to curiosity as to what you’re doing in here at this hour.”
“You can’t be half as curious as I am as to why you’re here,” Lira countered.
A little half-smile was all she got in response. 
“You’re really not going to tell me?” Lira snapped. “Are you here to spy on me, kill me? Kidnap more students? Murder everyone in their sleep without breaking a sweat?” 
“Did you just pay me a compliment?” Ahrin’s smile widened.
Lira said nothing, merely held the girl’s gaze, not letting that smile get through her guard. Ahrin was masterful at faking emotion—from charming rogue, brisk businesswoman, seductress, to ruthless killer. She wore the guises as perfectly as she wore her long coats, a tool she deployed to get whatever she wanted. But none of them were real. The only time Lira ever thought Ahrin was her true self was when she killed or fought. Then… well, those times she was at her most dangerous, but also most genuine.
Ahrin shrugged when Lira didn’t respond, voice turning businesslike. “My purpose with regards to you is entirely dependent on whether you’re still loyal to Underground.”
“And if I’m not, you’re going to kill me?” She lifted an eyebrow. “Here in the middle of the Temari Hall library.”
In an instant, Ahrin was inches away from her, so close Lira could see the flat, killing look in Ahrin’s eyes, feel her warm breath on the skin of her cheek. So close she could have cut Lira’s throat already if that had been her intention. “You know I can. And would.” 
“But not tonight, I take it?” Lira lifted an eyebrow, refusing to back down in any way. Standing in the dark, so close to death, the thrill stirred in the base of her belly. It offered to warm her, make her brave and unstoppable.
“Control it, Lira, don’t let it control you.” Ahrin’s voice was cold, as if she could see exactly what was going on inside Lira. “You’re playing with fire and you won’t come out the winner if you step wrong.”
“I don’t take orders from you any longer,” Lira murmured, shifting even closer, demonstrating her lack of fear. “And I like fire.”
“I warned you not to get in my way.”
She had. And she’d meant it. And still Lira wasn’t scared. She smiled a little, the edges of her mouth curling up even though deep down she knew Ahrin was stronger and could kill her in a blink. “And I warned you not to get in mine.”
“Then it seems we’re at a stalemate.” Ahrin’s eyes glittered dangerously. “Not for long, Lira Astor.”
Lira held her gaze a moment longer, then shrugged. “I’m going to bed.” She walked around Ahrin, deliberately leaving her back exposed to the other girl. “Enjoy the empty library. It’s peaceful this time of night.”
No attack came, and Lira found herself almost disappointed by that. When she glanced back a few steps later, the Darkhand had vanished into the shadows of the library. Her gaze narrowed—what had Ahrin been doing in here tonight?
In case Ahrin had feinted before circling back to follow her, Lira veered away from her planned route and went for the main library entrance instead. The study atrium was just as empty—no sign of Ahrin anywhere—as Lira crossed it and walked down toward the main doors. Part of her noticed that the bloodstains where Fari’s dead friend had lain sprawled that night had been scrubbed clean away.
Lira pushed through the left door, only to freeze when it was halfway open, shock whispering through her. The bloodied corpse of one of the school’s guard dogs lay sprawled on the floor just beyond the doors, mere steps away. It was barely recognisable, deep slashing wounds tearing open several areas of its body where it lay in a widening pool of blood.
The kill was fresh.
The air was cold, but normal winter cold. No rattle broke the silence. And if a razak had killed the dog, there wouldn’t be so much blood.
This was something, or someone, else.
Lira drew her staff as she thought back to the prickling of her instincts when leaving A’ndreas’ office. She’d assumed Ahrin had tripped them, and maybe Ahrin had done this… no, the Darkhand was a trained killer, not a sadist. She killed for a purpose, not for pleasure, and she killed efficiently. This dog had been torn apart.
A quick glance around revealed empty corridor and stairwell. The instincts that had roused earlier were dormant now, suggesting whatever had done it was gone. Uneasiness flickered through her, but she dismissed it after only a brief hesitation. Her focus had to be on winning her way back into Underground, not getting caught so close to the library at this hour.
With quick strides, Lira circled the corpse and headed straight up the stairs. Someone would find the dog in the morning and the Temari Hall masters could deal with it. She had the letter she needed. Anything else wasn’t her problem.
Even so, the bloody sight lingered in her dreams as she slept that night, refusing to be completely banished.
Instinct warned her she should ignore it at her peril.






  
  Chapter 2


The raucous hum of breakfast time at Temari spilled out of the dining hall as Lira approached. The clinking of cutlery and plates, the laughter and student chatter, the scrape of chairs, it all raked like claws over her senses. Her eyes were gritty and her head pounded faintly. She hadn’t slept well. 
Again. 
It hit her once more when she stepped inside, as it had each of the three mornings since she’d been released from the healing rooms; the sharp dissonance of normal life after what had happened. The school routine continued as it always had, seemingly untouched, at least for the students.
But less than a month earlier, the Shadowcouncil had managed to breach the walls of the academy, kill several guards—not to mention a mage master and a Taliath student—and kidnap seven students without anyone noticing a thing. Or being able to find them. The brazen return of all but two of the students in the middle of a busy day of lessons had only reinforced how dangerously unprepared the Mage Council was for the genuine threat Underground so clearly posed.
When she paid attention, though, it was clear life at the school wasn’t completely untouched. Even before the kidnapped students had been returned, the numbers of guards at the gated entry to the school had been doubled and now included at least one, usually two, Taliath warriors or trainees. No Underground member wielding illusion magic would get past a Taliath—and that was the current theory for how Lira and the others had been returned without anyone noticing. 
And while the students seemed determined to behave as if everything was all right again, the masters were tense, watchful, clearly doing their best to hide their unease at the deeply worrying implications of what had happened.
If only they knew that the Darkhand of the Shadowcouncil was now a student at the school. Four days since being released from the healing ward and Lira had yet to figure out where to start with that problem.
Her recent lack of sleep could be explained by all of that, of course. Or by her thoughts continuing to linger uneasily on wondering who or what had torn apart a vicious guard dog and left it displayed outside the library like a trophy three nights earlier. When she’d risen the next morning, she’d waited for the news of what had happened to move through the student body like lightning.
But it hadn’t.
By the following day, she’d realised that one of the masters must have discovered the corpse and removed all traces before any of the students saw it. Which meant Lira couldn’t ask about it, because she couldn’t let anyone know she’d seen it.
It wasn’t only that information that was being kept hidden. Dead guard dogs aside, none of the masters had kept her informed about what was happening in response to their kidnapping.
Anger simmered as she waited for food, keeping her attention determinedly on the line of initiates and apprentices being served breakfast ahead of her. Part of her wanted to scan the room to look for… she cut herself off. No. Even though she felt exposed, self-conscious. Ahrin might be there somewhere, watching Lira, studying everything about her. She kept her shoulders straight, expression forbidding, and looked only ahead. If Ahrin was watching, she’d see nothing of Lira’s anger or unease.
Once she had her tray of steaming oatmeal and juice, she walked her usual route around all the inner tables to one on the right side of the room, along the wall, as far as it was possible to get from all the populated tables.
As she walked, she kept an ear out for what the morning chatter was about. Once again, none of what she heard mentioned a guard dog’s corpse being found, and the atmosphere was too cheerful for what she’d expect if the students knew about it.
Weary and annoyed, she placed her tray down harder than she’d intended, the too-loud clattering noise setting off a throbbing headache. She sat carefully, her stiffening muscles protesting now that she was no longer exerting herself. The hour she’d just spent out in the training yards hadn’t been kind on her still-healing shoulder, ribs, and leg. Waiting for them to heal properly wasn’t an option, however, not when Underground could come for her again at any time.
The safety she’d once felt inside the walls of Temari Hall had very soundly proved to be a dangerous illusion.
She needed to get the letter she’d stolen to Greyson. If the masters at Temari wouldn’t tell her anything, she’d seek information from Underground instead. And Tarrick and Dawn had given her permission to try and re-join the group.
Normally the thought of how dangerous her mission was would set her heart beating faster and send anticipation sparking through her veins. But now uneasiness roiled through her stomach instead, killing any appetite that might have come from her physical workout.
Lucinda had been so desperate to get Lira on that experiment table… And Lira had allowed herself to be manipulated into it, to—
She forced herself to take a steadying breath and bury those thoughts. If she managed to convince Greyson to accept her back, she had to be strong again, stronger, ready for whatever came next. She couldn’t afford any weakness. 
First, she needed to get back in. Greyson usually left messages in an agreed hiding spot to notify her of upcoming meeting times, but she’d checked since her return and there had been nothing. If he didn’t reach out soon, she was going to have to figure out some other way to track him down.
The easiest option, of course, would be to go to Ahrin.
But Ahrin Vensis was the Shadowcouncil’s blade, their right hand. More, she was dangerous, not to be trusted, and had a way of getting past all Lira’s guards without even trying. She had no desire to tangle further with Ahrin until she was on better footing with the Shadowcouncil. Best to pretend she didn’t exist.
As always, the thought of the Darkhand sent Lira into emotional freefall. Fury, betrayal, delight, longing, grief, regret… all of it lodged together in a tight ball in her chest that made one bitter mix. 
Enough. Lira took a deep breath, pushed all thoughts from her mind, and focused on her breakfast. The scent of cinnamon wafted up from the mostly untouched oatmeal before her and her appetite roused in response. She spooned up a mouthful and ate hungrily, the tasty food quickly starting to make her feel better.
The clatter of another tray being dropped onto the table sent a thrum of instinctive readiness through her, and she started, violet light flaring around her hands. She blinked at the sight of Fari Dirsk dropping into the seat opposite hers.
Not Ahrin was all she could think for a moment, unsure whether she was relieved or bitterly disappointed. “What are you doing?” Lira snapped, angry at both the interruption and her own confused response to it. 
Fari looked up from her oatmeal, an eyebrow lifting at the flash of violet light from Lira’s hands. “Eating breakfast. What are you doing?”
“Yes, but why are you doing it here?”
“I’m aware that you are different from the rest of us, Lira, but generally when one goes through a scary and life-threatening experience with another person, it’s custom to check in, see how they’re doing.” Fari peered at her. “You doing okay?”
Lira stifled a smile despite herself. At some point during the nightmare of recent weeks, Fari’s perky cheerfulness had stopped being irritating. But before she could muster a response, Fari was talking again. “Your nose has healed crooked. I told you to let me fix it.”
“If I had it would probably be even more crooked,” Lira muttered. “But I’m fine, and you look fine, so you can go away and leave me alone now. We’re all checked in.”
“That’s rude, Spider.” Fari spooned up her oatmeal, chewed and swallowed. “Have you been to see Lorin yet?”
“How’s his leg?” The words were out before Lira could stop them, and she cursed herself for showing a shred of concern. These people were not her friends. She shouldn’t care about Lorin or his injured leg.
Unbidden, her memories brought back that dark hall. Razak everywhere. Tarion, Garan, Lorin. All of them staying with her. Fighting to the end. Not running away, not leaving her alone.
They might not be friends. But they weren’t meaningless, not strangers, not anymore. She filed that acknowledgement away with all the other things she couldn’t yet figure out how to tackle. The list was growing alarmingly large.
Fari’s cheerful expression darkened. “I take it that’s a no?” She sighed. “It’s pretty bad. The healers are still working on it. Master A’ndreas saved the leg, but…”
“What?”
“I’m sure it will be fine.” Fari avoided Lira’s gaze and spooned up another mouthful of oatmeal.
Lira hesitated. “Have you heard anything about Athira?”
“Nope.” Fari scowled. “We’re too lowly. Or young. Or helpless, I guess, to be told things by the grownups.”
So it wasn’t just Lira that had been ignored. That was something.
“Morning ladies.” Garan Egalion appeared, dropping his tray onto the table with an even louder clatter than Fari had before favouring them both with his charming grin. When neither Lira nor Fari swooned, the grin was downgraded to a friendly smile. “Why are we sitting all the way over here?”
“Because she’s got no friends.” Fari jabbed her spoon in Lira’s direction.
“Which is exactly how I like it, so if you could leave me alone, that would be great.” Lira didn’t try to hide her exasperation. She wasn’t in the mood for other people, even if these ones were making some confusing attempt to behave as if Lira wasn’t a complete outcast at Temari Hall and that they’d never, ever, spoken to each other at breakfast—or any other time of day—before. “I’m trying to eat.”
“All right.” Garan lifted his hands in mock surrender before picking up his tray. “Never let it be said that I stayed where I wasn’t wanted. Love the new look on you, Lira, the nose is just the perfect shade of crooked. See you in class later.”
She scowled at him. He winked, flashed that smile again, then strolled off, whistling under his breath.
“Do you think he’s worked out that I like girls yet?” Fari asked. “Pretty much everyone in Temari Hall knows it, so why he persists with the flirting, I really don’t know. Something tells me he’s not your type either, Spider.”
Ahrin’s face floated into Lira’s head. She pushed it firmly back out, her scowl deepening. Then she ate another mouthful of her food. Silence persisted, but Lira refused to break it.
“Your glaring is giving me indigestion, so I’m going to go too.” Fari eventually stood and picked up her tray and spoon. “Catch you later. Oh, and by the way, you can call me Ari.”
Lira opened her mouth but Fari was already gone, weaving after Garan through the tables to go and sit at another one in the centre of the large space. The students there greeted her with smiles and laughs and uneasy looks in Lira’s direction.
Her eyes lingered on those full tables, but her thoughts were far away. Discouraging Garan and Fari from sitting with her was part instinct—a survival mechanism learned years ago for keeping people at a distance—and part memory of Lucinda claiming to have eyes on Lira inside the walls of Temari Hall. 
She had to assume the Underground spy was still at the school, and even if not, their Darkhand was. Which meant she had to keep the others at arm’s length. Best not to have the spies reporting anything unusual or changed about Lira.
But watching them laughing, so at ease in each other’s presence… it made something inside her tighten with sadness. She’d always dismissed them as indulged, soft, and utterly unaware of the realities of the world outside their bubble. Which was still true. But now she couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to belong to that group? To be accepted and wanted? To share those laughs?
She sighed, her appetite fading again. It was stupid to wonder. It would never happen, not for Lira. The Magor-lier’s agreement to let her try and regain access to Underground only confirmed it. He and Dawn A’ndreas were so worried about Underground that they were willing to risk Lira’s life to bring it down. 
She’d bet all the gold in the world they wouldn’t take that risk with Fari or Garan or Tarion.
The Mage Council wasn’t Underground, but they wouldn’t necessarily treat Lira any differently in their desire to achieve their goals. The council’s goal to protect the collective might be more noble than that of Underground, but it made no difference to their willingness to use her.
And she had no desire to sacrifice herself for either side. She wanted Underground dead and buried and was willing to do whatever it took to achieve that—irrespective of what the council wanted.
Before she could stop herself, Lira scanned the room for the first time since sitting down, looking for Ahrin’s dark hair and tall frame. The distraction of knowing she was at Temari Hall was as uncontrollable as it was infuriating, even though Lira had done everything she could to avoid her since the night she’d run into her in the empty library.
Lira stood, dumped her tray on the pile of other used trays, then left the dining hall with quick strides.
Where she promptly collided with Ahrin just outside the main doors.
Ahrin recovered her balance with unnerving grace and raked Lira from head to toe in a single look. “You normally pay better attention to your surroundings.” 
“Ahrin.” She had to fight hard to keep her voice cool, unruffled, when her heart thudded painfully in her chest. Damn. 
“Lira,” she mocked, smiling that wicked smile of hers. The brown initiate robe looked as good on her as everything else always did, despite the fact it hung like an oversized potato sack on everyone else. “You’ve been avoiding me.”
“Doesn’t that give you a hint?” Lira walked away, hoping that would be the end of it.
Instead, Ahrin turned and fell into step with her. “Prickly Lira is alive and well, I see. I’m pleased, I thought she was lost forever.”
Lira’s mouth thinned. “Why are you here?”
“I was going to get some breakfast. It’s a thing you do in the mornings,” she said. “The meals here are so much better than what we used to eat back in Dirinan. In the early days, at least. It got better towards the end, didn’t it? Remember that time we stole the sack of chocolate powder from that factory in—”
“Don’t play stupid, I know you’re far from it.” Lira stopped dead and turned to face Ahrin after a quick glance around to make sure nobody was paying them any attention. They were halfway between the tower and the dining hall, snow covering the ground around them. The area was momentarily empty. Even so, she kept her voice low. 
“I’ve been instructed not to tell you why I’m here. Keep pushing and I’ll take issue.” Threat shivered in Ahrin’s voice.
Lira didn’t doubt her. It didn’t scare her like it should, though. She warned herself not to underestimate Ahrin. “Yes, I’m fully aware of how loyal you are to Underground. I’m loyal too, in case you’d forgotten. To their purpose, anyway. We’re on the same side.”
“Lucinda would argue that your behaviour recently puts the lie to that statement.”
“Well, I could mount a strong argument that Underground’s behaviour towards me—the kidnapping, torturing, experimenting—puts the lie to their insistence that they value me.”
Lira had already decided she wasn’t going to beg or plead her way back into the group. That wasn’t her, and they’d see through it in seconds, Ahrin in particular. She would play to her strengths instead, the cool arrogance she’d inherited from her grandfather—use it to leverage how badly they needed her to achieve their goals. That and the letter.
“Torturing?” Ahrin lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t that a little dramatic?”
“What would you call being hunted down by razak in the dark? Strapped to a table so tightly you couldn’t move while your magic was slowly drained away?” Lira demanded. “Or being manipulated into handing yourself over to be tested on without knowing the true purpose of the experiment?”
Ahrin’s face hardened, and she stepped closer. “That was your choice.”
“You manipulated me into it and we both know it.” Lira let those words sit for a moment, then waved a hand and moved on. “I want the Mage Council gone. I want what my grandfather wanted. I hope Underground can achieve it,” she said steadily, lying just as comfortably as she told the truth. There was no room for being squeamish about dishonesty in the world Lira lived in. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to allow them to treat me like garbage, like a mindless follower. I want respect, Ahrin. They need me, not the other way around. I will be their leader, and yours, one day.”
Ahrin stared at her for a long moment, then shrugged. “Good.”
Lira huffed a breath. “That’s it?” Scepticism filled her voice.
Ahrin shrugged. “Even if I had any doubts, you haven’t told anyone here who I am. That proves your loyalty.” 
“So you made me go through all that for no reason?”
The ghost of a grin crossed Ahrin’s face. “I do like it when you get all high and mighty.”
Lira shook her head and turned away. Making Ahrin believe her was no mean feat… but any pride in succeeding was drowned out by a flicker of unease. She should have reported Ahrin’s presence to Dawn and Tarrick the moment she’d seen her.
But if she’d done that, they would have acted instantly against the Darkhand to protect their precious school and its students, and Lira’s cover would have been completely blown—and with it any remaining chance, however slim, of talking her way back in to Underground.
Lira wasn’t willing to let that chance go. Not for the council, not for anything. It was a dangerous gamble. If they found out Lira had hidden Ahrin’s presence from them… she had never fooled herself into believing that just because Dawn A’ndreas seemed to trust her, that the rest of the council would. She was Shakar’s granddaughter, after all. It would only take a single mistake by Lira to send that unease, that wariness they felt, into outright distrust and fear. And that didn’t fit with Lira’s ultimate plan. She needed them to respect her, want her, trust her, so she could make them forget Shakar had ever existed.
Finally, then, it would all be over and she could just be Lira.
She turned back to Ahrin, bolstered by the thought of that. “They’re telling me nothing here. Is the group getting much heat from the council search?”
“Nothing serious.” Scorn edged Ahrin’s voice. “At least not yet. What did you tell them?”
“As little as I could get away with.” Lira shrugged. “If you need me to feed them anything specific, say the word. In the meantime, I need you to get me into Greyson’s next meeting so I can make nice.”
“And if I don’t?” Ahrin arched an eyebrow at her high-handed tone.
“I have leverage over you too, remember,” Lira said softly. “What would Lucinda do if I told her you tried to help me escape back at that place?”
“Are you threatening me?” Ahrin sounded amused, rather than annoyed.
“If I need to.”
Ahrin’s mouth quirked. “She’d believe me over you any day, so go ahead and do your worst.”
Lira nodded, bitter realisation sinking through her. “Your complete lack of concern only confirms you weren’t really helping me escape. It was another manipulation, I’m guessing, and a clever one to make me think you’re on my side. Especially since Lucinda was obviously planning to return all of us anyway.”
“On the contrary,” Ahrin said coolly. “I simply don’t allow myself to be leveraged, as you know very well.”
Her tone warned Lira to back off, that not doing so might result in the sudden loss of an important limb, but Lira pushed back. “If you’re here to spy on me—”
“I’m not,” Ahrin said, the threat in her voice vanishing as quickly as it had come. “I’m your ally, Lira, remember that.”
“Sure, an ally who willingly handed me over to get experimented on because she was being a good soldier following Lucinda’s orders.” Lira snorted, waving off the denial she could see forming in Ahrin’s expression. “Where is Athira?”
“I can’t tell you that because I don’t know.” 
Lira studied Ahrin’s face, trying to determine whether she was telling her the truth. There had been only sincerity in her voice and Lira couldn’t think of any reason she’d lie about this. But Ahrin was a master liar. 
“I’ve been patient this morning because I know you have a lot of questions, but never talk about any of this here again, understand?” Ahrin spoke softly. “Discussing it means the information is in our surface thoughts and any telepath in the area could read it.”
“I—”
“Don’t tell me about your excellent mental shielding, because we both know surface thoughts can still slip out, especially around a strong telepath. I’m not willing to risk that.”
Lira scowled. She was right. But it was also a perfect excuse for not giving her a straight answer on anything. Lira’s frustration seethed. Ahrin was always so damned clever.
“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll ensure Greyson is aware that you’re back at Temari,” Ahrin continued. Again, she sounded sincere, though it was impossible to be certain. “He may have orders from the Shadowcouncil. If he does, I won’t get in the way of that.”
It was a warning, and Lira took it as such. “I don’t need your protection. If he’s been ordered to kill me, I can deal with that on my own. Besides, Lucinda doesn’t want me dead. She’d never have sent me back here alive if she did.”
A cool smile played at Ahrin’s mouth. “That may be so. But you’ll need more than words and arrogance to regain their trust, Lira.”
“I’m not an idiot,” she said. “And if you get in my way, I’ll tell them about you helping me.”
Ahrin didn’t seem to hear her. Her gaze had shifted to the dining hall; the sounds were audible from where they stood, cheerful students enjoying their breakfast. “I was wrong, wasn’t I?”
“What?” Lira snapped, exasperated.
“I accused you of coming here and forgetting all about us, but I was wrong. You’re not one of them. If you were, you wouldn’t sit on your own in there every day.” Ahrin’s gaze finally turned back to her, dark and curious. “I noticed.”
“You’re half right.” Lira took a step back. “You don’t know anything about me anymore, Ahrin, as much as you pretend to. It’s been two and a half years since you walked out on all of us.”
“You counted the time too, huh?” Ahrin asked softly.
“Don’t.” The word came out cold, harsh. “Don’t pretend to care, that you ever cared. I know what you are. You manipulate and you lie to get what you want. I won’t be fooled by it again.”
She walked away before Ahrin could say anything more.

      ***The ache of resentment roused by her conversation with Ahrin lingered strongly enough by nightfall that Lira went to her room and angrily scrawled out a letter to Dawn telling her about the Darkhand’s presence at Temari, using the code they’d previously agreed on. 
The only address she had for Dawn was in Alistriem, and sending it via anyone else was too dangerous, so if Rionn’s lord-mage was in Carhall with the council it might be some time before she received it. Still, Lira scribbled furiously, quill scratching over the parchment.
By the time she’d finished, her wrist was aching and a more rational train of thought was beginning to prevail. If she got this letter, Dawn would act instantly against Ahrin; her son and nephew were still at the school, after all, and her concern for them would trump everything else.
And Ahrin being arrested by the council and removed from Temari would completely blow Lira’s cover with Underground. Chewing on her lip, Lira stared at the words, torn. 
Unbidden, those final moments on the stairs floated back into her mind. Ahrin had tried to help her escape, urged her to flee and save herself while the razak had been distracted with the others. She’d claimed to care about Lira.
Lira sank forward in the chair, pressing a palm to aching eyes. As much as she wanted to—and she did, more than she was willing to admit to herself—she couldn’t believe a word Ahrin said. Even if she had sounded so sincere. 
There had been an ulterior motive to her actions, there always was when it came to Ahrin, but for the first time, forcing herself to be objective, Lira wondered if maybe that motive wasn’t one Underground shared.
Her gaze narrowed. She should have considered that already… would have if she wasn’t so compromised when it came to the Darkhand. Lira understood Ahrin far better than Underground ever could. Ahrin’s ambitions were mercenary. There was no way she cared two coppers for the Shadowcouncil’s belief in the superiority of mages, or the rank and file’s desire for better conditions. She would only have joined the group for what they could give her in terms of wealth and power. 
Lira could use that.
A little smile spread over her face as an idea sparked. Ahrin claimed to be Lira’s ally… well, Lira could put that to the test. What if she stopped avoiding Ahrin and instead worked to win her trust, used her to get greater access to Underground? Make Ahrin her right hand, rather than the Shadowcouncil’s. 
If Lira brought the Darkhand to the Mage Council’s side… well, that would all but ensure Underground’s destruction. The Darkhand’s depth of knowledge on the group and its operations had to be unparalleled. Certainly it was enough for the Mage Council’s significant resources to wipe them off the map in a single blow.
Lira tapped a finger against the parchment, weighing up the plan. It would be a dangerous game to play, one that Ahrin was a master at. If Lira lost she’d be out of Underground—if not dead at their hand—and in severe trouble with the Mage Council. Taking a gamble like this, continuing to keep Ahrin’s presence a secret, would undoubtedly lose Dawn’s trust if she found out. Worse, it would give the council real reason to be suspicious of Lira. She might even be expelled from Temari Hall and lose her chance to become a full warrior mage.
But Lira had learned from Ahrin for years. And she didn’t owe the Mage Council anything. 
If she played the game and won… she’d have everything she wanted.
The thrill uncurled in her stomach, and she let it spread through her, heady and seductive. She didn’t try to push it away or keep it in the box she’d buried it in since first arriving at Temari. It was too late for that. She wasn’t going to win this without the edge it gave her, the fearlessness. 
Lira folded the letter and placed it at the bottom of her drawer.
She would beat Ahrin this time.






  
  Chapter 3


Lira woke with the sound of angry rattling echoing through her senses. 
Sweat slicked her skin, her body so hot it felt like her blood was boiling in her veins. She froze in her bed, heart thudding in terror, trying to work out whether the rattling she’d heard was from a nightmare or reality.
Her room was dark, minimal light trickling through the cracks between the drawn curtains across her window. The bedding around her was soaked through with sweat, as if someone had dumped a pail of water on her as she slept.
Not again.
Gritting her teeth against the panic threatening to rise up and crush her whole, she forced herself to push off the sodden sheets and swing her legs over the side of the bed, rather than curling up and hiding under the covers like she desperately wanted to.
Then she sat at the edge of the mattress, fingers curling into the fabric, body beginning to shiver as the cold air touched her damp skin. For a long moment she sat there, breathing too quickly, unable to move, senses straining to read the darkness for any threats.
Eventually, using every shred of resolve she possessed, she forced herself to stand up; a quick, jerky movement. Then, to keep moving. Every part of her wanted to throw her clothes on as quickly as she could and run from the room, but she forced herself to slowly pull on breeches, then shirt and robe, still listening for any unusual sounds outside.
Everything was quiet, though. Her heart continued to thud anyway, echoes of the rattling still in her head. She was reaching for one of her boots when the first call of a bird chirped outside. Abruptly her shoulders relaxed and her heartbeat began to slow. She sank back down to the bed, head hanging in sheer relief.
She was fine.
She was in Temari Hall, it was approaching dawn, and the nightmare was over. Even so, Lira stood at her door afterwards, fingers wrapped white-knuckled around its handle for several long moments before she could force herself to open it and step outside.
As she did, the panic started to fade and reason returned, with it coming mortification and fury, both directed at herself.
This was her new reality since the day she’d been released from the healing ward. Every night she went to bed desperately hoping it would end the following morning. And every day she woke to it happening again.
During daylight hours she was fine, normal, the old Lira. But once she fell asleep at night… they’d drugged her so many times that going to sleep was now a terrifying affair. Every time she woke she was back there. In that room, or strapped to the table, or back to that first night when they’d taken her with razak hunting her through the dark library. 
It was unbearable. Crushing. Mortifying. And she couldn’t stop it.
She hated it. Hated it with everything inside her. She’d never forgive Underground for doing this to her, taking away her strength and confidence and replacing it with fear. For stripping away the self-assurance she’d learned in Dirinan and sending her plunging back inside that terrified young girl who’d waited in the dark for a mother who would never come home.
More than anything in the world, she wanted to leave that girl behind, forgotten, as if she’d never existed. Lira took a steadying breath. She could do it again, just like in Dirinan. She just had to destroy Underground. And then she’d be fine.
Sucking in another long breath, she closed the door behind her. Started walking. Felt the final remnants of terror fade when she passed another third year apprentice up early and heading for the bathing room. Relaxed entirely as she reached the front entrance and saw the open doors and two apprentices and two Taliath on guard. All were at ease, chatting idly to one another.
Turning away, she headed through the ground floor corridors then out the back entrance of the tower, crossing frosty gardens to the southwestern wall of the school grounds. It was still curfew, so nobody was going to let her through the front school gates, but she’d already solved that problem.
The area of the outer wall she headed for was out of sight of any of the nearby buildings, and only someone on the higher floors of the tower would be able to see her scramble up the tree near it—a gamble she took that this was unlikely so early in the morning.
Once she reached the right branch, she balanced carefully, focusing her mind and summoning her magic. It was too far to make a normal jump across to the top of the wall, but none of those charged with designing the security of the grounds when building it had had the imagination to envision a telekinetic mage using their magic on themselves. Either that, or they’d just been more focused on keeping threats out than students in.
Taking a breath, she jumped, simultaneously using magic to throw herself toward the top of the wall. Her balance teetered precariously as she landed, and she fell to her knees, bracing herself with flattened palms. Still clumsy. But better than the last time she’d done it. Pleased enough with that, she swung her legs over and dropped down the other side, using another touch of magic to slow her fall.
For a moment she stood in the ankle-deep snow, soaking in the quiet of the morning and the still air around her. The always-there tightness in her chest loosened. 
She set off at a swift jog along the lake shore. After a while her left calf began aching, soon joined by the throbbing of her newly-healed ribs, but she ignored the pain and pushed on. By the time she’d headed several miles west along the shore, then circled back through the quiet forest, she was confident nobody was following her. Cutting back towards the shore, she found the fallen log in a small clearing where one of Greyson’s people left messages to let her know of upcoming meetings. 
The narrow space inside it was still empty.
Stifling frustration, Lira left quickly. By now curfew had lifted, and the risk was higher that someone would see her leaping to the top of the school wall and down the other side, but she did it as quickly as possible, chest heaving and muscles trembling by the time she regained the cover of the trees.
The sun was edging over the horizon, casting everything in a golden glow as Lira made straight for the outdoor sparring courts. Her breathing was fast, body sore, but after a week of this she was already feeling stronger. Better. Soon she’d have that edge back. Except… the thought of her nightmare earlier caused that confidence to waver, the tightness in her chest closing like a vice, but she took a deep breath and did her best to push the doubts from her mind.
The courts were empty at such an early hour, and she had the area to herself as she collected a bow and quiver of arrows from the weapons’ storage shed and set up one of the targets.
Normally only the Taliath students used these weapons during their combat training. Mages continued to be taught the use of staffs—familiarity with other weapons wasn’t considered necessary. But recent events had taught Lira the foolishness in that. Her staff had been practically useless against razak, and she fully intended to be better equipped next time she faced one of those monsters.
In the hush of early dawn, she settled into a rhythm of loosing arrow after arrow at the target until her aim improved enough that she could hit inside the inner three rings on two out of three shots. She ignored the ache from her frozen hands and the sting of newly-earned blisters on her fingers turning bloody. She pushed away the soreness in her right shoulder that still hadn’t fully healed, the ache in her bruised ribs whenever she drew the bow back all the way. And she kept going, arrow after arrow.
Pain didn’t matter. Growing stronger, better able to survive, that was what mattered. After a while the pain faded into the rhythm of shooting and the world narrowed to her steady breaths, the thump of an arrowhead into a target, the creak of her bow as she drew it.
When she was satisfied with her progress, she collected the arrows, bow, and targets, and neatly stored them away. She’d just closed the door on the weapons’ storage shed when the school’s bell began ringing.
It took her a moment to process the sound, and then her hand reached for her staff without thinking.
Situated right at the top of the tower, the Temari bell was only used for two purposes; to signal danger or imminent attack on the school, or urgently summon the students together.
It took another second for Lira to dig through her memory for the lesson where initiates were taught the two different ring patterns, and then she let go of her staff, allowing it to drop back into its holster. This one was summoning the students.
The bell continued tolling, a deep, ominous, sound, as Lira made her way from the sparring courts through the gardens around the tower. Students were already pouring out of the front doors and onto the pebbled drive and lawn surrounding the large weeping tree in the centre of the drive. Lira weaved her way through the crowd to the top of the main steps—figuring if she wanted to be able to see what was going on, she needed higher ground.
Curious chatter filled the morning, sleepy students quickly waking in the cold air and the surprise of the summons. The bell continued ringing for at least another ten minutes before slowly fading out. 
By then Lira estimated that most, if not all, students at the school had emerged from the tower and were gathered in front of the steps. She could just see over the heads in front of her.
An elbow nudged her arm and she spun to see Garan sidling up beside her. “What do you think all this is about?” he asked.
“You don’t know?”
“Not a clue,” he said cheerfully, blowing on his hands. “Wish we could do this inside, though.”
A whistling sound, high pitched enough to cut over the hum of conversation, came from above. Everyone immediately craned their heads upwards, blinking against the bright morning sun.
Lira couldn’t help the feeling of awe that niggled in her at the sight of Alyx Egalion dropping out of the sky to land gracefully on the snow-covered lawn before the gathered student body. Finn A’ndreas’ wiry form detached from the crowd to join her, as did Master Nordan’s.
The moment Egalion held up her hand for silence, any remaining conversation died. “I’m sorry to drag you all out here so early, but I’m departing for Carhall this morning, and there are some things I wanted you all to be aware of before I leave.” Egalion’s voice was crisp and clear, even as far back as Lira was standing. She was clearly using magic to enhance it—a useful trick. “We’ve received information indicating that Temari Hall may be under direct threat from the Shadowcouncil. Your safety is our utmost priority, and as such, you will see some changes around the grounds.”
As if on cue, the front gates of the school swung open, and into the brief silence came the steady thump of booted feet. Lira’s eyes widened at the sight of several columns of Shiven soldiers marching into the academy, eventually coming to a stop in perfect rows behind Egalion.
The entrance of the soldiers changed the air of eager curiosity that had hung over the student body. Now Lira sensed unease and fear coalescing around them. 
“That’s a full division of Shiven infantry,” Garan muttered under his breath. “The threat must be serious.”
“More serious than Underground’s ability to snatch us all out of here without anyone knowing a thing?” Lira said, gaze narrowed on Egalion.
He shrugged. “I don’t think they’d have been able to do it with those guys here though. Even a razak would come up short against a full division.”
“A detachment of warrior mages from Carhall will also be arriving shortly in Karonan to bolster the Shiven infantry presence here,” Egalion continued into the silence. “Be assured that you will be well protected in my absence. Master A’ndreas will be in charge until I return.”
“Not a few Shiven will be pretty unhappy about Leader Astohar using their soldiers to protect us,” Garan said quietly. “Where are the Bluecoats, or militia, or even the Leopards?”
It was a good point. Mage students at Temari came from all countries, not just Shivasa. In fact, the majority of students were Tregayan, yet not a single green militia jacket was in sight.
“From here on out, curfew will be enforced for all year levels, not just initiates. You may still leave the academy grounds inside curfew, but you must do so in groups of no less than five.” A pause as a few grumbles went through the crowd. Lira swore inwardly—this was going to make sneaking in and out even harder.
 “Thank you for your time,” Egalion finished up. “I look forward to seeing you all when I return.”
But when Egalion leapt back into the sky, and A’ndreas and Nordan headed back into the tower, the students lingered rather than dispersing. They seemed shocked. For the first time in their lives the danger of the outside world had reached into theirs. The sight of fifty Shiven warriors moving off in neat rows—presumably spreading through the grounds—was a stark reminder of that.
“This must have been what it was like before,” Garan mused. “When my parents were at DarkSkull. The Shiven loyal to the Darkmage used to launch attacks on the school regularly.”
Instead of the usual anger at the reference to her grandfather, Lira felt an unexpected stirring of sympathy. Egalion had vanquished the enemy and spilled a lot of blood doing it. 
This wasn’t supposed to be happening again.






  
  Chapter 4


The student assembly meant that Lira’s routine of arriving and leaving the dining hall early—so she could avoid conversation with anyone—was impossible. Everyone went straight from the assembly to eat, and the hall was packed, although the normally lively atmosphere was dulled today. Students were talking about what had just happened, but the chatter was conducted in low, worried tones. The usual laughter was completely absent. 
After a long wait in line for food, Lira made it to her table un-accosted, glad that Fari and Garan hadn’t taken it into their heads to come and talk to her again. But she also found herself feeling a surprising hint of disappointment. Her gaze lingered more than it should’ve on the cluster of tables where the popular students sat, frequently sliding to Tarion, who was the only one of their group who hadn’t tried to talk to her yet. 
The unexpected way she’d come to like and respect the privileged mage purebloods she’d been kidnapped with made her uncomfortable and confused. Her life had taught her that people always betrayed you, but they hadn’t, not even when their lives had literally been at risk. Yet they were pureblood mage royalty who had no idea what her life, what real life, was like. 
Best to stay clear of them altogether. Lira dismissed them from her thoughts and re-focused on what was important.
She had to assume that given this latest threat to Temari, Dawn A’ndreas and the Magor-lier would order Lira to stay away from Underground. Lira’s only option was to get to Greyson and win her way back in before those orders came. At least then she could offer the incentive of confirmed re-access to the group—and another way for the council to learn about the threat facing Temari Hall. 
Would Dawn travel here personally to pass those orders to Lira? Or would she tell her brother about Lira’s mission and have him pass it on? If it was the latter, then Lira had no time at all—Dawn could telepathically contact her twin at any time. Her foot tapped restlessly against the floor as she ate. She hoped for the former, but in case the latter eventuated she’d have to avoid Finn A’ndreas like he had an infectious rash until she could get to an Underground meeting.
Easier said than done.
She toyed with approaching Ahrin, getting her to take Lira directly to Greyson today, but Ahrin would immediately be suspicious if Lira made such a request without a good reason. No, she’d have to wait until she got a message from Greyson.
Frustration making her unable to sit still any longer, Lira rose, dumped her tray, and left the hall.
The morning was cold despite the sun, and Lira shivered. Most students took the direct route from the back tower entrance to the dining hall, but Lira always took the longer way through the gardens around to the tower’s front entrance so she didn’t have to run into anyone.
It was an old habit. Even if she didn’t have to keep up appearances for any spies watching, the walk gave her a momentary break from the dark looks and muttering she’d face for the remainder of the day—a consequence of being the only living heir of the Darkmage—until she could escape to her room at night.
As she walked, her thoughts shifted to her first class of the day, Languages. Lira hadn’t yet mastered basic Tregayan verbs, and she was finding the class particularly difficult now they’d moved to more advanced subject matter. Of course, it would help if she actually gave two coppers about learning Tregayan verbs.
Even after two and a half years of unrelenting hard work she’d only barely caught up to the basics of what her fellow third year apprentices had mastered. Sometimes the weight of that on her shoulders was so heavy that Lira just wanted to stop. Stop fighting and scraping. Give up trying to be better. Give up on making them forget about Shakar and just let it all go.
But she couldn’t. It simply wasn’t in her. She didn’t know how to do otherwise.
The muddied snow from hundreds of students gathering had already been swept from the main steps by a hardworking initiate, and Lira took them two at a time, allowing the
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