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  Chapter 1


Salty spray flew into the air as the ship plunged into a trough, the icy droplets spraying Lira’s face and dancing with her water magic. A picturesque sunrise had turned into a golden morning, specks of sunlight glittering like gold dust across the turquoise ocean, the breeze soft and cool. The creaks and groans of a ship at sea sounded behind her, mixed with the occasional call of one crew member to another. 
It made her feel oddly content. The simple beauty of the day sank into her skin, easing some of the hard edges of the past two years, reminding her that not all was darkness. And for once she let that peace settle over her.
It was going to be impossible to find again in the months to come.
Their ship plunged into another trough and sent seawater flying high. Lira blinked and swiped at her face with the sleeve of her shirt. Enough admiring the sunrise. There was still much planning to be done.
She hadn’t moved from her spot at the prow since exchanging combative words with Alyx Egalion as they sailed steadily away from Rotherburn. Egalion hadn’t returned, and none of the others on board had come to speak to Lira either. She wasn’t surprised—no doubt Egalion had filled them in on the deal Lira had made with Lucinda, and they would be predictably furious with her. And Tarion … well, he was likely devastated about his father, whose survival seemed unlikely as soon as Lucinda learned Egalion was reneging on her word.
She was glad they’d left her alone. It had given her the time she needed to think. Even now, ignoring stiffened muscles from standing too long and the creeping fog of exhaustion at the edges of her thoughts, she remained. The water surrounding the ship soothed her, a gentle susurration against her magical senses as she worked through her situation for the hundredth time since Egalion had walked off, trying to figure the right path forward.
She hadn’t had any luck yet.
Lira was once again dancing to Lucinda’s tune, agreeing to do what the woman wanted. Lucinda’s instructions to Lira and Egalion had been clear enough. Bring the Mage Council under their control. Use that power to subdue the kingdoms and any resistance they might summon. Then allow Lucinda’s people to resettle on their continent. Do that, and Ahrin Vensis and Dashan Caverlock, whom Lucinda currently held hostage back in Rotherburn, would be returned to them.
What had gone unsaid was that Lucinda would then expect to take that absolute power from Lira and Egalion. Presumably she’d have some other leverage to force them to hand it over.
Lira suspected that had always been the woman’s end goal: to rule the continent herself. Her country’s desperate need to save themselves from the mercilessly encroaching hordes of razak and nerik merely provided the justification she needed to take control of the Seven and use what was left of Rotherburn’s resources to reach that goal.
But Egalion had already decided to sacrifice her husband and ignore Lucinda’s orders. Which meant Lira not only had to accomplish the task alone, but with the most powerful mage in the world opposing her.
If she failed, Lucinda would kill Ahrin.
“You are a fool. Sacrificing everything to save the thing most dangerous to you.” Lucinda’s words echoed through Lira’s memory, sharp with the same contempt that had been written all over Lucinda’s face. “She will destroy you, Lira.”
Lira lifted a weary hand to rub at aching temples. She’d spent days thinking Ahrin was gone, the Darkhand’s death hitting her so hard it had felt like walking around with a severe concussion. And then to see her, alive, chained up in Lucinda’s cage, rigid with panic. Captured for leverage. The relief had been so profound, combined so inextricably with horror and anger … even now, she shook when she thought about the blind terror on Ahrin’s face. 
Yet Lucinda’s parting words wouldn’t let her go. Lira’s hands curled into fists, the violet light flickering around her forearms betraying her deep agitation. With an effort, she slowly wrestled all the emotion away. She couldn’t afford it. Her words to Ahrin back in Rotherburn had been truer than any she’d ever spoken.
She would do whatever Lucinda wanted if it meant getting Ahrin out of that cage. Yet Ahrin Vensis was no damsel in distress. She was more capable than anyone Lira had ever met. She’d get herself out. Lira just had to buy her the time to do it. 
Which brought her back to doing Lucinda’s bidding. 
Lira took a deep breath, spent a moment checking and reinforcing her mental shields—no doubt Egalion would be regularly attempting to read her thoughts—then refocused her mind.
Every time Lira had gone up against Lucinda and tried to outwit her, she’d failed. She hadn’t even come close to winning. It would be beyond stupid to think she could try again and succeed this time.
Since the first moment she’d met the Seventh, Lira had been juggling too much—her desperate need to belong in the Mage Council’s world against an equally strong desire for vengeance against Underground for her kidnapping and torture. Her mistrust of, and deep love for, Ahrin. The yearning to accept the hand of friendship that her fellow students at Temari had extended, despite the fact their privileged lives represented everything she hated. Her fury at the Mage Council for locking her away for life. Her desperate desire to be both like and unlike her notorious grandfather—a desire that hid the aching emptiness where her mother’s love had once been.
Lira’s fists tightened again, but with a deep breath she loosened them. Behind her, a sailor shouted something to a fellow crewmember, who whistled in response, triggering more whistles along the length of the ship. Moments later, wood groaned as another sail unfurled, catching the stiffening breeze. The sounds helped re-orient Lira in the present.
She’d already let go of her need to belong. Maybe it was time to let the overriding desire for vengeance go, too. At least for now. It certainly hadn’t gotten her anywhere but inside another noose of Lucinda’s making.
She still didn’t have a workable plan for carrying out Lucinda’s task. Even after hours of thinking. Not even the beginnings of one. But she knew one thing for certain: taking down the Mage Council single-handedly was something her grandfather had failed at twice despite having an entire army behind him and far more magical power than Lira ever would. She wasn’t going to succeed where he failed unless she approached the problem a different way.
Footsteps sounded behind her, moving quickly, and she turned, magic rising. But it was just one of the sailors crossing the foredeck.
The sight was a relief, but also … disappointing. She’d half-hoped it had been one of them coming to talk to her. Tarion Caverlock. His cousin, Garan. Their fellow mages Fari and Lorin. Unexpectedly, the thought of them had her shoulders relaxing, the rolling deck under her feet suddenly steadier. A lot more had happened in Rotherburn than Ahrin almost dying and Lucinda successfully manipulating them again. 
Her companions had stayed at her side in the tunnels under the ravine city even when despair and magic overuse had made her a burden. They’d tried to find Ahrin, someone they feared and distrusted, because they knew how much Lira loved her. And after they’d found Egalion, they’d stood up to her on Lira’s behalf.
They’d done all that because they called themselves her friends. Even when she’d refused to accept it, refused to trust them, had been unable to do any of those things. When she’d thrown it back in their faces repeatedly.
A different way.
That thought came back to her again, nudging at her, not letting her ignore it. Following it through, Lira ignored her need for vengeance, on anyone, and focused on what she wanted most. 
Ahrin’s safety. That answer was clear as a ringing bell inside her mind. But after that … when she pushed everything else aside and allowed herself to admit it … Lira let out a slow breath. Not just Ahrin’s safety, but Tarion’s and Garan’s and Fari’s and Lorin’s too. Those five people. Her friends.
Apart from her own survival, that’s all Lira Astor cared about in this world.
When she framed it that way, it was oddly easy to admit. And it felt astonishingly good … to know something about herself, to know it clearly, without any doubt or hesitation. There was fear, too, in knowing she had more to lose than just Ahrin. But, even so, her shoulders loosened even further. And a different path came to her. 
It was a tiny thread of an idea, one the old Lira would never have considered, would have laughed out of the room. Even now, every instinct she had rebelled against it. But it would buy her the time Ahrin needed, and shift the chances of success from zero to marginal.
What if she did something nobody would see coming? Not what Lucinda wanted or what the Darkmage would do. What if Lira Astor ran a con on everyone, one that turned the world on its head and, in doing so, put herself in a position to finally end Lucinda and her Seven?
A chuckle broke out of her at the craziness of the idea. At how heady it made her feel. She’d have to carry this out very carefully, one piece at a time, revealing her true intentions to nobody. Everyone would have to believe she was carrying out Lucinda’s orders. There could be no doubt in anyone’s mind or Lucinda’s spies would ferret it out and Ahrin would die.
Could she do it?
Hope unfurled like a tiny new seedling, one she quickly but gently put away. There was no place for hope or vengeance if she was to carry this out. She had to be focused, clear-thinking, like Ahrin had taught her.
She turned, thoughtful gaze taking in the narrow steps leading down into the ship’s hold where Egalion and her companions must be. 
Lira turned back, resettled against the railing, and soaked in the sunshine’s warmth on her face.
Lucinda thought she knew Lira so well.
But maybe she didn’t know her at all.






  
  Chapter 2


It was dusk when Lira finally emerged from her thoughts, blinking, and registered that the sun was setting on the horizon. Her back and legs ached, her cracked ribs also registered a sharp complaint. Her head throbbed, both from her still-healing head injury and the effort and focus required to maintain her mental shields; Alyx Egalion could not catch wind of her strategising. 
She’d spent the entire day at the prow of the boat. She was half-surprised nobody had come out to capture her and lock her away in a cabin. Maybe they’d thought it unnecessary as they were in the middle of the ocean and Lira had nowhere to run. But it meant Lira had had the time and space she’d needed to properly think through her next steps in enough detail to reduce the chances of failure. Just like Ahrin had taught her.
She gave herself a gentle shake, loosening cramped muscles, and took a few deep breaths to calm her weary mind and restore focus. Then, one final time, she ran the steps through her mind. Made sure she’d tested the holes, that she knew the details inside and out.
It was only once she was done, finally satisfied, that she realised how exhausted and filthy she was. But she couldn’t rest just yet. She needed to set the first steps in motion now.
Turning away from the prow, Lira crossed the deck and found her way to the tiny cabin she’d been shown to when first boarding, which, in addition to a narrow bunk, contained a tiny table holding a basin of cold water. Her pack sat on the bunk, bow and quiver of arrows beside it. Everything looked untouched. Leaving it there, she stripped down and washed as best she could.
Every movement made her wince. Standing for hours on end hadn’t done much for her injuries, and the multitude of cuts and bruises all over her body stung fiercely at the touch of water. Still, the wash gave her a little burst of energy. Enough to dispel the doubt she was already feeling about the sanity of her plan.
Her hand settled on the doorknob, and she hesitated before leaving the cabin. Maybe it would just be easier to … no. She let out a long breath. Deep down she knew that doing things the way she would have in the past wasn’t going to work, not against Lucinda. The plan she’d come up with might be crazy in its scope, and it might have a miniscule chance of success, but it at least had a chance. If only because nobody would see it coming.
And with Ahrin’s life in the balance, she would choose the plan offering the greatest odds of survival, no matter what that meant for Lira personally. She didn’t linger on the awareness that something deep inside, barely acknowledged, felt good about it in a way she never had before.  
Resolve hardened, she opened the door and stepped out, making sure her mind was focused and shielded and her expression clear of anything that might give her away.
Time to put the first steps of the plan into play.

      ***She found the others sitting in the galley, silent and grim, despite the cosy orange glow filling the small space from a stove burning in the corner. A kettle bubbled, untended, over it. The remains of a meal littered the narrow table.
Alyx Egalion wasn’t among them, and neither was Athira. That made things much easier … she wasn’t sure whether to be buoyed by the fact that the first step in her plan was going so well, or suspicious. Either way, there was nothing for it but to forge ahead. 
They all looked up at Lira’s entrance, and while none of them said anything straight away, they watched her closely. Doubt and suspicion filled the room, palpable in its intensity. They didn’t know what to expect from her.
“Athira’s not here?” she asked, simply to break the silence, to try and judge exactly how furious they were at her.
“No.” Garan spoke but didn’t elaborate. The dark shadows under his eyes were enhanced by the firelight, highlighting the stubble on his jaw, the unkempt appearance of his usually perfectly messy hair. 
“And Egalion?”
“Obviously not here either.” There was an edge to Garan’s voice this time. “Did you just drop by to ask us stupid questions?”
Inwardly, she winced. So … pretty mad then. 
She returned their stares for a moment, then found a spare stool, dragged it over to the table, and sat down. She opened her mouth to start talking, but before she could say anything, Garan cut her off.
“Before you start with whatever lie you’re planning on telling us, I have a question. Ahrin’s alive, isn’t she?”
Lira scowled. “I—”
“Don’t lie. We already know the answer,” Fari said.
Lira might have been annoyed by the interruptions if she wasn’t so damned tired. Instead, she merely let out a sigh and decided to let them get whatever they needed to off their chests. It would be quicker than arguing. “How did you know? Egalion told you, I presume?”
Garan blinked, clearly surprised by her lack of denial.
“No, it’s just obvious. After you thought she died, you…” Fari took a breath. “You were depressed, severely so. The magic overuse and your injuries contributed to that as well, but … I was really worried about you, Spider. Tarion said you didn’t even attempt to keep yourself alive when fighting the razak queen. But now, since your secret little meeting with Lucinda, the depression is gone. While you’re obviously exhausted and sore, you’re back to normal Lira … scowling and simmering away with anger a hairsbreadth under the surface.”
Lira couldn’t help it. She smiled, huffed an amused breath. “Normal Lira is ‘scowling and simmering with anger’? How poetic. I don’t hate the description though.”
More blinks of surprise. This time it was Tarion who forged ahead. “Lucinda has Ahrin, we take it, and is now using her as leverage over you?” He sounded more curious than angry at her. Lira would have once been surprised by that. Now … she knew that he trusted her. And she him.
“Correct.” She settled more fully on the stool, hiding a wince as her aching ribs protested the movement. “And before you cut me off just now, I was about to explain all of that to you. No more secrets,” she said.
“Just like that?” Fari scoffed.
“Secrets between us didn’t turn out so well last time, did they?” She held Fari’s gaze, then shifted to each of them in turn, waiting for the slight signs of acknowledgement in each expression.
“You were right.” Lira shrugged. “If I hadn’t lied to you all about spying on Underground for the council, about having new magical abilities, maybe things would be different now,” Lira said, ignoring the sting of knowing that to succeed, she was going to have to lie to them again, even if it was for their own good. “I’m not ignorant of what you all did for me back in Rotherburn, how you stood by me. Not to mention saving me from spending the rest of my life in prison. I am … grateful.” Whatever else happened next, they all deserved to hear that much.
They shared glances, some—like Lorin—looking less dubious than the others about her sincerity. But after a moment, Garan spoke. “If that’s true, then why don’t you start with telling us what Lucinda wanted with you and my aunt, and why she’s holding Ahrin as leverage?”
Lira looked up, startled. “Wait, Egalion didn’t tell you anything about what happened when we met with her?”
A series of shaking heads. 
Another stroke of luck. Egalion hadn’t been in here already telling her side of the story. What had the woman been thinking? “You can’t be serious. What did she say when you asked her?”
“She promised she’d share everything once we were safely home,” Garan said, but a flicker on his face told her this wasn’t the full truth. The son of Ladan Egalion was not a good liar. That was okay. After everything, maybe Lira needed to earn their trust back too.
“You don’t need to wait. I’ll tell you everything I know.” Lira looked between them. “Lucinda doesn’t just have Ahrin. She has your father, too, Tarion.”
Tarion looked as shocked as the others at Lira’s words, but it quickly dissolved into confusion. “Mama would have told me if that were the case.”
“It’s true. I saw him with Ahrin, both of them chained up in a box.”
He leaned forward, eyes bright with a combination of hope and fear. “Was he hurt?” 
“He’s a prisoner, but apart from some cuts and bruises, he and Ahrin were both alive and mostly well when we saw them.”
Garan shook his head stubbornly. “Aunt Alyx would never leave Uncle Dash behind.” 
Lira gave them the pure and unvarnished truth. “Lucinda threatened to kill both Ahrin and Caverlock unless Egalion and I agreed to return home, take control of the Mage Council, and use that control to subdue the kingdoms and allow the Seven and the people of Rotherburn to make a home in our countries.” 
Thick, shocked silence filled the room. It was obvious they didn’t know whether to believe her. The moment drew out for several heartbeats before it snapped, and everyone moved to talk at once. 
“Hang on, what—”
“You’re not saying—”
“There’s no way—”
“One at a time.” Garan held up a hand to quiet them, then looked at Lira. “If Lucinda wanted to move her people to our continent, why didn’t she just petition the kingdoms to be allowed in as refugees? Their circumstances are genuine, and King Cayr wouldn’t refuse them, even if other monarchs did.”
Lira snorted. “Think about what you know of this woman. Do you really think she’d be content to move to Rionn as a refugee and live out a quiet farming life? No, she wants ultimate power gathered into a single set of reins that she can take hold of when she arrives. She’s always wanted it, and she has slowly and steadily been working on the Seven until she had them fully under her control. Our failure to kill all the razak queens delivered her that control—she’s manipulated them into believing there is literally no other option for them. There’s nothing holding her back now.”
He huffed in disbelief. “And the Seven just let her do that?”
“I don’t have all the answers, Garan. I suspect in the beginning the Seven thought they could manage the monster problem themselves. But by the time the realisation set in that they were losing … Lucinda pounced. She used their fear against them. She’s a master of manipulation, and she’s terrifyingly intelligent. Everything she does is planned out to the final detail.”
Garan opened his mouth, sighed, then closed it, rubbing one hand tiredly against his forehead. “Tell us everything.”
Lira did. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t prevaricate, and it was obvious how her honest account affected them by the expressions on their faces. “That’s it, the whole exchange with Lucinda,” she said, trailing to a halt, “as best as I can remember.”
There was another drawn-out silence. They believed her. Garan seemed momentarily defeated, but Tarion’s gaze was narrowed in thought, mind clearly racing to put pieces together. Fari’s expression indicated she didn’t know where to even begin with what she’d just heard. Lorin was quiet, processing in his own dignified way, content to wait for everyone else’s thoughts.
It was Tarion who broke the silence. His voice was firm, no trace of his usual shyness. “Mama would never agree to such a thing, even for Da.” 
“She didn’t. She won’t.” Lira shrugged, again not hesitating. “She’s going to try and stop me.”
For Lira’s true plan to succeed, Lucinda had to believe Lira was doing exactly as ordered. Which meant everyone around Lira had to believe it too. At least for now, until she could get a better grasp on who Lucinda had watching her. So she kept her shoulders straight and voice confident, not giving any reason for them to suspect she might have other intentions.
“Wait, you did agree?” Garan sat up on his stool, looking at her in horror.
“Why wouldn’t I?” Lira lifted an eyebrow. “I certainly don’t care a rotted toss about the Mage Council after what they did to me. If I do what Lucinda wants, then Ahrin gets to live. That’s all I care about.” 
Lorin frowned, speaking for the first time. “I can see why you’d feel that way, Lira, but I don’t understand why you’re so willing to tell us all of this.”
“Like I said, I don’t want to keep secrets from you anymore. But also, if I’m going to succeed, I’ll need help.” Lira pointed at Tarion. “You’re the mage heir to the most powerful council member alive.” Then at Garan. “You’re the heir to Rionn’s lord-mage and lord-Taliath.” Then at Fari. “You’re the only heir to the powerful and influential Dirsk family.”
“And me?” Lorin asked quietly.
She met his gaze. Held it. “I’m going to need fighters.”
Those things were all true, and using truth as much as possible was always the best way to succeed at running a con.
“You’ve gone insane. Literally mad.” Garan was shaking his head in disbelief. “Are you asking us to join you in taking over the Mage Council? I don’t care a fig’s toss for Ahrin Vensis, and I’m certainly not going to help you overthrow the council for her.”
“What about for your uncle?” She lifted an eyebrow. 
“I…” He hesitated, unable to meet her gaze. His jaw worked, genuine pain in his voice as he spoke. “My aunt knows what his choice would be, and she honours that. I can do no less.”
“I will help you,” Lorin announced calmly.
She bit back a smile of triumph. That—
“As will I,” Fari said quietly.
“Me too.” Tarion held her gaze with quiet certainty.
Stunned, Lira opened her mouth but wasn’t sure what to say. She’d thought only one of them would agree so readily. She’d hoped to convince the others after significant persuasion, but part of her plan had relied upon a quick capitulation from one person.               
Before she could say anything, Garan rounded on his cousin, the force of his turn so great his hip knocked the table and made all the dishes rattle loudly. “Tar, you can’t!” 
“I understand the choice Mama made,” he said steadily, “and I respect it. It’s the right decision, no matter how difficult, and I know it’s what Da would choose. But I’m making a different choice.”
Garan stared at him. “Why?”
“Do you think Lira would be choosing this now if we’d stood by her last time she was accused of being a traitor, if the council had believed in her?” He was looking at his cousin as he spoke, voice ringing with conviction. “Lira is not the Darkmage. I know this for certain. This time I choose to stand with her, like I should have last time.”
Something leaped in Lira’s chest at his words. It was live and warm and so much steadier than the heady thrill she felt each time she did something reckless.
“You want to stand with her to destroy the council and take over the kingdoms?” Garan’s voice went up an octave. “Tarion, you’ve gone mad too.”
“I don’t have a place in that council anymore, not with this monstrous power of mine.” Tarion’s voice turned dark. “But it’s not just that, Garan. I know that one day, Lira is going to burn Lucinda and her people to the ground. And I want that just as badly as she does.”
Garan let out an incredulous breath, swinging to Fari and Lorin. “And you two?”
“Lira saved my life and my place as a mage warrior.” Lorin spoke in his haughty Shiven way. “I still owe that debt.”
“My reasons are my own,” Fari said simply, then looked at Lira, challenge in her dark eyes. “You’ll just have to trust me.”
Lira held her gaze for a moment, trying to judge her sincerity, then looked at Lorin. “You fulfilled your debt when you helped me escape prison and ruined your career as a mage warrior doing it. You owe me nothing anymore. If you join Egalion’s side now, you can get your life as a mage warrior back. You know that’s true.”
He was silent a moment. “I don’t see it that way. But even if it were true, I agree with everything Tarion just said.”
Garan ran an agitated hand through his hair. “How do you even know Lucinda won’t kill Ahrin and my uncle once she finds out that Aunt Alyx isn’t doing what she’s supposed to? And you know she will find out; she clearly has spies everywhere.”
“A gamble we’ll have to take,” Lira said crisply, eyes narrowing slightly at the mention of spies. “I’m going to make it very obvious to anyone watching me that I’m doing what I’m supposed to.”
Garan pounded his hand onto the table, making Fari jump. “You have no way of knowing what Lucinda does to Ahrin while you’re thousands of miles away starting a war on her behalf.” 
“True,” Lira said. “But now that she knows holding Ahrin as leverage over me works, do you truly think she’ll kill her? Lucinda is a rational strategist, a pragmatist. She knows as soon as she loses her leverage over me, she has a problem on her hands.” She lifted an eyebrow. “No, Lucinda would be foolish beyond belief to harm Ahrin while I’m obeying orders. And Lucinda doesn’t do foolish.”
“So my uncle dies while the Darkhand gets to live, and no matter what my aunt does Lucinda gets what she wants?” Garan bit out the words. “Aunt Alyx will fight to oppose you, Lira. And she will win. Lucinda won’t get what she wants—Uncle Dash won’t die in vain.”
“He won’t die at all,” Lira snapped. She couldn’t help but feel intensely irritated by Garan’s casual confidence that she couldn’t defeat Egalion, despite how accurate it probably was. “Given she is getting what she wants from me, Lucinda will see Caverlock as more useful to her alive. She doesn’t discard potential leverage for no reason. While it might not have worked on Egalion, I bet it would on Tarion or Caria.”
Tarion looked at her, catching her gaze. “That’s a big gamble to make.” 
“And one I wouldn’t be prepared to make on Ahrin’s life,” she said, wanting to be honest with him.
His mouth quirked in a sad smile. “I happen to think you’re right, though.”
Fari glanced at Lira, eyes narrowing. Lorin stayed quiet. 
Garan let out a long breath and sat back in his chair. “You don’t know that for certain, Tar. You’re agreeing to help Lira start a war,” he said flatly. “People will die. I know you too well to think you’ll be okay with killing innocents.”
“Stop being so rotted black and white, Garan!” Lira snapped. “I—”
“Garan, do you truly believe, deep down, that Lira will act like her grandfather did?” Tarion turned in his chair, seeking and catching his cousin’s gaze.
There was a pause, but not a long one, before Garan murmured, “No. No, I don’t.”
Lira reeled, eyes widening despite herself.
“But that doesn’t mean this is the right thing to do,” he continued. “People will be hurt, no matter what her intentions.”
“All this is moot anyway.” Fari rose suddenly, going over to the bubbling kettle and lifting it to pour steaming water into a chipped mug. She stirred a handful of unidentified leaves into the water, then carried it over to place it in front of Lira. The others watched her in silence.
As Fari returned to her seat, she held Lira’s gaze. “It’s time for us to be honest with you, Lira. Councillor Egalion left the ship hours ago, flying back to Dirinan. She took Athira with her. There’ll be a welcome party waiting for you when this ship docks, and the council isn’t going to let you out of their grasp this time.”
Lira shifted on her stool, tired and sore, lifting a hand to rub it over her face as she tried to summon the energy she needed to finish this. Giving herself a moment to think, she reached out for the mug, taking a sip of floral-tasting tea. “This whole time you knew that and didn’t tell me?”
Garan gave Fari a mutinous look. “Aunt Alyx gave us direct orders not to.” 
“After telling us absolutely nothing about what was going on.” Lorin scowled at him. “She didn’t even tell us about your uncle. Or how and why Athira suddenly showed up in Rotherburn. We didn’t even get a chance to talk to her.”
“She was trying to keep us safe, to protect Tarion for as long as possible from the pain of her decision,” Garan said.
“I’m a grown man. As are you,” Tarion said quietly. “I love, trust, and respect Mama. But that doesn’t mean I must always choose the same path as her. She can’t fight for Da, but I can.”
Lira tried not to roll her eyes at the sentiment and sought to bring the conversation back to relevant information. “What did she say, exactly, before she left?” 
“That we were to keep a close eye on you until we arrived in Dirinan, and that no matter what had happened in Rotherburn, you remained a traitor to the council,” Fari said. “Which all turns out to be true, incidentally.”
She let out a sigh. Doing any of this suddenly seemed impossibly difficult. Then she thought of Ahrin, confined to that cage, eyes dark with panicked terror. And her resolve hardened to granite.
Tarion leaned forward. “Athira wouldn’t talk either. Lira, do you know anything else about why she’s here, what happened to her?”
“I’m sorry, I only know what I’ve already told you, from our conversation with Lucinda,” she said honestly. “All I’m certain of is that she is now Lucinda’s creature, and we have to treat her as such.”
Silence greeted her words. It felt as bone-weary as she did.
Lira lifted a hand. “Before you decide to walk out of this cabin on my side, Egalion made things clear. You choose me, and you’re betraying your beloved council. Any goodwill you won back by rescuing Egalion will be gone. You’ll lose that nice blue cloak and the trust of your friends and family. You might be captured and placed in prison, or worse.”
Garan stood immediately, chair screeching on the uneven floor. “I won’t help you, Lira. I’m going home to Alistriem and I’m going to help protect my king from whatever the fallout is of this insane fight you’re about to start.”
She held his gaze, remaining seated. “I understand and respect your decision, Garan. Thank you for hearing me out.”
For a moment, Garan seemed to search for the right words to say. Finally, he whispered, “Please don’t do this.”
“I have no choice.” Tears welled in her eyes. The last thing she wanted to do was refuse his entreaty to be worthy of the faith he’d always placed in her. But she couldn’t explain that to him now. Ahrin’s life depended on swift, ruthless progress. “But I understand that you don’t either. We part as friends, Garan Egalion.”
“I wish that were true,” he said sadly, casting a lingering glance at the others before adding, “Goodbye, Lira.”
He left the galley without another word. Lira took another sip of her tea, then regarded the others, all remaining in their seats rather than following Garan. “Are you sure this is what you want?” She looked at each of them in turn, no give in her voice or glance. “Because once this starts, there will be no turning back. Your one and only chance of being re-instated by the council is to walk out now and join Garan.”
“I understand,” Lorin said gravely. “I stay with you.”
Fari let out a sigh. “Don’t make me say it again, Spider. I’m still sitting here, aren’t I?”
Tarion gave her a little smile. “I stay too.”
She nodded at them and stood up, the legs of the stool screeching. “I’m going to get some sleep. You should all do the same. Tomorrow, we’ll discuss what happens once we arrive at Dirinan.”
“What if we just change the ship’s course now?” Tarion suggested. “After all, the captain is Rotherburnian, and he has a vested interest in you succeeding, Lira. If we made port farther north in Tregaya, or even Zandia, you could avoid Mama’s waiting party.”
“It’s a good idea—but unfortunately the most important thing right now is that Lucinda believes I’m doing what she asked. For both Ahrin’s and your father’s sakes. So I’ll need to put on a nice show in Dirinan, where we know she has spies. Athira will be there too, and she will be writing regular messages to Lucinda. We can’t be sure Lucinda will learn that I’m doing as ordered if we go anywhere else.”
Fari looked dubious. “You think you can escape Councillor Egalion and whatever mages and Taliath she’s managed to gather in Dirinan?”
“I’m going to have to.” Lira smiled suddenly, seeking to lighten the mood. “Don’t worry, we’ll come up with a suitably devious plan. And don’t forget Dirinan is home territory for me.”
She left them in thoughtful silence, brisk strides carrying her away from the galley. Anxiety tightened her shoulder blades. She hadn’t quite expected that discussion to turn out the way it did, and the easy win she’d thought she would be able to start with hadn’t materialised. As good as it was to know that Fari, Tarion, and Lorin had chosen to stand with her, she was soon going to have to make a difficult judgement call.
And if she got it wrong, her plan would be a failure before it had even started.






  
  Chapter 3


The first thing Lira did the next morning was seek out the ship’s captain. He was a lean, wiry man with a furtive gaze that held a gleam of fanaticism Lira recognised all too well. There had been signs in Rotherburn of division among the country’s soldiers, some holding loyalty to particular members of the Seven over others. Given he was the one chosen to captain them back, she had to assume he was aligned with Lucinda. The Seventh didn’t leave things to chance. 
“Something you need?” He eyed her from his position at the ship’s wheel beside the navigator.
She held his stare. “I assume you noticed that two of your passengers disembarked early?”
For a moment he didn’t respond, but then he stepped away from the navigator, nodding sharply towards the railing. Interesting; he didn’t want the navigator to hear their conversation. “Ship’s watch told me. Amazing ability that—flying.”
“Indeed,” Lira said dryly. “We’re going to face an ambush in Dirinan. Can you ensure we approach after dark? You’ll have to let us off then raise anchor and get clear before anyone realises we’re there.”
“Appreciate the warning.” He glanced up at the sky, squinted, then shrugged. “If the winds stay as they are, we’re due to make port late afternoon, but slowing up is easy enough.”
“Good. Please do so.” She went to leave, but curiosity had her turning back. “Are your orders to return straight to the ravine city once you’ve dropped us off?”
“Aye. We’ll be heading straight back.” The words were casual, but a quick shift of his eyes told her it was a lie.  
“You don’t think there’s a better way of doing this?”
“Doing what?”
She swept her hands in an expansive gesture. “Going to these complicated lengths to save yourselves. I’m not sure I understand why any of you are listening to Lucinda.”
“There’s no explanation I can give that you would understand.” He gave her a sharp look. “Not unless you, too, had spent your entire life hiding in the dark, watching friends and family being picked off one by one.”
“So why not ask for help decades ago?”
“That is none of your business.” He spat over the side.
“You mean you don’t know,” she needled.
His mouth twisted in scorn. “You think you’ve had a difficult life, but it’s nothing on mine. So don’t stand there and ask your ignorant questions like you have any right to ask them. I have a ship to run—was there anything else you needed?”
A similar scorn rose in her—he knew nothing of her life either—but there was no utility in antagonising him further. “No, that’s all.”
“Good.” He left without another word.
Watching the man walk off with the rolling gate particular to sailors, her gaze fell on Garan, standing on the opposite side of the deck. He was in shirtsleeves and looked like he’d been practicing sparring manoeuvres with his staff.
She’d almost taken a step towards him—the urge to go and make things right burning in her—when she stopped herself, turning away instead and heading for the galley in search of breakfast.
No matter how much she wanted to, she couldn’t avoid people being hurt.

      ***As requested, their ship made its final approach to Dirinan just after the sun set over the horizon, shadowing the port in darkness. The captain showed no hesitance about sailing straight into the harbour under a merchant flag. It made Lira wonder how frequently ships from Rotherburn had sailed in and out of Shiven—or other—ports over the years without anyone realising who they were. They spoke the same language after all, despite a difference in accent, and sailors, always a motley group to begin with, were never scrutinised particularly closely.
Even so, Lira suspected it wasn’t often. From what she’d seen in the ravine city, Rotherburn had little to trade with and a limited number of seaworthy ships—or at least no safe access to a harbour to maintain or keep any ships they had. The one they travelled on now had been the only one bobbing at anchor when they’d boarded it just west of the ravine city, and it had been a slow and laborious journey upriver to the ocean in challenging waters.
Lira glanced over to where Garan and Tarion were having an animated conversation a short distance off. Presumably Garan was making a last-ditch effort to change his cousin’s mind. Tarion’s hunched shoulders and downcast gaze told her Garan was failing—he always got uncomfortable disagreeing with others, particularly those he loved.
Garan had been a silent, brooding presence the remainder of their journey, but while making his disapproval clear, he hadn’t sought to intrude on or otherwise interfere with their planning. And there had been a lot of planning—long days shut in the galley together, talking and debating about how to deal with the ambush awaiting them.
She would always be grateful to him for giving her that.
Apart from assuring them she had planned for their next steps should they successfully evade Egalion and the council, Lira hadn’t revealed any details to them. The con she was putting into play would look very much like she was taking down the Mage Council, which meant she couldn’t afford the council learning the details of her next steps any more than she could afford Lucinda learning of her true intentions. And she now knew that Lucinda had at least one telepath at her disposal in Rotherburn, in addition to the powerful telepathic abilities of Alyx Egalion and Dawn A’ndreas that were now arrayed against her. 
Surprisingly, Fari, Tarion, and Lorin hadn’t made much of a fuss over Lira not explaining everything. In fact, they’d already considered the threat posed by mage telepaths.
“We’ve decided to trust you, Lira,” Lorin had said pragmatically, Tarion and Fari nodding beside him. “There are no half measures in doing that given what we’ve signed on for. That means I choose to trust that you will tell us what we need to know as soon as you can.”
A little smile came unbidden. It was nice not having to do everything alone. It was a feeling she was hesitant to trust, for fear of it being ripped away again, but for once she didn’t try and deny it. 
One of the crew called out to the captain, who bellowed something back about tacking to port. Their voices hid the sound of Fari approaching, and Lira turned as the healer appeared suddenly at her shoulder. “I know you’re suspicious about why I agree to help you,” she said without preamble.
Lira didn’t pretend to disagree. “I don’t trust anyone whose motivations I don’t understand. But you know that already.”
“I do, and neither do I, when it comes to it.”
“And yet you’re here standing with me.” Lira eyed her curiously, still unsure. Maybe this conversation might help her make the decision she was eventually going to be forced to make. Part of her quailed at what that would mean, though, even though she didn’t shy from the inevitability of it.
Fari smiled a little. “Do you remember, years ago, talking about my family? When I told you I was afraid I’d be expelled from Temari Hall and they’d throw me out of the household as a result. You thought I was being dramatic.”
“I remember,” Lira said, softening despite herself. “But you changed my mind. It was the first time I realised that someone could be wealthy and privileged and still be trapped.”
“In the end, what I feared most did end up happening. I became a disgrace. I failed my Trials, I haven’t distinguished myself in any other way, and I’ll never give them the blood heir they so desperately want.” A hint of bitterness coloured her voice. “Although that will all change the moment I help unseat a Tylender from his spot as Magor-lier of the Mage Council.”
Lira started in surprise. “Is that why you’re doing this?”
Fari laughed. “No, I stopped worrying about impressing my family a long time ago. It will be a nice side benefit, though, proving to them that I’m not actually useless. Not that I will ever understand why the Tylenders and Dirsks hate each other so much. Zandian rivalry is as much a part of our makeup as our fiercely hot deserts, but it’s really not productive.”
Movement flickered in Lira’s peripheral vision, distracting her. Across the deck, Lorin joined Tarion and Garan, but it didn’t look like they were talking anymore. All three stared out at the lights of the approaching harbour. 
A shiver of unease ran through her at the grim expressions on all their faces. She was about to face Alyx Egalion, and if she didn’t walk away from that confrontation, she’d be back in prison, trapped again for the rest of her life. Or worse. Fear and dread squeezed her chest so fiercely that for a moment her breath froze.
Fari shifted at her side and Lira buried her fear. “Then why join me?”
“When I told you that I’d failed my Trials, that Councillor Egalion had been the only one to argue for me to pass, you never said anything—it was during your brooding and aloof hating-us phase—but what did you think?”
Lira frowned, not needing to think about her answer. “That the council were just as foolish and ignorant as I’d always thought they were and that not giving you a mage cloak had to be one of the stupidest decisions they’d ever made.”
Fari’s smile was bright and blinding. “You’ve never thought I was useless. Not for a second, not even when you barely knew me, not even when I was failing half my classes at Temari.”
“That’s because you’re not useless. You’re far from it.” Lira cocked her head in puzzlement when Fari merely continued to smile at her. “I don’t think I understand.” 
“People generally look at me, note my propensity for jokes, my air of general cheeriness, my lack of stiff honour, and they forget I’m Zandian. A Dirsk.” A hard look closed over Fari’s face then, one Lira had never seen. “Lira, you might be the reincarnation of Shakar Astor. You might be worse. You could even turn out to be something none of us ever imagined. Whichever it is, I choose the leader that sees my value. The one that looks at me and sees my strengths, not my failings. The one that respects me for who I truly am.”
“I’m no leader.” Lira huffed out an incredulous breath at the thought.
Fari put her hands on her hips. “Then you’d best call all of this off right now, because how else are you going to take control of the Mage Council and make Lucinda let Ahrin and Caverlock go? You’re the one with the name, the influential heritage. I can’t do it. You’re going to have to headline this fight, Lira Astor, heir to the Darkmage.”
Fari was right. Lira had known that for what she planned to do she would have to fully assume the mantle of Shakar’s heir, no halfway measures. But until it had been said aloud, she hadn’t quite faced it. She hadn’t wanted to. Mainly because she wasn’t sure she could. Lira was an outsider, one who walked her own path, free of encumbrances. She’d never had any interest in being responsible for others. Or worse, being responsible to them.
Her hands curled white-knuckled around the railing. “I’m not him.” The words came out without thinking. But the realisation rocked her to her core. Because it was the opposite of everything she’d always feared. What she’d decided to stop fighting within herself.
Where had those words come from?
She was like Shakar in many ways. Cool, arrogant, self-interested, determined. But he hadn’t just been those things. He’d been a man with a vision, a clever strategic mind, and a charismatic ability to achieve his vision by drawing others to it, imposing his will on them. Lira didn’t have any of those attributes. It was why doing what Lucinda wanted felt so impossible, why she’d known for a fact she couldn’t do it alone.
Fari gave her a knowing look, as if she could read the thoughts tumbling through Lira’s mind. “It’s always been so black and white with you. You veer between terror of being the Darkmage, and terror of not being the Darkmage. Lira, you are not him.” She paused. “I know this for two reasons.”
She let out a shaky breath. “And what are those?”
“First, and most importantly, people aren’t born a certain unchangeable way. We are who we are based on the choices we make along the way. You may choose the same things he did, or you may choose a different path, but your choices are your own.”
“And?” Fari’s words rang true, but they also made everything so much more complicated. So much less clear. If she wasn’t him, what was she?
“Second, he tried to destroy the world when the Mage Council murdered the woman he loved.” Fari gave her a sad smile. “When you thought the woman you loved had died, you were barely capable of putting one foot in front of the other, let alone destroying the world.”
“When I thought she was dead, nothing mattered anymore,” Lira mumbled, remembering those dark hours. “There was no point in vengeance.”
Fari spoke gently, “Lira, you’re not just his granddaughter. You’re your mother’s daughter, your father’s daughter, your grandmothers’ granddaughter, and so on.”
But they always saw him. They looked at her and they saw him. “I don’t know how to be anything else when that’s what they always see.” She regretted the words the moment they were out of her mouth, her instinctive fear of being too vulnerable, of showing weakness, rising to close her throat over.
But Fari only shifted closer, one hand touching Lira’s forearm. “That’s not what I see. It’s not what Tarion or Lorin or Garan see either. We haven’t for a very long time, you know?”
She did know. She might not have ever been able to trust it, but she knew, deep down. Lira let out a long breath. “But if I’m not him, how can I…”
“Don’t worry.” Fari squeezed her arm with a conspiratorial smile. “I’ve been around pompous leaders all my life. I can help you fake it. First, we’re going to have to change your look. Rats’ nest hair and raggedy clothing isn’t going to inspire anyone to take over the world.”
“I—”
“And then, maybe you should put aside all your anger and fear about what everyone else thinks you are and start thinking about who you actually are.” Fari beamed. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea, so once you’ve worked it out, let’s sit down and talk and see how right I am.”
Lira stared at her. She didn’t even know where to begin with that. Yet … this plan she’d come up with. Her true plan. Wasn’t that evidence that maybe Fari was right, that Lira could forge a different path for herself than the ones set out for her by the council, or by her grandfather’s notoriety?
“Are we ready?” Lorin approached, Tarion trailing behind him. Garan had disappeared. The lights of Dirinan harbour had come even closer while she and Fari had talked.
Lira stared at them, still lost in her thoughts, but Fari pinched her arm lightly and she shook her head. What came next needed all her focus. She could let Fari’s words sink in later when she had time to process them properly. “You’re all clear on what to do. No final questions?” A series of shaking heads followed. “Good. Make sure you follow the instructions I gave you to the letter. Then you wait. Someone will find you at the meeting point.”
They didn’t know where she was going, a safety precaution in case one of them was captured by the council. Lira couldn’t afford a telepath reading her location from one of their minds.
With a final hopeful glance around the deck fading to disappointment—she would have liked to say goodbye to Garan properly—she gave them a little wave, and then climbed up onto the railing. There she paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. It was time to set into motion her grand and sweeping world-changing plan. A con to end all cons.
First step—face down the world’s most powerful mage and live to tell about it.
The thrill stirred in the pit of her stomach, hot and heady, and an anticipatory smile spread across her face.
Lira readied her magic and dived off the side of the ship.






  
  Chapter 4


The icy waters of Dirinan harbour closed over Lira’s head as she hit the surface. Her mental shields were focused, impregnable, and she’d made sure to dive off the side of the ship not visible to anyone watching their approach from the docks. 
The ocean sang to her water magic, giving her a feeling of comfort despite the strong current and dangerously cold temperature. She wore a knife at her belt, but given the distance she had to swim, she was barefoot, wearing only light breeches and a sleeveless shirt. With winter fast approaching, it wasn’t the ideal time of year for a swim in the ocean along Shivasa’s coastline, but there was no other way off the ship. She would have to hope the exertion of swimming kept her from hypothermia.
Using a touch of magic to speed her progress, she swam underwater until her lungs clamoured for air, before breaching the surface and floating there, sucking in deep lungfuls of air. Lifting a hand to push back sopping hair from her eyes, she took a good look around, letting her body flow with the current. The night sky above was clear, no clouds, the stars bright and shining. The opposite of what Lira had hoped for.
Still, a scan of the surrounding ocean revealed nothing unexpected. Only ships rocking distantly at anchor, the lights of Dirinan to the east. The cold was already sinking into her bones, making her teeth chatter, so she kicked out, beginning the long swim to shore.

      ***By the time she approached the northernmost jetties—hundreds of them stretched out into the harbour along the curving shoreline—her arms trembled with exhaustion and her lungs were burning. It hadn’t taken long before her swimming had turned laborious, and it felt like she breathed in as much seawater as air with every breath. 
The moment she was underneath one of the wooden constructs, she carefully braced her palms against a barnacle-covered support beam and sagged in utter weariness. Seawater lapped against her shoulders while she caught her breath and tried to recover some of her strength.
As soon as she stopped moving, though, the cold began to creep inexorably through her. Her breath frosted, causing a brief surge of panic that a razak might be around, and already her extremities were turning numb. Her teeth chattered.
Gathering her resolve, she forced herself back into movement, pushing off the pillar and swimming underneath the jetty until the water turned to shallows and she could stumble up onto the embankment.
Soaked to the skin, shivering, she sank down on the grainy sand where the shadows were deepest and gave herself a few more moments to rest and catch her breath. But too soon, the tendrils of icy air began digging deeper into bone and sinew. If she didn’t move now, wet through and ill-dressed as she was, she’d be in serious trouble.
So she stood, steadied herself, then scrambled up the embankment to the main road leading along this part of the docks. It was as familiar as if she’d been there only yesterday—right in the middle of the harbour district, where she’d once run the streets as part of Ahrin’s crew.
“Nice swim?”
The familiar voice rang clearly through the silence of the night. Lira stilled as a cloaked woman emerged from the shadows on the opposite side of the road, then let out a breath. It frosted in front of her face, and she tried to stop her teeth from chattering.
She’d hoped to get a little farther before Egalion found her … but this was better than the woman not finding her at all. 
Lira dragged all the weariness from her voice before replying, calm and casual. “It was, actually. Very bracing. That’s an impressive piece of tracking, finding me so quickly. Dawn A’ndreas is the only telepath skilled enough to see glimpses beyond my mental shields, so you must have done it with some other talent. Or were you just flying above and got lucky?”
“However I did it, you didn’t really think you’d be able to get ashore without me noticing?” Egalion asked, eyebrow raised.
“No, not really.” Lira scanned the shadows all around them, but nothing moved, and her old street instincts weren’t warning her of a trap. She tried to stifle a violent shiver but her soaked clothes were like ice against her skin, and the cold had her still-healing ribs aching fiercely. “No army with you? Not even Athira?”
Egalion stepped closer. “I don’t need an army to bring you in. I certainly don’t need anyone amplifying my magical strength, and I didn’t want to risk others getting hurt in the crossfire. Besides, we both know Athira isn’t to be trusted anymore. You can be sure she’s somewhere safe and well-guarded.” 
A flicker of fear rippled through Lira. That fate awaited her too, if she let herself be caught. She couldn’t do it—could not go back inside that cell and the endless unbearable routine of boredom. She had to keep herself free. “You mean she’s a prisoner. You know what happens if Athira doesn’t report back to Lucinda on schedule. The two of us start receiving body parts.” Her teeth chattered despite her attempts to still them.
“We have a brief window within which to convince Athira to cooperate. I’m confident we’ll succeed.”  
“You’re wrong,” Lira said flatly. “And you’re risking your husband’s life on it.”
“If Lucinda holds to her word, my husband is dead the moment she learns I’m not carrying out her orders, which will happen sooner rather than later. I’m not foolish enough to think Athira is her only source of information.” Grief glittered in Egalion’s eyes, the deep and abiding grief that Lira knew all too well. That the woman was standing there, straight and tall and competent, despite feeling that way, was beyond impressive. Lira wished she didn’t admire it so much … it only reinforced that Lira would never be anything like her.
“Yes, well, I’m not willing to risk Ahrin’s life.” Lira shrugged. “So I guess we’re still at an impasse.”
“You’re strong, and skilled, and you’ve killed before. But you haven’t faced anyone like me, Lira.”  
Lira didn’t mistake the words for arrogance. Nor was she foolish enough to imagine she’d win a stand-up duel against the woman who’d defeated her grandfather. Yet she couldn’t just slip away into the night, either. No, she was going to have to make this look good for any Underground spies no doubt keeping a close eye on what Egalion and Lira did as soon as they returned home. So she tossed out a casual, “I don’t know. Have you met Lucinda?”
Egalion was calm, reasonable. “You’re smart enough to realise it won’t end well for you if you fight me.”
“We don’t have to fight. You could just let me go.” As she spoke, Lira sank into her magic, letting it fill her, giving her strength and the reckless confidence she needed. Egalion was immune to a direct hit from Lira’s telekinesis magic, but her fire and water abilities would penetrate Egalion’s Taliath immunity. Even so, to get out of this, Lira was going to have to be creative.
Egalion sighed, irritation hinting her voice. “You know that’s not going to happen.”
“I suppose I do.”
Lira moved before Egalion could, wanting to gain the advantage quickly. She clicked her fingers, setting the hem of Egalion’s cloak afire with violet-edged white flame. In a single move, almost too quick to believe, Egalion shrugged off the cloak, letting it fall to the cobblestones. There it quickly burned to ashes.
The woman smiled. Cool and confident. Her gaze hadn’t shifted from Lira.
In the next second, Egalion’s magic yanked Lira off her feet and sent her flying through the air. She laughed, feeling her magic spread through her veins, lighting her up, setting her skin aflame with power. She wrapped herself in her own telekinetic magic, halted her flight, and dropped gracefully to the ground, one palm slapping against the ground for balance.
A concussion burst came at her next, its green light blinding as it flew directly at Lira. She dived to the side, rolled with her momentum along cobblestones, then covered her ears just before the electric roar exploded right where she’d been standing. The concussive energy squeezed her chest hard enough to send a stabbing pain through her ribs, before vanishing as quickly as it had come.
Lira let out a shocked breath. Egalion wasn’t messing around. That burst would have killed her if it had hit. 
“So it’s kill me then, not capture?” Without waiting for a reply, Lira shot to her feet and ran. Two steps closer to Egalion and she sent her telekinetic magic out like a whip, wrapping it around the woman’s mage staff—still hanging down her back—and throwing it high into the sky.
It was a move calculated to annoy rather than do any damage. Lira was realistic about her chances of truly hurting her opponent, but she’d seen how attached Egalion was to that staff—the woman’s only remaining tie to Cario Duneskal, the best friend who’d died for her.
That was how she’d keep herself alive. Defeat via distraction.
Unguarded anger flashed over Egalion’s face, and the path of the staff halted abruptly as she threw her own telekinetic magic after Lira’s to try and take it back. 
At that moment, Lira learned two things.
Egalion’s magic was stronger, far stronger, than her own, an endless well of strength that made Lira quail. But her ability to wield it was either rusty after years of not fighting, or it wasn’t equal to Lira’s. She could use that. Lean on her skill rather than sheer strength.
So, concentrating fiercely, she battled Egalion for control of the staff at the same time as she began using telekinesis to rip buttons from the woman’s shirt, untie the laces of her boots, and yank the knife from her belt. In seconds, those items were whizzing through the air around Egalion’s face, distracting her focus.
Egalion faltered, something unnameable replacing the anger and focus that had been written all over her face. Shock maybe. Or despair. Whatever it was, Lira ignored it, not allowing her own focus to slip.
And she won the battle for the staff.
It flew towards her, landing firmly in her outstretched left hand. Her fingers curled around the wood. It was warm in her palm, welcoming, its magic sliding against hers like they fit together. For a long moment she and Egalion only stared at each other, the councillor’s eyes wide with stunned shock, like she realised something she’d long feared.
Then Lira ran at Egalion, swinging the staff in a powerful blow at her head. Yet she’d forgotten one crucial thing.
Alyx Egalion was a mage of the higher order who’d absorbed not only her Taliath husband’s immunity to magic but also his fighting ability. She didn’t need a weapon to fight.
She ducked under Lira’s swing with contemptuous ease, slammed a fist into her ribs, and followed up with a second blow to Lira’s jaw. Lira stumbled backwards with the force of the punch, landing hard on the cobblestones, the breath rushing from her lungs. The staff flew from her hands and clattered across the ground. Her vision blurred. Pain exploded through her face, her jaw broken, or maybe her nose, or an eye socket. Or all three. And those still-healing ribs of hers were most definitely re-cracked.
But pain had never kept Lira down before.
Grunting with the effort, she called the staff back to her hand, got to her feet, and lunged again. Egalion knocked aside her second attempt with equal ease, and then a booted foot landed in Lira’s chest, sending her back to the ground, hard.
Rotted carcasses. She was going to have to end this soon or Egalion would have her. Lira wavered, unsure if the display so far had been enough. But she was down, Egalion so close to catching her, and suddenly all Lira could see was that cell. The bars. The narrow window. The clank of the manacles that the guards locked around her ankles every single day.
Her chest closed over, breathing becoming too quick, panic threatening. Shit. She had to go. She just had to hope she’d made enough of a display for any observers. Surely getting beaten to a pulp by Egalion would prove Lira was doing as Lucinda had asked. For now, at least.
Time to withdraw.
Lira rolled away, dragged herself back to her feet, and let out a cry of effort. Magic poured from her, violet flame roaring to life as she wrapped Egalion’s clothes in fire. Or tried to. A shimmering shield dropped into place around the mage, stopping Lira’s fire before it could take hold of her clothes.
Rotted hells. Lira’s flame could breach immunity but not a magical shield.
Something like regret flashed
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