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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“Senator Lyra Thornwind, you wish to speak?”


I stand in the middle of the Senate of Aetheria, the great and magical city that was once the heart of an empire, and I look around at my fellow senators, wondering which of them I can trust. When each of them looks at me, will they see a friend or an enemy, someone to support, or someone to be destroyed, either politically or more directly?


Do they even see me as the senator I’ve become? I stand here in my white senatorial toga, my golden hair tied up in an elaborate series of braids by the servants of the former imperial palace that now serves as the seat of power in the new Republic. My blue eyes have hints of golden eyeshadow around them in the fashion of the wealthiest nobles. I even have a few pieces of jewelry, mostly given to me by my fiancé and fellow senator, Marcus Larius. 


But I know many of them will only see the slender athleticism of my body and the circular brand on my left shoulder, crossed by five lines to represent the seasons I survived in the colosseum. I know how many of them will be thinking about my powers as a beast whisperer, one of those with the magical gift to control animals and borrow strength from them. 


Some, at least, see me as not truly one of them. It doesn't matter that I'm engaged to Marcus, doesn't matter that I was there at the foundation of the Republic. For far too many, beast whisperers are still something to be treated with suspicion and even hatred.


“Six weeks since Selene Ravenscroft announced her intentions for the city, and still nothing has been done with her. Nothing has changed. Aetheria still walks blindly towards its doom!” I say, my voice carrying across the chamber, up into the public viewing gallery, which is packed today with people eager to watch the proceedings.


There’s instant uproar. 


“We all know you attacked her in Ironhold. Attacked us!” Senator Olivia calls out. She’s a blonde-haired noblewoman who practically drips with jewelry and who likes to throw extravagant parties where she can manipulate others with pleasure, favors and seduction. She’s invited me before, but I haven’t attended.


“She was controlling you with psychomancy!” I shoot back. Aetheria is home to many forms of magic. The priests who seem to worship the city as much as the gods claim magic flows from the very stones beneath it, pouring out into the world in a constant stream. Mind magic is one of the most insidious forms of it. 


“You keep spouting those lies!” Olivia says, anger in her voice. 


One of the biggest problems with psychomancy is that it’s hard to prove, and those affected by it often don’t want to believe they’ve been controlled. Thanks to lessons from a more experienced beast whisperer, I’ve learned to access people’s animal instincts, using their emotions to free them from Selene’s control. Convincing them of what she’s done is proving harder. 


“None of this is lies,” I say. “Selene Ravenscroft wants to create a new empire, with herself as the empress. Those of you who went to Ironhold heard her talking about overthrowing the Republic, to create a place where those with the most magic hold power. When Senator Domitian sought to overthrow the Republic, he was imprisoned, and rightly so.”


There’s a fresh round of uproar as I say it, with people shouting over me until I can’t work out what any of them are saying. The senators aren’t the only ones shouting. The public galleries seem to hold far too many of Selene Ravenscroft’s supporters.


The comparison to Domitian probably doesn’t help, even if he and Selene were probably working together. Domitian tried for a coup against the Republic, but failed quickly, while Selene has been more insidious, gaining support slowly. 


“Selene! Selene!” they chant her name as if she were stepping out onto the sands of the arena, ready for one of her bouts.


I look around for support, to where First Senator Rowan is seated in the only separate chair of the Senate. Every other senator makes do with stone benches, in a circle around the floor. His auburn hair falls over a square jawed face, hiding the scar inflicted upon him by his former owner, back in the days when Aetheria allowed slaves to be kept. Like me, he's a former gladiator, with muscles like boulders beneath his toga. His magical control over stone and earth makes the seats rumble beneath us, demanding the attention of the Senate.


“Enough!” he bellows, and that’s enough to bring silence flowing out over the chamber. “Lyra, I know what you’ve been saying about Selene, but without proof, you also know the senate can’t act.”


There should be plenty of proof. Several of the senators were in the room when Selene announced her intentions for the city. She offered me a place in her new order, then attacked me when I refused. As far as I can tell, the only reason she hasn’t taken over the city completely is because I defeated her there, forcing her to flee from the fortress of Ironhold, at least temporarily. 


But people either don’t remember, or they aren’t prepared to say anything. Perhaps they believe in the vision of the future she’s shown them. Perhaps she was able to influence them again after I broke them free from her control. Perhaps they just want to wait and see what will happen. 


“My concern is that we’re letting things slide,” I say. “The games become more dangerous with every event we put on, when we’ve tried so hard to avoid going back to the days of the empire. The gangs still control the slums, and there’s still far too much corruption in the city.”


“You sound like your lover, Alaric,” Senator Yarrow calls out. She’s a dark-haired woman in her forties, who controls a section of the slums beyond the city walls when she’s not serving as a senator. It’s common knowledge that half the gangs there answer to her, and she would lose out on much of her income if the corruption of the city were to be rooted out. “Where is the leader of the so-called resistance?”


Several others around the chamber jeer me, and I can’t help wincing. Alaric is… I’m not sure what he is to me anymore. We were once together, and there are still plenty of romantic feelings between us. He is indeed the leader of the resistance movement that fights against the corruption of the city, and which hates the games, in particular. 


I don’t always agree with their methods but, increasingly, I can see how necessary they are. Bringing up Alaric is an attempt to embarrass me, but it’s more than that, too. I’m formally engaged to Senator Marcus Larius, who sits with a block of his supporters at one side of the chamber. He’s blond haired and blue-eyed, muscular and handsome, although without the hard edge that Rowan and I have as former gladiators. He’s from a family of wealthy merchants, wearing the ship symbol of his family on a pendant over his toga. Our engagement is as much a political move as a romantic one, when Marcus is still trying to win back my trust following his involvement with death matches beneath the streets of the city. To imply that Alaric is still my lover when we’re engaged is a deliberate insult. 


“I’m more interested in where Selene is,” I reply, trying to hide my anger at her using Alaric against me. “The last I heard, she was still meant to be a prisoner of the city, committed to Ironhold until she completes her five seasons in the colosseum.”


Selene avoided execution when she returned to Aetheria by using the city’s old laws against it, putting herself into the colosseum the way criminals used to be forced to. If she can survive five sets of games, gain the five stripes across the circular brand on her shoulder I possess, then she’ll be a free citizen, cleared of all crimes. Until then, though, to try to flee is to invite a death sentence. 


If she can’t be held in Ironhold, then she should be held in whatever prison contains Domitian and those like him who’ve fought against the city. 


"She's hardly fled," a senator named Octavio says. He's the oldest of the Senate, and the keeper of many of our laws. "She appears throughout the city. And, if she no longer feels safe in Ironhold, she does have the freedom to move through the city as she wishes.”


A freedom she gained by manipulating senators and controlling their minds, but that doesn’t make a difference now. 


“So she just gets to disappear?” I say. 


“She’s required to show up for each set of games until she has completed the five required of her,” Senator Octavio says. “Beyond that, she’s free to be where she wishes in the city.”


Free to try to influence and manipulate people. Free to continue to undermine the Republic at a point where it's increasingly fragile. I sigh and cede the floor, because it's clear I'm not going to convince anyone here. Increasingly, the Senate feels like a place where I'm simply ignored. 


Thankfully, there isn't much more business in the Senate today. A couple of small motions on rebuilding efforts in the slums. One on a potential trade agreement with a city state far across the ocean, brokered by Marcus. Routine business, and a reminder that not everything in Aetheria is about Selene, however much it might seem like it. 


Eventually, I get to leave the chamber, heading through to one of the ante-chambers beyond. It’s a space set with food and drink, couches and spaces for people to talk. It’s designed so that the people from the viewing galleries can meet with the senators, making sure their voices are heard. In practice, that makes it a place of bribery, influence and corruption. 


Naturally, Marcus is completely at home there, already standing at the heart of a small crowd of nobles and merchants. He smiles and clasps hands, exchanges compliments and makes promises. Almost as soon as he spots me, he comes over to me, taking me in his arms and kissing me briefly. There’s an electric charge to his touch, and I can never tell with him whether it’s down to the attraction between us or the lightning Marcus can summon with the magic that gives him control over the weather. 


The kiss is at least partly for the benefit of everyone watching, of course. He wants them to see we're together, the golden couple of the city, holding together a coalition of different strands within the city thanks to our connection. And maybe it's to show people that I continue to have his support, even though we have different views on many things in the Senate. 


“It wasn’t wise to speak up against Selene again,” he whispers to me. 


“You think I should just ignore her? You hate her as much as I do,” I say. 


"I think she's dangerous, but speaking out isn't changing anything," Marcus says. "We must work in the ways we can, not spend political capital on things we can't do. We don't have the Senate yet."


Marcus is cautious in so many ways, understanding the politics of the city far better than me. It makes him frustrating, sometimes.


“It’s been six weeks, Marcus. Six weeks since the fight in Ironhold, and nothing’s changed. How much longer before we have the support we need?”


“It’s hard to say,” Marcus says. “I’m building all the support I can, both in the senate and… other places.”


Which is his way of saying he’s exploiting the corruption he’s embroiled in. He keeps telling me it’s just so he can lance the boil of that corruption, bringing it all down at once. But it’s obvious he enjoys the power and influence it gives him. 


“And in the meantime, Selene’s building her own support,” I say. 


Marcus nods. “That’s the struggle between us, for now. A race to see who can build power the quickest. People aren’t going to Ironhold to see her, but she’s holding her salons and gatherings throughout the city.” He hands me a piece of parchment. It’s a poster, proclaiming that Selene will be speaking today, in one of the public forums of the city.


I stare at it, barely able to believe the brazenness of it. Selene's making public appearances now, spreading her message so openly? I need to see this, and I need to try to find a way to limit the damage she does, even as I'm not sure I can do anything to truly stop her.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I swap my toga for a grey dress, edged with silvery embroidery. I strap a knife to my belt, because there are plenty of people out there who might try to hurt me, either at Selene's behest or for other reasons. I've acquired many enemies in my time in the Senate, both in my opposition to Selene and my stand against the corruption of the city, embodied in the gladiatorial games here. 


I head out of the palace, through the gardens beyond. They’re spectacular, enhanced by magic, the way so many things in Aetheria are. The gardeners have talents that let them make the plants bigger and more beautiful than they have any right to be. They’re able to work them into arches and spirals, imposing order on them in a way that’s strangely reminiscent of the days of the empire. It was a place that wanted to control everything and was happy to use magic to do it. 


There’s a menagerie within the grounds of the palace, as well. The former emperor collected magical creatures from around the empire, on the basis that all things of magic belonged to the city. There are peacocks whose tails shimmered with illusions, butterflies the size of my head, a leopard whose fur crackles with lightning in its cage. I can feel the primal emotions of the creatures, and it’s easy to reach out to look through the eyes of the birds above, using them to watch for enemies around me as I start to head through the city. 


The birds show me the city laid out below like a map. Aetheria forms a great wheel of different districts within its walls, from the elegance of the noble district to the practical warehouses of the docks. Towers rise in a district given over to scholars and artists, while an entertainment district sprawls not far from the noble quarter, filled with gambling dens, drinking establishments and other, more illicit, places. The slums lie beyond the walls, sprawling and chaotic, as large again as the interior of the city. They’re slowly being rebuilt in the same white marble as the rest of Aetheria, but most of the buildings are still ramshackle things, thrown together without a clear plan. 


Aetheria is a place of many spectacular buildings. Through the borrowed sight of the birds, I see grand temples and expensive villas, bathhouses and public buildings. None of them is on the scale of the colosseum located at the heart of the city, festooned with statues and with a broad promenade leading up to it. 


That isn’t the space I’m heading to, though. Instead, I make my way to the fringes of the market district, where there’s an open forum space, surrounded by grand columns to delineate it, and with a fountain at its center that depicts a gladiator standing over a fallen foe. There are plinths set around it, and during the days of the empire, it was one of the few places where people could speak freely, without fear of being dragged from those plinths and thrown into a dungeon. Of course, there was nothing to stop the emperor from sending killers after those who spoke there later, when it wouldn’t attract attention, which meant that in practice, it was priests and philosophers loyal to the emperor who mostly spoke here. 


After the founding of the Republic, things became a little freer, with these spaces open to anyone who wanted to speak. I have no doubt that’s why Selene has chosen this space. She stands on the plinth closest to the fountain, the purple aura of her magic flowing out from her, attracting attention and making her seem larger than she is. 


She’s slender, with jet black hair and a frame that has become more toned thanks to her training to fight in the colosseum. Her eyes glow with violet power, and she’s wearing a dress that mingles purple with white and gold, the traditional color of the old empire mingling with those of the Republic. Her left shoulder is bare, to show the branded circle there, with two clear lines across it. Selene is claiming respect as a popular gladiator, as much as because she’s an archon, probably the most powerful magic user in a generation. 


There are far more people than usual in the forum. Normally, it’s a place people pass through to meet with a few friends, or to listen to the more entertaining philosophers until they start to drown one another out. It attracts small groups of people, not large crowds. 


Today, it’s packed, to a degree that has attracted the attention of the city guards. I briefly wonder if I can call to them and demand they break up this gathering, but I suspect that will only add to Selene’s popularity. Besides, she has influence over many guards in the city, so I don’t know for sure if they would even help if I asked it. 


I linger on the fringes of the crowd, instead, watching Selene as she addresses the crowd. 


“Citizens of Aetheria,” she says, and her voice carries effortlessly over them, aided by a hint of magic. More than a hint, because I can feel her psychomancy spreading out in a wave of influence, designed to change people’s minds and sway them to her cause. “Thank you for coming here today. I have much to say to you.”


I can see people leaning in eagerly, the forum silent in a way it never normally is. Usually, people would heckle the speakers or challenge them, leading to lively philosophical debates and, occasionally, brawls. 


“The city of Aetheria is a great city,” Selene says. “The greatest in the world, the source of all magic!” 


She’s saying nothing the crowd won’t already know. 


“Its greatness is founded on two principles: martial might and magical prowess,” Selene says. “And traditionally, there has been one place that embodies both.”


She points to the colosseum as she says it, and I can feel the way she’s pushing the crowd with her magic again, building their excitement. 


I push back. Selene has the magic to influence people’s minds, but I can influence their emotions. I reach out, feeling the primal instincts of the crowd the way I might feel the fury of a wolf or the hunger of a bear. I try to counter Selene’s efforts to rile up the crowd, but that just means they’re calmer and more ready to listen. Maybe it’s more dangerous that they’re thoughtful and attentive, in the long run.


“Think of all the great warriors you’ve seen fight in the colosseum,” Selene says. “The champions who rose through it, slaying the foes put in front of them. They were sharpened by those experiences, the way a blade may be honed, ready for battle. Think of the great names from history. Aetheria built a glorious past, and that past can inform an equally glorious future.” 


Selene hasn’t proposed the overthrow of the Republic, here. Perhaps she’s worried about inciting open treason in such a public place. But it’s obvious she wants to hark back to the glories of the empire with her audience, wants them to think about how much better things would be if only there were an empress in charge. 


“The games gave people a chance to rise through the ranks of Aetheria,” Selene says, “rather than being stuck in the station they were born into. Those with enough skill with magic or a blade could rise to new positions. My own upbringing was far from wealthy, and yet I rose to be the arch-magistrate of the whole city.”


Of the empire, but Selene clearly doesn’t want people reminded too much of the worst aspects of it, the people she wound have condemned to torture or death. Instead, she’s selling them the dream of a city in which any of them might rise. Of course, I know she actually wants a place in which those with the most magic rule over all others, and nulls, those without magic at all, are little better than slaves. 


I fight harder against her efforts to influence the crowd with her psychomancy. She wears a leather dampener on her left wrist, designed to limit her magical powers, but Selene tampered with that even before the fight in Ironhold, and I know she has the skill to remove it any time she wishes. 


I must be careful as I push back against Selene’s magic. We’re working in two different ways, so our powers aren’t interacting directly, and I don’t know what the effects will be when I’m pushing someone’s emotions in one direction even as she forces their mind in another. 


“The games did more than that, though,” Selene said. “They let us deal with some of our most heinous criminals, rather than having to lock them away forever. They gave us a space in which to be proud of being Aetherian. Today, the Republic claims the same territories the empire held, but does it really control any of them? Aetheria used to be powerful.”


I find myself wondering why the resistance aren’t here. Alaric’s people make a point of breaking up speeches that praise Selene, trying to target her attempts to gain influence in the city. Don’t they dare to try it, here in the forum, with so many guards around?


Selene comes to the climax of her speech. "Thankfully, I have friends in the Senate who agree with me. Don't I, Senator Lyra?"


She smiles my way, but all that means is that she’s good at masking her hatred. The crowd parts slightly, so that we stand before one another with clear space between. It would be so easy to throw myself at Selene across that space, to try to kill her, matching whatever powers I can draw from nearby animals against her magic. 


I can’t just cut someone down in broad daylight because I don’t like their arguments, though. Besides, I’m not sure I’d win. Not here, not like this. 


“I certainly don’t agree with you,” I say. “All you want is a return to the empire and its cruelty, Selene.”


She laughs, pointedly. "Hardly. I merely wish our city to be the best possible version of itself. I want to take the best elements from the past and use them to make this city stronger. Which is why my friends in the Senate are going to say that the time has come for a return to the true games! No more foolish ‘exhibition bouts’. Men and women will fight with blood and death as the stakes. Criminals will die on the sands as they should. It will be a true spectacle. Is that what you all want?”


The crowd roars back its support with such vehemence I wonder if I’ve failed to contain Selene’s mind control after all. But no, the answer is simpler than that: she’s telling them what they want to hear. Her words are enough, without the additional push of magic. 


“And Lyra,” Selene says. “Shouldn’t you be back in the senate chamber? I wouldn’t want you to miss the vote.”


I realize to my horror that this is a trap. Selene's speech in the forum is designed to influence the people and gain support for her proposal, but it's also designed to lure me and others opposed to her out of the palace to listen. If I don't hurry, Selene's supporters will be able to sneak through an emergency vote in the Senate without anyone there to stop it. 


I curse to myself and start to sprint back towards the palace.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


I race through the streets of the city, dodging past people as I go. I’m still looking through the eyes of the birds above, and that’s why I see the men moving in on me from either direction. One of them tries to tackle me and I dodge to one side, letting him fall flat on his face. 


The other moves in front of me, a club in his hands. 


“Give me your money,” he snarls, but I don’t believe he really cares about it. What are the odds that a robber would just happen to target me now, as I’m trying to make my way back to the palace? And on a busy street? No, this is clearly a tactic designed to stop me from getting back in time. He’s only said it so people will remember it, and assume this is just a random attack.


Selene must know these men can’t stop me. This isn’t an assassination attempt, certainly not a serious one. But that doesn’t make it any less dangerous. All the two of them need to do is slow me down for a little while and I won’t be there to argue against Selene’s proposal. 


I can’t allow that to happen, so I charge straight at the one with the club. He swings it at me and I duck, avoiding the blow, even as I kick backwards to catch the first attacker in the stomach as he comes at me from behind. I slam the heel of my palm into the jaw of the club wielder, stunning him briefly, but I don’t have time to keep going with this fight. I could spend the next couple of minutes incapacitating these men, then more waiting for the guards, but that only plays into Selene’s hands. 


I keep running instead, leaping over a cart without slowing down and continuing to head up towards the palace. There’s a crowd of people ahead of me now, shouting in support of Selene’s proposal. 


“Bring back the games! Bring back the games!” 


They march through the streets, blocking the way, and now I can see why the resistance weren’t in the forum. They’re too busy trying to break up the crowd. It isn’t working, though, and I can’t see any way through. If I try to push my way through the middle of the crowd, I’ll only get stuck there. It’s yet another way to delay me.


I curse again and reach out for the animals I can feel nearby. A lizard is sunning itself near the top of a wall and I steal its ability to climb, scrambling up the nearest wall and then sprinting across the flat rooves of the city. I leap across the gaps between them, feeling the air rushing by as I run. I make it past the chanting crowds, scramble back down to ground level, and keep running. 


The palace is ahead now, but as I close in, the guards on the gates cross their spears, barring the way. 


“Let me in,” I snap at them. “I’m Senator Lyra Thornwind.”


They shake their heads. “You’re not wanted in here.”


“I said-”


“You’re not wanted in here.”


The repetition is a clue, one of the signs I’ve seen too many times of people influenced by psychomancy. I reach out with my powers, feeling the emotions of the guards. There’s no time to carefully unpick Selene’s influence, so I make fear rise up in the guards instead, terrifying them. It’s a dangerous tactic, because fear can easily make people lash out. In this case, though, it makes the guards turn and run. 
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