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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“The senate recognizes Senator Lyra Thornwind.”


I hesitate, then stand in the middle of the senate chamber, looking around at the rest of those who rule the city of Aetheria. There are fewer senators there than there were just a few weeks ago, some of them friendly, some of them anything but.


I wonder how I look to them. I’m wearing the same white toga that all the other senators are, while my golden hair is bound up in an elaborate style that’s only possible because of the efforts of servants here in what was once the emperor’s palace. My body is still lean and athletic, even if I’m not at the peaks of strength and toughness I was when I was a gladiator. 


My fights these days are with words, although there have been more than enough of the physical kind in the time I’ve been a senator. 


"My friends," I begin, and now I don't just look at the senators but the people watching from the viewing galleries above. There are plenty of ordinary people there, as well as guards at the doors and servants moving between the senators. "We've come through a lot."


"That's an understatement," Senator Yarrow says. She's a dark-haired woman in her forties who has features hardened by life working with the gangs of the slums. She's as much a gang leader as a senator, with a whole network of illicit businesses in the poorer parts of the city. She doesn't like me because I spend at least some of my time trying to reform the conditions of the slums.


I ignore her and keep going. “One of our own sought to overthrow the Republic. Senator Domitian wanted to reinstate an empire, acting in concert with the former arch magistrate, Selene Ravenscroft.”


"We know all this," the noble senator Olivia drawls, lounging on the stone benches that are reserved for us. She's beautiful and jewel-laden, blonde-haired and blue-eyed like me, but sleek and soft where my time fighting has hardened me. She likes to use influence in the shadows through money, or seduction, or whispers. It's easy to underestimate her because she wouldn't last a minute in the colosseum, but she's a dangerous foe in this arena. 


“We do,” I say, but I’m not saying it for her benefit. I’ve learned that sometimes, being in the senate is as much a performance as any of my fights out on the sands. “We all know what happened, and we all know how it happened. Domitian pushed for the games to be more and more violent. He stoked the aggression of the crowd. He pushed discontent in the poorest parts of the city. He exploited the corruption available within the receiving rooms of the games.”


I can see some of the senators narrowing their eyes now because they can see where my speech is going. The aging senator Octavio looks annoyed to be going over the same ground again. Even First Senator Rowan, my friend and fellow former gladiator, looks as though he isn't looking forward to arguing about it again. 


Rowan doesn’t look suited to his toga, always seeming as if he would rather be wearing almost anything else. He’s square featured and auburn haired, with a scar along one cheek given to him by the woman who once claimed to own him. He has muscles that make him look like he’s carved from the stone that his magic can control.


“We haven’t learned lessons from what happened,” I say. “We’ve rebuilt as much as we can, but we haven’t changed. The games are still going ahead. People still make deals in the shadows.”


“With respect, Senator Lyra,” Octavio says, “the whole senate agreed to reinstate the games for a reason. As I recall, you voted in favor at the time.”


I did, and that’s part of the reason it’s proving so hard to get rid of them again now. That, and there are too many people, even on my own side, who want them in the city. One of those stands now. 


Senator Marcus Larius is handsome in a noble, polished way, even though he’s not a former noble, but the scion of a merchant house. He has a fleet of ships that seeks trade around the world, building better relations than the simple conquest the empire relied on before the Republic. He's grey-eyed and blond-haired, always with a faint sense of electricity around him. That might be down to his natural charisma in the political realm, or it might just be a reflection of his magic, which can control the weather. 


“Lyra, safeguards have been put back in place,” he says. “You know the games are vital to both the city and the Republic.”


He’s made this argument to me many times before, here and in private. Marcus thinks the city needs the money the games bring in, as well as the entertainment they give to the ordinary people, giving them an outlet for their discontent. I even understand the argument that the city needs a sense of spectacle at its heart, a celebration of the magic and martial skill that form the twin pillars of Aetherian society. I just hate the violence that it brings with it.


I sigh, knowing I’m not going to win this argument. 


Rowan stands. “We’ve been through this enough times, Lyra. The reformed games are proving successful, and we don’t have the deaths Domitian was pushing for. We need to discuss other things, such as the rebuilding work in the slums.”


I cede the floor. The games matter to me, but so do the slums. I'm a senator for an area within them, notionally elected by the people there, even if I was put forward by Marcus and Rowan. I want to do the best I can for the people there. For all the people of the city. Domitian’s attack was meant to reinstate the empire and set the wealthy back over the poor, but it’s had one beneficial effect. Parts of the slums are being rebuilt, finally made into more than just a shanty town surrounding the main city. If that work continues, Aetheria might truly become the shining, beautiful thing it was always meant to be. 


“Which brings us to the cost analyses for the work,” Senator Octavio says, taking out a scroll and starting to drone in his monotone voice. 


I let the discussions wash over me for now, knowing that this is something Rowan is deeply interested in, and where the senate might make a difference, but having trouble keeping up with the details of which work gang should go where, which streets should be formalized and which rebuilt.


“I think that’s enough for one day,” Rowan says eventually. Several of the senators sigh in relief. They often have their own business and other interests in the city, and so hate it when the senate discussions run on too long. Olivia looks particularly bored. I’m sure she has a party or a gathering to throw. She generally seems to, and it isn’t just a reflection of the debauchery of a certain sub-set of the nobles. It’s a forum for her to try to influence the other nobles and senators of the city. 


We all head out from the senate chamber into a large ante-chamber beyond, where there are tables laden with food and servants waiting with jugs of wine. There are already plenty of people coming from the galleries, or perhaps ones who’ve waited specifically for this. This space is a place to mingle and be seen, to talk to senators about problems or to try to gain influence. 


Marcus comes up to me, putting a hand on my arm. “I need to talk to a few people here, but will you meet me in my villa for dinner?”


I lean into that touch. “I’d like that.”


There’s so much that’s complicated between us, but not this part. 


We have different views on the games and the city. There was a point where I thought he was in league with Domitian, until I realized that Marcus was only getting close to him to find out more details of his schemes. Even now, he's a man who thinks the games are crucial to Aetheria, and who sees the old virtues of warrior skill and magic as the keys to building the Republic. But I'm still attracted to him, still with him, still care about him. 


I head back to my rooms in the palace, and as always, when I arrive in them, I'm struck by their opulence. I'm not sure I'll ever get used to them. They're a place of delicate marble and gilded ornaments, intricately carved furniture and beautiful mosaics. I change out of my toga into a simple blue dress, embroidered in silver.


I head out into the evening air of the city, and I must admit, even now, that Aetheria is the most beautiful place I've ever seen. The city within the walls and, increasingly, the slums outside, are built from white marble. Statues of famous figures fill the streets. So does magic. Glowing orbs are starting to light up, providing illumination for the wealthier neighborhoods. The temple glows with a purple aura, as if reflecting the energies of the magical stones beneath the city. Noble houses decorated themselves with images of their sigils, or scenes from history.


I make my way through the noble quarter, and as I do, almost reflexively, I reach out with my magic for the minds of creatures all around me. As a beast whisperer, I have the talent to control them or borrow power from them, to communicate with them or simply to look through their eyes. I look down on myself through the eyes of a passing owl, searching the city below for signs of danger. It's necessary these days. Domitian might have failed in his plot to take the city, but I still have other enemies. 


And there's a chance I might spot Alaric. I'm with Marcus, but even now, thoughts of Alaric make my heart ache. He leads those who seek to stand against the games and against the corruption within the city. Those the other senators call traitors and rebels. He and his followers helped to stop Domitian, but I haven't seen him since then, not even through the eyes of beasts. 


I make my way to Marcus’ villa, on the boundary between the noble and merchant quarters. His servants let me in, showing me to an elegant couch in a room at the villa’s heart. They’re used to me being there by now, and serve me wine while I wait for Marcus to arrive. 


He isn’t long, and somewhere along the line he’s had time to change into a dark tunic, a pendant around his neck in the shape of a ship. 


"Did you make all the deals you wanted?" I ask as he comes to sit near me. 


“Somehow, you always make that sound as though it’s a vast ocean of corruption,” Marcus replies, but he smiles as he does it. “I was listening to some merchants who were worried that the Republic isn’t opening up trade with Arboria quickly enough.”


Arboria is one of the kingdoms bordering the Republic. It sent emissaries to us before, but doesn’t seem to be opening up trade. I suspect it’s waiting to see if the Republic proves strong enough to be an ally, or is just something to be conquered. 


“But we shouldn’t spend our evening talking over senate debates,” Marcus says. He puts an arm around me, and I feel his strength, the same comforting strength that I delight in waking up next to so often these days. It feels so natural to be with him, and if he lacks Alaric’s sense of dangerous excitement, I tell myself that’s a good thing. 


“We should eat,” I say. 


He kisses me, softly. “Afterwards.”


I melt into that kiss, and into the faint tingle of lightning across my skin. Marcus’s magic always seems like a part of him, so that the very sky above tends to reflect his mood. As the kiss deepens and he reaches for my dress, it’s easy to all but lose myself in the moment. 


At least until a servant coughs pointedly, forcing us to pull back from one another quickly. 


“What is it?” Marcus asks, with a note of exasperation, quickly held in check. He isn’t some noble, to berate his servants for every small failing. He treats them with more affection and consideration than most people of his wealth, perhaps because he’s seen harder times as well, when his family fell foul of the emperor. 


“Forgive me,” the servant says. “But a messenger has come from Ironhold.”


I feel a growing sense of dread at the mention of the space that used to be used to train gladiators but is now used to train the city's soldiers as well. It isn't just because of the harsh training I endured there, but because I know what the message will be. 


“A gladiator’s gone missing,” I guess. 


The servant nods. “It appears so. They left without warning and didn’t come back.”


"Another?" Marcus says with a note of surprise. 


“That’s three this month,” I point out. 


Marcus nods, but tries to make it sound like it isn’t a problem. “They’re probably just slipping away because they don’t want to fight in the games.”


“Do you really believe that’s it?” I counter. 


“Or they’ve taken jobs or lovers,” Marcus says. “They’re not slaves. They have the freedom to leave.”


But these have done so suddenly and without any sign of them again afterwards. It makes me certain that more is happening. I’m determined to find out what, and that means going to Ironhold.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I slip from Marcus’ bed early the next morning, leaving him sleeping as I dress and head from his villa. I could wake Marcus and insist that he comes with me to Ironhold, but I’m sure he has a busy day ahead trying to deal with the other business of the city. Besides, he doesn’t seem to see what’s happening as a problem. He might try to talk me out of going to Ironhold, and I don’t want that. 


I head out through the city, moving quickly in the sunlight. I go through the merchant district and the entertainment district, trying to ignore the constant presence of the colosseum at the very heart of the city, the huge, circular structure dominating all around it. I make my way to one of the gates in the city walls and step through into the layers of the city that lie beyond. 


Once, there were no slums around Aetheria, but as the city and the empire grew, whole districts sprang up for those who couldn’t afford a place within its walls. Despite the rebuilding efforts of Rowan and the senate, the resulting slums remain a place of ramshackle buildings, the stink of too many people pressed too close together, and the promise of violence. 


I see gang members patrolling the streets out here in place of guards or maybe in collaboration with them. There are tenement buildings and spaces from which the strange scents of drugs drift out into the air. People watch me as I walk, because they know me by now. I could have wrapped a cloak around myself to travel incognito, but at least my status as a senator means no one bothers me. 


Or maybe it’s the knowledge that I’m both a former gladiator and a beast whisperer. Even the bravest of the gangs don’t want to deal with a wave of animals rushing in to rip them limb from limb, or with the trained skills of a champion of the arena. 


I walk from the city, and I’m sure not all my fellow senators would bother walking. They’d ride in fine palanquins, or take chariots. I prefer the connection to the city that I feel on foot, even if it means my journey to Ironhold will take longer. 


The great granite fortress is a little way from the city, close enough that gladiators have always been able to march down from it in a great procession on the mornings of the games. Those processions continue even in the reformed games, and I must admit they're one part I'm happy to see. They're a piece of pageantry and entertainment that catches the mood of the crowd, bringing joy to the people of Aetheria without the need for anyone to be hurt. Idly, I wonder if one day, just the processions will be enough, and there will be no need for people to fight in the Colosseum at their end. 


It seems like a vain hope. The people of Aetheria seem so accustomed to the violence of the arena that it appears impossible for them to set it aside. No amount of beauty or pageantry will change that. 


For now, I march the other way, up to Ironhold, where the great gates stand open. There are a couple of guards on duty there, but they step back to let me pass as soon as they see who I am. Much has changed since this was as much a prison as a training ground, designed to keep gladiators within until they could risk their lives for the amusement of the crowds. 


The sound of clashing weapons or blades hitting practice posts hasn't changed. Only now, it's accompanied by drill instructors barking orders at would-be soldiers of Aetheria, trying to train the latest batch of recruits. Domitian's treachery led to many dead on both sides of the conflict, and the Republic needs a strong army if it is to hold off threats both without and within. 


My attention isn't on the soldiers, though, but instead on the gladiators working in the sun. Cesca is there, dark-haired and a little shorter than me, dressed in the barest scraps of armor and twirling her sword as she engages in a practice bout with a young gladiator. A couple of nobles look on the way they might watch a prize racehorse in the paddock. Officially, the system of patronage in the games has ended. Nobles can't buy an official connection to one gladiator, with special access to them and reflected glory every time they win. Unofficially, they still compete to be seen with the best gladiators, or the most charismatic. They still give gifts or symbols of their favor. And they still like to seek pleasure with the strongest and best-looking of the fighters. 


Perhaps because she has an audience, Cesca is toying with her opponent, sending sparks of lightning along her blade every time she makes contact with her foe’s flesh, making him cry out with each jolt. He tries to fight back using illusions to distract Cesca, but she ignores it, and eventually brings him down with a greater jolt of power that leaves him twitching on the ground. 


She saunters over to the noble couple so that they can congratulate her, and she bends to receive a kiss from the man. The woman doesn’t seem jealous, but envious.


“You could have done that at any time,” I say, heading over to her. 


“Well, perhaps I know how to entertain my audience,” Cesca counters, turning to me. “Hello, Lyra. I’m surprised you even remember where Ironhold is.”


She’s always reminding me that I’m not a gladiator anymore. She conveniently ignores the part where, in one of my last bouts, I left her helpless on the arena floor after she tried to betray me. But I can’t deny that she’s here at the heart of Ironhold, in a position to learn more about what’s going on here than I ever could. 


“I’m here because I was told gladiators are going missing from Ironhold,” I say. 


Cesca shrugs. “Some people can’t handle the training. They don’t want to be gladiators. They’re more interested in going off and doing other things.”


She says that in a pointed tone as if my becoming a senator or fighting to stop Domitian from taking over the city is some kind of step down from my former status as a gladiator. 


“But then, people would see them go,” I say. 


“Maybe we did,” Cesca replies.


“So, presumably, you have some idea where they’ve gone?” I say. 


She shrugs again. “Maybe. But I don’t have time to talk to you.” She lets the nobles take her hands. “As you can see, I have another engagement. Unless you’d like to join us?”


Cesca says that with a mocking smile, then turns from me, heading back into Ironhold. I should have known better than to expect I might get anything from her. 


I try one of the trainers next, heading to a big man calling out instructions to a group of gladiators. 


“Bigger movements! Do you think the people at the back of the crowd will see any of your subtle swordplay? Slashes, not thrusts. If the crowd is to get any blood, let’s use the one part of the blade that has an edge!”


It’s strange, the way the safety measures introduced to the games have changed things. The gladiators use mostly blunted weapons now, the tips completely dulled, the edges only partially sharp. It's a compromise designed to give the crowd some blood while keeping the gladiators safer. There are wounds, but nothing the healers in the Colosseum can't handle. 


Those changes have led to the gladiators making bigger, more obvious slashing attacks, things that will catch the attention of the crowd. It’s as much a performance as any theater troupe. I wait until I catch the attention of the trainer. 


“All right, you lot!” he bellows. “Take a break, and we’ll see if you can do it properly next time.”


The gladiators move off to the side of the training area, getting water, some of them talking to fans who’ve come up to Ironhold to see them. There’s far more access to the gladiators here than there used to be. The trainer comes over to me. 


“Senator. Come to see if the training’s up to the standards of when you used to be here? You won’t remember me, but I was a trainer here when you were winning the Champions’ Trials.” 


I don’t remember him, and I find myself hoping that the training is nothing like it was when I was here. We were treated brutally, because, as slave gladiators, we had no choice. We could either do as we were commanded or find ourselves impaled on the spikes atop the walls. 


“I’m here because I hear that people have been disappearing suddenly from Ironhold, with no explanation,” I say. 


The trainer shrugs. “True. A gladiator named Lalin was here yesterday morning, then gone in the afternoon. He didn’t say where he was going, didn’t say goodbye to anyone.”


“I heard that much,” I say. “Do you have any idea what’s happening?”


The trainer gives me a blank look. “My guess is that he couldn’t handle the training here.” 


“And didn’t tell anyone?” I say, not quite believing it. 


“If he’s that embarrassed, of course he’d leave like that. It might not be like the old days, where the failures would be sold at market, but it’s still a shameful thing.”


He makes it sound as though he might prefer it if he could still get rid of the failures that way. I realize I’m not going to get anything more from him. 


This isn’t going as well as I’d hoped. No one here seems to know anything, or they simply assume that the fighters who’ve left so suddenly did so because they couldn’t cope with being a gladiator. It doesn’t quite fit, though. People might leave, certainly, but why just disappear?


I consider asking more of the trainers, but then I spot someone who might be able to give me better answers, working out at one of the practice posts. The dark-haired young man is stripped to the waist. He's lithe and slender, moving in ways that are hard to keep track of, using his telekinetic gifts to let him flip and twist in impossible ways as he wields an iron staff that seems too heavy for him.


“Sorrel!” I call out, and he stops, mid-swing, bringing the heavy metal of his staff to a halt without any consideration for the momentum of the blow. 


He looks around at me, then comes over. The last I saw of him, he was being released from the city’s prison, wrongly imprisoned by Domitian for giving away part of his plans. Sorrel looks at me with a note of suspicion, as if afraid that I might be about to get him into trouble again. 


“Lyra,” he says. He hesitates. “You’re here because of the disappearances, aren’t you?”


I nod. “I’m trying to work out what’s going on. If fighters are simply going missing, it’s a problem, Sorrel. Have you heard anything about it?”


Sorrel looks reluctant to say anything. “I don’t want to get involved.”


“Please, Sorrel,” I say. 


“Last time, I got caught up in an attempted revolution. I was imprisoned. I was beaten,” Sorrel says. 


I put a hand on his arm. “I know, and I’m sorry,” I say. “But that also means you know what it’s like for someone to simply be snatched away. Doesn’t it bother you that people are disappearing?”


“Of course it does,” Sorrel says. “But… all right. I can tell you something, at least. You know before, I told you that death matches were starting again in the city?”


I nod. “I assumed that stopped when Domitian and his cronies fell.”


Sorrel shakes his head. “It got rid of some of the people at the top, but the demand was still there. The rumors are still around, of fights with higher stakes and better rewards. I assume people have gone to those.”


"And then leaving without a trace?" I ask. 


“I don’t know,” Sorrel says. “Maybe they didn’t want anyone to know about the fights.”


Or maybe something happened to them. Maybe they lost, and died. I don’t know, but I feel as though there’s more to these fights than Sorrel is suggesting. I need to find them. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


"I'm telling you, Lyra, I don't know anything about death fights," Marcus says when I ask him in his offices at the palace. 


“You did before,” I point out. 


Marcus shakes his head. “Only because I was so close to Domitian. Now he’s imprisoned and it’s clear we were never on the same side, people aren’t telling me the same things.”


I’m disappointed. I was hoping Marcus might have information that could lead me to answers. 


“Are you sure about all this?” Marcus asks. “One piece of information from a gladiator, and now you want to go looking for secret death fights?”


“If they’re out there, we need to find them,” I say. “We need to put a stop to them.”


“I understand how important this is,” Marcus says. He reaches out to take my hands. “But I’m not sure how you’re going to find these fights.”


“I’ll think of something,” I assure him. 


I head back to my rooms, knowing what I need to do. I need to find Alaric. His underground movement is likely to know all about these new fights. The trouble is that I have almost as little information on where he is as on the fights themselves. 


I wrap a cloak around myself, heading out into the city, trying to make sure I’m not followed. I use the same trick I did the last time I needed to find him, sending my consciousness out into as many birds as possible, looking for any signs of him. I don’t spot him, but then, I wasn’t expecting to. Instead, I find a spot where a couple of people are writing graffiti about the games, and since it isn’t too far from me, I head over there on foot, getting there while they’re still finishing writing their message. 
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