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PROLOGUE


 


 


Lady Elara Moonshadow moved smoothly to her accustomed spot on the dais of the chamber, a single shaft of light from a long forgotten window far above illuminating her as she stood there in her dark robes. 


People always forgot about the crypts beneath the capital. Aetheria was a vast and ancient city, built on layers of the past, on sewers, crypts and old mines. It was a place of ancient buildings, long forgotten. It meant that there were plenty of places to meet in secret. 


This place had once been a temple to Diera, goddess of beasts, although it had been abandoned and desecrated long ago. Elara and the others had cleaned it and prepared it, reclaiming its rooms and its places for beasts. It seemed like an appropriate meeting place for what was to happen today. 


She pushed back the cowl of her robes, letting the others there see her face, her dark hair, her deep, almost black eyes. She was the only one who did, for now. It was safer if the others did not show their faces. There was always a risk that a spy might be here among them.


Elara had no illusions about what would happen then. The emperor would have them arrested, tortured, executed, simply for what they were, and what they could do. Ever since his particular talent had given him a prophecy about beast whisperers, they had been repressed. He had foreseen that a beast whisperer would bring him down, or bring down Aetheria. It wasn't clear which and Elara doubted that there was much of a distinction between the two in his mind.


Elara maintained her position in polite society because she also had a talent for illusions, and that allowed her to hide and pretend to be a very different kind of talent among Aetheria’s nobles. Some of the others pretended they had no more than a hint of beast speech, which was enough to see them looked down on but not attacked. A few hid in the shadows, never coming out where they could be spotted and killed. 


“Why have you summoned us here today, Elara?” a man’s voice asked. Even Elara didn’t know his name. 


“I wish to discuss our role as the Spectral Covenant,” Elara said. “And what more we can do within Aetheria.”


“I thought our role was clear?” a woman near the back said. “We protect our fellow beast whisperers. We teach them what they need to know to hide and survive. We act where we can to prevent the worst excesses. What else is there?”


“Perhaps we can change things so we do not need to hide,” Elara suggested. She paused for a moment to let the implications of that sink in. She had planned what she would say carefully. How many there wished that they could be open about their skills? Wished that they could play a full part in the society of the Aetherian Empire? “I want to change the city, to change the whole way it is run. I want us to be able to stand in the light, but you know we cannot do this while the emperor persecutes us.”


“And do you have a plan to do this?” another man demanded. His voice was almost a growl, as if he had spent too much time around beasts. Sometimes, too much of their nature flowed back along the connection. It was one of the dangers for their kind, one of the reasons people thought they were dangerous.


“What is at the heart of Aetheria?” Elara asked. She had planned all that she would say here, planned for every question they might have. She hoped that it would be enough. She could see the way things were going. If they did not act now, it would only get more difficult. 


“Talent and iron,” a woman supplied. “Martial virtue and magical prowess. We know this, Elara.”


It was something every child of the city was taught: that Aetheria was special because of the stone at its heart, granted by the gods and pushing magic out into the world. It meant that almost every citizen of the city had some hint of magic, even if it was just a talent for keeping blades sharp, or a knack for silencing their footsteps as they moved. Those talents, combined with the martial strength of the army, had allowed the city to build an empire that stretched for hundreds of leagues. 


“And what is the place that embodies those virtues most?” Elara asked. She knew she had to build them up to this, to lead them to understanding step by step, but it seemed some of them weren't going to give her the chance. 


“If you have something to say, say it,” a man at the back said. “Stop dancing around the point. You're not in an audience with your friend the emperor now.”


Some of them mistrusted her because she had managed to maintain a position at the top of Aetherian society. Because she could get close to Tiberius VI without him realizing what she was. She was the leader here, but that didn't mean people would follow her without thinking. Almost by definition these beast whisperers were people who would go their own way, would do what they believed to be right. 


“I believe that there are ways to use the games to push for change,” Elara said. “Is that simple enough for you? That it currently gives us a chance to build popularity for one of our own. That it may even allow us to get someone with more power than me close to the emperor, when the time is right.”


“You're talking about assassination?” a woman asked. In that moment, Elara was all too aware that she was the only one with her face uncovered. She was the only one who could be accused of treason now with any certainty if there was a spy in the room.


But anyone coming forward to accuse her would be damning themselves, showing themselves as a beast whisperer. 


“Possibly, if we cannot change things any other way,” Elara said. “We have seen that we cannot simply persuade him.”


“So you're planning to make that prophecy of his true after all?” the man with the growling voice asked. He sounded worried. “That’s the whole reason he persecutes us!”


“Do you object to that? We must be prepared to act. Every day, our kind are pushed further into the shadows. We are attacked. We are treated as criminals. Even the weakest of us are viewed as untrustworthy.”


Elara hoped that she would be able to convince them to do more than hide.


“You’re focusing on the games because of your new pet?” a new voice asked. The woman who asked it was happy to throw back her hood, revealing brilliant blonde hair and deep blue eyes, set in a rounded face. She apparently knew as well as Elara that taking that risk could be persuasive.


“Lyra is hardly a pet, Methisa,” Elara said. The other woman was an official in the imperial administration, well placed to gain information or influence nobles. Like Elara, she was good at hiding what she was.


“That’s not what the rumors say,” Mathias replied. 


“Then I have produced a cover story that people will focus on, while ignoring the rest,” Elara pointed out. The insinuations could be useful, but here, she needed to show her kind that Lyra wasn’t just some gladiator picked out on a whim. “Lyra has the potential to be powerful, and she can help us to achieve our ends.”


Methisa did not look convinced. "She is not one of us yet and she draws too much attention. Already, almost the whole city knows what she is. How could they not, when she tamed an ironhide, and summoned a shadow cat to bring down her opponents? We have spent so long trying to be discreet, trying not to be spotted as we help one another. She is the very opposite of that.”


That was true. Elara knew that, but she still couldn't help feeling that Lyra was important. It was rare that she had felt anyone with the kind of power that the younger woman possessed.


“People know her powers but, since she is a gladiator, they do not care,” Elara said. “They will continue to try to kill her in the games, but it just means that she is well placed to help us. More than that, they will see her, and they will come to see that a beast whisperer can be a hero to them.”


“She isn't even one of us yet,” Methisa said. “And I for one would vote against bringing her in. The risks are too great. The risks of all of this are huge.”


“The risks of doing nothing are worse,” Elara countered. She felt as if she were the one in the arena now, taking on Methisa while the others watched. They might be using words rather than weapons, but the outcome mattered at least as much. Elara was convinced that if she did not persuade the others, then all their lives might be forfeit. They were running out of time to change things.


“You are asking us to commit treason,” Methisa pointed out. 


“We do that just by existing,” Elara countered. “The emperor mistrusts us, has us killed or dampened when we are too powerful. And what I am proposing does not destroy Aetheria. It merely changes it for all of us. I am as loyal to the city as anyone here. I just cannot stand the emperor’s hatred of us any longer.”


“Call it what you will, but you still know what will happen to us if we are caught,” Mathias said. 


“The same things that will happen to us if they find out that we are beast whisperers, given our current positions,” Elara said. She looked around at the assembled crowd. “I know you are scared, I know all of you would like to just get on with your lives, but I do not believe we have that option. Not forever. If we act, we can make Aetheria safe for all of us.”


“If we proceed, it should be cautiously,” Methisa said. 


Elara knew that she was going to have to concede that much. She could tell the others weren't going to agree to bold action, at least not yet. 


“Cautiously then,” she said. “But do I have your agreement? All those in favor?”


She looked around the room. Slowly, hands raised, showing their assent. Almost all of them. Even Methisa, in the end. 


They were going to do it. They might proceed slowly, but they were going to work against their emperor, against the systems of Aetheria. They would change it, or they would die trying.


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


A sword whistles past my head, touching the golden strands of my hair as I duck, barely missing me. I roll, not caring about the dirt that the move throws up into the air, and come back to my feet with my trident raised in an overhand grip. 


Another blow is already coming my way, but I'm faster than I was when I was first taken as a gladiator. Months of training have done that much for me, at least. I twist aside from it, my net wrapping around my opponent's legs. I wrench it to pull her legs from under her. She goes down hard, the breath going from her body in a grunt of pain.


Zara lies there on the ground, flame-red hair spilling around her in waves. She looks utterly helpless, caught in the net. I move to help her up, and I'm rewarded by the touch of a wooden sword against my throat. 


“The bout doesn't stop just because you knocked me down, Lyra,” Zara points out, sounding annoyed that I should try to help her like that. “You need to finish me with your trident.”


We both know I'm not going to do that. I have gotten to the point where I can spar with blunted wooden weapons, where I am happy to learn how to fight, but there is still no part of me that can imagine killing a downed opponent in cold blood. It is enough to survive in the arena; I don't want to have to kill every foe as well. 


“You were doing better,” Rowan says, from the side, trying to encourage me. “Moving much more smoothly.”


Rowan is taller than me and massively built with auburn hair and solid muscles. Like me, like most of the gladiators here at Ironhold, he has an iron collar around his neck, proclaiming that he is not here by choice. Rowan used to be a slave to Lady Tyra, an important noble woman of Aetheria, until she tired of him. He has a faint silvery scar on his cheek, which she inflicted on him before she sent him away, either to show how much he had angered her or to make sure that no one else would ever want him. I think it only adds to his good looks. His presence at the edge of the training pit is distracting, to say the least. It’s all too easy to think about what we could be doing together instead.


“You say that like you're surprised,” I counter. “I've been here long enough now. We all have.”


Long enough to survive a whole season of bouts in the Colosseum of Aetheria. Long enough that the circular brand on my shoulder has a single line across it, proclaiming my success. Five of those, five seasons survived, and I will be free, a citizen of the city. Any children I have will be considered noble born. 


But first I must survive another four seasons, facing both gladiators and beasts, fighting with both steel and magic. 


“Let's give Zara a break and see how you do against a different opponent,” Rowan says. He jumps down into the practice pit. In the mornings, we are all drilled hard by Lord Darius, the former gladiator who is master of Ironhold. Along with Lady Selene Ravenscroft, the arch magistrate, he organizes the games. The rest of the time we practice amongst ourselves, striving to get better, striving to gain the skills we need to survive.


There is no question of simply taking time off between seasons at the arena. The holy days of the empire of Aetheria are infrequent, but we must be ready when the next ones come around. Any hesitation, any weakness, might mean the difference between life and death for us. 


My body has hardened with the training. I am still slender and fine-boned, but now lean muscle defines my frame, and I am tanned under the hot sun, my blonde hair almost bleached white by it. 


“Show me what you can do,” Rowan says, snatching up a wooden short sword and small shield, representing his preferred tools in the arena. I circle him with my own weapons, the trident and net picked by Lord Darius to reflect the fishing village from which I came, and to allow me to move around a larger opponent, trying to ensnare them. It is a fighting style that requires me to hit and move, never stopping. Rowan watches me with a faint smile, but his green eyes are unwavering. 


I feint with the net, stabbing with the trident, but he reads the movement. Rowan has a talent for feeling and controlling the earth, where I can connect with beasts, and Zara can manipulate water. Aetheria seized us at least as much for those magical talents as for any fighting prowess. His talent means that he can read every shift of my weight and make the ground unstable under my feet. 


He moves in quickly with multiple attacks, ducking under the sweep of my net. I thrust at him again with my trident, but the attack is halfhearted, because I don't want to risk him running onto it and being injured. An injury would slow his training down and reduce the chances of him surviving the next bouts. Because I do not put my full strength in, though, that lets him knock the blow aside. 


He's at close range now, tripping me to the floor, landing on top of me in the dirt. He's just inches away from me, the feel of his muscles pressed against me hard to ignore. He lingers there, the moment seeming to extend between us. 


“How is it that every bout you have ends like this?” Zara demands from the side. “Get a room you two.”


That's enough to make Rowan get up. The truth is that we've been so cautious with one another in the time since the end of the first season at the Colosseum. We have kissed, we have been close, but that is it. I have been told that any entanglement might be used against me, and it is obvious that Rowan has scars from his time as the plaything of a noble woman that run much deeper than the silvery one on his face. And Rowan hasn’t pushed. He’s waited for me to be ready and… and I get the feeling he’s hanging back for other reasons, too.


I get up, disappointed both at my loss and that it didn’t go further. “Rowan is just a better fighter than I am.”


“That's only true because you aren't willing to hurt me,” Rowan says. “And because your powers aren't good for practice bouts. You can't exactly summon a shadow cat here.”


In my last fight in the Colosseum, I called such a beast to my side, a great predator from one of the jungles on the fringes of the Aetherian Empire, brought to the arena to fight and die. They have the ability to step from one shadow to another without crossing the intervening space, as easily as slinking along forest paths. It mortally wounded one of my foes and seriously injured another. Just the memory of it makes me wince.


“Maybe that's just as well,” Zara says. “Although it does leave you vulnerable.”


There is a pitcher of water near the side of the pit for us to cool off. She makes some of that water jump up out of it, splashing over me and Rowan, both as a reminder that we should be practicing rather than getting close to one another and as a way of showing off her own abilities. The water glistens from Rowan’s muscles as it falls, a little too neatly, suggesting that Zara is making it happen, just to taunt me a little. I have seen her drown someone in the middle of the dry sands of the Colosseum, wrapping a bubble of water around his head until he collapsed. 


This is a brutal world that we are forced to be a part of. 


We have no choice. We are contained within the fortress of Ironhold, its walls ringed by soldiers, the whole place designed to keep us in rather than the world out. If we refuse to train, refuse to hurt others, we are punished. There are iron spikes on the walls to threaten the ultimate price of rebellion. At least one skeleton hangs on them, long since picked clean by crows. 


I am still staring that way when Naia comes running up to us.


“Have you heard the news?” She calls. She is shorter than me and dark-haired, her hair shaved on one side and long on the other. As with the rest of us she was brought here against her will and has survived her first season in the Colosseum. She has spent much of her time between the games working in the infirmary of Ironhold. Where I was taught how to stitch wounds and heal them with poultices, her talent lets her heal them with a touch. Aetheria prizes such talents, but not enough to let her avoid battle. In the arena, she heals her own wounds, able to charge through anything that does not kill her outright. 


“What news?” I ask. Worry instantly thrums through me, fear that Lord Darius might have come up with some brutal new training regime or might have decided to throw us all into additional bouts. He is relentless in pushing us. He seems to feel that if he forces us into the fire, we will come out hardened and ready for battle like a fresh blade. He doesn't seem to care how many break or are killed in the process. He seems to truly believe in the Colosseum as a holy place, where gladiators shed their blood for the glory of Aetheria. Along with Lady Selene, he picks out the bouts that will be most entertaining. 


“There's a new intake of gladiators,” Naia says. “Well… hopefuls still, I guess. Come on, they’re just arriving. You won't want to miss it.”


I can’t share her excitement at the prospect, even if it is the first thing to truly change in Ironhold for several months now. I can still remember my own first day in Ironhold, being put through brutal exercises. Do I want to watch that happening to others? But Rowan, Zara and Naia are already moving off in the direction of the main area in front of the gates. I decide to follow them. I am as curious as they are in my own way. We are cut off from much of the world here in the fortress, getting news secondhand at best. Some of the free gladiators seem to know more because they have contacts in Aetheria. A few even seem to be able to step beyond Ironhold, although I do not understand how. 


Any change, any connection to the outside world, is something we cannot miss. So I go with the others, walking along the twists and turns of the fortress, passing by the baths and the rooms for training, the punishment rooms and the places devoted to the great gladiators of the past. It is a warren made from granite and filled with flickering torches, the threat of violence always there. 


We come out into the stands of one of the main practice areas, a vast, sandy arena complete with obstacles and rocks to lift. There are wooden posts on which to practice striking with weapons, and there are racks of training gear. 


There are also almost twenty men and women standing in chains, with Lord Darius Blackthorn assessing them the way a farmer might judge the strength and quality of cattle. He is a middle-aged man, his dark hair starting to grey, his body still powerful, reflecting the strength that he built as a gladiator. There is steel in his gaze as it falls on each of them. 


In the stands, many of the existing gladiators are gathered, staring at the newcomers, trying to guess which will make it, and which will be rejected, sent to the slave blocks of the city to be sold on. I do not know whether to hope that these people will make it into Ironhold, because that represents their best chance of freedom, or to hope that they do not, because I know how deadly the Colosseum can be, how likely they are to lose their lives in its confines.


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I watch the would-be gladiators try, and I watch them fail. Some fall at the first test, the running designed to sap their endurance beneath the harsh sun. I know they will have walked here from wherever they were taken. They will have spent days being urged on with the lash, given only water and bread. They will already be exhausted. This is not about how fit they are or how strong, but simply about their determination. 


Some of them collapse on the sand. Those are dragged to the side by soldiers. They are the ones who will be taken from Ironhold when this is done. The soldiers look on almost mockingly. It makes me hate them even more. I know what it is like to be where the prisoners are, to be made to run and work. 


They are forced to do exercises now, lifting stones, striking the posts with wooden weapons, climbing over obstacles again and again. The same things we do in training each morning to make us tougher, but these prisoners do not have our months of practice behind them. I can see some of the other gladiators there around them, some urging them on, others telling them that they are certain to fail. I see Vex, blonde haired and arrogant, noble robes over the top of his training gear, telling the recruits that they have no chance, pushing them, bullying them. 


I can see one dark-haired young woman who looks too small and weak to be there, struggling with the rocks. I go to her. 


“Keep going,” I say. “I know this is hard, but this is a test of determination, not of strength or skill. The only way you fail is if you give in.”


“And if I succeed I get to die in the colosseum,” she says, but she does not stop.


“What’s your name?” I ask. 


“Cesca.”


“Well, Cesca, if you survive for five seasons, you are free,” I point out. “But if you fail here, you will be dragged off and sold. You might never be free, and your fate… it could be a lot worse than even a quick death on the sands. You must keep going.”
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